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ABSTRACT

AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF A TEACHER'S
CLASSROOM PERSPECTIVE

By

Valerie Jeanette Janesick

The purpose of this study was to describe and explain a
teacher's classroom perspective. A perspective is a combination of
beliefs and behaviors composed of (a) definitions of various situa-
tions, (b) actions, and (c¢) criteria of judgment. This study de-
scribed the actions and statements of one sixth grade teacher over
a period of seven months. His definitions of situations, his ac-
tions and criteria of judgments provided evidence for recognizing
his perspective as one of creating an effective group and maintain-
ing it in order to achieve his classroom goals. Through the method
of participant observation and interviewing, the researcher came to
understand how this teacher defined his classroom world and how he
constructed his actions. Four exploratory questions guided the
study: (1) What elements constitute this teacher's classroom per-
spective? (2) Which variables outside and inside the classroom in-
fluence the classroom perspective? (3) What are the assumptions
that this teacher makes about students, learning, and classrooms
which support the classroom perspective? (4) How does this teacher
synthesize the various types of information about student behavior

and background into his perspective?
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The study was based on the theory of symbolic interaction.
In accord with the theory, in order to understand a subject's world,
the researcher must catch his process of interpretation. A suitable
way to accomplish this is to accompany the subject as he encounters,
interprets events, and constructs his social reality. And so, the
researcher placed herself in the teacher's environment, took a
limited role in many classroom activities, and observed the teacher
from many vantage points. The researcher also participated in a
number of professional activities in which the teacher was central
without taking on the role of the teacher. Over the course of seven
months of field work, extensive notes were taken and interviews
were held with the teacher. The data were then analyzed on a weekly
basis in order to discover patterns, relationships and indices of
behavior which would merit further study. Final analysis was com-
pleted following the field work. This ethnographic method allowed
for a proximity to the social situation of the classroom and enabled
the researcher to describe and explain the teacher's classroom per-
spective.

Five major elements emerged as indicative of this teacher's
classroom perspective: (1) maintaining a strong sense of groupness,
(2) focusing on respect and cooperation as major classroom goals,

(3) planning and organizing the events of the school day, (4) re-
maining the leader of the group, and (5) displaying a style of
teaching which reinforced the class goals of respect and coopera-
tion. This style was characterized by individualism, independence

in thought and action, pride in teaching, courtesy, humor, personal



Valerie Jeanette Janesick

relationships with students, and desire for organization and order.
These elements when combined contributed to the development of an
effective group. Consequently, the researcher concluded: (1) if one
is to be a successful teacher, one must develop a community or group
much like a gemeinschaft; and (2) if one develops such a group, the
classroom remains singular and not easily manipulated or affected

by outside forces.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE

The teacher's world merits careful study. Teachers, ad-
ministers, teacher educators, and prospective teachers may benefit
from in-depth studies which describe and explain some portions of
the classroom world. By getting inside a teacher's world, over an
extended period of time, one may more easily understand how that
teacher interprets, makes decisions about and acts in the world
of the classroom. As the teacher defines his world, makes de-
cisions, and acts in it, he develops a classroom perspective, which
is an ordered view of his world.

Therefore, the purpose in this study was to describe and
explain the classroom perspective of one elementary school teacher.
It is necessary to conceptually isolate that perspective in order
to understand (a) the teacher's interpretive process, (b) his
decisions, and (c) his actions. This study was therefore guided
by the following exploratory questions:

1. What elements constitute this teacher's classroom
perspective?

2. Which contextual variables outside and inside the
classroom influence the classroom perspective?

3. What are the assumptions that this teacher makes
about students, learning, and classrooms which
support the classroom perspective?



4. How does this teacher synthesize the various types
of information about student behavior and background
into his perspective?

Background and Conceptual Framework

This study was based upon the theory of symbolic inter-

action. Meltzer, Petras, Reynolds, and Blumer characterize sym-
. . . . 1

bolic interaction as a process of interpretation. As a person
encounters elements of his environment, the person interprets and
gives meanings to them. The individual judges their suitability
to his actions and makes decisions on the basis of the judgment.
Then he constructs the actions of his "self" according to the de-
cision. Blumer indicates that this is what is meant by interpre-
tation or acting on the basis of Symbols.2 An important implica-
tion of such an approach is further explained by Blumer.

Whatever the action in which he is engaged, the in-

dividual proceeds by pointing out to himself the

divergent things which have to be taken into account

in the course of his action. He has to note what he

wants to do and how he is to do it; he has to take

account of the demands, the expectations, the pro-

hibitions, and the threats as they may arise in the

situation in which he is acting. His action is

built up step by step through a process of such self-

indication. The human individual pieces together and
guides his action by taking account of different

lgernard N. Meltzer, John W. Petras, and Larry T. Reynolds.
Symbolic Interactionism: Genesis, Varieties, and Criticism. (Bos-
ton: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975); Herbert Blumer, "Society as
Symbolic Interaction." from Symbolic Interaction: a Reader in
Social Psychology. Edited by Jerome G. Manis and Bernard N. Melt-
zer (Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 1967).

2Blumer, p. 141.






things and interpreting their significance for his
prospective action.3

The significance of making indications to oneself is that it is
distinct from the conventional psychological states and is not
subsumed under them. As Blumer clarifies:

Self-indication is a moving communicative process in

which the individual notes things, assesses them,

gives them a meaning, and decides to act on the basis

of the meaning. Environmental pressures, external

stimuli, organic drives, wishes, attitudes, feelings,

ideas, and their like do not cover or explain the pro-
cess of self-indication. The process of self-

indication stands over against them in that the indi-

vidual points out to himself and interprets the ap-

pearance or expression of such things, noting a given
social demand that is made on him.4
By means of self-indication then, the individual places himself
against his self-indications whatever they may be and then he
either accepts, rejects, or transforms them depending on his de-
finition of the situation.

