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Choices

Improving Educational Quality:
Conceptual Issues, the Ideal IEQ Approach,
and the IEQI Experience

Introduction

Multilateral and bilateral agency officials, international
nongovernmental organization representatives, national ministry personnel,
educational researchers, regional and local school administrators, teachers,
students, parents, and other community members confront explicitly or
implicitly a number of choices' as they pursue the goal of improving
educational quality. These choices are signaled by the following questions:

How should one define educational quality?

What sources of knowledge should one draw on to assess the quality
of education and to make decisions about policy and practice?

If empirical research is to be one such source, what paradigm(s)
should be adopted and what data collection and analysis approaches
should be used?

On what level(s) should the research focus?

Who should be involved in designing and conducting the research
and evaluation studies?

Who should be involved in deliberations concerning research and/or
other sources of knowledge toward analyzing existing educational
policies and practices and identifying changes and non-changes with
respect to future educational policies and practices?

Should efforts to implement and sustain changes in educational
policies and practices be pursued via centralized and/or decentralized
strategies? and

What kinds of capacities need to be developed among which groups
of participants in order to facilitate the research, policy, and practice
initiatives identified above and how should this capacity development
be undertaken?

In this paper, organized into sections focused on the sets of
questions identified above, we first review the literature to conceptualize the
range of theoretically available choices. Then, to elaborate this



conceptualization we examine the principles and practices associated with the
Improving Educational Quality IEQ) project.”

More specifically, we describe the choices highlighted in the “ideal
approach” of the IEQ project and illustrate the choices made — and the
constraining/enabling factors that affected such choices — in the activities in
three core countries involved in the first phase of IEQ (1991-1996): Ghana,
Guatemala, Mali.

Definitions of Educational Quality
One can distinguish definitions of quality that focus on one or more
of the following aspects:

e inputs (fiscal and other resources as well as characteristics of
students, teachers, administrators, instructional materials, and
facilities);

® processes (nature of interaction in educational activities involving
students, teachers, administrators, materials, and technologies);

o content (knowledge, skills, and attitudes being transmitted through
the curriculum);

e outputs (relatively short-term consequences, such as students’
cognitive achievement, completion rates, certification, skills,
attitudes, and values); and/or

e outcomes (longer term consequences, such as school leavers’
employment, earnings, civic participation, and other attitudes,
values, and behaviors).’

And within each aspect, clearly, there is a range of choices. For example,
with respect to content, one can emphasize different curricular subject areas,
different perspectives, and different depths of knowledge. Moreover, the
following terms sometimes have been equated with quality in relation to
education: a) effectiveness (degree to which goals or objectives are achieved),
b) internal efficiency (the relation between inputs and outputs), ) external
efficiency (the relation between inputs and outcomes), and d) equzty (fairness
across social and cultural groups in the distribution of access to schooling,
exposure to different types of content and processes, and outputs and
outcomes)."

The ideal IEQ) approach addresses the issue of defining educational
quality at times by stating that the project’s activities “are designed to
promote dialogue about [the meaning of] educational quality in different
social and economic contexts;” This is in line with the way that the overall
IEQ approach is characterized as not being “carved in stone” but rather
evolving with the work in a particular country.” At other times a range of
definitions of educational quality are suggested or implied:



Inputs: teacher preparation, “school environment][,]
...learning abilities and knowledge ... [children]| bring to
school,” “health and well being of the child and family,” and
“parental involvement in the management of the school;”

Processes: “the conditions and relationships within the

classroom,” “what ... teachers do in class,” and “teaching
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and classroom management techniques;”

Content: “the nature of the curricula and how they are
implemented in schools” and “the connection between
curriculum objectives and the learner’s own experiences
within their communities™

Outputs: “how much learning actually takes place,” “degree
of mastery achieved by those in the educational system,” and
“how well all succeed ... in learning according to their
learning styles;”9 and

Outcomes: the degree to which “children are learning and
developing their abilities both for their own good and for the
community and nation” and “what is learned contributes to
society ... to social well being as well as economic

progress.”"”

During its first five years (1991-1996), the IEQ project in Ghana,

Guatemala, and Mali was organized around different definitions of
educational quality, though outputs (especially cognitive measures of
achievement) tended to be given more weight. For instance, in Guatemala
the research activity was initially designed as a longitudinal evaluation study
of the Nueva Escuela Unitaria INEU) component of the USAID project, Basic
Education Strengthening. A range of variables were studied, indicating the
measures of educational quality that were considered: parental involvement,
child’s health status, child’s cognitive ability, child’s socio-emotional
development, teacher’s implementation of the program strategies in the
classroom, child’s language proficiency, and child’s orientation and capacity
for participating in civic affairs. The first two variables functioned as an
input measures, the next two variables were treated as both input and
outcome measures, the implementation of the program variable constituted a
process measure, and the last variable can be seen as an output measure of
educational quality.

