Introduction to the Inquiry Tool Exam


To my knowledge, I was only the second student at Albany to take this examination in the form that required the consideration of an entire volume of AERJ, and a subsequent critique of all of the included articles. 

Because my examination was passed without comment or any necessary defense, it was selected as an exemplary submission, and is currently distributed to students as a model of good writing, scholarship, reflection, and analysis. As such, I enclose it as evidence of my capacity to understand research, as well as evidence of my writing ability. 

June 6, 2002

Shelly Rafferty Withers

Inquiry Tool Examination

Key questions to be considered:

1) Did the author(s) present a convincing case for the significance of the intent of the study? 

2) How appropriate were the data collection, analysis, and interpretation strategies (to answer the questions that the author raises?)? What philosophic foundations and/or paradigmatic assumptions seem apparent? Are there any particular weaknesses and strengths associated with the research methods employed by the author?

3) Evaluate the quality of the implementation of data collection, analysis, and interpretation strategies.

4) How credible and important (valid and generalizable?) are the study’s conclusions or findings? 

5) Do the research methods raise concerns regarding safety and privacy of research participants, honesty and completeness of the report, sensitivity to exclusion of classes of people, sensitivity to the ways in which the findings might be used (appropriate or inappropriate?) and fairness in treatment of the work of colleagues. 

Introduction


Research is a set of powerful, institutionalized discourses that encodes experience and phenomena. As such, these discourses (and here I refer to qualitative and quantitative modalities) stand vulnerable to hegemony, interpretation, analysis, and selective presentation. Because AERJ is a prestigious, peer-reviewed journal, I take it on faith that the articles selected for presentation have already met (at least) minimal standards, the majority of which are embedded in the questions the inquiry tool asks me to answer. Still, I recognize that AERJ and its reviewers are not infallible, although the editorial policy and practice certainly prescribes excellence. 


This clear-headed and well-known prescription undoubtedly shapes the form and content of each issue in ways I want to make note of, (even though this general set of observations applies to the issue at hand). In general, I opine that although the range of content issues here is broad, the nature of the journal and its editorial voice does not reflect the diversity of and innovation characteristic of many other research studies reported elsewhere.


These facts acknowledged, I have nonetheless the task of investigating the articles presented in AERJ, Volume 39, Spring 2002, in such a way that my representation of the methodologies therein (and my capacity to offer a general critique) dovetail with my academic preparation. This challenge offers both opportunities for the display of my received knowledge and for an equally revealing display of what I cannot know.


Hence, in the discussions that follow, I draw principally on insights gained from substantive course work in qualitative research and evaluation, as well as from a rudimentary understanding of quantitative research. 

In preparation for this examination, I read widely and voraciously, reviewed each article several times, consulted with colleagues, wrote and revised many drafts of responses to each question. No single paper in the collection proved easy; some were particularly challenging. 

Paper #1: 

On the Power of Separate Spaces: 

Teachers and Students Writing (Righting) Selves and Future

Lois Weis and Craig Centrie, pp. 7-36
Weis and Centrie submit an uneven though interesting report regarding their experiences in Buffalo, NY, observing adolescents going about the ostensible business of identity formation. Participant observation and semi-structured interviews provided the bulk of data. Centrie reports on his observation of students in a Vietnamese classroom. The report relies largely on watching instruction offered by a well-regarded teacher/community leader providing guidance to twenty students in an East Asian homeroom. Mr. Lee really only interacts with Vietnamese students, excluding the nine Hmong and three Cambodian students (also present in the classroom) from instruction. 

Lois Weis reports from observations and texts derived from My Bottom Line, an abstinence promotion program. We never know how many participants there are; consequently the representative nature of student comments is in question. Too, because “othering” among female participants targeted other girls who acted out, were sexually active, or engaged with drugs, diversity in the sample remains questionable. These “others” seem more likely candidates for and in need of the program, but many of these young women are excluded.

The sampling throughout the paper is questionable. While Weis claims that hers crosses racial and ethnic lines, neither the total number of participants nor their racial distribution was provided. In Centrie’s case, although we have a total number of students, we never know if his sample is all-male, all-female, or mixed.

