WHY NOT USE THE DATA WE AI.READY HAVE?

MANY ecdueators have
sutned and still apparently believe that
researchers through the years have ac-
cumulated an impressive array of data
which, if put into practical application.
would revolutionize both the practices
and the outcomes of education. One
often hears quoted, in this connection,
the story of the farmer who refused any
help from the agricultural college be-
cause he already knew how to do more
than he was able to accomplish. Un-
fortunately, this anecdote does not, for
a number of reasons, accurately reflect
the dilemma of eduecational practition-
ers.

Studies Completed by
Graduate Students

First of all, the vast bulk of the
studies we have available were not com-
pleted by seasoned and highly skilled
researchers. They are, instead, the prod-
uct of graduate students and usually
represent their first” attempt at educa-
tional problem solving. Iiven though
some of these studies are carcfully con-
ceived and designed, they must always
be suitable for completion in a rather
short period of time and be rather

November 1966

DAVID TURNEY
Assi Dean for |

ion and Graduate Studies,

College of Education, Kent State University, Kent, Ohio

sharply focused and narrowly defined.
Since these studies are fundamentally
learning experiences for the graduate
student, they usually, and quite prop-
erly, represent aspects of an educa-
tional problem that are of specific in-
terest to a particular student.

While one occasionally sees a series
of related studies completed by a group
of graduate students who focus their
attention on & number of aspects of a
central problem, such team approaches
to educational research at this level are
a rarity. Dissertation studies developed
under the Kellogg Foundation’s Co-
operative Program in Educational Ad-
ministration serve as one example of
the student team approach to educa-
tional research (Kimbrough 1953, Mer-
rill 1952, Wilson 1952).

Funded Research

Unfortunately, the idiosyneratie ap-
proach to educational research has been
generally perpetuated through the early
=ixties by the nature of federal research
grants. The university professor, inter-
ested in research and hopeful of im-
proving his professional status, usually
develops a proposal growing out of his
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special interests, receives financial sup-
port for his proposal on the basis of its
merits as a sound design, and produces
another set of findings that are not
likely to bear much relationship to any
central problem facing educators in the
classroom.

Since most of such studies proceed
independently using unique designs and
instrumentation, the results of such in-
vestigations are rarely comparable to
. other studies of similar problems. While
no one would wish to eliminate the in-
dependent investigator from the educa-
tional research scene, the lack of any
coordinated attack on problems of
central concern results in a maze of
seemingly contradictory findings point-
ing in all directions like an omni-
directional navigational device.

Attempts at Synthesis

Both practitioners and researchers
have been aware of the weaknesses in-
herent in the nature of our educational
research output and have attempted to
remedy this defect through the produc-
tion of various types of syntheses of
research findings. The most impressive
of these attempts is the Encyclopedia
of Educational Research published at
ten-year intervals by the American
Educational Research Association.

While this monumental effort gives
the researcher a comprehensive catalog
of important studies by specific research
area, it has little to say to the practi-
tioner as far as fested reliable proce-
dures are concerned. Intermediate
reviews published by the same Associa-
tion are equally unsatisfactory as a
guide to practice, and indeed. were not
designed for such use.

A further attempt to present sum-
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maries of research findings in a way
that will be more usable to classroom
teachers is illustrated by the series of
pamphlets under the title, What Re-
search Says to the Teacher, published
jointly by the Department of Classroom
Teachers and the American Educational
Research Association.

In these pamphlets one is more likely
to find a résumé of current practice
than any solidly research-based prin-
ciples that the classroom teacher can
use. For example, we quote here from
the pamphlet in this series entitled,
Teaching Arithmetic, (Spitzer, 1962):
How Can Verbal Problem-Solving Ability
Be Improved?

. . . There does, however, seem to be fair
agreement that the use of formal analvsis
f\tht}l given? What is to be found? ete.)
is of doubtful value as a problem solving
improvement program. It also seems clear
that children use no one pattern in the solu-
tion of verbal problems and that textbook
programs for improving word problem
solving are too meager to expect satisfac-

tory growth in this area of arithmetic. On

the positive side there is fair evidence that
use of oral presentation and non-pencil-
and-paper solution tends to inerease facility
in solving verbal problems, that pupil un-
derstanding of arithmetic and the ability to
solve problems show a high relationship,
and that intensive use of a few specific prob-
lem solving improvement procedures (eg.,
finding the number question of problems,
the formulation of word problems, ete.)
over a relatively long period of time
(one semester) will markedly improve pupil
achievement.

