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Warranted research findings and changing teachers' practice: The case of the case study.

by 
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This paper considers research on teachers' professional development in the context of Gorard's (2002) arguments about warranted claims from non-experimental evidence  in educational research. It focuses on qualitative methods in general, and within case studies in particular. Qualitative research is fundamentally about seeking and representing depth, detail, shifting and 'authentic' accounts, multiple interpretations and diverse dimensions. Thus, if qualitative data are required to address, or partially address, a research question, then the method(s) must reflect those imperatives. In research on teachers' learning and its impacts upon pupils' learning, case study research can be useful. It embraces complexity, case-context information is central, a range of methods can be employed, findings can be 'tested' in development activities that, in themselves can form the basis of further research, and changes to practice can be recommended within a relatively transparent framework. The outcomes of the research are, at the same time, complex yet accessible and interesting for practitioners, offering opportunities for the 'extension of experience' (Stake, 2000). The arguments around qualitative and quantitative approaches to research are well rehearsed and are not reproduced here (and case studies can contain both) but questions about the claims made from different forms of research should be debated. This paper revisits the role of qualitative research within the case study in educational research, provides examples from research on teachers' professional development and highlights tensions and possibilities in seeking warrants that might be applicable to case study research conclusions.

Introduction

This paper is presented in four sections:

1. What prompted the paper?

2. Case-study: has Stake said it all?

3. Research and teachers’ professional development

4. So where’s the warrant?  
It details the ways in which a bidding team responded to some feedback on methodology in a draft research grant application. Specifically, it summarises the debates that were held within the team and with other colleagues as a result of the feedback, and the ways in which those involved were finally able to resolve the central issues. Looking back, it can be viewed as a useful (if sometimes heated) learning journey for all parties.

Section 1: What prompted this paper?

· Outline application to ESRC-TLRP Phase III

· Proposed research

· Feedback: the need for a comparison group

· Gorard (2002) and warranted research findings

This paper was borne of frustration. One of the authors (Armour) was leading a team in making an outline application to the ESRC-TLRP (Teaching and Learning Research Programme - phase III: post compulsory learning). We received feedback on one draft that was initially irritating; eventually intriguing. The research proposal at the centre of the debate is about devising new forms of continuing professional development (CPD) for physical education (PE) teachers. The idea is to prompt teachers to look at their teaching practices with ‘fresh eyes’ (Duckworth, 1997) to encourage collaborative learning within departments, and to utilise online delivery and learning support. The main purpose of the research is to find out whether this form of CPD can encourage teachers to learn more about the topic of the CPD (research-based evidence on exercise and health for KS 4 pupils and the contribution that PE can make to raising levels of activity and awareness) and also to rethink their pedagogies. Impact upon teachers’ learning is to be the key outcome of the project, although we also intend to  seek some evidence of pupils’ awareness of/comments on both the topic itself and any changes in their teachers’ practices. The research design involves a large-scale survey in the early stages but, after that, centres mainly on case studies. In brief: after an initial developmental phase, a relatively small number of case study schools (10) will work with the research team to pilot the CPD ‘product’, while in phase two, a larger number of case study schools will be involved to ‘receive’ the CPD and use it as they see fit – monitored by the research team. It is intended that the outcomes from this project will be useful to teachers in other areas of the curriculum and, in the final stage of the research, the focus is upon finding ways to maximise this level/range of impact. It is proposed that ‘health’ across the curriculum could be a good starting point. 


The feedback that generated this paper was from the Research Capacity Building team at Cardiff that was available to comment on draft applications to ESRC-TLRP III. In the proposed research design, the bidding team had intended to focus strongly on the case study schools, learning as much as possible from each about the processes that do/do not result in this form of CPD being used effectively.  We had not built comparison case studies into the design and, in reply to the first query from Cardiff on this, I had argued that I didn’t feel it would add anything worthwhile to the project. The response from Cardiff were based on causality as follows:  

Why? Why wouldn't a comparison group add anything worthwhile if seeing whether 
CPD leads to changes in teacher practice. Without a comparison the logic becomes:
If A then B. Thus, because B therefore A. 
This is fallacious in the way that:
If A then B. If not A then not B. Thus, because B therefore A is not.

