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Preface

DURING THE PAST THREE YEARS, MY COLLEAGUES AND I HAVE HAD THE
privilege of working with hundreds of teachers from dozens
of schools in a loosely knit consortium called Project 
LEARN (League of Educational Action Researchers in the
Northwest). With support and training from the developers
of Project LEARN, teams of teachers in the participating
schools went through a process designed to help them use
collaborative action research to improve teaching and
learning conditions in their schools and classrooms. Many
of the ideas in this book are part of the Project LEARN
training model, and many of the examples given come from
teachers who have been part of the consortium. Keep in
mind, however, that action research is a dynamic field in
which no two people share precisely the same perspective.
Don’t be surprised if some of the ideas and definitions
shared here differ a bit from what you may have read
elsewhere about action research.

As you read through this book, you will notice that I
often use the voice of the first person plural: we. I used this
pronoun because in writing this book, I felt constantly in the
company of all the teachers I have ever worked with.

I am particularly indebted to my colleague Peter Holly.
Peter was the original Project LEARN trainer, and it was his
conception of the action research process that informed
our training programs and, consequently, the process
elaborated on in this book.

I also wish to thank all the teachers in Project LEARN
for allowing me to learn with you as you reflected on your
teaching and on the learning of your students.
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Finally, special thanks go to Dea Cox, perhaps the
world’s greatest reflective practitioner, and the staff at the
West Linn (Oreg.) School District, who are living proof that
when schools are built around people and when
professional talent is respected, nurtured, and rewarded,
schools become extraordinary places where children thrive.

—RICHARD SAGOR
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1
Why We Need
Collaborative
Action Research

ON SOME ISSUES OF SCHOOLING, THERE SEEMS TO BE NO DISPUTE. 
No one would question that fostering student growth and
development is the primary objective of our public school
system. Likewise, no thoughtful observer would disagree
that student growth and development are the direct result
of instructional interactions between student and teacher.
When we hold these twin beliefs—that schools are about
student learning and that learning occurs primarily through
the efforts and talents of teachers—then it becomes clear
that school reform should focus on nurturing and
developing the teaching profession. The highest priority of
school reform should be to create conditions that support
teachers in their work and make teaching an attractive
option for the best and brightest college graduates.

Unfortunately, many of the more celebrated
restructuring initiatives focus on issues regarding school
governance, financing, the use of technology, and
innovative instructional strategies. Although all these
efforts have some potential for improving the teaching
environment (and, consequently, the learning environment),
I believe they skirt the central issue, which is restructuring
the teaching profession itself. But why, you may ask, is
restructuring necessary? And how does collaborative action
research fit in? To answer the first question, let’s contrast
teaching with several other professions and examine some
areas where it falls short.
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Teaching Versus Other Professions __________________________

A few key factors clearly distinguish public school
teaching from other service professions. Understanding
these factors will make it easier to see why teaching is not
often viewed as an attractive option by bright college
graduates.

Isolation from Other Professionals

Follow a doctor, a lawyer, an engineer, or an architect
for a day, and it becomes obvious that they spend as much
time interacting with their colleagues as they do serving
their clients. A doctor discusses the meaning of an X-ray
with other physicians and healthcare workers, a lawyer
consults with associates on trial strategy, and engineers and
architects work in teams to develop new prototypes and
designs. Interactions with other professionals stimulate and
push these people to new levels of performance in both the
art and the craft of their profession.

Teachers work in a different world. Roland Barth
likened American teachers to a group of preschoolers
engaged in parallel play. Although they may work in a
building with other teachers and even use the same
materials and follow the same schedule, they rarely turn to
one another during the school day except during their
thirty-minute lunch period, where informal norms often
forbid any kind of professional talk. This dearth of collegial
stimulation would be bad enough if teaching were a
profession with a certain and finite knowledge base. But the
problems of teaching are ever changing, and absolute
solutions are usually not to be found. Successful teaching is
a mixture of art and craft honed through experience. In
such a profession, a lack of meaningful discourse with
fellow professionals can have disastrous effects.

In surveys of promising young teachers who decided to
abandon education after only a few years in the classroom,
professional isolation has been one of the most frequently
cited dissatisfiers. If we continue to expect teachers to solve
increasingly complex educational problems by themselves,
we can forget about widespread excellence in the
classroom. Most inquisitive and collaborative people will
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continue to shy away from teaching. And those who do take
the plunge will probably confine themselves to the few
teaching strategies they’ve found are easiest for them to
use, keeping their door shut for fear of exposing to
colleagues that they have not yet mastered this
unmasterable craft.

Contributions to the Knowledge Base

All professions are informed by a knowledge base, and
teaching is no exception. We have a body of accepted
research literature on effective teaching practices and
successful schooling techniques. As in other professions,
teachers are expected to be familiar with, make use of, and
respect the foundations of their practice. But in all the
professions except teaching, practitioners are also expected
to interact with and contribute to the development of their
profession’s knowledge base.

For instance, pick up any medical journal and you will
find that most of the articles are written by practicing
physicians. The formats are remarkably similar. The author
first explains the patient’s symptoms and then details the
treatment. The author/physician concludes by sharing the
results of the treatment. The function of this medical
literature is to alert other physicians to what colleagues are
learning. Were I a doctor reading such articles, I would ask
myself: (1) Do my patients have similar symptoms? and
(2) If they do, should I attempt similar interventions?

The story for other professions runs along the same
lines. Engineers work from a knowledge base created by
generations of engineers and learn continually from their
colleagues; their work, in turn, informs the next generation
of innovation. Architects draw plans based on the work of
other architects, and lawyers construct briefs and legal
arguments based on the experience of other lawyers.

Once again, teachers are different. Most educational
journals (with the notable exception of Educational
Leadership) do not feature the work of public school
teachers. Instead, they are vehicles for the dissemination of
ideas, commentaries, and studies from professors,
consultants, administrators, and the like, who work outside
the world of the classroom. The topics, problems, or issues
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pursued are significant, but not necessarily helpful to
teachers on the front line. The context of the interventions
reported or discussed in the education journals comprising
our knowledge base may or may not conform to the realities
of the public school classroom. In education, the worlds of
research and practice are both separate and unequal, 
for the teacher who ignores research is likely seen as
anti-intellectual or unprofessional, whereas the researcher
who ignores the classroom bears no such label.

In fact, policymakers and supervisors often demand
that teachers implement this externally derived educational
research in their classrooms. The prevailing paradigm in
education is one of the supervisor telling workers how to do
their work because the supervisor supposedly has superior
knowledge. This model is not without precedent. It is the
very model of blue-collar work: The foreman always knows
best, and it is the line workers’ job to simply follow
directions and meet his expectations. While that approach
is increasingly seen as problematic in the trades, it is clearly
disastrous for endeavors that we think of as professional.
Until teachers become involved in generating the
knowledge that informs their practice, they will remain cast
as subordinate workers rather than dynamic professionals.

Separation of Quality Control

In most professions, standards of excellence emerge
from the profession itself. The work of the master
establishes the target for others who follow. Furthermore,
monitoring the bottom line is seen as necessary for
maintaining a professional edge. Self-monitoring helps
professionals set their own improvement agendas. For
example, by examining the needs of their patients and the
results of their work, doctors determine where their
professional development energies should be placed.
Similarly, by studying completed projects, architects and
engineers determine how designs for future projects might
be improved. In short, in most professional arenas, the
person doing the work is also the person assessing the
work.

Most public schools, however, are more like assembly
lines, for the quality control officer is usually someone
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above and apart from the teacher. Data on teacher
performance are assembled, assessed, and analyzed at
levels far removed from the student-teacher interface. A
state legislature or a school board often analyzes the
previous year’s standardized achievement tests and then
prescribes an improvement agenda for the state’s or
district’s teachers. Or a principal may reflect on her
perceptions of teachers’ performance at the school and
then prescribe a canned remedy that she thinks is just what
the faculty needs.