There is little contention with W. I. Thomas' insight that
what a man does depends on his definition of the situation. Shi-
butani has stated that the manner in which a person consistently
defines a succession of the situations depends on his perspective.s
He sees a perspective as

. . . an ordered view of one's world -- what is

taken for granted about the attributes of various
objects, events, and human nature. It is an order

31bid.

41bid., p. 142.

STamotsu Shibutani, "Reference Groups as Perspectives" Sym-
bolic Interaction: a Reader in Social Psychology. Edited by

Jerome G. Manis and Bernard N. Meltzer (Boston: Allyn and Bacon,
1967) .




of things remembered and things expected as well as

things actually perceived, an organized conception

of what is plausible and what is possible; it con-

stitutes the matrix through which one perceives his

environment. The fact that men have such ordered per-
spectives enables them to conceive of their ever

changing world as relatively stable, orderly, and

predictable. As Reizler puts it, one's perspective

is an outline scheme, which running ahead of experi-

ence, defines and guides it.

Thus, for the interactionist a perspective is a reflective socially
derived interpretation of that which he encounters which then
serves as a basis for the actions which he constructs. The per-
son's perspective is a combination of beliefs and behaviors con-
tinually modified by social interaction.

In the classroom, the teacher acts and thinks in a particu-
lar way. In the terms of the interactionist, the teacher develops
a classroom perspective, a consistent way of thinking and acting
in a classroom. The perspective enables the teacher to make sense
of his world, interpret it, and construct his actions within it.

It is a teaching classroom perspective which this study was de-

signed to describe.

Methodology
According to Blumer:

Insofar as sociologists or students of human society
are concerned with the behavior of acting units, the
position of symbolic interaction requires the stu-
dent to catch the process of interpretation through
which they construct their actions. This process is
not to be caught merely by turning to conditions
which are antecedent to the process. Such antecedent

6Ibid., p. 161.



conditions are helpful in understanding the process
insofar as they enter into it, but . . . they do not
constitute the process merely by inferring its nature
from the overt action which is its product. To catch
the process the student must take the role of the
acting unit whose behavior he is studying. Since the
interpretation is being made by the acting unit in
terms of objects designated and appraised, meanings
acquired, and decisions made, the process has to be
seen from the standpoint of the acting unit.”

Following the tenets of symbolic interaction, in order to under-
stand the subject's world, the researcher must catch that process
of interpretation. A suitable way to accomplish this is to accom-
pany the subject as he encounters, interprets events, and con-
structs his social reality. Accordingly, in this study, the re-
searcher placed herself in the teacher's environment, took a limi-
ted role in many classroom activities, and observed the teacher
from as many vantage points as possible. The researcher was not
a participant observer in the sense of actually taking the role of
teacher. Rather, the researcher was an observer of the teacher and
a participant in myriad professional activities in which the
teacher was central. This approach is a variation of participant
observation. Nonetheless, Geer's definition of what a participant
observer does, was held to.

A participant observer is at once reporter, inter-

viewer, and scientist. On the scene, he gets the

story of an event by questioning participants about

what is happening and why. He fills out the story

by asking people about their relation to the event,

their reactions, opinions, and its significance.

As an interviewer, he encourages the informant to
tell his story . . . As scientist, he seeks answers

7Blumer, p. 145.



to questions by setting up hypotheses and collecting
data with which to answer them.8

In this study, the actions of the teacher were described
and explained during seven months of field work. The researcher
observed the teacher in his classroom as well as other settings
within his school. 1In addition, due to the unique situation of the
teacher, the researcher had the opportunity to observe the teacher
in other schools in the district. The teacher had a part time role
as "helping teacher." The helping teacher is one who travels to
various schools assisting fellow teachers in instruction at their
request. Furthermore, the teacher was asked to conduct workshops
for intern teachers. This afforded the researcher still another
observation opportunity. Because drama activities were of particu-
lar interest to this teacher, the researcher traveled with the
teacher and the class to still another school in the district to
tour the sixth grade Christmas play. The researcher participated
in the physical, social, and academic activities of the classroom,
such as field trips, parties, art lessons and reading. Extensive
notes were taken on the action and statements of the teacher and
interviews were held with him. These notes and transcripts of the
interviews were analyzed on a weekly basis in order to discover
patterns, relationships, and indices of behavior which would merit

further study. As the analyses proceeded, concepts were inferred

8Blanche Geer, "First Days in the Field," Sociologists at
Work. Edited by Phillip E. Hammond (Garden City, New York:
Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1964), p. 383.



from the data and hypotheses were generated. By means of inter-
views with the teacher and talking to key informants in the class-
room, the validity of the inferences was tested. In sum, this
method allowed for a proximity to the social situation of the
classroom and enabled the researcher to catch the teacher's process

of interpretation.

Limitations of the Study

A recurrent objection to participant observation studies
relates to questions of validity. The question arises as to how
one knows that he is studying what occurred and not his own percep-
tions. The reply depends upon an acceptance of the principles of
symbolic interaction by the researcher and by those who examine the
results of the research effort. As the researcher lives close to
the social situation, the description and explanation exhibit an
intimacy seldom available from other research methods. 2 By con-
stant appraisal of observations and inference and by reformulations
of questions and hypotheses, the researcher is able to check the
validity of the insights which emerge. As a better description of
the classroom perspective is articulated, more standardized methods
may be applied by those who may wish to do so. Yet any standar-
dized methods would be premature without thorough descriptions of
the social situation which the participant observer method can
supply.

9Philip A. Cusick. Inside High School. (Chicago: Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston, Inc., 1973).




