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Problems of theorizing in interpretative research: the case of school

administration in Belgium

Jef C. Verhoeven

1. The problem

Interpretative research has many faces and can develop along

many lines (Denzin, 1989: 22), but a fundamental starting point is that

the researcher should approach social reality with as few a priori's

as possible. He has to discover the problems as they are experienced

by the participants of the social scene. This principle creates a

particular problem if the researcher has to give answers on questions

as they are seen by the sponsor of the project. This was the case with

our project. The project was proposed by the project leaders and

accepted by the Minister of Education (National Foundation of Scientific

Research) to be financed after screening of the proposal by a board

of academics and senior civil servants.

To understand the methodology of the project it is important

to know the circumstances influencing the options of the project

leaders. First, there was the research experience in relation to

educational planned change. Since 1969 a national program to make

secondary schools comprehensive, was set up. Later the innovation of

elementary schools was started as well as the experimental introduction

of health education in primary and secondary schools. These

experiences and the vast literature about a school approach of

educational and management problems had convinced the researchers that

school administration should be studied on the level of the school.

Moreover it was clear that the survey approach could not give the

answers on problems of school administration because of the importance

of the context in which school administration is happening. To get

an illuminating picture of this context techniques of qualitative

research are more fruitful than others.
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Second, policy makers expect answers applicable for all or at

least a lot of schools. This expectation must be seen within the Belgian

tradition of a rather centralized Belgian educational system in spite

of decentralization on the basis of the autonomy of the Communities,

the provincial and local authorities and the freedom to organize

education as far as the independent schools meet the quality criteria

determined by the government as well as a lot of administrative rules.

It has to be stressed that 74% of the secondary school pupils attend

catholic schools and almost 9% attend provincial or local schools. The

fact that catholic schools have many statutory authorities did not

hinder the creation of a national organization for these schools

mirroring the centralized tradition in the Belgian educational system.

It was a tradition that all schools, both state and independent,

received weekly a lot of ministerial regulations moulding the

administration of schools into a national pattern. According to that

tradition it was understandable that policy makers wanted answers

applicable nationally. In the meantime the minister of education has

put steps to give more responsibilty to the local school administration,

partly because of the austerity policy of the government and partly

because of an international movement for more deregulation and

decentralization (Devos e.a., 1989a). Local school administration

became a key issue for the government.

These considerations brought the project leaders to formulate

a project which should allow to study as close as possible school

management and open at the same time the possibility to analyse school

administration in several school types in order to give information

about school administration patterns applied in many school types.

For that reason the option was taken that the research should be

interpretative, using several research techniques, and not be confined

to the study of one school, but 12 (called A until L). This number

of schools does not give a representative picture of all kinds of school
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administration, but it creates a possibility to construct types

applicable to many schools. Three researchers were hired; two for three

years, one for six months. The two permanent, a sociologist and an

educationalist, participated almost until the end of the project

(1986-1988) and the third, an economist, worked during six months on

the analysis of the school budgets and the financial management of the

schools. They worked under the daily direction of one of the project

leaders, regularly (in the beginning weekly, later monthly) supported

by two other project leaders. Because the field work was very intensive

three field workers were hired for a period of four months. The

researchers had to rely on a lot of information collected by them, which

creates special problems for the analysis of the data, a problem I will

discuss later.

Given this approach we could not come to what Denzin (1989: 19)

is calling interpretative interactionism and we did not want to make

only an ideographic approach, but we intended a more general picture

of school administration. We were interested in constructing a

substantive theory (Strauss, 1988: 241) only related to management and

decision-making in schools.

Before discussing the methodological problems I want to give

a short synthesis of the typologies we constructed on the basis of our

research.

Three typologies were constructed: 1) a typology of school

administration, 2) a typology of decision-making in schools, and 3)

a typology of the objectives of school administration. The first was

relying on the information of the second and the third.