Most people would agree that no accountability system
is as powerful as self-regulation. The standards we set for
ourselves are almost always higher than those others would
set for us. When we work in systems where others set the
standards, we are often inclined to passively resist or to
negatively sanction our rate-busting peers.

In the school business, the operative rule is: “He who
controls the data controls the agenda.” If data on student
performance are the property of those outside the
classroom, it is those outsiders who determine the
pertinent issues and, based on those issues, the further
data to be collected. And based on those data, they are free
to impose improvement agendas on classroom teachers.
Absent any alternative and compelling data of their own,
classroom teachers have to bow to the data of their
supervisors.

As long as teaching remains a profession where
isolation is the norm, where the knowledge that informs
practice comes from outside the classroom, and where the
quality control officers are removed from the classroom,
teaching will be more like a blue-collar job than an
intellectual professional pursuit. Eliminating these
destructive features is essential to the health of the
profession and the success of our schools. By changing the
role of teachers, we can also profoundly change the
teaching and learning process in our schools. This is not
mere speculation. Judith Warren Little (1982) examined
instructionally effective schools and found that certain
cultural norms tend to prevail. For example, in the most
successful schools, teachers are more likely to discuss
teaching and learning with one another, to critique each
other’s work, to collaborate on the preparation of materials,
and to jointly design lessons. Little concluded that the
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norms of collegiality and experimentation were essential
ingredients of the work culture of an effective school.

Jon Saphier and Matthew King (1985), summarizing the
research on effective school cultures, list twelve norms that
distinguish schools where student growth and development
are more likely to occur:

 1. Collegiality
 2. Experimentation
 3. High expectations
 4. Trust and confidence
 5. Tangible support
 6. Reaching out to the knowledge bases
 7. Appreciation and recognition
 8. Caring, celebration, and humor
 9. Involvement in decision making
10. Protection of what’s important
11. Traditions
12. Honest, open communication

Now we come to the second question posed at the
beginning of this chapter: How does collaborative action
research fit in? The collaborative action research process
outlined in this book is a proven way to foster the very
norms that Little and Saphier and King found to be
characteristic of effective schools, and that I have shown to
be characteristic of most professional occupations. In
essence, collaborative action research is a process that
enables teachers to improve the teaching-learning process
while also contributing to the development of their own
profession.

HOW TO CONDUCT COLLABORATIVE ACTION RESEARCH
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2
Defining Collaborative
Action Research

WE CAN BEST UNDERSTAND THE PROCESS OF COLLABORATIVE ACTION
research by examining the meaning behind each of the
three words used to identify it. Let’s begin with the word
“action,” because action is what distinguishes collaborative
action research from the research that most of us have
experienced in the past.

The Meaning of “Act ion” _____________ ______________________

Traditionally, scientific research has been conducted
by professional full-time researchers. They generally choose
their topics based on their personal predilections or the
preference of journal editors, and they publish reports of
their work with the hope that someone will someday make
use of it. But even if no one does, their work is usually
complete upon publication of their report.

Action research, on the other hand, is conducted by
people who want to do something to improve their own
situation. When other people read about their work, notice
it, or make use of it, that is simply icing on the cake. Action
researchers undertake a study because they want to know
whether they can do something in a better way.

I like to think of scientific researchers as being very
much like investigative journalists. They look at what others
are doing or should be doing. Action researchers, on the
other hand, look at what they themselves are or should be
doing.
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Action researchers in education often focus on three
related stages of action:

1. Initiating action, such as, adopting a text, choosing
an alternative assessment strategy.

2. Monitoring and adjusting action, such as, seeing how
a pilot project is proceeding, assessing the early progress of
a new program, improving a current practice.

3. Evaluating action, such as, preparing a final report on
a completed project.

When we conduct an inquiry for the purpose of
initiating action, we are usually seeking information that will
help us understand and solve a problem; thus we might call
this type of action research “research for action.” Similarly,
when we actually monitor our work so that we can improve
our performance, we are engaging in what might be called
“research in action.” Finally, our efforts to evaluate work
that has been concluded might be called “research of
action.” Figure 2.1 illustrates what my colleague Peter Holly
calls “the three ways into action research.”

Research

Figure 2.1
Entry Points for Action Research

ActionResearch

1 32

Monitoring EvaluationUnderstanding
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The Meaning of “Research”___________ ______________________

Research is defined here as any effort toward
disciplined inquiry. Many of us have been schooled in the
notion that only investigations that can be reduced to
numbers qualify as research. As you will see later in this
book, action research can involve a wide array of methods
derived from both the quantitative and qualitative domains.
In any kind of research, however, there are phenomena
researchers want to better understand; therefore they
employ systematic processes to acquire valid and reliable
data concerning those phenomena.

In the collaborative action research process, the focus
of the research is defined by the practitioners themselves.
Only two guidelines must be followed: (1) the phenomena
chosen for study must concern the teaching/learning
process, and (2) those phenomena must also be within the
practitioner’s scope of influence.

The Meaning of “Collaborative”_______ ______________________

Nothing should deter anyone from working alone on
research. In fact, most teachers who have undertaken
action research have worked alone. As a student teacher,
for example, you probably reflected on the design and
execution of the first lesson you taught. This is classical
action research. First, you approached the lesson with a
hypothesis on how best to teach some particular material
to a specific group of children. Then you collected data. For
instance, as you taught the lesson, you watched students’
faces for clues about how well your lesson was being
received, and during independent practice, you walked
around the room to see how students were progressing. You
probably also reviewed students’ tests or quizzes to
ascertain what they learned. Finally, you concluded your
research by evaluating all these data and drawing
conclusions about how you might teach this material
differently, should the opportunity present itself.

The above example contains almost all the elements of
a full action research study, minus a plan to write up and
share the results. Undoubtedly, if we had continued to use
this type of disciplined inquiry throughout our teaching
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careers, we would all probably have become more
thoughtful teachers and better educators, yet we would still
have been working in isolation. By turning to collaborative
action research, however, we can renew our commitment to
thoughtful teaching and also begin developing an active
community of professionals. The process described in this
book is based on teams of practitioners who have common
interests and work together to investigate issues related to
those interests.

An Overview of the Five-step Process________________________

The process of collaborative action research has five
sequential steps:

1. Problem formulation
2. Data collection
3. Data analysis
4. Reporting of results
5. Action planning

1. Problem Formulation

This step, which is described in detail in Chapter 3,
helps action researchers identify the issues that are of the
greatest professional concern. Researchers identify what
they already know about each issue, what they still need to
know about it, and their understanding of the variables
affecting the issue.

2. Data Collection

Data collection is the heart of the five-step process. The
credibility of any research effort lives or dies on the quality
of the data used to support its conclusions. To ensure
adequate data collection, action researchers, their
colleagues, students, and any other persons involved in the
research are expected to assemble three sets of data for
each research question that surfaced during the problem
formulation phase. This second step of the collaborative
action research process is looked at more closely in
Chapter 4.
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3. Data Analysis

If data collection is the heart of the research process,
then data analysis is its soul. Most action researchers find
this step to be the most enjoyable of the entire process. It
involves looking systematically at all the data collected to
see what trends or patterns emerge and what conclusions, if
any, can be drawn. Chapter 5 explores the data analysis
process.

4. Reporting Results

Inviting others to peer over our shoulders and learn
from our practice is one of the most powerful and rewarding
aspects of collaborative action research. Thus, it is
imperative that teams of action researchers find as many
appropriate forums as possible to share what they are
learning about teaching and learning. Chapter 6 describes
several ways to share what has been learned and expand
the ring of collegiality.

5. Action Planning

Since the purpose of collaborative action research is to
improve our professional practice, the process won’t be
complete until we have put in place plans incorporating
what we’ve learned as a result of our systematic inquiry.
Chapter 7 discusses several processes for using the findings
of collaborative action research to plan and implement
school and classroom improvement.

