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Chapter 2. Structuring the Inquiry

In this chapter I will describe what I wanted to find out in my inquiry. I will spell out my research questions and describe the rationale behind them. I will also describe how I tried to work out the answers to my questions and how I attempted to establish the relevance and significance of my data. 

2.1. What I did

As I have said I collected feedback from students at the end of sessions. I handed out slips of blank paper and asked them to note down anything about the session they thought would be useful for me as their teacher. Not to ask specific questions was a principled decision in order to make the inquiry as open as possible. The slips technique seemed well adapted to the natural constraints of the CETT programme. (See Appendix for interleaved photocopies of feedback on slips.) It had the greatest potential for my teaching and inquiry because it

· seemed practical, easy and quick because it only takes a few minutes away from the end of a session

· appeared less personal and embarrassing than, for example, a face to face feedback session

· could be collected regularly. 

I collected feedback for the whole of the term (13 weeks of teaching) in all three of the courses I taught in the autumn term of 1995. These were the second year Advanced Writing course and the Classroom Studies course and the testing elective How Good Were My Tests? in the third year. There were altogether 29 students in the three groups. For each of these courses, I kept a journal in which I recorded my observations, reflections and thoughts.

2.2. The research questions

In my inquiry, I wanted to find out about the value of student feedback. It was the need to improve my teaching that prompted the inquiry. The main significance of asking students for feedback was the information I wanted to collect to help plan forthcoming sessions. I also wanted to find out about my ability to accurately analyse my lessons. The emphasis here was on the accuracy of the perceptions because they directly affect a host of decisions for the rest of the course and decisions based on accurate perceptions about the content, approach and methodologies etc. have a direct bearing on outcomes. 

There was a connection between the accuracy of my perceptions and the usefulness of student feedback. My rationale ran as follows: If my perceptions were to be accurate, and the feedback I was getting would merely confirm what I knew anyway, the collection of feedback would not be very useful. If, however, my perceptions were to be inaccurate, the need to feed student opinion back into the planning of the course would clearly be established. 

The specific questions I asked at the beginning of the inquiry were as follows:

· Are my perceptions a good enough ‘compass’ to warrant teaching without asking for feedback? 

· To what extent can I trust my perceptions? Can types of perception be identified in which my perceptions are either accurate or inaccurate?

· How suitable is the slips technique for the purpose of improving my teaching?

Making the value of feedback dependent on the value of information it can provide for the teacher may seem rather a utilitarian approach which ignores the potential it has for contributing to the teacher’s good rapport with the students and to helping to form a positive image. This is an aspect of feedback which must certainly not be ignored when the pros and cons are ultimately weighed.

2.3. Controlling for subject specificity and method effect

I ran the inquiry in all the three courses I taught in the term, to see whether findings were or were not in any way specific to the subjects I taught. The three courses were rather different and called for a range of different teaching methods as well, which could in some way affect the results I was getting. The Advanced Writing course in the second year is a skills-based course, rather like other language development courses at CETT. The Classroom Studies course is a process course in which content is to be determined by the needs of the students. It does not even have a traditional syllabus. The testing course was an option, one of the applied linguistics specialisation courses. It has process elements but it basically is a content-based course, focused on practising the ‘skills of the trade’: task design, interviewing skills, marking etc. In this way, making my data as comprehensive as possible was not simply a question of numbers, as good old principles of sampling would demand. It was also important to increase as much as possible the qualitative variety of my data. 

2.4. Triangulating the evidence

The triangulation of the evidence was to make sure as much as possible that my observations would be what they appeared to be: it was to check for their validity. Bringing in a number of points of view and tapping student opinion 13 times in the three courses was to enhance the reliability of my inquiry, which in turn was to enhance the validity of the results. In order to achieve this, I looked for differences and similarities between my own observations in the journals and the student feedback, as the mainstay of my triangulation techniques. This was the primary method of triangulation. 

Apart from the comparison between the journal entries and the student feedback, additional points of view, which I called secondary methods of triangulation, were needed to support, reject or qualify the observations I made. My reasons were as follows:

· I was both the subject of the study and the observer in this inquiry. I personally believe in my ability to preserve a distance no matter how good or bad the feedback might be, but a number of my colleagues are sceptical of the individual’s ability to see matters in which they are personally involved in anything but subjective terms. Therefore, I owed it to them as well to develop a system of triangulation that would further enhance the credibility of my work.

· Student contribution in the Advanced Writing course, in the form of presentations, was so significant that I cannot say it was my sessions that students gave feedback on. I felt it was just possible that students, for whatever reason, judged the sessions held by their fellow students in a way different from the way they would have judged their ‘official’ teacher’s lessons. It can be argued, though, that this may not be a problem at all because once I am interested in the accuracy of my observations it does not really matter whose lesson it is -- my students’ or mine. In this way, I might even claim I was liberated from the sceptre of my own subjectivity. Rather unpredictable as the effect of the joint presentations was, I decided to ask fellow presenters to write up their reflections on their presentations. I also reasoned at this point that the fact that I was researching the same feedback technique in my two other courses, in which there was no such intensive collaboration between my students and I, will probably compensate for the interference the presentations might cause.

· The students may not have had the chance to say everything they would or could have said because of the technique I used for the collection of feedback. It was suggested that asking for feedback at the end of a session is asking students to say what stands out for them, ignoring perhaps more fundamental but less conspicuous issues, especially those that underlie a number of sessions or even the whole course. Feedback given on the spur of the moment should yield significant insights, but a few spare minutes at the end of sessions are clearly no time for quiet reflection (Bolitho 1995). Therefore, I decided to (i.) make short interviews with 6 students and (ii.) ask a colleague to review the feedback and my journal notes.