Sources of Knowledge

Part of researchers’ critique or lament about policymakers and
practitioners is that the latter two groups obtain information from sources
other than researchers (e.g., administrators, practitioners, politicians,



planners, journalists, clients, interest groups, aides, friends) and make use of
other sources of knowledge besides scientific research and evaluation studies
(e.g., professional experience, personal experience, political insight, intuition,
and judgments)."" Most scholars (and many educational policymakers and
practitioners) would agree that vital decisions within educational systems “are
taken without sufficient knowledge and information of the array of
possibilities open to meet specific needs”'” and that countries “should
dramatically increase utilization of research in education,”” in part based on
the belief that research knowledge will be helpful in “promoting useful
change.”"

Researchers’ severest critique of policymakers and practitioners
focuses on subjective and ideological bias. Research cannot influence policy
to great extent, so the argument goes, because policies are decided on
ideological rather than technical, objective grounds.15 However, this critique
should be considered in relation to whether or not one views the scientific
research enterprise as a purely technical and objective endeavor. While “the
oldest and still the most common storyline about research portrays
researchers as heroes and [objective| research as the source of solutions to
our problems,” a contrasting narrative about scholars’ activity derives from
the claims that “no knowledge is objective; ... all knowledge is a cultural and
historical artifact; and ... all knowledge serves the interests of certain
individuals and groups and is counter to the interests of others and
consequently knowledge is inevitably political.”'® Since research can be seen
as political in the determination of “the directions and topics of research”
and the interpretation of “the results of research,”"’ it seems inappropriate
for researchers to focus on criticizing the sources of knowledge that
policymakers’ and practitioners’ use. Rather the nature and potential
contribution of these various sources of knowledge — including
commissioned'® and non-commissioned or previously published — should be
understood and appreciated.

The ideal IEQ) approach places a clear emphasis on empirical
research as a source of knowledge in policy and practice decisions, though it
does not rule out the contribution of other knowledge sources. The
emphasis on research-based knowledge is signaled first of all in statements
that indicate that policies and practices proposed within the project are
grounded in previously undertaken and published research. For example,
informal and active teaching and student-directed learning, which are
promoted within the IEQ project, “reflect the increasing body of [research]
knowledge about the conditions that enhance learning.”"” The emphasis on
research-based knowledge is also embedded in statements about how
research conducted within the IEQ project in a given country should be
designed and used to inform the policy and practice reform initiatives. For
instance, it is said that “[m]eaningful discussion and action to improve the
quality of education must include concrete information about ...
instructional practice, pupil performance and the classroom environment
and that “[t]he results of tests of children and of observations and interviews
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provide a concrete base from which teachers, parents and education system
officials can look critically at the quality of education.”'

During the first five years of the IEQ project in Ghana, Guatemala,
and Mali, a range of sources of knowledge were drawn upon by school, local,
provincial, national, and international policymakers and practitioners.
Research-based knowledge available in the literature and knowledge derived
from research undertaken by host country research teams constituted key
sources as decisions about policy and practice were made. So did political
and professional knowledge that derived from the lived experience of policy
malkers and practitioners. Two developments in Mali are illustrative.”

First, it appears that experienced-based knowledge about the political
context rather than research-based knowledge about teaching and learning
was influential in determining the IEQ project’s language-of-instruction
focus. Initially, IEQ project research and anticipated interventions were
focused on French language learning. This focus was encouraged by an
official in USAID/Mali, based in patt on research conducted under the
auspices of a related USAID development project (Basic Education
Expansion Project) which evidenced limited French language literacy among
Malian children. However, this USAID/Mali official also discouraged a
focus on bilingual approaches, involving French and one of the maternal
languages, despite the facts that a) there were approximately 100 schools
implementing bilingual programs and b) an evaluation (conducted in the
context of the USAID-funded Advancing Basic Education and Literacy
project in the late 1980s) provided favorable results from a national
experiment in the use of maternal languages as part of a transition bilingual
program. The USAID/Mali official discouraged a focus on bilingual
education because, he argued, U.S.-funded projects should avoid actions that
might be interpreted by the French government as interfering with French-
Malian relations, particularly in the area of language policy.

Thus, the first phase of IEQ project research in Mali examined
teaching and learning in French immersion program schools. However, a
new Minister of Basic Education took office in January 1994 and launched an
educational reform initiative, Nouvelle Ecole Fondamentale (New Fundamental
School or NEF), designed to promote the teaching of maternal languages as
part of a convergent method to promote bilingualism. The new Minister
announced that all educational projects in Mali, including IEQ, would need
to be cohesive with NEF. Because IEQ’s continued operation in Mali was
threatened and because some Malian and U.S.-consultant researchers were in
favor of a focus on the use of maternal languages, the sample for the second
phase of the research was changed to include schools with bilingual
programs — to the satisfaction of the new Minister.

Second, the first phase of IEQ research suggested that a variety of
factors had an influence on students' success in learning French. These
factors included students' attendance in preschools and Koranic schools, the



use of French in students' homes, the distance from home to school for
students, the level of education of students' parents, the availability of study
areas with lighting in students' homes, community-school relations, the
children’s opportunity to take books home, and the use of creative,
nonofficial teaching strategies by teachers. Other factors were found not to
discriminate between “good” and “poot” students and/or “petforming” and
“nonperforming’ schools, although these were separated into
“nondiscriminating” and “qualified nondiscriminating” factors. The latter
factors, while not related to student or school performance in the IEQ Phase
I research, were considered worthy of further consideration because either
other research or professional insights indicated that they should be
discriminating factors. These included the child’s liking folk tales, ability to
recite legends in her/his maternal language, physical and nutritional health,
use of maternal language in the classroom, as well as the teacher’s use of
student groups, gestures, concretizing lessons, and didactic materials.

