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ABSTRACT 

For many years there has been a question a s to the 

exten~ to which anecdotal records can be used effectively 

to help t he teacher better unders tan d her s tudents . This 

is one of t h e areas of education in which little up-to

date study has been done. The problem involved in this 

thesis was to determine to what extent anecdota l records 

were being used in Warwick elementary schools, and in 

those schools in which they were not us ed, some of the 

pos s ible reasons for their non-us e. 

From a s tudy of the literature on anecdotal 

records , criteria for writing , using, and keeping anec

dotal records were pres ented as they might a pply to the 

furthering of gui dance in the elementary schools. An 

intro ductory letter explaining anec dotal records was 

constructed to accompany the interview type ques tion

naire which was constructed around the criteria. 

Personal interviews were conducted with t wenty ele

mentary s chool principals, representing twenty-nine of 

the Warwi ck elementary schools, who distributed 

questionnaires to all teachers. From an analysis of 

this study of the use or non-us e of anecdotal records 

in the Warwick elementary s chools , res ults were pre-
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sented as they applied to the problem, providing the 

basis for conclusions and recommendations. 

An evaluation of data from the interviews with the 

elementary school principals and questionnaires from 

teachers of Warwick revealed some conclusions pertinent 

to the study. The fact that in forty per cent of the 

interviews it seemed evident that the principals had 

some misconceptions concerning the true meaning of 

anecdotal records was of major significance. Although 

a few principals were strongly in favor of the use of 

anecdota l records and a few expressed a negative re

action, the ~ajority of principals appeared only mildly 

enthusiastic. 

A major phase of the study was the questionnaire 

administered to the teachers. Anecdotal records were 

most frequently used for parent conferences and for 

problem cases. Although physical well-being or lack of 

it can play an important part in a · child's behavior, the 

questionnaire revealed that records were seldom kept for 

children exhibiting poor health only. The most fre

quently mentioned benefit experienced by teachers from 

the use of anecdotal records was better understanding of 

the pupil. Accuracy and previous teacher's experiences 

were also mentioned as positive benefits. The teachers 

listed time consumption as the greatest obstacle standing 

in the way of regular and sustained use of anecdotal 

iv 



records. 

mentioned. 

Limited knowledge in psychology was also 

The teachers seemed to feel that it was the 

administration's responsibility to provide help in over

coming t h ese obs tacles. Increased initiative and re

sourcef ulness of the teachers themselves and more study 

were also suggested. 

As a result of this investigation , the following 

recommendations were made. The writing, keeping, and 

using of anecdotal records should be voluntary. In

service training courses and workshops would make the 

teacher more aware of the value of anecdotal records. 

Case conference techniques in which the teacher and 

guidance consultant discuss a youngster should be es• 

tablished. The records should be applied and used to 

help the child. Extra clerical help should be made 

available to assist the teacher. Anecdotal records 

should be kept for all children. Year-end summaries 

should be prepared by the guidance consultant, follow

ing a conference with each teacher. 
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CHAPTER I 

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM 

The purpose of this study was to investigate to 

what extent anecdotal records were being used by ele

mentary school personnel in the Warwick system. Where 

they were not used, an attempt was made to determine 

some of the possible reasons for their non-use. During 

the last twenty-five years, anecdotal records have come 

to be considered an important part of the cumulative 

record. For many years there has been a question as to 

the extent to which anecdotal records can be used ef

fectively in aiding the teacher to better understand her 

students. Although educational literature has supported 

the use of anecdotal records, it is the writer's hypothe

sis that for various reasons anecdotal records are not 

being used as extensively as they should be; and, that 

the reasons for their non-use are those which could be 

overcome with a guidance-oriented staff. 

For this investigation Zahn's definition of an 

anecdotal record as "a simple objective statement of an 

incident deemed by the observer to be significant with 

l 
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t t a g i ven pupil"1 was used. res pee o -

These records generally fall into three types. The 

first type which originated in the early 1930's at the 

Rochester Athenaeum and Mechanics Institute (now the 

Rochester Institute of Technology) may be characterized by 

8 simple statement. 

The anec dote is a record of some significant item of 
conduct, a record of an episode in the life of a 
student; a word picture of the student in action; 
the teacher's best effort at t aking a word snapshot 
at the moment of the incident; any narrative of 
events in which the student takes such a part as to 
reveal somet~ing which may be significant about his 
personality. 

The second type of anecdote is a record of observa

tion with an interpretation. Since the interpretation 

involves the teacher's opinion or what she thinks 

happened, and is not restricted entirely to what actually 

happened , it is subjective rather than objective. There-

fore, it is separated from the anecdote, with the in-

terpretation so labeled. In the in.terpretation the 

teacher may interject her opinion. 

1Willard D. Zahn, "The Anecdotal Record in Relation 
to Child Development, 11 Education for ])ynamic Citizenship, 
Twenty-Fourth Yearbook, Schoolman's Week Proceedings, 
(Pennsylvania University School of Education, March, 
1937), pp. 294-300. 

2J. A. Randall, "The Anecdotal Behavior Journal," 
~ogressive EducatiQ.!!, XIII (January, 1936), p. 22. 



The third type of anecdote is accompanied by a 

recommendation. As the teacher develops the behavior 

record through the year, her knowledge of the child's 

personality pattern, abilities, likes, and dislikes in

creases. Hence, her recommendation makes the record more 

complete and valuable. The recommendation, like the in

terpretation, is not part of the behavior record and 

should be separated from it. This recommendation may be 

directed to the student, the home visitor, the school 

nurse, the parent, or some supervising officer. 

The anecdotal record is an instrument generally con~ 

sidered to be ideally suited to the elementary school. 

The use of the anecdotal record serves at least five 

important purposes. 

First, through continuous use throughout the 

elementary grades, it helps each teacher to have the 

benefit of the previous teachers' experiences in better 

understanding of each child. She may see a child in one 

aspect only. It can b.e used to measure consistently a 

pupil's development over a long period of time. 

· Second, it helps each teacher to become aware of the 

problems of individual children. Because the anecdotal 

record is written freely in sundry types of social situa

tions where behaviors are observed, it is less carefully 

controlled than other deviees such as time-sampling 

technique, which is concerned mainly with research 

directed toward the study of groups and development of 
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principles. The anecdote directs the attention of the 

teacher away from subject matter and toward the individual 

pupil. It provides a variety of descriptions about the 

uninhibited behavior of pupils in diverse situations, thus 

contributing to an understanding of the basic personality 

pattern of each individual and of changes in pattern. 

Third, it provides data for guidance, especially 

for parent-teacher conferences and for aiding clinical 

service. The anecdotal record helps keep in the teacher's 

mind a complete picture of individual growth. It gives 

specific and exact descriptions of personality instead of 

vague generalizations. The unique contributions of the 

anecdotal record to the case history of the student is 

that it is a dynamic description of a specific episode 

and the situation in which it took place. 

Fourth, it facilitates identification or diagnosis 

of children who may need remedial work. The anecdotal 

record is meant to be a practical study device for im

proving professional insights about such disabilities as 

speech handicaps, reading deficiencies, and defects in 

study habits and attitudes. 

Fifth, it enables the school administration to have 

a better basis for making improvements in the curriculum. 

For example, evaluation of anecdotal records may indicate 

where there should be general presentation of material in 

character development to satisfy the needs of the school 

comm.unity. 
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The records generally in use tend to emphasize 

achievement in subject matter and give relatively little 

information about such items of behavior as are necessary 

for counseling with students in matters pertaining to 

character or personality development. If the personality 

pattern is to mature in such ways as to enhance social 

rather than self-centered attitudes, counseling must be 

based on reliable observations of the activity patterns of 

the individual student, recorded during the successive 

phases of his maturation • 

.Anecdotal records should not be considered in isola

tion, but cumulatively. The use of anecdotal records in 

elementary schools is critical. At the outset, it is 

essential to give all teachers in the school an under

standing of what is involved and to create a willingness 

to cooperate in trying out the method. It is the teacher 

whose attitude and cooperation are most essential to the 

success of the plan, because as constant observers of 

pupil behavior, they are in a better position to know the 

children. Since teachers must be depended upon to write 

the majority of anecdotes, the anecdotal record plan will 

fail unless teachers believe in it. When teachers see an 

actual and immediate need for anecdotal records in carry

ing on their work, it is more likely that they will be 

ready to accept them. 

