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APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW SCHEDULES 

 

F1-PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

School code:        Principal code: 

 
1. Could you provide me with a brief history of your teaching career and sketch the path 

to becoming a principal? [courses you completed that contributed to your professional 

development] 

2. In your opinion did your training adequately prepare you for your role as principal? 

3. What do you regard as the core purpose of principalship? [rank what you regard as the 

core business of a principals work] 

4. Researchers have more or less reached consensus that teachers are to blame for poor 

performance. What do you think of this comment? 

5. What is your opinion of your school’s performance in the recent Annual National 

Assessment tests? [with specific reference to Grades 1,4 and 7; literacy and 

numeracy] 

6. What in your opinion are the reasons for learner achievement levels? [with reference 

to ANA and other systemic tests results] 

7. Which strategies do you have in place to enhance learner outcomes? 

8. How do you deal with at risks learners [how are they identified/monitoring strategies 

to improve learner outcomes/challenges you encounter in doing so] 

9. In which ways do you lead and manage teaching and learning? [refer especially to 

classroom observations-monitoring, evaluating and supporting quality teaching and 

learning] 

10. Which problem areas have been prioritized in the School Improvement Plan (SIP)? 

11. Which strategies have been put in place to deal with problems identified in SIP? 

12. How do you keep abreast with all the curriculum changes? [how are these 

communicated to the staff; which strategies are in place to ensure that these 

curriculum changes are successfully implemented in the classroom?]  

13. How often do you call on District support, and what is the nature of that support? 

14. How often do District Officials visit the school, and what is the nature of these visits? 

15. What type of support would you prefer they offer? 

16. What are your expectations of the teaching staff regarding teaching and learning? 
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17. Which strategies are in place to support, monitor and evaluate staff development in 

your school? 

18. Could you describe the community that your school serves? [refer to community 

factors that enhance or constrain learning outcomes] 
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F2-TEACHER INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

School code:        Teacher code: 

 

1. Researchers have more or less reached consensus that teachers are to blame for poor 

performance. What do you think of this comment?  

2. Do you think learners learn differently? [In which ways? Do you take this difference 

into consideration when preparing your lessons?] 

3. In which ways is your classroom a resource centre for the children you teach?[also 

refer to the school as a resource centre/ what does it have to offer]. 

4. What is your opinion on the schools overall performance in the recent Annual 

National Assessment tests?[ with specific reference to literacy and numeracy] 

5. What is your opinion of your learners’ performance in the Annual National 

Assessment tests?  [with specific reference to literacy and numeracy]. 

6. How can the level of achievement of poor performing learner’s be raised? [strategies 

for improving learner achievement levels in your own learning area or grades that you 

teach]  

7. What do you consider are the contributing factors for poor learner performance? 

8. What kind of support do you need in terms of improving learner performances and 

from whom? 

9. What are the expectations that you hold of the learners you teach? 

10. Which resources do you draw on when preparing for lessons? 

11. How do you keep abreast with the latest curriculum developments especially 

regarding literacy and numeracy? 

12.  How do you go about incorporating these curriculum changes into your current 

classroom practices? 

13. Which teacher/staff development courses did you complete in the last five years and 

how did these courses benefit or improve your teaching practices? 

14. Could you describe the community that the school serves [refer to community factors 

that enhance or constrain learning outcomes]? 
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F3-LEARNER INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

School code:        Learner code: 

 
1. How old were you when you started school? 

2. Did you attend preschool? Where and When? 

3. How old were you when you started Grade 1? 

4. Which other schools did you attend before coming to this school? 

5. Did you ever repeat a grade? If yes, which grade? Why do you think you had to repeat 

the grade? 

6. What do you like best about this school? State why? 

7. What do you dislike about this school? State why? 

8. Which subjects do you like the most? State why? 

9. Which subjects do you least like and state why? 

10. Could you tell me about your overall performance? In which subjects are you 

performing well and in which subjects are you performing poorly? 

11. Why do you think you are struggling with certain subjects and not with others? 

12. What kind of support or help do you think you need to improve and from whom? 

13. How do you learn? [think about when you need to learn something new or when you 

learning for tests, the how do you learn?] 

14. Who helps you when you doing homework? 

15. Do you think that reading can help you to improve in subjects that you struggling 

with? [do you read at home or just in school?/ what type of books do you read?/ how 

do you think reading can help you?] 
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G- PILOT STUDY PHASE OF THE RESEARCH 
 PILOT STUDY REPORT: MOVING FROM PROBLEM TO PURPOSE 
Introduction 

Full reports on pilot studies are not often found in research literature and even less in research 

using qualitative research methods (Prescott & Soeken, 1989; van Teijlingen & Hundley, 

2002; Kim, 2010). According to Prescott & Soeken (1989: 60), “pilot studies are likely to be 

underdiscussed, underused and underreported”. Van Teijlingen & Hundley (2002:3) note that 

“when reported, they often only justify research methods … and their potential for other 

researchers appear to be ignored”. Kim (2010:191), who did a study of the uses of pilot 

studies in a qualitative inquiry, concurs that “although pilot studies are widely used very little 

is written about it”. The apparent reason why pilot studies are not often reported on is 

accredited to publication bias. Van Teijlingen & Hundley argue that “there is a tendency for 

journals to accept papers that have statistically significant results (van Teijlingen & Hundley 

2002:1). This is confirmed by Proman (2010), who argues that “academic research papers 

need to be based on testable, verifiable data, which is obtained from a full survey, not from a 

pilot study” (2001:1).  

