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AN BEPLORBTORY STUBY TO TEST THE APPROPRIATENESS OF QUALITATIVE METHODS To
INVESTIGATE PRIMARY SCHOOL TEACHERS' BELIEFS ABOUT THE NATURE OF KNOWLEDGE

AND OF LEARNING

Christine Perrott

Armidale College of Advanced Education

ABSTRACY

The paper reports debtails of research undertaken in 1982 with the objective of testing the
appropriateness, and %o trial the practicality of using qualitative methods to investigate the
beliefs of primary school teachers about the nature of knowledge and of learning; indicates why
the methodological approaches of most previous related research was seen as inadequate for the
posed research quesiions; outlines the theoretical considerations used to Justify the methods
chosen; deseribes the research procedures ineluding data collection, analysis and interpretat-
ion, and the mede of reporting the findings; and eoncludes with an evaluation of the appropriate-
ness of the methods used.

1. The Purpose of the Study

It has been recently claimed {(cf. Soltis 1981) that different views on the nature of
knowledge and of learning underwrite different views of educating. From this claim it can be
argued that what a teacheyx believes about the nature of knowledge and of learning underwrites,
affects and is manifest in that teacher's pedagogic praoctice. fTwo important guestions arise
here, however, whether such a claim is empirically supportable, and what in fzct are teachers’
beliefs in the nature of knowledge and of learning. Whatever the answers, they have significant
implications for educators most of whom tend to accept, either dmplicitiy orexplicitly, that
teachers' practice needs to rest on a theory of lsarning or of knowledge, and accordingly
should exhibit certain characteristics. For example, assumptions exist throughout educational
literature and research that there is some connection between a teacher's “theory" in relation
to learning and knowledge and his/hexr "practice' in teaching. They are especially prevalent in
current literature about educationsl innovation and change {(e.g. Olson, 19280; Tisher and Power,
1978) and in writing fér andg about the training of teachers (e.g. Welil and Joyce, 1978; Lamm,
1976} . There has also been a number of studies into what are variously cailed teachers!'
attitudes (e.g. Oliver, Butcher, oliver and Butcher 1953, 1965, 1%62, 1968;
and . Kremer 1978), opinions, (e.g. Morrison and Mclntyre 1967), values, {e.g. Martin 1980},
philosophy, (e.g. onschee and Hein 1978; Starky and Barr 1972) ideclegy, {(e.g. Young 1978, 1980;
Finlayson and Quirk, 197%) role conceptions, (e.g. Adams-Webber and Mirc, 1976) which assume or
claim that a teacher's theoretical position is, or should be, of some importance or influence

in teachers' pedagogical behavicur.

Educational writers of renown from Plato to Bruner draw educational implications from
theoretical positions and/or have supported their pedageygical advice with carefully argued
rationales. These rationales consist of explicit metaphysical and/or epistemological and/or
psychological claims. Many recent educational policy documents do this also (e.g. Plewden

Report; Reports of the Australian Schools Commission).

Some recent and influential writings on the nature of the school and schooling and based
on a neo-Marxist position (e.g. Bowles and Gintis, 1972, 1973) alsc assume or claim Some form
of connection between teachers' theoretical position and what happens in the classroons of our

schools.

Despite this imbuing of educatienal literature with c¢lalms or assumptions which suggest a
connection between a teacher's theory about learyning and knowledge and his practice, there has
been iittle satisfactory empirical investigation of this =« “we simply do not know enough about

what kind of theorising teachers engage in when they are teaching" (Bolan 1983:79}.

This is, howevexr, not surprising when one considers the complexities and difficulties

involved in suoh research. $tudies of relationships between what have been termed "attitudes"
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and behavipour have clearly demonstrated many of the gifficulties, {cf. Bhriich, 1969).

perhaps the greatest problem is to define and collect those data which would accurately
indicate a teacher's theory of knowledge and of learning. In addition, there are complications
involved in the task of establishing what would indicate an affect,or aconnection, between this

“theoxy"” and teacher behaviour.

It was the purpose of this study to attempt to clarify some of the major theoretical
difficulties associated with a study into what are teachers' views on the nature of knowledge
and of learning and to trial those investigatory procedures seen as most appropriate in the

light of this clarification.