Another standard objection to participant observation is
that such a method deals with a limited sample and may not be gen-
eralizable. While the social phenomenon may be unique, this need
not prevent learning from it to occur through intelligent study.lO
A good description of a social phenomenon, however unique, may be
quite intelligible to one who never participated in it. Through
this study, the behavior and perspective of a teacher can be made
understandable given thorough descriptions. Furthermore, hypothe-
ses generated by this study may serve as the basis for continued
research on teaching which may be more conducive to generalizing.
Should similar studies be conducted, generalizations could be made

regarding teachers' classroom perspectives.

Significance of the Study

During a time when a great deal of research on teaching has
concentrated on how teachers act and perform, a view of teaching
has emerged which considers cognitive processes of teachers as
equally important. In this view, the teacher is analogous to a
clinician actively engaged in processing information from many
sources and synthesizing that information in terms of some manage-
able model. This enables the teacher to render judgments and make

decisions. This approach is based on the work of Newell, Shaw, and

101pid., p




Simon.11 Broadly interpreted by Shulman, in this view the teacher

is responsible for:

. . . aggregating and making sense of an incredible

diversity of information sources about individual

students and the class collectively; bringing to

bear a growing body of empirical and theoretical work

constituting the research literature of education;

somehow combining all that information with the

teacher's own experiences, attitudes, beliefs, and

purposes; and having to respond, make judgments,

render decisions and reflect and regroup to begin

again.l2
This approach while providing a heuristic tool for viewing what is
involved in teaching is limited by not disclosing why a teacher
chooses to process a particular set of decisions over another. On
the other hand, by uncovering the teacher's classroom perspective,
it becomes easier to understand the teacher's choice of a set of
decisions. Thus, there is a point at which the usefulness of in-
formation processing stops and it becomes necessary to find another
tool to inform us of the grounds for the teacher's choice of a
particular set of decisions.

In this study, thorough descriptive data help us understand
the structure of the teacher's decisions because we get inside his
world and catch his process of interpretation of the classroom.

Here, the social psychology of symbolic interaction serves as the

heuristic tool for filling in what information processing is unable

1llallan Newell, J. C. Shaw and Herbert A. Simon. "Elements
of a Theory of Human Problem Solving." Psychological Review, 1958,
65, 151-166.

121¢e s. shulman. "The Psychology of School Subjects: a
Premature Obituary?" Journal of Research on Science Teaching,
1974, 11, 319-339.
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to supply. In this case, the significance of the study is twofold.
First, the descriptive record of what the teacher says and does
helps uncover the structure behind the statements and actions.
Second, this approach supplements the work of those scholars in-
volved in information processing studies.

There are common elements in the two theories of informa-
tion processing and symbolic interaction. Both views would agree
that the study of teaching must take into account (a) the goals of
the teacher in a given setting and (b) the characteristics of the
task environment or the context variables which set limits to al-
ternatives available at a given time. Where the two theories are
not in agreement can be seen in this explanation of the information
processing schema by Newell.

. . . there is a sort of symbolic formula we use in

information processing psychology. To predict a

subject you must know: (1) his goals, (2) the struc-

ture of the task environments, and (3) the invariant

structure of his processing mechanisms.l3
The symbolic interactionist would not claim that an invariant
structure is part of interpretation or even part of social reality.
Thomas' definition of the situation illustrates the invariance in-
volved in a given social context. Although a person may define a
situation fairly consistently over time, the perspective is vari-
able and dynamic due to the constantly changing interpretations of
given events. The process of self-indication by definition is
variant. In summary, the significance of this study may extend

13a1lan Newell and Herbert A. Simon. Human Problem Solving.
(Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1972
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into the elaboration of some type of theoretical development by
complementary and supplementary uses of the frameworks of informa-
tion processing and symbolic interaction.

Methodologically, this research may demonstrate the in-
creased utility of ethnographic approaches. such as participant
observation ih the field of education, a field where it has not
typically been used. This research contributes to a need for des-
criptive data on teaching. Because the method enables one to get
at how the teacher thinks and acts in the classroom, teachers, ad-
ministrators. and teacher educators may find the description useful.

While acknowledging that the findings of this study relate
to one teacher's classroom perspective, it is the uniqueness of
this teacher's perspective which makes it valuable. As educators
seek to improve educational practice, more information will be
needed about the teacher and the teacher's classroom perspective.

This research was designed, in part, to meet that need.



CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This study was conducted to describe and explain a teacher's
classroom perspective using a variation of the participant observer
method. The review of the literature was, therefore, drawn from
and arranged into two categories. The first category deals with
the few studies in schools which use ethnographic techniques in
varying degrees. The method of participant observation is consid-
ered and labeled ethnographic by anthropologists and sociologists.
The term "ethnographic" refers to a long established method of
inquiry, ethnography. This method requires the researcher to be-
come a member of a social situation over time in order to describe
and explain that social situation from the viewpoint of the members
under study. The ethnographer does not prestructure his inquiry
with‘a priori categories previous to entering the field. Rather,
the ethnographer shares in the life activities and sentiments of
the people under study in order to recognize the significant con-
cepts which emerge for study. As a result of such an approach, new
methodological problems necessarily present themselves. As Bruyn
points out:

Unlike the traditional empiricist, the participant

observer must view a culture just as the people he

is studying view it...This means he sees goals and
interests of people in the same way that people see

12
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them, not as functions or experimental causes as would

the traditional empiricist...it means that he sees

people in the concrete reality in which they present

themselves in daily experiences.l
Thus, the first category of the review includes studies in which
teachers or administrators were observed and interviewed in their
classrooms and schools. These studies represent a break with tradi-
tional classroom research. In addition, they are studies which dis-
play the strengths and problems of ethnographic techniques. Fur-
thermore, they demonstrate the usefulness of ethnography in class-
rooms for certain types of research questions.

The second category of the review consists of participant
observer literature. In these studies, field researchers described
and explained diverse social interactions through an analysis of
group or individual perspectives in settings other than classrooms.
The studies were chosen because of their focus on perspectives.
Thus, both categories in the review serve to acquaint the reader
with ethnographic studies in schools, and ethnographic studies

which dealt with perspectives. Given the purpose of this study,

these categories seemed most appropriate.

