f S/rWangga/gym/’a Leeww nrecho
1:: HOw research can be usefu
Thi s chapter describes several ways in which research can be useful in a
di stance-teachi ng organisation, and illustrates themw th exanples from
the LDnC (Lesotho Di stance Teaching Centre).
Polio idhnce Before designing a di stanoe-teaching project you can find
out about the potential audience, about the media you night use and about
ot her organi sations doing simlar work.
Materials desi By testing alternative versions of the same naterial you
can provzae gutSeZines to designers on the style or technique they should
enpl oy.
KAP (Know edge, Attitudes, Practices) Before trying to educate people
about something it is a good idea to find out what they already know about
it, howthey feel about it, and what they do about it.
Pre-testing Befbre publishing witten material or broadcasting radio
progranmmes you should test the material on a few people to see if it
conveys what it is supposed to convey.
Monitoring Collecting information at regular intervals about an ongoi ng
project can warn you if things are going wong and can al so provide a
basel i ne agai nst which to judge the inpact of innovations.
Eval uati on Research hel ps you to see to what extent your distance
teaching is having the des
ired effect and nore generally to assess its
val ue.
Aro riate research | amnot proposing nassive research projects. | am
recomendi ng smaZZ-scal e pieces of research closely tied to the work of
the di stance-teachi ng organi sation
Pol i cy gui dance
Pol i cy-makers need facts. In the early days of a distance-teaching
organi sation, or even before the organisation is established, policy-
makers have to take big decisions about the type of work the organisation
is going to do and the way it is going to do it. Thereafter, they are in a
simlar position every tine the organi sation takes on a new project.
They can use research to provide thenselves with the facts they need.
In the absence of these facts, the decisions are likely to be over-
i nfl uenced by ot her things.
The director of a new organisation will be
strongly influenced by his previous experience; if he has had great success
el sewhere in using videotape to stinmulate village discussion of |ocal problens,
he is quite likely to think, when he takes up his new post, that what is needed
is village discussion stinmulated by videot ape.
O a director can be over-
i mpressed by ideas he has picked up on courses; if he has seen puppet



shows used to great effect by other organisations - perhaps in other countries -
he may want his own organisation to try them

This is natural and, to an extent, a good thing. A new director is

expected to bring the benefits of his experience and to pick up ideas on
courses. But these influences ought to be counter-bal anced by facts about

the country he’'s working in. To give a sinple exanple, it would be foolish
for a new director to devote a large part of the organisation’s resources

to tel evision, because of his personal enthusiasmfor that medium if there
were very few television sets in the country.

One cannot say in general what facts an organi sation should find out.

It all depends on the particular policy questions that the organi sation faces.
But sonme exanples fromthe Lesotho Di stance Teaching Centre mi ght show

the kind of facts that research can provide.

Early in the rural education work we had to deci de how much use to

make of radio and printed materials. If we transmtted a radi o programe,

how many people would be likely to hear it? If we distributed a |eaflet, how
many people would be likely to read it? W conducted an interview survey

of 250 rural adults and found, anmong other things, that about half the people
could read a sinple text, whereas the proportion who would be likely to hear
a radio programme was rather small, probably less than a fifth. $ it

Before comm tting ourselves to offering correspondence courses,

we carried out a small test of the postal system W sent letters to the
headmast ers of several schools around the country encl osing a stanped
addressed postcard. W asked themsinply to post the cards strai ght back

to us. W discovered that the postal system worked very well; nost letters
were delivered in two or three days, although letters to the nountain districts
could take up to two weeks. E

Si nce ot her organi sations were already engaged in offering practica
instruction to rural people, we conducted an informal survey of themto

find out what they were doing and how we could fit in with them W put
simlar questions to all of them (there were about thirty organi sations)

about their aims and met hods, the nunber of staff they had, and so on.

One thing we discovered was that alnost all of themrelied exclusively

on the lecture nethod of instruction and nade little use of support materials
such as panphlets or visual aids. This was because their stock of nmaterials
had generally been produced for other countries, not specifically for

Lesotho, and they did not have the equi pment or expertise to produce their

t Throughout the book I will refer To characters such as 'the director’
"The researcher’, 'fhe eleor’, 'fhe arflst’ and so on by using the
pronoun "he'. | amusling If as an abbrevlaflon of "he or she’. | do not

nmean To suggest that such poslflons are held, or ought to be held, solely
by men.

it Reports on this survey and on other research nmentloned In this book
are avallable from LDTC or from ot her organisations. References are glven
I n Appendl x 5.



own. Many of themfelt the need of an agency whi ch woul d desi gn and

produce materials locally for use in nonformal education. As a result of

this, LDTC tried to fill this role. W provided this service, over the

next few years, to about twenty organi sations.

Because we had discovered that a high proportion of rural adults,

especi al ly housew ves, could read, and also that there was very little printed
material on practical topics in the Sesotho | anguage, we decided to experi nment
with a range of booklets, sinply witten, cheap and practical. W wondered
what topics to choose. The obvious thing to do was to ask the housew ves what
topics they were interested in. We had already agreed to produce 10 000
cookery booklets, in response to a request from another agency, so we included
st anped addressed postcards in these, asking the readers to tell us which
topics they would Iike us to choose for future booklets. Although only a snal
proportion of the readers sent us the cards, the order of preference was clear
Not surprisingly, child care was the nost popul ar topic, followed by crochet
and veget abl e gardeni ng.

