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Abstract

Research projects in which qualitative and quantitative techniques are combined entail the
difficulty of an integral interpretation of the results, due to the particular characteristics of
these two approaches. In this article the methodology applied in a case study carried out
in an educational institution is described. The study was especially directed towards
discovering the particular elements of teacher training which can hinder a constructive
teaching practice, ascertaining the role that each of the educational actors performs in the
construction of their school, and identifying the characteristics of the educational
community that shape the performance of the institution. The study involved the collection,
processing and analysis of materials relating to students, teachers, parents and
administrators. Each group is addressed methodologically in a different way. Low levels
of school performance and difficulties in the integration of the educational community were
found. Some proposals for rectifying them are presented here.

Key words: In-service teacher training, parent-teacher relationship, parental participation,
educational environment, secondary education, research methodology.

Resumen

Los trabajos de investigacion en los que se complementan técnicas cuantitativas y
cualitativas llevan en si la dificultad de una interpretacion integral de los resultados,
debido a las caracteristicas particulares de estos dos enfoques. En este articulo se
describe la metodologia aplicada en un estudio de caso realizado en una institucion
escolar. El estudio se dirigi6 especialmente a conocer las particularidades de la
capacitacion del profesorado que pueden obstaculizar una practica docente constructiva,
conocer el rol que cumple cada uno de los actores educativos en la construccion de su
escuela, e identificar las caracteristicas de la comunidad educativa que modelan el
desempefio de la institucion. El trabajo involucré la recopilacion, el procesamiento y
andlisis de materiales relativos a alumnos, docentes, padres y directivos. Cada grupo se
abord6 metodolégicamente de manera diferente. Se encontraron bajos niveles de
rendimiento escolar y dificultades en la integracion de la comunidad educativa. Se
presentan algunas propuestas para enfrentarlas.

Palabras clave: Formacion del profesorado en activo, relacion padres-docente,

participaciéon de los padres, ambiente educativo, educacién secundaria, métodos de
investigacion.
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Introduction

One of the controversial aspects of the educational reform which took place in
Argentina starting in 1993 concerns the role of the teacher in regard to the complex
web of relationships between the school and the community and the new roles
which society demands of them. The second problem, as specific as the first, is
the need to constitute the educational community of each institution, with the
integration of all of the actors.

With these issues as a starting point we have worked on training teachers using a
model called Investigative Didactics (Giacobbe, 1999; Giacobbe and Moscoloni,
1997, 1999; Giacobbe, 2005; Stenhouse, 1987), which has a constructivist
approach as its foundation.

We propose that this framework integrates diverse theoretical views which, in
practice, converge: Piaget—as conveyed to the classroom by Aebli (1985, 1988,
1991)—and Vygotsky (1979), as well as numerous Spanish authors (Carretero,
1998; Carretero and Pozo, 1989; Pozo, 1994; Coll, 1990, Coll and Solé, 1991;
Gimeno Sacristdn and Pérez Gémez,1988, 1993); to which we add Morin’s view of
the paradigm of complexity (1994).

With this perspective, the research group organized many teacher training courses,
in which the participants achieved the proposed objectives to a greater or lesser
degree. However, the most difficult problem to solve is how to break out of the
prevailing situation in the teachers’ schools with respect to the entrenched model of
teaching-learning, which is still in use at many educational institutions.

Many empirical studies conducted with the course material used in the
improvement classes showed that obstacles appear when attempts are made to
change established daily classroom practices.

This situation led to the idea that the courses should be given in individual schools,
addressed to their own educational community and focused on their own particular
topics and problems, which are arrived at by consensus. In this way, the focus of
the study was moved into the school.

Starting from a theoretical perspective that considers the school as a flexible
institution which is the product of its historical-cultural conditions, as well as of
specific corporative characteristics (Fernandez, 1997), questions were brought up
about the web of relationships among the different members of the educational
community: What role does each of the educational actors play in the building of
their school? What are the characteristics of the community that make up the
profile of the school?

These questions led to our devising an exploratory case study which would provide
more detailed information. The objectives were the following:
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e To identify the particular elements of teacher training which could hinder
constructive teaching practice.

e To ascertain the role which each of the educational actors plays in the building
of their school.

e To identify the characteristics of the educational community that influence the
performance of the school.

l. Methodology

The case study is a qualitative study which is appropriate for small-scale
research—in relation to time, space and resources—, but which is of enormous
complexity and composed of multiple variables (Stake, 1998).