A great deal is being said about encouraging able 

students to make the best use of their potentials. This 
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should be done in the elementary school where one can get 

clues on individual positive or negative development. If 

negative development is spotted at this stage, it is easier 

to correct it than if it is allowed to develop over a long 

period of time. In the same way that early detection of 

disease is desirable, early detection of negative factors 

is essential for positive development of personality. 

Since the anecdotal record is part of the ongoing record, 

reliable only if recorded continuously, a wise teacher 

selects positive as well as negative behavior for the 

record so that she can gain a complete picture. 

Before determining techniques of appraisal, one 

needs to know exactly what is being measured in terms of 

learning goals set up by the school. Anecdotes may be 

recorded as positive {in accordance with goal) or 

negative (opposed to goal). In that way, a teacher can 

get a picture of the growth and development of the entire 

class. 

For the purpose of this study, the Warwick 

elementary school was used as the laboratory for an in

veetigat ion of the use and possible reasons for the 

non-use of anecdotal records. The cooperation of the 

superintendent was secured and permission was obtained to 

Visit and interview the principal of each school and 

through her to obtain responses from elementary teachers 

in every school in the system. 



CHA..UTER II 

BACY.,,O.ROlTI~D FOR THE STUDY 

The literature on anecdotal records during the past 

thirty years, although tending to approach the problem 

from many angles, still represented for the most part 

speculative discussion. With the exception of the 

Rochester Athenaeum and Mechanics Institute, the investi

gations have been of a general exploratory type to de

termine whether or not teachers could collect anecdotes. 

The studies have either been interspersed with teacher

training periods or restricted to very limited situations. 

For example, student teachers have been utilized to 

collect records for a few children or for over short 

periods of time. In general, emphasis has been upon the 

mechanics of the problem of how many anecdotes teachers 

could collect, whether or not they were favorable, and 

into which categories they fell. Some attempts have 

been made to use the anecdotes for special purposes, 

such as determining mis.demeanors of children, measuring 

character development, and training teachers. Up to the 

present, the anecdotal method has not as yet been in 

common use in the classroom. 

7 
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The nature of anecdotal records suggests limitations 

and dangers in the preparation and use of anecdotal 

records. This fact helps explain one of the reasons for 

their limited use. It is difficult to accurately observe 

and correctly record an incident. Court records provide 

evidence that observatj_on reports are often inaccurate. 

This is especially true in a school situa tion in which 

the teacher's attention is divided between behavior in

cidents and keeping the discus s ion moving. It takes a 

superior person to do more than one thing at the same 

time and do it well. 

It is difficult to write anecdotal records with 

complete objectivity, but practice will help overcome this 

liability. A report of the incident should be as accurate 

and impartial as an x-ray photograph. The fact that ob

servations tend to be biased unless gathered with refer

ence to specific objectives has been indicated in a study 

made by Thomas in which she worked with observers who had 

no definite direction given their observations and found 

that: 

the ordinary observational technique was shown to 
be totally invalid as an instrument for recording 
behavior for research purposes. A check-up was 
made by having several observers make diary records 
of the soci al behavior of given children. There 
was a mark ed tendency for a given recorder to note 
one aspect in the record; another in the next 
record. Although trained to make objective records 
in the sens e of including overt reactions only, the 
result was necessarily subjective in that the record, 
usually unconsciously, selected specific parts of 
the total behavior act. This selection became, 
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furthermore, invari ably inconsistent over a period 
of time. The obvious solution to this difficulty 
was to break up the behavior-complex into relatively 
simple units which would enable a record to £e made 
of every occurrence of these behavior units. 

Since the central purpose of every anecdotal record 

is to help the entire school staff to obtain better under

standing of a student, such records should never be writ

ten to explain or justify action on the part of the 

teacher. 

A behavior incident is not set apart from the set-

ting in which it occurred or reported in isolation. 

Under the stimulus of group sentiment and action a pupil 

may behave in a way that is not typical of him. A brief 

description of the background against which an action 

occurred is often ess ential in reporting. 

Since only a small proportion of the total number 

of significant behavior incidents for any pupil will 

enter the anecdotal records, it is important to have 

enough anecdotal materi a l accumulated from which to 

select, because a small number will not give valid evi

dence of the total picture. It is necessary that they 

be selected with a great deal of care by an expert. 

In a study by Goodenough it was found that the re

liability of observations can be greatly increased by 

. 
1

Dorothy Swaine Thomas and Associates, New Tech-
Uigues for Studying Social Behavior, Child Development 

0
°nographs No. 1, Bureau of Publications, Teachers 
Ollege, Columbia University, 1939. 
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increasing the number of observational samples. Sixteen 

graduate students with no experience in observational 

techniques each observed a single type of activity. An 

average of ten observations per child was secured by each 

student. Reliability was found highest for "dramatic 

play," and for "general activity," while low correlations 

were found for "physical activity," "laughter," "social 

participation," "self-help," and "responses to food." 

However, the observations were found to be too few and 

too brief to be of much value. 1 Morpheus Smith made a 

study concerning the relationship between the number of 

anecdotes recorded and the validity of the records. He 

found that the greater the number of observations, the 

more valuable the interpretations that can be made from 
2 them. 

Anecdotal records cannot be handled carelessly by 

irresponsible people because there is danger that un

fortunate behavior incidents on the part of some pupils 

may hinder their success long after the behavior is 

typical of them. The individual anecdote, if entrusted 

~lorence L. Goodenough, "Measuring Traits by Means 
oi' Repeated Short Samples," .Journal of .Juvenile Research, 
XII, 1928, pp. 230-235. ~ 

2yorpheus Smith, "Concerning the Magnitude of the 
Behavior Sample for the Study of Behavior Traits in 
C
1
hildren," .Journal of Applied Psy cho!.£S:l, XV (October, 
931), pp. 480-485. 



to a. person who is personally and professionally re

sponsible, will not be misused. 
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Adopting the anecdotal record system is a huge 

undertaking. It will add to the load of the entire 

school, especially counselors and clerical staff. A 

definite and workable plan is developed before undertaking 

writing anecdotes. Among those opposed to the anecdotal 

method is Darsie. 

To expect a classroom teacher, even a gifted and 
devoted teacher, to evaluate not only growth in 
social concern but in a whole group of equally 
complex intangibles, and at t he same time to plan 
and carry out a program of inspired teaching is 
impossible and absurd. Something in the nature 
of a virile proletarian revolt demanding an end 
to nebulous thinking and a clear-cut analysis of 
objectives and procedures would clear the air 
immensely. It is the most urgent single need in 
education today. It might even mtke evaluation 
of intangibles quite unnecessary. 

Although some do not feel that anecdotal records 

are too time consuming, they have indicated that there 

are problems in the field of anecdot a l recording which 

need answers. 

Although numerous values are claimed for the 
anecdotal technique, there still remain many 
unsolved and difficult problems of the re
liability and vali dity of anecdotes. Whether 
or not the difficulties involved in such a 
statistical analysis can be surmounted remains 
an open quest i on because of the innumerable 
variables with which the researcher is confronted. 

1M. L. Darsie, "Evaluating the Intangibles," 
¥alifornia Journal of Seconda;r:y Education, XII (March, 
939), pp. 275-277. 



.Anecdotes are basically individual from the point 
of view of the observer and the pers on being ob
served.1 
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sampling is a problem needing solution. For 

example, how long a time should one use, how many samples 

should be gathered, how reliable are such data, and what 

should one record? Other problems are the validity and 

pertinency of data. 2 

Indications in the anecdotal record should be 

studied and an attempt made to improve the adjustment of 

the pupils when the anecdotes show that better adjustment 

is needed. However, adjustment is usually a long term 

process. There is some danger that anecdotal records 

will throw the need for the better adjustment of certain 

pupils into such high relief that too marked an effort 

will be made to speed up the adjustment process. AE> 

indicated by Traxler, it is necessary that counselors 

remember that personality adaptions frequently involve 

the formation of new sets of habits and that time is 

required for this. 3 

Undesirable behavior is likely to make a stronger 

1L.L. Jarvie and Vi.ark Ellingson, A Handbook of the 
Anecdotal B~havior Journal, University of Chicago, 1930. 

2Fern H. Bowes, "The Anecdotal Behavior Record in 
Measuring Progress in Character," Elementary School 
~~' XXXIX (February, 1939), pp. 431-435. -

3 
Arthur E. Tre..xler, Technigµes of Guidance, 1957, 

p. 131. 



