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APPLICATION OF ACTION RESEARCH ON COURSE DEVELOPMENT ll 

Dr Low Goat Tin 
National Institute of Education 

The study focuses on communication. It attempts to seek answers to questions often raised 
in the area of communication and human relationship skills-two important topics taught in 
management programmes. Issues such as why do some people have problem communicating and with 
human relationship skills while to others such skills seem to come by so easily. Answers to such 
questions are important to school administrators. Why do some teacher behaviours upset 
administrators? What is it in the teacher verbal or non-verbal behaviour which administrators find 
offensive? 

Are there words/phrases used by teachers which upset or trigger off some negative reaction 
in school administrators? Are administrators, teachers aware of such words? Do they know why 
such words upset them? Such words have been referred to in the literature as "hot-button" or "red
flagged" words. Administrators need to know what are their "hot-button" words and to become aware 
of issues invoked by such words. Administrators need to become aware of the fact that listening, an 
important aspect of communication is a highly selective and subjective experience and that information 
that conflicts with the listeners' ideas, values and beliefs may simply be tuned out. Further, as 
listening is subjective, words which may appear neutral to the speaker may invoke negative reactions 
from listeners. Certain emotionally laden words can evoke strong feelings and this often create 
barriers to effective listening. In an earlier study, Low & Chong (1989) examined words which upset 
school principals. In the present structure in schools, I feel that one needs to examine the emotionally 
laden words of Heads of Departments (HODs)--the middle managers. 

The HOD system was introduced by the Ministry of Education in 1984. After an initial pilot 
scheme, schools were slowly initiated into the scheme. This scheme is still new to some schools as 
schools have been given till 1994 to implement the HOD system. The introduction of the HOD 
scheme saw the end of the Senior Assistant scheme. Hence, in many schools the teachers are 
adjusting to a fairly major change. Whereas at one point in time teachers reported directly to the 
principal. or the Senior assistant, they now have to report or take instructions from one of their own 
colleagues, who could in many cases be much younger and less experienced than they are. 

The term "middle" managers means that Heads of Departments are literally sandwiched 
between two levels of employees in an organisation. In the school system they are literally in the 
middle of pressures from above, i.e., the school principal and those from below, i.e., teachers in their 
departments. They are in a sense subjected to close scrutiny from both ends. This, coupled with the 
fact that they may be quite junior in the service make their position rather tenuous. The idea of 
having to vet work submitted by their senior colleagues or to supervise teachers who are their seniors· 
is a concern for many. Whether HODs are supervising teachers in the classroom or socialising new 
teachers in their departments, or delegating tasks to others, they require good communication skills. 

The ability to get along with others which involves a great deal of communication is according 
to Lord (1982) the "most important factor in the smooth and successful running of the school." 
Communication is not mere verbal exchange of words, it is also an exchange of feelings, not so much 
by what is said but how it is said. HODs should know how their teachers are interpreting their verbal 
and non-verbal signs. The power of sound has always been greater than the power of words. Words 
have little or no intrinsic meaning. Their meaning is largely determined by the context in which they 
appear and in how it is received which is in turn determined by the receiver's past experiences, beliefs 
and assumptions. Hence, what is heard is more important than what is said. 

Because of assumptions, conflicting frames of reference, individuals can interpret the same 
words differently depending on their previous experience. How individuals interpret the world is 
based on "models" of reality that they carry around with them. Sometimes we are conscious of these 
models, and sometimes we are not. 

t 

s 

se 
or 
rec 
Pa 
at 

an< 

DA 

the: 
but1 
catt 
told 
in tl 

* 
* 
* 

AI11 
whi< 
mair: 
and 
res~ 

in ea 
itetru 



II 

ing, an 
ation eer, as 

~;:: 
ttionally 

ial pilot 
ools as 
eHOD 
ers are 

y to the 
eir own 

t1~; 
[with the 

!~=;~~~ cording 
school." 
so much 
ir verbal 
. Words 
ich they 
, beliefs 

~
e same 

world is 
of these 

I 

ACTION RESEARCH ON COURSE DEVELOPMENT 313 

Because the ability to communicate effectively is of extreme importance to the well-being of 
an organisation, it is imperative that we find what could have hindered/blocked the communication 
process. What words uttered by teachers would trigger off some negative reactions in the heads of 
departments and why? I want to suggest that some teachers' words upset HODs because such words 
might have violated some assumptions that HODs hold about themselves and about the profession. 
Those assumptions that are charged with an imperative, e.g., how teachers ought to behave, how 
teachers ought to relate to their pupils are important ones to identify. These "charged" assumptions 
are all those "oughts, shouids, how tos" that an individual adopts to such an extent that they become 
the basis for action. If a list of words that trigger negative reactions could be identified, we are in 
the process of surfacing to the HODs' awareness some "blind spots" or assumptions or beliefs. 