This study posed a methodological challenge because it involved combining
materials of different types and origins in order to process, analyze and interpret
them in an integral manner. Thus we arrived at an instance of methodological
triangulation (Vasilachis de Gialdino, 1992; Vera, 2005).

For the case study we chose an institution classified as one of the so-called former
technical schools.® First, we analyzed the existing documentation that broadly
reflected its most representative characteristics. From this information, data
collection instruments were designed, aimed at the three groups of actors in this
educational community:

e Students: The third cycle of Basic General Education (EGB),? was the focus of
the study (the school does not have 7" grade). The cohort of 89 students
enrolled in the 8" grade of EGB in 2000 was followed in order to evaluate their
performance in terms of the grades obtained by subject, the number of students
who repeated grades and the number of dropouts corresponding to that cohort
for the period 2000-2003.

e Teachers: Out of a total of 59 teachers at the institution, 30 voluntarily agreed
to fill out a survey. The survey questions, both open and closed-ended, were
designed to learn the teachers’ opinions on such issues as: the social role of
the school, its relationship with the community and the level of commitment to
the institution. Also considered as variables were the teachers’ total number of
classroom hours, total number of hours spent in the institution, their year of
graduation, the type of degree earned and the subject taught.

e Parents: We carried out a semi-structured interview with the parents using both
open-ended as well as more guided questions. The study population consisted
of 29 parents of students in the 9™ grade, a sample which represents 35% of
the total. We selected 9" grade on the grounds that the parents would be more
familiar with the characteristics of the school than the 8" grade parents, bearing
in mind that the object of the interview was to ascertain the parents’
expectations in regard to their children’s education, as well as their views and
proposals in relation to their involvement in the school. The parents were
invited to participate by various means: at a meeting organized by the school to
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hand out report cards, through notes sent home with the students and via direct
telephone calls.

Il. Results

We first present the results of the contextual characterization of the educational
institution; then the results of the analysis of the student cohort and the analysis of
the survey that was applied to the teachers, both of which are quantitative. Lastly,
we present the results of the qualitative examination of the semi-structured
interviews with the parents.

2.1 General characteristics of the institution

The school has a specific orientation® which is different from the rest of the
technical education system. Its 374 students (figure for the year 2000) come from
different parts of the city as well as from nearby towns, in spite of the fact that the
school is located in an area of difficult access, due to the lack of public
transportation. It has a staff of 59 teachers (16% full-time and 84% part-time), of
whom 44% have a qualifying degree.

In the analysis carried out by the Institutional Educational Project (PEl)*—which
was prepared in due course by the institution—the following weaknesses were
identified by the teachers:

e In regard to curricular teaching issues: learning problems; lack of updated
content and dissociation with the students’ interests; classes that are not
motivating or participative; and, finally, a low level of commitment to the
institution on the part of the teachers.

e Institutional management: paucity of teacher teams that function in cooperation;
lack of institutional evaluation criteria, validated by the teaching staff; absence
of activities that involve all the educational community actors; insufficient
commitment on the part of the parents.

In view of these drawbacks, the teachers responded in the same PEI with three
proposals for projects aimed at transforming these weaknesses into strengths.
This then gave rise to the question about the teachers’ current opinion regarding
the accomplishment of and participation in these projects.

2.2 Analysis of student data bases
2.2.1 Age

We developed age distribution tables for the students and calculated the
percentage of overage students. This was slightly higher in 8" grade (52%) than in
9™ (48%), although in the 9" grade the range of ages extended higher.
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2.2.2 Cohort

Of the students who enrolled in 8" grade, 49 (55%) passed directly to 9™ grade
and 14% had pending coursework.> There is no information in the data base for an
additional 11% who repeated 8™ grade.

Of those who passed directly from 8" to 9" grade, 41% entered the Polimodal
level; 16% eventually had to repeat 9" grade; 26% had pending coursework after
9™ grade; 6% flunked out (or possibly dropped out) during 9™ grade and 10% left
during the 9™ grade (either because of dropping out or in order to move to another
educational institution). In other words, these last two groups give us a possible
school dropout level of 16%.

Of this cohort, 76% of those who passed 8™ grade didn't graduate to the Polimodal
level; only one student with pending coursework eventually passed 8" grade.

