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Introduction

While there is a vast range of literature in the

fields of communication, management and

education, there is a dearth of research

which specifically investigates

communication as related to education

managers. Given that communication is an

essential aspect of the manager's role as a

leader (Harris, 1998), and that effective

leadership creates effective schools (Thody,

1998), this neglect is surprising. It is with this

focus in mind that the current study was

designed to bring together existing

knowledge in these fields in an attempt to

advance understanding of the role of

communication within education

management.

The communication process in

organisations is a complicated one;

complicated by the fact that we as individuals

have our idiosyncrasies, biases, and abilities,

and complicated by organisational

characteristics such as hierarchy or

specialisation (Smeltzer, 1996). However,

communication is the process most central to

the success or failure of an organization

(Hargie et al., 1999). It is through

communication of one kind or another that

employees learn what is expected of them,

find out how to do their jobs, and become

aware of what others think of their work

(Orpen, 1997).

As with most organizations, education

establishments engage in a wide variety of

communications on a daily basis. Some

messages are individually specific ± for

example, a principal giving feedback on a

completed task or requesting information on

a student. Others are team or group-oriented

± for example, defining current group

objectives or sharing plans for the week.

Thus, it is clear that interpersonal

communication is central to the work of

education organizations, and especially to

the role of the education manager. However,

research into managerial communication,

and more specifically education management

communication, is at an early stage.

Management is about crafting a strategic

vision to enhance organisational

effectiveness, and requires the effective use

of the tools of communication. Luthans and

Larsen (1986) found that managers typically

spend between 60 per cent and 80 per cent of

their time communicating. However, Hargie

et al. (1994) noted that managers generally

overrate the effective use of their

interpersonal communication skills.

Specifically, they argued that education

managers need to acquire and develop

specialist communication skills and learn

how to apply these to particular situations

within their organization.

Organizational communication scholars

have more recently focused on the

communication climate of organisations.

Kreps (1990) described this as the internal

emotional tone of the organisation, based on

how comfortable members feel with one

another and with the organisation. The

climate develops out of the behaviours and

policies of organisation administrators and

the specific communication behaviours of

organisation members. Friendly climates

encourage members to communicate in an

open, relaxed and convivial manner with

work colleagues, while negative climates

discourage open and facilitative

communication. Hence, communication is

not just important from the functional point

of view of getting the message across, it is

also central to the development and

maintenance of positive working

relationships, harmony and trust.

Communication has also been found to be

related to variables such as burnout, stress

and social support (Ray, 1993; Tutteman and

Punch, 1992; Somers and Lefkowitz, 1983). In

a study of 135 managers from 21 different
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Abstract
Education managers from various

education settings were asked to

record the three most typical

work-related incidents of commu-

nication within a specified time-

frame. They were also asked to

identify the strengths and weak-

nesses of communication prac-

tices at work. The resultant data

provide insight into the existing

communication climate within

education organisations, and the

problems which need to be over-

come. Specifically, the main find-

ings were of persistent

communication problems between

managers and staff, the organisa-

tion of meetings, the transmission

of information and the use of

appropriate communication chan-

nels. The data suggest that there

is a need for improved communi-

cation to facilitate the more ef-

fective management of education

organisations, and to improve re-

lationships between education

managers and their staff. Greater

communication skills training for

managers is therefore recom-

mended. This paper also considers

areas where further research is

indicated.



firms in the UK, Orpen (1997) found that both

job satisfaction and work motivation were

positively affected by the quality of

communication within their firms.

Conversely, where communication is

dysfunctional, the incidence of staff illness,

turnover and litigation have been shown to

increase (Hargie et al., 1999). Therefore,

improving flow of communication within

companies should raise both manager and

employee motivation and satisfaction.

Management clearly has the main

responsibility to influence this situation.

Organisational communication is only as

good as interpersonal communication

(Torrington and Weightman, 1994). Whatever

initiatives are taken to improve the former,

they will only be as good as the quality of the

latter. Managerial communication is

probably one of the most critical areas of

organisational communication in general

and it is the point at which managerial

behaviour can genuinely make a difference

in influencing performance and employee

attitudes (Klaus and Bass, 1982).

