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Improving Educational Quality

A New Approach 1

Don Adams, University of Pittsburgh

with Mark Ginsburg, Yidan Wang and Judy Sylvester

INTRODUCTION

The 1980s and 1990s have seen increased international concern for educational quality.3

Dissatisfaction with costs ofrapid expansion ofeducational systems, disillusion \vith the

apparent growing lack offit between schooling and the world ofwork, and a general

concern over the low level ofbasic cognitive skills, even among those completing programs

ofbasic education, have given impetus to the search for new, more effective and efficient

models ofeducation. The increased interest in educational quality, typically defined in terms

ofstudent achievement, has been further stimulated by ripples ofoptimism flov,ring from a

body ofempirical research which, in developing countries, suggests that certain manipulable

school inputs can affect average student achievement, and \vhich, in industrialized countries,

seems to conclude that the characteristics ofhigh quality schools are not only known, but to

a degree, are conunon across a range ofcultures. This renewed attention on quality, to

some extent, has shifted the focus ofeducational debates and reforms from educational

gro\\1h and efficiency to the discovery ofthose combinations ofinputs, processes, and

outputs which are assumed to define or cohere to improved patterns ofeducation for all

children. 111e Jomtien World Conference on Education for All in 1990, and the subsequent

national colloquia it fostered, helped to further focus rhetoric and stimulate debates on

educational quality, its meaning, and its social and individual benefits.

111ere is another international trend which, although not exclusively concerned \""ith educa­

tional quality, is influencing educational policies and strategies for improving educational

quality. Partly in response to the perceived weaknesses oftop-do\\TI policies and attempts

at expert-driven, progranunatic development ofeducational reform, there has been in­

creased experimentation with various forms and meanings ofeducational decentralization

and center-local partnerships.4 These experiments often have been accompanied, in

descending order offrequency, by changing responsibilities \\'ith respect to the financing of

basic education, new choices in curriculum and school conununity relationships, and, least

frequently, personnel decisions. This dov.nward shift in responsibilities has meant increased

involvement oflower governn1ental echelons, school administrators and, at times, teachers

and parents, as participants in educatic:1al decisions.

Related to these two trends is the emergence oftwo correlative ideas. The fIrst idea is

linked conceptually to the action research tradition. Action or instrumental research is a

concept and methodology which resists precise definition, usually refers to research which

involves teachers as researchers, sometimes by themselves and sometimes in collaboration

vvith academic researchers, and serves, among other goals, the professionalization of

teachers by helping them develop and validate their knowledge. There is an increasingly

accepted proposition that lasting improvements in educational quality, whether defined in
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ten11S ofbasic skills, critical thinking, self-esteem or other pupil learning, must include an in-depth
understanding ofthe current conditions at the classroom and schoollevels.5 National refonns emanating
from the center can facilitate major adjustments in the design, scope and delivery ofeducational ser­
\'ices, but rarely are sufficient to foster fundamental changes in teaching and learning. However, action
research, responding to the limitations ofexternally driven refonn, reflects a commitment to focus on the
classroom and is directed toward improving educational quality through the iterative process ofresearch
and practice. Action research is expected to lead to action planning and implementation.

The second and closely related idea is signaled to some extent by the international trend away from an
exclusive reliance on detailed educational plans and mandates from the center and is associated 'with a
reconceptualization ofthe process ofpla.n.ni.ng educational change.6 There is an emerging view among
educators that rejects technicist approaches to change which emphasize the traditional linear pla.n.ni.ng
sequence (i.e., goal setting--needs assessment--program specification--target identification--evaluation)
and is redefining the process of initiating and sustaining educational change as an iterative, participatory
process which involves, and preferably begins \\lith, critique, evaluation, analysis and feedback at the
school and local levels. As defined here, educational planning or, more specifically, the planning of
educational change overlaps conceptually and operationally with action research.7

The Improving Educational Quality project (IEQ), initiated in 1991, is a five-year, USAID-funded
project whose main objectiveS is to identify practical ways to in1prove learning in classrooms and
schools \\lthin the context ofnational educational refonns in selected developing countries. In the three
countries supported under the core contract--Ghana, Guatemala, and Mali--IEQ has fonned partner­
ships with one or more host-country institutions to: assist in the enhancement ofcountry research
capacity and application; collaboratively design and implement classroom research at the primary school
level; and link fmdings to practice and policy at various levels (from classrooms to national ministries) of
the educational systems. Research teams composed oflocal researchers and, over time, teachers,
observe and study classrooms and interpret fmdings. Feedback to, and dialogue \\1th, teachers,
headteachers, district level supervisors, and parents are integral to the research process; and, as appro­
priate, teachers from other regions and officials from the Ministry ofEducation become actively involved
in reviewing and analyzing the process and results.