* * *
Now that we’ve looked briefly at the process, we can

examine each step in depth.
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3
Problem Formulation

THE TIME DEMANDS OF INSTRUCTION, INSERVICE TRAINING, AND
program improvement leave little time for the reflection
necessary to develop a truly meaningful research question.
Yet it is essential that collaborative action researchers 
have sufficient time to accomplish this crucial step. Our
experience has shown that teachers who rush to complete
the problem formulation stage are more likely to flounder in
their later efforts, whereas teachers who take time to reflect
on and define their problem are more likely to pursue
questions yielding meaningful results.

In this chapter, I describe a series of techniques that
have been used successfully to help beginning action
researchers sharpen their focus on a research topic of
significant concern to them. It is not important for teachers
to come to this process with a problem in mind. The only
prerequisite for participating in collaborative action
research is a sincere desire to work with colleagues to
improve teaching and learning.

Reflective Interviewing_____________________________________

The technique of reflective interviewing requires 
about an hour of uninterrupted time. It is often used in
departmental or grade-level meetings or during scheduled
faculty meetings. After a brief introduction, each participant
is asked to choose a partner who will assist her in talking
about an issue that meets the following guidelines:

•  The issue involves teaching and learning.
•  The issue is something I can influence.
•  The issue is something I’m deeply concerned about.
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One partner interviews the other for twenty to thirty
minutes, then the leader of the meeting calls time and the
partners reverse roles. It is important that everyone be
instructed that they are conducting interviews, not
engaging in discussions. The key distinction is that in an
interview, the person being interviewed has an opportunity
to fully and deeply explore feelings and ideas on an issue of
personal concern. The interviewer assists by asking
clarifying questions and providing needed probes to get
over hurdles. Interviewers must be careful not to take over
or interfere in the respondent’s personal reflection.

Most teachers are natural interviewers who rarely need
much training on how to be an effective interviewer and
active listener. Some guidelines for interviewers may be
useful, however. Here are a few that we have used in our
training programs:

1. Make the interview comfortable but challenging.
2. Keep it challenging but not threatening.
3. Try to elicit deep responses.
4. Try to elicit broad responses.
5. Keep the interview somewhat structured, but allow

for flexibility and spontaneity.
6. Consider the rights and feelings of the respondent.

The purpose of the reflective interview is to enable
teachers to get in touch with those core issues of practice
that matter the most to them. Surfacing personal concerns
early in the process is important because today’s busy
teachers are disinclined to invest even small amounts of
time and energy on projects or inquiries that seem
tangential to their core concerns. Another and perhaps
equally important reason for conducting the reflective
interview is to emphasize up front that it is the “actor,” the
teacher, who is driving the collaborative action research
process. Even in the best of schools, there is sometimes a
suspicion that school improvement initiatives are really
elaborate plans drawn up by supervisors to involve the
teaching staff in an administrative agenda. Placing teachers’
instructional concerns right up front will clearly establish
that the collaborative action research process is for the
teachers’ benefit.

PROBLEM FORMULATION

13



Analytic Discourse _________________________________________

This second technique, which is similar to a group
interview, is to be used after the reflective interview. It also
requires an uninterrupted period of at least one hour.
Engaging in analytic discourse helps teachers more 
deeply explore their current understanding of the
phenomena under discussion. This technique may seem
superfluous at first, but once teachers become familiar with
it, they rarely abandon it. Beyond its utility in helping
teachers more clearly define their issues prior to
conducting collaborative action research, analytic
discourse can also be institutionalized into any work group
to enhance collegiality.

The first step in preparing for analytic discourse is 
to have each action research team sit in a circle and briefly
(two or three minutes each) share the issues that 
surfaced in the reflective interviews. This step enhances
communication and allows the team members to see 
how their personal concerns mesh with the issues 
troubling their colleagues. If one particular issue emerges 
as important to most participants, which often happens,
then that issue is the logical one to focus on in analytic
discourse.

Once all the issues are on the table, each team needs to
find a volunteer who is willing to be the subject of a group
interview. Participants will later find this role to be a
rewarding one, but at first some people may find it to be
quite an intimidating prospect. For this reason, no one
should be forced into playing the interviewee role.

Once a volunteer has been secured, the team sits in a
comfortable arrangement (usually a horseshoe format) to
conduct the group interview. Before getting started, the
leader explains the purpose of the activity:

Our purpose is to help Joan come to a full understanding 
of her knowledge about an issue that is troubling her. Our
analytic discourse will be considered complete when Joan 
is able to say, “That’s it, I’ve fully explained to you what I
understand about this issue and all of its parts,” and when
each of you is able to accurately paraphrase Joan’s
perspective on this problem.
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The leader also tells the team that for analytic
discourse to be effective, they must adhere to a strict set of
rules:

•  Interviewers can only ask questions.
•  Interviewers can make no critical comments.
•  Interviewers can offer no solutions.

After providing forty-five to sixty minutes for the
interview, the leader asks the team to discuss their
reactions to the activity. Typically, interviewees would be
asked:

•  How did it feel to be interviewed?
•  How did it feel to have the undivided attention of a

group of colleagues on a topic you’re concerned about?
And interviewers would be asked:

•  What was it like to be an interviewer?
•  What was it like to restrain yourself from intruding

into the discussion and instead try to understand a
colleague’s issue in all of its complexity?

During this discussion, participants often say that
analytic discourse was both a new and invigorating
experience for them. It is wonderful that most participants
find the experience to be stimulating, but it is disappointing,
too, for it indicates that this kind of collegial interaction is
rare. Consider for a moment how powerful it would be for
teachers to regularly exchange ideas this way at faculty
meetings, just as professionals in law offices, architectural
firms, and advertising agencies do in their daily or weekly
meetings.

Completing an analytic discourse allows the action
research team to find out whether its members share an
interest in a general topic. If they do, there may be no
further need to conduct another analytic discourse—at
least not for purposes of problem identification. If the
interests of the team members seem to be divergent,
however, everyone should be given an opportunity to
participate in the deep reflection that this process provides.

Having now spent several hours verbally reflecting on
issues of deep professional concern, the action research
teams will be getting a clear picture of their problem areas,
at least as far as they currently understand them.
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Infrequently, two things happen simultaneously at this
point. First, team members begin to develop a precise
description of the current situation. For example, they
might agree that:

•  Students are experiencing difficulties in recalling main
ideas from their reading, or

•  Teachers are seeing a decline in self-esteem as
students move up the grades, or

•  Students are failing to complete their assignments
successfully.

It is also common for action researchers to have
already begun to develop some ideas for attacking the
identified problem. This is one of the glorious, albeit untidy,
differences between action research and traditional
research. Scientists, divorced from the role of actor, simply
describe the current situation; action researchers,
compelled by their desire for improved actions, will be
reluctant to deprive their students of the possible benefits
of their developing insights. For this reason, interventions
frequently come to the surface throughout the process,
perhaps even before the description phase has been
completed.

In the scientific community, taking action on
incomplete data is often considered inappropriate; for
example, in pharmaceutical research, even the most
promising cures are often held back until the experimental
trials have been thoroughly analyzed. No similar regulations
exist in action research, and if they did, enforcing them
would be difficult, for teacher-researchers have strong
commitments to their students that will always push them
to act rather than wait for more data.

Graphic Representation ____________________________________

The graphic representation is a technique that invites
action researchers to move their thinking from the left side
of the brain to the right. It provides an opportunity for
teacher-researchers to actually draw a picture of the
phenomena under study, including all the factors thought to
be influencing the phenomena, as well as proposed
solutions that have surfaced. The purpose of this technique
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is to allow the relationships between factors, variables, and
contexts to be looked at in a fresh light and then debated.
The graphic representation technique has four steps:

Step 1. Brainstorm all the relevant factors, variables,
and contexts. The workshop leader should supply each
team with a large sheet of paper (minimum 2′ X 3′), a pad of
Post-it notes, pencils, and colored felt-tip markers. Then
team members should be asked to list every relevant
theme, idea, issue, factor, or variable that arose during their
reflective interviews, their analytic discourses, or other
discussions of the problem area. Each factor should be
written on a separate Post-it note. For example, if the team
had been discussing the drop in student self-esteem, the
factors listed might be: grading practices, tracking,
retention, parental support, teachers’ collaborative action
research, peer pressure, drug abuse, cooperative
classrooms, competitive classrooms, school activities,
socioeconomic status, and cliques.