13 

impression on teachers than desirable behavior. There is 

some danger that the total effect of anecdotal records 

•ill be negative rather than positive. Harr is found t hat 

seventy-six per cent of all items reported by teachers in 

8 correctional school for boys were considered un-
1 favorable. This fact may be due to the type of school 

in ·which the s tudy was made. McCormick found about as 

many favorable as unfavorable anecdotes in the records 

that he studied.
2 

Jarvie found that as teachers collect information 

on pupils the anecdotes tend to become generalized state

ments rather than factual remarks. Another aspect of 

timing is a tendency to collect a disproportionate 

number of anecdotes in the beginning. Jarvie found that 

anecdotes were collected frequently during the early 

periods of residence of a pupil and that as many anec-

dotes had been collected on pupils who dropped out of 

school as on those who remained. 3 - Jarvie recommends 

that teachers guard against collecting a disproportionate 

1n. B. Harris, "Use of the Anecdotal Behavior 
Journal in a Correctional School for Boys," Journal of 
Juvenile Research, XXII (July, 1938), pp. 162-168. 

2c. F. McCormick, "Anecdotal Record in the 
A(ppraisal of Personality," School and Socie:ty, LII I 

January 25 , 1941), pp. 126-127. 
3 
L. L. Jarvie, "Some Factors Bearing on the Use of 

Anecdotal Records," American Educational Research Ass oci-
fil;ion: Official Report, 1940. ~ 
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nurober cf anecdotes in the beginning of the year. Many 

teachers tend to concentrate upon collecting several anec

dotes in tbe beginning of the school year in an attempt to 

get to know and understand their pupils, in which process 

anecdotes can prove helpful. It may also be an attempt to 

be sure that there are enough anecdotes and they will not 

have to search for them later. 

Traxler found that occasionally teachers will observe 

incidents that are not typical of the behavior of the pupil 

concerned. 1 For example, a first year teacher observed a 

youngster in the lunchroom. He had been known to the 

faculty to be a well-adjusted child who seemed to have 

little need for extra attention or who employed few at

tention getting devices. He looked at the teacher several 

times, and when he was sure that she was looking at him, 

he walked up to the wastebasket and threw his lunch into 

it. Immediately, other youngsters told the teacher of 

their classmate's action. The child smiled and looked 

pleased that he was the center of so much attention. The 

teacher made an anecdotal record of the incident. It 

never occurred again. Obviously, such untypical record

ing is of little value to the future user of the records. 

1Traxler, op. cit., p. 131. 
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Anecdotal records have be en put to many uses . Bl a tz 

and Blott concerned themselves with the misdemeanors of 

children and found the results "satisfa ctory. 111 They 

believe that: 

A research outlook upon the process of ma ladjust
ment in children requires that attention be paid 
to cases presenting all degrees of trouble from 
those who off er no concern to those who show the 
earliest signs of difficulty, as well as the more 
dramatic "problem" cases. This objective in case 
material necessita tes contact with children under 
a variety of circumstances. The investigator's 
horizon should not be limited to the pathology of 
behavior; and he must relinquish preconceived 
ideas concerning what is norma l and what not, 
trying rather first to record the salient facts 
and trends of behavior under known environmental 
condi tions and with due allowance for the psy
chological make-up of the individuals concerned. 2 

In the fall of 1924 a public school in Toronto was 

selected as the laboratory for the study cited above. 

In order that the judgment of the teachers should all be 

alike it was outlined that a "misdemeanor" should signify 

"any act on the part of the child which necessitated the 

interruption of the teaching routine for the purpose of 

dealing with the pupil or pupils in question. 11 A list 

of misdemeanors was compiled and used by the teachers. 

1William E . Blatz and E. A. Blott, "Studies in 
Mental Hygiene of Children. Behavior of Public School 
Children: A Description of Method," Ped,ogical Seminar 
and Journal of Genetic Psychology:, XYVCIV December, 
1927), pp. 552-582. 

2 . !£!Q., p. 553. 



16 

T}len mis demeanors could be ref erred to by numbers and 

ietters, thus saving time. This pla n, although imperfect, 

has many advantages. It provides means for the objective 

recording of behavior and if not sufficiently objective 

can be made more so; it safeguards injecting the preju

dices of the research staff into the situation, and 

likewise preconceptions of the teacher may be checked and 

evaluated by comparing the behavior types of the children 

in her class with the subsequent record. It informs one 

in a fairly comprehensive way on the main facts in the 

adjustment process of children in school attendance and 

thereby prepares the way for more intensive studies under 

adequately known conditions. 1 However, in this study 

particular attention was given to negative rather than 

positive behavior. 

A further function of anecdotal records is that of 

serving as an aid in clinical service. \iTJhen pupils are 

referred to clinical workers for special study of their 

problems, there is great advantage in having anecdotal 

records available for these highly trained workers to 

interpret. Charters supported this view with a case 

cited at the Rochester Athenaeum and lt[echanics Institute 

in which anecdotal records on a student were found to 

1.!E,id., PP• 557-581. 



contain as much information about a student as the 

psychiatrist had been able to derive from his observa-

1 
tions. 
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Bright and Hunsucker found that another use of anec

dotal records is teacher training in observation of 

pupils. 2 In a weekly seminar for all practice teachers 

an oral report is required in which the trainee traces the 

development of her class. In this report specific illus

trations of the week's activities are cited. The director 

and other trainees listen and offer constructive criti

cisms, and trainees who use anecdotal records find the 

records helpful for this purpose. Training in the use of 

anecdotal records helped the trainee develop more precise 

techniques of observation so essential to every teacher's 

success. 

Anecdotal records can be use d with pupils to aid in 

their own self-appraisal. While in some cases, the anec-

dotes should not be shown to the pupils, each pupil can 

profitably study the indications in many of the anecdotes 

about him in order to decide what he needs to do to im-

prove. Jones and Galbraith cite the instance of an 

1w. W. Charters, "A Character Development Study," 
Die Personnel Journal, XII (August, 1933), pp. 119-123. 

2E:arold Bright and Florise Hunsucker, "Use of the 
Anecdotal Behavior Journal in Student Training," Teachers 
fi°llege Journal, Indiana State Teachers College, IX 

September 16, 193?), pp. 6-7. 
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English teacher who, after a small amount of editing the 

anecdotes, showed them to a ninth grade boy who was under

achieving and displaying a lack of interest in reading. 

As a result, the boy began to slowly develop an interest 

in reading and gradually assumed responsibility for in

dependent reading and participation in class activities. 1 

Anecdotal r ecords relieve individual teachers of 

tbe responsibility of making trait ratings and provide a 

basis for composite ratings. Trait ratings do not give 

a continuous picture, but anecdotal records can be con-

tinuous. The anecdote was adopted at the Athenaeum as 

an administrative substitute for improving the rating 

sea.le. At first it was proposed as a "trait action" 

upon which to base ratings. However, the Athenaeum was 

interested in helping each student acquire a functioning 

personality pattern. Since this pattern was unique for 

each student, the Athenaeum was not concerned with ef

forts to help set up a single standard pattern to which 

all students would strive to conform. It was the 

standard practice for each faculty member to supply a 

minimum of one anecdote per week for each student regis

tered in his class, as well as to supply anecdotes upon 

1Arthur T • .Jersild and :Margaret F. Meigs, "Direct 
~bservation as a Research :Method," Review of Educational 
_esearch, IX (December, 1939), pp. 472-482, 597-599. 
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tivities observed outside the classroom. It was dif-

ficult for teachers to measure up to this expectation, 

since in large classes there was no observation of sig

nifieant behavior for five or six weeks. 

In an experiment conducted by Hamalainen in 1940, 
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four basic findings were significant. First, by directing 

the teachers' attention to the many objectives of pupil 

growth and encouraging them to record significant phases 

of that growth, teachers may overcome their predilection 

to consider pupils who are not always the best behaved as 
1 the least competent. An eight year old boy who had re-

ceived poor grades had been considered by most teachers 

and his family to be a "problem case." He had a high 

I. Q,. and was very verbal, talking extensively on many 

subjects which are advanced for most children of his age. 

He read above grade level and most of his library books 

were on the fifth grade level. As leader and helper for 

the science fair, he performed, explained, and answered 

questions about all the science experiments with no help. 