These are the types of the first typology: 1) a machine type

bureaucratic policy, 2) an organization oriented policy, 3) a

traditional policy, and 4) a pupil oriented policy.



5

We constructed the machine type bureaucratic policy types out

of schools B and E. The school management does not take clear

instrumental options and does not plan. The most important decisions

concerning education are taken on the level of the daily class

experience. Since no planning is available, decision-making is a

question of running the bureaucratic demands. Teachers cannot

participate systematically in decision-making because there is no

participative council. Decisions about school policy is the domain of

the head and/or the statutory authorities.

Schools C and D ( the last one not very outspoken) pursue an

organization oriented policy, i.e. a clear policy in relation to the

school organization. Much attention is paid to the financial and

material aspects of school administration, the personnel, the

recruitment of pupils and rationalisation and planning of new school

tracks. Only when the head wants some advice of the staff, s/he will

ask the teachers for it. Decision-making is here

professional-bureaucratic.

A traditional policy is characterized by a conservative attitude

of the decisionmakers. Educational planning is the result of the school

tradition. Educational innovation is not accepted; the school is more

subject than pupil oriented and stresses the cognitive aspects of

education. They want to protect the old values of a classical school

and the relationship between teachers and head are very traditional,

giving all decision-making power to the head. Decision-making is the

domain of the head, although teachers have the opportunity to discuss

problems of teaching. Only one school was of this type (school L).

Pupil oriented schools formulate a clear, general aim and this

aim is clearly recognizable in the different domains of policy, both

organizational and educational. This general aim describes what
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schools want to attain with the pupils and describe clearly the steps

put toward that aim. Most of these schools are interested in programs

of educational innovation. Because these schools want to create a more

pupil oriented education, there is also more room for teacher

participation in decision-making. The reason is that a more

individualized approach of pupils is considered to be the task of the

teachers who should participate in the decision-making about the

educational organization. On the other hand the decision-making

participation of teachers in matters of personnel and finance is of

less importance. These are the domains of the head. Five schools are

of this type (schools A, F, G, H, K).

Two schools (I, J) didn't fit in this typology. They had

characteristics which belong to several types.

I will not present the other typologies; it would be too much

for this seminar. Nevertheless it is important to remember that these

general typologies are the result of a thorough analysis of the many

data we collected in the 12 schools. Before we came to this general

typology we analysed all kinds of processes of decision-making

concerning seven domains of school administration: the use of the

overall numbers of periods per teacher, recruitment, appointment and

dismissals of teachers, rationalisation and programming, the activities

of the class council, evaluation and counceling of pupils, the financial

and equipment management and the recruitment of pupils.

Since we have an idea of the general objective and methods of

the project, we can start with the discussion of some problems we faced

to come to the general conclusions. What problems did we meet

theorizing about local school administration. We will discuss three

issues: 1) the research design, 2) the meaning of theory, and 3) the

validity of the data.
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2. The research design

The problem we wanted to answer was: is there any local school

administration possible in the overall Belgian centralized educational

system and what is the kind of school administration?

Our starting point was that school administration is part of

a world in which actors give meaning to the objects and receive meaning

of the social environment in which they live. That means that school

administration should be studied as a process of interpretation by the

participants of the process of school administration. School

administration is a process and should be studied as a process. The

best way to do that is to do observations, either as an observer or

as a participant, and to study official documents which are part of

the school administration. Although this is possible in a few schools,

it is hard to realize in many schools. And that was the problem for

us: the sponsor of the project wanted to have a more general picture

of school administration. The way to meet the expectations of the sponsor

was to study several schools of different types and to use another

research technique. We approached our informants by unstructured

in-depth interviews, which created the possibility to describe and

interprete all kinds of acts of school administration as they went on

in the past. This is not without problems, because interviewees will

interprete the past social reality taking into account all the

experiences they had in the meantime. The consequence is a picture of

school administration as it is seen by interviewees some time later

than it happened.

Another problem we had to face was the vast set of national

regulations and traditions which might influence school administration.