The Literature on Studies which Used Ethnographic Techniques

The researcher selected those studies in schools and class-
rooms which considered behavior as it occurred in their natural

settings. These studies were predominantly descriptive with some

1Severyn T. Bruyn. The Human Perspective in Sociology: the
Methodology of Participant Observation (Englewood Cliffs, New
Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966).
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type of sociological or social-psychological analyses. The studies
emphasized the teacher and contextual variables as crucial elements
in the process of teaching.

The early research effort of G. Alexander Moore, Jr., and
his associates provided a collection of classroom observations based
upon nine case studies of classroom situations in three separate
inner-city schools.? The purpose of the book was to familarize the
reader with the urban school environment. Moore's study was con-
ducted in a setting similar to the setting for this study of a
teacher's classroom perspective. In all three cases, Moore found
certain social conditions which, when combined, made both school
and teacher a perplexing and foreign experience for the student.
These social conditions included: (a) low income, (b) varied
ethnic background, and (c) recent migration. Moore attempted to
analyze the descriptive data for teachers, including student tea-
chers and those unfamiliar with urban classrooms. He pays parti-
cular attention to institutional variables and how these variables
shape educational policy. In this system, the teacher is managed
by a bureaucratic system as the student is managed by the teacher.
Moore looks at routines in terms of rites and rituals and how these
routines fit into the network of schooling. Furthermore, he
analyzes the individual cases of two teachers who cannot make

schooling intelligible to their students. It is concluded that the

2G. Alexander Moore, Jr. Realities of the Urban Classroom
(Garden City, New York: Anchor Books, 1967).
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teachers' own education has failed them. He concludes his book with
a call for teachers in urban schools to become like anthropologists
who enter new cultures with very few preconceptions. Like the an-
thropologist, Moore argues that the teacher must accept his own
strangeness to his informants. Lastly, he states that the best
guideline for someone coming into a new culture is to establish a
real bond or friendship with individuals. The book is completed

by Moore's reiteration of his major theme. He states that the new

teacher will have to learn from his pupils in order to teach them.3

Moore's finding regarding establishing a bond of friendship with
individuals relates to the classroom perspective described more

fully in Chapter IV of this text.

A later and equally notable collection of descriptive data

is part of Philip Jackson's Life in Classrooms.4 Jackson and his

associates systematically observed four elementary school classrooms
over a two-year period. Jackson's goal was to arouse interest in
those aspects of everyday life in schools which receive less atten-
tion than they deserve. He illustrates that during the elementary
school years, the child is initiated into an institutional setting
and must come to grips with institutional life. The characteristics
the child must come to grips with include delay, denials, interrup-
tions, and social distractions each produced by the crowded condi-

tions of the classroom.

3rbid., p. 188.

4Philip W. Jackson. Life in Classrooms (New York: Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston, Inc., 1968).
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In his final chapter, Jackson discourses from a common
sense viewpoint.5 He stresses the complex nature of the teacher's
world due to the social character of the classroom. This requires
the teacher to work with a group toward complex goals in a complex
setting. He questions whether the teacher's primary concern is
learning after all, since the teacher's activities and the amount
of time which must be spent doing various things covers such a
range. He concludes that teachers seem to be guided by certain
rules of thumb and these are continually modified by the specifics
of each classroom situation.® Next, he presents the evidence of
the unpredictability of classroom events and the effects of such a
state on teachers' decisions. Finally, he contrasts the clinical
approach to teaching with what actually occurs in the classroom
and calls for more research in classrooms of an observational na-
ture. If observational studies of classrooms increase, Jackson
believes that new ways of talking about teaching are bound to
emerge.

Jackson's study supports the argument for more observational
studies which look at the rules of thumb continually modified by
the specifics of the classroom situation. A teacher's classroom
perspective is, in part, made up of these rules of thumb. As re-
searchers uncover teachers' perspectives, they will uncover the

rules of thumb and thus more information will then be available

SIbid., p. 159.

6Ibid., p. 163.
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about the decision making process of the teacher as well as how the
teacher views and orders his world.

Continuing with regard to the complexity of classroom life,
Smith and Geoffrey provide an intense analysis of life in a single
urban classroom.7 The purpose of Smith and Geoffrey's work was
twofold. First, both researchers sought (a) to describe the ac-
tivities in an urban classroom and make sense of these activities
in order (b) to build a more general theory of teaching. Smith, a
university researcher spent a year in Geoffrey's upper elementary
school classroom. Smith took the role of a non-participant obser-
ver while Geoffrey took the role of participant observer. Both co-
investigators kept daily field notes and both worked on analysis of
the sequence of events which occurred. The analysis of the de-
scriptive data focused on teacher decision making, the behavior of
teaching, the contextual variables which were classified as either
fixed or flexible, the school as an organization, renovation of the
urban school, and socialization of teachers. This was a study of
institutional characteristics and how they were reflected in the
activities and thinking of one teacher in an urban classroom. The
theme of complexity of the teacher's task is documented and ex-
plained. The significance of this book lies in its lucid and arti-
culate account of the method of participant observation applied to

a classroom setting over time. This enabled the researchers

"Louis M. Smith and William Geoffrey. The Complexities of
an Urban Classroom (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, Inc.,
1968).




18

actually to put forth a description of the events of the year and
an analysis of those events.

While Smith and Geoffrey accomplished this much, they did
not seem to meet their secondary goal of building a more general
theory of teaching. They did build a number of models such as a
model of the teacher as decision maker or a model of the activity
structure in the school. However, model building and theory build-
ing are not synonymous. Furthermore, the assumption that a theory
of teaching is necessary ox desirable is open to debate. If agree-
ment existed as to the need for such a theory, the descriptions pre-
sented by Smith and Geoffrey would be of help. However, to set out
with such a lofty purpose prior to entering the field setting rup-
tures the simple purposes of an ethnographic approach. Their ac-
count of the value of the ethnographic method in the study of one
teacher in one classroom was a motivator for this study of a tea-
cher's classroom perspective.