If novelty alone qualifies an intention as significant, then Weis and Centrie succeed in making a case for their investigation. To do so, they point to the dearth of research on (already) desegregated schools that serve a particular group for the purpose of cultural affirmation, and imply that their investigation assists in filling the void. Their lit review cautiously and correctly reminds us of other positive cultural reinforcements (politically) experienced particularly by African Americans when instructed by Black teachers. Notably absent from here--and the bibliography--is the work of Tatum (though the reference does appear in the bibliography for paper #2). 


The socio-cultural underpinnings of this kind of scholarly and historical support (indeed, no quantitative studies are cited, as far as I can determine) imitates the tradition of narrative ethnography offered by McLeod, Rose, and Rodriguez, among others. The literature review draws on the work of W.E.B. DuBois, bell hooks, and even Zora Neale Hurston to situate the authors’ liberation and empowerment argument. Critical theory gives rise to this sort of framing, yet it is not entirely postmodern. 


The authors falsely signal their interpretive bent in their selection of title: their inclination to point to the double entendre is neither subtle nor necessary. Neither is it accurate. The title relies on the popular notion that the students discussed in this article are performing a text, yet no substantive discussion of such an idea is presented in the article. 


And the writing “evidence” in this case derives principally from the researchers. In no way is it apparent that students “write” (right) themselves, either literally or metaphorically. 


Methodologically, this study seems unbalanced. Weis does not hesitate to include the voices of the young women; Centrie includes only the voice of the Vietnamese teacher, but not the voices of students. Centrie’s point of view is etic; Weis’s is emic. 


Overall, I found both the form and substance of this paper troubling. The authors drew their data from a larger study that examined in-school, community, and home factors that contribute to student identity formation; the two “case studies” presented here argue the school factors alone. Indeed, the rhetoric and framing of this presentation makes an allusion to the larger study virtually (except in the spirit of “full disclosure”) unnecessary. 


The two exemplars--while arguing the same point--present different types of evidence. (This, I suppose, is some attempt at triangulation….) Centrie’s case rests largely on his own observations of the behaviors of Vietnamese students in Mr. Lee’s classroom. We do not hear any students’ voices (which make up the bulk of Weis’s research); only the voice of the teacher. The teacher’s drill and practice of English phrases, insistence on the exclusion of other Southeast Asians, the “order” of desk placement, use of Vietnamese language, and his assertion that he succeeded in grouping students by virtue of their ethnicity rather than age (this “made sense” to him) (as his only rationalization) are interpreted by Centrie in the service of building identity. 


Still, it is entirely plausible for me to construe these same social and classroom practices as counter-productive, mired in a transmission model of teaching, and reinforcing the pre-constructivist model of classroom power dynamics (not to mention an arrogant ethnocentrism). Centrie does not offer a translation of Mr. Lee’s Vietnamese speech acts, so it is impossible for us to know the nature of his discourse.


Weis’s construction is more authentic and convincing, as she makes efforts to let students speak for themselves. Although the quotes she selected may serve her political agenda, we are not asked to accept her interpretation without some mediation from participants themselves. They do not all agree amongst each other. 


It is clear that “separate spaces” are political ones, but I would also argue that gendered spaces and ethnic spaces do not share a means to a common political end. By conflating these two examples, Weis and Centrie ignore that the ultimate consequences of giving “ethnic power” assuredly differ from those derived from “gender power.” 

Paper #2: 

Choosing Tracks: 

“Freedom of Choice” in Detracking Schools

Susan Yonezawa, Amy Stuart Wells, and Irene Serna

Yonezawa, Serna, and Wells argue that the segregated spaces created by the practice of tracking “shapes the relationships and identities of students, parents, and educators by limiting their supportive and informative relationships with diverse groups.” (p. 39) Further, tracking is a way of institutionalizing the practices of power elites by emphasizing ability and merit.


This study examines a detracking strategy known as choice, or more simply put, providing students with the option of enrolling in higher ability and more challenging classes. Alternative strategies, such as eliminating ability grouping classes altogether were not part of detracking efforts of the ten schools considered here. 


Detracking has multiple purported values, according to the extensive literature cited. These values include equalizing access to curriculum for all students and to raise expectations for previously low-tracked students. In turn, teachers faced with the challenge of a heterogeneous classroom become “more reflective of their practice."