One of the questions that arose early in the preparation of courses

for exam nation candi dates was how much hel p the students would need in
addition to the correspondence courses. (If, for example, many of them

found it too noisy to study at home, perhaps LDTC could arrange for them

to make use of school classroonms out of school hours. ) To answer this
guestion, we arranged for the Exam nations Council to include a questionnaire
fromus along with the official formthat private candidates had to fill in when
applying to take the exam nation. The responses to this questionnaire gave

us a good picture of the circunstances in which these candi dates were trying
to study at home.

As | nentioned at the beginning of the chapter, one may need

this fact-finding research even when the organi sation is established,

if one enbarks on a new project. The Lesotho Fanily Pl anning

Associ ati on was one of the organi sations that took up our offer of help

with the design and production of materials. They asked us to produce

support materials, and training in howto use them for their twenty
fieldworkers. This was a new project for us. W needed to know how

the fieldworkers actually did their work,-. what problens they had and

what sort of materials they thought they needed. W visited about ten

of the fieldwrkers and found that the main part of their work consisted

in giving fairly formal lectures to village neetings. W also attended

one of these meetings. This initial research was very useful when we

designed the materials - a flipchart to acconmpany the | ectures, and

panphl ets reinforcing the sane points. For exanple, we found out

what aspects of family planning were felt to be unacceptable for public

di scussion at a village meeting.

These exanples illustrate the diversity of facts that one m ght

need in setting up an organi sation or designing a project, and al so sone

of the ways in which research can provide these facts. These particul ar
exanples relate to LDTC s policy questions; other organisations wll

have other problenms and will need different facts. But the genera

Cluestions that underlie these exanples are likely to apply to other-



organi s ations :

We needed to find out about the potential 'students’ (private

candi dates, farners, housew ves, or whoever), about their

interests, their abilities, their problens.

We needed to find out about the nedia that we might use

(print, radio, postal services).

W needed to find out about other agencies who were doing the

same kind of work.

Mat eri al s desi gn

Witers, editors, illustrators and scriptwiters often feel the need

for guidelines, especially in the early stages of drafting or designing
materials. A course witer might want to know whether to include

sel fscheck exercises. An illustrator mght be unsure whether to use

phot ographs or line drawings. A radio scriptwiter mght wonder . ;

whet her to present his material as a straight |lecture or in drama form
Research can soneti nes hel p.

At LDTC, we tested photographs agai nst |ine-draw ngs by

produci ng a set of pictures in both styles, e. g. a photograph of a

bus and a |ine drawi ng of the same bus. W showed these to a | arge
nunber of rural people, in individual interviews, and asked themto

say, in each case, what it was a picture of. W found that people did
not do consistently better with any particular style. The photograph

was better for sone itens, where shading or texture hel ped people

to recogni se the object, while line drawi ngs were better for other itemns,
where sone snall detail was crucial for correct interpretation

We al so conducted a test to assess the effectiveness of various
additions to a correspondence | esson. W wote a basic |esson, which
sinmply presented the information in straight text. Then we produced

di fferent versions of this basic | esson, each one incorporating a | earning
aid - alively introduction to capture the attention, a detailed statenent of
the objectives of the | esson, questions with i medi ate answers, nore
general questions, or a summary. W gave each version to a group of
school children and gave all the children the same test at the end. W
found that none of the |learning aids nade nuch difference, though there
was sone indication that the questions with i medi ate answers had a
slight effect on the students. There had been some debate anpbng the
witers about whether to adopt this or that particular |earning aid, and
the effect of this unexciting research result was to take sonme of the heat
out of the argunment.

Anot her piece of work of this kind concerned sone radi o programmes

we were broadcasting, which were intended to hel p people to pass an

exam nation in book-keeping. The scriptwiters wondered how much

they should encourage the listeners to take notes. To test this, we
produced two different versions of the sane programe, one which
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suggested in a general way that the listeners might take notes, and the
ot her which explicitly instructed the listeners to take notes, told them
which words to wite down and gave themtine for the witing; the
second version was built around the note-taking, whereas the first was
not. W& played the first version to one class of school children and the
ot her version to another class, using cassette recorders. W had

given a test to each class before the programre and we gave themthe
same test after it. W found that the class who had heard the second
versi on had taken better notes and that they did better on those test
itens that required themto remenber certain ternms. However, they

did not do better on those test itens that required themto use those
concepts. It seened that they had |l earnt the terms better, but had not
under st ood the concepts better.

Oten, it is not necessary to conduct one’'s own research to

answer general questions about materials design. Alot of research

on these questions has been published and you mght find that soneone
el se has already discovered the answer to your problem There are
various docunentation centres (listed in Appendi x 6) who might be able
to refer you to the appropriate report.

At the same tinme, you must think carefully about whether research
conducted in another country, and perhaps for a different purpose from
yours, is applicable to your particular problem For exanple, one
researcher reported that people found it easier to interpret a bl ocked-out
phot ograph (a photograph of an object with the background renoved) than
a line drawing and, therefore, used bl ocked-out photographs in his posters
and flipcharts. Some people have concluded fromthis that they should
al ways use bl ocked-out phot ographs and never use line drawings. This is
silly. Line drawi ngs m ght be adequate, even preferable, for certain
pur poses. Research reports from el sewhere can be useful in giving you

i deas or warning you about problens you had not thought of, but it is a
m st ake to adopt their recommendations uncritically.

