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Abstract
This paper asks whether schools and colleges should be regarded as institutions as well as organizations, and if so what are
the implications. Different conceptions of ‘institution’ are examined including an attempt to distinguish ‘institution’ from
‘organization’. It is suggested that institutions are committed to a set of values beyond the transmission of knowledge and
skills, as well as to breadth in education and the importance of continuity and a degree of stability. Positive and negative
connotations of the idea of institution are briefly reviewed. The discussion is placed in a wider context of the debate about
the public realm and its boundaries. Institutional theory is drawn on regarding the interplay between schools and colleges
and their environments. Finally there is a brief discussion of the conception of ‘civic institution’, and its implications
concerning the ownership of publicly-funded schools and colleges.
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Introduction

How should schools and colleges be thought of as a group?

They are frequently referred to as organizations, and that

brings them within the purview of organization theory (see

for example Morgan, 2006). But they can also be regarded,

and often are, as institutions. This paper aims to examine

this distinction in terminology, and specifically to ask what

the practical implications are of regarding schools and col-

leges as institutions as well as organizations.

Are there substantial differences depending on which

conception is preferred? Do they provide alternative ‘fra-

meworks for thinking and for the development of dis-

courses’ (Woods, 2015: 51)?

Conceptions of ‘institution’

A particularly strong defence of the idea of educational

institutions was mounted by Peter Scott (1989). He argued

that bodies concerned with education lead a double life in

being both administrative and moral entities, and that too

much attention had been concentrated on the first of those

aspects. Given that he was writing more than a quarter of a

century ago, it might be observed that the administrative

aspect has gained ever more prominence since then, at least

in a number of countries including England. An education

is about more than what happens in the classroom or lecture

theatre, Scott claimed. He contrasted what he called the

‘public life’ of institutions, as demonstrated through perfor-

mance indicators, external audits and the like, with their

‘private lives’, ‘how they work to educate people, how they

successfully transmit social and cultural values, how they

model the conduct of modern society’ (Scott, 1989: 22).

This was closely aligned to one aspect of the institution’s

public responsibility, which Scott termed its cultural

responsibility: ‘ . . . the allegiance to rationality, truth and

knowledge, which all those in education must accept . . .
For without this primary responsiveness education would

be truly a dead world. Its external utility is rooted in its

internal validity, its private integrity’ (Scott, 1989: 20).

Scott’s formulation reflects the position of Philip Selz-

nick who initiated institutional theory (1957, 1996). He saw

institutions as infused ‘with value beyond the technical

requirements of the task at hand . . . [V]alues do have a cen-

tral place in the theory of institutions’ (Selznick, 1996:

271). This seems particularly relevant to schooling. Despite

a recent strong emphasis in England and some other coun-

tries on performance indicators, particularly test and exam

results, surely moral, social and cultural issues lie at the

heart of education.

In a recent essay Anthony Painter argued that institu-

tions are bodies that mediate between public and private

interest and so have multiple purposes whereas organiza-

tions, such as profit-motivated enterprises, have single pur-

poses. Nevertheless it is not a simple public/private issue in

his view as some companies, for example cooperatives,

social enterprises and ‘those firms that have strong consti-

tutional arrangements to serve the public interest have an

institutional form, but not all companies are institutions’

(Painter, 2014: 40). An institution must ‘balance public and

private values, yet still act with purpose’, and must see

itself not as separate from those it serves but ‘a space where

many different interests can interact and create new collec-

tive value’ (Painter, 2014: 41). This requires a culture of

openness, transparency, accountability and inclusiveness.
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Broadening the base

An educational vision that is consonant with this approach

is that of ‘citizen schools’ as propounded by a group of

authors in a publication produced by the think-tank the

Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR). In their view

a citizen school ‘explicitly creates a democratic culture

through its role as a civic institution’. Citizenship should

‘be at the heart of the school as an institution’. All the con-

stituencies related to such a school – typically students,

staff, parents and the community – will make up a collec-

tive participatory democracy, but the powers of these

groups need not be equal: ‘There are powers that a head

teacher and governing body must hold and enact as agents

of the state, just as there will be powers that a civic commu-

nity must claim themselves – this will inevitably be a bal-

ance that is constantly negotiated’ (Audsley et al., 2013:

13–14).

Such a formulation emphasizing democratic processes

would not apply to all types of educational bodies that might

be regarded as institutions, although it is highly relevant to

the recent substantial growth in the number of co-operative

schools in England (Woodin, 2015). Categories of institu-

tion unlikely to display that emphasis might include presti-

gious private schools, faith schools and many universities.