2. Deciding on the Methodology

2) The Review of related studies and their methodology

Most related studies have used guestionnaires and interviews as their data collection
instruments. Regardless of the individual merits of these studies, it is necessary to consider

why such an appreach was not thought adegquate for this present study.

The majoz difference between these studies and the present one lies in their objectives.
They had concerns of a different type to this researcher. Many, for example, wished to compare
groups by using preestablished categories of "philosophies", "beliefs", "attitudes" etc. e.gy.
abbas {(1949), Cliver (1953), Butcher {(19653), Oliver and Butcher {1962) {1968}, grlich (1963},
Thomas {(1968), Starky and Barr (1972), Thomson {1981).

Cther researchers wished to examine “beliefs™ to see if they were related to other vaxi-
abies such as occupation e.g. Kerlinger (1956) and Sontag (1968) . (These regsearchers used a

Qwsort technigue, not a guestionnaire).

comparison of teachers' beliefs systems, and sometimes their practice, with a particular
teaching approach has also been an aim of some related studies e.g. Brown (1269), Cantrell et al.
(1977} .

A different objective again has been to test an hypothesis explaining claimed lack of con-
gruency between teacher "beliefs", “attitudes" ete. and their teacher behaviour e.g. Kremer
(1978). Others have examined if teachers' views towards a particular teaching method or
curriculum program were related to ocbserved behaviour e.g. Olson (1980}, Coman (1979), Tisher
and Power (1978).

The objectives of these studies were such that they could rely largely on a form of
methodoliogy which collects teachers' statements on, or agreement with, cextaisn views/attitudes/
beliefs. This appreoach, in the main, rests upon assumptions that teachers' pedagogic perspect-
ives fall into "types”, can be categorised into “types”, or can be compared to or measured
against a “type". They begin their data collection with a formulated series of “"ideas" or
tyiews"™ as items. Such an approach is, however, not appropriate if one wishes to elicit the

teachers® implicit and explicit beliefs on learning and knowledge.

pussis et al. (1976), in contrast, used an indepth interview technigue to find what teachers
sald about their teaching and the reasons behind and the underlying assumptions to their teach-
ing. It was concluded that the degree of connection between a teacher's underlying assumptions
{termed "deep curriculum' by these researchers) and hig/her teaching in the classroom ("surface
curriculum"} was a product of how dissonant was the teacher's deep curricuium with what was
expected of him in the classroom. This conciusion could not have been reached (and should not
have been sought} using the questionnaire and interview schedule techniques of earlier mentioned
studies.

Gibhson (1973}, Stebbins (1¢75), Bexlak et al. ¢1975) and Bdwards and Furlong (1978} wished
.

also to look in some depth at the characteristics of classrooms and the roles of the participants,
and for this reason chose as appropriate a methodology which they hoped would see neyond the
surface representation to meanings.

The current research of Smith (1283} into reachers' "frames®”, their rigidity and

flexibility, and how this affects teachers' practice, employs a methodology which does not
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rely on questionnairyes but involves teacher-researcher interview and observation of interaction,

Likewise, examinetion of the function of the teachers' interactive thoughts during teaching
{cf. Marland, 1977) and the relationship of planning~thoughts to teaching behaviour (e¢f. Peter-
sen et al., 1978) requires a methodology which takes what teachers themselves say and relates
it to what they do and their rationales for, and comments upon, what they do. fTeacher state-
ments and explanations and teacher classroom behaviour formed the basic data-base in these

studies.

In the light of the above summarised review of related resesarch this researcher began to
feel that the main concerns and question of the present study could only be answered adequately
by employing a methcdology which falls into the category 'maturalistic'. Data collection which
concentrates on providing information for interpretation based on guantitative analysis would
not enable the xesearcherxr to collect those data and offer those analyses and interpretations
which reach beyond surface representations and the explicit.

b) Theoretical Considerations

A review of recent related literature on teacher assumptions and beliefs indicated that
the area of coﬁcern to this study can be sSeeén as falling under the rubric of "teacher perspect-
ives" {(Hammersley, 1977). ‘"Perspectives" is explained as the matrix of assumptions by which
gense is made of the world and con which is based action in dealing with the worid. Eslang
1971, 1977) uses the term “"pedagogic perspective" te zrefer to those assumptions of interest to
this study, and other writers lend support to this by analysing teaching as that action which
involves the intention that some person(s) learn some thing(s). (Crittenden, 1974; Freybery,
198G). Such intentions necessarily involve thought about the nature of learning (that some

person{s} learn) and the nature of knowledge {that some thing(s) be learnt).