Despite a reliance on choice as their primary detracking strategy, these schools were largely unsuccessful in destabilizing the homogeneity of ability-grouped classes. From a massive amount of qualitative data (423 semi-structured interviews, 75 classroom observations/field notes, 100 documents from school sites; and observations at school meetings, faculty meetings, parent and community meetings/field notes) the authors open-coded and subsequently identified three major themes for discussion. Themes were drawn from site-based (comprehensive) case studies, and supported by evidence identified in the larger data set. 


Naturally, the reliance upon a discussion of three major themes is inherently reductive, and can obscure disconfirming evidence or alternative opinions. As the authors admit, making choices about what evidence to present was difficult, although the voices of teachers as well as students are offered. Suffice it to say that the themes selected provide a credible and reasonable (as opposed to say, radical) framework from which to argue the authors’major assertion: detracking through the mechanism of choice fails because it focuses attention and responsibility on individual students to detrack themselves, rather than to dismantle the cultural, institutional, and social structures of tracking. 


In a discussion themed institutional barriers, the researchers examine the “lip service” often paid by educators regarding access to high-status classes. This practice, (referred to as “hidden prerequisites”) was linked to selective flexibility and the uneven distribution of information as key impediments to detracking reform. Likewise, the behavior the socially entitled (and their parents), as well as the influences of peer group members on individual self-respect were seen to play pivotal roles. These additional influences were described under the thematic titles of tracked aspirations and choosing respect.

In general, this paper is a thoughtful, clear-headed analysis of a social problem. As the authors correctly point out, there are no simple answers, and few that are close at hand. Like Weis and Centrie, they recognize the value of “homeplaces” or “safe spaces” within schools where students who share a common identifier (such as race or ethnicity) are provided with the opportunity to resist predetermined cultural identities, and, alternatively, to forge self determined ones. 

Still, like the previous study, this report exploits the assumption that identity formation is a process hard at work in adolescence, and consequently, student agency is assumed to be at least partially under fire when presented with “choice” as an option. While these ideas may in fact be true, Yonezawa, Wells, and Serna wisely point toward the pre-secondary contexts that contribute to the necessity for detracking reform. I wish they had lingered here a bit longer, for it is likely that whatever is considered problematic about secondary education has its first iteration in the elementary and middle systems. Tracking is a systemic “disease” and providing choice, while ameliorative for very few students, must be considered only a “band-aid” approach to curing the illness.

There are additional questions this study failed to ask: Why were tracking structures so entrenched? How long-standing were they? Were efforts to derail tracking mechanisms as vigorous or seen as beneficial as tracking mechanism creation? 


Spaces become places when we inscribe meaning upon them; alternatively, places prescribe behaviors on us: these consist of expectations, performance norms, cultural attitudes, and other indexes of identity. Spaces demand homogeneous behaviors. While the authors make reference to a conceptualization of spaces as political, they reference broad, cultural, and political frameworks for their deductions. As educators have increasingly appropriate “space and place” terminology, I expect them to turn to other disciplines (particularly geography, where a rich and fertile discourse on the topic has been flourishing for many years) to enrich this discussion. Such an omission notwithstanding, this is an insightful report that refuses to draw facile conclusions, and as such, provides worthwhile reading. 

Paper #3:

Perspectives on Alternative Assessment Reform

Andy Hargreaves, Lorna Earl, and Michele Schmidt

Subsequent to twenty-nine semi-structured interviews, Hargreaves, Earl, and Schmidt analyze and interpret their data from four perspectives: the cultural, technological, political, and post-modern. Strategically, this multi-layered reading of the data serves several obvious functions, and some not so obvious. 


Among the latter is that this interpretation obscures the authors’ individual or collective biases, while it simultaneously places their conceptual framework in the postmodern tradition. Among the former is the illumination of complexity and necessary surfacing of individual viewpoints that when made evident, help readers to understand the subtlety with which one viewpoint might inform another.  


Reflecting the constructivist undergirding of contemporary pedagogical theory, this paper honors the notion of partial perspective. Assembled together, these conceptual frameworks merge to suggest the complexity of the question (and answer) under review. In so doing, the authors reject any authority that may have accrued to a singular, canonical perspective offered in the last generation (pre 1970); this is rejection of a “grand narrative” on a small scale. 