Step 2. Arrange relevant factors, variables, and
contexts in relational order. Once the team members have
brainstormed and written all of the issues or factors they
believe pertain to the problem, they gather around the
paper and as a group attempt to arrange the issues on the
Post-it notes in a logical pattern. As the team begins trying
to illustrate their common understandings of the
relationships between factors, the shortcomings of a verbal
process often become apparent, and debates invariably
ensue. For example, one person might say that he thinks
school activities enhance students’ self-esteem, while
another person asserts the contrary, arguing that only
students with high self-esteem participate in school
activities. Suddenly, a group of people that seemed to be of
one mind begins to realize that individual team members
are seeing the issue in somewhat different ways.

It will take time for team members to reach consensus,
usually at least an hour. The virtue of the Post-it notes is
that no arrangement is permanent; emerging hypotheses
and theories can easily be changed by simply moving the
notes.

Once the team members have achieved some degree of
consensus on the relationships between the issues, it’s time
to take out the colored markers and, using lines, arrows,
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and symbols, draw the relationships. Figure 3.1 illustrates 
a portion of a graphic representation done by a high school
team concerned about the paucity of problem-solving
strategies being demonstrated by their students. Figure 3.2
shows the way the team thought they could go about
solving the problem. Superimposing the second graphic
representation on top of the first produces a new 
graphic showing teachers’ complete view of the issue 
(see Figure 3.3).

Once they have drawn a full picture, teachers usually
feel some satisfaction because they have made clear their
common understandings and acknowledged their shared
viewpoints. Team members feel as though they are of one
mind. But what if they are wrong? What if their presumed
understanding of the issue is flawed? These are important
questions because when teachers or other professionals
embark on improvement projects based on hypotheses that
may be wrong, the solutions they attempt are likely to fail,
and failure reduces feelings of personal and professional
efficacy. Most educators have too many memories of
seductive innovations that were built on false assumptions
and demanded a lot of time, enthusiasm, and commitment,
yet brought only failure and deep and profound
disillusionment. As a result, our schools are filled with
teachers who often seem unwilling to try anything new
because, as they say, “We’ve been through all this before.”
Encouraging teachers to come up with an accurate picture
of the current situation as they currently understand it is a
good way to overcome this attitude. It gives teachers
themselves the responsibility for change. But this is only
one step in the process.

Step 3. Evaluate our knowledge base. Up to this point,
the collaborative action research process has been built
from the knowledge, background, and perspective that team
members brought to the instructional problem. The
suggested activities simply helped the team clarify their
previous understandings in all of their depth and breadth. It
would be wrong to stop there, however, because few of us
are prepared to say that we already have all the answers to
the many truly perplexing educational problems. After all, if
we did have the answers, the issues would hardly be
perplexing!
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Figure 3.1
Graphic Representation of a Problem Area
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Figure 3.2
Graphic Representation of Proposed Intervention
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Figure 3.3
Graphic Reconstruction
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In the third step of the graphic representation, teachers
analyze their picture with a critical eye and ask themselves,
“Are we sure about this?” More specifically, they ask:

•  Are the relationships between the variables or factors
what we think they are?

•  Are there other variables or issues that should be
considered?

•  Are we forgetting something?
First, the team looks at each line or arrow in the

graphic representation, keeping in mind that each arrow is
an assumption about a relationship. The team asks these
questions about each presumed relationship:

•  Do we know this to be true?
•  What evidence leads us to that conclusion?
•  What if our assumption is incorrect? How does it alter

our understanding of the issue?
There will be many relationships on our graphic

representation that we will know to be true. The basis for
this knowledge could be prior research, professional
experience, or research data we recently collected. The
relationships we know to exist need not be the subject of
any further investigation. For example, we might choose to
accept as a given that there is a relationship between poor
grades and the likelihood of dropping out of school, or a
relationship between enjoying school and truancy. If,
however, we find we have no empirical basis for supporting
our current assumptions about an important relationship
shown in our graphic representation, then we will want to
collect some valid and reliable data to establish the actual
existence of the relationship.

In fact, all the relationships we aren’t fairly certain of
should be investigated further unless the relationship itself
is deemed irrelevant. For example, let’s say we had inferred
that possessing brown eyes was a factor that made a child
less likely to drop out. We might well conclude that we had
no evidence to support that assumption; yet we might also
conclude that it wasn’t worth trying to confirm or
disconfirm, because altering children’s eye color is
impossible.

After completing a team analysis of all the lines and
arrows in the graphic representation, it should be clear
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where additional data are needed to make the graphic
representation accurately reflect reality. It’s important to
use some kind of identifier to distinguish between the
representations the team is sure of and those that require
further investigation. For instance, I use dotted lines to
show relationships about which I’m uncertain. If I’m
confident of the relationship, I make the line solid.

4. Surfacing the research questions. Those
relationships that the team concluded were meaningful, yet
still need to be verified, become the focus of the research
project. It is helpful to translate these relationships into
questions. For example, the team might want to know:

•  What student attributes contribute to student
success with spelling?

•  What contributes to making a parent conference
worthwhile?

•  Do all children benefit equally from cooperative
learning in math?

Once the key research questions have been formed and
agreed to by the team, only one small step remains before
moving into the data collection process: writing the
problem statement.

The Problem Statement

In our investigations of the factors contributing to the
successful completion of collaborative action research
projects, the variable of “focus” was among the most
significant. Teams who began their work with a clear idea of
what they were studying and why they were studying it
tended to find the motivation to complete their work.
Conversely, the teams who lacked clarity on what they were
about tended to lose interest in their collaborative work.
Therefore, we recommend that collaborative action
research teams complete the problem identification process
by composing a problem statement of approximately 100
words that clearly and concisely answers the following
questions:

1. Who is affected?
2. Who or what is suspected of causing the problem?
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3. What kind of problem is it? (e.g., a problem with
goals, skills, resources, time, etc.)

4. What is the goal for improvement?
5. What do we propose to do about it? (optional)

Figures 3.4 and 3.5 show sample problem statements
that answer these questions.

Figure 3.4
Research Problem Statement

• Students at Sunset High School appear to have a limited repertoire
of learning strategies. [This answers questions 1 and 3].

• We suspect that this is a result of inadequate direct instruction in
learning skills. [This answers question 2.]

• We want all Sunset students to be able to use and articulate
multiple learning strategies when approaching academic tasks.
[This answers question 4.]

• To accomplish this, we will infuse instruction in metacognition
into each academic discipline. [This answers question 5.]

Research Questions:

1. Will instruction in metacognition improve students’ ability to
articulate and use multiple learning strategies with their school
work?

2. What contributes to the effectiveness of content in teaching
metacognition?

3. How does instruction in metacognition affect student attitudes and
performance?
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A Reality Check____________________________________________
The next chapter will deal with the second component

of the collaborative action research process, planning and
carrying out data collection. Before embarking on those
tasks (which are the heart of the research process), each
team member should pause to answer these four questions:

1. Is our research tied to what I have to do or want to
do? If the answer is no, change topics. As a busy teacher,
you should commit to work only on what you consider a
priority.

2. Is our research focused? In other words, are you
clear on what this investigation is about and why it’s being
conducted? If not, stop until you get that clarity. You don’t
want to wander aimlessly.

Figure 3.5
Research Problem Statement

• Students at Highland Elementary School aren’t seeing the
connections between their school subjects. [This answers
questions 1 and 3.]