Having established that it was pedagogic perspactive this researcher needed to investigate,
the question remained - “How does one ascertain the assumptions of others?" This guestion is
particularly problematic if one accepts that many assumptions are routine, taken for granted
and largely second nature (Schutz, 1967). 2 questionnaire does not suffice in these circums-
tances. ©One method is the in-depth interview as used, for example, by Becker, 1977 to elicit
information on teacher attitude and reaction to pupils, or as did Bussis et al., 1976 (see
earliexr). However, the indepth interview will not provide direct information about action,
and scmetimes provides incorrect information regarding this (Argyris and Schon, 1974; Goodlad
and Klein et al. 1970). This suggested there was a need to combine observation and indepth

interview in the data collection phase.

In adéition to these considerations, this researcher became convinced that perspectives
are the outcomes of the continual interaction between thought and action in daily existence
(Ryle 4249; Hampshire 1959; Berger and Luckmann 1967). The point that perspectives are
situationélly interactive has been made by others to support the use of a non-positivist
methodology to investigate them (Esland, 1971; Young 1978, 19879, 1980), but not to support
specifically the use of observation of action. However, once one abandons the notion of the
existence of laxgely unchanging underlying assumptions, cne is forced to move into the interact-
ive arena, that is into where‘takes place the action, in order to ascertain correctly what is a
person'sper$péctive. Also, by this means the researcher 1s morelikely to be able to tap the less

explicit levels which exist in a perscn's perspective (Schutz, 1967; Spodek and Monalakes, 1975

For the reasons discussed in (a) and (b) above then, it was decided to trial a nethodology
which has as its main data collection procedures in-depth teacher interview and situabion .

observation.

3. Methecdological Procedures

Once a decision had bheen made on the general methodelogical approach, it was necessary to
confront the more specific questions of who should comprise the sample, when should the data be
collected and how this was to be done. “These decisions and the reasons for them will now be

explained.
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{a) The Sample

It was decided that the sample be primary school teachers. This was not only because this
is the area of interest to this researcher, but also because the circumstance of the primary
teacher lends itself to the teacher being able to establish patterns and routines of pedagogical
pehaviour which can indicate his/ber pedagogical perspective with more clarity than would be
possible with high school teachers who have constant class changes. BAlso, primary school teac-
hers are responsible for teaching a broad curriculum and their behaviour and perspective in
relation to this gives a much wider basis for making judgements with regard to their beliefs on

epigtemic matters.

For the purpcses of this investigation it was felt that a sample of teachers in the one
schoocl would be more apprepriate than a sample coneisting of teachers frxrom a number of schooels.
In the former case, the institutional/contextual features would be more similar for the teachexs
than in the latter. Also, it was felt that a pattern of Yinptervention® regarding these features
might emerge. It was inevitablé that the sample he small because of time constraints (see kelow)
and the use of the one school has the following additional advantages: when there are a few
teachers "suffering” research together, it is usually easier to find willing participants; the
researcher learns the routines of the institution and this enhances interpretation of events and
pbehaviours: the researcher is seen regularly within the institution and is not overly regarded
as a stranger; and the researxrcher can assist teachers in a numher of areas f{e.g- playing the
piano at assemblies} and become generally more absorbed into and aware of the culture of the
school. It was decided that four teachers, two in each of the Departments, Primary and Infants,
would be manageable. As the researcher vas a lecturer in full-time employment, Lt was necessary
for the data collection to be dome in 2 school near to the place of work. The periods of data
collection chosen had to be ones where commitments of face to face lecturing were few (e.g.
students away on practice teaching). & local school was approached, the Principal and Infants

mistress beinyg contacted in the first instance and their support cobtained.

The scheool contacted has separate sections for the Primary {(years 3-6) and the Infants
(K-2). These sections are located on either side of the road in the same block. In many
respects, therefore, the two departments, Infants and Primary, axe independent, each having its
own “"principal®™. This independence is not complete in that the departments helong te the one

school and the staffs see themselves as members of the one school.

