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Thisarticle critically engageswith the conceptual framework of abaseline study and investigates some of the assumptionsunderlyingits
design. Thediscussion focuses on two central questions: Firstly, what isthe value of descriptive data? Secondly, what significance should
be given to thedata in relation to the development process asa whole?1n concluson there are some thoughts about how to report on the
research so that the process of talking and writing about thedataisnot a mere formality at the end, but becomes atool for thinking about

the project asit grows.

Introduction

This article is a reflection on the intentions and limitations of a
baseline study conducted in three catholic schools in the Boland
region of the Western Cape. The study formed pat of a school
development initiative, which | co-ordinated for the Catholic I nstitute
of Education (CIE) for the 2000 academic year. The purpose of
baselineresearch, according to the CIE, isto describe the three school s
as the members of the school communities see them at the starting
point of the school deveopment programme. At a later stage the
institute hopes to use the results of thisinitial study to recognise and
evaluate change. In this article | would like to critically engage with
the conceptual framework of the baseline project and investigate some
of the assumptions underlying its design. In order to do this, | will
focus the discussion of the research design on two critica questions
emerginginrelationtoit: Firstly, what isthevalue of descriptivedata?
Secondly, what significance should be given to the datain relation to
the devel opment process asawhole?Finally, | will also consider how
to report the research results s that the process of talking and writing
about the data is not a mere formality at the end, but becomes a tool
for thinking about the project asit grows. In this sense, as Alasuutari
(1995:177) argues, the process of writing can beavery important part
of the research. When al is said and done, the Catholic Institute of
Educationwill beleft with nothing else but atext and it isthe text that
will have to dojustice to the complexities of the devel opment process
asawhole.

The research design

The research design of the baseline study is focused on exploring
teaching and learning issues & the three Boland schoolsand is guided
by an attempt to understand how the members of the school commu-
nity see the quality of their school as they set out on the school
development programme. The notion of quality is not limited to any
one specific meaning, but israther conceptualised asaset of coreval-
ues, which may be sad to be typical of quality schools. These core
values are identified with the help of a set of quality indicators that
weredeveloped especidly by the CIE to suit catholic schoolsin South
Africa (Potterton, 1999:8) and are presented in the form of a quality
indicator questionnaire The quality indicatorsin thequestionnaireare
grouped around nine key aspects of the life of the school and include
areas such astheschool environment, the classroom environment and
procedures, teaching and learning, as wdl as parental involvement,
school ethos and resources. When the teachers at each of the schools
engaged with the questionnairethey were asked to discussthe quality
indicators with each other and agree on arating of their current per-
formancefor each. The indicatorsin the observation schedule and the
questionnaire, however, are not intended to represent real measurable
momentsin thelife of the school. They are mere signpostsfor concern
and should therefore betreated with discretion. During thepilot study,
for example, the seemingly straightforward indicators caused quite a
lot of debate. Hereisan extract from my research diary to illustratethe
point:
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| took some time to explain what the different levels of qudity
could mean. There was quite a lot of confusion — how do you
judge quality?Is quality whereyou personally would like to be?
Do you compare the school to others in Worcester that are seen
asthe'good schools' around here? Or do you judge quality accor-
ding to what we believe is possible given the poor and depressed
community the school serves?| wasnot sure how to answer that.
Inthe end | encouraged them to go with their gut — their own
sense of agood school, hot worrying too much about where that
gut sense comes from. The debate made mefeel uneasy. If we do
not know the source of all these ‘good school images, what does
the QI questionnairereally tell us? It is still useful data, because
it is aout their personal perceptions, but it only scratches the
surface.
Thisexperience shows that indicatorsin themsel ves do not provide us
withinsight into real events, nor do they provide a measure of the ac-
tual quality of the school. Theresults of the questionnairewill indicate
the perceptions of quality that teachers work with in relation to spe-
cificareas of schoal life. In an attempt to triangul ate these perceptions
the same questionnairewill have to be used with parentsin order to get
their views. Since the development programme concentrates spe-
cificdly onthe quality of teaching and learning, the quality indicators
aredesigned in such away that it allows for a particular focuson how
the teachers see teaching and learning at their school. The triangula-
tion of these perceptions will be done with the help of direct obser-
vationsof lessons, informal discussionsduring curriculum workshops
and a standardised literacy test for Grade 4 learners
The key aspects of the Boland research project can thus be
summarised asin Table 1.