As suggested earlier a key feature of an institution appears

rather to be the commitment to a set of values beyond the

transmission of knowledge and skills, whether these values

relate to democracy, rationality and truth, the tenets of a

faith, a distinct ethos or something else. Institutions embody

wider educational purposes than are susceptible to the

aggregation of measures of academic achievement, and in

addition there is an element of continuity – a degree of pro-

tection from the instability associated with the market

approach and its attendant disruptive effects.

There are some indications that this broader view is

reasserting itself, and that the recent heavy emphasis on

output-oriented or ‘results-based legitimacy’ (Woods and

Simkins, 2014: 334) may be being questioned, even in pol-

icy circles in England1. In late 2014 the Department of Edu-

cation published guidance on promoting ‘British values’ in

schools2. This was prompted by the so-called ‘Trojan

Horse’ events in Birmingham where there were claims that

some schools were taken over by groups with a radical

Muslim agenda. The government’s promotion of ‘British

values’ proved controversial with a number of faith groups,

and was also criticized on the grounds that the values iden-

tified, such as individual liberty, the rule of law and mutual

respect and tolerance, are not exclusively British. There

have also been questions about whether it is appropriate for

the government to prescribe or recommend the teaching of

specific values (see for example Garner, 2015). However,

the episode did signal a move away from the strong official

focus on academic results as the bedrock of schools’

legitimacy.

Separately there have been indications that personal

attributes other than academic excellence were being given

more serious attention by policy-makers. During the

approach to the UK general election of 2015, both the

largest political parties were proclaiming their commitment

to ‘character education’ and in particular the attributes of

grit and resilience (see for example Adams 2015). There

are also signs of growing academic interest in this general

area. The University of Birmingham, which has a specialist

centre devoted to studying it, recently produced a research

report on character education in the UK (Arthur et al.,

2015). One of the findings was that, in a survey of 255

teachers in schools across the UK, 80% stated that the cur-

rent assessment system ‘hinders the development of the

whole child’. The pervasiveness of exams was perceived

to have crowded out other educational goods such as the

development of moral character.

There are contentious issues here. The emphasis on ‘grit

and resilience’ in policy circles has come under fire from

some critics, who see it as an attempt to prepare people to

accommodate themselves to the vicissitudes of a neoliberal,

globalized world order rather than to challenge it (see for

example Evans and Reid, 2014). The University of Birming-

ham report implicitly acknowledges this debate by distin-

guishing between moral and performance virtues, and

arguing that ‘Politicians and policy-makers should recog-

nize that moral virtues such as honesty, kindness and cour-

age are just as important as performance virtues such as

resilience, self-confidence and grit’ (Arthur et al., 2015: 27).

The concerns extend beyond issues of character and

moral education. A recent paper from two respected health

bodies suggests that every state secondary school should

appoint a head of well-being (Manning and Paxman,

2015). In a foreword to that paper, Dr Andrew Jones of

Nuffield Health argues that recent school reforms ‘have

done little to promote an approach to look after the whole

child and indeed the whole school culture’. The holders

of the proposed role should, he argues, ‘co-ordinate support

for staff, the school sports curriculum, healthy eating, per-

sonal and social education and on-site health’ (Manning

and Paxman, 2015: 3).

Public and other realms

The set of developments just discussed relating to demo-

cratic processes, character and moral development and the

promotion of wellbeing arguably emphasize what might be

called the institutional aspects of schooling as distinct from

an orientation preoccupied with the measurement of out-

puts. Nevertheless, as Stewart Ranson suggests in his anal-

ysis of the contemporary tension in England between

community and corporate governance of schools, the domi-

nant orthodoxy appears to be that ‘the model of corporate

business provides the best model for school governance’

(Ranson, 2012: 38)3. The transfer of governance, particu-

larly in the academies programme, from civil society to

self-governing trusts has placed the emphasis upon private

interests, such as the personal ambitions of an individual

sponsor, rather than public ones. The result is likely to be

a public education that has a random and arbitrary nature

arising from ‘the interested decisions of a corporate club

or association’ (Ranson, 2012: 43).

Glatter 101



As Higham (2014) indicates, this type of development

brings to the fore the question of who owns our publicly-

funded schools. This is an issue that has recently been taken

up in a wider context by the political philosopher David

Marquand. He distinguishes between three elements in

society. The public realm which ‘is the realm of service,

equity, professional and public duty, as opposed both to the

market realm of buying and selling and the private realm of

love, family and friendship’, is in his view, ‘a gift of his-

tory, precious but also vulnerable . . . We demean ourselves

if we try to shuffle off that primordial responsibility onto

others’ (Marquand, 2014: 96–98). Yet the boundaries of the

public realm shift over time and are constantly subject to

argument and persuasion. Moreover, those boundaries are

hazy. Marquand cites the example of barristers, who are

market traders yet have public duties to the courts. He con-

siders that in recent years ‘the attrition of the public realm

has speeded up’ and that when ministers speak of the need

to ‘reform’ the public services they mean that public insti-

tutions such as schools and universities ‘should be managed

as if they were private firms’ (Marquand, 2014: 119–120).