• The action research group believes this is a result of our schedule
and the way we teach the different subjects. [This answers
question 2.]

• We want all our students to see the relevance of the school
curriculum, to appreciate the relationship between the academic
disciplines, and to be able to apply the skills learned in one
subject to problem solving in another. [This answers question 4.]

• Therefore, we plan to integrate our instruction from science,
math, language arts, and social studies into interdisciplinary units
on society and technology. [This answers question 5.]

Research Questions:

1. What difficulties do students have translating skills from subject to
subject?

2. Do students transfer skills more readily between subjects they enjoy?

3. What leads to students’ enjoying a subject?

4. What is the difference between achievement in multidisciplinary
classes and in single-subject classes?
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3. How involved do you want to be in this research
project? You need to be prepared to tell your partners what
they can and cannot expect from you as the project
proceeds.

4. What will be the basis for team sharing? Earlier in
this book, we discussed the value of collaborative
professional work. We all gain more, learn more, and are
more professionally satisfied when we work with others.
Nevertheless, the collaborative action research process
described in this book is based on each professional
working on personal priorities. What do you do when these
two principles appear to be in conflict? The answer lies in
the nature of your team and the issues the members want
to investigate. Assume, for example, that you have joined a
team of teachers who share some particular interest. For
some reason, however, you find you don’t enjoy working
with the team. In this case, you would probably have
trouble finding a basis for sharing, and should instead
pursue individual action research or join another collegial
group whose members seem to truly enjoy working
together. People who enjoy working together can usually
find some basis for sharing, though the level of sharing may
be low or high, as shown on the following continuum.

A team that finds itself at point 3 on the continuum is
one where everyone is interested in the same issues and
has decided to pursue their common interests by engaging
in a single action research project. Examples might include
a team of English teachers examining the effects of peer
editing on the quality of student writing, or a 4th grade team
investigating the effects of a multidisciplinary unit.

Shared Process,                         
Different Focus               

1 2 3

Shared Focus, 
Different Aspects 

Shared Focus
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Another team might find itself at point 2. Here everyone
is interested in the same general focus area, but each
member finds that she has a passion for different aspects of
that focus. An example could be the school in which all ten
members of an action research team are interested in the
multi-age grouping process being introduced at the school;
however, each teacher is intrigued by a different aspect or
issue related to multi-age grouping. Another example might
be the middle school faculty that wants to investigate
cooperative learning, although one member wants to
investigate its effects on self-esteem while another wants to
find out how it affects teacher preparation time and stress,
and still another wants to see how it might affect students’
attainment of thinking skills. These teams would do well to
conduct multiple projects and meet regularly to share what
they are learning about their common interest areas.

Finally, it is possible that a team will find itself at point
1. Here everyone has caught the action research bug and 
is eager to pursue an inquiry, but all the focuses are
idiosyncratic. Diverse focuses should not be cause for
concern. Many such teams have constituted themselves as
action research support groups that meet every two weeks
simply to share what they have been learning. What these
teams have in common is a commitment to the action
research process, and what they receive from each other is
procedural help, as well as the active listening of caring and
concerned peers.

As a result of reflecting on a problem area and
analyzing what they know about it, team members should
be able to identify gaps in their knowledge base. The next
step is to fill in those gaps.
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4
Data Collection

THE GUIDING PRINCIPLE BEHIND THE DATA COLLECTION PROCESS IS
that the information collected should be compelling enough
to convince any skeptic. Although the primary audience for
action research is the action research team itself, a team
sometimes needs to win the support of resident skeptics or
cynics in the school; skeptics or cynics usually need
overwhelming data to convince them of anything. And in
most school districts, conservative pockets in the hierarchy
will resist changes in program direction whenever possible.
Collecting data that are valid enough to allay concerns (or
to at least create cognitive dissonance for the resisters) is
the main function of the data collection process.

Three Important Qualities __________________________________

 Researchers have traditionally been concerned with
three qualities of their results: validity, reliability, and
generalizability. Before we discuss the data collection
process any further, let’s briefly consider each of these
qualities.

Generalizability

Generalizability refers to the applicability of findings to
settings and contexts different from the one in which they
were originally obtained. Historically, many educational
researchers have tried to avoid research that might lead to
findings that could be attacked as being too limited in scope
or specific only to a certain context. Instead, they have
sought to identify factors that apply in many contexts. For
instance, the work on teaching effectiveness done by David
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Berliner, Madeline Hunter, and others sought to identify
those general factors of instruction and lesson design that
were applicable across all subjects, grade levels, and
categories of students. Similarly, the work on effective
schooling sought to find those general characteristics of
schools that correlated with effectiveness regardless of the
unique attributes of the communities in which they
developed.

It is true that much good has come from such work, but
its limitations are obvious to any classroom teacher. One
reason most teachers are skeptical of this type of research
is that they intuitively sense the powerful pull of context.
After all, teachers know that what worked with their third
period class may well fail with their sixth period class, even
though both groups of students are using the same
materials. If an idea that worked with one group of students
at 10:00 a.m. can’t be guaranteed to work with another
group of students from the same school at 2:00 p.m., then
classroom context must be an important factor. Action
researchers certainly think so. Instead of attempting to
compensate for context, as scientific researchers do, action
researchers embrace context as an integral part of their
work.

As action researchers, you don’t need to worry about
the generalizability of your data because you are not
seeking to define the ultimate truths of learning theory.
Your goal is to understand what is happening in your school
or classroom and to determine what might improve things
in that context. Although it is important for you to
understand and explain the intricacies of the local context,
it is not your mission to declare your context as either
typical or atypical. That is a decision to be made by others
who observe your work or read about it. For example, in his
book Among Schoolchildren, Tracy Kidder (1989) does not
attempt to argue that “Ms. Jones” is a typical 2nd grade
teacher. Instead, he leaves it to his readers to decide
whether the teacher’s experiences relate to their situations.
Likewise, individual readers must decide whether the
suffering of Hamlet is unique to his circumstances or is
shared by the whole of the human race. Shakespeare, like
the action researcher, leaves judgments about
generalizability up to the reader.
  The other two quality issues involving your results,
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validity and reliability, are as applicable to collaborative
action research as they are to traditional research studies.

Validity

The concept of validity is found in the question “Do
these data really measure or represent what we say they
do?” This is a crucial issue. Superstition, bad practice, and
even malpractice could be the result of action taken on the
basis of invalid data. In The Mismeasure of Man, Stephen Jay
Gould (1981) points out that not long ago, the
pseudo-science of phrenology was accepted as valid
practice. Phrenologists held that the size and shape of a
person’s skull were an indicator of the intellectual capacity
and character of that person. If our schools were still
influenced by the invalid assumptions of the phrenologists,
students with large hat sizes would be assigned to the gifted
program, while students with small hat sizes would be
assigned to special education courses. Such an outcome
would be humorous were it not for the fact that it actually
happened. The consequences for students are real and
severe when important educational decisions are based on
invalid instrumentation, data, or theories. For this reason,
as action researchers, we should always strive to be able to
defend our findings and reports as valid, meaning they
measure what they claim to measure.

Reliability

Reliability concerns the accuracy of your methods of
measurement. If each subsequent administration of a
particular instrument produces wildly different results, then
the instrument is deemed to be unreliable. For instance, as
teachers, we are familiar with the practice of using
standardized achievement tests to reliably measure the
performance of a large group of students. The aggregate
score posted by a group of students at a large school on a
test given last Tuesday won’t differ significantly from the
aggregate score posted by the same students on the same
test given the following Wednesday. Standardized tests are,
however, grossly unreliable in their characterization of the
abilities of individual students. On most norm-referenced
tests, a student’s score could differ by as much as 30
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percentile points from one administration to the next. 
The difference here is so extreme that a student could be
labeled gifted one week and learning-disabled the next.
Clearly, the consequences of making programmatic
decisions based on unreliable data (i.e., data that are the
results of an instrument with a high margin of error) are
quite serious.