Certainly as an activity for managers,

communication occupies a vast majority of a

manager's time, and thus any increase in a

manager's effectiveness or skill as a

communicator should contribute directly or

indirectly to improved organisational

performance (Torrington and Weightman,

1994).

The current state of knowledge in this area,

however, is relatively fragmented, especially

in terms of understanding specifically what

communication situations characterise

current work practices, and the contribution

that effective interpersonal communication

can make to improving individual and

organisational performance. This study will

investigate what education managers

themselves feel to be the key dimensions of

communication.

The purpose of the study is threefold. First,

it aims to highlight predominant patterns of

communication incidents occurring in the

workplace by focusing on specific

communication skills employed, problem

solving skills and the context of

communication incidents. Second, the study

explores respondents' perceptions of

communication processes in the workplace.

Third, it is concerned with identifying the

current communication climate in education

management. The overall intention was to

ascertain what managers believed to be the

obstacles faced at present, and the measures

most likely to overcome these hurdles.

Method

Participants
Twenty-eight education managers took part

in this study. They consisted of six

principals, three vice-principals, and 19

heads of department, all of whom were

completing an MSc course in education

management.

Procedure
Participants were asked to record on paper:
. three critical incidents that occurred

during the course of their work, and
. a summary of the main strengths and

weaknesses of communication within

their organisation.

The critical incident technique is a widely

used research methodology. It was pioneered

by Flanagan (1948; 1954), who developed it as

a means of gathering concrete instances of

effective and ineffective behaviour in any

context. It is based upon the perspective that

internal feelings of satisfaction or

dissatisfaction with a person stem from

actual incidents in real life. These attitudes

in turn influence how future encounters are

`̀ seen'', categorised, and responded to (Hargie

and Tourish, in press).

The critical incident procedure itself

involves three main phases (Caves, 1988):

1 defining the target population;

2 obtaining the description of incidents; and

3 identifying the competencies.

In this study, the target population of

education managers were instructed to

choose three critical incidents which

occurred during the time they were enrolled

in a semester of an MSc course in education

management (approximately a 12 week

period). The descriptions of incidents were

obtained by asking them to provide detailed

written accounts of these events in as much

detail as possible. In particular, they had to

detail what led up to the incidents, people

involved, communication skills employed,

difficulties encountered, and the outcome of

the incidents.

With regard to the strengths and

weaknesses of communication within the

workplace, participants were also asked to

give an overall picture of communication by

considering current strengths and

weaknesses, management style, and

communication channels.

Participants completed these accounts in

their own time within a three month time-

frame.
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Data analysis
All of the data were analysed using content

analysis. The overall purpose of the content

analysis approach is to identify specific

recurring characteristics from data

systematically and objectively in order to

shape raw material into meaningful

categories. This method requires that key

content areas are identified by the

researcher, followed by the allocation of

individual constructs to each of these

categories (Stewart and Stewart, 1981).

Increasingly, researchers are utilising this

method to develop complex, thematic

analyses of transcripts that combine

interpretative sensitivity with systematic

coding (Hoijer, 1990; Kepplinger, 1989; Liebes

and Katz, 1990; Livingstone and Lunt, 1994).

The written data in this study were read and

re-read by the authors until thorough

familiarity with the work was achieved.

Common themes were then identified from

the written accounts, at both main category

and sub-category levels.

The contents of the communication

incidents as described by respondents were

classified into major categories. Once the

framework for the content analysis had been

constructed, all of the replies were coded

within this. The data were examined for the

frequency with which the different

communication incidents were mentioned by

the participants. The same procedure was

used to content analyse the strengths and

weaknesses of communication in the

workplace as described by the participants.

Results

Sixty-four communication incidents were

reported in total (i.e. not all respondents

reported three incidents). The incidents were

initially content analysed by considering six

major categories that emerged through

initial analysis of the transcripts. The

categories were:

1 nature of the incident;

2 communication flow;

3 others involved;

4 difficulties encountered;

5 communication skills employed, and

6 outcome of the incident.