Know edge , Attitudes , Practices

If you intend to give people practical advice, for exanple on poultry
keepi ng, vegetabl e gardening or fam|lyiblanning, it is useful and
sonetines essential to find out first what the people already know
about this tcpic, howthey feel about it and what they do about it.
This is sonmetines called a KAP study - Know edge, Attitudes, Practices.
Two examples will show the value of this. W conducted a KAP

survey of poultry keeping and found that nmost poultry owners kept

two or three birds and said they might be interested in buying two or
three more. To be of use to them therefore, the advice should be

about keeping a small nunber of birds. This was a useful finding since
the technical advice we had obtained frompoultry experts was about

how to keep fifty or nore. Much of this advice would clearly be

i nappropri ate.
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W al so conducted a KAP survey of fanily planning. W found

that nost people thought that if a wonan had sexual intercourse while

she was breastfeeding, her mlk would go bad and poi son the child.

This hel ped to explain why nmany people were hostile towards the idea

of famly planning. Family plannirig educators were recomendi ng

the use of contraception as a nmethod of child-sPacing. In the eyes

of many people, this was |ike recommendi ng that a breastfeeding

not her shoul d poi son her child. We concluded that if fanmly planning
educat ors recommended contraception for child-spacing, they would

al so have to present the facts about the effects on breast nilk. The

two topics were closely related in people’s mnds; to talk about one

and not the other was just inviting trouble.

Pre-testing

Instructional materials should always be pre-tested to nake sure that the
i nt ended audi ence can understand themin the way they are supposed to do.
| amusing the word "pre-test’ here to nean that the materials are tested
before they are put to use in a full-scal e educational programre.

You can ask sone people to read a draft panphlet or look at a draft
illustration and then ask them questions about it. You can ask sone people
to work through a draft correspondence | esson and then give thema test
on it. You can ask some people to listen to a tape of a proposed radio
spot or radio programre and then discuss it with them On the basis of
the pre-test results, the witer or artist can alter the material before it
is printed in large quantities; the radio producer can nodify the programe
before it is broadcast.

Witers and artists are inclined to think that their work is

perfectly clear, that people could not possibly msunderstand it and

that pre-testing is unnecessary. But pre-testing al nbst al ways suggests
some ways in which the material can be inproved and sonetines indicates
serious faults in the materi al

Soneti mes peeple have difficulty with a conplicated sentence or

with an obscure word or expression. This is particularly likely to

happen in a country which uses two’' | anguages - the |ocal |anguage and

an international |anguage such as English - and when the material is
either in the second | anguage or translated fromthe second | anguage.
When pre-testing an agricultural leaflet, for exanple, we fouhd that

some sem -technical terms for various types of soil made no sense

when translated into the Sesotho | anguage for the | ocal farnmers.
Sonetimes the reproduction quality is not clear enough. A badly

printed photograph can cause difficulty, or a poor sound recording.

On a radi o spot about nutrition, for exanple, we had sone sound

ef fects of someone cooking. Though these noi ses were reasonabl yr

clear if you already knew what they were, the pre-test showed that

they were not at all clear to other people.

Sonetimes people msinterpret material in a way that is
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reasonabl e yet quite unexpected. A draft panphlet on fanmily planning,

for exanple, contained a drawing of a husband and wife talking to a

nurse at a clinic. In the prestest, many peeple thought that the couple
were not married because the artist had put them on opposite sides

of the table. Others did not realise that the third person was a nurse,

so they thought the people were at hone, or in school, or in a police
station. Once we had discovered these problems, we could see how

easy it was for people to make these m stakes arid how the picture

needed changi ng, but none of us had seen these problens before the
pre-test.

A sinple pre-test can sonetinmes show up a small but crucial flaw

inthe material. | had drafted a bookl et which explai ned how to crochet.

It contained sentences such as. 'Hold the crochet hook between thunb

and first finger.” For the first pre-test, | just gave the draft to a staff
menber, with a crochet hook and a ball of wool, and asked himto foll ow
the instructions. He had great difficulty even in just holding the hook and

the wool correctly. | asked himwhy he was not follow ng the instructions
and he protested that he was. It turned out that, in Sesotho, the fingers
are nunbered differently; by "first’ finger, | had neant the index finger

whereas he called his little finger the 'first’ finger

If materials are not pre-tested, there is a serious risk that the
people on the receiving end will receive either the wong nessage or no
nmessage at all. | strongly suspect that, for |lack of pre-testing, a high
proportion of the instructional materials circulating in devel opi ng countries
are inconprehensible to the people who are supposed to be |l earning from
them

Moni t ori ng

Sone educational efforts mght start and finish in a short tinme, such
as producing and distributing a leaflet or nobunting a display stall at

a one-day agricultural ShON Chers are ongoing activities, such as
supporting correspondence students or broadcasting a weekly radio
programe. For this second kind, it is a good idea to build in sone

net hod of having a | ook, at regular intervals, to see howit is going.
You might check on the progress of all your correspondence students
every three nonths, for exanple; or you mght conduct a snal

survey of the radi o audi ence every six nonths.

The purpose of this regular check is to warn you of probl ens

whi ch ot herwi se you m ght not have known about. For exanple, in

a correspondence col |l ege which had many students taking many

di fferent courses and sending in their worksheets at various tines,

the student adviser might not notice if, say, a high proportion of the
Students taking mathematics were coming to a halt at |esson three.

But if he received a regular report on the progress of all the students,
with the information fromthe students’ records collated and well
Presented, a problemlike this would show up clearly. Wth the maths
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tutors and course witers he could then investigate |esson three to find
out exactly why the students were stopping there and to decide what to

do about it.

In time, this routine collecting of informati on produces a picture

of the regular, normal functioning of the educational programre. This

is very useful as a baseline against which to nmeasure the effect of sone

i nnovati on. For exanple, progress reports on correspondence students

coll ected every three nonths for two years or nore will give an idea of

the regul ar dropout pattern; perhaps 40% of those who enrol are

droppi ng out before sending in the first worksheet, a further 2. 0% after
the first worksheet but before the second, and so on. YOu can then use
this when you | aunch a new course, to see if the dropout pattern on the
new course is different. O you could see if the introduction of supportive
radi o programes seened to affect the pattern.