Schools have to follow a lot of national rules and these rules often

have been seen as one of the obstacles to come to a school administration

linked to the peculiarities of the school. Heads often considered
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themselves as the simple executors of a national policy and a lot of

procedures were only the expression of this national policy. In order

to know in advance what part of the school administration is nationally

determined, we studied the laws, decrees and departmental letters.

This way we came to a picture of the topics where heads had the freedom

to develop a local school administration (Devos e.a., 1987). The

advantage of this approach was the possibility to focus our questioning

on the topics where local school administration is allowed; the

disadvantage is that we were preoccupied with a certain idea about the

possiblities to make a local school policy. Our attention was diverted

from the interpretations by the interviewees of the prescribed forms

of school administration and it is possible that some interesting issues

didn't became visible for us.

School administration is not longer considered to be only the

task of the heads of schools, but they manage schools together with

the secretarial staff, deputy head, several advisory councils, etc.

To get a picture of school administration not only heads were questioned,

but if available, also deputy heads, the president of advisory boards,

a representative of the trade unions, a teacher co-ordinator, the

chairperson of the statutory authority, the chairperson of the parent

association, the accountant, etc.. Interviewing of these people could

give different aspects of school administration, which were hardly

reportable by heads. The general strategy was that first we had two

interviews with the heads, followed by the interviews of the others

involved in school administration. After interviewing these other

participants in school management, in a last interview with the head

all points of doubt were questioned again.

Another problem was the selection of schools. The expectations

of the sponsors was to get an answer which could be generalized for

many schools. It is clear that not enough evidence is available to

believe that the selection of twelve schools will give a representative
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picture of all patterns of school administration in Flanders. The

selection of schools was determined by factors which could have some

influence on school administration according to the literature. The

main criteria are: 1) private or state schools, 2) the ecological

position of the school, 3) the amount of pupils, 4) academic or

vocational schools, 5) the position within a group of schools, 6) mixed

or gender specific schools. If all this criteria had been applied,

12 schools was certainly not enough to find a representative for each

combination of characteristics. We had to select the schools and it

is possible that all the schools of our sample are not sufficient to

construct an exhaustive typology of school administration.

The sampling of the schools and interviewees was a kind of

selective sampling as described by A. Strauss (1988: 39): we used

particular criteria to select schools and interviewees because the

literature suggests some influence of these dimensions on school

administration. This type of sampling is totally different from

theoretical sampling which would give situations, persons or groups

to compare with other situations, persons or groups in order to detect

new phenomena. The consequence of this principle was that we did not

work according to the rules of grounded theory.

To collect the necessary information multiple strategies were

applied. Not only interviewing but documents as well were used to study

school administration. This was not the case for all analyzed special

domains, but more particularly for the study of decision-making in the

domain of the financial and equipment management and the domain of

programming and rationalisation.

Because we had to interview 90 persons in 12 schools, and several

senior civil servants, trade union leaders and directors of the

organization of catholic schools, it was impossible for the researchers

to do all the interviewing. Only the extra-school persons and the heads
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were interviewed by the researchers. All other persons and heads as

well were interviewed by three trained field workers. This is of course

a problem. Interpretative interactionism supposes the immediate contact

of the researcher with the field and this was not possible here. To

bring our field workers as close as possible to our standpoint we

selected two educationalists and a sociologist. Each of them should

work in four schools. Before they went to the schools they got all

information already collected by the researchers in the twelve schools

about the organization of the school, the general structure of

decision-making, the history of the school, etc. To start we gave them

a reading list about qualitative research and school management and

held regularly seminars to discuss the research projects. They were

trained in interviewing and the interviews were taped, both audio and

video, which gave us some feedback about their interviewing behaviour.

This training lasted two weeks. During that period researchers and

field workers came to an agreement on the topics which should be

questioned and these schemes became the leading principle of the

interviews. All interviews were taped and transcribed by the

interviewer. Each taped interview was checked by the researchers and

if particular parts were unclear the interviewers were questioned.