The conceptualization and the operationalization ofIEQ is embedded in, and reflects trends and ideas
beginning to emerge and coalesce in, the 1990s. By having one of its foci on improving pupil perfor­
mance, IEQ shares a central thrust ofrecent international trends. In its commitment to a process of
integrating new, research-based knowledge into the on-going operation ofall levels ofthe countries'
educational systems, IEQ reflects both trends in action research and the emerging reconceptualization of
the planning or guiding ofeducational change as a locally-initiated, flexible, participatory, action-oriented
process.

The IEQ project is first and foremost concerned 'With research, analysis and intervention at the class­
room and school levels. This concern is operationalized as an attempt to capture both classroom
experiences and experiences ofindividual pupils. Consequently, IEQ research examines how children
ofdifferent characteristics (gender, language proficiency, ethnicity) interact with ongoing or modified
school practice. Additionally, the types ofdata collected lead to profiles ofmore and less effective
classrooms. Knowing how individual pupils perfonn is a necessary but insufficient condition for identify­
ing, developing and sustaining changes that improve educational quality.

Improving Educational Quality Project



The remainder of the paper is devoted to: 1) elaborating the relationships between IEQ and the two
basic bodies ofrecent international research on educational quality; and 2) analyzing the distinctiveness
oflEQ in its attempt at combining collaboratively-designed and locally-conducted classroom research
into a radiating process of improving education in sample schools and concomitantly influencing prac­
tices and policies affecting the larger educational systems.

PATTERNS OF RESEARCH ON EDUCATIONAL QUALITY

Research on educational quality may be categorized roughly in two methodological and conceptually
distinct groups. The first group ofstudies focuses on the effect ofvarious environmental and school
resource inputs on student achievement. The second group ofstudies, largely developed during the late
1970s and 1980s, focuses more on the internal social processes and educational practices ofschools.
Both categories ofresearch have been eXtensively and competently reviewed. The purpose here in
discussing this research is only to sketch the broader research context in which IEQ has been devel­
oped.

Studies of the Effects of Schooling

Basically these studies, often using large sample sizes, attempt to examine the impact ofa number of
variables hypothesized to be significant deternunants ofstudent achievement. Selected in-school
variables may include, for example, per-pupil expenditure, instructional facilities, class size, and teacher
and administrator background. Common out-of-school variables are the economic level ofcommunity,
educational level ofparents and family income. Frequently, this model assumes a linear and additive
relationship bet\veen a set ofexplanatory variables and a standardized measure ofstudents' achieve­
ment outcomes. Multiple regression and similar approaches make it possible to exanune the relative
importance ofthe many possible quantifiable independent variables associated \\1th what students learn.
Such techniques have been increasingly employed to determine the proportion ofvariance in achieve­
ment explained by student background and school-related resource inputs. This approach to the study
ofeducational quality is built on a variety ofassumptions, the most relevant ones for this paper are: (1)
many educational objectives are the san1e from one school to another and even from one country to
another and (2) much ofthe educational process linking inputs to student performance is universal rather
than situation specific.9 Under these asslln1ptions, results from empirical studies, replicated in multiple
countries, warrant generalization and thereby have both theoretical and policy implications.

Many ofthe studies on the effects ofschooling carried out in industrialized countries concluded that
variation in in-school factors, as compared to student background characteristics, explained little ofthe
variance in pupil achievement. These results led to a questioning ofthe wisdom ofincreased investment
in education. In contrast, research in developing countries seemed to suggest that certain in-school
factors could be in1portant, a finding leading to encourager••ent by international and national agencies of
particular educational policies which emphasized one or more school inputs. For the last several years
one ofthe favorite inputs for external support has been textbooks, or more generally, instructional
materials.

The conceptual and methodological criticisms ofstudies on effects ofschools fill many volumes.10 At
best, such studies, when using meaningful indicators and multilevel analytical techniques, have been very
suggestive in terms ofthe priority ofresource inputs to most effectively attain higher student achieve­
ment. However, as two scholars conclude:"... ultimately they [these research techniques] are limited

DPE-5836-C...QO-1042...QO Page 3



Page 4

in their ability to detern1ine what will actually work when it is tried out. Only action - in the form of
instrumental research and action research - can really tell us what are the causes that will lead to desired
eftL~ts."ll