Before writing this report, and as a means of verifying what the previous authors were 

alluding to, I did an advance search for accredited research articles, dealing with the issue of 

reporting on pilot studies, on EBSCOHOST; a multidisciplinary database which hosts other 

databases like, Academic Search Complete (with 7 300 journals), African Wide Information 

(consisting of 3.2 million citations), ERIC (covering 1.3 million records), PsycArticles 

(consisting of 80 journals) and SocIndex (consisting of 2.1 million records). I limited my 

search between 2000 and 2012, using the following search words or phrases: “Pilot Studies”, 

“conducting pilot studies” and “reporting on pilot studies”. This process only yielded 8 

results; two were in the field of nursing, two in environmental health, two in medicine, one 

related to geography and one to the field of economics. I then did a further search on 

scholar.google.com., where I came across the BMC Medical Research Methodology journal, 

which contained a few articles suggesting how to go about doing and reporting on pilot 

studies, but these were mainly in the medical field (especially nursing) and they mostly made 

use of quantitative research methods. Besides the journal, I also came across two very useful 

articles reporting on the lessons learnt from conducting pilot studies using qualitative 

research methods, namely Sampson (2004) whose article is titled: “Navigating the waves: the 

usefulness of a pilot in qualitative research”, and Kim (2010) whose article is titled: “The 
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Pilot Study in Qualitative Inquiry identifying issues and learning lessons for culturally 

competent research”. Each of these authors used different research designs in their studies; 

Sampson (2004) reported on lessons learnt in conducting a pilot study before embarking on 

ethnographic research and Kim (2010) highlighted the benefits and reported on lessons learnt 

from conducting pilot work from a phenomenological perspective. My research design is 

based on multiple qualitative case studies.  

Kim (2010) provides confirmation of the lack of qualitative researchers in offering full 

reports on what they have learnt in the pilot phase of their research, after conducting a similar 

search for such reports. She however limited her search to include only academic scientific 

journals on pilot studies in qualitative research like: Social Work Abstracts, Social Service 

Abstracts, JSTOR, and ISI Web of knowledge, as well as scholar.google.com, using “pilot” 

and “pilot study” as keywords. She also did an advance search in the following peer-reviewed 

journals: Qualitative Social Work, Qualitative Inquiry, Qualitative Health Research, 

International Journal of Qualitative Methods and International Journal of Social Research 

Methodology. Her efforts revealed that there were only a few articles “that explored the 

benefits of qualitative pilot works and the role these works play in developing the main 

study” (see results in Kim, 2010:192).  I also found whilst perusing doctoral dissertations 

using qualitative research methods that often scholars would only state that they have learnt 

from the pilot study or they tend to only report on one aspect that they piloted (the pre-testing 

of the questionnaire or survey). The actual lessons learnt, methodological challenges 

experienced and epistemological issues arising from the pilot study, that needs to be 

considered before embarking on a full study, remains unclear. Van Teijlingen et al (2001), 

argues that “researchers have an ethical obligation to make the best use of their research 

experience by reporting issues arising from all parts of a study, including the pilot phase” 

(2001:293). 

The purpose of this report is therefore to offer a comprehensive account of my experiences in 

the pilot phase of my research, by illuminating not only the processes followed but by also 

highlighting the actual lessons learnt, which I believe could be of use to other novice 

researchers doing similar research, in similar ‘real-life’ settings, using qualitative research 

instruments. The format of this report is structured as follows: Firstly I briefly draw on 

literature that clarifies the meaning of the term ‘pilot study’ and explores the benefits of pilot 

work in qualitative research. I then turn my attention to my pilot study covering all the 

methodological areas from implementation (selection and gaining access to the site) to 

completion (exiting the site). Included in this is a discussion on the rationale for doing the 
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pilot, a description of the context in which the pilot was conducted, how I engaged with each 

instrument that I piloted, as well as an in-depth presentation of the lessons that I learned 

during each engagement. I conclude by looking at how the lessons learnt from the pilot study 

could be useful in contributing to the overall development of my main study. 

Pilot Studies: Lessons learnt from literature 

The aim of this section is to briefly clarify what the term ‘pilot study’ means and to explore 

the possible benefits of pilot study work in general, and more specifically for researchers 

working within a qualitative methodological research paradigm. 

As previously mentioned, the literature on pilot studies in qualitative research is lacking, 

since most of the literature where pilot studies feature, could be found in medical journals and 

these studies generally pre-test quantitative research instruments. Even though these studies 

were in medical journals, I did retrieve some useful information from some of these studies, 

which includes work done by Arain et al (2010), Thabane et al (2010) and van Teijlingen et 

al (2001). Thabane et al (2010) for example, offered an extensive discussion of the meaning 

of the term pilot study drawing on epidemiology and statistical dictionaries, as well as 

definitions from the Web (see Thabane et al, 2010: 1-10). Not to ‘re-invent the wheel’ from 

this I drew that pilot studies are small scale studies, commonly known as a ‘feasibility study’ 

or a ‘trial run’ in preparation for the main study (Thabane et al, 2010: 1-10). However, it 

could also mean the pre-testing or “trying-out” of a particular research instrument (Arain et al 

(2010); Thabane et al, 2010; van Teijlingen et al 2001). We can however gain a deeper 

understanding of pilot studies when we look at the reasons and benefits for conducting pilot 

studies. Van Teijlingen et al (2001), provides a useful table in this regard (see van Teijlingen 

et al, 2001:293). I extracted the reasons for conducting the pilot study from the 

aforementioned table, concentrating only on those aspects which applied to qualitative 

researchers and divided it into three broad categories: (1) Designing and assessing a 

research protocol (assessing whether it is workable and realistic; identifying logistical 

problems; assessing peoples willingness to participate; testing and engaging with the 

instruments), (2) Working with preliminary data (uncover potential problems relating to 

preliminary data collection; testing different analysis techniques and packages) and (3) 

Resource considerations (both in terms of time and human resources- using the pilot as a 

form of ‘self-training’ exercise in order to build one’s confidence to carry out research of this 

nature) (van Teijlingen et al, 2001; Thabana et al, 2010).  

Kim (2010:191), who as previously mentioned is a qualitative researcher, argues that “the 

principle benefit of conducting a pilot study is that it provides researchers with an opportunity 
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to make adjustments and revisions in the main study”.  In addition she provides the following 

reasons for conducting a pilot study in a qualitative inquiry, as being: “to assess the 

acceptability of an interview or an observation protocol …to self-evaluate one’s readiness, 

capability, and commitment as a qualitative researcher…to train  qualitative researchers and 

to enhance the credibility of a qualitative study” (Kim, 2010:193). Van Teijlingen and 

Hundley (2002) however warn that the successful completion of one’s pilot study still does 

not guarantee that the main study would be successful.  

Armed with this information (the ‘what’ and the ‘why’ on pilot studies) I now turn my 

attention to offering a comprehensive report on my pilot study (the ‘how’ of the pilot work).  