Initially, the following intervention ideas were decided upon for
piloting in Phase 1I:

e teacher training to facilitate the better use of teacher manuals and
guides and to promote the use of didactic materials, folk tales,
and small group instruction in large classes;

e improving pupil transportation between home and school;

e creating school canteens to improve pupils' health and nutrition;
and

e cstablishing community centers to provide supervised settings
with good conditions for studying.

Eventually, however, only the first and fourth interventions listed above were
pursued — in order to make the project more manageable. What is
noteworthy with regard to sources of knowledge is that only the second and
fourth proposed interventions were derived from IEQ research findings,
while the first and third proposed interventions were promoted based on
knowledge detived from professional experience and/or other research.

Methodological Paradigms and Research Approaches

Table 1 summarizes key differences between three major
methodological paradigms within which educational researchers may situate
their inquiry: positivist, interpretivist, and critical science. Although there is
an on-going debate regarding the theoretical and practical possibilities of
combining approaches and techniques from the different traditions,” we
concur with Hammersley™ that there is a need to keep an "open mind."”
Regardless of how one views the compatibility of the traditions, awareness of
the alternatives within and among them is critical to informed choices about
research.



Table 2 summarizes the methodological choices between and within
the positivist and interpretivist scientific traditions.”® We do not discuss
separately methodological choices within the critical science tradition, as it
incorporates assumptions about the nature of theoretical knowledge and the
social wotld reflective of the other two traditions.”’

TABLE 1: KEY ELEMENTS OF THREE SCIENTIFIC TRADITIONS
ELEMENTS Conception of Conception of the Social | Scientist's Role in the
Theoretical World Social World
Knowledge
Positivist Science universal, context causal relations among neutral, detached,
free, "objective” variables (social facts) objective inquirer
Interpretivist Science Context-dependent; web of meaning and "empathetic neutrality,"2
orientation to action, continually being | involved subjectively to
"grounded theory"28 socially constructed collect and interpret data
Critical Science Either either committed and engaged;
seeks understanding to
foment progressive social
change
TABLE 2: APPROACHES TO INQUIRY IN THE POSITIVIST AND
INTERPRETIVIST SCIENTIFIC TRADITIONS
APPROACH » Positivist Science Interpretivist Science
W COMPONENT

Research Design

"true experimental” designs or designs
labeled causal-comparative," "quasi-
experimental,” "ex post facto,"
"correlational," or "survey research."30

participant observation,
nonparticipant observation, and
interviewing only3! in single- or multi-
site investigations®2 undertaken by an
individual or a team of researchers.33

Sampling Simple random, systematic, quota, or | "theoretical sampling"35 or "criterion-
convenience sampling approaches based selection:" to generalize or
(stratified or not) to enable extrapolate from the findings in one
generalization to populations of people | setting, but also "case-to-case
and settings® transfer" or "analytic generalization."

Data Gathering Giving tests,3” administering Observations (recorded in field
questionnaires,® conducting notes), interviews, documents and
interviews,3® or using observation other artifacts, still photography, and
schedules.*0 audio and video recordings.4!

Data Analysis Descriptive statistics on individual on-going process employing a variety

variables and strength and/or
significance of relationships among
variables using nonparametric
statistics or

parametric statistics*?

of inductive and deductive reasoning
process to break-down, synthesize,
and search for patterns within data*3




In the ideal IEQ) approach researchers draw on a variety of different
research approaches within different methodological paradigms. This
multiple paradigm approach was signaled in the original project proposal,
in part by stressing that in addition to the use of more typical “[positivist]
scientific” approach, the consortium would make “extensive use of
anthropological methods ... [which] allow us to understand the
intervention process from the perspective of the actors in the schools and
communities.”* At other times this approach was communicated simply
by statements such as “IEQ ... [uses| a variety of qualitative and
quantitative instruments.”” Moreover, the issues were addressed in
considerable detail in one project paper.*

During the first five years of the IEQ) project in Ghana, Guatemala,

and Mali, a variety of research approaches within different methodological
paradigms were employed in terms of design, sampling, data collection,
and data analysis. While the variety of approaches was valued by host-
country researchers and U.S.-consultant researchers, the findings from
positivist tradition research appeared to have more credibility with
policymakers. These general points can be illustrated by the experience in
Ghana."’