This study therefore seeks to explore words which are emotionally charged for HODs. It 
seeks to explain why HODs should react with hurt or in other negative ways when they hear the 
words. 

SUBJECTS 

The subjects consisted of 64 secondary school HODs who are currently enrolled in the Further 
Professional Diploma in Education in the National Institute of Education. 

METHOD 

All the 92 FPDE participants in the programme were asked to record upsetting words/phrases/ 
sentences which teachers say to them. They were each asked to write one to two teacher sentences 
or phrases which cause them to react negatively when they hear them. They were then asked to 
record reasons as to why they felt negatively when they heard those phrases or sentences. 
Participants were given time to reflect on the assignment and they were asked to submit the self-report 
at a later date. 

Of the 92 participants in the progran1me, 67 submitted the self-report. Three were found to 
have misunderstood the assignment, hence their reports were discarded. The present study is. an 
analysis of work submitted by 64 participants. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Each of the self-repcrts contained one to two sentences or phrases which subjects claimed that 
they react to negatively. These were "hot-button" or "red-flagged" words for them. All the "hot
button" words were collated and those which were similar were placed together to form a sub
category. For instance, 13 subjects wrote that "hot-button" words for them were times why teachers 
told them that they were heads and hence they were expected to do the job. Examples of statements 
in this sub-category were: 

* 
* 
* 

Why do I have to do your work? 
This is your job. 
You are the head . 

All these statements were put together into a sub-category. Altogether there were 114 statements 
which were clustered into 22 sub-categories. The 22 sub-categories were further re-clustered into 5 
main categories. For the purposes of reliability, 2 administrators were given the 22 sub-categories 
and they were asked to categorize them. Their categories were fairly similar to that of the 
researcher's. Each of the 5 categories was then given a name. The names were given after the items 
in each category were scrutinized. A category name was given which depicted the general theme of 
items found in each category. 
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RESULTS 

What did the 114 emotionally charged sentences/words reveal? For the 64 HODs statements 
from teachers which were heard as teachers' "Abdication of responsibility" were those which they 
react to most negatively. Of the 114 "hot-button" statements, 41% of the statements fell into this 
category. Table 1 shows the sub-categories of these emotionally charged statements which upset 
HODs. As stated earlier, the statements which were similar were placed into sub-categories, thus 
item 1 "You are paid to do it" in the table below was listed by 16 subjects. They had listed 
statements pertaining to the HODs' responsibility allowance. 

Table 1 Sub-category involving II Abdication or Responsibility" which upsets HODs 

CATEGORY 1 -- Statements heard as an abdication of responsibility N 

You are paid to do it. 16 

You do it, you're the HOD. 10 

What's left for you? 3 

You plan everything, I just do. 4 

Why must it be me? 5 

Don't ask me to do it. 3 

I've done my part. 6 

TOTAL 47 

The next category of "hot-button" words falls under the category "A Personal Attack." Altogether 
26 (22.8%) of the 114 statements were listed in this category. Table 2 below shows some of the 
details. 

Table 2 The "Personal Attack" Sub-Category 

Category 2 -- Statements heard as a Personal attack I N I 
You're too young 2 

You are blur 3 

Why work so hard, what are you trying to prove? 6 

I'm not greedy 2 

You don't fight for us, you care only for yourself 4 

You're very demanding 5 

You are different from us now 4 

TOTAL 26 
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Twenty percent or 23 of the 114 statements fall into the next category which I have named "Excuses". 
Here HODs were upset or they reacted negatively when they heard the statements listed in Table 3. 

Table 3 Sub-Category of "Excuses" 

I Category 3 - Statements Heard as Excuses II N I 
No time 9 

Waste of time 6 

Cannot/Cannot be done 5 

That's the way we always do it 3 

TOTAL 23 

The next category consisted of 15 fairly similar statements and I have called the category "Sarcasm". 

Table 4 Sub-Category of "Sarcasm" 

Category 4 -- Statements Heard as Sarcasm ~ 
lt----W-he_n_I -se-e-yo-u-it-m-eans--m-or_e_w_o-rk----1~ 

And in the last category, there were only 3 statements. These 3 statements all referred to the 
same issue and I have termed it "Demands made on the HOD". 

Table 5 Sub-category involving "Demands on the HOD" 

I Category 5 - Heard as Demands on the HOD II N I 
I want it NOW § Can I have it NOW 

I need it NOW 

The common word in all 3 statements is the word NOW. The HOD must serve these teachers 
promptly. In this particular case all 3 statements were made to the media HODs. They were for 
overhead transparencies and equipment such as overhead projectors. 