My Pilot Study: From implementation to completion 

This section comprises of four parts. I start by providing a rationale for conducting this pilot 

study. This is followed by a description of the site and a discussion on how I went about 

negotiating access. Next I show how I engaged with each instrument piloted, which includes 

the processes followed and the methodological and epistemological lessons learned during 

this phase of my research. I conclude by revealing some of the findings of this phase of the 

research, in order to shed light on certain questions I grappled with at the end of the pilot 

study. 

Background: Placing the pilot study within context 

The rationale for embarking on the pilot study is threefold: (1) to test the feasibility of my 

data collection instruments, (2) to uncover methodological and epistemological challenges of 

doing research before embarking on my main study, and (3) to assess the appropriateness of 

the research questions and theoretical framework of the main study. 

Description of the site and a discussion on gaining access 

The selection of the school where I conducted the pilot study was crucial; in that it had to 

more or less mirror one of the sites I would be researching in the main study. The eligibility 

of schools for the main study was based on the following criteria: socio-economic 

differentials, resourced and under-resourced schools and schools comprising of different 

racial compositions. My pilot school, to which I refer to as School X (a pseudonym) is a 

former House of Representatives (HOR) school or a former “coloured” school. One way to 

determine the socio-economic status of the school and its community is through the assigned 

quintile ratings. Quintile ratings of schools are based on a poverty rating system prepared by 

the National Treasury, where schools are categorised into 5 quintiles;  a quintile 1 rating 

being the poorest school (which means the school is under-resourced amongst other things) 

and a quintile 5 rating the least poor (well-resourced school) (Gov. Gazette, 2006). What is 
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however interesting to note is that the rating systems are not always a true reflection of the 

school or the community it serves. School X for example, received a quintile 4 rating, which 

implies that the school is fairly well off and adequately resourced. However the majority of 

the children who attend the school are from surrounding poverty-stricken areas and the 

school is fairly under-resourced both in terms of physical and human capacity. Chudgar and 

Kanjee (2009) note that the quintile system is effective only in identifying schools at the 

extremes, but schools in the middle are often incorrectly identified.  

School X is more than 100 years old and children are still housed in the original prefabricated 

classrooms, which are small with limited ventilation. Being the only English medium school 

in the area, the school is often inundated with learners wanting to attend the school which 

places huge strain on the limited spaces and resources available to the school. There are 

currently 1273 learners attending the school of which +/- 1000 are “coloured” and the rest are 

“black” learners. They are served by a teaching component consisting of 34 permanent staff 

members; 32 “coloured”, 1 “white” and 1 “black” teacher. The principal (who is in an acting 

position seeing that the previous principal retired), two deputy principals and four heads of 

department, who make up the school’s management team, are also “coloured”.  There are 

four non-academic staff members and two administrative officials. The school fees amount to 

R460p.a. which some parents find difficult to contribute to seeing that some of them are 

unemployed. The school has one computer laboratory, one playground and one staffroom.  

The pilot study phase started with negotiating access to the site. Maginn (2007) warns that 

“gaining access to culturally diverse sites to ask sensitive questions means that the researcher 

will need to be prepared to assert a range of strategies and tactics to win over the trust and 

confidence of gatekeepers and informants” (2007:438). Maginn (2007) provides a number of 

criteria which should be followed to gain successful access to the research site. Following I 

present the criteria coupled with my reflections on how I went about meeting these criteria: 

Establishing Contact 

Regular telephonic discussions preceded my entry into the school. I came to realise that the 

secretary was the ‘gatekeeper’ to gaining access to the principal. It was important to build 

rapport with her. 

Initiating Rapport 

It was important to be transparent from the outset. I personally delivered copies of the 

research instruments to the school, and this gave me the opportunity to engage with the 

principal. I also realised that I had to relinquish some control over to him by allowing him to 

be part of the planning around school visits.  Together, we negotiated days in which to 
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conduct the pilot, as well as the assigned grades who formed part of the pilot. An Information 

Sheet (see Appendix 2) explaining the what, who and why of the research, accompanied the 

instruments.   

Earning trust and confidence 

Teachers were made aware that this was a pilot study and that their contribution to this phase 

of my research was extremely valuable. I was also aware of my role as researcher and the 

power dynamics that underline the relationship between the researchers and the researched. 

Securing permission 

Gaining the endorsement to conduct the research from the WCED and then from the principal 

helped in this process. Keeping to scheduled school visit dates was crucial. Teachers were 

aware that I would be at the school for the month of February on Mondays, Tuesdays and 

Wednesdays. If for some reason I could not make it I would contact the school in advance 

and make sure to reschedule the visit. To a large extent the way in which I approached the 

school also helped in this process. 

Eliciting data from observations and interactions from various actors who line the front 

and back stages of the setting 

I found it easy to initiate conversation with a range of people irrespective of their position in 

the school. I found entering into dialogue with the school nurse, the caretakers or even the 

cleaners at the school turned out to be valuable. They interact with all role players on a daily 

basis so one gets to learn more about the context and ethos of the school from them, besides 

the actual research participants. 

Lessons learnt in gaining access to the site 

Previously, I reflected on the challenges I experienced in gaining access to the school, noting 

that the official consent by the Western Cape Education Departments (WCED), granting 

permission to do research in schools, does not necessarily guarantee successful access to the 

school. Researchers are often viewed with suspicion by principals and teachers. As 

researchers we therefore have to constantly be aware of “the relationship between researcher 

and the research subject and the sensitivity of interactions and negotiations” (Hoadley, 

2005:85). The role that researchers play is re-emphasized by Kim (2010, drawing on Hill, 

2006) who notes “considerations such as ‘who do I (researcher) want to be?’ and ‘who do I 

want to be to them (participants)’ are must-ask questions in conducting qualitative research, 

adding that “one should be guided by an ethic of caring in a culturally appropriate way, 

which requires continuous reflection about the role of the researcher” (Kim, 2010:198). This 

also includes acknowledging that research is a highly invasive process and often the 

320 
 

 

 

 

 



researcher has to conduct research in inimical and sensitive environments. We therefore have 

to recognize “how we are positioned in relation to participants and how this shapes the 

research process” (Hill, 2006, in Kim, 2010:198).  Journalising one’s thoughts, feelings and 

biases is one way of reflecting on the issues raised in the above discussion.  This is confirmed 

by Spradley (1979) who suggests using a ‘personal log’ as a way to ‘enable a person to take 

into account personal biases and feelings, to understand their influences on research’ 

(1979:76). I kept three journals, one for each of the respective sites visited. 