Once the transcripts were checked, all were put on the hard disk,

categorized and analysed.

This creates of course a problem to attain a valid picture of

the processes of school administration. Many data were collected by

another person than the person who did the analysis and this might

corrupt the validity of the analysis of the data. Not only do we get

an interpretation of the data by the interviewee, but also the

interviewer and the researcher might influence the interpretation.

3. Theory

One of the problems in theorizing in sociology is the meaning
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of theory. The problem is what do we want to attain when we say that

we want to theorize. This is not only a problem in sociology, but in

philosophy of science as a whole as well. I will stick to sociology

in my discussion and start by giving a few examples.

Hammersley (1990: 48) speaks about theories as they "are

concerned with why one type of phenomenon tends to produce another (other

things being equal) wherever instances of that type occur". On the

other hand Denzin (1989: 144) calls theory : " an interpretative

structure that renders a set of experiences meaningful and

understandable; may be lay or professional, always derives from the

cultural understanding of a group". Both definitions speak about very

different phenomena. The long list of other definitions Burgess (1990:

160) provides makes the problem even more complicated. He mentions:

'integrating principle', 'a new theoretical amalgam', 'a basic

conceptual frame work', 'an organisation or synthesis which provides

the essential structure into which the pieces of analysis fit', 'a

crucial insight', 'a major idea', 'a relevant typology', etc.

This confusion about the nature of theories makes it difficult

to discuss the problems of theorizing. The questions we have to answer

if we apply the definition of Hammersley, which is widely accepted,

are different from the Denzin standpoint, which is very familiar in

interpretative approaches.

As far as our research is concerned the concluding results do

not attain the level stressed by Hammersley. The typology I gave at

the beginning and the two other typologies do not say why these phenomena

were produced. They are general descriptions of what heads and their

staff are doing when they manage their schools. On the other hand the

construction of these typologies were the result of a scrutiny of seven

fields of school management in twelve schools and each field was

questioned seperately. On this last level we did not restrict our
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analysis to the questions as 'How do heads, teachers, co-ordinators

etc. define the actions they did in order to adapt the official, general

rules in their school to the intended aims?'. We also wanted to know

why they acted the way they did. We asked for the interpretation of

the official principles in relation to the problems they wanted to solve

in their school. If we take this last approach, we come close to the

conception of theory as defined by Denzin: what makes a set of

experiences meaningful and understandable. These questions were asked

for processes as recruitment of teachers and pupils, the financial

management, rationalization and programming, class councils, etc. It

means that on the level of particular parts of school administration

we came to generalizations and interpretation.

This brings us to a second problem: the theoretical position

of the project. We wanted to study school administration as defined

by the different participants of school administration. That means

that we took social reality as constructed by social interaction of

the participants. This is the standpoint of symbolic interactionism.

The consequence should have been that we had to start immediately from

the standpoint of the interactors; this was not the case. The

alternative was that we made an analysis of the law and the ministerial

regulations in order to know the possibilities of school administration

allowed by the government. By taking this standpoint we put a

limitation to the field of research: not all definitions of school

administration were taken into consideration, but only those deductible

from the study of the official prescriptions. If members of the school

staff gave another definition of the central rules, we did not offer

many opportunities to make it observable. Because school

administration is such a vast field of research we had to put some limits

to our research. We did not follow the extreme standpoint of Blumer

(1969), but this does not mean that we did not give the chance to detect

patterns of school administration, although always within the former

limits. School administration was confined to the seven domains I
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already mentioned, but within these domains we got a clear picture of

the different patterns of school administration.

If the research should have been confined to the above mentioned

approach, no generalizations of the type of Hammersley could have been

made. And yet this is what we wanted to do. The problem is: how is

it possible to generalize if all human experience is unique and should

be linked immediately to the situation in which it happened? Several

solutions have been given. Among the most famous in interpretative

sociology are analytical induction (Denzin, 1989: 116-117) and grounded

theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Into a certain extent we used the

last approach, except that we did not come to theoretical sampling.