In the primary section of the school most curriculum and teaching matters are supervised by
a grade co-ordinator, there being three clagses for each grade. The Principal of the Primary is
not directly responsible for this. This contrasts with the situation in the Infapts department

where the Mistress herself acts as grade co-oxrdinator for grade meetings at each level (X-2%.

The teaching across the school operates on a cne-teacher-per-ciass of 25+ system. Each.
class is located separately in a particular and regular room. There is little interchange
between teachers and classes during lesson time. The exceptions are the grade assemblies and

sport and craft lessons for which ali ciasses of the pne grade come together once each week.

In both departments, parallel (hetercgeneous) classes are preferred. Howevery, in the
higher grades of Primazy, a creanm of better pupils is skimmed into an "A" stream and the

remainder placed into two parallel classes (Years 5 and 6.

The above organisation and arrangements within the school suited the purposes of this
study's methodology. It was possible to stay almost entirely with the one class and teacher and

observe for a week hig/her teaching with the same group of chilidren in the same teaching space.

The teaching spaces for all teachers chserved for this study were similar. All rooms were
sguare, or almost square, and had windows on two opposite walls. These windows extended almost
the entire length of both walis. Chalkboards and/or display boarxds were attached to the remain-
ing two walls. All rooms seemed crowded because of appointments additional to desks and chairs
and attempts to create at least one "open” area free of tables and chairs and partially isolated
from the body of the room. The visited classrooms had a neighbouring classroom adjacent to themn
and separated from them by a smail hall-cum-cloak room. In one sense, the operational classrooms

were isolated but in another sense, in location, %they were not.
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After support for the research had been gained from the Principal and Mistress
individual teachers were approached persorally and the study's objects explained to them. Some
teachers approached declined to take part because of impinging circumstances &.g. practice
teachers visiting, trialling a new course, going away to an in-service course during the pericd.
Only two refused, ope on the grounds that he felt "overresearched"; the other had been at the

school for only two weeks. The sample was thus not made up of a cajeled or unwilling remainder.

Cf the four teachers in this study two were in the Tnfants section and two in the Primary.
Those from the former (M and G) both tauvght Year One classes whilst one Primary teacher (R)
taught a Year Four class, the other a Year Six {(P). This latter teacher, P, was the only male

in the sample. With the exception of R, all teachers had over 10 years teaching experience.

(b} The Observation Procedure

It was seen as obvious that the central observation arena for data collection on pedagogie
perspective would be the classroom. Other arsenas which the teacher and his/her class entered
during teaching hours, e.g. the library, the sports field, alsc were seen as relevant situations

fox data collection.

It was decided that the researcher should be "attached” to each teacher for one week during
school hours. This desision rested largely on the consideration that a primary school teacher

usually teaches to a weekly schedule of sessions with the class.

The data were collected by constant, verbatim note-taking of classrcom verbal interaction
and of gross movements within the classroom {e.g. teacher moves from desk to chalkboard and
rules lines); by taking notes after conversations in the classxoom or playground; and by summary
"impression* notes at the end of each day of data collectien. These summary “impression" notes
inciuded mini hypotheses as to what the data were indicating about the teacher's pedagogic
perspective. These hypotheses were regularly reviewed as the observation and data collection

rroceeded.

(¢) The Interview Procedure

It wvas decided to use a semi-structured interview with a number of key questions with probe
guidelines for each item. The objective was to ascextain the teachers' statements on their
pedagogic perspectives,to obtain stated rationales for the approaches used in their classrooms

and to follow up questions and ary unclear points arising from the obgexvation.

The choice of the key guastions was guided by theoretical considerations already menticoned
and by a detaiied review of the writings of a number of renowned "educationists® who expressed
a position regarding the nature of knowledge and of learning and who also ocutlined the practical
implications of their posgition, e.g., Plato, Comenius, Dewey, Bruner, Freire, Ausubel, Peters.
fome axamples of key areas arising in these writers? psychological and epistemic positions are:
how the child learns, the place of the teacher and other infleences in this process, the source,

importance, organisation and the gaining of knowledge.

Eéch interview took place over a cup of coffee after teaching hours at the school and took

a little ovex one hour. interviews were audio-~taped.