Action research teams should begin their planning for
data collection guided by three questions:

•  Do the instruments and methods we plan to use
measure what we claim they do?

•  Do the instruments and methods we plan to use
accurately measure the phenomena we are studying?

•  Will a skeptic be convinced by the weight of the data
we amass?

We will be returning to how collaborative action
researchers satisfy themselves on these three fronts later in
this chapter. Let’s look now at some of the data collection
options available to your team.

Sources of Data ____________________________________________

One of the factors that has limited the collection of data
for school and classroom decision making is the belief that
good data are both difficult and expensive to collect. Many
of us have been led to believe that only data obtained with
highly technical instrumentation can yield valid results. The
experience of hundreds of action researchers, however, has
demonstrated that these beliefs do not reflect reality;
schools are naturally data-rich environments, and simply
opening our eyes to some of the most frequently used and
easily obtainable sources of data can make planning the
data collection process much easier. Remember that there
is no one correct source of data for school-based action
research. The best source will be determined by the
research questions your team is asking. Here are some of
the more common sources of data:

•     Existing Sources
 – Student work (portfolios)
 – Archival evidence
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•  Tools for Capturing Everyday Life
 – Diaries, logs, journals
 – Videos
 – Photographs
 – Shadowing
 – Observational checklists/rating scales
•  Tools for Questioning
 – Interviews
 – Written Surveys
 – Tests

As you can see, the data sources are listed under three
categories. The items in the first category are data that
already exist in every school and classroom. To use this
information in your action research, all you need is
permission to use it, a way to access it and save it, and a
way to sort it that will give it meaning. The items in the
second category are all tools for capturing the richness and
texture of the everyday life of schools and classrooms.
Finally, the items in the third category are questioning tools
that will require the development or acquisition of
instrumentation. I will discuss each of these three
categories separately and elaborate on a few of the more
commonly used sources of data.

Existing Sources

The files in the office of every school in America
contain data on student attendance, family background,
standardized achievement scores, disciplinary referrals,
grades, and previous schools attended for nearly all
students. These files can often provide answers to our
questions about patterns in the behavior and academic
performance of students. Getting at the data may take time,
and organizing such information is often hard work.
Administrators can provide valuable support for
school-based action research teams by supplying clerical
help to assemble and sort the data. 

In one school where I worked, we conducted an
academic post mortem of a class that had graduated the
previous spring. We first divided the class into four
achievement groups (based upon the quartile of their 9th
grade standardized achievement tests). We then proceeded

HOW TO CONDUCT COLLABORATIVE ACTION RESEARCH

32



to compare these four groups based on gender, courses
taken, special services used, number of years in the system,
grades earned, extracurricular activities, disciplinary
incidents, attendance, post–high school work or education
placement, and 12th grade standardized achievement
scores. From this study, we developed a clear picture of the
academic careers of four (and when divided by gender,
eight) different categories of students. We were able to
understood more about our grading patterns, our
disciplinary practices, the success or lack of success of our
Chapter I and special education programs, the reach of our
activities and athletic programs, and our grouping
practices. Remarkably, all of this was accomplished without
contacting a single student; all the data we needed were in
the files, thus, a few hours of secretarial time provided the
faculty with mounds of useful data on which we could base
our school improvement efforts.

Another type of readily available data is students’ work.
The value of maintaining student portfolios has been
discussed by many educators, and the practice has much to
commend it. One of the side benefits of the use of portfolios
is that it gives teacher-researchers ready access to
meaningful longitudinal data on student growth and
development. Anyone who has viewed old home movies 
or paged through a well-maintained baby album can
understand the significance of being able to examine
various stages of development. When teachers want to
quantify the results of student growth, they can simply ask
teachers of similar subjects and grade levels to score pieces
of students’ work done throughout the semester or year.
The identity of students is usually kept from the scorers,
and each student work is scored by two or three teachers to
ensure the reliability of the findings.

Tools for Capturing Everyday Life

Often the questions or issues for which we need to
acquire data call for us to take a critical look at exactly how
we are spending our time. But how do we find ways to step
back and look objectively at ourselves? Many people
believe that this outside-looking-in perspective can be
obtained only by using an outside investigator. Not so!
Action researchers have within themselves many of the
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means necessary to take a fresh look at the world they are
immersed in. Here are some examples:

Journals. Suppose that twenty teachers in an
elementary school have decided to implement
whole-language instruction. The faculty wants to examine
the implementation issues involved in establishing this
program. Now imagine that every teacher agrees to spend
only ten minutes every day (immediately after the children
leave) for three weeks writing in a journal responses to this
prompt: “Describe what went well, what went poorly, or
what was a surprise for you today during language arts
instruction.”

It’s unlikely that anyone would be overburdened by an
additional ten minutes per day given to personal reflection,
yet in just two weeks the teachers would have 280 separate
journal entries that could be discussed and analyzed by the
team. This is an example of a small investment producing a
treasure trove for an action research team.

Videotape and Photography. Videotape and
photography may at first strike you as being too subjective
a way to capture the reality of daily life. If you reflect
further, however, I think you’ll find that this is not
necessarily so. If you have ever looked at books of photo
essays about countries, regions, or national parks or paged
through a truly inspired high school yearbook, you have
probably said to yourself, “Yes, that is what it’s like.”
Well-chosen photos and videos can portray the textures 
and realities of schools and classrooms in a vivid light.
Conversely, they can also be used to distort reality. Later in
this chapter, however, we will discuss triangulation, which
is the action researcher’s chief protection against allowing
one distortion to slant an entire research project.

Shadowing. Shadowing is a tool that can help us see
people and circumstances as they really are. It gives us an
opportunity to experience a situation in a most naturalistic
manner. With school-based action research, the shadowing
process involves following selected students or teachers for
a specified period of time (generally a day) to collect a
picture of a typical day in their life. At a high school where I
worked, we conducted such self-examinations annually.
Twelve teachers shadowed twelve students (three from
each grade level, including a high-, middle-, and low-
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achieving student from each grade) for one day each. At the
end of the twelve-day shadowing period, the students and
their shadows met to compare notes. Ultimately, the
twenty-four participants (shadows and shadowees) met
with the entire faculty to discuss similarities and differences
in the way students of different ages and performance levels
experienced our school. (A more detailed description of this
process can be found in Sagor 1981.)

Checklists and Rating Scales. Checklists and rating
scales require less work than shadowing, yet they can still
yield rich data for analysis. The checklist/rating scale
process involves three steps:

1. Agree on what constitutes a particular behavior or
category.

2. Visit classrooms to collect data.
3. Arrange the data into categories.

With the checklist process, one or two people can
collect all the data, thereby saving time for the team, yet
enabling everyone to have faith in the data. The key is to
have prior agreement on the criteria used for rating. Figures
4.1 and 4.2 on the next two pages show data obtained
through checklists from an observer who took readings on
student and teacher behavior every thirty seconds. This
research was conducted to assess the schoolwide use of
class time by students and teachers.

Figure 4.3 on page 38 reflects the results of a series of 
classroom observations lasting ten minutes each. The
observers focused on trying to categorize the cognitive
level of the instructional activities pursued.

These uses of checklists provided vivid portraits of
how class time and activities were being used. Although the
data collection involved only one collector, the data were
available to everyone in the action research teams.

