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Abstract

This paper is an academic critique of a qualitative research article written by Karen Dorgan (2004) entitled: A Year in the Life of an Elementary School:  One School’s Experiences in Meeting New Mathematics Standards.  Throughout the course of the 1999-2000 school year, Dorgan observed and interviewed teachers who were members of the faculty of an economically and racially diverse elementary school in Virginia.  The purpose behind the case study was to examine how the changes in the state Standards of Learning would effect pedagogical decision making, teaching and learning, and methods of instruction and evaluation.  My evaluation/critique of this article is an holistic interpretation of the study as an example of a qualitative research project and is based on my understandings of this type of study from my involvement in Education 6100: Research and Design Methods from Memorial University of Newfoundland.  My concern is to develop a systematic and analytical discussion based around the degree to which this case study exemplifies the characteristics of qualitative research.
Qualitative Research Article Critique

In her article A Year in the Life of an Elementary School:  One School’s Experiences in Meeting New Mathematics Standards, Karen Dorgan (2004) outlines a non-participatory case study undertaken during the course of the 1999—2000 school year.  This study focused on the faculty of an elementary school in the state of Virginia (USA) and its efforts in coping with changes in the educational standards of learning for that state.  Dorgan’s report indicates that she triangulated her data collection techniques in an ethnographic analysis, employing all three primary/principal methods for data collection during the course of her research, namely: “observation, interviewing and data analysis” (Dorgan 2004, p. 1205).  Throughout the study, certain themes emerged from the data which were collected and coded – these themes are outlined in the results section of the report.  As these themes are emergent, they allow the researcher to inductively generate hypotheses which result,  in essence, in a grounded theory concerning the effects of political policies on teachers and students teaching and learning within the educational system.  

As a qualitative study, Dorgan’s research involves a certain level of subjectivity but, as indicated within the report, the researcher took pains to ensure that the level of subjectivity remained at a relatively neutral level.  She states “the researcher entered the setting to be studied with as few predisposed notions as possible, intending to listen and to observe teachers in their own environment” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1205).  These comments verify the fact that while the researcher attempted to remain unbiased, she accepted the fact that her own subjectivity in both data collection and, indeed, in reporting her findings, is undeniable.  Additionally, these (and other) comments confirm that the researcher conducted an empirical and naturalistic study of the participants – most of the research was conducted within school time and within the school setting, although it was noted that the researcher attended a “variety of meetings” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1206) which were pertinent to the study.  On the whole, the study seems to be primarily naturalistic and unstructured.  That is, the study took place in the ‘natural’ environment of the participants and there is no reference to extensive (or even cursory) planning in terms of interview questions or the use of checklists during observations.  
Problem

Purpose
The purpose of the study is implied in the abstract and the introduction, and it is clearly and explicitly stated in the ‘Method’ section of the report.  Here, the researcher states that the purpose of the research was “done in an attempt to understand how, and to what extent their [the faculty and administration of this particular elementary school] decisions about instruction were influenced by the Standards of Learning and the state tests” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1205).  Particularly, as noted in the abstract, the focus of the study rested primarily on the Mathematics programme at the school and the “strategies the school applied in an attempt to raise students’ mathematics test scores” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1203).  By examining the efforts of the faculty in dealing with state prescribed curriculum changes and the Standards of Learning (SOL) Criterion Reference Tests (CRTs), Dorgan is in effect exploring the effects of political policy making on the activities and methods that exist at the school and classroom levels.  While the goal of qualitative research is not generalizability, it ought to be clear that the findings reported in this article are indeed transferable to other contexts and situations.  That is, while no two school contexts are the same, the general functioning of a given school (on the whole) and its response to such political stimuli ought to be comparable to all other schools in similar situations.
Questions
In direct relation to the purpose of this case study, indeed, the driving force behind the research, are two questions which Dorgan highlights on page 1205 of the published article.  Particularly, these questions are 1. “What was the effect of a political decision… on pedagogical decision making?” and 2. “How might the demands of a new testing program affect how teacher[s] teach and how children are expected to learn?”.  It is important here to note that Dorgan’s research was not hypothesis driven, as would be the case with a quantitative research study.  Instead, the study begins by asking questions.  While this is the case however, it ought to be noted that the questions themselves actually form somewhat of a hypothesis which is based on the researcher’s preconceived notions that 1. political decision making will have an effect on pedagogical decision making and 2. that a new testing program will indeed affect teaching and learning.  Despite the fact that these may seem to be common sense, it is important to recognize that a certain level of subjectivity does exist on the part of the researcher and  that this subjectivity is not a negative aspect of the research.  On the contrary, the subjectivity of the researcher here is precisely what allows her to conduct her research – “to understand a situation researchers need to understand the context because situations affect behaviour and perspectives and vice versa” (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2003, p.137).
Literature