He was extremely active and poorly behaved. However, from 

recording anecdotes on specific phases of his growth, the 

present teacher found that although he was not the best 

behaved, he was not the least competent. 

1Arthur E. Hamalainen, "An Appraisal of Anecdotal 
~ecords," Teachers College Contributions to Education, 

olumbia University, No. 891; 1943, p. 77. 
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second, it was found necess ary that the anecdotal 

record method be regarded as separa te from observational 

methods used by research workers. Even the well-prepared 

and interested teacher cannot obtain the disinterested

ness and objectivity of the research worker whose sole 

function is often observati0n for certain specific action. 

It is probable that freeing the teacher for certain 

periods of time to be spent solely in observation might 

tend to increase this objectivity. Lacking such facili

ties, much in-service training in methods of observation 
1 is probably necessary. 

Third, it was concluded that the background of the 

teacher will often indicate the type of anecdote recorded. 

The most significant anecdotes are those gathered by 

teachers who have had much work in psychology, mental 

hygiene, and child development. The teacher who does not 

understand what behavior is important at the age level at 

which she is working will record many meaningless anec

dotes and make irrelevant diagnoses. 2 

Fourth, this finding concerned itself with the re-

lationship of anecdotes to summaries made by individual 

teachers. End of the year summaries based on anecdotes 

must necessarily reflect subjective biases of the teacher. 

l!.hiJi., P• 82. 
2IQ!£., Chapter III, esp. p. 29. 
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Because the factor of s election enters into the r ecording 

of anecdotes, much of the material of the summaries must 

necessarily reflect a "general impression." This suggests 

that even summaries based upon the anecdotes that have 

been recorded are often subjective. While the anecdotes, 

as the teacher re-reads them, off er concrete information 

for the summary, the complete summary can probably never 

be entirely based on anecdotal material. This is par

ticularly true with respect to the reticent child. There

fore, it might be desirable to have t h e s ame person, the 

teacher, write the anecdotes and t h e summaries. 1 

In 1939 an agency of the Commission on Teacher Edu-

cation, the Division on Child Development and Teacher 

Personnel, es tablished by the American Council on Education 

began a five-y ear program. This t wo-fold program consisted 

of a "collaboration center" for ga thering and synthesizing 

the findings of recent research, and a field program pro

viding consultant service to the cooperating collegiate 

institution and public school syst ems. 

Prescott compared the results obtained in two dif

ferent systems using different methods. The teachers in 

one school system attended lectures on scientific facts 

and explanatory principles about human growth, learning, 

behavior and adjustment. They engaged in research in 

1~ •• Chapter v. 



22 

scientific materials and concepts as well as systematic 

study programs by teachers themselves, based on carefully 

selected bibliographies and led by collaborators who had 

"been through the mill." Although the scientific ma

terials were more or less interesting to the teachers, 

these procedures fell far short of the program's antici

pations. Despite earnest efforts the teachers were able 

to achieve only a very limited increase in understanding 

the motivation, behavior, needs, and adjustment problems 

of their own individual pupils or of the dynamics under

lying group action in their own classrooms. 1 

However, in another school system, each partici-

pating teacher selected an individual child and studied 

him and his behavior intensively over a period of one or 

two years, reporting their findings periodically to each 

other in on-going child-study groups. Since 1945 su

perior procedures for carrying on this individual child

study by groups of in-service teachers has been de

veloped. Prescott explained the program thus: 

It involves gathering an extensive body of in
formation about each child and using this in
formation to point to and validate the scientific 
facts and principles that explain the child's 
motivation, behavior, adjustment problems and 
current developmental tasks. Four major sources 
of information available to teachers are used: 
1) school records, including medical, dental and 

lD . aniel A. Prescott, "Communicating Knowledge of 
Children to Teachers," Child Development, XIX (March, 
1948), p. 16. -
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health data, growth data, test data concerning in
telligence, subject matter knowledge and basic 
skills, facts about the child's family, teachers' 
evaluations of learning and conduct, and any anec
dotal materials or samples of the child's earlier 
work; 2) home visits and conferences with one or 
both parents; 3) conferences with former and present 
teachers of the child and with other adults inter
ested in him; 4) direct observations of the child in 
varied situations and objective, written descriptions 
of his behavior in anecdotal form during the period 
of the study. Each participating teacher also is a 
member of a child-study group of from eight to 
eighteen teachers which holds a two-hour meeting 
every other week during the school year. At each 
meeting one of the teachers presents the information 
she has gathered about a child, and the group as a 
whole interprets the behavior and needs of the child 
in terms of the explanatory scientific principle! 
that seem indicated by the data about the child. 

continued for four or five years by the same group of 

teachers, this direct child-study method has proven itself 

much more effective than studying scientific generaliza

tions in helping teachers to achieve a better understand-

ing of their own pupils. 

The needs of the teachers engaged in direct child-

study for more scientific facts and. explanatory principles 

have been gradually met by occasional lectures by visiting 

consultants, by reading guided by annotated bibliogra

phies, and by participation in two kinds of summer work

shops. More than three hundred and fifty study groups 

involving about four thousand teachers have been served by 

the staff of the Field Program of Child Study. New and 

1
Ibid., pp. 16-1?. 



different procedures are constantly being suggested, 

tried, and evaluated. 
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These studies are only the beginning. ]fore research 

is needed to determine the potentialities and weaknesses 

of the anecdotal record method. 

Although the form to be followed in recording anec

dotes has not been definitely agreed upon, the places for 

the date, the name of the observer, and the recording of 

the anecdotes have been generally accepted. One of the 

most complete forms, used as pa.rt of the Eight Year Ex

periment by Jones and Galbraith, provides space for name 

of the school, name of the subject, date, name of the 

observer, place of observation, and the objective anec-

dote. On the other side of the card is space for com-

ment, generalizations, diagnosis, proposed remedial 

treatment, action taken or other statements the teacher 

may wish to record.
1 

This extensive review of the· literature indicated 

that anecdotal records were not used as extensively as 

they might be in the public elementary schools. According 

to Bowes, none of the desirable purposes of the anecdotal 

record, namely, making teacher's analysis of a child's 

character more objective, suggesting next steps in helping 

1Galen .Tones and Adrin Galbraith, "An Experiment 
with Anecdotal Records, 11 Educational Research Bulletin, 
XXVIII (October, 1939), pp. 189-202. ~~ 



the child, or adding s a tisfaction to the teacher's work 

in character development, has been served adequately by 

1 most teachers who use this guidance tool. Therefore, 

it is reasonable to assume that further research and 

development in this area of pupil evaluation is needed. 

1 
Bowes, op. cit., pp. 431-435. 

25 



CHAPTER III 

METHODS OF INVESTIGATION 

Several procedur al steps were involved in planning, 

organizing , and executing the investigation involved in 

this study. In s equential order, a questionnaire was 

constructed , a letter was prepared, and planned visits 

were made to all elementary schools in the system during 

the second semester of the 1959-1960 school year. 

Each school visited and background data were re

ferred to by number in order to protect the anonymity of 

each school. The background data were organized and 

presented by s chools, subdivided into grades, number of 

boys, number of girls, and total number. In addition to 

the questionnaire on anecdotal records, was pertinent 

information with respect to the various schools , such as, 

name of s chool , gra de , number of boys, and number of 

girls in the class. The questionnaire contained seven 

questi ons as well as identifying information for each 

school. The first group of questions pertained to the 

use of anecdotal records. The next group dealt with the 

reasons for their non-use. The last item concerned 

itself with the teacher's personal idea of the val ue of 

anecdotal records. 

26 
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A letter was then prepared for each t ea cher in t h e 

Warwick elementary schoo l s . The l ett er , Exhibit A, 

page 28, invited t h e t eacher s t o partic i pate in this 

research pr oject by answering t he quest i ons in the 

quest ionnaire , Exhibit E , page 30. In order to get the 

full unders t anding of t h e purpos es of t he anecdot al 

record, t he wri t er fe l t i t was necessary to state t h ese 

purposes in detail . The l etter a l s o define d anec do t al 

records, s t ated t he va l ues of t h e anecdota l r ecords , and 

explained t he gr owing need f or keeping s uch records. 

After cons tructing the letter, an a ppointment was made 

with the superintendent to explain the purposes of the 

letter and quest i onna ire . Th e wr iter went over the 
. 

lett er and ques tionnai re to explain the rat i ona le of the 

study. The consen t of the s uperinten dent wa s obtained 

to vi s i t and int ervi ew t h e principal of each s chool i n 

the system. 