The study draws on interviews and observations of 29 Grade 7 and 8 teachers “committed to implementing changes concerning curriculum integration…” in Ontario, Canada. The data was drawn from a semi-structured interview protocol which contained several broad questions, although we do not know the entire text of the interview, the analytic strategy (Were there transcripts? Was there coding?), or the measurable interaction of teachers with one another. 

What we do know includes the fact that this interpretation is meant to reflect a particular historical moment, before more conservative reforms took hold in Canada (prior to 1997), and, because the study engaged these highly motivated teachers, the authors reflect on “other kinds of assessment than standardized ones.” As such, the illumination of these alternatives provides fresh insights into what alternative assessment can be: 

Technological framing of the assessment issue insists that alignment and integration are essential components of understanding this perspective. This mechanistic, “how it works” point-of-view posits alternative assessment as an innovative process of components in which all stakeholders are invested in “rolling out” and advancing. 

The cultural perspective considers “traditional” classroom practices--such as report cards and curricular coverage--and how these are re-situated by alternative assessment. Collaboration, partnership, demystification, and dialogue were emergent themes in the teacher interviews thought to contribute here. 

 Negotiation, the re-conceptualization of power in communities great and small, and a regard for assessment as multi-directional characterizes the political perspective; likewise, assessment reform “…is rooted in the constructivist view that learning depends on self-monitoring and reflection.” (p.84.) Political ramifications for alternative assessment are also negative. The authors make hay of the Foucauldian forewarning about surveillance: they suggest that  practices such as a portfolio might be construed as a “…kind of case-record-based examination, each individual is made into a documented case, judged and compared as someone who may now, or at some future unknown point, need to be trained or corrected, classified, normalized, excluded…”

Diversity, electronic stimulation and simulation and the estrangement of children from teachers (as knowable beings) all inform postmodern analyses of alternative assessment. 

In this paper, Hargreaves, Earl, and Schmidt could have worked harder to tell us more about their method. Although they provide details about participants and interview protocols and the questions they asked, I am under the impression that they simply quoted directly from transcripts without coding; consequently, I wonder if any themes appeared across participant interviews, and how many teachers ultimately contributed to the evidence presented. Most contributors are introduced as “One teacher…” or are not introduced at all. It is possible (although unlikely--but how can we be sure?) that only a handful of teachers provided all the quotes here.

“Changes in classroom assessment represent major paradigm shifts in thinking about learning, schools, and teaching,” offer the authors in their introductory paragraphs. Similarly, changes in methodologies and methodological reporting suggest major paradigm shifts in thinking about research, evidence, and knowledge. This report, perhaps more than others, uses a theoretical matrix to sort evidence. It is unclear whether or not participants were informed about the ways in which their words might be classified. Had more incendiary labels been chosen (such as apocalyptic, Marxist, technocratic, or reactionary) we might be more inclined to be curious about their response. 

However, in that the authors have chosen a fairly or relatively innocuous set of descriptors (imitating, in part, House, 1981), we might regard them as “classic lenses” (p.87) for understanding. (I’m not sure what particular criteria qualified these terms as classic…). By elucidating these four unique scenarios, alternative assessment has acquired a substance and depth that enriches the debate for both its supporters and detractors. 

Paper #4:

Relationships Between Class Size and Teaching: 

A Multi-method Analysis of English Infant Schools

Peter Blatchford, Viv Moriarity, Suzanne Edmonds, and Clare Martin

To justify their wide-ranging study of class size and teaching, Blatchford Moriarity, Edmonds, and Martin raise the petard on which “little relevant research” is emblazoned. Like their predecessors (in this volume) Weis and Centrie, novelty shall contribute to their sense of entitlement to answer these questions. 


This methodologically complex study attempts to integrate personal accounts and case studies with time allocation estimates and systematic observation. Blatchford, Moriarity, Edmonds, and Martin operate from the assumption that classrooms have ecologies: i.e., contexts that affect the performances, lives, and exchanges of the actors in that context. 


While the contemporary research has demonstrated fairly well the relationship between class size and student achievement (no surprise, smaller classes fare better), the researchers here want to wrestle with the idea of “aspects of teaching” that might mediate or contribute to this effect. To be fair, the list of factors that might contribute to this effect is endless, (we could, for example, explore physical and material properties of classrooms, parental participation, or other ideas). But since teachers are major actors in classroom settings, it seems logical to explore the nature of their activities. 