Eval uati on

| have, so far, avoided the word 'evaluation’ for two reasons. One is

that sone people seemto think that evaluation is the only use of research .
in distance teaching; | have tried to showin this chapter that research
has several other uses. The other is that the term’evaluation is used

to cover a range of research activities which | prefer to call by different
nanes; sonme people would use the expression 'formative evaluation’ to

cover what | have called '"pre-testing’ and 'nonitoring’ .

Eval uating the activities of a di stancewteachi ng organi sati on neans

maki ng a judgenent of their value. This m ght include nmeasuring the
quality and efficiency of the work, seeing to what extent it is achieving
its purpose. weighing up any good and bad effects of the work and deci di ng
whether it justifies the noney being spent on it. If the progranme is stil
running, you can nodify it, on the basis of the evaluation results, to try
and nake it work better. If the programme, such as a short-term

canpai gn, has finished by the tinme the evaluation results are known, you
can deci de whether or not to run another one, and whether to do it
differently. More generally, people in other organisations, even in

ot her countries, can decide whether to copy your programe, and the
providers of funds can decide whether to support other such programres.

It is inmportant to realise that evaluation, even if a project has finished,
is not a kind of prize-giving cerenony; the evaluation results are

i ntended to gui de sonebody to maki ng better decisions and running nore
successful programres.

In ny use of the term’evaluation’, it is the educational programme

that is being evaluated, not the students. The eval uation of a programme

m ght involve giving tests to the students, to see if they have | earnt
anyt hi ng, but the purpose of this is to see how successful the programe
has been. It is different fromthe end-of-term exans that a school teacher
gives to his pupils where the purpose usually is to nmeasure the achi evenent
of each pupil

Two exanples fromLDTC will illustrate the useful ness of eval uation.
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We were offering a correspondence course in book-keeping, supported by
a weekly radi o programe. The progranmes were not closely |inked
to the course. This was partly because our students were not
all at the same place in the course, and partly because we wanted to
attract a w der audience to the programes. The progranmes covered
the same ground as the course, but in a different way. We eval uated the
programes by interview ng representative sanples of the genera
public and of our own students, to find out how many peOple were
listening to the programes and whether they were | earning anything
fromthem The results showed that the w der audience, even schoo
children studying for the sane book-keepi ng exam were not |istening
wi th enough attention to benefit fromthe programres. Qur own students
did find themuseful, but conpl ai ned about the |Iack of a close connection
with the course. W decided that, if we were to continue with the
progranmmes, we should have to tie themnore closely to the course
The ot her exanpl e concerns the booklets project. W had produced
a cookery book and were intending to produce booklets on nore topics.
Eval uati on of the cookery book showed that a very |arge nunmber of
housewi ves had bought the book and that mpst of therh had read it, but that
they had not used it as nuch as we had hoped they woul d. W deci ded that
we shoul d persevere with the project, since there was clearly a demand
for practical booklets, but that we should al so expl ore ways of getting the
readers to nmake nore use of the booklets, for exanple by encouraging
worren’ s groups to work through the booklets together at their neetings.
AEEr oFEriate res earch
I hope it is clear fromthe exanples | have given that, in advocating
research in distance teaching, | am not prOposing nmassive research
projects. | am not suggesting that all action should be delayed for two
or three years while a research teaminvestigates all possible topics
of interest and produces a long report. While large research
projects mght sometinmes be justified, they generally suffer from
being too rempte fromaction. By the tine the report is published,
the initial interest in the project has waned. Perhaps the peOple who
originally conm ssioned the research have noved on and the report
gets presented to soneone who doesn’t particularly want it. The issues
wi || have changed in the nmeantine, so that the report is no | onger
rel evant to the questions that are troubling people. And deci sion-
makers often ignore research results anyway.
The sort of research that | am advocating is closely linked to the
organi sation’s work. The early research throws up i deas for educationa
schenmes. Discussion of these ideas shows the need for nore research
This research then helps to further refine the ideas and so on. The
researcher’s task is not to produce a detailed map of the whole terrain;
it is to give his colleagues a sufficiently good idea of the lie of the |and
to enable themto take the best course
Many di st ance-teachi ng organi sati ons do not have a professi onal
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experi enced researcher on the staff. |Is research sonething that anyone

can attenpt or should it be left to the experts ? My advice to the non-
expert is to read this book (or at least the parts that are relevant to the
sort of research you want to do) and have a try. There are risks, of

course. You nmay get into difficulties and never finish the research, or

you may produce results that are conpletely msleading. So | nust

qui ckly add a second piece of advice to the non-expert, which is not to
spend too rmuch tine and noney on. it. But if the choice is between trying
to do sone research, albeit with faults, and not doing any research at all
|’d encourage you to try.

First, the possibility of doing sonme research puts people in a

guestioning frane of mind about their work and this, in itself, is valuable.
The possibility of a survey of radio listeners, for exanple, mght encourage
a radi o producer to think, I wonder what sort of people listen to ny
programes ? | wonder what they think of thenP Wat exactly am|l

trying to get across to them anyway?’ Secondly, the effort to cast a
problemin a form susceptible to research often forces people to think

nore clearly, or in a. new way, about the problemand this also has val ue,
even if the research never gets done.