A schedule was drawn up fo r vi s iting principal s in 

the system. In all but fi ve i nstances , appointments were 

made by telephone . The remaining f i ve appointments were 

made by vis i ting the schools per sonal ly . When making the 

appo i ntment , th e purpose of t he v i sit wa s stated briefl y . 

During the visit with the pr incipal , copies of the self

explanatory letter and questionnai re were given to 

her. An informal conver sat ion followed , in which she was 

asked i· f th ere was any policy in her s chool with regard 

to the us e of anecdotal r ecords . Some princ ipals h ad 
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EXHIJ3IT A 

1 Hatherly Street 
North Providence, R. I. 
April 1, 1960 

Dear Fellow Teacher: 

1 am seeking your help in a research study I am making 
on the extent to which anecdotal records are being used 
in elementary schools, and on some of the possible reasons 
for their non-use. For the purpose of this study, an 
anecdotal record is defined as "a simple objective state
ment of an incident deemed my the observer to be signifi
cant with respect to a given pupil." 

The use of the anecdotal record serves at least five im
portant purposes. First, through continuous use through
out the elementary grades, it helps each teacher to have 
the benefit of previous teachers' experience in better 
understanding of each child. Second, it helps each 
teacher to become aware of the problems of individual 
children. Third, it provides objective data for guidance, 
especially for parent-teacher conferences. Fourth, it 
fac1.litates identification of the children who may need 
remedial work. Fifth, it enables the school administra
tion to have a better basis for making improvements in 
the curriculum. 

For many years there has been a question as to the extent 
to which anecdotal records can be u_sed effectively in . 
aiding teachers to better understand their students. 
This is one of the areas in education in which much up
to-date research is still needed. 

You can help in the process of appraising anecdotal 
records by completing the enclosed brief questionnaire 
which should take only a few minutes of your time. Even 
if you do not use anecdotal records, your response to the 
questions will be much appreciated, since the opinions of 
all teachers are important. 



EXHIBIT A - Continued 

A self-addressed, stamped envelope is enclosed for your 
convenience in returning the questionna ire. Your co
operation is greatly appreciated. 

Sincerely yours, 

Sylvia. Antonelli 

Enclosures 

29 
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EXHIBIT B 

Q,UESTIONNAIRE ON THE .ANECroT.AL RECORD 

Jame of School_·~----------------------- Grade_~~~

Number of children in your class: Boys~~- Girls ) --
1• Do you use anecdotal records with your children? 
Yes_) No_) 

2. In general, how frequently do you use them? ________ ~--

3. For what children do you think anecdotal records should 
be required? __________________________ . ________ ~--------------

4. What positive benefits have you experienced from the 
use of anecdotal records? 

5. What obstacles do you feel stand in the way of regular 
and sustained use of anecdotal records? ___ ~---------------

6. How do you think these obstacles might best be over
come? 

------~------------------------·------------~-----------



EXHIBIT B - Continued 

?. ~bat do you frankly think about t h e practicality, 
value, and usefulness of anecdotal records in your 
school?~~~~~~~~~~-· 

THANK YOU FOR YOUR COOPERATION 

Sylvia Antonelli 
1 Hatherly Street 
North Providence, R. I. 
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questions concerning the definition , purposes , or uses 

of the record . Some principals gave some helpful infor

mati on concerning their personal experiences with- anec

dotal records . The writer asked the principals to have 

tbe teachers indicate whether or not the anecdotal records 

were kept er included in case histories and conferences 

sheets only , or if they were actual ob j ective notes t aken 

and lrnpt on a child ' s behavior. Most of the principals 

were cooperative in answering questions concerning the use 

of anecdotal records in their schools . In order to get 

i ndependent responses from each teacher , a s e l f - a ddres s ed, 

s t amped envelope was included with the letter and 

questionnaire . At the close of the interview, these were 

given to the principal and she was asked to give one to 

each of her teachers . In a l l but one instance , the 

questionnaires were retur ned di r ectly to the writer . 

However , at School 15 , the principal volunteered to col

lect the questionnaires and send them to the writer . 

The writer was able to visit twenty- nine of the 

thirty schools , including the one special school for 

retarded children (mongo l oid , cerebra l palsied , familial 

retardation , brain damaged ) in which there are onl y ten 

in a class . Several efforts were made to arrange a vi s it 

wi th the principal of the school not included in the 

s t udy , but obstacles beyond the control of the writer 

pr evented this visitation from being made . 
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Responses were received over a period of several 

weeks. From a total of 278 questionnaires distributed, 

122 or forty-three per cent were returned. Responses 

were obtained from twenty-five of the twenty- nine 

schools visited. After receiving the responses, the 

results were tabulated in accordance with the questions. 

Tbis facilitated putting the responses into categories 

for presentation and evaluation. In several instances 

when responses were not received, it was necessary to 

make a reminder visit. 



CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION OF DATA 

Data were tabulated on all items included in the 

questionnaire. Table I presents identifying information 

of the twenty-five schools included in the survey. 

Table I eummarizes the schools by number only, the grades 

represented, and the children represented. The grades 

represented in this study included the first six grades, 

four special classes, and three reading workshops. A 

grand total of 3469 children were represented in these 

groups, including 1842 boys and 1627 girls. The total 

number represented was tabulated as 134 rather than 122 

since twelve responses included two grades and were 

tabulated under both grades. 

The first item ori the questionnaire asked, "Do you 

use anecdotal records? yes or no. 11 Of the 122 responses, 

fifty-nine teachers indicated that they used anecdotal 

records and sixty-three indicated that they did not use 

them. 

Another valuable source of information regarding 

the use of anecdotal records came from personal inter

views with twenty Warwick elementary principals. (Six 

are principals of more than one school.) The reactions 

34 
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of the principals to the use of anecdotal records fell into 

three oatagories, almost complete agreement, agreement with 

reservations, and almost complete disagreement. Most of 

the principals agreed with reservations that anecdotal 

records should be used. 

Three of the twenty principals were in almost 

complete agreement with the use of anecdotal records. One 

of the principals expressed it in the following manner: 

•Because this is the only special school for retarded 

children in Warwick, classes are limited to ten, and formal 

anecdotal records are kept for each child. They are neces

sary for the Mental Hygiene Clinic and the Child Guidance 

Clinic." Another principal said, "They are very helpful 

when conferring with doctors, school psychologists and 

psychiatrists, and clinics. 11 

Fourteen principals agreed with reservations. 

Typical reactions were as follows: uThe teachers do not 

use or keep anecdotal records. I write, use, and keep 

them for particular cases." "Although I do not believe 

in the use of formal anecdotal records, I recommend that 

teachers keep a few notes on problem children and attach 

these notes to the case histories." "Anecdotal records 

may be helpful if the teacher used them only in a few 

cases." 

Only three principals expressed almost complete dis

agreement with the use of anecdotal records. Their 



sentiments were as follows: "Because the records become 

a part of the child's cumulative record, future teachers 

maY be prejudiced against a child, unfounded biases may 

become present, thus creating an unfair situation." 

":Because of the time element, I doubt tha-t many indi vi d

ual teachers keep anecdotal records." 

There is evidence from principals' responses that 

they consider some teachers to be incompetent. For 

example, one principal who seemed to have a thorough 

understanding of anecdotal records stated that she had 

advised only about ten teachers to use them since 1955, 

because although she had used them for many years, she 

felt that anecdotal records had proven helpful in only 
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a few cases. She also felt that teachers need more train

ing in the total process of using anecdotal records. 