Engaging with data collection instruments: Methodological and epistemological lessons 

learnt 

In this section I present the data collection instruments piloted, by looking at how each was 

applied and with whom (my engagement with each instrument in the pilot setting), adding in 

the findings elicited from each instrument piloted, before illuminating what worked and what 

did not work (lessons learnt from my engagement with each instrument). I then offer a 

discussion of the main findings and the outcomes of the pilot study phase of my research. 

The questionnaire: engaging with the teacher and learner questionnaire 

I piloted two questionnaires; a teacher questionnaire (refer to Appendix D1) and a learner 

questionnaire (refer to Appendix D2). In my initial negotiations with the principal it was 

agreed that I would pilot the instruments in 3 assigned classes (one in each of the following 

grades: Grades: 1, 4 and 7) and their relevant class and subject teachers. According to 

Thabane et al (2010: 5), “… a pilot study should be large enough to provide useful 

information about aspects that are being assessed for feasibility”. Sample size therefore does 

not appear to be a requirement for pilot work as long as the participants are representative of 

the sample in the main study (Thabane et al, 2010). Four teachers completed the teacher 

questionnaire; one Grade 1 teacher, one Grade 4 teacher and two Grade 7 teachers (one 

responsible for language and the other mathematics). The purpose of the teacher 

questionnaire was to provide me with an understanding of the teachers’ perceptions around 

issues of learner achievement levels (the focus of this study), especially in literacy (language) 

and numeracy (mathematics), which could serve as a basis for further probing in the 

interview sessions. For this reason the first half of the questionnaire dealt with issues 

pertaining to their experience and training in particular learning areas (subjects) and the 

second half dealt with questions relating more to issues surrounding my research focus, 

namely their perceptions on learner achievement levels. With regards to the learner 

questionnaires, I piloted two different learner questionnaires; one for Grade 1 and 4, which 

was mainly to determine their socio-economic status and one for Grades 7, which was 
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divided into two sections:  the first section resembled the Grades 1 and 4 questionnaire and 

the second section contained questions relating to their scholastic performance. The learner 

questionnaire was completed by 118 learners; 32 in Grade 1, 40 in Grade 4 and 43 in Grade 

7. I conducted the learner questionnaires myself. Although it was time-consuming and at 

times frustrating, however, personally administering the questionnaires helped in two ways: 

firstly I ensured 100% response rate and secondly I could identify problems as they arose. 

Following the same process in the main study will require thorough planning. 

Lessons learnt from administering the questionnaires 

Carrim (2006:220) warns that “the context in which questionnaires are supposed to be 

administered and who is expected to respond are important considerations to raise”. He 

further adds that “the pragmatics of what is practically possible determines what can be done 

in research, and how” (Carrim, 2006:230). In his research project he found that “time, labour 

and finance are important material conditions that determine the possibilities of research” 

(Carrim, 2006:230). Similarly I found time to be a major consideration whilst administering 

the questionnaires; negotiating time to gain access to learners and considering the time it 

would take learners to complete the questionnaires were important decisions. Changes were 

made to the Grade 1 and Grade 4 questionnaire, whereas the Grade 7 questionnaire remained 

unchanged. Administering the learner questionnaire with Grade 1 learners was extremely 

time-consuming, since learners were unfamiliar with certain words on the questionnaire. I 

ended up having to repeat things and elaborating on the meaning of certain words. To 

facilitate this process, and on recommendation of the Grade 1 teacher, I decided to use visual 

presentations (pictures) throughout the questionnaire. From the Grade 7 questionnaire I 

elicited interesting responses surrounding learner performance which I allude to later in the 

report. These issues could be probed further in the interview sessions, especially regarding 

the subjects in which they were performing poorly and their perceptions on why they were 

struggling. Initially, as previously mentioned, the Grade 4 questionnaire was the same as the 

Grade 1 questionnaire (only focusing on socio-economic status of the learners). Informed by 

the responses to the Grade 7 questionnaire, I decided to change the Grade 4 questionnaire to 

resemble the Grade 7 questionnaire. In this way I could gauge Grade 4 learners understanding 

on issues surrounding their academic performance. The teacher questionnaires remained 

unchanged, since their responses were sufficient to use for further probing in interview 

sessions. I, however, found that providing teachers with the questionnaire in advance and 

allowing them with sufficient time to ‘sit with’ it, appeared to increase the quality of their 
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responses. On the other hand to ensure a 100% response rate I negotiated turn-in dates with 

teachers, which proved to be successful. 

Findings extracted from questionnaires 

Based on the learner responses I could determine what they had access to in their homes, 

what they struggled with in school and why they were struggling. What was clear was that 

learners came from varying socio-economic background. From the 118 responses 18% could 

be considered poor, 55% average and 27% wealthy in terms of what they had access to in 

their homes. Furthermore I found that learners struggled mainly with mathematics; of the 82 

Grades 4 and 7’s 72% struggled with mathematics. The majority of these learners noted that 

they struggled with mathematics because they either did not like it or they found it to be 

complicated or difficult. From the teacher questionnaires teachers stated that they felt more 

confident to teach language than mathematics. 

 

Classroom Observations: Engaging with the classroom observation schedule (COBS) 

Observations were conducted in two classrooms. The Grade 1 class was observed two days in 

succession and I observed one Grade 7 language class. The Grade 4 class was not observed. 

The reasons for the latter I will elaborate on later since this was one of the limitations in 

conducting the pilot study. As previously mentioned, my conceptual focus was on 

pedagogical practices within the classroom, which would include capturing the dynamics of 

classroom interactions. The same schedule was used in all observations (see Appendix 5). 