We selected 12 schools according to the mentioned principles and we

stopped our comparative work once we had compared the different

phenomena of the 12 cases. We couldn't say that if we had taken other

schools the picture we got of school administration could not have been

different. This is a general problem in grounded theory: it is easy

to say that we have to stop once no new information is attained by the

scrutiny of new cases; the problem is how can we be sure that the next

case will not offer new information.

Although our sociological position was mainly influenced by

interactionism, we could not agree that a sociologist should only take

that standpoint. The key interest of interactionism is not on structural

phenomena. Blumer even denies the sense of the explanation of social

behaviour by structural factors, because they deny the influence of

the interpreting individual. In our project we contend that it is

meaningful to look for the influence of social structures. So we

questioned the influence of structural characteristics for school

administration. In a certain sense it may be said that the focus has

always been on the interpretation by directors, teachers and so on of

the social structure, because they had to interprete the structure in

order to choose for a particular pattern of school administration.
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Nevertheless, once we studied the relationship between social structure

and school administration, we did not pay attention to the

interpretation of the structure as given by the interviewees. We only

gave the characteristics of the social structure (e.g. amount of pupils,

expanding school or not, etc.) and looked for different patterns of

school administration depending on the structural differences. This

approach meant that we left the interpretative standpoint and took a

structural position. This could of course be called a situational

interpretation (Bühl, 1970: ), which gives more possibilities to

find general rules, although they still are tentative.

To give an example I show you the types of decision-making about

the criteria to be used by the definition of application of the overall

number of periods per teacher. The law says that teachers should be

asked for their opinion about these criteria. What were the results?
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Tabel 1. Decision-making about the criteria to select the aims of the
overall number of periods per teacher in the school.

Actors Schools

A B C D E F G H I J K L

head B B B B B B B B B B B B

general meeting of personnel A A I I I I I I I I I I

parents council I . . . I I I I . I . I

State Schools:

educational council B A I A

Catholic schools

co-ordinator and other

members of the staff

I B A B A B A B

teachers council I A I I I A A A

delegate of teacher union I B I I A A . A

school council . I I I I A . A

statutory authority I I I I I I I I

Symbols: B: decision

A: gives advice; no decision making power

I: receive information about the decision made by others

.: not applicable

The tabel only shows the steps taken by the different participants

in the decision-making process. Here the decision-making is

disconnected from the situation in which decision-making happened. This

is even more so when we put the facts of tabel 1 in a new table in order

to make a typology of the decision-making bodies.
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Tabel 2. Decision-making bodies determining the criteria for the use
of the overall number of periods per teacher.

Actors Schools

A B C D E F G H I J K L

head takes decision X X X X X X X X X X X X

a small group is very

superficially con-

sulted

X X

one or more par-

ticipative bodies are

consulted

X X X X X X X

a small group of col-

laborators of head

decide

X X X X X

the group of teachers

participate

X X

Patterns of deci-

sion-making

V V I II I IV I III III IV II IV

We come in the last table to a generalization of patterns of

decision-making in a particular field, but we loose sight of the

interpretations of the situation given by the actors. All these

observations will be taken together with observations in other domains

of decision-making in schools. This is the basis for generating a

general rule about decision-making in schools as we offer at the end

of our book; here we make a difference between professional-bureaucratic

decision-making and participatory decision-making.

What we have given in this example is only a small piece of how

decisions are made in school administration and as such it is a part

contributing to the more general theory about decision-making in school

administration we intended to make. We stressed more generating a

substantive theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967: 28-43), than

verification. Nevertheless it is clear that into a certain extent
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verification is part of our research procedure. By comparing the

processes of decision-making in schools we obtained a picture of the

different patterns of decision making in schools. We cannot prove

however that the observations we made are sufficient to put that all

decision-making procedures in schools follow the patterns we found.