One major distinction between this general approach and the IEQ research lies in the attention given by
the latter to differences in school cultures and envirOlU11ents and to the complexities ofthe schooling
process. For example, the focus on instructional materials in studies on the effects ofschooling, in
contrast to IEQ research, has been on production and distribution, e.g., making textbooks and teach­
ers' manuals available at the school level, and has largely ignored school organization and the dynamics
of instruction and learning through which such instructional materials are or are not used. Since IEQ is
conU11itted to analysis, design, and evaluation ofconditions ofclassroom practice, less attention is given
to relationships between "passive" indicators of input and output. The IEQ experience suggests, for
example, that centrally produced te>..1books, even ifdelivered to schools, may be infrequently and
ineffectively used by teachers and often are inappropiate for abilities ofmany students. 12

Another distinctive chararacteristic ofthe IEQ project, consistent \\ith strategies which involve center­
local partnerships, is that local researchers provide leadership for design ofthe research, illterpretation
of results and participate in the dialogue about ways ofimproving educational quality. Thus, as concep­
tualized in the project design the local researchers are much more than data collectors and continue to
play vital roles, including furthering the dialogue on interventions and technical assistance, as the project
evol\'es. This ex1ended involvement gives researchers participation in important national and interna­
tional forums. J3

IEQ is also forging a new path by analyzing educational quality in school settings which includes those
tradi tionally ignored, i.e., rural, isolated, prin1ary school classrooms. The project accepts the assump­
tion that quality can and does exist in poor rural schools, and through the action-research, classroom­
focused process in which IEQ is engaged, teachers and headmasters will be able to improve the educa­
tional quality oftheir classrooms by using existing resources in new and different ways.

Effective Schools Studies

Perceived limitations ofthe model ofresearch reviewed above and the widespread beliefamong
educators that some schools are demonstrably more successful than others stimulated interest in a
school-focused approach to the study ofpupil achievement and performance. Commonly knO\\TI as
effective schools research, this approach reflects an underlying assumption that the organization and
culture ofthe school and the behavior ofthe teachers and administrators do affect student performance.
Perfonnance remains mostly defmed as achievement on standardized tests although some attention is
given to curriculum-based assessments. Studies ofthe relative effectiveness ofschools, initiated in the
U.S. and EnglandJ4 and subsequently introduced [0 other countries ill Europe and other regions ofthe
world, led to the generation ofmany descriptions ofcharacteristics of effective schools. Factors of
effectiveness typically included: instructional leadership by the principal, an emphasis on basic skill areas
(i.e., readillg and mathematics), high expectations for pupils by teachers, enhanced time on task by
pupils, an orderly school environment, and frequent assessment ofpupil progress.

There have been efforts at translating conditions associated with effective schools into checklists for
quick assessment ofthe quality ofindividual schools in developing countries. Such checklists are
designed to be used by supervisors or possibly headteachers to identify areas ofneeded improvement.

Improving Educational Quality Project



Although not rejecting the utility ofsuch attempts at establishing quality benchmarks in infonning discus­
sion about educational quality, the IEQ approach develops strategies to modify classroom practices
built on in-depth knowledge oflocal instructional and learning conditions and on an understanding ofthe
feasibility ofintroducing changes in classroom behavior.

Effective schools research pushed analysis beyond the static characteristics ofeducational environment
to examination ofthe more complex and interactive process ofschooling. However, the emphasis of
these studies tended to be on factors outside the classroom, to managerial abilities and style rather than
teacher behavior and motivation. Moreover, critics have noted that using school level indicators or
aggregating student data to the school level can mask differential effects offactors on different groups of
students in the same school.

The research on effective schools is rich v·lith suggestions about the conditions and relationships associ­
ated with school effectiveness. The more sophisticated studies in this body ofresearch also provide a
number ofcautions that educators and policy makers involved in reform \vould do well to bear in mind.
In the attention given to the internal contexi ofschooling this research shares \\ith IEQ a corruTIon
interest. Another similarity Vvith IEQ lies in the recognition that in any given community or school
consensus may be lacking on the meaning ofquality. 15

However, the effective schools research, in spite ofclaims ofsome ofthe researchers, is unlikely to
provide prescriptions readily adaptable across societies, regions or even school sites. Moreover, and
more importantly, in the contexi ofcomparisons with IEQ, and in spite ofmuch misunderstanding, the
effective schools research says little directly about the process ofimproving education, that is, imple­
menting the policies and practices derived from such research activities. In this regard effective schools
research resembles studies reported above on the effects ofschools. By contrast, a major part of the
IEQ mission is to expand connections ofnew insights and inforn1ation \\'ith practice. Developing such a
linkage implies not only communication between researchers, teachers and administrators but also
integrating research knowledge and practice knowledge with planning and policy knowledge. In Guate­
mala, for example, workshops involving local researchers, supervisors, teachers, and Ministry represen­
tatives focused on the exarnination ofresearch fmdings in the context ofthe actual classroom experi­
ences, providing not only information on new instructional approaches but also fostering reflection on
necessary decisions and feasible actions to in1prove educational quality.16