Of those who enrolled in 9" grade (a total of 81 students, of whom 30 were new
enrollees), 41% were passed to Polimodal level; 26% repeated 9th grade; 26% had
pending coursework; and 7% dropped out.

Figure 1 shows the breakdown of the cohort. While the number of students in the
9" grade is almost the same as those enrolled in 8", it is not the same population.
Only 24% of the initial 89 students passed to the Polimodal level.
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Figure 1. Cohort of students enrolled in the 8" grade
2.2.3 Grades

Grades are registered each trimester, by subject and grade level. The average
grades by subject and grade level were then calculated and appear in Table I.
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Table I. Average grades* in 8th and 9th by subject

. Averages

Subjects ath ot
Language 531 6.36
Social Studies 5.72 5.52
[Mathematics 5.33 4.82
Natural Sciences 5.12 5.04
Technology 8th 6.08 6.41
Ethics and Citizenship 6.45 6.29
Technical Drawing 4.70 4.87
Foreign Language 5.95 5.81
EDI** 5.78 6.43

The above data were complemented by an analysis of the subjects with the highest
percentage of failed students. It was noted that the subjects which presented the
greatest degree of difficulty for the 8" grade students were Technical Drawing,
Natural Sciences and Language.

In 9" grade the subjects which caused difficulties for the students were
Mathematics, Technical Drawing, Natural Sciences and Social Studies. These
figures correspond with the grade averages of the students who repeat school
years.

2.3 Analysis of the surveys applied to teachers

Given the profile of the school, we can consider that the sample fulfilled the
expectations, since it did not overly represent teachers with technical specialties.

There is a great variation in the time commitment of teachers, both in relation to
classroom hours as well as the total time spent in the institution. However, the
mean values indicate that the teachers’ time commitment is high: over 60% have
more than 24 classroom hours in the institution per week.

" Translator’s note: The grading system in Argentina is based on a scale of 0-10, with the highest
numbers rarely given. 10 is considered outstanding, 9 very good, 7-8 distinguished, 5-6 good and
4-4.9 is passing.
” Translator’s note: Institutionally Defined Space or EDI, is a time slot which each school can use for
its own projects.
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As regards the teachers’ academic degrees, all respondents said they have a
tertiary level degree.® Judging by the year of graduation and the number of years
spent teaching, 43% are estimated to be between 44 and 54 years old. The rest
are equally distributed above and below this age range.

2.3.1 Viewpoints on the social role of the school

The majority of teachers agreed that the social function which the school should
fulfill is to contribute to the formation of citizens and to train them for the job
market, as can be seen in Table II.

Table Il. Categories of responses on the social role of the school,
frequencies and percentages

Social role of the school Frequencies |%
Transfer knowledge 4 13
Develop competencies 2 7
Form future citizens 12 40
Job training 11 37
Social assistance 1 3
Total 30 100

We were interested in knowing the reasons why the teachers selected a particular
option as representing their viewpoint about the social role of the school. We
therefore included an open response question, “Why do you consider this to be the
social role of the school?”

Table Il displays the most typical answers to this question. Textual data were
processed through the spPAD v.4.52 program that presents the responses in the
order that is most characteristic for each category of response (Lebart and Salem,
1994). In this case the responses were classified according to the category that
was selected as the social role of the school.
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Table Ill. Explanatory open responses on the categories for the social role of the school

Category: Transfer knowledge

Open response
1 |They need to learn the content.
2 |They need knowledge.
3 |We teach them what they need to learn.
Category: Develop competencies

Open response

1 |We train them for future employment.

2 |Through the teachers’ methodology.

Category: Form future citizens

Open response
1 | consider that the most important role is to form future citizens and then train them to perform
specific tasks.
2 |Form citizens with the necessary tools for living in society; develop critical thought
3 |Learn to be good citizens

Category: Job Training

Open response

1 Because it enables them to finish school and links their academic studies to future work
prospects.

2 |For the degree

3 |For the qualifications which come with the degree

Category: Social assistance

Open response

In these times of crisis, social, moral and economic, | think schools tend to hold on to the
students as a way of keeping them in the educational system. More than a form of social
assistance, | would call it a form of containment. Even so, one can see the efforts teachers
make to maintain an acceptable educational level.

2.3.2 Participatory Dimension

In order to determine the teachers’ degree of participation in the institution, a series
of items related to the possible modes of participating—whether through the
development of the PEl, or in other ways—were included. Tables IV and V present
these responses.