The worst fears of the positivist researchers in our bidding team were realised: they, too, had struggled with the concept of research without comparison groups. The charge being made was that without comparison case studies, we would not have a credible ‘warrant’ for any findings from the project. Yet, I still struggled to see the point of having comparison case study schools. The purpose of the case studies was to learn about detail and process leading to, what I assumed would be, a wide variety of possible outcomes rather seeking direct lines of causality. Meanwhile, the comparison case study schools would not be receiving the CPD, would not be working with the researchers and so, presumably, would not provide useful data for the project. I had envisioned the case study process as something like the following:

In school 1, if A [but they adapted it so it becomes Ai] then B, C and F although also X sometimes.

In school 2, if A then B, D and E

In school 3, if Aii, then D, G, H, I…

In school 4, if Ai. Then C, G, Y and Q

So…in the comparison schools…?

However, the feedback from Cardiff was blunt, there was some residual concern amongst members of the bidding team, and the question of providing a credible warrant for the research findings was a good one. We decided to interrogate our assumptions and rethink our design based on the warranting issue. A logical first step for all was to read Gorard’s (2002) recent paper on the issue. What follows is a short summary of some of the points that are relevant for this paper. 


Gorard (2002) argues that one of the main problems with educational research has been not the quality of the research itself, but some of the ways in which the evidence is presented ‘as unwarranted conclusions (generalising from non-representative samples and so on)’. As a result, the impact of educational research is weak because conclusions are not really based on the evidence, rather they simply support a view held or a point the researcher wishes to make. In turn, this means that the research consumers are also able to create their own warrants for the conclusions. The problem is the direct outcome of poor links between evidence and conclusions, leading to ‘overclaiming’. One of Gorard’s suggestions to remedy this is the use of ‘natural experiments’ in educational research where controls (or at the very least comparisons) form a key part of the research design. He also draws upon Moses (2001) to argue that the natural experiment model ‘alerts us to the need for a transparent written protocol, so that our findings can be replicated just like those of a real experiment’. Importantly, Gorard notes that if change is a desired outcome of a piece of research, then the warrant for change will be making a causal claim: ‘if the practitioner (policy maker) does one thing then another will ensue’. Moreover, the researcher has a duty to ensure that conclusions follow a ‘coherent chain of reasoning which rules out all plausible counter-explanations’. Gorard is also concerned about the ways in which teachers engage with research knowledge and the research process and proposes greater involvement such that they feel some ‘ownership’ of the process. Finally, Gorard is dismissive of those who ‘oppose the call for greater rigour’ because of the term ‘science’ and its hints of positivism. He points out that a scientific approach to research simply means a call for ‘more empirical evidence and reasoned argument (i.e. better warrants) versus opinion and ideology’ contending that from this approach, the results ‘can be accepted as true’.     


So, where next for our research team? In some senses, Gorard makes it all sound very simple; and the charge of overclaiming is certainly one that should be addressed. Yet, I also felt some uneasiness about the suggestion that unless case studies were conducted as suggested by Gorard, they were likely to be in some way sloppy, full of rhetoric and largely useless as research. Rather, I had in mind a detailed, rigorous and transparent set of case studies that would be of value to the profession and the wider research audience. Clearly we needed to think further to address the issue and so, with two colleagues currently engaged in case study research on CPD for teachers, I decided to re-visit some key case study readings to see whether we could shed some light on the comparison dilemma. 

Section 2: Case study: has Stake said it all?

· Stake then and now

· Case study and generalisability

· What about theory?