During Phase I the host country research team collected data
from eighteen P1-P6 classrooms in 6 primary schools through classroom
and pupil observations and interviews with teachers, pupils, parents, and
community and school leaders. The observations included the use of
structured schedules to produce variables (in the positivist tradition) as
well as field note recording (in the interpretivist tradition). Overall, the
latter tradition dominated as the researchers sought to understand what
was happening (or not occurring) in particular classrooms, rather than to
discover generalizable “laws” that could determine practices to be
employed in all classrooms. Based on input from policymakers,
patticularly a USAID/Ghana official, however, the paradigmatic
emphasis shifted during the second phase of the research. After
considerable deliberation, and with some reluctance, the host country
research team adopted the following recommendations made by this
USAID/Ghana official:

e expand the sample of schools from 6 to 14 schools (7
experimental and 7 control schools) and include schools from
two rather than one region of the country;

e focus on identifying “new instructional strategies which might
be used nationwide;” and

e limit the study to the investigation of teaching and learning of
English (and not math and science).

Also, at least in part because of views expressed by Ghanaian and U.S.
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policymakers, it was decided to develop and use systematic measures of
pupil proficiency, quantitative, curriculum-based assessments approach,
in an effort to document (in a positivist manner) whether the
instructional strategies employed in the “experimental” schools led to
higher student performance than occurred in the “control” schools,
where no new instructional strategies were introduced. The host country
research team continued to collect qualitative data (in line with an
interpretivist paradigm), though even some of the data collected during
unstructured observations and semi-structured interviews was
transformed into variables so they could be analyzed in relation to the
pupil performance measures. Thus, a more positivist approach came to
dominate the research in Ghana, at least with respect to the findings that
were reported and discussed in national gatherings of policymakers,
practitioners, and citizens.

Level(s) of Research Focus

A critical choice in designing educational research regards what might
be termed the level of research focus. One can identify the following
levels: individual student or teacher, small group of students or teachers,
classroom, school, local, provincial, and national schools system or
community. Hammersley" argues that: "if we are to understand the work
of schools, and to improve or change their role, then above all we have to
understand what occurs in classrooms ... where the real business of
education is supposed to take place." However, Adams et al.”’ suggest that
one can only effectively undertake and adequately understand efforts to
improve educational quality if one considers the proximate and remote
environments of classroom activity. As Delamont™ explains: "The
classroom has to be seen against the background of an on-going
educational system operating at the school, local and national level" and
"against large scale social and economic processes."

In the ideal IEQ) approach research conducted in and about
classrooms is stressed, though research related to other levels, particularly
the school level, is also acknowledged as being potentially valuable. To
illustrate, it is said that IEQ project research “[[Jearns about school and
classroom experiences of educators and pupils™' and that “meaningful
discussion and action to improve the quality of education must include
concrete information about pupils in the classroom.””

During the five years of the IEQ) project in Ghana, Guatemala,

and Mali, research was primarily focused on classrooms but also on
school and local community levels.” The press for studying extra-
classroom factors came from the researchers, who were interested either
in understanding the effects of these factors (e.g., family nutrition, home
lighting, and community sanitation in Mali) on student cognitive
achievement or in controlling for the effects of such factors (e.g.,
language spoken by parents in Guatemala) when examining the
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relationship between classroom-based instructional interventions and on
student cognitive achievement.

Participants in the Research Process*

Those most likely to be involved in research processes are
individuals who are identified by themselves and by others as
“researchers.” Researchers chosen to participate in any project may vary
with respect to their institutional bases (local, provincial, and national
government units; bilateral and multilateral agencies; nongovernmental
organizations, including think tanks, consulting firms, and foundations;
and universities);” citizenship (“native” to the country in which the
activity is being undertaken and those who are “foreigners”); cultural
context of their training (indigenous domestic, foreign influenced
domestic, or foreign institutions);* and their status and power (in terms of
university faculty ranks and tenure status, formal organizational/
administrative positions, editors and manuscript reviewers of journals,
books, and professional organization conference program, and grant
applications).”

Many scholars, policymakers, and practitioners, however, have
lamented that too often research is done by researchers (in isolation from
policy makers and practitioners) and then the knowledge obtained is
disseminated via conference presentations, research reports, articles, or
books (targeted primarily to an audience of other researchers).” In recent
years, perhaps more so in "developed" countries, educational researchers in
conjunction with policy makers, administrators, and teachers have sought
to employ (and write about) strategies for strengthening the links between
theory/research and educational policy/practice.” The following strategies
reflect choices in how theorists/researchers and policymakers/
practitioners participate in the research process:”

»  Jiaison, which involves creating a new role’' — variously referred to as
“knowledge brokers,”” “linkers,”* “research brokers,”** and
“translators,”® — responsible for facilitating at least the one-way
transmission of knowledge from theorists and researcher to
policymakers and practitioners.”