Table IV. Categories of participation in the development of the PEI,
frequencies and percentages

Did you participate in the development of Frequencies %
the PEI?

To a great extent. 5 17

In a few meetings. 17 57

Didn’t participate. 8 26

Total 30 100

As can be observed, the number of teachers that actively participated in the
activities of the institution is limited.
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Table V. Categories of reasons for low participation in the development of the
PEI; frequencies and percentages

Reas_ons why the tea_chers d_idn’t Frequencies %
participate or participated little

Wasn't invited. 0 0
Didn’'t have time. 6 20
Didn’t know about it 4 13
Wasn't interested. 1 3
Other. 3 10
Didn't answer. 16 54
Total 30 100

Another indicator of the level of commitment of the teachers in the institution is the
organization of projects that were actually undertaken and which operate on a
regular basis. Tables VI and VIl indicate that less than half of the teachers
answered affirmatively in relation to such projects and of these, only a small
number are currently working well.

Table VI. Organizational categories of action projects; frequencies and percentages

Did the teacher organize any project to fulfill .
: . . Frequencies %
his/her commitment to action?
Yes, organized a project. 11 37
No, didn't organize any project. 18 60
In preparation. 1 3
Total 30 100

Table VII. Categories on the performance of projects; frequencies and percentages

Project performance Frequencies %
Project performing well. 2 7
Project operating regularly. 4 13
Project not operating. 6 20
Doesn't apply. 18 60
Total 30 100

Teachers were also asked to make suggestions about possible changes in view of
the existing shortcomings. Many of them proposed “changes in the way specific
content is taught and learned.” However, over 43% suggested changes in relation
to institutional issues. When asked about the individual proposals which teachers
proffer, in very few cases did they report that decisions are made as a team;
however, proposals are assessed and there is a degree of consensus.
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2.3.3 Teacher improvement dimension

Tables VIII, IX and X refer to questions about what the teachers consider to be the
most important strengths and weaknesses of the institution. It is interesting to note
that they rate communication between teachers highly; their predisposition for
improvement, in spite of the obstacles, is also highly rated. However, responses to
guestions about the courses taken do not reflect a concern for updating their
teaching practices, but rather, focused mostly on disciplinary content.

Suggestions about how to achieve improvement tend toward courses in official
institutions, possibly due to their lower cost and greater possibilities for
accreditation.

Table VIII. Categories related to institutional strengths; frequencies and percentages

Strengths Frequencies %
Good communication between teachers. 18 60
Good communication between administrators and 4 13
teachers
Predisposition for improvement. 6 20
Extracurricular integration. 0 0
Parent integration. 0 0
Other. 2 7
Total 30 100

Table IX. Categories related to institutional weaknesses; frequencies and percentages

Weaknesses Frequencies %
Lack of communication between teachers. 1 3
Lack of communication with administrators. 5 17
Lack of predisposition for improvement. 6 20
Lack of extracurricular integration. 3 10
Problems with the students. 13 43
No response. 2 7
Total 30 100

Table X. Categories on proposals for improvement; frequencies and percentages

How to achieve improvement? Frequencies %
Proposals. 3 10
Courses at official institutions. 11 37
Courses at private institutions. 4 13
Other. 1 3
No response. 11 37
Total 30 100
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2.3.4 School-family communication dimension

This dimension was addressed through both open and closed-ended questions.
The results are presented in Table XI and Table XII.

Table XI. Categories related to communication with the family;
frequencies and percentages

Is there communication with the families? | Frequencies %
Yes, there is communication with the families. 16 53
No,_ _there iS no communication with the 14 47
families.

Total 30 100

As can be seen, only 53% of the teachers stated that there was some type of
communication with the families of their students; of these, all replied that said
communication was established after a call from the teacher himself.

Table XII. Categories related to requests for communication;
frequencies and percentages

Requests for communication Frequencies %
Teacher initiated. 15 50
Requested by family. 0 0
Doesn't apply. 14 47
Both. 1 3
Total 30 100

The open responses that are presented in Table Xlll indicate the principal reasons
why these teachers sought to communicate with the families.
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Table XIIl. The most characteristic open responses about the reasons for communicating
with parents, by subject

Subject: Foreignh Language

Open response
1 [Learning problems, dyslexia, lack of study habits
2 |Learning problems, behavioral problems.
3 |Lack of discipline, not studying enough.
Subject: Natural Sciences

Open response

Inform parents about the student’s progress in class, his completion of homework and
1 |study assignments, request the parents’ cooperation (control) to ensure an improvement in
the student’s performance.