· Responsible research and CPD

It is difficult to add much to what Robert Stake has written about case study research; indeed, it could be argued that he has ‘said it all’. Perhaps, however, some of his comments can usefully be revisited in the light of research in specific areas; in this instance on CPD for teachers. For example, in a key paper published in 1978, Stake argued that case studies ‘help persons toward further understandings…in a way that accommodates their present understandings’ (p.5). He also drew upon the work of Dilthey (1910) to suggest that case study research is useful because it recognises the ways in which human understanding is dependant upon the ability to make links with personal experience. Thus, Stake argued that although case studies are at a disadvantage where explanation and predictive laws are the aims of research, they have an advantage where researchers are aiming for understanding or the extension of experience. More recently, Stake (2000) has reiterated his key point that case study is about ‘choice of what is to be studied’ (p.435) and that his main interest is in what can be learned from the case with ‘our meagre resources concentrated on trying to understand its complexities’ (p. 436). He is cautiously supportive of, what he terms, ‘collective’ case studies, but he is also clear that ‘regardless of the type of case…readers often learn little from control or reference cases chosen only for comparison’ (p.444). Moreover, he points out that in selecting collective case studies, traditional sampling processes should not be applied; rather ‘balance and variety are important; opportunity to learn is of primary importance’ (p.447). This seems to lead the discussion into direct confrontation with traditional notions of generalisability and certainly appears to be at odds with some of Gorard’s (2002) earlier points.

On generalisability, Stake (2000) argues that ‘the search for particularity competes with the search for generalisabilty’ and, even more strongly, ‘Damage occurs when the commitment to generalise or to theorise runs so strong that the researcher’s attention is drawn away from features important for understanding the case itself’ (p. 439). Yet, it is difficult to match this with Gorard’s (2002) arguments about the need for comparison (or even control) groups. Lincoln and Guba (1979) wrestled with this issue in the context of qualitative research and drew upon the work of both Stake (1978) and Cronbach (1975) to conclude that ‘the working hypothesis’ is a more helpful way to conceptualise generalisation. Indeed, developing Cronbach’s view that ‘When we give weight to local conditions, any generalization is a working hypothesis, not a conclusion’, they suggest that context-specific factors will always hinder the process of generalisation. However, they also suggested the alternative concepts of ‘transferability’ and ‘fittingness’. Hence, if two contexts are similar enough, there may be transferability of the working hypothesis from one to another. Moreover, and linked to those concepts, they use the terms ‘trustworthiness’ and ‘authenticity’ (Lincoln and Guba, 2000) as credibility checks on the data. In a different vein, Williams (2002) argues that most interpretive researchers engage in generalisation, whether they acknowledge it or not, and that ‘moderatum generalisation’ could be a useful concept. Contrary to Guba and Lincoln’s (1982) views, Williams argues (like Gorard) that generalisation is ‘both necessary and inevitable in interpretive research’ because without it, it is ‘inadequate as a basis for policy action’ (p. 138). Moderatum generalisation is defined as ‘the generalisation of everyday life’; thus aspects of a particular case ‘can be seen to be instances of a broader recognisable set of features’ (p. 131). Bassey (1998) has also entered the generalisation fray with the concept of ‘fuzzy generalisation’. Thus, rather than arguing that ‘in p% of cases it will be found that x leads to y’ the generalisation to be made is that ‘in cases similar to the cases I have studied, it may be found that x leads to y’ (p.5), an approach that resonates with the way in which I had envisaged the case studies. However, what seems to unite all these suggestions is a broad agreement that, in essence, traditional notions of generalisability are difficult to apply in case study research, particularly where it uses qualitative methods.  


But what of the claims made for theory building in interpretive research and the inference that a theory is, in some way, generalisable? Hammersley, Gomm and Foster (2000) argue that there are ‘important and difficult problems still to be resolved concerning the role of case studies in producing valid theories’ (p. 252) although they also suggest that comparative analysis does provide an opportunity for the development of theory. More controversially perhaps, Thomas (2002) questions the need for theory development at all in qualitative research. Thomas draws on the work of Mouzelis (1995) to identify two types of theory: the type that says something new and which can be proved/disproved empirically, and ‘theory as tools for thinking’ (p. 422) - although he also queries why this latter has to be called theory at all. In essence, Thomas argues that claims to theory building in qualitative research are wrong-headed because they represent ‘the pretension to capture a regularity, an essence, a generality, a universal, which will help us in explaining and predicting, etc.’ (p. 423). Instead, Thomas wonders why we don’t simply accept description as just that – description. He also questions the process by which readers might assess the ‘plausibility’ of research findings – perhaps echoing here one of Gorard’s (2002) charges about the poor links between evidence and conclusion leading readers to derive their own warrants for research findings. Instead, Thomas argues that ‘qualitative research is valid only in the sense that one’s own judgement and interpretation are valid. Nothing, once one has accepted the validity of this assertion – not even the mention of theory – will confer an epistemic kitemark’ (p. 431). Thus, he concludes, if the priority for educational research is change, then ‘an unremitting focus on the particular’ (p. 432) is required.   