It was apparent from interviews with eight of the 

principals that these individuals seemed to have some 

misconceptions concerning the true and proper meaning of 

anecdotal records. From their responses in the inter

view, it was evident that they thought anecdotal records 

were statements put on conference sheets and case 

histories as well as information on permanent record 

cards instead of "a simple objective statement of an 

incident deemed by the observer to be significant with 



respect to a given pupil."1 

~ 

TABLE 1 

SCHOOLS, GRADES, AND CHILD.REN REPRESENTED 
IN THE QUESTIONNAIRE RESPONSES 

37 

school Grades Represented Children Repres ent ed 

I 

1 2 3 4 5 6 Spe- Read- Boys Girls Tot al 
cial ing 

Work-
shop 

l l l 32 33 65 
2 1 2 4? 48 95 
3 l 5 11 16 
4 2 2 l 63 56 119 
5 1 8 17 25 
6 1 2 3 2 101 99 190 
7 1 1 23 33 56 
8 1 1 38 27 65 
9 2 1 43 38 81 

10 1 1 l l 2 2 104 92 196 
11 2 1 l l 1 58 65 123 
12 1 17 14 31 
13 1 2 3 3 1 2 153 134 287 
14 1 1 1 1 1 1 89 69 158 
15 4 3 3 2 2 3 252 217 469 
16 2 24 ? 31 
17 1 11 2 13 
18 2 2 1 2 2 1 145 136 281 
19 2 1 1 2 1 2 135 117 252 
20 1 1 3 5 22 5? 
21 1 1 16 6 32 
22 1 2 2 1 1 77 72 149 
23 3 2 2 2 2 1 1 190 156 347 
24 1 1 32 23 55 
25 1 1 2 1 2 2 144 132 276 - - - - - - t- - - - -Total 22 23 19 22 20 21 4 3 1842 1627 3469 

' 

l 
Zahn, op. cit. "The Anecdotal Record in Relation 

to Child Development," Educa tion for Dynamic Ci tizenship, 
p. 294. -



TABLE 2 

.ANALYSIS OF FREQUENCY OF USE OF ANECroT.AL RECORIB 
BY FIFTY-NINE TEACHERS USING THEM 

Frequency of Use Frequency 
of Mention 

i. Conferences with parents - twice a year 30 

2. When occasion arises 23 

3. Often -- daily; weekly; 0nce or twice 
a week; several times a year; every 
three weeks; early in the year 19 

4. Occasionally -- twice a month; once a 
month; five or six times a year; three 
or four times a year 18 

5. Beginning of the year 6 

6. Request of principal 2 

Total 

The second question asked, "How frequently do you 

use anecdotal records?" A wide variety of responses 

were made to this question by the fifty-nine teachers 

using anecdotal records. It is to be noted on Table 2 

that the total of frequency of mention is more than 

fifty-nine, totaling ninety-eight. This means that on 

several questions teachers indicated more than one 

basis for use. A major basis for use of anecdotal 

records appeared to be conferences with parents. 

38 



39 

However, this would not preclude teachers using anecdotal 

records when the occasion arises as cited by twenty-three 

teachers. Nineteen indicated in general that they use the 

records often. Eighteen indicated occasional use of the 

records. Six teachers used them often in the beginning 

of the year; and two on the request of the principal. In 

general, the majority of the fifty-nine teachers indicated 

using anecdotal records on a reasonably frequent basis. 

TABLE 3 

FREQUENCY OF lv!ENTION BY ELEMENTARY TEACHERS OF CONDITIONS 
VilIICH PROMPI'ED THE USE OF ANECroT.AL RECORIS 

Conditions 

1. Problem cases -- behavior; discipline; 
social; adjustment; emotional, difficul-

Frequenoy 
of Mention 

ties 69 

2. All 36 

3. Emotionally disturbed 18 

4. Underachievers 18 

5. Academic failures 17 

6. Gifted children -- exceptionally fast; 
superior ? 

7. Physically handicapped 6 

8. Retarded 6 

9. Poor health 2 
Total 179 

In response to item 3, "For what children do you 
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think anecdotal records should be required?", there were 

l?9 responses. In this group only thirty-six of the 179 

responded "all". Forty-eight responded that records were 

kept for children who showed discrepancies in school 

achievement such as: exceptional (fast or slow), below 

grade level, repeaters, difficulties and non-abilities, 

gifted, low ability, deviate from normal, scholastically 

maladjusted, and underachievers. 

Among the other responses, substantial numbers were 

shown to keep records for discipline problems. The re

maining eighty-seven kept records for a variety of reasons 

which included: problem cases, emotionally disturbed, 

child with a problem, child with a social problem, ad

justment difficulty (maladjusted), socially maladjusted. 

Since sixty-nine of the 179 were kept for problem cases, 

there seemed to be a considerable concern for keeping 

records for "problem children." As indicated above, the 

problem was expressed in different ·terminology, depend

ing upon the way the teacher generalized about her ex

periences with children who have problems. In addition 

to the above, some teachers stated that they kept 

records for children exhibiting unpredictable or ir

rational behavior. 

The physically handicapped was another group for 

whom teachers kept records. In proportion to the other 

categories for whom records were kept, this classification 

Was low since only six teachers kept records for the 



physically handicapped. Those who kept records for this 

group stated that they felt it was important since 

pbY'sical well-being or lack of it can be a major reason 
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or cause for a child's undesirable behavior. Two teachers 

kept records for those in poor health. 

It is evident from Table 3 that anecdotal records 

are kept for widely different reasons. There appears to 

be a tendency for records to be written in large part for 

behavior that deviates negatively from the normal. It is 

interesting to note that only a few kept records for the 

academically accelerated. 

l. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

TABI.Jl: 4 

POSITIVE BENEFITS EXPERIENCED BY ELEMENTARY 
TEACHERS FROM TH:E USE OF A NECDOTAL RECORDS 

Benefits 

Understanding 

Accuracy 

Previous teacher's experience 

Diagnosis 

Preven'tion 

Special cases or deviation 

Total 
- --

Frequency 
of Mention 

32 

21 

20 

11 

4 

3 

91 

In response to item 4, "What positive benefits have 
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you experienced from the use of anecdotal records?", 

ninety-one of the 122 or seventy-four per cent of the 

teachers experienced positive benefits from the use of 

anecdotal records. Thirty-two teachers mentioned under-

1?.tanding children as being the greatest benefit derived 

from the use of anecdotal records. It was stated in 

such terms as, "understanding emotional problems," 

•understanding capable children not working up to grade 

level," "better understanding of the home and parental 

background, t1 "understanding children's problems and 

giving aid in solving these problems," "a means to help

ing the child," "gave greater insights into particular 

child's problem." 

Twenty-one teachers placed great value on a.nee-

dota.l records as a help in ~eping ~ !:ecords ~ 

accurat~. This was stated in various ways such as, 

"reference for conferences," "referral to guidance 

department," "refresh memory at report and conference 

time," "used to explain child's behavior to parent," 

"helps recall given statement or situation concerning 

individual, 11 "specific facts on hand." 

Twenty teachers stated that they found benefits 

from previous teacher's experience. This was stated in 

such terms as, "helps in planning for child early in the 

Year," "help in handling of child by noting previous 

teacher's records, 11 ''comparing own impressions with other 

teachers," "notice improvement and changes," "methods 



found successful by previous teachers, tt "see child's 

previous behavior and academic weakness." 
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~ in diagnosing was mentioned by eleven teachers 

as being a positive benefit. This was expressed in such 

ways as, "aid in coping with situations peculiar to given 

students," "behavior patterns," "helpful in diagnosing 

individual needs," "confirm or disprove your ideas about 

8 ohild," "clear areas of doubt and problems," "help 

evaluate the pupil." 

The anecdotal record was cited by four teachers as 

oontributi!!K to prevention of undesirable behavior. This 

wa.e stated as, "avoid emotional upsets by being fore-

war11ed of child's temperament and needs," ttpin point 

specific classroom situations which will bring an un-

desirable response from the pupil," "correct re-occurrence 

of a particular problem." 

Three teachers stated that the use of anecdotal 

records provided insight into special cases .£.!: deviations 

in behavior. This was characterized by the following 

quotes, "trace social, emotional, academic growth of 

disturbed child and relate it to day by day experiences," 

"handling behavior problems, health problems, and in 

approach to teaching slow children." 



TABLE 5 

OBSTACLES ACCOU1.TTING FOR THE IHREGULAR AN]) 
UNSUSTAINED USE OF A11ECI()TAL RECORDS 

BY ELEMENTARY TEACHERS 
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==-- ·============================:::::===::::::::::::============::::::======= 
Obstacles Frequency 

of Mention 

i. Time consuming. 68 

2. Limited knowledge in psychology -
difficult to write objectively; mis
interpretation of implication; obstacle 
in regard to evaluation. 29 

3. Prejudice against child -- aversion to 
writing detrimental things. 23 

4. Communication -- not always a true 
picture. 9 

5. Administrative problems -~ repetition 
of statement; hard to catalogue; no 
standard forms; accumulation of material. 7 

Total 136 

The fifth item was the question, "What obstacles do 

you feel stand in the way of regular and sustained use of 

anecdotal records?". Of the 148 responses to this item, 

there were 136 statements about obstacles. Only twelve 

teachers of the 122 replying stated that they felt there 

were no obstacles. Sixty-eight teachers found the 

keeping of anecdotal records too time consuming. It was 

stated in such terms as, "can be time consuming," "these 
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records are time consuming and take away from the learn

ing situations of the individuals concerned and the rest 

of the class," "requires too much time in additiun to 

other records which are kept for each child," "time 

element -- teachers do not have the time required for 

sustained use," "lack of time." 