But the main value of res earch lies in the guidance that

it gives to action, and even an inconplete and faulty piece of research can
give guidance. If an artist pre-tests a drawing on sonme people - even

just two or three people - there is a chance that he will discover flaws

in the drawing and put themright. It is unlikely that, as a

result of the pre-test, he will actually make the draw ng worse.

The results of a poorly done sanple survey night be wi de of the

mark, but again, it is unlikely that they would be both totally

m sl eadi ng and sufficiently convincing to put people on a conpletely

wrong course. Most often, the worst that can happen is that the

di stance-teaching staff will carry on doing what they woul d have done
anyway. PrOviding, as | said, that the research is not too expensive,

there is no great |oss.

I have nentioned the expense of research because, of course,

research costs noney. |If you have full-tine research staff, you have

to pay their salaries; you have to provide support services (office

space, typing and printing, transport); occasionally you have to hire
temporary assistants, for tasks such as survey interview ng; you m ght
buy, or hire, expensive data-processing equi pnent. How nuch shoul d

you Spend?

Practical research is valuable to the extent that the guidance it gives

is valuable. Conducting a |arge sanple survey of rural people, for

exanpl e, is expensive, but it would be worth it if it provided basic

i nformati on for designing a series of rural education projects. By contrast,
it would be inappropriate to conduct an el aborate pre-test and eval uation
of a single |eaflet which was intended to reach only a hundred peopl e;

the research costs in this case would exceed the costs of the educationa
effort itself. Wen you finance research, you are, in effect, buying
certain items of information; the price of the information is the cost of
16



the research. You have to decide how highly you val ue the information
bef ore you deci de how much to spend on the research. In the early days of
a new organi sation, or a new project, it mght be justifiable to spend as
much as 2. 0% or 30% of the resourceson research. Wen an organi sation

has settled down, | would think about 5% to 10% woul d be reasonabl e.
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2 Before enbarking on research

The chapter describes howto tackle the dtfficult early stages of
designing a piece of research that will eventually provide usefu

i nformation .

Research conmi ssi oned for the wong reasons Although practical research
t8 nmeant to be un ezrtaken nth the purpose of providing information that

will influence the work of the distance-teaching organisation ( the

"action’ ), pieces of research are often corrm ssioned which do not have any
hope of influencing action. | describe sone of the ways this can happen

so that researchers can try to avoid getting into usel ess research

pr oj ects.

Research methods You choose research nmethods that fit the problem but you

al so define the problemto fit your research methods. | draw a quick

sketch of the nethods that are described in this book

Defining the Questions for research It 123 inportant to get as clear an
i dea as possi ble about the information that people want fromthe research
and about what they will do with it when they get it. | describe sone
ways of clarifying the questions.

Consul tin docunents and e erts You may find that the infomation you
want alregHy ensts. Experts can help in designing pieces of research
Ti me and none Ways of estimating the cost of a piece of research and the
ttme 1t nmu take. t

Practical research has to be linked to action. That is the purpose of
doing it. But forming this Iink is not easy. The action problemthat the
research is neant to illumnate has to be clarified early on, so that a
pi ece of research can be devised..which will produce results that are
rel evant to that problem Later, when the research has been conpl et ed,
the results have to be fed back in such a way that the action people can
and do take notice of them These two stages - before and after the
actual conduct of the research - usually get less attention than they
deserve. This is unfortunate, since these are the points at which

there is the greatest danger of the research and action drifting apart.
Research comm ssi oned for the wong reasons

Sone pieces of research, though supposedly undertaken with the

pur pose of guiding action, do not really have any chance of influencing
action. They are dooned, fromthe outset, to be ineffectual. There

are many ways this can happen and | will describe a few so that the
researcher, thus forewarned, can try to avoid such wasted effort.
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One reason is, sinply, vagueness. The educators feel that

i nformati on of some kind would help themand they | ook to research to
provide it. without ever thinking out clearly what information they want.
If a researcher is given such a job, the best he can do is to assenble
bits of infornation that he thinks might be useful. This information,

by a lucky chance, might be exactly what the educators needed, but this
is unlikely.

An exanple of this (not from Lesotho) concerns some research

that was undertaken before a. radi o canmpaign on famly planning. The
educators had al ready decided to use radio, and they asked for

background i nformati on. Fromthe report, it |ooks to nme as though they
never took their thinking any further, so a kind of research programe
was carried out wi thout anyone deciding what it was to find out and why.
Sone interviewers talked to a few people in a dozen market - pl aces

around the country. They found that people in one place seened to |like
filmnusic; somewhere else they liked folk nusic; sonewhere el se

they listened to the news; and sonewhere el se they preferre d programres
intheir local dialect. | cannot inmagine that this was of nmuch use to the
canpai gn organi sers. Al npst certainly, it was not of enough use to
justify several nmonths of research

Peopl e soneti nes comm ssion research w t hout havi ng any

action problemin mnd. Perhaps they sinply |ike the idea of having

sone research done; they feel that it confers prestige. O perhaps

they think it would be interesting just to find out about sonething. If
the research is not directed towards an action problem not even

vaguely, then the results are unlikely to influence action.

Anot her m suse of research is when people have a decision to

make but, for some reason, they are reluctant to nake it. They often

call for nore research into the topic, not because they really need nore
information to hel p make the deci sion, but just to postpone the decision
maki ng.

Probably the nbst common cause of. ineffectual research, however,

is when the action, which the research is supposed to be influencing,

is not in fact Open to influence. A project director mght request an
eval uation of the project even though he has no intention of nodifying the
project in the light of the results. Perhaps there is not even any

possi bility of making significant changes to the project. He is not

| ooking to research to provide guidance; he is seeking reassurance.