RETHINKING THE PROCESS OF INITIATING AND SUSTAlNING
RESEARCH-BASED EDUCATIONAL CHANGE

Paralleling and reinforced by the frequently unsuccessful attempts to translate studies ofeducational
quality and effectiveness into policies and programs has been an attempt to reconceptualize the process
ofinitiating and sustaining educational change. Traditionally in most countries, and particularly in devel­
oping countries, the linkages are weak between educational research and practice and also between
research and planning. Research is often said to generate knowledge whereas those engaged in prac­
tice and planning are seen as applying knowledge. These linkages are constrained by a typical division
ofroles and responsibilities wherein the central educational authorities are expected to initiate reforms
and innovations and local schools are expected to participate, largely as implementers.

Those who seek to build a new model try to avoid what they see as two important weaknesses ofpast
approaches to planned educational innovations and reform:
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(1) top-doVvTI or centrist-led refonn, although potentially important in developing a supporting
context for policy and planning, by itselfusually does not come to grips with basic issues ofhow
learning takes place; and

(2) reform exclusively defined at the national level may successfully demand compliance but often
fails to gain commitment from administrators and teachers, let alone students and parents.
Under such reforms lower echelon administrators and teachers may be asked to follow without

- question the educational and political agendas and interpretations ofa few policy makers,
fostering further deskilling ofteachers and what has been called a "culture ofdependence."

The following assumptions characterize the newer approach to initiating and sustaining educa­
tional change:

(l) lasting improvement in educational quality requires knowledge and insights ofthose profession­
als closest to the processes ofteaching and learning, i.e., teachers, headteachers, local supervi­
sors;

(2) local level personnel and institutions by themselves often lack fiscal and technical resources to
effect continuing change;

(3) sustained improvement in educational quality requires involvement ofactors from different levels
of the system; and

(4) parental and community involvement are necessary in both the planning and implementation of
successful educational change.

Traditional planning ofeducational change has tended to ignore uncertainties and complexities and focus
instead on simplifying and standardizing innovations for quick dissemination. The newer approach
draws from the extensive local and regional experiences ofmany countries in initiating and implementing
school and classroom level innovations. 17 Successful educational change recognizes the complexity of
developing viable change and gives less attention to rigid plans or outcomes. Such planned change is
assumed to "begin \\~th a few readiness principles" (e.g., adequate resources, acceptance ofvalidity of
the new practice), require "pressure" (from below), "support" (from above), and "continuous negotia­
tion" (between system levels). Specific, detailed, centralized plans are devalued as initial guides to new
practice because "plans follow culture" and "mission follows (rather than precedes) enactment of
principles."18

The typical approach to planned change defmes the role ofthe center as initiator ofpolicies and actions
and the role ofthe local authorities and schools as implementers which participate, at some level, in the
process. IEQ is indeed working in the context ofnationally initiated educational refonns. However, it is
involved not only in a bottom-up participation but also in bottom-up initiatives. Within the school
conte>.."! ofscarce resources and unsatisfactory quality, IEQ is exploring what works at the classroom
level and bringing those insights into the change process. However, by linking the research and feed­
back processes to decision processes ofthe national educational system, and engaging the educational
bureaucracy in critiquing the IEQ experience, the central authorities, i.e., ministries ofeducation, be­
come participators. Thus research\feedback linkages occur at various levels and research both informs,
and is informed by, both policy making and practice.

Improving Educational Quality Project



Evolution of the IEQ Project

The IEQ project seeks to contribute directly to improving educational quality in a sample ofcountries
already engaged in educational refonn. In accomplishing this objective the project is expected to add
to the international research-based knowledge on improving educational quality at the classroom and
school levels. The word "improving" is significant and has been interpreted to mean that research
related to edueational quality should become part ofa dialogue between researchers, practitioners,
stakeholders and policy makers that eventuates in changes in policy and practice. That is, IEQ has an
obligation, at minimum, to demonstrate a process whereby classroom research becomes integral to the
process ofinitiating and sustaining educational improvement.

IEQ, through quantitative and qualitative classroom research, seeks to blend an action-research cycle
v.ith national educational planning efforts. The research-practice cycle involves, in varying degrees,
highly trained host country and U.S. researchers, classroom teachers and administrators in observing,
studying, reflecting, enacting change, monitoring effects, modifying and assimilating change, etc. By
informing and involving a range ofeducational officials, stakeholders, and organiZ'ltions, the research­
dialogue-policy-practice cycles in a sample ofschools and the broader country planning and refonn
cycles intertv-.ine.