While the information in the state-
ment quoted is undoubtedly valid and
surely good for a classroom teacher to
know, is there any reason why a teacher
should not be rather unimpressed by
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this statement? What, we wonder, con-
stitutes “fair evidence”?

A more recent attempt at synthesis
should be mentioned here. Bloom (1964)
has been able, through the use of highly
sophisticated research techniques, to
compare along a series of dimensions a
number of longitudinal studies of pupil
growth that were completed by separate
researchers employing different designs
and different instrumentation. This ap-
pears to be the first example in exist-
ence of this kind of treatment of re-
search data from a number of sources.
As a consequence of this work, we now
have a series of generalizations about
the growth characteristics of pupils that
at last appear to be substantial enough
to give us some dependable leads for
action. Many more studies of this kind
are desperately needed.

At the present time, the most usable
attempts to synthesize the bulk of re-
search findings are found in educational
textbooks. Our best writers continually
try to assemble those bits and pieces of
knowledge around topics of general
concern and to present them in a form
that will constitute a reliable guide to
practice. In general, textbook authors
are life-long students of educational
research and often are competent re-
searchers in their own right. Still the
consequences of all of these attempts to
use educational research findings are
less than we wish them to be.

Another medium through which re-
search findings can affect educational
practice is the professional instruction
available in colleges and universities.
Presumably a major goal of such in-
struction would be to inform students
about and give them practice in using
understandings, approaches, techniques
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and general methodology that would
reflect current research findings.

Unfortunately, curriculum revision
at this instructional level proceeds at a
very slow pace. Perhaps even more im-
portant is the fact that many instrue-
tors at this level received their pro-
fessional education at a time when
research did not appear to offer as
much potential for improvement of ed-
ucational practice as we now believe it
does. Many instructors have not had
the kind of experiences that would ade-
quately equip them to serve as inter-
preters of the research we belicve car-
ries information essential for cffective
teaching.

It would appear from this brief dis-
cussion that we are making a consider-
able attempt to use the data we have
to improve the education of children in
our schools. Yet we must confess that
these efforts still leave us far short of
our objectives. What, then, might we
do that would bring us closer to our
desired goals?

Improving the Quality
of Data Available

One of our greatest needs would ap-
pear to lie in the area of problem iden-
tification. We need to know with much
greater precision the specifie weak-
nesses of our present educational sys-
tems.

At present we tend to discard pro-
cedures and approaches simply because
something new has become available
without knowing the exact nature of
the results produced by the methods we
now employ. Such information must be
available for specific school systems
and also for the totality of our educa-
tional effort so that large scale research
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studies can be launched that will be
directed to problems of crucial signifi-
cance. A national assessment of our
educational systems is one way to ar-
rive at such problem identification.

Because the effects of educational
processes are progressive and cumula-
tive, problem. identification must be
longitudinal in nature and must tell us
at what points in time the problems
appear, chart the course of the devel-
opment of such problems, and identify
the specific variables suspected of be-
ing related to the problems identified.

Once such specifications are avail-
able, we can then proceed to develop
the kinds of research that should yield
data reliable enough to serve as a trust-
worthy guide for designing appropriate
curriculum change.

The regional research laboratories
now in the process of development un-
der Title IV of Public Law 89-10 are
potentially the kinds of organization
that can come to grips with the truly
significant problems once they are ade-
quately specified. Through such orga-
nizations, a vast array of talent and
resources can be focused on the basic
and fundamental difficulties imbedded
in our present approaches to the edu-
cation of youth.

Our piecemeal approach to educa-
tional research has not fulfilled the ex-

pectations we held for it. We must
marshal our finest minds and our avail-
able resources with great care and then
furnish them with the kind of informa-
tion that will direct their attention to
the crucial difficulties faced by the
classroom teacher and the learner. To
do less than this will mean that we
have failed to use properly the means
at our disposal, and that we have failed
to fulfill our responsibilities to the fu-
ture citizens of our nation.
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A new Booklet is coming!
THE SUPERVISOR:

Agent for Change in Teaching

Edited by James Raths and Robert R. Leeper
Available in November from ASCD
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