O someone m ght comm ssion research to provide support for his point

of viewin a policy debate. Again, he is not intending to be guided by the
research; he just wants it to confirm sonething he already believes.

One m ght argue that research, even though comm ssioned for the

wrong reasons, will sometines throw up findings that force people to
change their mnds - the people did not want gui dance, perhaps, but the
research has clear inplications which they cannot ignore. It would be
nice if this was true, but in nmy experience it isn't. People who have nade
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up their minds are inflexible. Put yourself in the shoes of a policy-nmaker
who is faced with a research result which suggests that he shoul d change
his policies. Either you can accept the research results and change your
policies or you can keep your policies and ignore the research results.
The second course is much easier

The Lesotho Di stance Teaching Centre’'s commitnent to radio

provi des an exanple of this. International Extension College, who
initiated LDTC, had coi ned the expression ’'three-way teaching to
descri be the conbi nati on of correspondence courses, broadcasting

and face-to-face teaching that they advocated, and LDTC was established
to explore the use of any available nmedia for distance-teaching, so it
was part of the original plan that LD TC would use radio. Early research
suggested that radio ownership was fairly | ow (about 17% of househol ds had
radi os in 1975) and that reception of the national radio station was poor
Nonet hel ess, when the first students had been enrolled for correspondence
courses, several sets of radio programmes were witten, produced and
broadcast to accompany the courses. Mre than one eval uati on survey

over the next two years reported that the audi ence for these progranmes
was very small, even ampong LDTC s own correspondence students. If .
research had influenced action in any straightforward way, LDTC woul d
have reduced its radio work. But the conmtnment to radio remai ned and

i ndeed i ncreased. The radi o secti on was expanded; nore progranmmes

were produced; an adviser on radio was recruited fromoverseas, and
eventual ly a whole studio was built and equi pped. People who |ike an

i dea are not easily put off it. :5:

Res earch net hods

You might think that the | ogical way to design a piece of practica
research would be to define the problemand then to sel ect the nopst
appropriate research nethod to tackle the problem Wat happens in
practice is a bit nore conplicated. You begin with an idea of the range
of research nethods at your disposal and,as soon as you are given the
problem you start thinking how you mght tackle it. As a research design
begins to formin your mnd, you see the ways in which the probl em needs.
to be defined. You develop a research design to fit the problem but

you al so define the problemto fit'the research design. The two parts

i nteract.

In this section, | draw a quick sketch of the research nethods

that | amgoing to describe in nore detail later in the book. Then
suggest ways in which, with these methods in mnd, you can define

h In all fairness | should nention sonme of the argunents That were put
forward for building up the radio secflon. Radl o Lesotho had plans to
Increase | Ts Transmitting power; radlo ownership was likely to go up
rather than down; and if was part of LDIC s job To exploit The educati ona
pofenflal of radlo, so I? should continue This work even thou h The early
results had been disappointing. But |I think the exanple stll Illustrates
ny point: research results, even when They are clear, repeafed and nof In
di spute, do not necessarlly Influence pollcy 1n the way you m ght expecf.
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mwn 3.). a

w kn.

a problemso as to make it susceptible to research.

observation is a research nmethod. Before designing materials

to teach basic nuneracy at LDTC, we wanted to know what sort

of cal cul ations peOple were called upon to make in their everyday lives.
We spent sone tine in village shops noting down the purchases that

peopl e made. W found that three-fifths of the shoppers bought just one
itemand that four-fifths of them spent |ess than 50 cents. To get an

i dea of the uses of literacy in Lesotho, we catal ogued all the reading
matter in a nunber of rural homes (with the owners’ perm ssion, of
course). You could learn a |lot about rural life fromobserving fields,
gardens, crops, livestock, farminplenments and so on

Consulting records is another research nethod. LDTC used the

official statistics on road accidents and traffic of fences to assess the

i npact of a road safety canpaign. In that case, the records were
col l ected by another agency as part of its regular operations. You can

of course, collect records of your own. A correspondence college, for

i nstance, generates a set of records in keeping track of its students’

pr ogr ess.

Tal king to people is, obviously, a basic research nmethod. Socia
scientists distinguish broadly between two ways of doing it. The first

way is that you hold sonmething like an ordinary conversation, either with
an individual person or with a group. You might ask certain questions

to guide the conversation on to the topics that you are interested in, but
the people are free to tell you anything they want to tell you in their own
way. The other way is that you interview people with a questionnaire,
readi ng out the questions: exactly as they are witten and recording the
answers in a systematic way. For exanple, if you wanted to know how

many farners owned oxen, you mght take a sanple of farners and put

the sane question to each one, 'Do you own any oxen?’ Then you add up

the answers to find, say, that 20% own oxen. This second method i s known
as a social survey. Avariation on this is to give people the questionnaire,
or to send it through the post, and get themto fill in the answers thensel ves.
Experinments can al so be used inlSCcial research. For exanple, if you
want ed to know whether long letters of encouragenment had any effect on
correspondence students, you might arrange for sone students to

receive long letters and other students to receive short ones, and you
would see if it nade any difference. A special kind of experiment is

when you investigate the feasibility of sone idea by actually putting it into
practice, perhaps on a limted scale, and seeing how it goes. This is
sonetines called ’action research’. For instance, to find out if there
was any demand for a radi o magazi ne progranmme for housew ves, you

m ght broadcast one for a few weeks, to see what response it received.
There are other nmethods apart fromthese. Later in

the book I will describe sonme specialised techniques for assessing
instructional materials, for exanple. But these are the basic ones.
Different nmethods provide different sorts of information. In an
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experiment, you alter things in some way in order to see what happens.