Participant observation

A critical feature of the above design is that the baseline research is
planned to fit in with meetings and workshops that aready make up
the school development intervention. This means the basdine study
will not be completed before the change process begins. One reason
for thisoverlap can be found in the restrictions placed on the research
process due to the short duration of the progranme, the negligible
budget for the research process, and teachers' unwillingness to par-
ticipatein meetings that are not directly re ated to the implementation
of the school development programme.

There are, however, also fundamental methodological issues at
stake. For example, my simultaneousrole asfacilitator and researcher
in the schools means that no 'before’ and 'ater’ evaluation of the pro-
ject will make sense. Because the baseline data marking the 'before’
will only be collected 'during' the facilitation process, it will already
be influenced by the effects of working towards change As a result
thereis no clear point where the 'before ends ands the 'after' begins
and soitisdifficult todeterminethe characterigicswhichwill indicate
change. This means the unavoidable overlap between research and
facilitation creates a situation, in which thecollection of baseline data
of the Boland schools cannot simply be seen as thefirst part of an
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Table 1 Key aspects of the Boland research project

Research Who will
issue Research method participae Time frame
1. What is the Questionnaire: the The principa Semd form to
social and school will complete a school and
economic context form, recording basic collect it at first
of each school? data about the school. workshop in
February.
2. What is the Questionnaire:
professional teachers will fill in a The principa Complete form
context of each form, stating their and the at development
school? their professional teachers at the planning
qualifications and school. workshop in
work experience March.
3. What teaching Direct observation of
practices are lessons: researcher Class visits at March/April
common at each observesteaching in the invitation
school? progress in at least of individual
two different classes, teachers
using the observation
schedule provided.
4. How do Quality Indicator
teachers feels questionnaire. Researcher Use Quality
about the quality administers indicators as
of their school? questionnaire part of
to all teachers workshop in
at the school March.
5. How does Standardised Grade 4
learners’ reading Literacy test: All Grade 4 April
performance administer and mark learners at the
compare with the test and compare school
other schools? with other schools.
6. How do Quality Indicator
parents feel about questionnaire. Some parents. Workshop for
the quality of the (Selection Governing
school? criteria are not Body inJune.
clear yet.)

Note: The Quality Indicator questionnaire and the observation schedulefor the
class observation were used at the Roman Catholic School, Worcester
during March and April 2000. These two studies are used to provide
examples throughout the discusson.

evaluation study for the programme as awhole. The current research
design rather seems to fall within the methodology of participant
observation, in which according to Jorgensen researchers want to as-
sume aparticipant rolein the very life situations they are researching.
Researchers nurture significant relationships with all the people in-
volved in the project and to engage with them in their daily work
experience. This interactive stance in turn allows them to 'generate
practical and theoretical truths about human life grounded in the
realitiesof daily existence' (Jorgensen, 1989:14) and gain accesstothe
concepts participants use to make sense of ther everyday lives. The
interpretation and understanding of human behaviour is a central
concern in this methodology, especidly when it is viewed from the
perspective of the participants in the inquiry. The preferred methods
for collecting information in participant observation research are
informal conversaions, structured interviews, direct observation,
focused questionnaires and personal reflections of the researcher, as
they all allow for an open-ended interactive process between the
researcher and the community of inquiry. Mog of these methods of
collecting information are interactive requiring the researcher to
become an insider who assumes a posture of 'indwelling' while enga-
ging in theresearch (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994:25).

Inthe context of the Boland schools, thedirect classobservations
and the quality indicator questionnaire, which form the core inves-
tigative tools of the study, certainly create opportunities to gather
qualitative data for the inquiry. However, as| haveilludrated ealier,
itisthefacilitation of teachers discussion around the indicators rather
than the indicators themselves that provide accessto the insider per-