Major Activities

During the first three years ofthe IEQ project, there have been both commonalities and differences in its
implementation across the core countries. For example, in all participating countries, research focused
on classrooms, children, and teachers is the heart ofthe IEQ project. Table 1summarizes the evolution
ofmajor activities ofIEQ in each ofthe three core countries. This presentation, because ofits brevity,
can hardly begin to describe the many activities taking place or capture the range ofthe professional
and personal problems and successes which arose as the project evolved. Boxes A, B, and C add
detail on the context and implementation ofthe project.

. t
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ILLUSTRATIVE DESCRIPTIONS OF CLASSROOMS

Guatemala (Comparison oftraditional and tiED classrooms)

In the traditional Guatemalan multigrade classrooms, children of all grade levels spend the day seated at

their desks, ,:opying written assignments in their notebooks, and are expected to work alone, consulting the

teacher only to have their work corrected and to receive new copying assignments. \\'hen a child goes to

the board, he/she is expected to recite from memory or to read what they have copied in their notebooks.

The other students either continue copying or engage in no apparent learning activities. Children in this

environment show little interest in the repetitious tasks they have been assigned and participation in these

activities was not correlated with achievement. In contrast, multigrade classrooms of the Nueva Escuelas

Unitaria (NEU) utilize peer teaching, self-instructional guides and small group instruction from teachers.

Young children are engaged in generating words (palabras generadores) which are expressions that

children have identified as important to them, by writing in the air, in a sand box, or on each other's backs.

Older children work in small groups with self-instructional guides, visit learning comers, or participate in

teacher-led activities, where they are provided with immediate feedback on their performance. (Quality Link,

#2, Fall 1993)

Mali (french language instruction in primarY ~ades)

Children come to school with limited or no proficiency in French. Language use in the class is restricted to

the lines of the dialogue (found in the textbook), students are drilled and made to repeat sentences for these

dialogues, and frequently it is questionable whether or not students actually comprehend the utterances

they are made to say. The reading lessons observed consisted of the teacher calling on students to come to

the board and read three syllables, three isolated words, and three disconnected sentences. Simply stated,

children hear in effect very little French in the classroom and the French they are exposed to is repetitive and

often uninteresting. (Trip Report # 20 by Rick Donato and Josh Mushkin)

Ghana (Classroom conditions and learning difficulties)

The typical Ghanaian primary school classroom has bare walls, tables and chairs in disrepair, and teaching

materials limited to a chalkboard and textbooks. The classroom is teacher-centered and students are

expected to respond but not ask questions. Common learning difficulties, particularly in English language

instruction, revealed by classroom observation and performance assessments are in the areas of listening

comprehension, oral and written expression, and reading, both decoding and comprehension. This perfor­

mance pattern seems to reflect an emphasis on copying and choral repetition as opposed to comprehension

and open-ended oral or written expression. (Quality Link #3, Summer, 1994)

In order to integrate IEQ efforts with other innovations in educational quality which are part ofnational

reform efforts supported by the governments and intemati~nal donors, the research focus was nar­

rowed in Ghana and Mali to give central attention to language learning, particularly to conditions affect­

ing oral and reading comprehension, in selected primary grades. In Guatemala, classroom research

focused on the identification ofthose classroom factors and conditions influencing language and math­

ematics achievement and growth in the socio-emotional development ofpupils. Members ofthe U.S.

research support teams, in their limited but important role, assisted in research design, development of

instrumentation and data analysis. To yield a measure ofvalue added by modified classroom practices,

the country research team will, at minimum, assess pupil performance and other effects on pupils at two

points in time subsequent to interventions.

DPE-5836-C-OO·1042-00
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BOXB

ILLUSTRATIVE IEQ RESEARCH

The overall purpose of Phase I (See Table I) was to gain: clearer understanding of the primary school
environment (e.g., availability and use of instructional materials, teacher-pupil discourse and pupil-pupil
interchanges); exposure of local research teams to primary schoo1s; fam iliarity oflocal researchers with
qualitative methods; and to generate findings that would guide future research. Phase II focuses on the use
of materials and oral and written language proficiency across the curriculum in fourteen schools. Contextual
dimensions will be examined, and the feedback into the education system will be formalized. Initial Phase II
research activities have focused on profiles of the English reading, writing, and oral language proficiency
levels of children in grades 2-5. Phase III, scheduled for 1994-1995 will focus on school and classroom
changes and strengthen the feedback loop at the regional, school and classroom levels. (Quality Link #I,
Fall 1993; #2, Spring 1994).

