Lecture 18: Notes

Accounts and ethogenic approach

Overview

This lecture proceeds in several stages. First, it sets out the characteristics of the ethogenic approach; second, it sets out procedures in eliciting, analysing and authenticating accounts; third, it provides an introduction to handling qualitative accounts and their related fields of network analysis; finally, it reviews the strength and weaknesses of ethogenic approaches. 

Review points:

· The rationale of much of this lecture  is located in the interpretive, ethnographic paradigm which strives to view situations through the eyes of participants, to catch their intentionality and their interpretations of frequently complex situations, their meaning systems and the dynamics of the interaction as it unfolds. This is akin to the notion of ‘thick description’ from Geertz (1973). I will  attempt to indicate some important ways in which researchers can use accounts in collecting data for their research.
1. What is accounts and ethogenic approach?
· Although each of us sees the world from our own point of view, we have a way of speaking about our experiences which we share with those around us. Explaining our behaviour towards one another can be thought of as accounting for our actions in order to make them intelligible and justiﬁable to our fellowmen. 
· Accounting for actions in those larger slices of life called social episodes is the central concern of a participatory psychology which focuses upon actors’ intentions, their beliefs about what sorts of behaviour will enable them to reach their goals, and their awareness of the rules that govern those behaviours. 
· Studies carried out within this framework have been termed ‘ethogenic’, an adjective which expresses a view of the human being as a person, that is, a plan-making, self-monitoring agent, aware of goals and deliberately considering the best ways to achieve them
· The concept itself may be deﬁned as any coherent fragment of social life. Being a natural division of life, an episode will often have a recognizable beginning and end, and the sequence of actions that constitute it will have some meaning for the participants. 
· The contents of an episode which interest the ethogenic researcher include not only the perceived behaviour such as gesture and speech, but also the thoughts, the feelings and the intentions of those taking part. And the ‘speech’ that accounts for those thoughts, feelings and intentions must be conceived of in the widest connotation of the word. Thus, accounts may be personal records of the events we experience in our day-to-day lives, our conversations with neighbours, our letters to friends, our entries in diaries. Accounts serve to explain our past, present and future oriented actions.
2. Characteristics of accounts and episodes: 

·  The total pattern of choice: the frequency of choice of various items permits some surface generalizations about the participants, taken as a group. The most revealing analyses may be those of the least and most popular items.
· Similarities and differences: using the same technique as in the ﬁrst method, it is possible to investigate similarities and differences within the total sample of accounts according to some characteristic(s) of the participants such as age, sex, level of educational attainment, etc.
· Grouping items together: it may be convenient for some purposes to fuse together categories that cover similar subject matter. 
· Categorization of content: the content of a particular item is inspected for the total sample and an attempt is then made to develop some categories into which all the material will ﬁt. The analysis is most effective when two or more researchers work in collaboration, each initially proposing a category system independently and then exchanging views to negotiate a ﬁnal category system.

· 5. Tracing a theme: this type of analysis transcends the rather artiﬁcial boundaries which the items themselves imply. It aims to collect as much data as possible relevant to a particular topic regardless of where it occurs in the interview material. The method is exacting because it requires very detailed knowledge of content and may entail going through taped interviews several times. Data so collected may be further analysed along the lines suggested in the fourth method above.

· The study of omissions: the researcher may well have expectations about the kind of issues likely to occur in the interviews. When some of these are absent, that fact may be highly signiﬁcant. The absence of an anticipated topic should be explored to discover the correct explanation of its omission.

· 7. Reconstruction of a social life-world: this method can be applied to the accounts of a number of people who have part of their lives in common, for example, a group of friends who go around together. The aim is to attempt some kind of reconstruction of the world which the participants share in analysing the fragmentary material obtained in an interview. The researcher seeks to understand the dominant modes of orienting to reality, the conceptions of purpose and the limits to what is perceived.

· Generating and testing hypotheses: new hypotheses may occur to the researcher during the analysis of the tape-recordings. It is possible to do more than simply advance these as a result of tentative impressions; one can loosely apply the hypothetico-deductive method to the data. This involves putting the hypothesis forward as clearly as possible, working out what the veriﬁable inferences from it would logically be, and testing these against the account data.
3. Network analyses of qualitative data:

·  Another technique that has been successfully employed in the analysis of qualitative data is described by its originators as ‘systematic network analysis’ (Bliss et al. 1983). Drawing upon developments in artiﬁcial intelligence, Bliss and her colleagues employed the concept of ‘relational network’ to represent the content and structuring of a person’s knowledge of a particular domain.

· Essentially, network analysis involves the development of an elaborate system of categories by way of classifying qualitative data and preserving the essential complexity and subtlety of the materials under investigation.
4. What makes a good network?

·    First, any system of description needs to be valid and reliable: valid in the sense that it is appropriate in kind and, within that kind, sufﬁciently complete and faithful, reliable in the sense that there exists an acceptable level of agreement between people as to how to use the network system to describe data.
· Second, there are properties that a network description should possess such as clarity, completeness and self-consistency. 
· A third property that a network should possess is termed ‘learnability’. Communicating the terms of the analysis to others, say the authors, is of central importance. It follows therefore that much hinges on whether networks are relatively easy or hard to teach to others. 
· A fourth aspect of network acceptability has to do with its ‘testability’.
· Finally, the terms ‘expressiveness’ and ‘persuasiveness’ refer to qualities of language used in developing the network structure. And here, the authors proffer the following advice: ‘Helpful as the choice of an expressive coding mood or neat use of indentation or brackets may be, the code actually says no more than the network distinguishes’.
· To conclude, network analysis would seem to have a useful role to play in educational research by providing a technique for dealing with the bulk and the complexity of the accounts that are typically generated in qualitative studies.

5. Discourse analysis: 
· Discourse researchers explore the organization of ordinary talk and everyday explanations and the social actions performed in them.
· Collecting, transcribing and analysing discourse data constitutes a kind of psychological ‘natural history’ of the phenomena in which discourse analysts are interested.
· Discourses can be regarded as sets of linguistic material that are coherent in organization and content and enable people to construct meaning in social contexts. The emphasis on the construction of meaning indicates the action perspective of discourse analysis

6. Analysis of social episodes:
· A major problem in the investigation of that natural unit of social behaviour, the ‘social episode’, has been the ambiguity that surrounds the concept itself and the lack of an acceptable taxonomy by which to classify an interaction sequence on the basis of empirically quantiﬁable characteristics. Several quantitative studies have been undertaken in this ﬁeld.
7. Strengths of the ethogenic approach:
· The advantages of the ethogenic approach to the educational researcher lie in the distinctive insights that are made available through the analysis of accounts of social episodes. The beneﬁts to be derived from the exploration of accounts are best seen by contrasting the ethogenic approach with a more traditional educational technique such as the survey.
· Numerous educational studies, for example, have identiﬁed the incidence and the duration of disciplinary infractions in school; only relatively recently, however, has the meaning of classroom disorder, as opposed to its frequency and type, been subjected to intensive investigation. Unlike the survey, which is a cross-sectional technique that takes its data at a single point in time, the ethogenic study employs an ongoing observational approach that focuses upon processes rather than products.