The literature review with respect to “teaching time allocation” provided mixed and still predictable results: individualization was regarded as the most important consequence of reduced class size. However, these studies generally focused on older children, therefore reducing the generalizability of their conclusions to the present study. 


Research on effective teaching has largely ignored class contextual issues, and is not regarded as particularly helpful in framing the current argument. Its paucity alone suggests a strong justification for the current study. Literature on cognitive approaches to teaching also exhibits a lack of capacity to deal with contextual issues. 


To answer their questions concerning the differences between small and large class sizes, the researchers adopt a mixture of qualitative and quantitative approaches. The multi-method approach is regarded as complementary and triangulating (“…thereby strengthening the validity of conclusions.) (p. 110) 


An enormous and transparent data collection process characterizes this report; the authors helpfully describe each portion of the research design upon which they draw to support each section of this article. (I would have appreciated--given the vast intricacy of this data collection scheme--a diagram.) Nonetheless, quantitative and qualitative measures combine to highlight the agreement between “narrow” and “broad” perspectives. 


Concluding this report, the authors thoughtfully reconsider points raised in their literature review, and effectively discuss “scaffolding” behaviors that smaller classes may work to empower. Although classrooms are not generally regarded as “contingent learning environments” (like the home/parent  configuration), the discussion here helps the reader to reframe his/her understanding of post-Vygotskian concepts.


In the end, my critique of this paper rests on one peculiar question: Because the authors did not utilize every form of data they collected in the course of their study, I began to wonder, what came first, the chicken or the egg? Did results from certain kinds of data suggest the questions that are the subject of this article, or did the unreported methods yield unfavorable or destabilizing findings? Were these additional methods deemed inappropriate indexes for the question? Or was the research “net” simply cast too wide? 


I suspect these researchers encounter the same situation that Robert Alford quite eloquently describes

Research questions are always successive approximations, as you learn more about the phenomenon being analyzed. And there is always a gap (or slippage) between the theoretical and empirical tracks--the evidence never quite fits the theoretical claims; the concepts never quite grasp the complexity of the empirical phenomenon.

Paper #5:

Early Child Care and Children’s Development Prior to School Entry: 

Results from the NICHD Study of Early Child Care

NICHD Early Child Care Research Network


The social fact of child care as a lived reality and necessity for millions of American families is justification for any study on its effects. Because day care--in its present form--is a relatively recent phenomenon, the level of sophistication of the existing research cannot be high, and indeed, as the authors indicate here, it is not. Most research has examined parameters of child care (quantity, quality, and type of setting) in isolation from one another. 

In the study, effect sizes associated with quality, quantity, and type of care are compared with effect sizes associated with parenting and family poverty. These latter two factors have been widely studied, and are considered strong correlates of child functioning. 

Ultimately, 1,364 conditionally randomized sample participants contributed to this project. While racial representation was moderately diverse, a description of the women lost to follow-up suggested a matrix of factors that characterized their non-participation: they were generally more poorly educated, low-income, and single. (For the purpose of later discussion, I refer to these individuals as “tier two” non-participants.)

I cannot speak to the validity of the statistical analyses described here. While I am capable of understanding such basic operations as effect size and standard deviation, the magic of multivariate analyses, ANCOVAS, measures of structural co-efficients, and hierarchical linear modeling remains opaque to me. Consequently, I will make an assumption that these methods and their conclusions have passed AERJ’s muster for the sake of the ensuing discussion. (I did meet with a faculty member to begin to grapple with these processes, but our conversation wandered to the content more than form…)

Regardless of my own inability to comprehend the procedural operations in this paper, it nonetheless offered much food for thought. 

Sampling, for example, proved problematic for the researchers, who recognized that “high risk families” were excluded by design: adolescent mothers, non-English speakers, those with low birth-weight babies, or those who lived in dangerous neighborhoods were not included. If this tier is excluded (high risk=tier one), and tier two is also excluded (described earlier), then what remains is a profile of parent/family configuration skewed toward higher incomes, higher median ages, and with more education. 

An interest in child care options or perception of an individual’s capacity to afford child care were not factors affecting selection for participation (but may have contributed to the 271 additional women who excused themselves…). 