In qualitative research it is important to review pertinent literature on the subject of study in an effort to provide a logical background for the efforts undertaken by the researcher in a given context.  Dorgan does indeed draw on some relevant literature to contextualize her research, although no clear description, synthesis, or analysis of that literature is evident.  For example, in the introduction to the article, Dorgan refers to Olson (1999) who posits that by 2000 (the year of Dorgan’s research) “every state but Iowa will have at least one form of a statewide test” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1204).  As background to her research, this is particularly useful in that it provides evidence which suggests that an analysis of how such testing affects teaching and learning is needed.  While this particular reference is helpful in providing some background, the lack of a clear discussion regarding such literature in the introductory section of the article is somewhat disappointing.  In later sections, however, Dorgan does indeed refer to literature which supports her opinions – though, this is not equivalent to providing a clear background.
Theory
As stated above, the theory here is grounded within and emergent from the data collected.  Essentially, the theory can be stated in terms of an answer to the research questions put forward in the Impetus For The Research section of the paper (see above).  Dorgan’s theory emerges in the conclusion of the article where she draws on other literature to support her own observations and analyses.  The general similarity of these contexts on a broad level provides a vehicle for ideation – theory generation – as it suggests a level of transferability of what Dorgan has found in her research to other settings and participants in these similar contexts.  The theory itself suggest that political policy will indeed have a powerful affect on pedagogical decision making and teaching and learning strategies (at least in the state of Virginia).  Dorgan posits that: “Teachers will continue to spend their days doing what they are told to do, reaching for goals they did not themselves establish, and worrying about whether or not they are doing enough” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1224).
Method

Sampling
The sample for this case study was particularly and deliberately chosen.  There were a number of factors which contributed to the sample selection, such as the diversity of the student population, the varying levels of experience in terms of the faculty, the fact that this particular school underwent a direct and abrupt curriculum change (in terms of both content and method of delivery) in an effort to cope with changes to the SOLs and proposed policy changes based thereon.  From the researcher’s discussion of the sampling method, one can clearly surmise that the type of sampling here is what qualitative researchers refer to as Maximum Variation Sampling – where the goal is to observe and study the greatest range of experience possible in an effort to clearly understand the social contexts of the participants in the study while at the same time, marinating a level of transferability.  Dorgan specifically sought out a sample which would offer the best opportunity for research into the struggle of teachers as associated with forced curriculum changes… this particular school had a relatively large population of economically challenged students “about 15% of the school population received free or reduced lunch, and about 17% were non-white” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1207).  No effort was made to identify whether or not these percentages were overlapped in any way, which could suggest a subversive tactic on the part of the researcher to make her sample seem more variably “maximized” than it is in actuality. 

Additionally, Dorgan indicates that, while the school as a whole is somewhat ideal for her research, a smaller than ideal number of participants agreed to take part.  This could introduce an element of invalidity into the research as the sample which volunteered may not be representative of those who declined participation.  Beyond this, some (an undetermined number) participants left the research during the course of the year.  Overall however, the sample selected for research seems appropriate as it does seem to offer ample opportunity for research into the effects of political policy on education.
Procedures
While it is comparatively enjoyable to read a narrative approach to research reporting, Dorgan does not really go into any real detail about the procedures that she followed during the course of the case study.  There is a vague mention of coding on page 1206 but this process is not described.  On the same page it is noted that the interviews were audiotaped or (in certain cases) the researcher took notes where audiotaping was not possible.  No description of the reason why note-taking was necessary in these circumstances is offered. Beyond this, no evidence of structured interview questions or checklists/checksheets is offered in the report.  For all intents and purposes, the reader is expected to assume that proper procedures are undertaken throughout the 25 days that the researcher spent working within the school.  

Dorgan does note however, that two participants reviewed an early draft of the report and were given the opportunity to provide feedback.  While this is part of the third stage of undertaking a case study (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2003, p. 189) it is not clear that these two participants were appropriately representative of the greater sample of participants nor does the author offer any evidence of how these two participants were selected as critics.  

Analysis
While the procedures where less than desirably described, Dorgan’s analysis of the data that she collected seems to be relatively clear and explicit.  The themes are emergent throughout the report and arise directly out of excerpted commentary on the part of the participants themselves.  That is, Dorgan does not seem to ‘put words into their mouths’ as it were.  Indeed, she includes all statements, even those which seem to oppose the general theme of the study (ie. that the SOL CRTs have a negative effect on education) (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1222).  While this is true, it ought to be noted that this is the only example of such commentary – by and large, the overall tone of the participants’ comments is negative, articulating frustration and a sense of defeat.  

Dorgan is appropriately perspectival in that she is able to identify with the participants’ feelings regarding their situation and thereby, she is able to articulate the social contexts of her research subjects clearly and, for the most part (or so it would seem), honestly.