The framework for the content analysis was

further sharpened by the identification of

sub-categories within each of the above six

areas (see Table I). All of the communication

incidents were then coded using this system.

Nature of the incident
The majority of communication incidents

reported were formal and work related.

Overall, meetings were the most frequent

setting within which the communication

incidents occurred (63 per cent) (see Table II).

In some cases the meeting was not

arranged but occurred by chance (11 per

cent). Where this was the case, respondents

expressed concern at the location and timing

of the incidents (6 per cent). Interruptions

were an underlying concern and often issues

were not debated to a solution as time did not

permit.
I felt rushed and couldn't get my point across.
I think I was forced into a decision because

there wasn't enough time.

On the other hand, 5 per cent of respondents

who reported an unplanned communication

incident noted the advantages associated

with this type of encounter. Simple issues

remained uncomplicated and it allowed for

greater development of personal

relationships.
I was glad we didn't make a big deal of this

and as a result I think we avoided further

complications.

The majority of meetings, however, were

prearranged (88 per cent). From the incidents

reported, there was a clear pattern regarding

size of meetings. Large numbers tended to

complicate the issue at hand and resulted in

situations not being resolved. Respondents

noted that the timing of the meeting

influenced its success (25 per cent). For

example, when meetings were held in schools

after working hours, respondents reported

being tired and unable to concentrate. These

meetings tended to be rushed for the sake of

getting home and resulted in issues not being

discussed properly.
I don't think it's a good idea to hold meetings

after work. Everyone is too tired and

irritable.

Where a meeting involved people who were

friends as well as colleagues, there was a

mutual respect, which seemed to surpass any

underlying difficulty with work issues. This

led to greater success in resolving work

situations. Also, the style of communication

in this case was interpreted as slightly less

formal than communication with strictly

working colleagues.

Of the respondents, 19 per cent reported

communication incidents that did not take

the format of a meeting. These encounters

concerned conferences, advice giving,

dealing with complaints, and handling

situations as they arose. Written

communication was reported by 7 per cent of

the respondents. This was seen as

satisfactory but usually required follow-up

communication of a different nature (i.e.

face-to-face meeting, telephone call).
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Direction of communication flow
Downward communication (from a superior

to a subordinate) was reported in 37 per cent

of the cases (see Table III). Upward

communication (from subordinate to

superior) was reported by 29 per cent of the

participants, while lateral communication

was described in 15 per cent of the incidents.

A large proportion of the incidents involved

groups of people from all levels within the

particular education establishment. These

accounted for 19 per cent of the

communication incidents; 6 per cent of

incidents concerned communication with

non-colleagues.

Of note was the trend for individuals in the

most senior position within their

organisation (i.e. principal) to report

communication flow in the same direction

for incidents they reported. In the case of

respondents who were principals, all

reported communication was downward.

People involved in communication
incidents
Of the incidents, 49 per cent involved

encounters which were one-to one while 42

per cent took place during staff meetings (see

Table IV). The remainder of incidents (9 per

cent) involved more than three members of

staff but did not constitute a staff meeting.

In incidents that involved more than two

people, respondents tended to report that the

process of resolution was slow and directly

attributed this to the fact that it was not a

one-to-one communication incident.
Everything seems to take so much longer

when it's a meeting with the whole

department. I think things can be sorted out

much faster when less people are involved.

Another feature of communication involving

larger groups of people was that respondents

reported feeling uncomfortable addressing a

large meeting and often stayed quiet rather

than speaking out. Such communication

incidents were regarded as more time

consuming and required greater preparation.

Large meetings often resulted in some

members continuing to debate issues in

smaller groups after the official meeting

ended, resulting in gossip and speculation.
People seemed to form small groups after the

meeting and continued to discuss the issues.

In fact, there appeared to be quite a lot of bad

feeling.

When an incident was reported that involved

two or more people that had dealt with a

similar problem, or resolved situations

amicably before, this seemed to affect the

outcome of the current difficulty for the

better. Bad previous relationships or

unresolved problems hindered success in the

present situation.
We had encountered this before, so I think we

both knew what way to handle it.