spective. John Olson points out that any amount of detailedindicators
about teaching and learning will not necessarily help us understand
what teachersareredly doing in class. Wehaveto see their behaviour
and their responses aspointerstowardsthe purposes, whichthey serve.
The meaning of wha people do lies in the purposes served by
those actions, which are not meaningful in themselves, but indi-
cators of the purposes they serve which give them meaning. In
themsd ves they mean nothing (Olson, 1992:55).
In other words, all the impressions and descriptions | gather in the
course of my participant observation of the three Boland schoolswill
amount to amere surface description of thereality, unless| offer some
insight into the purposes of the behaviour and processes that alows
me to perceive the unity of experience tha the observationslink into.
Descriptions without intentions and contradictions are abit like soup
without salt. Knowledge about the intentions of teachersis also im-
portant in order to triangulate the impressions created by the QI ques-
tionnaire and the classroom observations and to validate the signi-
ficance placed on them. At present one obvious shortcoming of the
above research design is that it does not offer an explicit process for
elucidating the purposes and meanings teachers attach to the process
of change. As aresult the moments of observation and insights seem
like pearls on a string, but they do not add up to what Stake calls a
'bounded system' (Jaeger (ed.), 1988:256) that does justiceto thecom-
plexity and uniqueness of their case. Thislimitation is apparent in the
following extract from my research diary:
The QI give me no idea about their intentions, or the possible
delusions. When | did report back the results (13.3.2000), the
response from the staff was strangely flat — especially because
they did not seem to agree with me that the result pointed to a
solid, wel functioning school, well on the way to success. They
felt swamped by problems not feding on top of it. That contra-
diction made me think a lot about the gap between their per-
ceptions in response to the QI and their actual daily experience.
When we talked more about the issuesthey werestruggling with,
they decided together to focus on literacy difficulties of their
learners that makes their life as teachers very difficult and the
implementation of the new curriculum nearly impossible. This
discussion was in dear contradiction to their responses in
3.1,3.2,3.3, 3.4, etc. Without the feedback discussion, the QI
give avery different picture Simply from looking at the ques-
tionnaire results | would not have identified section 3 as a key
area of concern.
Offering insights into a 'bounded system' that cgptures the multiple
levels of teachers experienceis in itself a complex process, which
involves more than merely asking the Boland teachersto justify their
behaviour in class or the choices they made in the questionnare. The
above extract mentions, for example, how teachers expressed the ex-
plicit intention of improving the reading leves of learners at their
school. During my subsequent dass observation | wastherefore par-
ticularly sensitive to the reading behaviour of both learners and
teachers, and by doing so, moved beyond ameredescription of current
teaching behaviours and tried to generate insights about the way
teacherscould improvetheir practice In other words, in the course of
the observation | shifted the boundaries of their experience from what
they are doing now to include what they could be doing next. How-
ever, by doubling up as observer and facilitator, | created a situation
where my own good intentions to support the teachers in ther good
intentionsclouded the epistemol ogi cal i ssuesinvolvedin bounding the
research. Lowyck (Day, Pope & Dinocolo (ed.), 1990:88) claims that
there isa constant tension between description of and prescription in
educational research, because education is an inherently moral prac-
tice, and so the concern with describing the way teaching is, often is
overlaidwith amoreor less explicit concern with what teaching ought
to be. Thismoral overlay (inthis case expressed asapractical concern
for improving literacy) creates epistemological difficulties for educa-
tional research, becausethereisno intrinsic link between what is and
what ought to be. Lowyck argues that there is a faulty logic that
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operates when we use descriptions of effective practicein a particular
context as a justification for making general recommendations (or
prescriptions) for improvement. For example, by describing the ef-
fective use of pared reading in one class | might come to the con-
clusionthat it should beimplementedinall classes, simply becausethe
teachers and | share the bdief that literacy is important. Such a
recommendation might seem powerful and convincing because it is
situated in anirrefutable moral framework (Who would not claim that
literacy is important?) and it is derived from practice (I have seen it
work in Grade X with Teacher Y). Y et despite their sseming 'right-
ness, such recommendations avoid the epistemological question,
whether particular teaching experiences can be generalised into re-
liable guidelinesfor success. It isthisissue of generalisationin that |
would liketo explore next.

Issues of generalisation: What is the value of descriptive
data?

The methodology of participant observation that underpins this base-
linestudy fallswithinthenaturalist research paradigm, inwhichreality
isbelieved to be amultiple complex construct, which is dependent on
aninteractive research process. Thereality will change, if thetime and
context of theinvestigation changes Theinterpretation of data (inclu-
ding the drawing of conclusions) cannot rely on law-like generali-
sations, because the research knowledge needs to remain time and
context bound in order to be meaningful. This means that in a natu-
ralist paradigm 'time and context free' generalisations about research
knowledge are not possible and thereforeonly idiographic statements
about the research are seen to be worthwhile (Lincoln & Guba, 1985:
39). The aim of naturdist educaional research such as the Boland
study ultimately is not to discover general laws aout teaching and
learning, but rather to develop descriptive knowledge that facilitates
understanding of the status quo and makes particular working hypo-
theses possible.