Guatemala

In Phase I, which corresponded to the first full year of the NEU program, lEQ studied a 10% sample of first
and second grade NEU children and a similar group of comparison children. These children, who repre­
sented both indigenous and non-indigenous or ladino children, were tested on reading, mathematics,
creativity and self-concept and their nutritional status was measured. In addition a sub-sample of children
were observed intensively during the school year and parents and teachers were surveyed regarding their
satisfaction with the program. Phase II focuses on examining the experience of the same children during the
second year ofNEU implementation and developing workshops with teachers and supervisors to review
IEQ findings and develop plans for refining the NEU program. Phase III will examine a larger sample of
schools during the expansion of the NEU program. (Trip Report #18 by Ray Chesterfield)

During Phase I, the Institut Pedagogique National (IPN) and the Institut Superieur de Formation et de
Recherche Appliquee (ISFRA) conducted field research on the child's home environment and the learning
process in the first two years of primary education. lPN's task was to study classroom practices as they
affect reading and language learning in grades one and two. Phase II research, to be initiated in early 1995,
will be divided into two components: language achievement and classroom culture. The language achieve­
ment research will compare baseline data on the language abilities of pilot school students with performance
on these measures at the mid-point and the end of Phase II. Research on classroom culture will aim to
document and analyze the context of instruction, how this context changes and improves over time, and
how it compares to the classrooms studies during Phase I and to other non-intervention classes. (Quality

Link, #3 summer 1994)

In Ghana and Mali discussions ofthe results ofclassroom research extended not only to teachers and
local administrators but also to representatives ofparents' groups and to higher-echelon administrators.
The role ofthe U. S. research support team was to offer additional professional voices to such dia­
logue. In Guatemala, by contrast, the intervention was, in effect, a given; that is, the national govern­
ment asked IEQ to evaluate the process ofimplementation and the impact ofthe NED on pupil perfor­
mance when compared to traditional multigrade schools not implementing theNED program.

Page 10 Improving Educational Quality Project
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Cycles of Quality Improvement

Figure 1 serves to complement Table 1by adding further conceptualization and description to the

planning and development ofthe project. Figure 1represents a spiraling sequence offlexible, interac­

tive planning and decision processes, the nature ofwruch can not be precisely determined in advance.

A summary ofthe roles played and the information exchanged clarifies this evolving process ofeduca­

tional improvement



After the negotiation ofthe country contract, the choice ofcountry research teams, definition ofU. S.
backstopping technical support, and the research parameters were roughly defined. The country
research teams provide leadership in the design, initiation ofclassroom observation and research, and in
the evaluation ofthe modified practices. The teams give ongoing face-to-face and written feedback to
teachers throughout the research and practice cycles and, along with a range ofother educators,
participate in the design or modification ofinterventions. Additionally, the teams, through government
channels, interact \vith educational officials from the local level to the ministries ofeducation and with
relevant intemational and bilateral organizations.

Teachers and headteachers, although not deeply involved in the initial research phase, in collaboration
with district supervisors participate in the design ofthe refined classroom practices and have the basic
responsibility for carrying out the chosen changes in practice. Teachers and headteachers have ongoing
face-to-face interaction \vith supervisors as they exchange information, assess progress and share
problems. The research tean1s, particularly in Guatemala, involve parents in the research and, in all
cow1tries, encourage the involvement of parents or community representatives in discussions and plans
to improve educational quality.

Program developers, and local or district supervisors participate in the definition and development of
modifications in practice, and provide resources and technical assistance for staffdevelopment. The
supervisors receive infonl1ation on research design and results from the research team and schools,
conUl1wucate to teachers though writing and through face-to-face meetings, and develop plans and
schedules for trairung seminars and workshops on ne\v classroom practices. Regional education
officials review the progress ofthe research and interventions and participate in organizing staffdevel­
opment, acquiring needed resources and in dissenunating information to higher echelons ofofficials on
the results ofmodifications in practice. Regional and local officials have a further responsibility for
coordinating research and practice initiated by IEQ \\ith national refom1 efforts. The national level
officials from the mirustries ofeducation and other related ministries receive periodic reports and action
plans from local and regional officials, and provide resources and oversight on dissenlliration and
implementation ofinnovations into the larger system. In addition, ministerial officials conU11unicate
policies and advice to lower echelons, and provide periodic face-to-face communication with groups of
teachers and researchers. And, when appropriate and resources are available, ministries ofeducation
sponsor regional and national conferences or "colloqs," focussed on comprehensive reform ofbasic
education or on a particular issue, e.g., language instruction, bringing a range ofnational and local
educators, including participants in the IEQ project, together in dialogue.