In contrast to the social psychological analysis of Smith
and Geoffrey, Dan Lortie provides us with a distinctly sociological

study about teachers.8 In his book Schoolteacher, Lortie draws upon

historical review, surveys, classroom observations and interviews
to capture the meaning of teaching from the teacher's point of
view. He uses the analogy of teaching as a craft. He carefully

compares the conditions affecting the craft and discloses the

8pan C. Lortie. Schoolteacher: a Sociological Study
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975).
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uncertainties which complicate teaching. These uncertainties are
related to three themes of conservatism, individualism, and present-
ism which determine the nature of the craft. Lortie gives reasons
for (a) why teachers are resistant to change, (b) how and why they
view teaching as an individual effort, and (c) why the uncertainties
of teaching reinforce the situation of working in the present one
day at a time. Lortie's reasons are woven into the themes of con-
servatism, individualism, and presentism. The themes are well
grounded in the data, which lends credence to his analysis.

In the final chapter of his book, Lortie speculates about
change in the occupation of teaching. He asks: (a) what kinds of
changes are likely to occur? (b) what are the implications of such
changes should they occur? and (c) what possibilities exist for
combining research and action to facilitate change? Lortie goes a
step further my making suggestions for additional research and iden-
tifying some concrete examples of how teachers may contribute to
the development of their occupational knowledge.

Moore, Jackson, smith and Geoffrey, and Lortie have ana-
lyzed teaching by looking a contextual variables and how these
affect the decisions of the teacher as well as what teachers do.

In addition, all five writers reiterate the complex nature of the
environment of the classroom and more broadly the school. Each
writer has something to add to the sociology of teaching literature.
Each presents some form of explanation which indicates how teachers

make sense of 1ife in classrooms. This is relative to the study of
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teacher classroom perspective since a perspective enables a teacher
to make sense of his world.

The studies discussed up to this point have been character-
ized by (a) describing and explaing some part of the teaching pro-
cess, (b) taking place in one or a small number of classrooms over
a long period of time, and (c) utilizing one or a small number of
participant observers. Unlike these studies, another type of large
scale study has taken place in which twelve researchers observed

9 This phase of the Beginning Teacher Evaluation

forty classrooms.
Study took place in a carefully selected sample of forty classrooms
in California schools over an eight week period. However, each
observer was in a given classroom for one week only. The re-
searchers observed in classrooms, took notes, and dictated proto-
cols. They were non-participant observers. The observations took
place in either a second grade or fifth grade classroom during
reading and math classes and each grade had ten "more effective"
and "less effective" teachers designated at the onset.

The general purpose of this study was to obtain qualita-
tive information about effective teaching of reading and mathema-

10

tics in the second and fifth grades. Effectiveness was based on

adjusted gains of learners on outcomes derived from a two week

9william J. Tikunoff, David C. Berliner, and Ray C. Rist,
Technical Report #75-10-5, "Special Study A: an Ethnographic Study
of the Forty Classrooms of the Beginning Teacher Evaluation Study
Known Sample." Far West Laboratory, October, 1975.

101pid4., p. 11.
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erxperimental unit, one in math and one in reading, for each grade
level. The researchers intended to use observation to identify tea-
cher, student, and instructional characteristics inherent in the
more effective teaching of reading and math. After generating forty
sets of protocols, they subjected these protocols to some systematic
analysis and re-analysis. A team of six people read the protocols
and generated a set of dimensions which discriminated between the
more effective and less effective teachers. A second team of raters
compared pairs of protocols, using a rating instrument developed
to incorporate the dimensions generated by the first team of
raters.!l over two hundred teacher, student, and instructional
characteristics were identified. These were compacted into 61 di-
mensions. A schema was devised to incorporate these dimensions into
categories of classroom climate, teacher instructional moves,
teacher behavior control moves, and teacher characteristics. Fol-
lowing some correlational analyses, the researchers reported that
(a) a "family-like" class atmosphere was indicative of more effec-
tive teachers, (b) reading and math are taught very differently in
various classrooms, and (c) the 61 dimensions generated by the study
are worthy of further research.

After reading the report of their study, some basic ques-
tions arise. First, the question of the use of terms seems most
critical. The researchers used the terms "ethnography," "micro-

ethnography," "field methodology," and "non-participant observation"

1ll1pig., p. ix.
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as synonymous. Although the meanings of these terms overlap in
some respects, they are not synonymous. Ethnography is a term from
the field of anthropology which refers to observing and participa-
ting in a culture apart from one's own over time. Non-participant
observation is basically a type of field research methodology.12
While ethnography is also a type of field research, it contains the
elements of participation in the culture under study over a lengthy
period of time. Ethnography goes beyond the non-participant obser-
ver method. Since the observers in this study spent only one week
in each classroom, it would be inappropriate to label this study
ethnographic. It is, however, observational.

A second problem arises with the question of observation
time. Teachers were formally observed only during reading and math,
which means all that relates to reading and math outside of those
time frames was not considered. This is extremely narrow in terms
of observation time. It was reported that "some informal" observa-
tions were recorded. The researchers do not report, however, how,
if at all, these informal observations relate to their analysis.
The overall effect of such limited observation time is that it iso-
lates the reading and math from the context of the entire classroom
experience.

A third problem with the study lies in the lack of a check

on the observations. Usually, in field research, the researcher is

12prank Lutz and Lawrence Iannaccone, Understanding Educa-
tional Organizations: a Field Study Approach (Columbus, Ohio:
Charles E. Merrill Publishing Company, 1969), pp. 111-113.
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in the social situation for a long period of time. This insures
that the observer will collect data with some consistency and ac-
curacy as a phenomenon occurs and reoccurs. This insures the re-
liability and validity of the observations. If the observers are
present for only one week, twice daily, as in the BTES, they cannot
be sure that the phenomenon described is, in fact, reliable and
valid.