= policy/ practice-oriented research, which has been termed “applied
research,”®’ “case study,”(’8 decision-otiented educational research,”
“evaluation research,”” “interest” (versus “curiosity”) driven
research,” “policy-relevant research,”” “policy research,”” and
“practice driven research,”™ requires that researchers develop a "client
orientation" and "work hard at trying to understand the information
needs of the client and to meet those needs;"”

" policymaker/ practitioner research, referred to as “practitioner research,’
“administrators as ethnographers”’’ and “teacher research,””
involves teachers and administrators (and, by logical extension,

576
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policymakers) pursuing theory/research activities as part of their
responsibilities;”” and

" collaborative action research involves policymakers and practitioners in
conceptualizing and designing studies; selecting samples; and
collecting, analyzing, and interpreting data in collaboration with
(rather than separate from) those whose primary roles and identities
are that of theorist/researcher.*

The ideal IEQ approach describes a research/policy/practice process
in which a range of stakeholders (foreign and host country researchers,
policymakers, practitioners, parents, and other citizens) are to be
involved. This involvement is seen as occurring within a framework that
we described above as policy/practice-oriented research. That is, non-
researcher stakeholders are viewed as involved primarily in the
interpretation of research findings and less stress is put on non-
researcher stakeholders designing and conducting investigations. To
illustrate, after researchers conduct the assessment, members of “the
community and education system are then helped to assimilate the
findings from the assessment phase through meetings, dialogue, seminars
and conferences. Assessment data are presented to generate a discussion
of their implications for the quality of the educational system.”'
However, some attention is also given to teachers, head teachers and
supervisors| as researchers. For instance, “teachers as researchers should
focus on identifying those who are not in school or in community
learning centers, and why.”*

During the first five years of the IEQ) project in Ghana,

Guatemala, and Mali, the activities of theorists/researchers and
policymakers/practitioners involved with the project were most often in
line with a “policy/practice-otiented” approach. It should be noted,
however, that a number of activities were organized to promote the
discussion about (and perhaps interpretation of) research findings by
host-country policymakers, educators, parents, and other citizens as well
as bilateral and multilateral agency representatives. Moreover, there were
some notable cross-national and across-time variations in the degree to
which non-researchers participated more actively in the research process.
The model that characterized the relationships between
theorist/researchers and policymakers/practitioners also seemed to differ
depending on whether the relations were examined at the school, local
education authority, provincial, national, or international level. The cases
of Guatemala and Ghana are illustrative.”

The Guatemalan case seems to best fit the “policy/practice-
oriented research” model. Researchers consulted with policy-makers and
practitioners — including those working at international, national,
regional, and local levels; collected and analyzed data viewed to be
relevant to key decisions; and then reported on the findings. Particularly
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during the first phase of the project in Guatemala, it was the government
authorities and educators who took charge of training for and
implementing changes designed to improve educational quality.
Although the IEQ research coordinator increasingly played a role in
training activities, this primarily consisted of reporting on the research
findings and illustrating the differences between the Nueva Escuela
Unitaria NEU) and non-NEU classroom activities using transcribed
excerpts of videos filmed during the research. In two cases, however, the
relationships differed from that associated with the policy/practice-
oriented model. The first was that the Colombian consultant, who was
heading up the NEU project — having been hired for the job by a U. S.
consulting firm, was an active participant in designing the research and
interpreting the findings. Through the role he played in the research
activities, he stretched beyond what might be seen as the typical role for a
policy maker or practitioner. The second case involved the

teachers/ multiplicadores, who became involved in disseminating the TEQ
research findings in their efforts to promote the expansion of the NEU
approach to instruction. While not involved in data collection and
analysis, these teachers took on interpretation and dissemination roles
traditionally associated primarily with researchers.

In Ghana, particularly at the beginning of the project, researchers’
relationships with national ministry officials (and USAID and
international organization representatives) generally resembled those that
are associated with the policy/practice-oriented model. Researchers
conducted research while ministry officials and agency personnel
determined policies. One notable exception to this characterization at
the national/international, however, was observed hinting toward
collaborative action research model. This involved, as noted above, a
USAID/Ghana official, who had a major influence on the research
design in the second phase of data collection. At the local and regional
levels in Ghana the relationships between researchers and educational
practitioners (especially head teachers and circuit supervisors) developed
in ways to make them even more in line with a “collaborative action
research” model. Over the course of the project, head teachers and
circuit supervisors increasing participated in the research efforts to
document the activities of teachers and students, and they assumed full
responsibility for conducting the research in the third phase after fiscal
and time constraints prevented host-country research team members
from participating,.

Participants in Policymaking and Practice Arena*

Those most likely to be involved in policymaking and practice arenas
are people who are identified by themselves and by others as educational
“policymakers” or “practitioners.” However, even if only policymakers
and/or practitioners participate, they vary with respect to: status and
power. For example, although policymakers (and practitioners) in
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“developing” countries are not passive in the development assistance
interaction, differences in symbolic and material resources make it
difficult for a real dialogue to occur between “donors” and “recipients.”
Fears of loss of funding if “developed” country ideas are not accepted is
coupled with recognition that “developed” countries’ ideas can be used
as status symbols within national and international contexts, whether or
not one agrees with them. Thus, even sincere efforts at dialogue may
yield a more uni-directional (sometimes viewed as a top-down) flow of
information between policymakers and experts/consultants associated
with multilateral organizations and bilateral agencies in “developed”
countries, on one side, and policymakers and practitioners from
“developing” countries on the other.

