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From: Webb, Westergaard, Trobe & Steel (2008) AS level Sociology: the
complete course for the AQA specification, Napier Press

Item B
Researching teachers’ attitudes

Teachers may hold different attitudes towards different groups of pupils based on
their ethnicity, class or gender. They may well judge different groups of pupils against
an image of the ‘ideal pupil’. Teachers’ attitudes are likely to be an important
influence on pupils’ examination performance

Sociologists want to know what these attitudes are, where they come from, how they
are transmitted to pupils and what effects they have on educational achievement.

However, measuring the attitudes of a large, geographically dispersed social group
such as teachers is not easy. Furthermore, attitudes are not easy to identify and
measure. For example, teachers are used to ‘putting on an act’ in front of pupils,
inspectors and others. This may make it difficult to see teachers’ ‘real’ attitudes
towards pupils.

Question
Using material from Item B and elsewhere, assess the strengths and limitations of
questionnaires for the study of teacher’s attitudes: (20 marks)

The examiner’s advice

1 As with all “‘methods’ essays, you need to relate strengths and limitations to
positivism and interpretivism. You must also use the key concepts of reliability,
representativeness and validity. Use the ‘PET’ technique to organise strengths and
limitations in terms of Practical, Ethical and Theoretical issues.

However, because this is a ‘methods in context’ question, you must keep relating the
strengths and limitations of questionnaires to the study of the particular issue of
teachers’ attitudes. Think about tedchers as a group to be researched — what is
different about them? What do sociologists want to find out about teachers’ attitudes?
(The Item gives you some ideas.) How useful are questionnaires likely to be to
researching this issue? What barriers are there to investigating this issue?

Each time you identify a strength or limitation of questionnaires, try to link it in some
way to investigating teachers and their attitudes. It may not be possible to do this
every time but the more you do so, the more application marks will come your way.
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1. The usefulness of questionnaires in researching teachers’ attitudes depends
on your theoretical perspective. Positivists in particular see questionnaires as
useful because they produce statistical data from which correlations and cause-
and-effect relationships can be drawn.

2. As Ttem B suggests, one of the particular issues with researching teachers is
that they are a large, geographically scattered group. The only way to reach a
large number of teachers in a wide range of schools is by posting questionnaires
to them. Positivists see this as useful because they want to be able to make
generalisations about the attitudes of all teachers by using a representative
sample.

3. Questionnaires are also especially useful for researching sensitive issues such
as teachers' attitudes. Teachers are required to treat all pupils fairly and may
therefore conceal their real attitudes. Questionnaires offer anonymity so
teachers would be more likely to reveal any negative attitudes they hold about
certain groups of students because there would be no ‘comeback’ on them.
However, interpretivists would argue that rapport is necessary to uncover a
social actor's meanings and questionnaires are simply too detached to be able to
do this.

4. Data from questionnaires is usually easy to quantify because they use pre-
coded, closed-ended questions. In turn, this reveals relationships between
different variables. It is also quite easy to find a sample of teachers to send
your questionnaire to as schools offer several ready-made sampling frames.

5. Teachers' attitudes, their expectations and labelling of different groups of
pupils are not easy issues to research. This issue is all about the meanings
teachers hold about their pupils and interpretivists would argue that
questionnaires tell us little about the real meanings. They argue that
expectations and labels cannot be measured quantitatively. Fixed questions with
limited, pre-conceived response categories limit responses.

6. Questionnaires often have low response rates. Schools may refuse permission
to give out a questionnaire on this issue because they do not believe their
teachers would act unfairly towards different groups of pupils. Even if the
questionnaire is distributed, will teachers answer the questions honestly? In any
survey, respondents may lie, not know the answer or not understand the
questions. In this case, when asked about their attitudes to pupils, teachers may
well give 'respectable’ answers - the ones they feel they ought to give - rather
than tell the truth. This undermines the validity of responses, which is why
interpretivists do not use them. They argue that a researcher might get closer
to the truth by observing how teachers act towards their pupils.
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