Extensive attention is being paid to this study because it
serves to illustrate how some educational research is labeled "eth-
nographic," while not meeting the rigorous criteria of the method.
Ethnography is a carefully constructed method which includes a de-
scription of a social situation, over time, from the viewpoint of
the members in that social setting. In order to do this, the ethno-
grapher becomes a participant in that setting, the degree of parti-
cipation being determined by the ethnographer and the group under
study. While the BTES, Special Study A, attempted to meet some of
these criteria, the study was narrow and limited. The description
of the social setting was limited to math and reading, isolated from
the totality of classroom life. The time spent in observation by
a given researcher was less than ten hours. There was no attempt
to become a participant in the culture. Consequently, the BTES,
Special Study A, is an example of a study which passed for ethno-
graphy, but which was not the disciplined inquiry of the anthro-
pological field research investigator.

Although such a study illustrates the misuse of the term

"ethnographic," other studies in classrooms have met the criteria
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of taking place over time, with some degree of participation within
the social setting. One such study on teachers and their social
world was conducted by Willard Waller in 1932.13 Waller based his
analyses on descriptive data on life in the upper grades and the
high school. He made use of life histories, case records, diaries,
letters, personal documents and observations in order to understand
the process of social interaction in the schools. Waller stated
his three-fold purpose as follows: (1) to describe with all pos-
sible care and completeness the social life of human beings in and
about the school, (2) to analyze these descriptive materials parti-
cularly from the standpoints of sociology and social psychology,
(3) to attempt to isolate causal methanisms involved in those inter-
actions of human beings having their locus in the institution of the
school.l4 waller analyzed his descriptive data in light of school
and community variables, the culture of the school, the teacher-
student relationship, and occupational styles of teachers. Of
particular interest to this researcher is Waller's chapter on the
"Definition of the Situation." Waller writes:

...The problem of social adjustment is the problem

of finding a role. The definition of the situation

determines one's role and sets up the delimitations

of his self feelings. Personality develops through

the growth of adaptations to a finely graded series

of definitions of situations.

The evolution of situations, and of definitions of

situations, goes from a simple to complex, with oc-
casional breakdowns (in which complex wholes, of which

13willard waller. The Sociology of Teaching (New York:
Russell and Russell, 1961).

l41pia., p. 2.
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the structure may or may not have been perceived

at one time, break up into simpler units) apparently

determined by the laws of attention. Within existing

situations, too, there may be a growth of structure
attended by a corresponding refinement of adaptation

...Human situations advance from chaotic and confused

groups of elements with a minimum of structure to more

complex and clearly organized structures.
For a study of teacher classroom perspective, one needs to look into
the teacher's definition of the situation in order to understand the
elements of the perspective which evolve over time.

Another classroem study of four low socio economic status
schools was undertaken by two participant observers.1® charles
Beady and Patricia Flood were part of a research team of nine peo-
ple studying school climate and outcomes in elementary schools.
Beady and Flood were participant observers in four schools for four
months. Two of the schools in the sample were low S.E.S. schools,
one high achieving and one low achieving. The other two schools
were high S.E.S. schools, one of which was low achieving and the
other high achieving. In addition to participant observation in
the classrooms, the research team obtained information through for-
mal and informal interviews with teachers, principals, and students.

The findings of the study show that school climate may have a media-

ting effect upon school achievement. Each of the four schools was

151pid., p. 297.

16charles Beady and Patricia Flood, Chapter V of Schools
Can Make a Difference, a research report, Grant Number NIE G-74-
0020, from the National Institute of Education, a part of a study
of "Elementary School Social Systems and School Outcomes" by W. B.
Brookover, et al. College of Urban Development, Michigan State
University, East Lansing, Michigan, 1976.
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subjected to analysis by school-community characteristics, time
spent in instruction, teacher expectations, reinforcement practices,
grouping procedures, teaching games, the principal's role and the
commitment to providing students with an education by teacher and
principals.

The initial phase of the research sought to identify factors
associated with academic climate which could account for the vari-
ance in achievement levels in a random sample of Michigan elementary
schools. The researchers operated under the assumption that cli-
mate variables, such as those referred to earlier, would account
for variance in achievement over and above that accounted for by
S.E.S. and racial composition. The case study phase of Beady and
Flood was conducted to find the differences in climate between two
sets of schools which had difference in school achievements. Beyond
this, the researchers hoped to accumulate data of at least somewhat
successful low S.E.S. predominantly black and predominantly white
schools. The most important finding of the researchers was that
the majority of staff members in the higher achieving schools
seemed to demonstrate attitudes and behaviors that were conducive
to higher achievement, and the majority of staff members in the
lower achieving schools did not.l7

Participant observation studies in schools have been con-
ducted to understand the behavior of administrators, and teachers,

outside of the immediate classroom. Gertrude McPherson studied the

171pid., p. 211.
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teaching staff of a small rural school in New England, while she
was a teacher thex:e.18 The purpose of McPherson's study was to de-
scribe the socialization process of new teachers as they entered a
well established system. She paid particular attention to how the
teachers viewed themselves and how status affected the faculty
which, in turn, affected the school. She used the method of parti-
cipant observation because it allowed her to experience the sociali-
zation process since she was a new teacher there. She found a con-
servative attitude in the power group of older teachers which was
strong enough to discourage younger teachers from experimenting with
new methods. She studied the composition of the groups which broke
down by age and experience into the older teachers and the young
teachers. Over time, the new teachers either joined the established
system or left the school. 1In a sense, McPherson described a self
confirming social system, this rural small town school, which pre-
vented new perspectives from developing.