As with the case of participation in the research process, there have
been some calls for researchers to become more directly and actively
involved in the educational policymaking and practice arenas.*’
However, none of the approaches discussed in the previous section
promote such a role change for theorists/researchers.” Another
approach for linking theorists/researchers and
policymakers/practitioners, what we call research as collective praxis,
implicates members of both theorist/researcher and
policymaker/practitioner communities in substantial role changes.” Key
assumptions of the “research as collective praxis” model are that a)
researchers acknowledge and act upon their political commitments and b)
they do so in the context of theorizing and practice (i.e., praxis) with both
professionals and non-professionals, such as students and community
members.” In this way, the line between "researcher" and "policy maker"
or "practitioner" becomes blurred as those who identify (or are typified)
primarily as playing one of these roles, in fact, play both. Not only do
policy makers, administrators, teachers, students, and community members
participate in research, but "researchers" become active participants in
various settings, working with others to understand and change schools
and society.”

Choices of who participates in decision making about policy and
practice in education would also include: parents, students, and other
citizens. Such participation in school affairs is generally valued because it
enables “democratic” influence on educational policies and practice.”
However, we should remember that there are different forms and levels
of participation, not all of which are related to significant influence on or
authority in the decision-making process’ and that efforts to promote
participation, particularly token forms, may reflect an “underlying crisis in
democratic institutions,” which creates a need to legitimize the status quo
by defining certain areas within which ‘democratic participation’ can

92
occut.”

The ideal IEQ) approach gives preference to participation by a
variety of groups in the processes of making decisions about policy and
practice.” This preference is in line with the general IEQ philosophy of
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working in “collaborat[ion] with developing countries undertaking
educational reform.”” The statements below are illustrative:

* The IEQ project is designed to develop a “country by country
focus ... and to involve people throughout the educational
system, such as those responsible for setting policy, developing
tests, training teachers, writing textbooks, teaching pupils, and
supervising teachers.””

*  “[S]tudents, parents, teachers and community leaders [should]
become involved in determining school contents and in assessing
their validity for their lives ... [and] share these experiences
between communities and with District Education Offices and
Ministries of Education.””

During the first five years of the IEQ project in Ghana, Guatemala,

and Mali, the following groups participated in discussions about, and
perhaps had some input in, decisions about educational policy and
practice: host country policymakers, administrators, supervisors, teachers,
students, parents, other community members as well as nongovernmental
organization, bilateral agency, and multilateral agency officials. Such
opportunities for participation were organized through international,
national, regional, and local gatherings (e.g., an international conference
in Guatemala, a national Co/logne in Mali, and regional and school level
meetings convened in Ghana). Interestingly, however, (host country and
U.S.-consultant) researchers generally played a limited role with respect
to policy and practice planning and implementation.”

As noted above in Ghana and Guatemala, the relationships between
researchers and educational policymakers and practitioners were in many
ways similar to those associated the policy/practice-otiented model. The
host country research team, representing research units in the two
ministries of education, consulted primarily with national- and
international-level educational policymakers and practitioners prior to
conducting research that they (and U.S. consultants) perceived to be
relevant to improving educational quality. The research team then
reported their findings to local as well as national and international
audiences of policy makers and practitioners. Two exceptions were
observed in Ghana. First, during the final year of the IEQ project the
coordinator of the research team was appointed to be a member of the
Ministry of Education’s Executive Committee for Teacher Training, thus
incorporating her more formally into a national policy-making role.
Second, during the latter phases of the project host country researchers
assumed a fairly active role in promoting educational change, not only
through participating in the organization and implementation of training
workshops but also in assuming quasi-supervisory roles in relation to
teachers and, thus, quasi-collegial roles in relation to head teachers and
circuit supervisors.
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Moreover, while in general a policy/practice-otriented model fit
the case in Mali. Malian researchers (who worked within research units
of government ministries) took a more active role in the policy and
practice arenas, e.g., training and supervising teachers to implement the
instructional strategies and other interventions developed within the IEQ
project. Thus, in Mali the researchers’ role was more in line with that
implied by the “research as collective practice” model, in that they
became more directly and actively involved in the process of
(educational) change.” The same can be said for at least one of the U.S.-
consultant researchers, who drew on his general theory/research
knowledge and professional experience to recommend various
interventions to be implemented, despite their not being found to be
factors affecting language achievement during the first phase of the
research.

Implementing and Sustaining Policies/Practices in

(De)centralized Systems

Implementation can be conceived as “the process of putting into
practice an idea, program, or set of activities and structures new to the
people attempting or expected to change.”” Fullan goes on to explain
that the idea (etc.) “may be externally imposed or voluntarily sought;
explicitly defined in detail in advance or developed and adapted
incrementally through use; designed to be used uniformly or deliberately
planned so that the users can make modifications according to the
perceptions of the needs of the situation.”'™ The last contrast, of course,
is related to a frequently debated choice in approach to implementing and
sustaining educational changes, that of centralization versus
decentralization as an approach for organizing educational systems.""
Moreover, even when pursuing decentralization, there are different
approaches to decentralization, including deconcentration, delegation,
devolution, and privatization.'”