To attain that conclusion further research is necessary. This brings

us to the problem: how can we attain a plausible substantive and/or

formal theory relying on the comparison of a few cases?

4. Validity of the research

Boudon (1991) denies the possibility to define truth, but

recognizes that all researchers want to attain truth. There is a

practical understanding of what truth is. M. Hammersley (1990: 57)

considers truth or validity, together with relevance, as the main

criteria to assess ethnographic work. The problem is that the concept

of validity or truth has many interpretations in epistemology and in

science. The influence of the positivist approach is undeniable. If

this standpoint is accepted it would create a big problem for

ethnographic work. Hammersley refuses to accept the opinion of

positivism and he has many reasons to do so. His conclusion is that

we have to put three steps to make an assessment of the validity of

ethnographic material:

1) is the claim of the ehtnographic report plausible? Is the claim very

likely to be true given our existing knowledge? (plausibility)

2) does it seem likely 'that the researcher's judgement of matters

relating to the claim would be accurate given the nature of the phenomena

concerned, the circumstances of the research, the characteristics of

the researcher, etc.?' (credibility)

3) if the claim is neither sufficiently plausible, neither sufficiently

credible, we should look for some evidence of the claims. Yet this means

that we apply again the criterion of plausibility and credibility to

assess the evidence.
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Hammersley recognizes that this is a weak criterion, but stresses

that a researcher has more support than a person who speaks on the basis

of common knowledge. An important reason is that a researcher is

specialized in doing inquiries. Within this context a researcher

develops the attitude of accepting a communal assessment. If there are

differences between the opinions of several researchers they have an

open mind to consider the opinion of others and accept it if this

interpretation is more plausible than what they originally have.

Researchers are supposed to change their opinion if colleagues have

serious grounds to change the original standpoint. Validity depends

on a scientific community who wants to participate in a discussion and

on the courage and willingness of researchers to doubt about the validity

of their interpretation if the scientific community does not agree.

Let us take a look to a generalization we made on a lower level

about local school administration. One of the domains of local school

administration is the use of the overall number of periods per teacher.

The law prescribes that a school has the right to organize hours for

lessons depending on the amount of pupils in the school. These hours

should be used to give the lessons which are obligatory according to

the national rules. If the school have hours left over -because e.g.

they made classes larger or put pupils of the same stage together- they

can use these periods for remedial or reorientation courses, for

continuing training of teachers, for class boards and class administra-

tion, for special pedagogical duties, etc. The decision should be taken

by the head after consultation of the teachers about the principles

of using the overall number of periods per teacher.

Our data suggested the following general statement: local school

administration is possible taking into account the prescriptions of

the law and the regulations, the declining birth rate and the kind of

education offered by the school (i.e. difference between general
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academic, technical and vocational schools). This local

administration is possible as far as the type of decision-making is

concerned, but there is not much room for free choice as far as the

content of the decision-making is concerned. Only if schools had to

save less than 5% in comparison with the former year, they had some

freedom to take special educational initiatives.

What is the validity of this generalization? First there is

the problem of validity of the concepts according to Hammersley

(1990:75): what meaning is to be associated with the term 'school

administration'. This is only a question of definition. School

administration is about the key aims of what the school wants to attain,

the choice of the means to attain the aims as well as the co-ordination

and the guidance of these. It is no problem to see that the use of the

overall number of periods per teacher is a very important instrument

to attain the educational objectives of the school. If a school can

rely on a lot of teachers it is much easier to create comfortable classes

from the standpoint of teaching and organize all kind of educational

support in order to help retarded children and create opportunities

for teachers to attend continuing training. If schools actually could

use the overall number of periods per teacher according to the local

needs it is allowed to speak about local school administration. But

this is not all of school administration. The local decision-making

is also part of the phenomenon school administration: for this project

this meant that teachers had to participate in the decision-making about

the main objectives of the school and the criteria to be applied by

the heads when they have to decide about the use of the overall number

of periods per teacher.