Wth the other methods, you don’t alter things, or at |least you try not

to;. rather you try to get a picture of the way things are. Methods which

i nvol ve counting and cal culating provide a picture in figures; they can

answer questions of the form ' Hownmany . . . . . ?° '"Wat proportionof . . . . . ?
"What is the average . . . . . ?° Methods which don't involve counting,

especi ally conversation and group di scussion, provide a picture rather in

wor ds or images.

Defining the Questions for research

When peopl e want sone research on a problem they often preSent the

problemin a way that is not i mediately susceptible to research. They

tend to use vague phrases like "investigate the feasibility of’ or ’'assess

the effectiveness of’. But if there is to be any hope that they will use

the results when they get them they have to say nore precisely what

sort of results they want.

The first step in defining the research question is to ask them

"What do you want to find out? Unfortunately soneone who has begun .

with a vague phrase is likely to continue with nore vague phrases.

A group of educators m ght request information on ’'conmunity invol ve-

ment in education, for exanple. If you ask themwhat they want to

know, they are likely to make nore statements, using different

words but equally vague - 'the concept of comunity-based schooling’

"the whole area of village perceptions of the formal school systeni,

"what goes on across the interface between school and conmmunity’ and

so on. People like talking in this way. It sounds good and it saves them

the effort of thinking. But if it is not clarified, it |eads to poor research

If the researcher doesn’t know what the questions are, how can he find

the answers ?

Anot her ploy is to ask people to guess what the results of the

research mght be. This forces themto think of what they mnight expect

to get out of the research, and their answers might reveal nore p-ecisely

the questions that they are interested in. | gave the exanple earlier of

a vague pi ece of research that was conducted in response to a vague

request for 'background information’ about radio. If the canpaign

organi sers had been asked,’ What results do you expect?’ they m ght

possi bly have given answers |ike these:

"l expect that only a very few people own radios.
"l woul d guess that the news is the peak listening tinme. ’

"l think people only listen for entertainment; if it sounds |ike
serious talk, they will switch off. ~’

"I"'mworried if only the rich have radios; it's the poor we

really want to reach. ’

Statements |like these are a great inprovenent on a vague request for
background i nformati on. One could begin to frame a research project
around them to find out what proportion of people own radios, how
radi o-owners differ from other people, which programes people listen
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to nost, at what tines nost people listen, and so on

If that fails, you have to make your own suggesti ons about questions
that the research m ght tackle, making use of any hints you can pick up
fromtheir vague statenments. To the people who were interested in
"community involvenent in education’, you night offer ideas al ong these
lines: 'We can find out about the nenbership of school boards from
records at the Mnistry of Education. W can talk to a few teachers to
see if they wel cone parents’ interest in the children’ s education.

We could do an interview survey of parents to find out how often they
visit their children's schools. Is this the kind of thing you want?’

If, despite your efforts, the research questions remmin vague,

you can sonetinmes do a quick piece of research to clarify the questions.
This is known as 'exploratory research’. To continue the same exanpl e,
you might visit a village school and talk to sone teachers, in a very
general way, about their contacts with parents and any ot her aspects of
the rel ationship between the school and the village. You mght then be
able to identify nore precisely the topics for nore detail ed research.
When you have made the research questions sufficiently specific,

you can then put another inportant question to the people who are

conmi ssioning the research - "What will you do if we find that . . . ?
(you insert your own guess of what the resultiwill be).

It is inmportant to get people thinking about this early on. People who
conmi ssion a piece of research are often unable to visualise what the
results will look like. The danger is that, when they eventually get the
results, they won't know what to do with them

I f people force thenselves to face this question, they sometines
realise that the research results will nake no difference. They have
asked for research on a particular course of action, but they are not |,
seriously considering any alternative course of action; perhaps they
cannot even inmagi ne an alternative course of action. So the research

is not really needed at all

Thi nki ng about this question al so_prepares people for the

possibility that the research results m ght not be decisive. Suppose
that two people are preparing literacy materials for out-of-schoo
children; they have different opinions abQut whether to expect parents
to help their children with the materials. They will probably express
their opinions in sentences like, "I’msure parents will take this
Qpportunity to help their children, ' or 'l don't think we can rely on their
hel p. ° They conm ssion a piece of research to find out whether or not
parents help their children with reading and witing. Al nost certainly,
the research will find that some do and some don’t. The result of the

research will be a percentage, such as '40% (or 20% or 60% of parents
have given their children sone help with reading and witing, and 15%
(or 5% or 30% have done so in the last month. ' If the literacy people can

think, in advance, about what they would do with such a result, there is
sone hope that they will actually use the result when it conmes. But if
they comm ssion the research in the hope of getting a 'Yes/No' answer
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to their question and then they eventually get a. percentage instead, they
may not know what to do with it.

Since part of the purpose of this book is to convince people of

the useful ness of research in distance teaching, the point | amabout to
make m ght seem out of character. But there is a danger of thinking up

so many questions that seemto require research that you prevent

yourself fromtaking any action at all. Consider an organisation that is
wonderi ng about publishing an instructional booklet. Wat would be the
best topic? How | ong shoul d the bookl et be ? What style should it be
witten in? Should it use illustrations ? What sort of illustrations ?
Should it use colour ? Should it be sold or given out free ? If sold, at
what price? And so on. You coul d spend years doing preparatory

research for this one booklet.

You cannot research everything. In fact, of all the possible

guestions that you mght think up, you can only research a few. Two

pi eces of advice follow fromthis. First, select those questions on which
research can provide the nost hel p. Second, don't forget action research.
If you wanted to find out if people would buy a booklet priced at 20 cents,
the best research method would be to offer booklets at 20 cents and see if
peopl e bought them Research does not necessarily have to precede action
An alert researcher, by arranging to gather data froman action project,
can use the action itself as a research nethod.