BecaUse ofthe traditional separation between researchers and research consumers and between
practitioners and decision makers, developing and maintaining dialogue is a serious challenge facing the
IEQ project. The demand by some teachers for research-based knowledge is not strong, and commu­
nication across layers ofeducational officials may fluctuate as priorities and personalities change in the
higher echelons ofthe educational bureaucracy. The IEQ experience in each country points to the
challenge and the amount ofeffort necessary to create satisfactory interchanges ofresearchers, practi­
tioners and policy makers.
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BOXC

EXAMPLES OF LINKING RESEARCH TO CLASSROO1\1 PRACTICE

In Ghana, the process of choosing new or modified classroom practices is facilitated by a series of local and

national seminars held for teachers and circuit supervisors and other educational officials. Classroom

research findings are reviewed by the research team and elaborated by observation of teachers. The

implications and feasibility of potential modifications of practice are discussed. After consensus is

reached, a schedule is set for the introduction of new practices. Three major strategies selected for

improving English learning are: (1) constant practice in oral English; (2) constant exposure to print; and, (3)

teaching to make every pupil a successful learner. (Quality Link #3, Summer 1994)

Guatemala

In Guatemala research findings were discussed with teachers, parents and students as part of the NEU

program's workshops reviewing the results of the first year of implementation in each region. As data

continued to be analyzed and discussed by IEQ researchers and NEU program developers, it became

apparent that the richness of the data on classroom interaction could be useful for discussions with

practitioners. Thus, the IEQ team and NEU developers worked together to develop a series of one-day

workshops for supervisors and teachers which used classroom examples to encourage reflection about

gender differences, socio-emotional development ofchildren and decentralization of learning contexts.

Additionally, frequent communication was maintained with the Minister of Education and ministry person­

nel. The minister fonnally requested IEQ to provide training in case study methodology and qualitative

research methods to designated ministry officials. (Trip Reports #15, #18. #21 by Ray Chesterfield)

Initial classroom and school research in selected primary schools identified several problems related to

language instruction and curriculum. Research on the school children uncovered health and nutritional

problems affecting school attendance and likely to directly affect learning ability. The research team

cooperated in planning and facilitating a national seminar on French language learning in Grades 1 and 2,

attended by 80 local, regional, central and international educators and decision-makers. A second seminar

for teachers gathered 71 teachers, principals, pedagogic advisors, inspectors and regional directors to .

discuss the Phase II pedagogical strategies: the pedagogy of folktales and legends, that of "small groups,"

the strategic use of maternal languages, the creation and use of didactic materials, and the introduction of

community study centers. These strategies will be introduced in selected schools for further evaluation.

(Trip Reports #20, #26 by Rick Donato and Josh Mushkin; Quality Link #3, Summer 1994)

The classroom research process and results are centrally important to the project. Such research

examines the effects ofa range oforganizational and institutional configurations on pupils with different

characteristics. The styIe ofIEQ research produces large amounts ofdata on individual students,

classrooms and schools, thus presenting opportunities for a number ofcomparative studies. Cross­

country comparative research is underway or being planned in a number ofareas including: instructional

strategies, classroom discourse analysis, health and nutrition, and on the formal and informal processes

through which research, practice and policy are linked.

DPE-5836-C-OO-1042-00
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As IEQ evolves, external research, training and other technical support is expected to remain significant
to the project's continued success. However, further project development also implies increasing self­
reliance on local teachers, headteachers, and supervisors in conducting analyses, evaluations and in
making appropriate adaptations to ongoing interventions. The teacher, through research, observation,
analysis, and reflection, becomes a key actor in defining the problem, assessing what needs to be done
and detennining what is feasible in a given context. The 10ng-tern1 goal at the classroom level is a
blurring ofdistinction between instruction and assessment. However, an understanding ofthe decision
process oflinking research to practice is necessary to interpret how the interventions are linked to
outcomes.

Four principles underly the IEQ Project. IEQ is designed to define and improve educational quality by:
fom1ing partnerships behveen teachers, researchers and other stakeholders; focusing research on
school and classroom performance and experience; connecting research to reform priorities in each
country; and measuring the value ofresearch by its utility in achieving specified quality objectives.19

ll1ese principles become operationalized in a spiral ofcycles ofplanning and actions. Over time (see
Figure 1) the cyclical process continues but with new, substantive foci. ll1Us, the IEQ model is based
on the asuumption that sustaining a process of improving the quality ofeducation in classrooms and
schools depends directly on the ability to develop ongoing partnerships ofresearchers, policy makers
and practitioners who are conunitted to generate, understand and utilize accurate quantitative and
qualitative infom1ation in their efforts to in1prove pupil perforn1ance by changing organizational and
em'ironmental conditions, developing capacity ofeducators and transfomling classroom practicess.