Twenty-nine teachers stated limited knowledge in 

psychology as being the reason for irregular and unsus

tained use of anecdotal records. Among the terms used 

were, "insufficient knowledge in psychology for average 

person to understand records," "teachers do not under

stand their use or what makes a good anecdotal record," 

"teachers need more training in them," "can be miscon

strued by inexperienced teacher." Prejudice against the 

child was the reason given by twenty-three teachers. 

They used the following terms to explain this: "Difficult 

to write objectively," "some teachers do not like to have 

detrimental things written," "preju·dice against the 

child." Less frequently mentioned were communication and 

administrative problems. Nine teachers mentioned the 

former and seven the latter. Nine teachers used the 

following terms: "Teachers may become too faultfinding, 

thus creating unnecessary problems," "principals injecting 

wording into records in contradiction to teachers," "lack 

Of honesty and complete reporting by some," "too much 

emphasis on 'bad' actions," "may be used as the only 
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1118ans of obtaining information." Seven teachers explained 

administrative problems in the following way: "Hard to 

oata.logue,'' "no standard forms,'' "accumulation of material." 

1. 

2. 

3. 

TABLE 6 

ELEMENTARY TEACHERS' SUGGESTIONS FOR 
OVF.:.RCOMING OBSTACLES TO THE USE 

OF .A11ECroTAL RECORre 

Responsibility for Frequency 
Overcoming Obstacles of Mention 

Administration 35 

Teachers 2'7 

};1ore study 16 

Total 78 

Out of eighty-six responses to item 6, "How do you 

think these obstacles might best be overcome?", there were 

seventy-eight statements about overcoming obstacles. Four 

stated that the obstacles cannot be overcome; and four 

stated that they did not know. Thirty-five mentioned that 

the administration might help in some way. Among sug

gestions for improvement in administration were, "allot

ting more school time for preparation of the records," 

"have printed forms available," "clerical duties undertaken 

by an extra person," "smaller classes," "more guidance 

consultants to help teachers in making and keeping 
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records." 

The twenty-seven teachers who felt that the teachers 

themselves could help overcome these problems stated it in 

the following terms: "Limited use -- such as keeping 

records for unusual social or behavior problems, re

inforcement of teacher's thinking, or origin of the prob

lem, 11 "teachers should form their own opinions before 

reading previous records," "discard records which no 

longer apply to the case," "consideration of aims and uses 

for these records should dictate the number and type re

quired." Some teachers felt that teachers should feel 

free to say what they think and not have to "gloss over" 

in conferences. 

The last sixteen felt that more study and establish

ment of the value of sustained anecdotal records would 

help overcome the obstacles. This was stated thus: "In

service training workshop courses," "more courses in child 

development, guidance, and psychiatry," "more literature 

on the subject," "careful study and correct use of the 

records," ''better knowledge on the part of all of the 

value of such records," "make records voluntary and point 

out benefits." As indicated above, the teachers had many 

suggestions for overcoming these obstacles of which they 

are aware. 



TABLE 7 

ESTIMATE OF PRACTICALITY, VALUE, AND USEFULlIBSS 
OF .ANECDOTAL RECORDS BY 106 ELEMENT.ARY TEACHERS 
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Practicality, Value, Usefulness :number Percentage 
Responding of Total 

1. Very positive 25 24 

2. Slightly positive 59 56 

3. Indifferent 6 6 

4. Slightly negative 12 11 

5. Very negative 4 3 

Total 106 100 

Item 7 asked the question, "What do you frankly 

think about the practicality, value, and usefulness of 

anecdotal records?". It appears from Table 7 that most 

Of the 106 teachers answering this question have a 

positive reaction to the use of anecdotal records. More 

teachers have a slightly positive reaction than a very 

positive reaction, since there are fifty-nine of the 

former and twenty-five of the latter. Very positive re-

actions were characterized by such statements as, "very 

valuable," "indispensable," "very helpful in working with 

children who have been chronic problems in school," "very 

good :for guidance department." Slightly positive 



reactions were stated as, "useful," "helpful if child is 

benef' i ted, not condenmed by them," "good," "valuable in 
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arry school, but the teacher can do just so much." Six 

teachers were indifferent. This attitude was charac

terized by such statements as, " don't know," "only when 

necessary," "not too much for time and energy needed for 

it," "useful and annoying." Twelve teachers were slight

ly negative in their sta tements, characterized by the 

following remarks: "Practical for teacher's own use, but 

take too much time if they have to be checked," "not too 

many values except for case histories and guidance 

reports," "not too helpful," "question value of records 

for all students -- too repetitious." Only four teachers 

stated very negative reactions to this item. These were 

stated thus: "Too much paper work," "too time consuming," 

"we have reached a saturation point," "time spent is 

highly out of line with what is returned from them." 

The 106 teachers who responded to the final question 

were generally more oriented toward positive than negative 

values. It is to be observed from Table 7 that eighty

four responses were on the positive side or seventy-eight 

per cent of the total. On the other hand, only sixteen 

responses were negative or fifteen per cent of those 

teachers who responded. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

The two-fold purpose of this investigation was to 

find out the extent to which anecdotal records were being 

used in the Warwick elementary schools, and to determine 

the possible reasons for their non-use by various 

teachers. In an attempt to get data on this problem, 

approaches were made in two major categories of investiga

tion. One phase of the investigation was a personal 

interview with twenty principals, representing twenty-nine 

schools in the Warwick system. The second phase of the 

study involved obtaining responses to a questionnaire 

filled out by the teachers of these· schools. The 

questionnaire was given to the teachers by the principals. 

Responses from the interviews and questionnaires were 

recorded, tabulated, and evaluated with regard to the 

central problem of this thesis. 

A few principals were strongly in favor of the use 

of anecdotal records and a few principals expressed a 

negative reaction. However, most of the principals 

followed the middle-of-the-road path, appearing mildly 

enthusiastic. In forty per cent of the interviews it 

50 



51 

seemed evident that the principals had some misconceptions 

concerning the true meaning of anecdotal records. They 

appeared to perceive anecdotal records as including 

statements on case conference and case history sheets as 

well as notations on permanent record cards rather than 

direct observations, with interpretation, of significant 

behavior. This would lead one to question whether a 

principal who did not understand anecdotal records fully 

could lead her teachers in understanding them or exert 

leadership in carrying out an anecdotal record program. 

In spite of efforts to obtain a higher percentage 

of responses, a disappointingly low forty-three per cent 

of the teachers responded. It was not possible to draw 

conclusions from those not responding. The low percentage 

of responses may have been due to the disinterest of the 

principals or the fact that the problem of anecdotal 

records is not of vital concern to a majority of the 

elementary teachers in the system. · There appeared to be 

a difference of opinion concerning the use of anecdotal 

records. The fact that fifty-nine teachers indicated that 

they used anecdotal records as opposed to sixty-three who 

did not use them seemed to confirm the hypothesis that 

anecdotal records were not being used as extensively as 

they might have been used in the Warwick elementary 

schools. The fact that there are only four more teachers 

who did not use anecdotal records than did use them 

seemed to indicate that the teachers, like the principals, 
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might have thought that they were keeping anecdotal 

records on conference sheets and r eports on case histories 

which were too general to be considered anecdotal records. 

If this were not the case, perhaps more teachers would 

have indicated that they did not keep anecdotal records. 

Concerning the use of anecdotal records, it was 

found that most frequently, anecdotal records were used 

for conferences with parents and for problem cases. 

Parent conferences were held in all schools twice a year. 