(d} Relevant printed and written matter

Documents and other printed materials (e. G. pupil work stencils) were collected. The
teacher's curriculum pPrograms were seen as of particular importance to the study's concerns and

photocopies of these were collected by the. researcher.

{e} The data collection details

The data were collected in two phases, one at the Infants department over a period of three
weeks {(two full weeks of non-participant observation) znd ons at the Primary section of similax
duration. All data collection of the first phase took place in the latter part of term one and
the second phase in the second (winter) texm of 1982. These periods are usually the most rout-
ine and settled in Primary schools. This is because part;clpants have had the early weeks of
term one to become used to each other and there xs not the disryuption which tends to occur in

term three, e.g. concerts, swimming schocls.
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4. Data Analysis Procedure

As has been mentioned above, mini-hypotheses were formulated and tested during the data
collection phase. These mini-hypotheses concerned the existence of recurring assumptions in
the teacher's pedagogic perspective. One example was the assumption that repetition and pract-
ice are vital in learning, another that the teacher is initiating the child into ‘out there'
knowiedge. At the end of the data collection phase it was poésible to hypothesise that the

following assumptions ox “themes" were repeatedly occuring in the data and were thus crucial

indicators of what constituted to varying degrees, each teacher's pedagogic perspective. These
themes were as follows: Learnipg: I do and I remember: practice makes perfect; teaching is

important; learner product and accountability are of consequence; variety interest and enjoyment
count; learning is enhanced if built on experience; praise and other rewards are ¢rucial; noth-
ing succeeds like success; and some are dull, some average, some bright. Knowledge: Knowledge
iz '‘out there', teacher is initiator; there is acceptable and unacceptable knowledge, teacher is
censor; understanding is involved in knowledge; tried is true; and knowiedge is arranged into

separate, distinct sgections (disciplines.)

To discover whether these themes were indeed evidenced in the data as strongly as it first
appeared, a coding system was devised with each theme receiving a coding indicator. This coding
system was then used to analyse the data for both contrary and supportive examples. 1In the
process of doing this some lesser themes were indicated as existing in the data and were added
to the coding system, for example, learning from mistakes helps, understanding is more than

learning.

There were also recurring indicators of the iafluence upon the teachers' pedagogic perspect-
ive of their perceptions of the xole of the school and of the teacher, and of the existing
context of the school, These themes were thus also given coding indicators and the data

znalysed for pro and con examples of these.

It appeared that these above themes were in fact substantive concepts in the teachers®

pedagogic perspectives, because examples of them appeared over and over again in the data.

5. Interpretation Procedures

fiven as the coding proceeded a cohesive picture of the teachers' pedagogic perspectives
was emerging, largely because of the persistance of the "themes" throughout the data. It was
originally thought conceivable that the reported interpretation would involve a teacher—by-
teacher consideration and descriptien, but in the event it was possible to interpret all the
gata via the themes. 'This 1s not te say all the teachers were the same. Variations were evid-
ent, and the data from one teacher in particular {(P) showed contrary examples to the “"thewmes'
as described. However, this sexved to highlight the interpretation, and it gave evidence on

which to base hypotheses as to why P was different.

6. Reporting Procedures

in the light of the above considerations it was decided to repert the study's findings by
describing the themes. As most of the data were notes of wverbatim c¢lassroom interaction or of
taped interview responses, examples from these could be directly guoted in support of the
interpretation offered. Other data were referred to also. An example from the Study Report
illustrates this best:

"practice makes perfect

", ..and then they leawrn by using that concept 'cause, I mean, what is the use
of Learning something and then wot using it again.” (G) interview.

Doing stencils, handwriting exercises, algorisms, recitation of number facts and words, writing
out spelling words five or more times, silent reading daily etc. were activities typical of all
classrooms visited. The word 'reinforcement' was especially common in the rationale statements
of the two Infants teachers. Games activities were often used %o give practice {'zeinforcement')
which otherwise might become tiresome. ©One of the teachers often arranged a game where a child
ieft the room and the class chose a word from the weekly speiling list. The child then returned:

¥is the word h..e..n, hen?

No the word is not h..e..n, hen! {class)

Is the vord z..0..0, 2007

o the vord is nob 2..0..0, zop! (class) ete. (M)

Formal practising activities were also common such as placing the set spelling words into