Communication difficulties encountered
Table V highlights the items that were

described most often as `̀ difficult''

Table III
Direction of communication flow within
incidents

Direction No. of incidents % of cases

Downward 24 37
Upward 14 22
Lateral 10 15
Group 12 19
Other 4 6
Total 64 100

Table IV
Others involved in communication incident

People involved
No. of

respondents % of cases

One-to-one 31 49
Three or morea 6 9
Staff meeting 27 42
Total 64 100

Note: a A meeting involving three or more people that
is not a staff meeting

Table I
Communication incidents: identified categories and sub-categories

Category Sub-category

Nature of the incident Formal meeting, informal meeting, chat,
conference,written communication, discussion,
telephone call

Communication flow Downward, upward, lateral, group communication
Others involved One-to-one, three or more, staff meeting
Difficulties involved Not aware of situation, bad atmosphere, conflicting

opinions, lack of time, wrong location, personal
conflict

Communication skills Verbal communication skills, non-verbal
communication skills

Outcome of incident Fully resolved, partially resolved, not resolved, no
attempt to resolve

Table II
Nature of communication incident

Communication
incident No. of cases % of cases

Meeting 40 63
Conference 12 19
Chat 7 11
Written 5 7
Total incidents 64 100
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surrounding the communication incident.

Not being aware of the situation in advance

of the communication taking place greatly

affected the handling of communication

incidents. If individuals did not have the full

facts surrounding an issue, decision making

became difficult. A bad atmosphere and

conflicting opinions occurred equally as

difficulties.

Where the incident took place greatly

influenced the outcome. When a meeting was

officially arranged (agenda circulated etc.), it

was reported as running more smoothly. In

some cases it was the norm to provide

refreshments at meetings (tea/coffee) and to

begin in a relaxed fashion. Unplanned

meetings often took place in the school

corridor or over lunch in the staff room (i.e.

the wrong location). This was more often

than not felt to be unsatisfactory as it

resulted in interruptions and little time to

discuss matters in detail. However, on one

occasion it was considered better that a

sensitive issue was handled in this way as it

could have been complicated by formality.
I'm glad we sorted it out there and didn't take

the matter any further.

Other items mentioned were:
. a simple situation being made

complicated;
. poor communication with other party;
. anxiety over the situation;
. poor communication by the respondent;
. interruptions; and
. no agenda for a meeting.

Outcome of the incidents
Of the situations, 48 per cent were described

as resolved or brought to a conclusion (see

Table VI). Where situations were only

partially resolved (24 per cent), the incidents

primarily concerned a meeting with more

than two people. In contrast, the incidents

that were fully resolved involved mainly one-

to-one encounters. Large meetings (e.g. staff

meetings) tended not to result in a final

decision. With smaller one-to-one

interactions, outcomes tended to be more

immediate.

Communication strengths and weaknesses
in the workplace
It was considered important to take into

account the communication climate that the

respondents work in and within which the

communication incidents occurred.

Therefore, the respondents provided a

summary of the perceived strengths and

weaknesses of communication in their

workplace. The summaries were initially

classified into four major categories,

namely, communication flow, management

communication style, specific weaknesses

in communication and specific strengths in

communication. Once the framework for

the content analysis had been constructed, all

the summaries were coded using the

categories represented in Table VII.

Communication flow
Upward, downward and lateral

communication were evident and often a

combination of all three were utilised on a

daily basis in any one workplace. Table VIII

shows the number of times that each was

reported.

Communication in an upward direction

featured most often but was regarded as

primarily unsatisfactory (63 per cent) by

those who cited it. Communication in a

downward direction was reported by 26 per

cent of respondents, and was described as

poor by the majority, with only 20 per cent of

those considering it as satisfactory. Lateral

communication was described as either

formal or informal. Where the respondent

was in a less senior position (i.e. not

employed as a head of department or

principal), lateral communication was

primarily informal. Formal lateral

communication was predominant among

respondents who held senior positions

within the workplace.