Subject: Social Studies

Open response
1 [Behavioral and learning problems.
2 |Behavioral problems.
3 |Problems with other students.

Subject: Mathematics

Open response
1 [Behavioral problems, learning problems, detection of age inappropriate behavior.
2 |Lack of discipline, lack of work and study habits, total lack of values.
3 |Problems with students.

Subject: Technical Drawing

Open response
1 [Behavioral and learning problems.
2 |Behavioral problems.

Subject: Specialties

Open response

1 Communication with the families is infrequent and in most cases it is in relation to
institutional problems.
2 |Poor school performance, numerous absences, behavior.

With the exception of a few isolated cases, it is apparent that the majority of the
teachers—regardless of the subject being taught—establish communication with
the families because of behavioral problems.

2.3.4 School-community dimension

The survey addresses this issue through an open-ended question regarding the
teachers’ opinion of the community from which their students come. They were
asked to broadly characterize the families (the different socioeconomic levels,
neighborhoods, etc.)

The pessimistic view that the teachers have of the community is noteworthy when
compared with the results of the in-depth interviews with the parents of the
students. This is repeated both in the case of the teachers who state that they
maintain communications with the families as well as those who do not.
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2.3.5 Characteristics of the students’ families according to the teacher’s
communication with the families

Table XIV shows the open responses crossed with the closed response in
reference to the question of whether or not there is a relationship with the families.

Table XIV. Open responses about motives for communication, or lack thereof, with families

Category: Yes, there is communication with the families
Serial Open response
number

Low socioeconomic level and little effort to foster good habits. Many parents are

1 unemployed and some have jobs that prevent them from providing emotional
support for their children or paying attention to them.
Generally these are low income families with problems of unemployment. The

2 students’ neighborhoods are distributed throughout the city, although they are
predominantly located in the southern zone.

3 The parents work all day; most are unemployed. Poor socioeconomic status; they
come from poor neighborhoods and villages.

4 Most come from the outlying areas of the city; low income, with a high jobless
rate.

5 Most come from poor areas. In many cases there is an unstable family structure.

Category: No, there is no communication with the families
Serial Open response
number

1 Low socioeconomic level. Many homes suffer unemployment and a lack of time to
dedicate to the children.

5 Different socioeconomic and cultural levels, dissolution and new family formation.

3 Low socioeconomic resources.

4 Simple, low income people

5 All are of limited economic means

2.3.6 Correspondence analysis

In order to have an overall vision of the teachers’ response profiles we performed a
multiple correspondence analysis (Lebart, Morineau and Piron, 2000), of which the
factorial design is presented in Figure 2. This analysis allows us to relate the
response categories that are spatially clustered (Moscoloni, 2005).
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Figure 2. Factorial design of the multiple correspondence analyses
Spanish English
Proyeccion de las categorias de Projection of the response
respuesta en los ejes 1y 2 categories on axis 1 and 2
En funcion instituc In Institutional role
Replica de saberes Transf. knowledge
falta integ extracu Lack curric. Integ.
No participd Didn’t participate
No cuminic. flia No comm. family
falta comun dir Lack comm. admin
Ciencias Naturales Natural Sciences
Especialidades Specialties
Propuestas individ Ind. proposals
Proy. no funciona Proj. didn’t work
no perfeccionan No improvement
Puramente personal Only personal.
No organiz6 prov. Didn’t org. proj
Producto de consenso Product of consensus
Matematica Mathematics
En met tr instituc Institut. change
Capacita empleo Job training
Dibujo técnico Technical drawing
Si organizé proy. Organized proj.
Idiomas Language
En algunas reuniones In some meetings
En formas de ensefiar Teaching methods
Proy. continda Proj. continues.
Desarrolla competen Develop competenc
Consenso Consensus
Decisiones equipo Team decisions
Ciencias Sociales Social Sciences
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Spanish

English

Forma ciudadanos

Form Citizens

Proy. funciona reg.

Proj. working reg.

problemas alum

Student probl.

Si comunic flia.

Comm. w/ fam.

En gran parte

To a great extent

Valoran decisiones

Decisions assessed

En elaboracion

In development

Proy. funciona bien

Proj, performing well

Falta comun doc.

