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Mo: 

I received the four manuscripts you asked me to review for the Journal of School Leadership.  Below is my assessment of the first one.  I hope the folks who wrote this aren’t buddies from your working trip to Turkey over spring break last year, but if they are, can you find out what they’re using for a professional library?  We need to find a way to shoot them some more contemporary texts.  While they have access to periodicals, I think, 1988 was the latest date on any of the books referenced—and many are not classics!  To be sure I don’t leave out any information, I’m going to follow the same format we used on the last review.  I hope you’re well.

Robin
A Critical Review of “School Climate and Its Effects on Teachers: 

Research into Nine Urban High Schools”
English is obviously not the native language of the authors; the piece lacked clarity, focus, and specificity. It was difficult to tell if some problems resulted from the authors’ inadequate command of English, failure to provide relevant details, or faulty design.

The study was a survey of 204 teachers in nine urban public high schools in two cities in Turkey.  The survey questions explored teachers’ perceptions of seven factors related to school climate. The study’s aims were “to determine. . .[t]he extent to which the teachers. . .perceive organizational climate factors. . .on the open-to-closed continuum” (p. 6) and “[i]f the perception level in organizational climate factors acted differently in teachers belonging to different” (p. 7) demographic groups.  (The obvious confusion with the aims reflects general language inadequacy, not problems caused by the omissions marked by ellipses.)  

Topic and Review of Literature

Topic. While the research question was never specifically stated, a bulleted list indicated that the aim of the study was to determine two things. The first bullet gave a list of seven organizational climate factors that were examined: “organizational clarity and standards, team commitment, autonomy, intimacy and support, member conflict, rewards, and risk” (p. 6).  These seven factors did not match the dimensions of organizational climate examined in any one of the measurement instruments detailed in the literature review.  Instead, these seven dimensions were scavenged from four different instruments reviewed; the open-to-closed assessment scale also came from one of the four instruments.  No operational definitions and no explanation for the selection of the open-to-closed continuum or the dimensions to be explored were offered.  

The second bulleted item stated that the study also looked for a correlation between teachers’ perception of climate and their teaching assignments, “age, seniority, gender, marital status, and educational levels” (p. 7). 

We might infer from the first bulleted item and the title of the piece, “School Climate and Its Effects on Teachers,” that the research question was this: What effect do various dimensions of school climate have on teachers?  In fact, the study concentrated on establishing a correlation between teachers’ perceptions of school climate and various demographics.  Establishing this correlation might be of use to scholars, practitioners, and educational policy makers; however, the researchers never attempted to assign any significance to any topic other than connecting climate to productivity. Moreover, most of the researchers’ conclusions were unproven and directed at influencing or explaining local policy rather than adding to the general knowledge base.  

Literature Review. The literature review began with two paragraphs that stated that schools are complex, hierarchical social organizations, citing three sources. The third paragraph listed nine different definitions of climate from seven different sources. No operational definition of climate was ever settled upon. Paragraph eight stated that the study examined teachers’ perceptions on the “open-to-closed-continuum” (p. 6), but the phrase was never defined; moreover, the only detailed discussion of closed or open related to Litwin and Stringer’s (1968) study that identified three organizational climates: “closed; warm supportive, friendly; supportive, goal oriented” (p. 6). This was obviously not the same continuum and does not seem to even be a continuum since the middle item (“warm, supportive, friendly”) belongs opposite the word closed, not next to it.  The fourth paragraph stated that school climate is “a necessary link between organizational structure and teacher attitude and behavior” (p. 3), but the study made no attempt to connect the two; no details were given on the organizational structure of any of the schools used for the study. Paragraph five summarized various studies related to climate and attempted to connect the effect of leadership style on climate and the beneficial effect of improved climate on worker performance; yet, there was no information provided on leadership style in any of the schools surveyed. The paragraph ended with a 14-line tangent about specific safety climate, team climate, group climate, and ethics in “insulated” as opposed to “boundary-spanning” employees. Paragraph six described various instruments that have been developed to measure organizational climate. Paragraph seven concluded the literature review by stating that organizational climate is important to operating an organization that performs well and has employees who are effective and satisfied; no correlation is ever made between climate and teacher effectiveness in the study itself.  The satisfaction-climate correlation is so generic as to be useless.

 Of the literature reviewed, only 3 of the 15 sources referenced specifically discuss climate in schools; the other 12 are about organizational climate in business. Out of the 25 total references, only 13 were published in the past 10 years. The seminal work of Halpin and Croft (1963) on organizational climate was cited, but this literature review does not give a general sense of the work that has been done in organizational climate in recent years or what is known specifically about climate in schools. The four-page literature review makes no attempt to connect the purported aims of the study to theory.  