Lou Smith and Pat Keith became participant observers in an
innovative elementary school and studied the leadership patterns of
staff members and the effect of change upon the school.l9 This
school was designed as a model experiemental school with democratic
leadership, cooperative decision making and shared authority among
students, staff, and teachers. The curriculum was one of

18Gertrude H. McPherson, Small Town Teacher (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1972).

1970uis Smith and Pat Keith, Anatomy of Educational Innova-

tion: an Organizational Analysis of an Elementary School (New
York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1971).
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individualized instruction and placed a high value on personal
student-teacher relationships. Although the plan for this new
school looked appealing, the researchers found that students were
confused and oftentimes aimless. In addition, there was a great
deal of conflict between the teachers and the administration. The
teachers were unhappy due to the demands of individualized instruc-
tion such as increased planning time and complex planning for indi-
viduals. The conclusions reached by Smith and Keith related to the
complexity of change. Due to the total overburdening of the school
system and the non-functioning administration, the success of the
innovation was reduced. An effect of this situation was a high
teacher turnover rate. Smith and Keith found that the people in-
volved in this school were not able to anticipate the consequences
of such a massive change and, consequently, the innovation was un-
successful.

Another study which concentrated on the administration of a
school was conducted by Harry Wolcott and described in the book The

Man in the Principal's Office: an Ethnography.20 Wolcott set out

to describe and analyze the elementary school principalship from a
cultural-anthrovological perspective. He observed a principal in
many activities and took on the role, in his word, of a "shadow."
In addition, Wolcott interviewed staff members, students, and the
principal to get at the process in which the principal was engaged.

Particular attention was paid to the context within which the

20Harry F. Wolcott. The Man in the Principal's Office: an
Ethnography (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1973).
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principal worked and the complex interrelationships the principal
was a part of. The descriptions of what a principal's day typically
looks like, the principal as person, and school and community vari-
ables, enabled Wolcott to explain the role of a principal and the
function of a principal in society.

For Wolcott, school principals serve their institutions and
their society as monitors for continuity.21 In other words, the
principal contributes to the stability of the school. The principal
acts as a formal bearer of organizational and societal tra@ition.
Wolcott states that his book may be helpful in the training of ad-
ministrators and may provide teachers, prospective teachers and
administrators and others with some sense of what it means to be a
principal.22 The method of study employed by Wolcott served as a
model for this study of teacher classroom perspective. As Wolcott
placed himself in the school setting, observing and interviewing
his subject on various occasions, so did this researcher with one
sixth grade teacher. As Wolcott sought to describe and analyze the
principalship of one principal, this researcher did the same with
one teacher's classroom perspective. Wolcott followed the tradi-
tional criteria of ethnography. He placed himself in the setting
over time and took on the sentiments of the subject in order to de-
scribe and explain his subject's world. In addition, he did not

prestructure his data by inventing categories prior to entering the

211bid., p. 321.

221pid., p. 323.
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field. These criteria were followed in designing and implementing
a study of a teacher's classroom perspective.

In each of the studies cited, the researchers were able to
describe and explain some part of the teaching process in relation
to the classroom, school, or community setting. The participant ob-
servation method allowed for a closeness to the respective social
situation and was conducive to gathering qualitative descriptive
data. The sociological or social-psychological analyses were based
on the records of social life over long periods of time. By parti-
cipating and observing a setting over time, the researchers were
able to describe those aspects of everyday life in schools which
receive less attention than they deserve. This information about
social characteristics of schools can and is being gained from
participant observation investigations. Given certain types of
questions, the method shows great promise for the study of educa-

tional institutions.

The Literature on Participant Observation Studies

Anthropologists as early as 1855 developed the method of
participant observation, and this method has been associated most

23 The anthropologist became a

frequently with that discipline.
member of a group or society by living in the society for a consid-
erable length of time, and carefully observed its social life and

organization. These observations were recorded in the form of field

notes which were then analyzed. Researchers in the social sciences

23Bruyn, p. 9.
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currently have made use of this method when information is sought
concerning the structural characteristics of behavior, roles in
social settings, group life and various human interactions. The
types of interactions which have been studied vary widely.

William Foote Whyte's study of the social structure of an
Italian slum is recognized as a classic study in sociolz:\gy.24 Whyte
studied the structure and leadership of the informal groups of
"corner boys" for nearly four years. He lived with an Italian
family for eighteen months during that time in order to understand
the everyday family life in the community. He learned the Italian
language and participated in social and political activities in the
area. He analyzed the relationship among the racketeers, politi-
cians, and businessmen and how they served to keep the social sys-
tem operative. The relationships of these groups and the street
corner groups helped to reduce violence and provide jobs. Whyte
was conscious of his own role in the study, and he tried to avoid
influencing the normal flow of life on the corner. The life in
this street corner society was not understood by outsiders. As
Whyte participated in daily life over time, he was able to explain
the social structure as reasonable and understandable given the con-
text of life in this Boston slum.

As Whyte was able to make life in the street corner society
understandable, Erving Goffman made life in a psychiatric hospital
appear quite reasonable given the environment of a total

24yilliam Foote Whyte. Street Corner Society (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1943).
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institution. 2> Using the participant observer approach, Goffman
spent a year at a psychiatric hospital in Washington, D. C. His
immediate purpose in doing field work was to learn about the social
world of the hospital inmate. Goffman began his study as an assis-
tant to the athletic director and spent the days with the patients
while avoiding any sociable contact with the staff. Goffman be-
lieves that:

...any group of persons-prisoners, primitives, pilots,

or patients develop a life of their own that becomes

meaningful, reasonable, and normal once you get close

to it, and a good way to learn about any of these

worlds is to submit oneself in the company of its mem-

bers to the daily round of petty contingencies to

which they are subject.26
Although Goffman did not go so far as committing himself as an in-
mate, he was able to gather data on the fabric of patient life. He
viewed the life of the inmate as part of a total institution, that
is, one where a group cut off from the wider society together led
an enclosed, formally administered round of life. He analyzed life
in the hospital by looking at the adaptation to the environment,
the underlife of the institution, the minimizing of differences be-
tween society at large and the institution, and inmate-staff rela-
tionships. His explanation of primary and secondary adjustments to
life in the hospital are critical in understanding the inmate's in-

stitutional perspective. Through secondary adjustments, a reason-

able system of mutual exchange and rewards between inmates and

25Erving Goffman. Asylums (Garden City, New York: Double-
day and Company, 1961).