DISCUSSION 

An examination of the statements collected revealed that 47 (41%) out of the 114 "hot-button" 
statements for HODs rested in one category which I have named "Abdication". An analysis of the 
reasons given by the HODs reveal that much of the problem in this category stamped from the 
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responsibility allowance of $300 that all HODs received. Because of the allowance involved, some 
teachers told them "You're paid to do the job, so you do it." HODs have to deliver $300 worth of 
work because they earn $300 more than their colleagues. That is why when HODs delegate work 
to teachers, 3 of the HODs felt very unhappy when teachers in their departments turned around and 
asked "What's left for you?" Other teachers have told the HODs, "You're the leader, you plan 
everything, I just do it." 

At the core of these statements which upset or annoy HODs is their perception that teachers 
are not co-operating with them. Instead of working as a team, teachers have in a sense isolated them, 
the attitude is that of "You're the one paid to do it." 

In trying to understand why HODs should be upset, I want to suggest that it is possible that 
these statements are sensitive because money is involved. HODs wrote that they did not ask for the 
money and others called this "hardship allowance" or "a mere pittance compared to what I am doing." 
One wrote: " .. .1 feel cheap when told off in this way, as $300 is relatively negligible compared to 
the amount of work and responsibility I am shouldering." 

Another possible reason is also that of isolation. Psychologists tell us that to be accepted by 
other people is a want. A sense of belonging is a social need and it is possible that the leadership 
isolates them from their colleagues. We like to think that we have a good reputation; that we are 
liked by many and perhaps even loved by a few. Casson (1968) stated that "the thought of not being 
allowed to join in, or of 'you can't be one of us' is a painful incentive to all of us because it is a 
threat of rejection, of being 'on the outer. • 

Statements in Category 2 termed "A Personal Attack" could be sensitive to HODs because 
teachers are judging them. They have after all been selected by their principals and subsequently by 
the Ministry of Education and yet teachers have found them wanting. To tell them "You're very 
unfair;" "You're blur" or "You only care for yourself' is to judge them on a subjective criteria. 
They are made to feel inferior or inadequate. These criticisms by colleagues belittle and hence one 
can understand why they are upset and therefore in their self-report many wrote very defensive 
statements, such as, "I've already tried my best, I'm taking on extra marking yet teachers tell me that 
I'm unfair. This is a real unfair world." 

The 23 statements in Category 3 "Excuses" appear to violate the HODs assumptions of·what 
teachers should be. Teachers ought to be prepared to work for their students. They ought to be more 
open, more receptive to new ideas and they should be prepared to try out new methods, after all the 
HODs have done all the background work. 

HODs could also be upset because teachers seem to have an "allness fallacy" i.e., they know 
it all, it "cannot be done" or "it's a waste of time." HODs in their self-report have noted that these 
teachers have a "closed-mind." They are upset because these teachers are negative, they have 
inadequate or outdated knowledge of subjects, yet they reject the additional information that HODs 
try to give them. This frustrates the HODs as they cannot try out new ideas. 

In the 4th category the HODs are seen as middle managers who generate work, "When I see 
you, it means more work." The HODs have written in protest that often the work to be done is 
required by the principal but they have been given the task to get teachers to help out. One wrote, 
"The middle management always gets the brunt of immediate disapproval." 

WHAT ARE SOME IMPLICATIONS? 

For the HODs, I would suggest that they realize the fact that they are sandwiched between 
principals and teachers and that often they could be in the first line of attack. Teachers could also 
vent their frustrations with the school or the system on them. Once HODs are able to accept this they 
could work on their communication skills and de-sensitize themselves to these emotionally charged 
statements. They cannot prevent teachers from saying them but they can change their reactions to 
these statements. 
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HODs could learn not to respond to "hot button" words/statements but they could become 
aware of them and learn not to react to them emotionally or communication might break down. Carl 
Rogers stated that the tendency to react to any emotional statements by forming an evaluation is a 
major barrier to communication. Further, teachers may not mean it in the way that has been heard 
by them. 

For the principals: HODs are selected by principals and I feel that principals could do more to 
support their HODs. New policies to be implemented, new ways of seeing and doing things could 
be discussed at contact time and then staff could be told of the work that is expe.cted. In this way, 
teachers would not say so blatantly to HODs, "When I see you, it means more work" or "You are 
generating too much work." 

Principals could work with their HODs to solve problems. It could be departmental issues, 
still principals should work together as a team with them. Because of their maturity, experience and 
wider perspectives of things, they could be sitting in with HODs in their departmental meetings to 
support them. The teachers in the school must see a cohesive management team that is solidly behind 

them. 
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