The COBS, which was used by Hoadley (2005) and informed by the theoretical framework of 

Basil Bernstein, was quite complex and lengthy. My main concern was using an established 

COBS based on such an elaborate and comprehensive theory. Gamble (2004) notes that  

the researcher choosing to work within a Bernsteinian framework may 
initially find herself trapped in what feels like a labyrinth of concepts, all 
related yet all carriers of distinct meanings … This brings with it the 
danger of encouraging the researcher to fit empirical evidence into pre-
elaborate categories which are already available and to be lulled into a 
misconception that no further theoretical labour is necessary other than to 
verify an already established theory (2004:51).  
 

Prior to piloting the COBS I had to immerse myself into the literature to gain an 

understanding of the many constructs being used in the COBS, in order to avoid 

misinterpretations. The piloting of the COBS allowed for the space to receive training in the 

use of the instrument, especially on finding ways to avoid forcing empirical evidence to fit 

the theoretical constructs being observed. Audio recording lessons and the use of a COBS 
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summary sheet (see Hoadley, 2005:92) helped in this regard. The latter served a dual 

purpose: firstly, it doubled as a coding sheet – making it easier to read the data and secondly 

it served as an analytical memo – a space for jotting down ideas, feelings and initial 

perceptions whilst observing.  

Lessons learnt during classroom observation sessions 

The audio recording of lessons was useful in capturing the complexities and dynamics of both 

classroom practices and classroom interactions. Added to this, audio recording lessons 

allowed me to re-experience the lesson over and over again and this is especially useful when 

working with an already established COBS. I also found that combining audio and written 

methods (having an analytical memo) creates ‘a mosaic of data’, since the written notes 

capture the ‘real-life’ details (expressions, silences, movement) that which the audio recorder 

fails to capture, and one is able to “identify themes as they emerge in the field” (Flewitt, 

2006:30). In other words it permitted me to do preliminary analysis whilst collecting data, 

which could only add to the richness of my findings. The written notes, allowed me to 

document my initial ‘ideas, thoughts, impressions, reflections, and feelings’ whilst observing 

(Kim, 2010:200). Kim (2010:200) notes that this is one way of separating one’s personal 

views and experiences from data collection, which appears to be challenging when collecting 

data. She suggests using peer reviewers or peer debriefers, which I could consider using in 

the main study in order to ‘probe my biases, to explore alternative meanings, and to clarify 

possible biased interpretations’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985:308). 

Interviews: engaging with the interview schedule 

I piloted three semi-structured interview schedules. One with the school principal, one 

interview schedule was designed for teachers and one for the learners. I used semi-structured 

interviews mainly because it allowed for greater flexibility, in that I could draw on the 

responses of participants elicited from the questionnaires and classroom observations and do 

further probing in the interviews, adding greater depth to the interview process. I interviewed 

the principal, 3 teachers (the Grades 1 and 4 class teachers and the Grade 7 language teacher), 

and 11 learners (2 Grade 1 learners, 4 Grade 4 learners, and 5 Grade 7 learners). I mainly 

used individual interviews however; the Grade 7’s were interviewed in a group (the reasons 

for this I discuss later under the limitations of the pilot study). The principal’s interview 

schedule (refer to Appendix F1), contained questions that would provide me with a more 

holistic picture of the school context, its practices and its culture. It also contained questions 

surrounding the schools performance in Systemic testing and the Annual National 

Assessment test, strategies the school had in place to improve learner outcomes and aspects 
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about schooling and the community that either enhanced or constrained learner performance. 

Two of the three teachers’ interviews started with questions elicited from their responses in 

the teacher questionnaires and reflections on the lessons observed. As previously mentioned I 

was unable to observe the Grade 4 teacher and therefore could only draw from her responses 

on the questionnaire. The rest of the teacher interviews covered more or less the same 

conceptual areas (see attached teacher schedule in Appendix F2). I started learner interviews 

in the same way as the teacher interviews by reflecting on answers to questions stated in the 

questionnaires and aspects that arose from classroom observations (where possible). I then 

proceeded to the questions on the interview schedule, which was the same for all learners 

interviewed (see attached learner schedule in Appendix F3).   

Lessons learnt from the interview sessions  

The flexibility allowed when conducting semi-structured interviews meant that there was no 

need to modify or change the interview schedules.  There were, however, methodological 

challenges that arose that would influence the way interviews are conducted in the main 

study. Methodologically, I found the aspect of sequencing the data collection process, which 

was crucial to the interview process, far more challenging than what I expected. Initially 

interviews had to follow the questionnaires and classroom observations, in order to gain a 

deeper understanding of the practices and surrounding issues that spoke to learner 

achievement levels. This, however, was not always practically possible for two reasons: 

firstly, for the same pragmatic reasons I alluded to in the section: Lessons learnt in 

administering questionnaires and secondly, some learners failed to number their 

questionnaires making it difficult to use their responses in the interviews. Alternatively, I had 

to rely on teachers to assist in the selection of learners for interview sessions. This was 

problematic since the Grade 4 teacher, for example sent me her more academically strong 

learners, which meant that their responses were somewhat skewed. Administering the 

questionnaires myself and following a numbering system which corresponds with the class 

list, could help combat these practical problems in the main study. This would require a well-

planned research protocol seeing that the main study is based on multiple cases. Besides the 

practical problems there were also deeper conceptual issues to consider; issues pertaining to 

conducting interviews with young children, to which I now turn. 

Although interviews provide high quality data, researchers have to be aware of the ethical 

dilemmas especially when conducting interviews with vulnerable members of society, like 

children. Denzin (1989:83) notes: 
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…our primary obligation is always to the people we study, not to our 
project or to a larger discipline. The lives and stories that we hear and 
study are given to us under a promise, that promise being that we protect 
those who have shared them with us. 
 

Denzin illuminates the importance of listening and protecting those who are willing to share 

their lived experiences with us. In the case of child-centred interviews this could entail 

reflecting on aspects related to gaining access to children, being aware of various 

communication and technical techniques prior to conducting interviews with young children, 

dealing with silences during interview sessions and avoiding aspects relating to 

‘suggestibility’. 

Gaining access to children can be challenging since teachers and parents are the gate-keepers 

to children in research. After gaining the correct ethical clearances from the university as well 

as the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) I still had to get the consent of parents. 