Stake argues that perceptive descriptions of particular cases not
only support the development of grounded educational theories, but
can a'so beapowerful tool for learning. When teachers sharedescrip-
tions of their practice, they are immediately giving each other the
opportunity to share in vicarious experiences of educational settings
and to make 'naturalistic generdisations about them (Jaeger (ed.),
1988:260). Naturaligic generalisationsultimately are asinteractive as
the research process as a whole. They depend on the ability of the
participants to enter the particular case, to pay attention to the salient
features of that case, and to transfer insightsfrom the one case so that
they become meaningful in their own experience. In other words, by
engaging with the specific detail of the 'story of paired reading' as it
occurred in one class, all teachers have the opportunity to come to
some general insight about teaching reading that might be useful for
them in their own situation. In this framework Stake would argue my
responsibility as researcher is not to make general recommendations
about reading, but rather to 'describe the case in sufficient descriptive
narrative so that readers can vicariously experience these happenings,
and draw their ownconclusions (Denzin & Lincoln (ed.), 1994:243).

The above debae about the links between description and pre-
scription and the underlying processes of generalisation has been use-
ful, as it draws attention to the fact that the seemingly dmple
collection of basdine data is fraught with difficulties, unless I, as
researcher, make clear choices about my own purpose for the de-
scriptive datal accumulatein the course of theresearch. Do | want to
use the research datato create opportunities for learning, or find wor-
king hypotheses for success? Am | looking for rich descriptions of
practice that allow for naturdistic generalisations about teaching and
learning or am | looking for data that will help us work out the next
best step in the process? If | am concerned with what Lowyck (Day et
al., 1990:96) callsconclusion orientated research, my intention will be
to generate knowledge that has general significance in the way Stake
describes. Decision-orientated research, on the other hand, follows
similar research procedures, but it isintended to have particular appli-

cation. The two approachesappear similar in their investigative tools
and interacti ve stance, yet they differ in intention and therefore do not
produce compatibleresults. Richardson (1994:7) arguesaong similar
lines that there are two forms of research that focus on educational
practice: formal research and practical inquiry. The purpose of formal
research usually isto contribute to ageneral body of knowledge about
educational practice, while practical inquiry is always aimed a im-
proving practice. She pointsout that it is problematic to proceed with
formal research that hopesto arrive at general guidelines about prac-
tice, becausethe formalisation (and hence generalisation) of teachers
practical and contextud insightsoften causes themto lose their value
ininforming everyday classroom practice. Given the dual concern of
my own research design — theformal request by the CIE for baseline
data on the one hand, and the pressing need for information that can
be applied to the development process on the other — it seemsthat |
have attempted the impossible. | will ultimately haveto make a clear
decision whether the purpose of the research is to produce a formal
‘product’ such as aresearch report or whether the inquiry should be
directly applicableto the change process. Is my primary intention to
contributeto ageneral understanding of theexperience of teachingand
learningat theBoland schools, or am | engaging in decision orientated
action research, in the hope of improving the quality of the schools?

Making choices: What significance should be given to the
data in relation to the development process as a whole?
Both the above options are grounded in the assumption that redity is
multipleand constructed and that the complexity of the context is cri-
tical. The Boland schools are not fixed 'out theré, but are an intricate,
meaningful experience informed by purposes and intentions of those
who liveit. Within the framework of conclugon orientated research,
however, eventsare primarily understood in re ation to teachers' inten-
tions and interactions within the context under investigation. Their
individual agency is asserted and interpreted. The purpose of the
research is to describe what occurs and to give a platform to the va
rious meanings people give to these events. In this sense the research
processisaconsdous, diligent and sysematic 're-construction’ of the
initially often unconscious and spontaneous construction of redlity.
Withthe help of acareful re-construction of their experience, teachers
in the Boland schools can be given opportunities for reflection, lear-
ning and growth. Research knowledge is thus a constructed product
that can be usad to stimulate insightsand understanding of schoolsthe
way they are. Oncethis description has been shared, thereis no expli-
cit desire toinitiate further action or change, other than a generalised
implicit moral expectation for improvement that comes with tradition
of being areflective practitioner.

Decision-orientated research, ontheother hand, offersan explicdt
emand patory goal for the Boland schools (e.g. ‘Quality for al’), and
thusis not only interested in meredescri ptions of the school s redlity,
but alsointhehidden structural constraints, which determineitsshape.
Action researchers egpecially look for knowledge that allowsthem to
uncover and challenge the general ideas we take for granted. The
findings of action research aways have ahighly pragmatic orientation
and arefed back directly into practice with the aim of bringing about
change (Somekh, 1994:4). Research knowledge is therefore not seen
asafinal product, but as part of a process that helps teachers to focus
and refocustheir teaching practice onitsemancipatory purpose. Given
the fact that my initial baseline study is part of my brief to facilitate a
process that will help to improve the quality of teaching and learning
inthe Boland school s, an action research approach for the study seems
an obvious choice. The explicit moral dimension of the study would
lend internal coherence to the data, where the class observations as
well asthe QI questionnaires, theinformal discussionsand theliteracy
scores can not only be used to engage with teachers common sense
perceptions of quality, but also form the foundation for a growing
vision of the improved quality of the Boland schools.