At this time the teacher and parent met to discuss a 

child's scholastic progress and social growth. These 

conferences were an important part of the school program 

in which parents asked many questions which the teacher 

felt she must answer and have specific bases for these 

answers. Often irate parents wanted to know specifically 

the teacher's reasons for saying that the child exhibited 

negative behavior characteristics. For this purpose, 

teachers found that anecdotal reco·rds have proven valuable 

in coping with this situation of urgency. Since con

ferences are required in all schools, this would seem to 

indicate that teachers find anecdotal records helpful for 

this compulsory phase of the school program. 

In addition to keeping records for parent con

ferences, many teachers kept them for problem oases. 

Teachers seemed to feel that there must be reasons for 

children deviating from the normal behavior pattern, 

reasons for their problems, and for their creating 
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problems; therefore, the teacher f elt that it was impera

tive that she get to the core of the problem. The fact 

tbat most teachers kept records for behavior cases seemed 

to indicate that there is a great deal of concern -for 

children who present problems of any kind to the teacher. 

Also, the largest number of those responding answered 

this question, "For what children do you think anecdotal 

records should be required?" 

The questionnaire revealed that anecdotal records 

were seldom kept for children in poor health in spite of 

the fact that all teachers have been cautioned to be on 

the look out for ill health symptoms. Although poor 

health is referred to the school doctor or nurse, the 

fact that only a few kept records for those in poor health 

lead to the conclusion that teachers were not as concerned 

with the child in poor health as with the child presenting 

a problem or the child who deviated from the normal. This 

was surprising, since physical well~being or lack of it 

can be a major reason for a child's undesirable behavior. 

It does not seem that teachers are getting to the core of 

the problem. It mC\Y also indicate that many teachers are 

more interested in their subject matter than they are in 

the individual child, and they believe that their subject 

matter can best be presented to a class in which there 

are a few if any problem cases or deviates. 

Many teachers' responses to items in the question

naire were brief. A large number of these brief responses 



seemed to reflect indifference. However, from those 

questionnaires that were returned, it appeared that the 

teachers were more positive than the principals in their 

responses to anecdotal recorcs. In contrast to the 

principals, they had very definite ideas for or against 

the use of anecdotal records. 
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Seventy-four per cent of the teachers stated that 

they experienced positive benefits from the use of anec

dotal records. The most frequently mentioned benefit was 

that of better understanding of the pupil, an indication 

of moving in the direction of greater effort to under

stand and appreciate the dynamics of individual behavior. 

In addition to better understanding, accuracy 

ranked secGnd in the list of positive benefits experi

enced from the use of anecdotal records. The concern for 

accuracy would seem to indicate that teachers prefer 

specific rather than general statements. 

Teachers seemed to feel that ·~evious teacher's 

experiences with a child had proven beneficial in their 

own dealings with the youngster. Of course, this positive 

benefit should be used in an effort to help the child and 

not to prejudice the teacher. This would seem to indicate 

that teachers valued the findings of other teachers and 

considered guidance (anecdotal records), like education, 

an ongoing process. 

The te·achers responding to the questionnaire in

dicated a number of factors standing in the way of more 
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effective use of anecdotal records. Until these obstacles 

have been overcome, it is likely that the anecdotal record 

will follow the same pattern of non-use in the Warwick 

elementary schools that has been the case since the early 

1930's. ~ ~umption was stated as being the greatest 

obstacle, a fact which was not surprising since many 

teachers feel over-worked and they are not sensitized to 

the values which might be gained from using anecdotal 

records. 

Limited knowledge in psychology on the part of the 

teacher was found to be another obstacle. Too few 

teachers have taken advantage of the psychology courses 

offered by colleges and universities. Perhaps they felt 

it was an abstract discipline in which they preferred not 

to delve. From the results of this study, it was 

reasonable to conclude that the lack of psychological 

background of many teachers offered them at least an 

excuse for not using anecdotal records. 

The teachers offered several suggestions for over~ 

coming these obstacles. They stressed the role of the 

administration in helping to overcome the obstacles in 

terms of allocation of more school time for the prepara

tion of records, provision of forms for anecdotal re

cording, some clerical help for relieving teachers of 

clerical details, and consulting assistance in making 

and keeping records. In general, they looked upon the 

administration for support and encouragement. 
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Other suggestions for overcoming obstacles to the 

use of anecdotal records were in the direction of more 

initiative and resourcefulness of the teachers themselves. 

The tone of these responses seemed to indicate that 

teachers need to take a more professional view of the ways 

by which these records could be used. They suggested 

strongly that a program of in-service training on anec

dotal records would help teachers to gain greater profes

sional insight. 

Another method of finding the teachers' honest 

opinions concerning the practicality, value, and useful

ness of anecdotal records was to categorize their 

responses. Most of the teachers made slightl.y positi~ 

statements concerning the practicality, value, and use

fulness of anecdotal records. ~ positive statements 

ranked second. Slightly ~gative statements ranked third, 

followed by statements of indifference and Y!I£:l_ negativ~ 

statements. On the whole, it appeared that most teachers 

felt that anecdotal records were practical, valuable, and 

useful. Comparatively few teachers felt that they were 

not practical, valuable, and useful. There were some 

that were indifferent, a fact probably accounting for the 

lack of responses in the questionnaire. Since only a few 

had very negative feelings, it indicated that there was 

hope for anecdotal records because many teachers would 

use them if the obstacles were overcome and the teachers 
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felt more qualified. 

Recctnnmendations 

Based upon the general findings as well as the 

experience of the writer in teaching, discussing, and 

observing, the following are recommendations which seemed 

reasonable within the Warwick school system: 

Anecdotal records should be voluntary if they are 

to be of any value. The teacher must see the value in 

them and want them and not feel compelled to write a 

certain number to hand in at the end of the week. If 

they are compulsory, it may be difficult to get quality 

statements. Careless statements without basis or 

statements written in haste may be made to fulfill the 

requirement of a certain number of anecdotes for each 

child. The teacher may then develop an "eagle eye" 

watching every move of the child in anticipation of an 

act that can be put into the record. This would not 

characterize an atmos phere conducive to optimum learning 

and personality growth. 

In-service training courses for teachers as well 

as workshops would result in valuable and more complete 

records. Many obstacles to be overcome may be taken care 

of in these in-service training courses. These courses 

and workshops would be open to all interested teachers 

for the specific purposes of making teachers aware of 

the values of anecdotal records, acquainting teachers 



with the purposes and uses of anecdotal records, and to 

clear up any misconceptions that teachers might have. 

This would be an ongoing program given each year and 

recurring as new developments came into focus. 
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Case conference techniques in which the teacher and 

guidance consultant discuss a youngster should be es

tablished. For this, the anecdotal record becomes an 

important part of the confer~nce. This would help the 

teacher to understand the child. As a result of this 

successful developmental programs, in which the teacher 

showed the youngster his path of development, could 

exist. 

Anecdotal records should be applied and used to 

help the child. The writing alone, if they are put in 

the teacher's drawer or in the child's folder and kept 

there in anticipation of future use, will not necessarily 

help the child. It is writing the anecdotes, plus the 

application and use that constitut~ a successful anec

dotal record system. 

In order that labor be less of a burden to the 

elementary teacher, extra clerical help should be made 

available to assist the teacher. Ideally, the number 

of persons required would depend on the number of grades 

and classes in a school as well as on the quality of the 

person hired. One mature, competent clerk is all that 

might be required for just processing anecdotal records. 



Great care should be t aken to hire a person of maturity 

and personal integrity so that none of the material in 

anecdota l records would go beyond the s chool. 
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Since education and guidance are developmental 

processes, anecdota l records, as one guidance tool, be

comes a technique in a developmental process. Therefore, 

they should be kept for all children and cons idered an 

important part of the child's cumulative record. Many 

youngsters will experience little or no difficulty, 

appear to be no problem, or have no problem in the early 

grades, but in junior high may develop diff iculties or 

problems. It then becomes helpful to have anecdotal 

records available from the child's early years in school. 

This is an essential aid in tracing the child's develo p

ment from early school years. 

To allay the effects of any prejudices the teachers 

migh t have, the writing of the y ear-end summaries should 

become the responsibility of the guidance consultant. 

This should be done after conferring with the teacher. 

At the outset of this study, the writer was some

what skeptical about the va lue of anecdotal records. As 

a result of the experiences involved in this investi

gation, the thinking of the writer has been modified 

considerably in the direction of more positive values 

and possibilities of anecdotal records. This remains 

an area in education, especially at the elementary 



level, where much improvement is needed if this im

portant guidance tool is to contribute more positively 

to the development of children. 
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