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232 CLASIROOM PROCESS DATA AND THE IMPROVEMENT OF TEACHING

nificant compared with the large differences across cultures in the ways that
teachers teach. 1S, teachers, for example, have varied ways of providing feed-
back to students who are working on math problems during seatwork. Bul these
variations pale in size when we realize that virtually all U.S. teachers tell students
how to solve the problem before they ask the students 1o solve it, whereas most
times Japanese teachers do not. We tend not to notice those aspects of cultural
activities that are shared, focusing instead on features that vary. But it may well
be that the aspects of teaching that are widely shared in a cullure are the ones that
have the most impact on student learning,

One important implication of this fact about teaching is that it shifts our
focus somewhat from the study of teachers to the study of teaching. Because the
literature on classroom indicators has been largely an American one, it has tended
to focus on aspects of teaching that vary in our culiure. But we need to focus as
well on identifying the shared cultural seripts that underlie most or all of what we
gee inside American classrooms. The improvement of teaching over time may be
much greater if we focus on changing widely shared scripts than if we focus on
understanding variations in the competence with which teachers use the scripts.

Research Questions

Viewing classroom instruction as a complex system and as a cultural activily
Jeads us 1o identify several important research guestions to guide our inguiry inte
instructional gualicy.

+ What kinds of instructional systems can we idenlify? How can we describe
these systems? This will involve, minimally, identifying the key elements of the
classeoom lesson and deseribing the ways in which these elements interact.

+ What kinds of guantitative indicators can we develop to assess the func-
tioning of different types of instructional systems? What are the processes that
alfect these indicators? We must quantify the descriptions developed in response
tor the first research question if we are going to validate them across large numbers
of classrooms.

« What is the role of the student in ditferent instructional systems? What
are the processes by which smudents learn from classroom instruction, and what
characteristics of different instructional systems affect how much students learn?
These are key questions, a5 our interest in instruction rests on the assumption that
student learning is affected by instruction,

» What is the tole of the teacher in different instructional systems? How
can teaching be improved? Again, we assume that teachers play a critical role in
shaping the nature and quality of instruction in the classroom.

Each of these general research questions can be approached through various
analytic frames, For example, classroom lessons can be described on a mare

JAMES W, STIGLER AND MICHELLE PEREY 233

macrolevel in terms of activity stractures {e.g., classwork or seatwork) or from a
more microanalytic level {e.g., detailed analysis of discourse patterns as they
unfold throughout the lesson),

Units and Methods of Analysis

Starting with the assumption that ¢lassroom instruction is a complex cultural
system, we have proposed a broad set of research questions. The complexity of
instruction also has implications for the units and methods of analysis we choose.

Classrooms must be studied using units that make sense and that preserva the
crucial aspects of the system. These units might be relatively large (e.g., units,
arade levels), but they are probably not smaller than the classroom lesson. Class-
room lessons have ecological validity from the teacher's point of view, Teachers
plan their days in terms of lessons: “First we'll de math, then social studies.”
Lessons are goal directed and orchestrated by the teacher. The explicit goal of
the lesson might be a student learning goal, or it may simply be the completion of
some series of activities, Regardless of the poal, the lesson itself can only be
understood in relation to the goal, Although we can study the lesson through
different lenses (e.p., we can study the nature of classroom discourse or the
patterning of teacher-student interactions), we will need to caollect information
about the context in which the processes oparate,

It is also important 1o note at the outset that both qualitative and quantitative
analyses will be required in our efforts to understand and improve classroom
learning., The first research question we listed is one that must be answered
through qualitative analysis. Identifying parts of lessons and figuring out how
the parts interact to produce student learning reguire a qualitative analysis of the
instructional process, Once the process has been described, however, it is useful
to develop indicators that can be used to validate and refine the descriptive model
of instruction.

Mot only do we need both qualitative and quantitative data, we alse need a
way to link the two kinds of data together.  As we will see, this has been a
problem with more traditional approaches to the study of classroom processes,

TRADITIONAL METHODS: SURVEYS AND
NARRATIVE DESCRIPTIONS

Most commonly we have relied on surveys to collect data on elassrooms.
Additionally, narrative descriptions have been used as a method of collecting
classtoom data. In this section, we review those methods. In particular, first we
provide descriptions and overviews of the data forms. Next, we examing w/hal we
typically learn from data collected wilh each of these methods, Finally, we offer
an evaluation of each of these methods, with some attention to both the limita-
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