Management communication style
Respondents identified one of two types of

management style in the workplace. A

Table VI
Outcome of the incident

Communication incident
No. of
cases

% of
cases

Fully resolved 31 48
Partially resolved 15 24
Not resolved 16 25
No attempt to resolve 2 3
Total 64 100

Table V
Difficulties encountered during communication
incident

Difficulty No. of casesa

Not aware of situation 9
Bad atmosphere 7
Conflicting opinions 7
Lack of time 6
Wrong location 6
Personal conflict 6

a Not all respondents reported difficulties and some
respondents reported more than one difficulty per
incident
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hierarchical style was reported by 53 per cent

of participants, while a flatter style of

management was reported by 47 per cent of

participants (see Table IX). Where a flatter

style of management was described, it was a

relatively new procedure and was a change

from a previously hierarchical style of

management. This flatter style of

communication was not always seen as an

improvement on the previous management

style.

Specific weaknesses in communication
Overall, there were more than twice as many

weaknesses in communication (54) reported

than strengths in communication (26) (see

Table X). The most common weaknesses were

where the respondent did not have the forum

to express an opinion, poor dissemination of

information by others and lack of time for

communication. Other weaknesses

mentioned less frequently were large school

size, previous strained relationships,

overloaded meeting agenda and wrong

location.

Communication strengths
Respondents described the specific strengths

in communication in their workplace (see

Table XI). Staff meetings were seen as one of

the best ways to discuss issues and resolve

problem situations (31 per cent). Again, such

meetings were perceived to be more

productive when an agenda was circulated

on time, thereby allowing people to prepare

for issues raised. Communication was

viewed as good when staff at all levels were

asked to contribute their ideas openly. Other

strengths of communication described were

trust among staff, good interpersonal skills

and introducing new methods of

communication.

Discussion

This study has provided insight into the

views of education managers with regard to

communication practices and processes in

the working environment. The data

illuminate the communication climate

within which today's education managers

work. They also uncover predominant

patterns of communication incidents

occurring in the workplace, and the

respondents' perceptions of the main

influencing factors which determine success

or failure.

As expected and in line with previous

research, communication was viewed by the

Table IX
Frequency and percentage of occurrence of
type of management communication style

Management style No. of cases % of cases

Flat 13 47
Hierarchical 15 53

Table X
Most frequently reported communication
weaknesses

Weakness No. of cases % of cases

Expression of opinion 7 13
Dissemination of

information 7 13
Not enough time 6 11
Isolation 6 11
Management style 6 11
Lack of consistency 4 7
Poor personal interaction 4 7
Other 14 26

Table XI
Most frequently reported communication
strengths

Strength No. of cases % of cases

Meetings 8 31
Communication

recognised 4 15
Approachable principal 4 15
Opinion respected 4 15
Other 6 24

Table VII
Communication in the workplace: identified categories and sub-categories

Categories Sub-categories

Direction of communication Downward, upward, lateral
Management style Flat, hierarchical
Weakness in communication Expression of opinion, dissemination of information,

lack of time, isolation, management style, lack of
consistency, poor personal interaction

Strengths in communication Meetings, communication recognised, approachable
principal, opinion respected

Table VIII
Direction of flow of communication within
workplace

Direction
No. of times

reported % of cases

Upward 19a 48
Downward 10a 26
Lateral 10a 26

Note: aSome respondents described communication
flowing in more than one direction
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majority of respondents as fundamental to

the role of the education manager. A meeting

was the situation where the majority of

interpersonal communication incidents

occurred (63 per cent). One of the main

components of a good communication

channel is the regular staff meeting (Hargie

et al., 1999). Unfortunately, the word

`̀ meeting'' has negative connotations for

some and this important tool is often not used

to its potential. But good planning can

reinstate the meeting to the central place of

importance that employees think it deserves.