Most importantly, the study states: “Consistent with the long and well established intervention literature, which has argued that the most needy benefit from the most high quality Early Education programs (Campbell, et al., 2001; Ramey, et al., in press) we had anticipated that high quality child care…would be most advantageous for children growing up in less advantageous circumstances…We failed to detect statistically significant child care and family interactions of that sort…”

Of course, these conclusions are based on the study sample, not on the study’s “nonparticipant sample.” Had these others been included, the lower end of the parenting income/age/education ranges would have been mined, and would likely have contributed to more significant effects. Unsurprisingly, since the most needy mothers and most disadvantaged children were excluded, great advantages were not represented. 

Lastly, I want to raise one more point regarding the nature of studies that ostensibly focus attention on child care issues, but in the end, continue to contribute to the perception that women/mothers and the descriptors that characterize them solely influence outcomes for their children. While the study makes extensive use of the term “parenting,” all of the parenting data refers to maternal-child interactions. The word “father” never, ever occurs throughout the entire report. Although the report may not have as its express agenda the stigmatization of women, the language here that could shed light on both positive and negative maternal influences obscures them, and simultaneously submerges the absence of male partner influences. 

The study concludes that indeed early child care experiences contribute both positively (higher quality child care, quality that improves over time, and experience in centers predicts better performance measures of cognitive and linguistic functioning) and negatively (more hours in child care is related to elevated problems of behavior at age 4.5). But the most critical contribution of the study is its ability to demonstrate that by focusing on multiple aspects of child care we can more fully represent child-care effects on young children. 

Interestingly, no authors were identified; contrarily, the imprimatur of the government is affixed.  I think this an irresponsible (if not reprehensible) omission in the day when we hold even the lowest status, individual teachers accountable for student achievement. With that, AERJ does a disservice to itself and to its readers/membership.    

Paper #6:

Tracing Teachers’ Use of Technology in a Laptop Computer School: 

The Interplay of Teacher Beliefs, Social Dynamics, and Institutional Culture

Mark Windschitl and Kurt Sahl

Utilizing an ethnographic perspective (as opposed to a writing an ethnography), Windschitl and Sahl explore the mixed reactions of three teachers working in a privileged, affluent suburban school to the presence of ubiquitous, laptop technology. This unique study follows the adaptations that each teacher makes toward a constructivist practice and toward integrating technology in their respective curricula. Too, the authors discuss how each teacher is situated historically, how each views students vis-à-vis teaching and learning, and the impact of and engagement in “learning about” (LA) and “learning how” (LH) settings. 


Subjects for the study were selected from among a small faculty because of the differing viewpoints each was predicted to offer. This became a self-fulfilling prophecy in the research design; indeed, the perspectives offered here vary widely. As such, these individual profiles can be seen--at least in part--as emblematic of the variety of teacher reactions to technology. But they may also reflect individual motivation, teacher preparation, perceived role or position of power within the school, or other factors. 


Questions that ensued from the study included some of the following: How open was each teacher to a constructivist pedagogy? What transformations, if any, in pedagogy or instructional philosophy, for example, are attributable to ubiquitous technology? How did teachers construct technology-related norms and practices? 


In order to answer these questions, teachers were observed, the observations were coded, and the emergent themes were discussed. As an external framework for evaluating teachers’ transition from traditional to constructivist pedagogy, the researchers adopted a “closed categorical system” (Becker and Ravitch, 1999) as an index. As the authors correctly point out, this adoption might communicate an acceptance of a stage theory that does not actually take a linear, progressive form; nonetheless, it represents a useful way of thinking about constructivism. 


To be succinct, the study concluded that it was more likely that teacher attitudes toward students--than any exposure to ubiquitous technology--provided the transition from one teaching philosophy to another. Neither Stephan nor Julia successfully integrated technology into their daily classroom practice, although he succeeded more than she. The presence of frequent institutional voices as well as personal and more intimate conversations with knowledgeable others also failed to have a strong impact on technology integration. The exception to this fact was manifest in Carol, although the exception was thought to be mediated by her strong and growing student-centered attitudes. 