Second, Hammersley (1990: 79-89) warns for problems of validity

of the descriptions. If the evidential claims are plausible, than we

may accept them at face value, if not the credibility of the evidence

should be scrutinized.
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In this context we have to remember the field work procedures.

The researchers have done a reasonable part of the field work, but

the largest part was done by trained field workers. If a particular

process of decision-making should be questioned agreements were made

about the period which should be considered. As far as the decision

making about the use of the overall numbers of periods per teacher was

concerned the decision-making procedure of the last year had to be

described, although attention should be paid to the general educational

key aims of the school during a longer period of time. After each

interview interviewers had to make the transscripts and they were

questioned by the researchers if all answers were understood as the

interviewers thought it should be. All interviewers were working in

four schools in order to be sure that they got the right overall picture

and afterwards heads were questioned again by the researchers to be

sure that we caught everything correctly.

In spite of all these measures, Hammersley warns for errors in

observational reports. He pinpoints the influence of the observer

/interviewer on the results. There might be some influence of age,

gender, social class, professional identity of the interviewer.

Although we did not check this problem, we have good reasons to believe

that the influence was not very important. None of the questions was

immediately related to these characterics. The fact that the

interviewers came from a university might have had some influence. But

there is more reason to consider this as an advantage than as a

disadvantage. Although the interviewees knew that a general report

was to be published, they did not consider the researchers as

collaborators of the inspectorate and the publication of the report

as a threat of their independence.

The credibility of the reported facts also depends on the nature

of the asked information. There are good reasons to believe that the
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information about the use of the overall number per teacher is credible.

Why? Although the law was asking for the determination of the criteria

by head and teachers, the law did not say what would happen if the

decision was not taken according to the law. No sanctions were provided

if the head did not consult the teachers and no special body had to

control if consultation was done according to the law. Of course trade

unions always could take action if the head did not pay attention to

the opinion of the teachers. On the other hand it should be remembered

that teacher trade unions are not used to fight locally for their rights,

but are much more interested in national action in order to improve

the working conditions of the teachers. Traditionally schools are not

considered to be a place for big fights between heads and teachers.

There are some other reasons supporting the credibility of the

picture we gave of the decision-making patterns in relation to the use

of the overall number of periods per teacher. Schools have made

explicitly or implicitly an option for educational key aims and there

is a wide consensus about those aims in the schools. Teachers are not

looking forward for a discussion about this topic and the link of the

key aims with the use of the overall numbers of periods per teacher.

Moreover this research has shown that the heads determining the

criteria took as one of the priorities the stabilisation of the

employment of teachers. If this is the general rule, it is very

plausible that teachers did not complain about their non-participation

in the decision-making about the criteria.

Another reason to believe that the decision-making pattern is

credible, is the fact that teachers and heads admit that the national

regulations became so complicated that it is almost impossible for a

teacher to know what the consequences are for a particular decision.

Teachers have not the overall picture of the school heads have. This

feeling discourages teachers to participate in a discussion which should

come to a decision in a very short time, namely the first days of the
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school year. Because timetables should be available at the beginning

of the school year the heads do a proposal and this proposal is mostly

accepted, for reasons I already mentioned.

For these reasons it is understandable that the different parties

involved in the decision-making gave a picture of the participation

in the decision-making as is shown in table 1. Only two schools realized

the decision-making procedure according to the prescriptions of the

law. All other schools came to a decision-making pattern which hardly

fits into the pattern presented by law.

That the nature of the reported phenomena is an important issue

in relation to the problem of the credibility of the reported events,

have we seen as well when researching the financial and equipment

management. Two methods have been followed: the analysis of the accounts

of the schools and interviews of the heads and accountants of the schools

about the interpretation of some items of the accounts and the reasons

of a particular policy. This is a very complex problem and it is

impossible to explain it in this short period of time. The first

indicator we got about the complexity to study financial management

of schools became observable when we asked for the accounts in the

schools. Two catholic schools refused to give the information. Ten

schools provided the information and we thought we could do all

calculations we wanted. But we had a lot of problems and we had to

do the work twice. The first time we gave a very long list of items

and description of items and asked the schools to fill out these forms.