Lack comm. teacher

Asistencial

Social assistance

The response categories that we could characterize as showing a low level of
commitment to the institution are found on the left side of the figure. These
represent teachers who stated that the role of the school with which they agree is
to transfer knowledge; they did not participate in the development of the PEl; they
did not organize any projects, or, if they did, the projects did not work; they have no
communication with the students’ families; they indicate that the institutional
weaknesses are lack of extracurricular integration and the lack of communication
between administrators and teachers; they would propose changes in the
institutional operation; they state that innovative ideas are presented in a personal
capacity.

The response categories that could be called positive are found in the upper right
section of the figure. These represent the teachers who have organized projects
that work well; innovative ideas are debated until a consensus is reached; they
agree that the role of the school is to form future citizens and arrived at this view
through consensus; they identify the institutional weakness as the lack of
communication between teachers; they communicate with the families of the
students and have participated to a great extent in the development of the PEl
These teachers generally belong to the Social Sciences.

In the lower right section of the figure we find another type of answer which could
also be considered positive, but which differs from the previous responses in that it
indicates that decisions are made as a team; these teachers maintain that the role
of the school is to develop competencies; they propose changes in the mode of
teaching.

2.4 Analysis of the parent interviews

The sample is composed of 28 parents of 9" grade students and represents 35%
of the total parents of students in that grade.

We chose to focus on the parents of 9" grade students for the interviews because
it was necessary that they have prior experience in meeting and communicating
with the institution’s teachers and administrators in order to evaluate the
exchanges, reflect on them and suggest ideas or proposals. Twenty-four mothers
(85%) took part in the interviews, as well as 2 fathers and 2 couples.
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This school presents a particular difficulty due to its isolation and the lack of public
transportation which would facilitate the arrival of the students and their parents. In
the selected sample 71% of the families live more than 20 blocks away, including
11% of the students who live in other towns. As the parent interviews took place
on the school premises, this situation represented a significant obstacle in their
accomplishment.

For the questions which are analyzed below, the parents were directly queried
about their customary communication with the teachers and administrators and
their mode of approaching the institution. They were also asked about their
interest in participating in possible activities to be held at the school, whether
connected to their children’s learning or not.

When asked whether, given their children’s age, they considered it important to be
in contact with the school, the parents differentiated between the relationships they
had with teachers at the primary level and those that are established within a
secondary level school. Above all, they recognized that their children, as
adolescents, require a greater degree of independence. This recognition results in
certain limits to the parents’ possible contact with the school.

The responses are divided into two large groups, according to the parents’ position
regarding their children’s schooling. In one group we have those parents, mostly
mothers, who feel that they need to be present at the school on a regular basis,
even if their child does not agree. In the other group we have those parents who
feel that, while they should monitor their children’s schooling, they should also
respect the school as being part of their child’s own “space”. A minimum set of
parents felt they should not get involved with their son or daughter’s schooling.

As parents are well aware, adolescents demand their own space, which was
reflected in the interviews. For example, practically none of the students liked to
have their parents take them to school or show up to talk with one of the teachers.

As far as whether they visit the school of their own initiative or when they are
summoned for one reason or another, most of the parents—even those who felt
the need for their assiduous presence in their children’s education—waited to be
called by the school.

The responses are divided into three groups:

e Parents who approach the school of their own initiative (21%).

e Parents who approach the school only if summoned (58%).

e Parents who approach the school if they are summoned and sometimes of their
own initiative (21%).

When the parents approach the school of their own initiative, it is usually due to the

child’s difficulty with a subject (14%), problems related to the child’s integration in
the school group (7%), to seek information about their child’'s academic
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performance (14%), and, in rare cases only, to make suggestions for the
improvement of the school (7%).

All the parents were invited to the parent meetings and to the meetings where
report cards are given out.

In some cases there were other reasons for summoning the parents: behavioral
problems (25%), problems with academic subjects (14%) and other types of
institutional activities, such as meetings of the cooperative’ (14%). But 47% of the
parents were never summoned by the school for any reason other than to pick up
their child’s report card.

During the interviews, the parents were encouraged to use their imaginations and
propose possible activities, even if they were activities which weren’t undertaken in
the school at that time.

In general, when they were asked about their presence in the school or how they
had approached the institution, the parents’ responses related to their children’s
performance in different classes, and, in some cases, to their son or daughter’s
social integration.