One failing of the study, I believe, is the failure to consider the ramifications of the curricular dimensions of each discipline as either facilitative or constraining to individual’s capacity to integrate technology into their classroom practice. While each individual’s history in the teaching profession is discussed in some detail, no particular attention is paid to the unique literacy and intellectual skill sets each discipline requires. It is too simple to suggest that such dimensions of learning as locating resources, learning to solve problems and making one’s thinking visible is the same across the disciplines. Certainly these activities in mathematics (Stephan’s discipline) are strongly differentiated from these same activities in social studies (Carol’s discipline). Not to mention poor Julia, who had to teach language arts, 

literature, and social studies. A closer examination of this factor might offer an even richer context for understanding the study’s conclusions. 


But I suspect that even more foundational ideas may be at play in this discussion: the authors’ insistence on examining immediate contexts and recent histories discounts what may ultimately be deeply rooted in an individual’s attitude toward technology in general. Until computing (and here I mean computing as the intellectual act of drawing conclusions from the aggregation of discrete component parts, albeit with the aid of technology) is natively embedded into a schema of teaching and learning, it will forever be seen as an add-on, an extra, a machine. The generation of both teachers and learners (and teacher educators!) for whom the computer is indispensable is only just now coming of age. 


Windschitl and Sahl do however, in the end, raise interesting points, although their generalizability is confounded somewhat by the ethnographic perspective; the sample is small and demographically homogeneous in terms of the students served. Nonetheless, their explications are still valuable complements to an ever-growing theory-building enterprise.

Paper #7:

Class Composition and Student Achievement in Elementary Schools

Robert B. Burns and DeWayne A. Mason

Burns and Mason’s quasi-experimental study makes an attempt to report evidence addressing the influence of class composition on student achievement in elementary schools. The assumption that class composition does influence achievement is explicit here, although why the study was undertaken--to what end?-- remains murky. We might infer that should evidence surface to convincingly support the notion of either positive or negative influence of class composition on student achievement that such findings would entail recommendations about class composition and the procedures that contribute to their formation. Unfortunately, while the activities of Burns and Mason succeed in demonstrating that class composition does have an influence, they are unsuccessful in suggesting how this influence might be characterized.


Indeed, the most telling admission recognizes how susceptible to even slight adjustments any conclusions might be: “It turns out that the substitution in a class of only two or three high-ability children for two or three low-ability children is enough to raise its class mean by several points.” While this supports the notion that principal assignment of children to combination classes can signal higher achievement, we must assume that similar assignments to single-graded classes might have approximately the same affect. 


To locate the necessary evidence to undergird their claim, the authors construe three key questions: (a) what kinds of students are assigned to single grade and combination classes, (b) what are the distributional properties of these classes, and (c) what effect does composition have on student achievement?


Methodologically grounded in the scientific method, the null hypothesis provides the starting point in the experimental design: there’s no difference between the composition of single-graded and combination (multi-graded) classrooms. Through a complex series of statistical operations--notable for their breadth of data collection, an effort to ensure the completeness of the samples, and a thoroughgoing analysis--the authors conclude that “the distributional properties of combination classes differed from those of single-grade classes.” Ability and independence were the variables that provided the greatest indicators of difference.  These differences were considered “in concert” with the rationale utilized by principals for class formation, as reported in a companion study by the same authors (1998). 


Classroom management and instructional strategies can be affected by principals’ purposeful assignments in class composition, the authors suggest further.  

One of the things Burns and Mason do is to faithfully report adequate statistical measures undertaken to ensure integrity to their data when “district-supplied” or “teacher-supplied” data is inadequate, or critical lots of data have been omitted for one reason or another. The effect of this transparency is to reassure readers that gaps in data collection have been accounted for with reasonable means. Such transparency does not however, provide much insight into the computational methods themselves. Even Burns and Mason recognize the density of their methodology. On p. 220, they find it necessary to “instruct” the reader on the computation of the “between-group regression co-efficient.”

No matter what conclusions this study draws from its sizable and complex operations, a focus on the methodology and its legitimate, fair, adequate, and rigorous implementation is essential. While I am unprepared (and unwilling) to master parameterization, collinearity problems, and regression analysis, I have made an effort to consult with peers and colleagues in order to gain insight into the validity dimensions of this inquiry. 