After control of these data it became clear that the data were not

reliable. We asked for the accounts to do the work ourselves and checked

the work afterwards with the help of the school accountants. On this

basis we thought to have a reliable picture of the financial management,

because all important items were discussed with the heads in order to

understand what the background was of the decisions and the aims they

wanted to attain. I think we have good reasons to accept that most
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of the information is reliable, but on the other hand in some schools

we got the indication that we do not have all the infomation. I give

an example of two schools. The accounts made clear that these schools

had every year a deficit on the budget and yet they had big projects

to build and could easily find a bank to loan the money. After the

interview, when the tape recorder was put off, the accountant was asked

how it was possible to get a loan so easily even when the school had

no special warrants. The answer was that they saved a huge amount of

money in the bank and had proved that they could pay the loan. What

this school did was not against the law, because they may use the state

subsidy to hire buildings. Even when it was not against the law, it

was not a nice picture to show to the taxe payer. This indicator may

suggest that the data about the finance of the schools could also be

different in the other schools of which we had not immediately the same

indicators.

Another factor which might have influence on the credibility

of the report is the way a researcher got access to the field. To get

access to the schools we had the support of the national organization

of catholic schools and of senior civil servants of the ministry. A

letter of introduction was used to tell the heads that the project had

only scientific aims and was subsidized by the National Fund of

Scientific Research. During the first visit to the schools we explained

that all observations would be reported anonimously. We also stressed

that if we would quote answers the person would not be recognizable

by others. For that reason we never mentioned an answer together with

the position of an interviewee and the school where he or she was working.

To what extent this promisses really had a positive effect on the

interviewees is not always to prove. We asked the field workers to

pay attention to the credibility of the stories of the interviewees,

but the example of the financial management shows that it was not always

possible to be sure until we got counter indicators. Very important

in this respect is probably the nature of the information given by the
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interviewees.

To solve this problem (biased answers on particular topics) we

interviewed several members of the school on the same topics. E.g. the

decision-making procedures in relation to the use of the overall numbers

of periods per teacher were discussed with the head and the deputy head

of the school, a representative of the teacher union, a coordinator,

the chairman of the statutory power, a teacher member of the teacher's

council, etc. A thorough description of the meetings and the

decision-making procedures was required and gave the possibility to

assess to what extent the information was reliable or not. This kind

of dialectics (approach the same phenomenon from different angles to

destroy limited horizons) can disclose a more reliable picture of social

reality. It is clear that an observation of the meetings could have

given a more reliable picture; but this was not possible within the

available period of time.

The same strategy of data collection was applied in twelve

schools. Although this method cannot guaranty that we have sufficient

information to put the generalization beyond any doubt, it may be

stressed that we attain a reasonable level of probability that the

decision-making pattern in relation to the overall number of periods

per teacher as described is credible.

5. Conclusion and questions

The project I have presented did not only give a description

of school administration, but to a certain extent made some

generalizations on the basis of interpretative sociological research.

The choice for this type of approach is debatable, but we contend to

have good reasons to believe that the evidence we found for the

generalizations is valid because it was possible -at least for some

domains of school administration- to show that the evidence is plausible
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and credible. Although we come to this conclusion some special problems

should be mentioned: 1) the fact that the field work was done by several

field workers caused almost the impossibility to come to interpretative

interactionism, 2) generalizations are made on the basis of 12 case

studies and can only give a tentative answer to the problems.

I want to discuss three questions:

1) If we want to discuss theorizing in sociology, we should agree on

the meaning of theory. What shall be considered to be theory?

2) If there are many field workers, what are the conditions to do field

work which gives valid and reliable data?

3) Are there other means to assess the validity of data than we have

discussed in the paper?
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