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UNIT 314 ASSESSING SOCIAL RESEARCH 

ACTIVITY 10 U 
We have now introduced some of the bas~c cons~derat~ons mvolved In assessing soc~al 
research, though naturally the rest of  the course will prov~de a great deal more ~nfor- 
mat~on t o  a~d  such assessment. So th~s IS a point at wh~ch ~t 1s useful for you t o  make a 
first attempt at a full-scale assessment of  a research report. Th~s IS the task set In TMA 0 I ,  
and here we prov~de you w ~ t h  an mtroductory act~v~ty a dry-run for the TMA plus some 
feedback The act~v~ty asks you t o  make an assessment o f  the art~cle that you looked at 
for the Read~ng In the Conclus~on of U n ~ t  1 l 2  (jane and Peter French, 'Gender imbalances 
In the pnmary classroom an mteract~onal account', reproduced In Offpnnts Booklet I )  
We suggest that you read ~t again. You may well need to  begm by redrafting your sum- 
mary t o  take account of  the dlscuss~on In thrs u n t  For Instance, you now need t o  catego- 
nze the vanous clalms In the art~cle In terms o f  the range of types o f  argument I have 
outlmed In thls un~ t  The next task IS t o  take each of these main clalms and t o  judge them 
In terms o f  thelr plaus~bll~ty and cred~bll~ty. You will need t o  say why you find them, or  the 
ev~dence prov~ded In support o f  them, sufic~ently or  lnsufic~ently plaus~ble andlor cred~ble 
to  be accepted. 

So, you should now re-read the art~cle by French and French and as you do so: 

I Make any add~t~ons or  correct~ons that seem necessary to  the summary o f  the art~cle 
you prepared for Unrt 112 

2 Cany out an assessment o f  the art~cle, answenng the following quest~ons: 

(a) How vahd are the descnpt~ve clalms made by the authors? 

(b) How vahd are ther  explanatory clalms? 

(c) How convlnclng are the conclus~ons they draw from ther  results? 

(d) How relevant are thelr find~ngs, In the sense of that term used In th~s unlt? 

When you have done th~s contlnue w ~ t h  the Readrng below In wh~ch I assess French and 
French's work 

READING 
You should now read my art~cle 'An evaluat~on of a study o f  gender Imbalance In a 
prlmary classroom' (reproduced In Offpnnts Booklet I). In thrs art~cle I give my own 
assessment of  the vahd~ty and relevance o f  French and French's analys~s. My art~cle does 
not prov~de the only reasonable assessment of  French and French's work by any means; 
other researchers may well d~sagree w ~ t h  ~t In vanous ways. You too may d~sagree, or you 
may find that I make somewhat different polnts to  you However, my article should give 
you a sense of the sort of  quest~ons that you need t o  ask when readmg research reports 
and how you can set about answenng them. 
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ANSWERS TO ACTIVITIES 

ACTIVITY 2 

1 The main points made by Clarricoates are as follows: 

(a) Physical aggression was much more accepted by teachers in this school 
than in others. 

(b) The teachers expected girls to set a good example and thought that the 
girls did behave better than the boys. 

(C) The girls were as verbally aggressive as the boys 

(d) The teachers believed that the girls behaved better than the boys because 
girls and boys were brought up differently at home 

(e) However, the teachers reinforced this difference by themselves treating 
boys and girls differently They perceived the differences in behaviour 
between boys and girls as greater than they actually were, and they 
applied different standards and categorized behaviour differently accord- 
ing to the sex of the child In this way, boys were allowed to engage in 
more deviant behaviour than were girls 

2 I will assess the plausibility and credibility of the above points one by one: 

(a) In my judgement, this first claim is neither so plausible nor credible as to 
be acceptable at face value And, indeed, the author provides a number of 
quotations from teachers to support it. The first two do not offer much 
support, they simply suggest that the teachers blamed the home for 
pupils' behaviour The other two quotations do suggest that the teachers 
believe there to be more 'behaviour problems' in this school than in some 
others Here, though, one is relying upon the teachers' own judgements, 
which will depend upon their experience. Comparative evidence of what 
is accepted in different schools seems to be required. Besides, there is no 
evidence in these quotes that physical aggresszon (it is not even clear that 
the teachers are referring to this) is more accepted in this school than in 
others There is also the problem that we do not know how many 
teachers are speaking here and how representative they are of all the 
teachers in the school Also, of course, how representative are these 
quotes even of the normal attitudes of the teachers speaking? 

(b) This claim too is probably not sufficiently plausible or credible to be 
accepted in itself Once again Clarricoates provides quotes from the 
teachers. The first two and the last do support the claim that the teachers 
view the girls as generally better behaved, though not that the teachers 
'expected the girls to set a good example' The other quotes offer no sup- 
port, though they do reveal that the teachers viewed boys' and girls' 
behaviour against the background of notions about masculinity and femi- 
ninity Again, though, there is the problem of the representativeness of 
these quotations 

(c) Here the author puts her own observations against the judgements of the 
teachers. As regards plausibility, I do not believe that we can make a 
reasonable judgement about the competing claims as they stand. As to 
credibility, 'verbal aggression' is a complex and controversial thing to 
identify, and we should not assume that the observer's judgements are 
sounder than the teachers, if only because the teachers have observed the 
children over a longer period than the researcher. Since Clarricoates does 
not provide any evidence, I think we must suspend judgement about the 
validity of this claim 

(d) Clarricoates offers no evidence here for this claim, though it seems quite 
plausible at face value 

(e) The quotations mentioned under 2(b) suggest that the teachers find the 
differences they perceived in the behaviour of pupils unsurprising, 
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explaining them by means of notions of masculinity and femininity. This 
may suggest that sex-specific criteria are applied to the sanctioning of 
behaviour However, this is not sufficiently plausible or credible at face 
value, in my view, and Clarricoates provides little evidence for it She 
claims that teachers exaggerate the differences in behaviour between the 
sexes, on the grounds that the girls swear as much as the boys but as we 
noted she does not provide any evidence for this latter claim and we can- 
not accept it as it stands Is it just her impression? May her impressions 
have been distorted by her beliefs, just as much as were those of the 
teachers7 Clarricoates offers two descriptions of teachers' differential treat- 
ment of the same behaviour on the part of boys and girls These glve 
some support to her argument, but teachers' disciplinary decisions are so 
context-senslttve that we need more evidence to be sure Did the teachers 
see the behaviour as 'the same'? On what grounds is Clarricoates claimlng 
it is the same7 And how representative were these incidents of others in 
this teacher's lessons and in those of other teachers in the school? 

ACTIVITY 5 

My own reading of this is that whereas Troyna represents Foster as denying that 
what goes on in schools has relevance for the generation of ethnic inequalities, in 
fact Foster simply reports that he does not find the evidence currently available for 
the role of intra-school processes in generating ethnic inequality very convincing 
And he suggests that it may be necessary to look at other things, such as the 
differences between the schools that many minority ethnlc group pupils go to and 
those that are attended by majority ethnic group pupils. 

ACTIVITY 9 

At face value it is quite convincing I think, but there are certain areas where fur- 
ther information would be necessary before coming to a confident judgement 
Had most of the students in the experiment joined the ROTC primarily in order to 
avold the draft? Did the students believe that the outcome of the lottery actually 
represented their likelihood of belng drafted7 Did they therefore feel that their 
behaviour (joining the ROTC) and the belief that they had little chance of being 
drafted were inconsistent7 Were differences in levels of satisfaction measured accu- 
rately by the questionnaire, and were they large enough to rule out the possibility 
of having been produced by chance fluctuations among students in level of satis- 
faction7 
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