2.4.1. The primary method of triangulation

The comparison between my own observations and the feedback given by students was the main source of evidence. I wrote a journal entry on each session, usually the same day, but not later than three days after. I kept the feedback slips in envelopes. I numbered both the slips and envelopes so that opinion and sessions would be clearly and retraceably linked.
The way I made sure that my own observations were independent of the students’ was not to look at the student feedback immediately after the session -- a hard thing to do. It was only when I had written up my reflections about the session that I went on to read the feedback the students wrote. If I had not done this, my post-session observations would not have been independent of the feedback students gave and I would not have been able to answer the question about the accuracy of my perceptions with confidence. 

After reading the students’ feedback, I went back to the journal and wrote the reflections and observations about possible differences and gaps between my students’ opinion and mine. These included perceptions of what happened, what mattered and what did not matter, what was relevant and what was not relevant, about the kind of observations I made but the students did not etc. 

2.4.2. Secondary methods of triangulation

The secondary methods of triangulation were to validate the main body of evidence. They were, at the same time, to remain as independent of each other as possible. The secondary methods were (i.) getting a senior colleague’s opinion about the main body of evidence (Malderez 1995), (ii.) getting my fellow presenters’ reflections from the Advanced Writing course (Presenters’ Reflections 1995) and (iii) asking six students (two from each student group) to an interview after the course has finished (Bódi, Csovics, Debreczeni, Reischl, Szeifert, Szûcs 1996).

· I asked the senior colleague to act as a moderator. She received a copy of my journals notes and the student feedback in envelopes. To maximise the effectiveness of the triangulation scheme, from the journal entries I deleted the passages that I wrote after I had seen the student feedback. In this way, I hoped I could make sure she would neither be influenced by what I wrote in the full knowledge of the student response, nor would she be tempted to respond to my after-the-feedback comments instead of responding to my observations on the session.

· I asked student presenters in the Advanced Writing course to write a paragraph or two evaluating the presentations they gave. I did not give them specific questions to answer, but merely asked them to write up their impressions and conclusions. They were not to see the feedback we received until after they have written their reflections.

· Selecting the students for the interviews posed a sampling problem. Since I could not interview all my students -- which would have been ideal -- I knew I would have to pick a very small number out of an already small ‘population’. Because of the small numbers, it was also clear that it could not be a random selection. I had to decide what the selection criteria were to be, and how I would best be able to approximate statistical techniques that aim at uncovering the variability of the opinions. I figured that the best test of the range of opinion would be to ask a ‘friend and a foe’ in each student group. In every group, I thought of a student who I felt was close and another who I felt was more distant. I thought they might be expected to represent the extremes in a supposed range of opinions.

2.5. Opportunities and limitations in a small-scale study

This inquiry was to be exploratory. Making the inquiry as open as possible was important because I felt I knew too little about feedback. I also stepped back from the temptation of asking my students specific questions because I did not want to limit their response in any way, fearing that valuable insights might get lost by not asking about something the students would say otherwise. I was interested in exploring what was ‘in the heads’ as much as possible. It was my intention to focus on specifics only later in the inquiry, perhaps as late as the stage of analysing the results.

The nature of this inquiry, was different from ‘scientific’ research. As I have indicated above, it was conducted on a small group of people. The numbers are even smaller if the three groups are considered as separate with 11, 8 and 10 students in each. A number of advantages followed from this:

· Small numbers allowed me to go for the whole group of students, all the sessions and every session. In studies like this the inquiring teacher does not have to face the problem of getting a representative sample, nor do they have to determine whether their findings are significant or not. By comparison, statisticians in large scale cross-sectional research rarely have the chance to go for the whole population; they nearly always have to work with a sample.

· The small size of the study permits in-depth data collection methods such as interviews, questionnaires with open questions etc. that invite comment rather than merely test out a hypothesis. The result is usually a qualitatively rich body of evidence that can provide valuable insights. By comparison, large scale research is confined to limited response data collection methods simply because it is impossible to process qualitative answers in the thousands. 

· Small-scale qualitative studies are not as sensitive to methodological errors as studies based on limited response type data. By contrast, data collection with limited response type methods can go seriously wrong very easily (e.g. due to badly worded questions), and the error may remain hidden well after anything can be done to rectify it. Then, when the results are in, the researcher may be in for a nasty surprise if they find that the results are not significant i.e. there is, for example, more than 5% chance that what was observed may have been due to pure chance. It is all strictly for the birds then.

However, I also faced difficulties as well:

· Determining the significance of qualitative data is difficult. Opinion from the members of a small group, especially if the arguments vary a lot, is difficult to interpret. The researcher is faced with the dilemma of (i.) whether to trust the evidence, (ii.) which one to trust and which one not to trust, (iii.) how to decide between conflicting evidence and (iv.) how to evaluate what each bit is worth. By comparison, quantitative research has extremely accurate means of measurement that can show very small changes in variances, significances etc. 

· Given that the data are borne by language, with its personalised shades of meaning and infinite possibilities, the researcher cannot be entirely sure even about identical words or expressions. Quantitative research, by comparison, works with numbers that, for their numerical values, can only be interpreted in one way.

I attempted to determine the significance of my data by rigorously comparing comment with comment and comment with the person who made it. Exploring meaning, however, would have demanded that I unpack key words and phrases in the evidence. The theory of personal constructs and the use of the repertory grid technique may have offered answers, but that would have taken me well beyond the scope of this dissertation. This meant that I had hoped to be able to determine the significance of the data, but I could not expect to unpack key terms for their meaning, which is the weakest point of my research design.