Tools for Questioning

Often the information we are looking for isn’t
immediately available through simple observation, so we
have to delve into what people know, believe, or feel about
an issue. In such cases, we are inclined to collect data
through the use of tests, surveys, and interviews.
   Tests. Tests are generally used to ascertain levels of
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Figure 4.1
632 Snapshots of Teacher Activities

No. of snapshots Percentage of
Activity where observed total snapshots*

Responding to or helping 
 individual students 112 17%
Asking questions 100 15%
Lecturing  91 14%
Paperwork (at desk)  42  7%
Active monitoring (looking for 
 students needing help)  41  6%
Getting materials  38  6%
Administering tests (proctoring)  27  4%
Management (attendance, 
 organizational details)  27  4%
Audio-visual equipment set-up  25  4%
Observing student performance  23  4%
Responding to student questions  20  3%
Absent from room  16  3%
Giving directions on an assignment  12  2%
Demonstrating for students  11  2%
Cleaning up after lab   9  1%
Small-group instruction   8  1%
Correcting homework   5  1%
Listening to recitations   5  1%
Miscellaneous   5  1%
Admonishing student(s)   5  1%
Waiting for attention   2  .3%
Monitoring student behavior   2  .3%
Calling on a student   2  .3%
Discussion   2  .3%
Dealing with interruptions   1  .2%
Social Interaction with students   1  .2%

*Note: Due to rounding off, these percentages do not total 100 percent.
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Figure 4.2
643 Snapshots of Student Activities

No. of snapshots Percentage of
Activity where observed total snapshots

Seatwork 142 22%
Listening to teacher 112 17%
Responding to questions  91 14%
 from teacher
Lab work  88 14%
Taking tests  65 10%
Visiting with each other  25  4%
Performing  18  3%
Reciting  14  2%
Asking the teacher questions  14  2%
Watching or listening to
 to audio-visual materials  13  2%
Getting out materials  12  2%
Group work  10  2%
Clean-up  10  2%
Observing performance   8  1%
Discussion   8  1%
Responding to questions   5  .8%
 in writing
Responding to management   4  .6%
 questions
Observing teacher demonstrations   2  .3%
Waiting   2  .3%
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skill and knowledge. Action research teams can take
advantage of already-developed tests, norm-referenced
standardized tests, criterion-referenced tests, Regents’
exams, or tests developed by textbook publishers.
Occasionally teams may want to develop tests of their own.
Because of the importance of obtaining valid, reliable data,
it is generally a good idea to consult with a critical friend
before administering a test as part of an action research
project (the role of the critical friend will be discussed at
the end of this chapter).

Written Surveys. Written surveys are favorite
data-gathering techniques for action researchers because
they enable us to get at emotional, cognitive, and attitudinal
issues. Here are some guidelines for developing surveys:

•  Surveys can be used to gather data concerning
affective, cognitive, or attitudinal issues, depending on how
we frame the questions. For example, we might ask
questions like:

a. What are our current school goals? (cognitive)
b. What is your opinion of the quality of our school

goals? (attitudinal)
c. How do you feel about working on our school goals?

(affective)

Figure 4.3
Types of Cognitive Activities Observed
in a Series of Classroom Observations

Activity             Number of Times Observed  

Comprehending new 
 information (21)

Applying knowledge (19)

Analyzing information (8)

Synthesizing information (12)

Evaluating information (6)

                 0      5      10      15      20      25
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•  Strive for clarity. Conduct a small field test to make
sure participants will understand your survey questions.

•  Strive for brevity. Surveys should take no longer than
ten minutes to administer.

•  Provide an opportunity for participants to make
additional comments.

•  Consider disaggregation and confidentiality issues in
advance.

•  Remember that your first goal is face validity. Will a
skeptic believe your results?

•  Avoid suggesting a desired response (asking “leading
questions”). For example, instead of asking, “What is the
effect of tardiness on achievement?” ask, “What factors
influence achievement in our school?” or “What is the effect
of tardiness in our school?”

•  Try to separate fact from opinion by asking follow-up
questions like “How do you know? or ”What led you to this
opinion?”

•  When using numerical scales, ask for an explanation
of responses. For example:

How would you rate discipline in this school?

   Poor        Average        Excellent
    1     2     3     4     5

What would it take to make your rating a five?

•  When using numerical scales, consider whether you
want a scale that forces people to respond either positively
or negatively (an even-numbered scale) or a scale that
allows people to respond neutrally (an odd-numbered
scale).

•  Finally, remember that when you collect data from
people, you must be willing to share with them your results.

Interviews. When using interviews to collect data, it is
helpful to work from an interview guide, which is simply a
general road map to help the interviewer direct the
discussion in a manner that is likely to produce relevant
information and insights. Although an interview usually
requires considerable time commitments from both
interviewer and interviewee, it is an excellent way to collect
data. Most people enjoy being interviewed because your
interest tells them you really care what they think;
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nevertheless, their time must be respected. For this reason,
you should avoid the need for follow-up interviews. You can
do so by using the interview guide to keep yourself on
track. Here are some basic points to consider when
developing your guide (note that these guidelines are very
similar to those for developing surveys):

•  Limit yourself to ten to fifteen question areas.
•  Reread the research questions the team developed in

the problem formulation stage before writing the first draft
of the guide.

•  Review the research questions after writing the guide
to be sure you have asked for all relevant information.

•  Follow all your factual and opinion questions with
“why” probes.

•  Decide how the interview data will be collected:
through videotape or audiotape, your notes, or the notes of
a co-interviewer.

•  Remember that interviews may be used to obtain
cognitive, opinion, and affective data. For example, you
might ask:

 – What do you recall about our current school goals?
     (cognitive)

 – What is your opinion of the quality of our school
     goals? (opinion)

 – How do you feel about working on our school goals?
     (affective)

•  Strive for clarity. Practice your interview with a friend.
•  Strive for brevity. An interview should last no longer

than forty-five minutes.
•  Provide an opportunity for respondents to give full

explanations.
•  Consider disaggregation and confidentiality issues in

advance.
•  Avoid suggesting a desired response through a

leading question. For example, instead of asking, “What is
the effect of tardiness on achievement?” ask “What factors
influence achievement in our school?” or “What is the effect
of tardiness in our school?”

•  Try to separate fact from opinion by asking follow-up
questions like these: “How do you know?” “What led you to
this opinion?”
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•  When using numerical scales, always ask for an
explanation of responses. For example:

How would you rate discipline in this school?

   Poor        Average        Excellent
    1     2     3     4     5

What would it take to make your rating a five?

The best aspect of interviews and surveys is that they
provide us with actual voices and precise words. Later,
when we report our data, this type of information can add
credibility to our reports and vitality to our findings. On
occasion, however, action researchers have found
themselves in trouble by not considering a few basic issues
before using these questioning methods. The three most
important issues to consider before embarking on data
solicitation are confidentiality, disaggregation, and
reporting back.

Confidentiality/anonymity. One reason for collecting
data through open-ended surveys or interviews is to
capture the precise words of your subjects. Before you
collect this information, however, you will need to have
thought through exactly how you intend to make use of the
data obtained. Do you intend to quote sources by name or
will you hide their identity? Is it possible to shield identities,
or will a careful reader be able to puncture your shroud of
secrecy? At the start of any interview or survey, you will
want to tell your subject(s) how the data will be used and
what confidentiality (if any) will be maintained. Having
given these assurances, you must maintain them, for your
integrity and the opportunities for other action researchers
following you depend on your doing so.

A second and related issue involving surveys is
whether the individual subjects will be (or need to be)
anonymous to the researchers. There is much debate on
this topic. Some researchers believe that the freedom to
speak anonymously encourages honest and open
responses. Others feel that it invites irresponsible and
unaccountable cheap shots. You will want to discuss and
consider this issue before administering any survey.
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Disaggregation. When you are reporting on your data,
you may wish to total and analyze responses based on the
subpopulations from which they were derived. For example,
did the opinions of the girls in the classes differ from the
opinions of the boys? Did the outlook of teachers who had
been in the building for more than ten years differ from that
of new teachers? Did parents with higher levels of
education perceive our school more or less favorably than
parents with less formal education? If you decide that you
want to draw inferences like these from your data (survey
and interview data are particularly good for this purpose),
you will also need to obtain appropriate demographic data
through your survey or interview. Be careful that your
requests for demographic information don’t compromise
any assurances of anonymity. For example, if you ask
teachers in a small school to tell you their gender, number
of years in the school, and teaching assignment, they may
rightly believe that anonymity is impossible.