Validity
Through triangulation of data collection methods between observation, interviewing and data analysis, Dorgan enhances the validity of her study.  Likewise, these methods of data collection, coupled with the excerpts from these collections, the author suggests that she is credible in that she has kept her focus on the goals of her work as outlined in the introductory sections.  Additionally, by providing continuous excerpts from interviews and accounting for her own subjectivity, thereby allowing the participants to speak for themselves, the researcher reduces the possibility that the reader may perceive that she has become too subjective in her efforts to understand her participants’ situations… thus introducing a level of confirmability into her work.  Beyond this, as noted above, through reference to other literature composed on similar topics and in similar contexts, Dorgan suggest a level of transferability in her research.
Results

Summary of Themes and Interpretation
Dorgan’s summary of the themes that emerge from her work seems to be both complete and actually based on the contexts of her participants.  That is, the themes emerge from the participants and are not super-imposed on their situation by the researcher.  Dorgan makes a continuous effort to note regular patterns of attitude, commentary, and tone in terms of her participants’ commentary in interviews and other observable social contexts within their ‘natural’ academic environment.  Of the themes that emerge, I found that the notion of quality vs. quantity (perhaps more appropriately stated in the vice versa here) and the shift in teaching methods from facilitation to direct instruction to be quite alarming.  The effects of the SOL CRTs on the education system in Virginia, or at least within this particular elementary school, seems to be entirely at odds with what I previously perceived to be a wide-sweeping trend in education throughout North America.  Equally disturbing was the lack of control that the teachers involved in this case study had in terms of their organization and approach to delivering the curriculua.  Perhaps the most emergent theme in this study was that of lack of time… in an attempt to adhere to the pacing guide which accompanied the new mathematics curriculum, the teachers continuously report a lack of time and a feeling of being rushed.  

As my goal here is not to enumerate the themes but to discuss how they are interpreted, I will avoid any further attempt to draw out the themes but instead, I shall comment briefly on how these themes are developed and used in the study.  Dorgan notes the emergent themes, though not as explicitly as one would necessarily hope.  Her results section is divided into two areas of interpretation: how teaching and learning is affected and how the students fared.  These involve but do not clearly articulate the major emergent themes within the study.  

Conclusions

The research questions are indeed answered as a result of the study.  It is shown that, at least from the perspective of the teachers involved in this particular study and at this particular time, generally found that the effects of political decisions on teaching and learning were generally negative in this instance.  That being said, a larger trend seems to underlie this particular context.  The question was not based around negative or positive results but rather, on how teaching and learning could or would be affected, if at all.  The answer then, is not binary (good-bad) but resultant.  That is, the answer to the question of what the effect of politics on pedagogy might be is quite simply, direct and profound.  Using this case study as an exemplar, one can, through transference, expect to see similar results in other similar settings, making it clear that the decisions of political leaders and organizations can have serious repercussions in terms of how the education system is able to function.  

Additionally, and (at least in cases such as this one) as a direct result of this, it is also painfully clear that the demands of a new testing program can seriously effect the methods of instruction and, therefore, the strategies and skills that students are expected to employ throughout the learning process.

On the whole, I found Dorgan’s conclusion to be somewhat lackluster and quite vague.  While it is clear that the research questions were answered and the purpose of the study fulfilled, what was unclear was whether any of the participants’ activities in terms of their adaptations to the new curricula, adoptions of ‘new’ instructional methods, or the efforts of the administration in their “two prong approach” to dealing with the problem of time as an emergent theme were actually effective.  In the end, we are left with the idea that “only time will tell.”  While this calls for replication and transference, it leaves the reader with somewhat of an empty-stomach.  That is, as the approach to reporting is generally narrative, the Dorgan’s conclusion is rather anti-climactic.  That being said, it is also clear that the implications of this case study are profound and far reaching – unlike one comment regarding the status of the American educational system which suggests that it is “a mile wide and an inch deep” (Dorgan, 2004, p. 1221-2).  
Personal Analytic Statement

Generally speaking, I found that this particular case study was a satisfactory example of what I understand to be acceptable for qualitative case study research.   Some elements of the study were disappointing, such as the lack of description regarding data collection procedures and the general lack of provision for background literature, but on the whole, I enjoyed reading this article.  That is not to say, however, that I enjoyed the subject matter.  On the contrary, as I suggested in the body of this paper, I found much of the situation in Virginia to be alarming (to say the least).  Coming from an educational system which celebrates individualism and diversity on the part of our students, I find it difficult to accept that merely six years ago (around the same time I began learning about pedagogy) the general trend in 90% of the states in the USA seemed to be moving towards anti-diversity in educational methodology.  
What perhaps struck me the most was the fact that I was not reading about a high school but instead about “high stakes” testing and its effects on elementary teachers and students.  This study certainly raises some very red flags regarding the possible trends which may find their way into our Canadian Educational System.
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