When we asked questions related to a broader participation of the parents in the
school, we suggested that they think of various proposals and attempted to
persuade them to voice their expectations for their children. In this way they were
able to formulate the following suggestions for participation and integration:

e That the teachers conduct regular meetings with parents to inform them about
their children’s progress and whether they are having any difficulties. That
there be support from the school for parent-teacher communication about each
student’s learning process so that parents can be acquainted with the status of
each subject before the end of the trimester. Parents are aware that at this time
in their children’s lives—adolescence—such communication is often thwarted,
for example because the students fail to deliver notes or summons from the
teachers.

e That teachers not only ask to see parents because of their children’s academic
or behavioral problems, but also to inform them about teaching projects or
proposals.

e That tasks for improving the school be joint projects of teachers and parents,
especially those related to the school building.

e That the school organize community integration activities: conferences,
recreational and sporting events, etc.

e That meetings be organized for parents to exchange ideas and experiences,
employing the help of specialists to discuss issues related to the socialization of
the students.

e That the cooperative deliver periodic reports to the parents about its activities.

e That science and literature competitions be held in which parents can
participate with their children.
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[1l. Discussion

The techniques used to analyze this case allowed us to examine three different
frames of reference, the student’s, the teacher’s and the family’s, facilitating the
construction of a contextual and holistic vision of the educational institution.

From the analysis of the cohort we can infer two striking facts: the poor
performance of the students in almost all subjects and the high dropout rate.

The first is reflected not only in the poor grades and the high percentage of
overage students, but also in the large number of students who fail exams and in
the number who have pending coursework.

The longitudinal study allows us to answer some questions about the school’s
retention rate: of 89 students enrolled in the 8" grade, only 55% passed to the next
grade. In the 9" grade, enrollment is made up of those who passed 8" grade (9%
with pending coursework) and another 37% who come from other schools.

The percentage of those who pass from 9™ grade to the Polimodal level is even
lower: 41%. Only 24% of the students who initially enrolled in 8" grade two years
earlier went on to enroll in the first year of Polimodal. In other words, the student
population of this school has a mobility which is the product of dropouts and
incoming students from other institutions.

The survey of teachers also reveals interesting situations, such as the considerable
number of classroom hours put in by the school's teachers. This promotes
integration and cooperative work. A second factor of interest is the length of time in
the teaching field, between 15 and 20 years on average.

Of the teachers, 77% contend that the role of the school is to form citizens and
provide job training, with which they are reiterating the objectives that correspond
to the school’s orientation and level.

We found a low level of teacher commitment to the institution, as measured by the
responses on their participation in the development of the PEl, implementation of
action projects and communication with parents or community.

The teachers do not see the lack of extracurricular integration as a failing, but do
request changes in the way teaching and learning take place.

Regarding professional improvement, some (37%) took training courses in their
specialty, with a duration of more than 25 hours and generally including an
evaluation. Few mentioned having taken a course on teaching methods.

The correspondence analysis allowed us to simultaneously relate all the
dimensions studied in the survey.
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We encountered a group of teachers with what we could call positive attitudes;
they have organized projects which work well; innovative ideas are debated until a
consensus is reached; they agree that the role of the school is to form future
citizens and arrived at this view through consensus; they identify the institutional
weakness as the lack of communication between teachers; they communicate with
the families of the students and have participated to a great extent in the
development of the PEI. These teachers generally belong to the Social Sciences.

Another group is characterized by responses which could also be considered
positive, but these differ from the responses of the previous group in that they
indicate that decisions are made as a team; these teachers maintain that the role
of the school is to develop competencies; they propose changes in the mode of
teaching.

A third group was considered to have low commitment to the institution. These
teachers are of the opinion that the role of the school is to transfer knowledge; they
did not participate in the development of the PEl; they did not organize any projects
which worked; they have no communication with the students’ families; they
identify as institutional weaknesses a lack of extracurricular integration and lack of
communication between administrators and teachers; they would propose changes
in the institutional operation; they state that innovative ideas are presented in a
personal capacity.

The interviews with the parents of the students demonstrated that the policy which
the school adopts regarding these same parents is decisive. The stance of a
majority of the parents is to wait for the school to summon them according to the
needs which teachers—and in particular, administrators—have established.

This attitude assumes that administrators and teachers are the ones who possess
the authority to decide what is important or necessary for improving the conditions
of the school. While the parents, at the request of the interviewers, were able to
formulate proposals for increasing the parent-school contact and collaboration,
they didn’t feel that they could submit these proposals directly to the school
administration. The possibility of getting teachers and administrators to listen to
parents’ ideas depends on the establishment of avenues of participation—or at
least of communication—on the part of the institution.