Issues of participation and ownership are particularly important if one
considers not only the initial phase of implementing educational change
but also subsequent phase of activity associated with sustaining efforts to
improve educational quality. Adams et al. distinguish between two
elements:

® the process of initiating change, which may include: anticipating
the available supports and obstacles; mobilizing supports;
creating necessary organizational adaptations; identifying and
involving stakeholders; and developing a process of
communication and understanding among key actors in order to
achieve a working consensus about the new intervention or
practice,103 and
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» the process of sustaining change,'"* which depends upon: the

ability to generate, understand, and utilize information on
evolving intervention, performance, and contextual conditions.
... A few influential and committed individuals may have been
sufficient to introduce the new practices; however, sufficient
resources, sound planning and [organizational] development
activities, efficient information networks, strong individual
commitment, and continually improving technical skills are likely
to be necessary during the continuation phase.'”

The ideal IEQ) approach focuses on linking educational policy and
practice at various levels of the system regardless of the degree of
(de)centralization. The quotes below are illustrative:

= The IEQ project conducts classroom-anchored research to
improve “the day-to-day practice of teaching ... and “to inform
[national education] sectoral policy.”

*  Following the assessment and assimilation of the IEQ cycle of activity,
action is planned and implemented to improve “learning
throughout the system.”

During the first five years of the IEQ) project in Ghana, Guatemala,

and Mali efforts to implement and sustain educational quality took place in the
context of systems that had strong centralized traditions that were opening up
to some degrees of decentralization. One aspect of the strategy, as noted
above, was to encourage and facilitate the participation of a variety of groups
at the local, regional, national, and international level. It also entailed drawing
on classroom-anchored research to shape policies and practices at the various
levels of the system.'”

To begin with, in each of three countries IEQ research was focused
generally on a major national educational reform initiative, which both
predated IEQ and was (at least in part) funded — and, therefore, shaped — by
an extra-national organization (USAID)."” And in the case of Mali, the
Nouvelle Ecole Fondamentale reform, introduced by a new Minister of
Education just prior to the beginning of the second cycle of the IEQ
research, was also a centrally — in this case, nationally — determined policy, on
which IEQ researchers were required to focus. Moreover, in all three
countries, many of the initial research design decisions were made based on
the advice of — or at least with the approval of — officials at the “center,”
whether nationally (i.e., representatives of ministries) or internationally (i.e.,
representatives of USAID missions and international organizations).
Additionally, prominent dialogue efforts were undertaken in a centralized
context in which many participants were representatives of national and
international agencies.
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A somewhat decentralized structure for IEQ efforts to link research
to educational policy and practice in each country, however, is indicated by
the fact that these national events — the conferences, colloques, seminars, and
advisory committee meetings — often included administrators, supervisors,
teachers, and parents from the local areas in which the IEQ research and
other activities were being conducted. Furthermore, many dialogue activities
were organized on a regional or local school level, thus creating opportunities
for a more decentralized approach to developing and refining classroom
teaching practices stemming from ideas generated by IEQ research or based
on professional insights of host country or U.S.-consultant researchers. In
the context of IEQ-related activities in all three countries there was certainly
an increase in the level of local participation in discussing and shaping
educational practice.

With respect to educational policy, though, the IEQ project inserted
itself into, and functioned for the most part as a part of, a centralized process
of planning and implementation. In a sense the IEQ activity at the regional
and local level served to disseminate and promote the policy (and practice)
reforms that had been determined centrally — whether at the national or
international level. Generally, local input was sought mainly for identifying
problems with and solutions for implementation of the nationally and
internationally determined reforms in educational policy and practice.

One notable exception to this conclusion is worth mentioning, in
that while it provides an example of “bottom-up” policy change, it clarifies
how those at the top or center of the system retains considerable control
over at least the timing of policy reforms. The case in point occurred in
Ghana. In 1993, the host country researchers reported at the “Conference
on Improving the Educational Quality of Primary Schools” on the finding
from the first phase of their research that Ghanaian pupils’ English language
learning was hampered because textbooks were not available in some schools
and, when available, the texts were not being used by pupils. Moreover, the
researchers found that: a) textbook availability was limited because head
teachers did not have funds to travel to district distribution centers to obtain
the PREP-sponsored books for their schools and b) even when the books
were available, teachers did not distribute the texts to pupils to avoid having
to pay for any damage the books might suffer in the hands of pupils. The
dialogue stimulated by these findings eventuated in two changes in national-
level policy, although not until 1995 — approximately one and one-half years
later and after the findings had been replicated in the second phase of the
research. First, a new policy was adopted authorizing payment to head
teachers’ for the cost of traveling to district offices to collect textbooks for
their schools. Second, the policy, which held teachers fiscally responsible for
textbooks that were soiled or damaged by student use in class or at home,
was rescinded.

The fact that teachers’ and head teachers’ views about the negative
effects that national policies had on educational quality led to changes in
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these policies suggests that the IEQ project facilitated more local
participation in policy making and, in this case, a bottom-up reform. We
should note, however, that it took a centrally organized team of university-
based researchers, who were collaborating with U. S. consultants in the
context of a USAID-funded project, to communicate the message to national
policy makers. And, indeed, even their message did not result in policy
changes until after they reported the same conclusions based on findings
from a second phase of the research.