Perhaps of most relevance for the discussion here about

institutions is the importance Marquand attributes to public

trust: ‘Citizens will trust their leaders if they think public

institutions are governed by an ethic of equity and

service . . . But if the public realm succumbs to invasion

by the market or private realms . . . citizenship becomes

an empty shell and public trust withers’ (Marquand,

2014: 103). This is particularly significant in light of the

evidence Marquand cites indicating that the level of public

trust in Britain has fallen dramatically over the last 50

years, to a far greater extent than in many comparable

countries.

Positive and negative connotations

The role of trust in relation to the idea of institutions may be

illustrated by referring to bodies outside education. For

example, in the commercial world it was recently reported

that when members of the public were asked which of 13

well-known businesses they would trust to take care of their

accounts if the firms moved into personal banking, all but

one achieved 30% or less support. The odd one out, John

Lewis, scored more than three-quarters – 77%. John Lewis

is a long-standing company of high repute which is 100%

owned by its staff and has a fair claim to be considered

an institution4. Another body which receives high scores

for trust in public opinion polling is the British Broadcast-

ing Corporation (BBC) which is also generally regarded as

an institution5.

However the idea of institution can also carry negative

connotations. Selznick (1996: 271) insisted that institutio-

nalization is ‘at bottom . . . a neutral idea’, and that leader-

ship had a major responsibility to monitor its costs as well

as its benefits. At the end of the 1980s, Peter Scott (1989)

pointed out that radicals of both the left and right had

tended to be dismissive of institutions, the left regarding

them as stiflingly bourgeois and the right seeing them as

arthritic and bureaucratic – critiques that are possibly not

very dissimilar from each other. Moreover, there is an

important debate to be had about how far the idea of insti-

tution is consonant with today’s fast-paced world. Greater

stability and continuity could well be beneficial education-

ally – a survey last year for the National Association of

Head Teachers (NAHT) found that three-quarters of par-

ents questioned felt that pressures on schools to implement

new initiatives in a short space of time might negatively

impact on their child’s education6. On the other hand ‘insti-

tution’ implies a stand-alone school or college whereas a

striking feature of recent years, at least in England, has

been the formation of chains and federations made up of

individual units working closely together (Chapman,

2015).

Multiple levels

The strand of analysis known as new institutional theory

has a bearing on this discussion. This perspective ‘enables

us to understand how social choices are moulded and chan-

nelled by the institutional environment’ (Lamothe and

Denis, 2007: 60). A key concept here is isomorphism, the

process of homogenization by which powerful forces in the

environment cause organizations working in particular

fields to become similar to one another (Dimaggio and

Powell, 1983). One major influence is of course profes-

sional norms but in addition ‘All organisations operating

within a common political regime are drawn toward stan-

dard practices that correspond to the political pressures and

formal regulations produced by the regime’ (Mitchell,

1996: 174).

A leading exponent of this approach, W. Richard Scott,

has emphasized that this does not mean organizations such

as schools and colleges are unable to follow a distinctive

path, and indeed in England and other countries policy-

makers have recently put a lot of stress on the idea of

enhancing autonomy, though whether there has actually

been an increase in autonomy – and if so over what func-

tions – is highly debatable (Glatter, 2012). It means simply

that constant awareness is needed of institutional context,

of the ‘meso-level systems that mediate between societal

structures and individual organizations’ (Scott, 2001:

207), and of the complex interplay between organizations

and their environments.

In a striking passage, he remarks that there are multiple

levels ‘each constraining and empowering the other. And

social structures themselves are nested, groups within orga-

nizations or networks of organizations, organizations

within fields, fields within broader societal and trans-

societal systems’ (Scott, 2001: 203). This fact of multiple

levels requires the governors and staff of a school or col-

lege to determine its identity, whether as an organization

or an institution, according to their preferences but also

by reference to the context within which it is ‘nested’, to

use Scott’s metaphor. That context includes the incentives

and sanctions devised to persuade schools and colleges to

act in specific ways, for instance through the medium of

inspection processes. So if the incentives and sanctions

change, for example by placing a greater stress on values
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beyond the transmission of knowledge and skills (some-

thing that as discussed earlier may now be happening in

England), this could significantly affect the identities of

individual schools and colleges.

Issues and implications

The idea of institution perhaps implies that schools and col-

leges are more than just machines for achieving specific

academic targets in the form of predetermined pass-rates

and the like, an impression that policy-makers have some-

times given. And yet caution is needed. Whether they are

seen as institutions or organizations, they must balance dif-

ferent and often competing expectations. It can be a fragile

balance. The expectation for academic effectiveness is of

course entirely legitimate even if it sometimes appears too

dominant. Moreover, as has been pointed out elsewhere

(Glatter, 2006), the contemporary ‘image problem’ associ-

ated with the term ‘organization’ is somewhat accidental.