 By this stage, we were becoming confused. On the one hand, we had no desire to ‘overclaim’ but we did want our findings to be useful and relevant to practitioners - otherwise, why do it? On the other hand, there was still some residual difficulty in seeing the value of comparison case studies – although it might help the bid to be successful. One way forward was to revisit the research topic and the key research questions to see if this would help us to clarify the issue.  

Section 3: Educational research and teachers’ professional development

· The characteristics of effective CPD?

· Traditional and Reform CPD activities

· CPD provision for PE teachers

· Credibility and value?

A consensus is emerging in CPD research that for CPD to be effective in enhancing teachers’ learning and impacting upon practice, it must be firmly rooted in the day-to-day complexities of teaching. Certainly, research organisations in the UK and the USA (i.e. NFER, NPEAT) are in agreement in a number of key areas. Sparks (2002) trawls CPD research from around the world to conclude that effective CPD: 

· Focuses on deepening teachers’ content knowledge and pedagogical skills;

· Includes opportunities for practice, research and reflection;

· Is embedded in educators’ work and takes place during the school day;

· Is sustained over time; and

· Is founded on a sense of collegiality and collaboration among teachers and between teachers and principals in solving important problems related to teaching and learning.

(Sparks, 2002, 1-4).

In addition, Garet et al (2001) distinguish between ‘traditional’ and ‘reform’ types of CPD.  Traditional forms of CPD tend to take place at specific times, and are usually undertaken off-site with minimal follow-up. They offer little opportunity or support to enable teachers to integrate new learning with practice, and so are often ineffective. 'Reform' types of CPD, on the other hand, typically take place within the school day, involve collective participation of teachers from the same school or group of schools, and are integrated into practice in the form of study groups, mentoring and coaching. Garet et al argue that these activities are easier to sustain over time and are likely to result in better connections between new learning and existing practice. 
There is little detailed research evidence available on the CPD experiences of PE teachers although some case studies exist of PE teachers' lives and careers (e.g. Armour & Jones, 1998; Moreira, Sparkes & Fox, 1995; Pissanos & Allison, 1996; Schempp, 1993). However, what seems to be the case for many PE teachers in the UK at least, is that one-off, sport-specific update courses predominate in their CPD histories. These tend to be undertaken by individual teachers, away from the workplace, have little coherence with previous learning or follow up (Armour 2001). In other words, it is likely that many PE teachers’ experiences are the very opposite of those defined in the research as ‘effective’. This would appear to be an important issue for the profession both in terms of learning more about the experiences of teachers to date, and looking ahead to the provision of new forms of CPD with the advent of increased government funds. It is also a stark illustration of Stein, Smith and Silver’s (1999) argument that an important step in changing professional development is to focus on the needs of the professional developers themselves.

This explains the thoughts behind the proposed research project submitted to the ESRC-TLRP and, indeed, the design itself. It was felt that by working collaboratively with teachers in case study schools to explore and develop a new form of CPD, recognising the centrality of context and respecting the professional autonomy of teachers, a working model could be developed, delivered and supported along the lines of ‘the extension of experience’. But, if the new CPD is ‘successful’, how can we ‘prove’ that any changes to practice were as a direct result of it? Why should research consumers believe us? Where would the warrant for our findings reside? And would comparison case studies help to provide one?

Section 4: So where’s the warrant?

· Reconsidering the research design

· Warrant for whom?