Probably the most valuable aspect of this important research is the idea that when data is restricted to reflect on the small populations of elementary school classrooms--which might be best described as highly volatile incubators of energy, curiosity, and intelligence--we are forced to contend with the fragility and dynamic quality of any inferences. Rightly, the authors observe, we must admit that the nature of our conclusions are speculative at best, since it is impossible to isolate any social, psychological or instructional process that may be at work--contemporaneous and invisible--as we conduct our experiments.    
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Summary of Key Questions

	

	Did the author(s) present a convincing case for the significance of the intent of the study?
	How appropriate were the data collection, analysis, and interpretation strategies (to answer the questions that the author raises?)? What philosophic foundations and/or paradigmatic assumptions seem apparent? Are there any particular weaknesses and strengths associated with the research methods employed by the author?
	Evaluate the quality of the implementation of data collection, analysis, and interpretation strategies.
	How credible and important (valid and general-izable?) are the study’s conclu-sions or findings? 


	Do the research methods raise concerns regarding safety and privacy of research participants, honesty and completeness of the report, sensitivity to exclusion of classes of people, sensitivity to the ways in which the findings might be used (appropriate or inappropriate?) and fairness in treatment of the work of colleagues. 



	Social and Institutional Analysis

	Weis and Centrie
	No, evidence is sparse, contra-dictory, and without adequate context
	Paradigm: liberatory research
	Qualitative
	Not. Participant numbers are not known.
	Yes they do. 

	Yonezawa, Wells, and Serna
	Lit review adequately justifies research from multiple contexts
	Paradigm: mixed methods, critical theory
	Qualitative results reported from quantitatively defined sample; observations, interviews, content analysis
	Very general although theoretically sound; ?? about whether results would also pertain to elementary and middle schools…
	This is an even-handed report that raises no ethical questions for me. 

	Hargreaves and Earl
	Yes, offering a unique historical context and multiple perspectives


	Paradigm: postmodern multiperspectivism
	Qualitative / theoretical
	Conceptual framework is highly transferable
	Characterization of participant voices could have been clearer

	Teaching, L  earning , and Human Development

	Blatchford, Moriarity, Edmonds, Martin
	Novelty as justification
	Paradigm: constructivist/ classroom ecology/ “post-Vygotskian”
	Multi-method (qual/quan); huge project
	Yes, large sample
	The sample in this study --despite its size--was overwhelmingly white. 

	NICHD Early Child Care Research Network
	Social and moral mandate
	Paradigm: experimental applied social science
	Quasi-experimental/ multivariate study
	unclear
	Authors are unidentified/ “parent” used as euphemism for mother

	Windschitl and Sahl
	Well thought out, in spite of its focus on immediate determining factors
	Paradigm: sociocultural perspective/ethnographic
	Qualitative case studies; small sample (3)
	Not very generalizable, except to other teachers in that school, or others using laptops programs
	No persistent concerns; it remains important to foreground any conclusions in light of the fact that the school is one of affluence and privilege.

	Burns and Mason
	Murky; cloudy
	Paradigm: scientific method
	Quasi-experimental
	Validity is hard to determine here
	No ethical concerns


Concluding remarks

During a recent conversation with a member of the faculty, I asked the following question: “Do you think the program at Albany has adequately prepared me to answer the questions of the inquiry tool?” The faculty member responded without hesitation: “No, it hasn’t. But that shouldn’t deter you from approaching the exam--you learn it as you do it. That’s the way the old tool worked; that is likely the way this tool will work.”  I can’t say that that particular response engendered any fresh confidence in me, but neither did it dishearten me. In some way, I felt validated in the ways I have struggled to make meaning out of the reports, in my concentrated and sometimes “off the track” deviations to understand the tables and statistics, and in my efforts to reflect holistically on the journal itself. 

In many ways, I did feel quite well prepared to tackle the test. My graduate school experience has sharpened my critical reading skills, and my ongoing and fortuitous conversations with faculty and colleagues continue to inform my analytical ability. In terms of course work, I credit ETAP720 and ETAP663 with providing the most pertinent and applicable preparation. Naturally, all of my course work rounds out this preparation. To this I add my own voracious interdisciplinary reading, and in particular, recent reading about the nature of inquiry itself.


More of ten than not, the failings of any study implied a recipe for “how not to do” a study of a similar nature. This shortcoming paradoxically constitutes a commendable outcome from this reader’s point of view. Overall, I conclude this work with renewed confidence, reinvigorated curiosity, and a fresh enthusiasm for the intellectual challenges to come.

Shelly Rafferty Withers, 
June 30, 2002
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