I found working through the official communication structures of the school valuable in this 

regard. The school sent out a letter to the relevant parents explaining the research and my 

purpose at the school. This appeared to ensure a better response from parents. To gain the 

consent of the learners I attached the Learner Consent Form (see Appendix C3) to the 

questionnaire. This allowed me to explain the research process and their role in it, allowing 

them to ask questions and complete the consent form. The structure of the consent form was 

also important since it had to be age-appropriate. Gaining learner consent or “assent is an on-

going process, since continued agreement and co-operation of the child is required” (Miller, 

2000:1231). Even though learners consented to participating in all aspects of the research, 

entering into a dialogical relationship with learners was crucial, especially prior and during 

interview sessions. They had to be made aware of the purpose of the interview, why they 

were being recorded, how they could withdraw at any time. Flewitt (2005:556), suggests 

‘provisional consent’ noting that “provisional consent is therefore on-going and dependent on 

the network of researcher/researched relationship based upon sensitivity, reciprocal trust and 

collaboration”.  

Thorough preparation for interviews with children is crucial. This is discussed at length by 

Cameron (2005) and Miller (2006). Cameron (2005) provides some useful technical 

techniques for child-centred interviews from managing the physical setting, to encouraging 

free narrative to put the child at ease and sharing the purpose of the interview. This is 

expanded on by Miller (2006) who provides some useful communicative strategies when 

working with children. She notes that asking children to speak about their ‘normal day’, their 
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likes and dislikes opens a pathway to other topics of discussion. Similarly I found free 

narrative to be very useful since children, especially the Grade 1 learners tend to be silent 

when faced with more tough questions. Allowing them to tell their story, and then to 

elaborate on aspects I felt were important to the research, was one way of extracting their 

views on the topic. I did however find that the younger children (the Grade 1’s) were keen to 

express their views and were very articulate in doing so.  Miller (2000) warns that “one 

should take care not to underestimate the awareness and maturity that some children possess 

when addressing issues of concern to themselves” (2000:1228). 

One other area of concern was with dealing with silences during interview sessions and 

avoiding what Birbeck and Drummond (2005:584) refer to as “suggestibility”. Cameron 

(2005:603) notes that “interviewers often need to sit in silence with a child and to resist the 

need to fill conversational spaces, particularly by asking questions”. Cameron (2000) adds 

that one should view such silences as “active sort of silences… it means that whilst remaining 

silent the researcher or interviewer observes the child, maintains gentle eye contact and keeps 

distracting body movements under control”.  This was quite evident in interviewing male 

learners, who tended to be less responsive in interview sessions, especially with me being a 

female interviewer. I therefore had to consider ways to draw them into a discussion. One way 

was to relate to issues of interest to them, like sport and electronic games, and thereafter ease 

into the interview questions, in other words adopting a more sensitive approach to research. 

Cousins and Milner (2005:454) argue that “a sensitive approach to establishing rapport and 

conducting the interview is a necessity”.  I also found that audio recording interviews allowed 

me to be free to observe children and maintain eye contact. Selecting the right location in 

which to conduct interviews is also an important factor. Children need to be comfortable and 

distractions should be kept to the minimum.  

Birbeck and Drummond (2005) speak to the issue of suggestibility. They found that children 

are more vulnerable to suggestibility mainly because of their “cognitive ability and the 

perceived power differentials between the researcher and the child” (2005:584).  Birbeck and 

Drummond (2005:584, drawing on Spencer & Flin, 1993) found that “creating a supportive 

environment with uncritical acceptance of the child’s responses is crucial in the establishment 

of attaining worthwhile, valid data”.  

In brief then, the lessons learnt at the various stages of piloting the research instruments 

provided me with valuable insight into the possible pitfalls of conducting research. These 

lessons will be particularly helpful in planning the research protocol for the main study. The 
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following table (Table 5) indicates the multiple data collection instruments tested in the pilot 

study and the number of respondents that participated in this phase of my research. 

TABLE 5: Summary of data collection methods and sources 

Qualitative instrument Data Source Number of respondents 

Questionnaires Grades: 1 Class teacher, 

Grade 4 Class teacher and 

Grade 7 language teacher and 

mathematics teacher 

 4 

Grades: 1(36), 4(40) and 

7(42) learners 

118 

Classroom Observations Grade 1 classroom Numeracy and literacy lesson 

Grade 7 classroom Language Lesson 

Interviews Principal 1 

Teachers 3 

Learners Grade 1(2);Grade 4 (4); 

Grade 7(5)  

 

Limitations of the Pilot Study  

One way of increasing the trustworthiness of one’s research is to report on the limitations of 

the study. This holds for the pilot phase of the research as well. Bowen (2005:218) notes that 

“a study’s limitations in terms of design, methods and findings should be specified”. 

There are two specific limitations that I want to specify, especially in terms of design of the 

pilot study. Firstly, there are the practical limitations which constrained the way the pilot 

study was conducted. I was unable to observe the Grade 4 class as well as the Grade 7 

mathematics lessons. The Grade 4’s were out on excursion during the time set out for this 

purpose and the Grade 7 teacher refused access to the classroom claiming that she had no 

prior knowledge of classroom observation. The teacher also refused to be interviewed. Re-

negotiating access was not possible since the learners were busy with assessment tests. This 

affected the sequence in which data collection was planned but more importantly it impacted 

on the quality and depth of responses in certain (Grades 4 and 7) interview sessions. 

Secondly, I intended to conduct individual interviews with participants. “Individual 

interviews are the most common research method used in child and family research” 

(Cousins & Milner, 2005:452).  However, due to the lack of time and appropriate space this 

328 
 

 

 

 

 



was not always practically possible. I was forced to subject the Grade 7’s to a group 

interview because of the demanding Grade 7 assessment programme. Grades 7’s seldom have 

‘free time’ and I did not want to impede on teaching time. Although I took care to allow each 

person to answer in turn, I still found that certain learners dominated the discussion whilst 

others lacked the confidence to speak. My lack of training in conducting focus group 

interviews was a constraining factor. 