We observe that communication directed to the parents on behalf of the school
during the 8th grade is limited to information about the students’ performance, with
periodic meetings between teachers and parents. Starting in the 9" grade, the
only contact with the families occurs when the parents pick up their children’s
report cards, occasions in which there is no organization involved. Individual
appointments with the parents are generally limited to discussion of behavioral
problems, usually leaving aside any issues related to the learning process.

The views expressed by the parents suggest that administrators and teachers do
not consider parents as necessary actors in this process, although they are
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regarded as key in everything related to their children’s socialization. The students’
conduct and their social behavior in the school environment are one of the greatest
concerns conveyed to parents by teachers and administrators. This is one of the
most persistent and intractable institutional problems, one which remains
unresolved.

In short, the school has to its credit a team of teachers trained in their specialties,
with sufficient experience and work hours in the institution, three essential
requisites for forming a good teaching staff. To this we could add the recognition
that the role of the school is to provide the students with comprehensive formation
and job training.

With respect to the parents, it is interesting to note that in our interview sample
most showed an interest in and concern for their child’s integration in the school—
both in regard to academic performance and conduct—, as well as their own
relationship with the school. Some suggested other forms of participation not
limited merely to their son or daughter’s schooling. In addition, parents value the
school as a place that provides knowledge and training—which in many cases they
themselves were unable to obtain—and the possibility of concrete and attractive
job prospects.

However, all of these positive elements are not appropriately channeled and we
find ourselves with an educational community that fails to integrate the different
actors. This, coupled with the poor performance and high dropout rate of students,
leads to the goals parents envisioned for their children not being fulfilled.

In spite of the fact that from the moment the PEI is developed there is
acknowledgement of the fact that poor student performance and lack of integration
of educational actors are institutional weaknesses, and action projects are
designed to counteract these weaknesses, there is no evidence that such projects
can be undertaken.

Still, the school administration does take into account the value that parents place
on the specific orientation of the school and its job approach. The administration
strives to relate the themes of the curricular content with the preparation of the
students for further study or work in their fields. This approach began with the
organization of internships starting from the first year of the Polimodal level.

This study has been returned to the educational institution through the preparation
of a report to the teachers on the proposals for parental involvement. With this
report we have attempted to improve communication between the two groups.
Likewise it was suggested that workshops on integration be organized as part of a
plan of activities to reassess the role of the school and to build the educational
community through the integration of all of its actors.
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Translator: Jeanne Eileen Soennichsen

! Traditionally, in Argentina, there were schools at the secondary level that were called technical
schools, which trained “technicians” in, for example, Chemistry, Mechanics, Electricity,
Electromechanics, Robotics, etc. These schools, after the reform of the Federal Education Act, lost
their specific focus, and were included in the so-called Polimodal Level.

% The Federal Education Act, passed in 1993 and repealed in 2006, divides the compulsory primary
education—called Basic General Education or EGB—in three cycles of three years each. The third
cycle corresponds to 7", 8" and 9™ grades.

® We call any of the possible modalities that schools in the Polimodal level should adopt a specific
orientation. [Translator’s note: The Polimodal school—*polymodal”, that is, having multiple modes—
, usually encompassing 10", 11" and 12" grades, is a system in which each institution offers one of
five different orientations: Communications, Arts and Design; Natural Sciences; Economics and
Business Administration; Production of Goods and Services; Social Sciences and Humanities.]

* The Institutional Educational Project or pel, is an internal school document which is drawn up by
all those involved in the educational process during the first school year of the application of the
Federal Education Act, in accordance with the stipulation of the Ministry of Education. The
document identifies the strengths and weaknesses of the institution as well as any action projects
which are to be undertaken to remedy the latter. If the Act had continued in effect, these projects
were to have been continually modified, according to the needs of each institution.
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® That is, the subjects which the student fails during a given school year are then left pending for the
following academic cycle.

® In Argentina, irrespective of the current legislation, there is, generally speaking, primary,
secondary, tertiary and university education. The tertiary level consists of four year degree
programs, which include teaching degrees.

" School cooperatives are associations which exist in many schools. They may be organized by

school authorities or the students’ families to promote the participation of parents in school
operation with the aim of improving the budgetary situation or other problems the school may face.
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