261pid4., p. x.
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staff operated. Goffman concluded that the most important factor
in forming a mental patient is his institution, not his illness,

and that the adjustments made by the patient are those of inmates in
other types of institutions as well.

An additional study in which life in an institution was in-
vestigated was Becker, Geer, and Hughes, Making the Grade. They
studied the grade point average perspective of a large number of
undergraduates at the University of Kansas.2/ The team used the
method of participant observation with four observers over a three-
year period. The observers also participated in student life by
attending classes, attending meetings, and becoming involved in
social activities. Faculty and administrators were also observed
and interviewed. The group gathered data on the academic life of
students, developed generalizations about student perspectives, and
analyzed the data.

They divided the perspectives into several components.
First, perspectives contain a definition of the situation, or a set
of ideas describing the character of the situation in which action
must be taken.28 They found the important features in the students'
definition of the situation to include:

a statement of goals one can reasonably strive for

in the situation; a description of the organizations

within which action occurs and the demands they

make on participants; the rules both formal and in-
formal by which one's action is constrained; and the

27Howard S. Becker, Blanche Geer, and Everett Hughes. Mak-
ing the Grade (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1968).

281pid., p. 29.
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rewards and punishments one may look forward to as

a consequence of his performance.

The perspective components are similar to Newell's schema of goals
and task environment as described in Chapter I of this text.

Second, perspectives contain action. Students take action
to gather information about their situation to see how they meet de-
mands of others and what rewards and punishments they may expect.
Third, perspectives contain criteria of judgment. Students judge
themselves, teachers, and other students on the basis of the qual-
ity of institutional rewards available to them.30 Beyond defining
these components of perspectives, Becker, Geer and Hughes concluded
that there is a wholeness to the experience of college life. They
found:

The world of student organizations (both living groups

and campus organizations) and the world of dating,

friendship, and personal relations affect and are

affected by what happens in the world of academic

work.

The significance of the Becker, Geer, and Hughes study for
the study of a teacher's classroom perspective is found in the model
the research team built of components of a perspective. This model
sets the perspective in a framework of (a) the definition of the
situation, (b) actions, and (c) criteria of judgment. This model

will be employed in the analysis of a teacher's classroom perspec-

tive.

291pid.
301bid., p. 30.

3l1pid., p. 29.



35

Using a method much like Becker, Geer, and Hughes, Philip
Cusick3? studied the student groups in a high school to get inside
their world. His intent was to describe and explain the behavior
of some high school students and how their behavior affects the en-
tire school as an organization. Cusick became a high school senior
for six months. He attended classes, ate in the cafeteria, and
participated in formal and informal gatherings and social activi-
ties. After observing and interviewing certain students in parti-
cular groups, Cusick concluded that consistent and definite pat-
terns of behavior were present. These patterns indicated that the
students' formal small groups which had little to do with the aca-
demic nature of the school. The samll groups had a strong affect
on other aspects of the school organization. The socio-cultural
characteristics of the organization produced certain intended and
unintended effects which contributed to the development of a stu-
dent perspective.

The student perspective was one of noninvolvement with the
productive structure of the organization and this produced minimal
compliance to that structure. Cusick elucidated further by illus-
trating that the student groupness was a natural, unrecognized con-
sequence of the school's basic organizational structure. 33

While Cusick studied a small group of adolescents in a
school setting, Carol and August Hollingshead studied a cross

32philip A. Cusick. Inside High School (New York: Holt,
Rinehart, and Winston, Inc., 1973).

331piga., p. 205.
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section of over seven hundred teenagers within one midwest town.

The study is reported in Elmtown's Youth and Elmtown Revisit:ed.34

This field research study made use of participant observation,
interviews, official records, tests, autobiographies, historical
documents and visits with adolescents, their parents, and other
local people. Over 1600 peope were interviewed and the husband-
wife research team revisited the field site thrity years after the
original study. The team became members of Elmtown and decided to
study the social behavior of young people. Their working hypothe-
sis suggested that the social behavior of adolescents is related
to the positions their families occupy in the status structure of
the community.35 As they observed and interviewed community members
for over a year, the researchers found that Elmtown's culture did
not provide procedures to help the adolescent define himself as an
adolescent in the transition from child to adult. The analysis of
the findings was broken down by the categories of status and role,
characteristics of social class, the school system, cliques and
dates, religious behavior, jobs, recreation, dropping out, toil and
trouble, and sex and marriage. The Hollingsheads found that in
spite of three wars, increased industrialization, and prolonged
prosperity over the years, the status structure of Elmtown was

highly resistant to change. Since 1949, when the study was first

3‘llxugust: B. Hollingshead. Elmtown's Youth and Elmtown Re-
visited (New York: John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1949, 1975).

351pid., p. 7.
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published, it remains a classic analysis of a community's social
system through an understanding of its young people.

The ethnographic approach was again employed in still
another setting with the study of Boys in White by Becker, Geer,
Hughes. and Strauss.3® The researchers studied medical students'
perspectives and some faculty and staff members over a period of
one year. They observed as many groups of students in as many
training situations as possible. They attended classes with the
students, followed them from class to laboratory to hospital ward.
They also sat in on discussions, oral exams, and casually conversed
with the groups. They went on rounds, observ<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>