Conclusion 

I want to offer a summary of issues that emerged during the pilot phase of my research in 

order to clear up three concerns that I grappled with at the end of compiling this pilot study 

report. Before doing so it should be made clear that the aim of this section is not to go into an 

in-depth discussion on the findings, since this will be dealt with later on in the dissertation. At 

the end of engaging with the research instruments I was left with the following three 

concerns: firstly, whether or not the findings of the pilot study made me want to change the 

selection criteria and nature of participants, secondly, whether or not the findings in the pilot 

study made me want to change the nature of the research instruments, and thirdly, did the 

findings shed any light on the theoretical framework of the study? 

On the issue of whether or not the selection criteria and nature of participants needed to 

change, I found that I needed to be more explicit in my selection of learner participants. It 

was a given that learners would be selected from the following Grades, namely, Grades 1, 4 

and 7. What was not explicit was the nature of the learner participants. Informed by the 

outcome of the pilot work, and noting that in a Case Study design it is important to replicate 

certain processes, the learners who will form part of the main study will be selected on the 

basis of their academic performance. Four learners out of each grade (an ‘above average’ 

learner, an ‘average learner’, a ‘below average’ learner and an ‘at risk’ learner) will form part 

of the study. A study of the Learner Profile, which provides the learners scholastic record, 

will help in the identification of these learners. The numbering of the questionnaires 

according to a class list would help to identify which of these learners completed the 

questionnaire. This will be useful when exploring responses for interview sessions. It will 

also help me to focus on those particular learners as they interact with teachers during 

classroom observations. 
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APPENDIX H: CASE STUDY PROTOCOL 
Adapted from a template designed by Brereton, Kitchenham, Budgen and Li (2008:7-8) 

CASE STUDY PROTOCOL 

Overview 
The main objective of this research project is to investigate the possible factors that 

contribute to learner achievement levels across different phases of schooling. This will be 

achieved by conducting multiple case studies using multiple data collection methods 

(questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, direct observation and documentary sources) to 

extract data from multiple sources. The unit of analysis is Grade 1, 4 and 7 learners in 

relation to their teachers and principals.  

BACKGROUND 
This study is informed by poor performance of South African primary schools in literacy and 

numeracy. To support this statement look into South Africa’s performance in international, 

cross-national and national results (eg. TIMMS, SACMEQ I and II, MLA, PIRLS). Reports 

to look into are the ANA reports 2011, 2012 and 2013, WCED LITNUM results, NEEDU 

Report, amongst others. Research into the reasons for poor performance in South African 

schools will form part of the literature reviewed for this study. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
The key research question which this study explored is: What are the possible factors that 

contribute to learner achievement levels in South Africa? A study conducted in three selected 

public schools in the Western Cape. 

The research question is unpacked in the following sub-questions: 

1. What are the possible factors that contribute to learner achievement levels in the 

foundation, intermediate and senior phases of schooling? 

2. In which ways are learner achievement levels informed by the curriculum? 

3. What is the nature of pedagogic practices in the foundation, intermediate and senior 

phases of schooling, and how do these account for learner achievement levels in those 

phases? 

4. How does the role of the teacher, in the pedagogic relationship, influence learner 

achievement levels, and how are such influences experienced in practice by learners? 

5. How does the learner’s racial, class and gender identity relate to his/her achievement 

levels? 
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CASE SELECTION 

Three schools were purposefully selected, following the required ethical procedures. Schools 

were selected based on the following criteria: socio-economic differentials, resourced and 

under-resourced schools and schools comprising of different racial compositions. The unit of 

analysis is situated in three different phases of schooling; foundation phase, intermediate 

phase and senior phase. The cases are Grades 1, 4 and 7 learners in relation to their teachers 

and principals. My reasons for selecting different phases and grades is mainly because learner 

achievement demands differ per phase and grade, learners ages differ and, as noted 

previously, research is in these particular areas are lacking. 

DATA COLLECTION PLAN 
Macro cases (multiple sites)  

Telephonic appointments – Contact the secretary of each site. Make appointments- target 

dates for initial contact visits MAY 2012.  Obtain totals of teachers and learners in Grades 

1, 4 and 7. 

Initial contact Negotiate Access Refer to pilot study report 

– discussion on gaining 

access 

Requirements Arrange to meet 

principals of three 

selected schools 

Permission letter from the 

WCED+ Information 

sheet 

Consent Forms 

(Principal/teacher/parents) 

Phase 1 Interview with 

principals 

Questionnaires 

with Grade 1, 4 

and 7 teachers 

Learner 

questionnaires 

Attach learner consent 

forms to learner 

questionnaires 

TASKS:  

• Complete consent forms 

• Interview principal 

• Conduct teacher and learner questionnaires 
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PHASE 2: CLASSROOM OBSEVATIONS 

SITE 1/2/3 

 

 

 

 
GRADE 1    GRADE4    GRADE7 

  

 

        LANGUAGE     MATHS 

DAY 1    DAY 1    DAY 1   DAY 1 

DAY 2    DAY 2    DAY 2   DAY 2 

DAY3    DAY 3    DAY 3   DAY 3 

 

 3 consecutive days per grade 

 Negotiate days /times and insert dates 

TARGET DATE: 

• Site 1 – target date July/August 2012 

• Site 2 – target date August/September 2012 

• Site 3 - target  date February/March 2013 

Any changes to dates must be communicated to the relevant participants beforehand. 

REQUIREMENTS: 

• Send copy of Classroom Observation to each teacher  

• Make copies of COBS summary sheet  

• Check camera  

• Take along School reflection journal when visiting each site 

• Share dates of Site 3 with translator 

PHASE 3 – INTERVIEWS 

Arrange interview dates with selected Grade 1, 4, 7 teachers. Check available results of 

learners and together with teachers identify (4) learner participants. 

TARGET DATE: 

• Site 1 – target date July/August 2012 
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• Site 2 – target date August/September 2012 

• Site 3 - target  date February/March 2013 

REQUIREMENTS: 

• School Reflection Journal 

• Check recording devices 

• Arrange for available rooms in which to conduct interviews 

• Arrange for more than one possible interview date 

• Share dates of Site 3 with translator 

PHASE 4 – Collecting Documents / Document Analysis 
TARGET DATE: 

• Site 1 – target date April/ May 2013 

• Site 2 – target date April/ May 2013 

• Site 3 - target  date  June 2013 

REQUIREMENTS: 

• Email list of documents that need to be analysed to school before visiting 

• Arrange two days to photocopy and preview documents. 