Participants in this study found that

planned meetings were ultimately more

successful than unplanned encounters and

also that larger meetings were less

productive. This is in line with previous

research by Gagnon (1988) which suggests

that it is impossible to have a good meeting

with, for example, 20 people. He found that

proper give and take did not occur when too

many people were present and instead

suggested that five or six may be the ideal

number. This research suggests that

education managers do not take sufficient

advantage of such findings in their own

conduct of meetings.

Frustrations with meetings often can be

attributed to the fact that `̀ nothing ever

happens'' as a result. This was a sentiment

expressed by the participants, who felt that

frustration could be avoided if there is more

preparation on everyone's behalf (for

example, agenda circulated in advance,

enough time to discuss all issues raised). If

productive staff meetings are held, a chain of

communication can be initiated that can be

replicated the whole way down the line.

Direction of communication
Argyle (1991, p. 16) noted that `̀ co-operation

over work or relationships could not occur at

all without communication and social

interaction''. To be effective,

communications must be multi-directional,

from management down, from operating

levels up and from staff to staff (Reitzfeld,

1989). Of the communication incidents

described in the present study, 19 per cent

involved members from all positions within

the educational system. This suggests that

there is some movement away from a

completely hierarchical style within the

educational sector. Many authors believe

this to be a vital move for all organisations

(Kane, 1996; Smith, 1990). In fact some go so

far as to say that the traditional

authoritarian style of management with its

emphasis on one-way communication

between superiors and subordinates simply

has no place in the modern working

environment (Wah, 1998; Kane, 1996).

An effective system of communication

between employees and management can

overcome obstacles to the satisfactory flow of

information. The steps involved in

developing an effective communication

system include making communication a

fundamental component of the management

role, obtaining the commitment of top

management, and evaluating the

communication process of all its members on

a regular basis (Smith, 1990).

Management must see two-way

communication not as a bothersome task, but

as a fundamental means of helping to release

the valuable opinions of all employees. The

difficulty is that changing established

patterns of human behaviour is not easy.

According to the present study, employees

want to know what is expected of them.

Without this type of understanding, most

employees will simply not be willing, or

know how, to modify established attitudes

and work behaviour required to make

changes successful and personally rewarding

(Smith, 1990).

People involved
The majority of incidents reported were one-

to-one. These were resolved more quickly

than incidents involving more than two

people. Again, when more than two people

were involved, time limited the topics that

could be discussed by everyone and issues of

individual differences interfered. This

suggests that further communication skills

training, focusing on group dynamics and

negotiation skills, would be of benefit.

Some 42 per cent of the reported incidents

surrounded staff meetings. Many of the

participants felt they lacked confidence to

speak out at larger staff meetings. Training

targeted at meeting the communication

needs of such participants so they feel able to

contribute ideas would be useful for such

situations. Participants did perceive some

meetings as leading to the formation of sub-

groups. Participants wanted the opportunity

to have `̀ their say''. It would therefore, be,

more useful to change the format of meetings

by, for example, forming smaller groups to

discuss ideas and then collaborating on

suggestions that arise from these.

Previous success in solving difficulties was

seen by the participants as a good indicator

of resolving future issues with the same

individual(s). Sandwith (1994, p. 56) noted

that managers and employees can become

`̀ wedded to our ways''. More awareness of the

different communication styles that exist by

all involved could be the key to making
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communication more successful as well as

helping individuals to determine the most

appropriate style to use for different

individuals.

The participants here felt that personality

interfered with how one handles various

situations. In recent years industrial

organisational psychologists have paid

increasing attention to the mediating role of

individual difference (personality) variables

that affect people's reactions to their work

experiences. Treating all employees alike is

unlikely to achieve the desired result because

people respond differently to different

approaches. However, stereotyped

communication and learning styles may be

useful as a baseline upon which managers

can develop a style that is appropriate for

each individual worker (Peak, 1995).

Difficulties encountered
A lack of time affected the quality of

communication of many participants. While

they did appreciate that the role of the

manager is a busy one, many respondents felt

that managers often let communication skills

slide for the sake of reaching a speedy

conclusion (i.e. not asking everyone

involved, making a decision without

agreement, allowing the situation to

deteriorate before dealing with it). Two

surveys reported by Wah (1998) indicated

that the creative ideas of workers are often

under-utilised because managers do not pay

enough attention to them. The findings in

this study suggest that this may often occur

because there is a lack of venue and time to

share ideas.