· Responsible educational research

· CPD: collaborative research and development

· Just do it! 

One outcome of the discussions has been a clarification of both the research design and the research questions. Thus, in the phase one case studies, we will be working closely with schools, teachers and pupils to find ways of developing and refining a ‘draft’ on-line CPD ‘product’ that can be used collaboratively within departments and that will encourage teachers to update their knowledge and rethink their practices. Here, we will not use comparison case studies. Rather, after Stake, we will view these as collective case studies and each will be selected for the learning opportunity it offers; a clear case of combining research and development. The cases will be written up in sufficient detail (description?) to enable the research users (researchers and teachers) to see what worked/didn’t work where, why and how. The clear purpose of this phase of the research is to find out how the new CPD can ‘work’ in different ways, in different contexts with, quite probably, a whole host of different outcomes, and also how professional developers might support teachers. It is the detail that we are after and, in line with Gorard and others, we feel the imperative to work with teachers. The warrant for this phase of the research will be in that very detail – of case, of processes and of outcomes. The focus is very much on the particular and, after Thomas (2002) on description.

In phase two case studies, a larger number of schools will simply ‘receive’ the CPD with some minimal support from researchers. The purpose is to see whether and how the new form of CPD ‘product’ as developed between teachers and researchers, can ‘work’. Thus we need to find out whether teachers are able to learn collaboratively to use it, whether changes to knowledge and practice occur as a result and what more we can learn about the product and the process. Summaries of the phase one case studies will form the starting point for the online tutorial process. Perhaps in this phase, it would be feasible to identify comparison case study sites that do not receive the CPD and to see whether and how departments learn collaboratively anyway about the topic (physical activity and health for KS4 pupils) and, as a result,  change their practices. The comparison might provide a stronger warrant for the findings – certainly in the eyes of some researchers. Whether it would have the same impact on teachers is less certain and the need to avoid ‘overclaiming’ or inappropriate theorising may prove to be a delicate balancing act.

Edwards (2002) argues for ‘responsible interpretive research’ in education. She defines it as ‘not necessarily problem-solving research. But it [interpretive research]  can be very good at shedding light on the problem, teasing out the complexities and pointing towards how it might be tackled by practitioners in policy and pedagogy’ (p. 161). Moreover, educational research that is ‘responsible’ in this sense offers important opportunities to address the knowledge/practice divide identified earlier by Gorard (2002) and also by Coulter and Wiens (2002) who see the gulf between research knowledge generated in universities and the practice of teachers in the classroom as being both ‘wide and deep’ (p. 15). Moreover, Hiebert et al (2002) argue that the research community has often produced knowledge ‘in forms that make it difficult for teachers to use’ (p. 12). Thus they argue for new forms of professional development that encourage collaboration between teachers and researchers to find new ways of producing and verifying professional knowledge. One of the ways to do that, it is claimed, is through a collaborative research and development system; an idea that links closely with current thinking in research on effective CPD and that underpins this proposed ESRC-TLRP project (particularly the phase 1 case studies). The context of the research is CPD – with a clear emphasis on the ‘P’: i.e. on the teacher as a  professional and learning through the ‘extension of experience’. 

Finally, and with apologies to Gorard, there is something personal in all this. I, too, am a professional and I engage in CPD. When it comes to changing my practice, I find that I learn most effectively when I have a motivation to change as well as some examples of how others have attempted change in their contexts. I don’t expect to copy them, rather to engage creatively with the issue, adapting everything to me, to my context and to my students. Perhaps that is why I am so keen to design a CPD project for teachers in the same way. On the other hand, not everyone finds the detailed narrative of case reports inspirational – not everyone learns the way I do. So, perhaps that is the final resolution of this issue. If comparison case studies would help more readers who require different forms of convincing to see a credible warrant for the research findings, then perhaps they could be introduced in phase two. Perhaps I should swallow my uneasiness about the value of the resulting warrant, and simply accept that others will find it reassuring. Moreover, if the project is funded it will be interesting, in the light of this discussion, to review the role of the comparison case studies as the research process unfolds.   
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