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The Contribution of
"A Study of Schooling"

to Educational Research

John Goodlad and his associates have enlarged our understanding
of schools in America.

RALPH W. TYLER

The impressive "A Study of 
Schooling" is a noteworthy re 
search project, both in its find 

ings and in its methodology of investiga 
tion. Most educational research in the 
past has been micro-psychological or 
macro-sociological. In the latter part of 
the 19th century, psychologists studied 
memorization as a typical example of 
school learning. In the first quarter of 
the 20th century, there were numerous 
investigations of how children and 
youth learn to read, to compute, to 
spell, and to acquire skill in handwrit 
ing. These micro-psychological studies 
produced principles to guide the learn 
ing of particular subject matter under 
controlled conditions, such as high mo 
tivation, extensive practice, rewards for 
successful learning, attention to trans 
fer, but they did did not throw much 
light on learning under typical school 
conditions where children are influ 
enced by distracting or conflicting mo 
tives, where time for practice is limited, 
where the reward system has differential 
effects on different students, and where 
the opportunities for transfer are widely 
varied.

The earlier studies also were restricted 
to short-time experiments in which the 
learning conditions could be more easi 
ly maintained than is possible with an 
educational program of several years' 
duration, and they were focused on a 
single hierarchy of objectives rather 
than the learning expected in a school. 
In a school, children are expected to 
attain multiple objectives, including the 
cognitive, the affective, and the psycho- 
motor.

At the macro-sociological level, earli 
er studies had shown that certain partic 
ular characteristics of learners, of their

homes, of their local communities, and 
of the resources used in their instruction 
were correlated with the pupils' scores 
on achievement tests. However, the cor 
relation coefficients were generally low. 
The largest were between the achieve 
ment test scores and aptitude test scores, 
and they were generally in the range of 
.35 to .55. Furthermore, the test scores 
were not direct measures of what stu 
dents had learned in school. The corre 
lations simply indicated that the stu 
dents had roughly the same relative 
position in the distribution of scores 
after a period of instruction that they 
had prior to the instruction. These stud 
ies furnished only a little verifiable un 
derstanding of student learning within 
the school.

Some earlier investigations sought to 
identify characteristics of teachers relat 
ed to student learning, but these studies 
reported little or no direct relationship 
between student achievement test scores 
and commonly recorded teacher char 
acteristics, such as age, sex, years expe 
rience in teaching, degrees awarded, 
college grade-point-average, grade- 
point-average in the subject taught, 
number of college credit hours in the 
subject taught. Even supervisors ratings 
of teaching effectiveness showed a disap 
pointingly low correlation with either 
mean achievement test scores of the 
class or the mean difference between 
pretest and post-test scores. Apparently, 
characteristics of teachers as such did 
not explain the variations among classes 
in their average achievement. Obvious 
ly, teachers make a difference, but how?
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Qualities of Schools
During the last 30 years, empirical re 
search has identified what had long 
been recognized by experienced educa 
tors—that a school has a quality that 
strongly influences the learning of its 
students and the attitudes of teachers 
and parents. The investigations of soci 
ologists, psychologists, and social psy 
chologists indicated that in terms of 
achievement test scores and the self- 
perceptions of the morale of teachers 
and students, the averages of the indi 
vidual schools within a school district 
were more varied than the averages of 
the school districts within the region. 
This larger within-districts variation is to 
be expected if the transactions within 
the local school influence learning 
more than the transactions common to 
the schools in the same city or district. 
These findings have led to a number of 
investigations of the school as a dynamic 
area for learning.

Typical of these have been the recent 
studies contrasting effective schools, 
those where student learning is relative 
ly greater, with less effective ones. Re 
searchers found that in the more effec 
tive schools the teachers were perceived 
by the students as "caring," and as 
confident that the children could learn 
what was being taught. Also, the observ 
ers noted that in the effective schools, 
teachers set high, but clearly attainable 
goals. They encouraged their students to 
try and try again if the student had 
difficulty with the learning tasks. In the 
effective schools the morale was clearly 
higher than in the less effective ones. 
These studies suggested that within a 
school, teachers and students and often 
parents were interacting in such a fash 
ion as to create a common attitude
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toward students and the learning proc 
ess. They also indicated that what teach 
ers did was important in stimulating and 
facilitating learning. They showed, too, 
that the perceptions of students regard 
ing a teacher's feelings and actions were 
influential variables not easily measured 
by discrete, observable actions.

Goodlad and his associates were fa 
miliar with this background of research 
efforts to develop a scientific basis for 
understanding the complexities of stu 
dent learning in modern schools. 
Hence, "A Study of Schooling" was 
focused on investigations of the interac 
tions within particular schools and their 
communities. In order to observe the 
development of the full learning pro 
grams from the primary grades through 
the high school, the unit of study which 
the report refers to as " triples" included 
an elementary school, and the junior 
high and senior high in which the 
graduates of the elementary school were 
enrolled.