To many people it has a strong mechanistic flavour and car-

ries a sense of impersonality closely associated with the

negative modern connotations of ‘bureaucracy’. This inter-

pretation is paradoxical as the word’s etymological link is

with organism rather than mechanism, and much research

on organizations conveys a more dynamic picture. The con-

temporary image probably owes a great deal to The Orga-

nization Man, the bestselling study of the perceived

corrosive effects of the post-war corporate culture on the

lives of American men (as they mostly were), published

by the sociologist William H. Whyte in 1956 (Whyte,

1956). The image has largely stuck, at least when the term

is used to describe an entity rather than an activity,

although I have argued and continue to maintain ‘that noth-

ing worthwhile on any scale can be achieved without orga-

nization’ (Glatter, 2006: 71).

I suggested earlier that a key distinguishing feature of an

educational institution is a commitment to a set of values

beyond the inculcation of knowledge and skills. I have not

sought to deal directly with the crucial issues of what val-

ues and whose values, since that would require a lengthy

treatise, but two related issues are worth mentioning. First,

in England there has been a significant and unprecedented

development of ‘governance by contract’ (Feintuck and

Stevens, 2013) whereby a substantial proportion of schools

funded by the taxpayer are contracted out under the acade-

mies programme by the Secretary of State to an extremely

diverse range of third parties via so-called ‘funding agree-

ments’. This has placed increased focus on the process of

‘commissioning’ the provision of schooling. Such a process

is likely to emphasize the specification and achievement of

‘technical’ standards – what the University of Birmingham

research called the ‘performance virtues’ – rather than the

less tangible, institutional qualities that have been dis-

cussed here, which may either atrophy or take controversial

forms. Indeed Selznick saw ‘the intrinsic conflict between

the premises of contract and those of association’ as a

major theme of his path-breaking work on institutions:

‘The logic of contract runs up against the logic of sustained

cooperation’ (Selznick, 1996: 272).

Second, as is well attested in research on educational

leadership and management, statements of intent by them-

selves achieve little. A relentless focus on implementation

is crucial. To return to the University of Birmingham study

on character education one more time, previous research

has shown that, in that area, ‘Effective implementation

requires a consistent and dogged determination to get

things right at the level of delivery’ (Arthur et al., 2015:

24).

Conclusion

In conclusion, I suggest that conceiving schools and col-

leges as institutions would serve to emphasize the role of

values (Hammersley-Fletcher, 2015), promote breadth in

education and prioritize continuity over frequent mandated

and often weakly justified structural changes and other

‘reforms’. Whether you subscribe to the concept is likely

to depend on how far your personal beliefs, and the collec-

tive preferences within individual schools or colleges,

match these directions of travel, taking into account the

expectations of their stakeholder groups, the constraints set

by the wider context and the opportunities it offers.

A significant refinement of the concept is that of the

‘civic institution’, which arguably might apply to all

publicly-funded schools and colleges, and which, in addi-

tion to the other suggested hallmarks of institutions just

mentioned would claim and demonstrate a strong commit-

ment to democratic processes in its decision-making. It is

questionable whether the ownership of a civic institution

can legitimately be transferred from civil society to a third

party by means of a commissioning and contracting

process.
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Notes

1. This questioning may not necessarily even be limited to the

educational issues largely focused on in this paper, but may

extend to other aspects of school effectiveness. For example

the House of Commons Public Accounts Committee, made

up of Members of Parliament from different political parties,

commented in a recent report: ‘[S]chools can have safeguard-

ing or governance or financial management issues while still

performing well in terms of educational attainment’ (House

of Commons Committee on Public Accounts, 2015: 3).

2. See https://www.gov.uk/government/news/guidance-on-pro-

moting-british-values-in-schools-published/.

3. A recent advertisement for teaching staff by academy sponsor

The Education Fellowship stated: ‘We are clear that the Fel-

lowship is in the business of education and that our pupils are

our ‘‘customers’’. With that mind set and ethos you will be

joining an enabling organization, ensuring you develop and

grow alongside our customers’. [http://academiesweek.co.

uk/jobs/career/27772/Teacher-Northamptonshire. Accessed 1

December 2014]
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4. See http://www.theguardian.com/money/2014/nov/08/bank-

john-lewis’.

5. See http://www.bbc.co.uk/corporate2/insidethebbc/howwe

work/reports/trust_and_impartiality.html/.

6. See http://www.naht.org.uk/welcome/news-and-media/key-

topics/government-policy/parents-fear-impact-of-too-much-

change-on-childrens-education/.
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