The classroom research undertaken by the IEQ team in each country can, in a sense, stand alone and
already is beginning to generate new insights into the importance ofdecentralizing instruction in rural
schools, the development and use oflanguage materials in basic education, and the development ofnew
instruments for the evaluation ofsuch materials. However, refmements in practice and shifts in interven­
tions are expected to continually emerge. For exan1ple, in Ghana the application ofcurriculum-based
assessment is expected to provide individualized assessments which allow placing each child on a
continua oflevels ofreading, writing and numeracy performance. This infom1ation \\111 help to define
appropriate instruction and instructional materials. Curriculun1-based assessment thus may be vie\ved
as an integral part ofthe process ofmonitoring pupil progress, the basis for continued or modified
practice, and the stin1ulus for new classroom research and analysis.20 By way ofadditional example,
although language fluency and sin1ple mathematical skills are likely to persist in utility, more attention in
the future may be given to higher order skills and advanced problem solving. And, as conditions in the
e}."temal political economy and cultural environment change, new issues ofequity and relevancy may
impact on the meaning and indicators ofquality, requiring new policies and new classroom practices.
The legacy ofIEQ, then, is expected to include not only results and impacts ofresearch but also new
motivations, capabilities and experience ofeducators in developing an action-oriented, interactive
planning process fed by classroom and school info~nationbut involving actors at different levels ofthe
educational system. As more effective ways ofrelating research, practice and policy are developed,
tllis cyclical process should mature and increasingly become self-sustaining.

SUl\1J\1ARY

Fiscal constraints, the failure ofrapidly expanding educational enrollments to achieve national economic
aspirations, the crisis in many countries over unemployed schoolleavers, and the stark reality that little
meaningful learning takes place in many schools may combine to make the 1990s a decade ofstruggle
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by developing countries to focus on educational quality. Concurrently, a more realistic approach to
effecting educational change that relies less exclusively on massive, centrally-planned efforts and gives
more attention to center-local partnerships involving researchers, policy makers and practitioners
provides a new context for ongoing improvement in educational quality at the classroom and school
levels.

The pioneering research on the effects ofschooling distinguished the comparative strength ofa broad
range offactors on influencing student achievement. The research on effective schools helped refocus
attention on characteristics ofschooling and the central roles ofteachers and administrators. Both
bodies ofresearch attempted, without full success, to be prescriptive and offer meliorative policies and
strategies. However, ifevaluated for their potential for generating hypotheses and identifying innova­
tions to be monitored and assessed, these studies \vere highly successful. Findings ofsuch studies
provided starting points for IEQ in choosing what to observe in classrooms, what data to seek at the
school level, and how to assess pupil perfonnance. Additionally, international research on educational
quality provided the broader contex'! within which IEQ country and cross-country research fmdings and
experiences could be examined, compared, and contrasted.

The IEQ project, in the three countries supported under its core contract, is an attempt to demonstrate
a research-based, classroom-focused, participatory process ofinitiating and sustaining new or refined
instructional and learning approaches \vhich, at minimum, result in improved pupil perfonnance. Ha\-ing
completed two operational years, IEQ has begun to generate valuable insights and products on the
characteristics ofclassrooms in Ghana, Guatemala, and Mali, on their potential for change, and on tlle
organization, teclmology, resources, and capacity-building necessary for continuing educatonal improve­
ment. The challenge ofthe future is to continue and deepen in each country, without necessarily impos­
ing a unified model ofthe process, the spiral ofcollaborative cycles ofresearch, analysis, policy, plan­
ning, and practice integral to inlproving educational quality.

A number ofdifficulties have been encountered in implementation ofIEQ. The problems related to
communication and coordination are as significant as those typically found in multi-country projects
supported by USAID and other bi-Iateral and international agencies. The design ofthe project requires
researchers to understand the sometimes complex and ambiguous relationships benveen research,
policy and practice, and to infornl and interact effectively with decision makers at all levels ofthe
system. Successes in this regard have been identified earlier (see endnote 16); however, changes in
educational personnel and national priorities mean that there is a continued struggle \\ithin the IEQ
project to establish new relationships and partnerships within the educational systems.

The practical success ofIEQ has been demonstrated in the increased capabilities ofhost-country
researchers, development ofresearch instrumentation, generation ofuseful classroom and pupil knowl­
edge, and evolvement ofcollaborative relationships in pur~l~itofimproved pupil learning at the school
level. Practitioners in the field, researchers, supervisors and educational officials, are responding
favorably to the concept and on-site experiences ofIEQ. Enough evidence has been acquired to lend
credibility to the basic IEQ model. In addition to its practical impact, which is expected to increase as
the project continues, IEQ presents a remarkable opportunity for adding to international research
knowledge through a number ofcross-country comparative studies. By way ofexample, the possibility
ofa multi-year, longitudinal, three-country comparative study ofthe spiral ofcycles ofresearch, practice
and planned system change could make an enonnous and unique contribution to the extant method­
ological, theoretical and policy knowledge ofeducational change.
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