Maximum Variability
In choosing the sample of schools for 
study, the investigators sought maxi 
mum variability. They were not trying 
to obtain an accurate estimate of the 
distribution of significant characteristics 
for the nation at large. A probability 
sample cannot be efficiently selected 
until the chief significant characteristics 
have been identified and their parame 
ters assessed. Initial studies of a phe 
nomenon are descriptive; at a later stage 
in a research program, it becomes feasi 
ble to estimate the quantitative distribu 
tion of characteristics in a large popula 
tion. To obtain maximum variability, 
four stratification factors were used: 
small and large student enrollment; low 
and middle economic status; rural and 
metropolitan location; and white and 
nonwhite racial-ethnic mix. The result 
ing sample included 13 triples in seven 
states representing major regions of the 
nation.

Having chosen the schools for study, 
the most critical part of the research 
methodology was to devise means for 
obtaining valid data to describe and 
analyze the school activities and the 
environmental factors in ways that help 
to comprehend their interactions. In 
order to identify the characteristics of 
the environment they would observe 
and the information they would collect, 
the researchers gathered suggestions 
from hundreds of former students. They 
then developed, field tested, and revised 
their observation checklists and their

"The result is a 
report that 
provides a more 
comprehensive 
basis for 
understanding 
V.S. schools."

interview questions and schedules. 
They also defined the items they would 
cull from school records. Their goal was 
not to restrict the number of factors they 
would study and then to devise mea 
sures or scales for these factors. Rather, 
they tried to examine all aspects of the 
U.S. school and then to interpret the 
large quantity of descriptive data they 
obtained.

One of the serious defects of some 
social science research is its dependence 
on data reported or collected by those 
who do not use or understand the pre 
cise definition of the data sought, nor 
the essential precautions involved in 
obtaining valid data. In a recent discus 
sion of a study of public housing, Mur 
ray Cell-Mann, the noted physicist, was 
shocked to discover that the researchers 
were using data reported from certain 
housing projects but had never visited 
the projects to observe and interview 
and thus seek to verify the validity of the 
data. He said, "No reputable physicist 
would use data that was not obtained in 
his laboratory unless he had personally 
checked to see that the data were col 
lected and measured in precisely de 
fined ways."

In my experience with investigations 
of such educational programs as activity 
schools, core curriculum, open class 
rooms, and alternative schools, I found 
the definitions used by different practi 
tioners and researchers so widely varying 
and the secondhand data so undepend- 
able that the information reported was 
often meaningless. In "A Study of 
Schooling," to avoid secondhand infor 
mation, the investigators themselves

collected all data in local schools and 
communities. Whereas, in the use of 
secondhand data, researchers lack 
knowledge of local variations in the 
meaning of the data, Goodlad and his 
staff have a fairly clear idea of both the 
meaning and the limitations of the data 
they obtained.

The intensiveness of the investigation 
within these schools is indicated by the 
following:

In the 12 senior high schools and one 
junior-senior high school, 4,212 par 
ents, 664 teachers, and 7,677 students 
were surveyed. In these high schools 
525 complete classroom observations 
were made and 479 teachers inter 
viewed. In the 12 junior high or middle 
schools, 2,688 parents, 400 teachers, 
and 6,042 students were surveyed. In 
these junior high schools and middle 
schools, 362 complete observations 
were made and 337 teachers inter 
viewed. In the 13 elementary schools, 
1,724 parents, 286 teachers, and 3,444 
students were surveyed. In these ele 
mentary schools, 129 complete observa 
tions were made and 140 teachers inter 
viewed. Obviously, the volume of data 
obtained was great and the possible 
analyses were far more than could be 
undertaken.

Interpreting the Data
To make the difficult task of interpreting 
the data easier, the researchers engaged 
in periodic discussions with a multi- 
disciplinary advisory committee that 
consisted of a sociologist, a political 
scientist, a historian of education, a 
state Commissioner of Education, an 
urban school superintendent, and a spe 
cialist in learning and curriculum. Ini 
tially, this advisory committee exam 
ined and criticized the research plan; at 
other sessions, members analyzed the 
data-collecting instruments and suggest 
ed revisions. As the data were collected, 
members of the research staff and com 
mittee members proposed possible inter 
pretations, which were then discussed 
and criticized at some length. Because 
the participants brought to this task a 
variety of backgrounds, they perceived 
the data from differing perspectives; 
these various perceptions were then test 
ed for their consistency and efficacy in 
interpreting the mass of data obtained 
from so many sources. The result is a 
report that provides a more comprehen 
sive basis for understanding U.S. 
schools than any previously pub 
lished, n
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