• Photocopy paper 

• This phase comprises of document analysis, which includes a study of the following 

documents: 

Content of Email (send to schools before two day visits) 

Teacher Portfolio’s – The following teachers portfolio’s will be studied: (Grade 1), (Grade 

4),(Grade 7- Language) and  (Grade 7- Mathematics).  

Learner Books and Portfolio’s - Only the books and learner profiles and/or portfolios of the 

selected learners (those learners that were interviewed) will be needed.  

Teacher intervention reports 

Class Register 

Performance records – reports of the selected learners for the specific grade (baseline test 

results, March, June, September results) – schedules 

Departmental reports – ANA results and Systemic Test Results for the periods 2010-2012 

(where applicable) and WCED LITNUM results 2012 Grades 3 and 6 

Please note: 
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• That I will peruse the documentation at the school over a two day period, and 

therefore no documents will be removed from the school building. (I will only copy 

those documents for which I have I received permission) 

• This final process of data collection will help me write a narrative about learner 

performance.  

• The name of the school, teachers and learners will not be used in the final thesis.  

Please note that part of my ethical clearance from the WCED was to protect the identity of 

the participants in my research. 

Thanking you in advance 

Researcher: Lucinda Du Plooy 

DATA ANALYSIS  
Data collection method Data Analysis Strategy Task 

Questionnaires SPSS Translate Site 3 

questionnaires/employ 

translator 

Contact a statistical coach 

 

Interviews Transcribe recordings 

Check for authenticity 

Tabularise interview data 

Employ translator for Site 3 

audio transcriptions 

Meet with supervisor/ send-

off recordings and 

transcriptions to check for 

authenticity. 

Do preliminary data collation 

using tables  

Direct Observations ATLAS.Ti  

 

ATLAS. Ti training 

Translate targeted observed 

lessons/employ translator for 

lessons observed in Site 3 

Preliminary analysis using 

COBS Summary sheet/ 

Analytic Memo/ transcribed 

lessons 

334 
 

 

 

 

 

























































 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

362 
 

 

 

 

 


	ABSTRACT
	KEYWORDS/PHRASES
	DECLARATION
	DEDICATION
	ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
	LIST OF ACRONYMS
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	LIST OF FIGURE
	LIST OF TABLES
	CHAPTER 1
	1 INTRODUCTION
	1.1 Background and rationale
	1.2 Key research question
	1.3 The aim and objectives of the research
	1.4 Research into the possible reasons for learner achievement levels in South Africa thus far
	1.5 The significance of my study
	1.6 Methodological Approach
	1.7 Delimitation of the study
	1.8 Structure of this thesis

	CHAPTER 2
	2 THE SOUTH AFRICAN CONTEXT
	2.1 Introduction
	2.2 Brief overview of the changing face of schooling in South Africa
	2.3 Chronological account of curriculum reform in South Africa between 1990-2014
	2.4 Conclusion

	CHAPTER 3
	3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
	3.1 Introduction
	3.2 Engaging with the theoretical constructs of Pierre Bourdieu
	3.3 Engaging with the theoretical constructs of Basil Bernstein
	3.4 Conclusion

	CHAPTER 4
	4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
	4.1 Introduction
	4.2 The Research Design: Making a case for a qualitative multiple case study design
	4.2.1 Strengths of Multiple Case Studies
	4.2.2 Limitations of Multiple Case Studies

	4.3 The methodological trajectory of the study: The phases in conducting empirical research
	4.3.1 PHASE 1 -The design, planning and preparation phase
	4.3.1.1 The pilot study (a summarised version)
	4.3.1.2 Conducting the main study – Sampling procedures

	4.3.2 PHASE 2 - The production of the data: Data collection methods and strategies employed
	4.3.2.1 Questionnaires
	4.3.2.2  Direct observations
	4.3.2.3 Semi-structured interviews
	4.3.2.4 Document Sources

	4.3.3 PHASE 3- Analysis of the data
	4.3.3.1 Organising and managing the data


	4.4 Analysis and synthesis of multiple case study data
	4.5 Limitations and challenges encountered in the main study
	4.6 Conclusion

	CHAPTER 5
	5 CONTEXTUAL FINDINGS
	5.1 INTRODUCTION
	5.2 THE MACRO CASES: THREE SELECTED SCHOOLS
	5.2.1 Flamingo Primary School
	5.2.2 Dumont Primary School
	5.2.3 Zola Primary School

	5.3 Cross - case inferences
	5.4 Conclusion

	CHAPTER 6
	6 PEDAGOGICAL FINDINGS
	6.1 Introduction
	6.1.1 Flamingo Primary School
	6.1.2 Dumont Primary School
	6.1.3 Zola Primary School

	6.2 Cross - case inferences
	6.2.1 Case 1: Pedagogic practices in Grade 1 - Instructional and regulative discourse
	6.2.2 Case 2: Pedagogic practices in Grade 4 - Instructional and regulative discourse
	6.2.3 Case 3: Pedagogic practices in Grade 7 - Instructional and regulative discourse

	6.3 Conclusion

	CHAPTER 7
	7 ANALYSIS and DISCUSSION
	7.1 Introduction
	7.2 Contextual analysis and discussion
	7.2.1 A sense of embodiment: An interiorisation of one’s external reality
	7.2.2 Construction of agency: The ways in which learners exercise their agency is reinforcing underachievement
	7.2.3 Teachers Talk: Why teachers are being pushed into the regulative discourse compromising the instructional discourse
	7.3 Pedagogical analysis and discussion
	7.3.1 The framing of pedagogical practice: Relaxing framing in terms of pacing
	7.3.2 Differential learning experiences: The construction of a homogenised and standardised learner identity


	7.3.3 Assessment as a message system of schooling: A case of the ANAs being delinked from pedagogical framing
	7.4 Conclusion
	CHAPTER 8
	8 CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
	8.1 An overview of the study
	8.2   Summary of key findings in relation to the research questions
	8.3 Reflecting on the theoretical framework that framed this study
	8.4 Implications and recommendations for further studies
	8.5 Conclusion

	9 REFERENCES
	10 APPENDICES