Gore and Zeichner (Smyth (ed.) 1995:206), however, are reluc-
tant to propose action research as the panaceafor school devel opment
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work. They arguethat there is nothing inherent in action research that
makes it emancipatory and proceed to look at some of the specific
practices through which action research can have effects of domina-
tion, undermini ng its own devel opmental intention. Oneof theseisthe
way in which action researchers use their knowledge to bring about
change. Gore and Zeichner suggest if action researchers operate with
universalised notions of emancipation and use these to make sense of
the specific complexity they find themselves in, it can easily happen
that the mord basis of their work becomes a controlling and prescrip-
tive force for the devd opment process. In such a case the emanci-
patory content of action research is not derived from teachers' real
issues in a real context, but prescribed by a generalised idea. This
contradicts the whole notion that interactive research creates op-
portunities for learning through action and reflection and encourages
teachersto improve the quality of their work.

In the case of the Boland study Gore and Zeichner's argument is
of particular pertinence, asthe external pressureson teachersto effect
the current curriculum change do indeed create a potentially oppres-
sive moral imperative for the project as a whole. Curriculum 2005,
designed as the post-apartheid curriculum, aims for strong emanci-
patory outcomes that form the moral justification for the change. The
change process itself, however, is often implemented in an officious
and undemocratic way that leaves teachers feeling pressurised and
insecure. In the case of the Boland schools these feelings lead to
self-depreciation of teachers, rather than self-exploration and growth.
As a result the context of externally mandated change has created a
situation where the teachers' sincere commitment to improving the
quality of the schools has lost its emancipatory flavour and is
expressed asasurvival strategy in responseto pressuresfromoutside.
A teacher from Worcester summed up this experience as follows:

'We better teach the children to read properly, or we won't cope

when new curriculumis made compul sory.'

Small-scale research such as the Boland study will not even begin to
engage with the complexity of such sentiments and thus it must be
recognised that the literacy test and the class observations (that both
explicitly look at the teaching of reading a the schools) cannot in
themsel vesfree the teachers from the pressures of change. In fact, the
opposite is true. As the scope of Boland study is too small to effec-
tively engage with the real emancipatory issues at the schools, thereis
little option but to conduct acti on research with generalised moral im-
peratives that can easily undermine its very cause.

There is another very practical reason why decision-orientated
action research might not be the best way of framingthe Boland study.
Time was too short. My formal involvement with the Boland schools
was limited to one year and &fter tha the schools had to continue the
programme on their ownwith minimal support fromtheregional office
of the CIE. This means | merely was an 'imminent immigrant' (Ball,
1980:5) to the fundamental conditions of change. Although | attemp-
ted to develop the kind of relationship with the Boland schools that
will support the democratic values of action research (Somekh, 1994:
5), | nonetheless could not accompany the whole process of change.
Nor could | offer aresearch relationship that will guide their practice
in an ongoing way.

Conclusion

What other role could the descriptive data of the Boland schools play
in relation to the development process as awhole? One possibility is
to use the descriptive data together with my ongoing experience of
facilitation to construct an intensive and multi-faceted case study of
the schools. Although such a case study would be purely descriptive,
it can, accordingto Yin (1994:15), still make adistinctivecontribution
to evaluaion research, asit will allow the participants of the project,
aswell as othersinterested parties to appreciae the complexity of the
context in which the project began. The detailed descriptions of parti-
cular, yet illustrative developments in the Boland schools can in the
long run offer explanations about real life interventions that are too
complex for simple survey strategies, which are looking for change
effects. With thisin mind, it seems that the option of writing up the
current Boland study as a detailed case study of the 'programme
beginnings' allows meto do justice to both my formal brief to collect
baseline data for the CIE and my personal concerns to integrate the
research into the change processitself. Once thedisparate snippets of
information have been constructed into a coherent 'case’, the purely
descriptive data will take on the significance of a snapshot outlaging
itstime. Future evaluators of the school development programme as
well as members of the relevant school communities will vicarioudy
have accessto the complexity of its experience and come to their own
understanding of it. The notion of vicarious access implies, however,
that — no matter how rich and powerful the case sudy of the Boland
schoolsturnsout to be— itwill still need to besupplemented by other
kinds of knowledge that can makethe study useful for practitionersin
the field. Lowyck (Day et al., 1990:96) calls such knowledge value
added' knowledge, asit ultimatdy is the axiology of our actions that
will render any descriptive research significant for practice
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