Insufficient communication between

management and employees sometimes leads

to employee confusion on how to achieve

goals, although they are aware of what these

goals are (Hargie, 1997). Expert

communication skills in handling awkward

situations and dealing with situations that

arise suddenly would help. Ward (1997) found

that when employees perceive that

management is receptive to suggestions and

willing to change when a suggestion is

useful, employees are more satisfied. The

location of incidents is important in such

situations. Encounters that take place in the

school corridor or over lunch are not ideal

since minimal opportunity exists for a single

minded focus on the issue and the

achievement of a satisfactory outcome.

Managers need to learn how to handle

situations such as these, that arise suddenly.

Outcome of the incidents
Of the incidents, 48 per cent were described

as resolved by the participants. These were

primarily one-to-one encounters. Again, this

would appear to reinforce the preference of

participants for smaller meetings. One

quarter of the incidents were not resolved at

all while 24 per cent were partially resolved.

The partially resolved incidents tended to

involve more than two staff members.

These findings would indicate that face-to-

face meetings are the most popular method of

communicating within an education setting,

but participants' experience of meetings

suggests that the format and structure could

be improved for maximum success. Also,

more time is essential for managers to be able

to deal effectively with situations, with the

location of the incident seen as equally

important.

Strengths and weaknesses of
communication in the workplace
The strengths and weaknesses of

communication highlighted when

participants described the communication

incidents were very similar to those they

highlighted when discussing the current

state of communication within their

workplace. Twice as many weaknesses in

communication as strengths were outlined.

This indicates that there is substantial room

for improvements in communication in the

education environment at present. The main

weaknesses were that participants wanted to

feel more able to express their opinion, a lack

of time, large school size and wrong location.

The major strength of communication in the

workplace was meetings. However, it must be

noted that participants did feel that the

format and make-up of the meeting could be

improved. Participants again reiterated that

they wanted to be asked to contribute ideas

and have a chance to express their opinions.

The predominant direction of

communication was upward. However,

communication in all directions was seen as

unsatisfactory overall. Participants reported

being unhappy with the management style in

their workplace regardless of whether it was

hierarchical or a flatter style of management.

Trust among staff was also seen as vital to

successful communication. This can be built

up by informing employees of all events

within the workplace and valuing their

opinion. Lee (1997) argues that the system of

superior-subordinate relationships exists

within and is influenced by its larger

organisational system. Over the past two

decades organisational communication

scholars have devoted increasing attention to

the study of social support in the workplace.

Berlin Ray (1993) suggested that research

examines supportive communication as it is

situated in the particular context of the
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workplace, and how it may impact upon

work-life variables such as job stress and

burnout.

Conclusions and implications

The communication experiences and skill

needs of education managers which have

been highlighted here mean that

management training can be targeted more

precisely to meet identified needs and

difficulties. This also will lead to suggestions

for further research to look at why these

particular difficulties are arising in the first

place. These findings have implications for

practising managers, particularly with

respect to training educators for their role as

managers.

It was apparent from the results of this

investigation that education managers are

involved in a wide range of activities on a

daily basis in which interpersonal

communication occupies an important role.

While all of the participants had

communication skills which they felt were

proficient, they were able to identify other

areas where improvement could be achieved.

Good communication in the workplace

results in mutual understanding, harmony

and action while poor communication only

wastes time and resources, forestalls goal

accomplishment and sours relationships

(Sandwith, 1994). Once we understand why

communication fails, we can identify why

things have gone wrong. This study makes a

contribution to the identification and

analysis of the interpersonal and

management skills needed by education

managers within commonly occurring

situations. While it is well known that

communication styles cannot be designated

correct or incorrect, but only effective or

ineffective (Peak, 1995), this study has

brought research in this area a step further

by determining managers' perceptions of the

effectiveness of both their own

communication and that of their workplace

in general.
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