Approaches to Capacity Development

According to Levinger, human capacity is “an individual's
ability [including skills, attitudes, and behaviors] to perform tasks
which are necessary to survive and prosper” and is “the byproduct of
participation opportunities that are both available and accessed.”'” In
designing programs to develop human capacity'” to participate
effectively in research activities and educational policy/practice
decision-making, one might adopt Levinget’s social constructivist
theory of learning'"’ or operate within a behaviorist,'"" social
learning,'"” or humanist'”’ framework. That is because, in this
conception of human capacity, participation is both a desired
consequence and a necessary antecedent. Moreover, there is a choice
between individual human capacity development and/or institutional
capacity development, with some conceiving the former as necessary
but not sufficient for the latter.'"

The ideal IEQ) approach places capacity development at the center of
the process, especially in relation to developing host-country researchers’” and
other stakeholders’ knowledge and skill in conducting and/or interpreting
research. For instance, in the project proposal it was acknowledged that:

[W]e may find that our host country partners are less
interested in the innovations themselves than in
developing their capacity to design, implement, and
evaluate innovations generally. ... Technical assistance
contractors will be increasingly judged not as architects
and installers of turnkey systems but rather as
facilitators for developing countries to be able to access
the wide range of experience and expertise that the
United States and other countries have to offer.'”

And in a project paper devoted specifically to “Strengthening Skills, it is
stated that “[b]oth institutional and individual capacity to apply multi-
methodological research skills are strengthened through IEQ. Local
institutions host IEQ teams who lead the research efforts. New skills, such
as the use of qualitative research methods, are added to their professional
repertoire.”''
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During the first five years of the IEQ project in Ghana, Guatemala,

and Mali, capacity development was focused primarily on methodological
knowledge and skills for host country researchers (and sometimes other
members of the countries) and secondarily on policy, practice, and
participation knowledge and skills for a range of individuals. For instance, a
variety of workshops were organized to develop the data collection and
analysis capability of host country researcher. Some policymakers,
administrators, and teachers sometimes also attended such workshops. In
addition, in each country other programs were designed to enhance various
groups knowledge about research-based knowledge, policy issues, alternative
pedagogical practices, and approaches to participation.117 These programs or
events were organized on a national, regional, local, and school level and
were attended by host country researchers, policymakers, administrators,
supervisors, teachers, parents, students, and other citizens as well as
nongovernmental organization, bilateral agency, and multinational agency
representatives. While these activities were not normally defined as
“trainings,” it seems that knowledge and skills were transmitted at least in an
implicit manner through modeling a process of who was invited to various
national, regional, and local gatherings and allowing those in attendance to
observe (and participate in) the dynamics of discussion and decision-making.

Conclusion

In this paper we have identified a set of choices confronted by those
involved in efforts to improve educational quality in “developing” counttries.
These choices include: a) definitions of educational quality, b) sources of
knowledge to use, c) paradigms and approaches to employ in undertaking
research, d) levels of the system should the research focus, e) participants in
designing and conducting research/evaluation studies, f) participants in
deliberations about educational policies and practices, g) centralized or
decentralized strategies to implement or sustain educational change, and h)
capacities which need to be developed among the participants in such efforts.
Our point is not that all those who participate in improving educational
quality explicitly and consciously, let alone freely, make all of these choices.
Rather our concern is to draw attention to the choices as an aid to analyzing
specific projects and contexts.

We have seen that those involved in the IEQ project have identified
the preferences associated with its “ideal approach” — an approach that
suggests that some of the choices cannot be identified in advance and in a
decontextualized fashion. Moreover, we have documented how the choices
made during the first five years of the project did not always match the “ideal
approach.” In part, this was because: a) choices had to be identified and
made in contexts where ideologies and resource distributions sometimes
rendered certain alternatives either invisible or seemingly not feasible and b)
choices had to be negotiated among different individual and group actors,
some of whom had greater power and resources upon which to draw. For
example, certain definitions of quality, research approaches, and capacity
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development activities require more time, energy, and financial resources to
pursue than others. Not all individual and group actors were involved in all
phases of the decision-making about research approaches or policy/practice
implementation strategies. And even when various actors were involved in
deliberation and decisions, their ability to influence decisions sometimes
depended on their varying degrees of control over financial resources (e.g.,
teachers or researchers versus Ministry of Education officials or USAID
Mission representatives) or on their perceived differences in knowledge and
expertise (e.g., US-based versus non-US-based researchers as well as
researchers or educational experts versus teachers and parents).

Some may have approached this paper with the question, What are
the “best” choices? It is clear, however, that no single or simple answer
exists. The answers depend, among other things, on one’s perspective, role,
and context. If this paper stimulates reflection and dialogue about the
complex processes of improving educational quality, then our mission has
been accomplished. To the extent that such reflection and dialogue takes
place, the various “choices” will more likely be explicit than implicit ones.
And hopefully such reflection and dialogue — as well as the decision-making
processes — will involve a range of individuals and groups from both
“developed” and “developing” countries.
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