Research Design

Subjects. The 204 respondents were male and female teachers of varying ages from four schools in Afyon and five in Usak. These cities were selected because they have similar population sizes; we do now know if they share other similarities. We do not even know the organizational structures of the schools. We do not know if the researchers had any relationship with the respondents. 

Procedures. Surveys were distributed to 381 teachers in the two cities. We know nothing else except that 204 of those returned were “usable” and that the response rate was good: 54% from Afyon and 53% from Usak (p. 7). 

Instruments. Researchers created a survey of 27 questions (honed down from 68) and conducted a pilot test on graduate students in their final semesters as candidate teachers to “make the items understandable to the participants”  (p. 8). Oddly enough, these same graduate students “were enrolled part time in courses at high schools in the city of Usak” (p. 8).   We are not given the actual survey questions. 

The discussion of what the study refers to as factor 1—organizational clarity and standards—listed the level of bureaucracy, responsibility for tasks and projects, and level of performance standards. For other factors, we are given nothing more than a general heading such as “factor 7 defined risk consisting of four items asking about the level of taking risks at the right time by principals and teachers” (p. 9). This last is both unclear and intriguing.  When is the “right time”?  Is this determined in retrospect? By lottery? By whom?

Limitations. While the researchers admit no limitations, the discussion makes the conclusions inexplicable and the significance purely local with comments such as this: “As it can be expected, the teachers teaching social courses were in [the] majority” (p. 10), 17.6% did not have bachelor’s degrees, and only “3.4% were over 51 years old” (p. 11).  Why “expected”? 

Appropriateness of Design. While it is appropriate to study the effects of’ school climate by researching the perceptions of teachers, too many ambiguities plague this design.  No operational definition was provided for climate or other terms. No explanation was given for how the closed-to-open continuum correlates with the Likert scale that was used.  We were told that low scores indicated closed climate and high scores indicated open climate but were not told how the seven factors fit into any construct of open or closed climate.  There was no theoretical basis for the design or the conclusions researchers reached after examining their data. 

Data and Findings

Presentation. The measures and results sections were very detailed and precise. Charts and tables made the data easily accessible.

Data Analysis. The data have been carefully analyzed and disaggregated.  The demographic breakdowns were clear. What was not clear was what the data meant or why it mattered since all teachers reported open climate in all categories.  

Critique of Findings. The study might be replicated if we only knew precisely what was being measured and how.  The essential problem is that the research question has not been clearly articulated nor the instrument clearly described. With language such a problem in the report, we cannot trust the language on the questionnaire itself, which makes the findings more questionable.  Some of the cause-effect implications seem plausible, and some seem very debatable; but most of the conclusions are about specifically local phenomenon, so it is difficult to assess the validity or the range of contexts in which the findings will apply. We are told that team commitment is highest on every teachers’ scale but not why. We are told the rewards are lowest on teachers’ ratings because of poor salaries, but only one part of the reward dimension related to salary; why is there no discussion of promotion and other rewards provided by principals? 

Evaluation of Findings

No apparent connection was made between school climate and teacher performance; there were no data. What posed as findings about teacher demographics in Turkey would be more accurately described as social commentary: Apparently teachers in Turkey are underpaid, stressed by standardized testing in core subjects, and exhausted by the demands of parenting and marriage. Less educated teachers in Turkey feel inadequate in comparison to their better-educated peers; high unemployment among teachers in Turkey has an effect on teacher perceptions.  The local color was interrupted by occasional bits of circular reasoning: “The reason why all the teachers reported the highest open climate in team commitment may be parallel with the idea that school is an organization where friendly interpersonal relations should exist (Halpin, 1967)” (p. 17). 

The suggestions offered by the researchers are a clear indication that this study did not address the issues it purported to address.  Recommendations related to salaries; high unemployment for teachers; lowering enrollment in academic high schools; professional development opportunities, especially among under-educated teachers; and gender equity.   

Conclusions and Recommendation

Language was a significant problem in assessing this article. We do not want to publish this study as it stands.  Send the manuscript back with a request that they resubmit it if they can find someone to rewrite it, someone with a better command of English. We will want to insist on a better theoretical foundation for the study; more details on the subjects, instrument, and procedure; and an accompanying copy of the actual survey.  Many of our readers would find the article of interest simply because of what it tells us about education in the Middle East. WE cannot publish it as is, though. It may be that this “study” is a specious attempt at garnering an international forum for local politics. We simply cannot tell from what we have been sent. 
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