Consul ti ng docunents and eerrts

In academ ¢ research, when you are heping to contribute to know edge

on sone topic of general interest, it is well established practice to
revi ew previ ous work. For example, if you were investigating whether
children of a certain age can or cannot grasp certain scientific concepts,
it would be foolish to proceed with a research project w thout having
consulted the substantial literature that already exists on this topic.
In practical research, the questions are usually nore specific

to the place, tine and project that you are working on. Wat are the

main cattle diseases in this country? What beliefs do these people

have about types of food? How good is radio reception in the northern
districts ? So there is not so nmuch relevant literature that you have to
consult. Nonetheless, even in a. small country |ike Lesotho, governnent
departrments and ot her agencies carry out nmany pi eces of research, so

you may find that someone el se has already obtained the facts you want.

At LDTC, for exanple, before we wrote a booklet on vegetabl e grow ng,

we were able to use figures fromthe Mnistry of Agriculture on the
proportion of people who grow vegetabl es and on the types of vegetabl es
they grow. When preparing a booklet on child care, we were able to use
reports fromtwo health education projects on traditional child care
practi ces.

If the problemis about the design of distance-teaching materials.

or the organisation of a distance-teaching programre, the experience

of other countries mght be relevant. There are various agenci es you
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can wite to for this kind of information; some are listed in Appendi x 6.
Try to describe precisely the problemyou have or the sort of information
you feel you need, perhaps encl osing background papers on your project.
This will help themto locate material. that is really relevant to your
research. There is a possibility that the people who answer your letter
may not know any nmore than you do about work that has been done that

is relevant to your problem so they may just refer you to another agency
or send you publications that they happen to have, which night be quite
irrelevant. However, they do sonetinmes produce sonething useful, so

it is worth making the effort to consult them

In addition to international agencies, it is useful to establish

contacts with colleagues in simlar organisations in other countries.
Peeple tend to be nore honest in informal letters or tel ephone calls

than in formal reports, particularly about m stakes they have made

or awkward probl ens they have encountered.

On technical matters connected with research design, you m ght

be able to consult experts in research and statistics, perhaps in the
government statistics departnent or in the university. |If you do need
expert advice, it is better to seek it early on. If you enbark on a

badly designed piece of research and gather a pile of faulty data, there
is not nmuch that an expert can do at a late stage to put it right.

A word of warning about experts, especially statisticians. Wen

consulted for a professional opinion, they tend, naturally, to be conscious
of their professional status. They do not want to condone a research
desi gn whi ch another expert night consider shoddy. So they are

inclined to give you advice that comes straight out F the text-

books. This can lead themto recomend a research design that is nore
anmbi ti ous than you can handle and nore refined than it needs to be for
your purposes. | amnot suggesting that you ignore what they say. But

you shoul d be prepared to question their recomendati ons and di scuss

the research design with them rather than just accept what they tell you.
Ti me and noney -

Educators generally need information fairly quickly. If a new coll ege
requests a survey of correspondence students to help it decide which
subjects to offer first, it does not want to wait two years for the results;
it needs themin a nonth or two. If a course witer wants to know whet her
to adopt this style or that style, he needs to know before he has witten
too much of the course.

It is inmportant to be realistic about this. A social survey

of the kind described in |ater chapters will take at |east two

noxi ths and probably much longer. If this nmeans that the results wll

urrwe too late, it may be better not to enmbark on it at all. You m ght
decide not to do any research on the topic, or you m ght select a research
met hod that will produce results nmore quickly. A quick piece of
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research will probably produce results which are less reliable, |ess
academ cally respectable, than a | arger one. But rough results at the
right time are nuch nore use than elegant results that arrive too |late
As well as being short of time, the research departneu: is often

short of nobney. Here again, it is inportant to be realistic. A piece

of research has to reach the stage of producing sonme results before it
can hope to have nuch effect on action. If it is abandoned, for |ack of
noney, at any point before that stage is reached, the noney. already
spent on it will have been | argely wasted. So the researcher nust be
confident that the research he has designed can be conpleted with the
funds available for it.

In order to design a piece of research with full regard to tine and
noney, it is of course necessary to be able to estimte how nuch tine

a piece of research will take and how nmuch nmoney it will cost. This is
not easy. To estimate the tine, it is best, to divide the research into
its different stages and to nake an estinmate for each stage. For an

i ntervi ew survey, for exanple, you might divide the research into
guestionnaire design, recruiting and training interviewers, fieldwork,
dat a processing, analysis of results, witing report. You estinmate the
time that each stage will take and then you add themup. Simlarly,

in estimting the noney it will cost, try to think of all the separate itens
that will cost noney, e. g. salaries of research staff, travel expenses,
use of data-processing equipnent, typing and printing of final report.
If you have little experience of research, ask the opinions of people
who have done it before and revise your estinmates accordingly. Then
when you have made the best estinmate you can nake, multiply it by |. 5
or even by 2. This mght seemridicul ous, but people s estinmates (mne
i ncluded) are al nbost always too optimstic. This is partly because you
do not want a piece of research to take too nuch tine and cost too nuch
noney, so you persuade yourself that it won’t. And it is partly because
you assune that things will go snmoothly, whereas in fact they never do.
Wth nore experience you will get better at making these estimates..
Keep a record of the tine and noney that your pieces of research
actually do take. This will provide the nost reliable basis for naking
estimates of future research projects.
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