Reporting back. As mentioned earlier, people generally
are flattered to have their opinions solicited and will be
generous with their time; they are justified, however, in
wanting something in return. What they usually want is
feedback. At the time of your survey or interview, you need
to be prepared to tell your subjects how you intend to
report back any results obtained. If respondents believe you
are sitting on unflattering data, your future credibility will
be irrevocably damaged.

Capturing the Data. Verbatim responses provide one of
the richest sources of information you will find. When a
research report quotes the responses of individuals, the
report becomes the equivalent of a geography textbook
filled with maps, photos, and colorful illustrations. To
ensure that you do have verbatim quotes, it is best to
tape-record interviews (always with the permission of the
person you’re interviewing). Tape-recording allows you, the
interviewer, to listen actively and give your subject both
eye contact and your undivided attention. It also allows you
to have a complete and accurate record of the discussion. If
tape-recording is impossible, you may want to try using two
interviewers; one person can be the listener while the other
tries to take verbatim notes.
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Triangulation______________________________________________

Earlier in this chapter, we discussed the importance 
of validity and reliability. Ensuring that research findings 
are of high quality is as important an issue for the action
researcher as for anyone doing scientific inquiry, for
conducting research is a time-consuming activity, and you
don’t want to waste your time collecting unreliable data.
Unreliable data will cause you to lose confidence in your
results and will cause others to question the validity of your
conclusions. Remember that the purpose of collaborative
action research is to help you take action to improve your
school or classroom. If the changes you undertake are
based on ill-formed ideas that are the result of invalid and
unreliable data, they will probably fail. And the ultimate
result will be students who don’t perform as well as they
could and teachers who feel less competent. Sound
research, on the other hand, usually leads to equally sound
recommendations for change that will improve student
performance and enhance teachers’ professional
self-esteem.

The quality issue raises a perplexing question for
action researchers. Short of investing the time and energy
required to become experts in research methodology and
instrument development, how can teacher-researchers be
sure that their data collection methods are reliable?
Realistically, there is no sure solution here, but paying
attention to a technique called triangulation will go a long
way toward improving the quality of your findings. Simply
put, triangulation involves collecting multiple sources of
data for every phenomenon or issue being studied.

 In our work with collaborative action researchers, we
have operationally defined triangulation as using at least
three independent windows on whatever phenomenon is
being studied. How does this help ensure quality? Let’s look
at an analogy. Imagine a 3rd grade science lesson on the
subject of “observation.” The teacher asks Mary to look
through the front panel of the classroom terrarium and list
or draw everything she sees. Mary, being a diligent student,
writes up a thorough list. She’s just about to go back to her
seat when the teacher asks her to take a look through the
side panel of the terrarium. Mary does, and immediately
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sees several plants and animals that had been obscured
from view in the front panel by rocks and shrubs. By using
this second “window” on the phenomenon (the terrarium),
Mary now has a more complete picture.

Although Mary feels that her work is now done, the
teacher makes one last request. She asks Mary to peer
through the top of the terrarium to see if there is anything
else she has missed. Mary adds to her list and then sits
down. Although Mary may still have failed to observe
something of importance, her three windows reveal a far
more comprehensive picture than any one window alone
could have.

Let’s look at another example of triangulation, this one
involving an investigation of classroom practice. Say I
wanted to investigate my use of cooperative learning
structures in my classroom. I might choose to have a
colleague observe my class, I might evaluate my own
performance as captured on videotape, and I might have
another colleague interview my students. If all three
windows on my cooperative learning lesson end up showing
the same picture, then that picture is likely a valid portrait
of my teaching. But suppose that I rated my instruction as
inspiring, while my colleague and my students saw it in
quite a different light. That discrepancy (a potential source
for further inquiry) would have been lost had I used a single
measure.

I recall that one school we worked with was
investigating the causes of student alienation. The action
researchers surveyed students, parents, and teachers. On
the issue of staff caring the teachers gave themselves high
marks (an average of 9 on a 10-point scale), while students
and parents viewed teachers as aloof and cold. More
particularly, the less successful students felt strongly that
their teachers didn’t care about them. Although this
discordant information was painful for the teachers to
consider, it became the inspiration for much valuable work.
Teachers became intensely interested in finding out exactly
what they were doing that caused students and parents to
perceive them this way. The response to this one item on
the survey was a primary force behind the introduction of a
teacher advisory program in the school.
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In summary, triangulation provides these benefits:
•  It compensates for the imperfections of

data-gathering instruments.
•  When multiple measures yield the same results, it can

increase confidence in the results.
•  When multiple measures fail to yield the same results,

it can raise important follow-up questions.

Making a Data-Collection Plan ______________________________

Using a matrix like the one in Figure 4.4, you can
develop a complete data-collection plan for your project.
First, list each of the research questions that surfaced in the
problem formulation process. Then for each question,
determine at least three independent windows for collecting
data on the question being investigated.

Figure 4.4
Data Collection Plan

Data
Source #1

Data
Source #2

Data
Source #3

Research 
Questions
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The Role of the Critical Friend ______________________________

Collecting data is a time-consuming activity. In fact, it is
the single most labor-intensive part of the collaborative
action research process. Nothing can be more frustrating
than to complete your data collection and find that you
didn’t ask the right questions or observe the right
phenomena or gather the right information from the 
files. An excellent way to guard against incomplete or
short-sighted data collection is to follow the old axiom “two
heads are better than one.” And we would add that three
heads are better than two. One of the advantages of
working collaboratively in action research teams is that
team members can analyze and critique one another’s data
collection plans, all the while surfacing additional questions
and issues for consideration. Many projects also benefit
from the introduction of a third party, a “critical friend.”

A critical friend is just what the name implies. A person
who has your interests at heart when she gives you
constructive criticism. This person’s outside vantage point
allows her to see your weaknesses better than you can, but
because this person is a friend, she’s likely to be critical of
your weaknesses in a positive way. She is critiquing you
because she cares about you. You probably have many
friends you could ask to play the role of critical friend:
colleagues from other buildings, professors, educational
consultants, leaders from educational organizations (groups
like ASCD, NCTM, NCTE, etc.), administrators, supervisors,
and specialists. What makes for a good critical friend,
besides the typical qualities of friendship, is expertise
concerning the tasks at hand. When working on data
collection, the expertise needed is often in the area of
research methodology or instrument development.
Expertise concerning the particular phenomenon you are
studying might not be as important at this stage (though if
you were consulting a critical friend at the problem
formulation stage, content knowledge might be very
helpful). In fact, a certain degree of naivete about the
phenomenon under study often can prove helpful for a
critical friend.

When you bring in a critical friend, you must be 
careful to avoid what my colleague Peter Holly calls the
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consultancy trap. This trap is set when a team invites a
third party in to help and subtly defers to this person’s
superior expertise, letting him take over the direction of the
project. Before they know it, the team members find that
they are subordinates in their own research efforts. To
avoid the consultancy trap, we at Project LEARN have
developed a set of guidelines that we expect our cadre of
critical friends to adhere to. You may want to share this list
with anyone your team plans to ask to be a critical friend:

•  The critical friend will be chosen based on the needs
and desires of the project participants.

•  The critical friend will not have any stake in the
problem being addressed or in the outcome of the project
unless such ownership is granted by the participants.

•   The critical friend is a positive friend whose primary
agenda is to assist in moving the project toward success.

•  The critical friend may have a personal agenda
complementary to the project agenda. The critical friend
will share with the participants his or her motives or intents
at the time of the first interaction.

•  The critical friend is a visitor and participates only at
the continued invitation of the project participants.

•  The critical friend will respond and act honestly at
every juncture.

•  It is the obligation of the critical friend to declare any
conflict of interest or conflict of values with the project
focus or methods.

•  The critical friend will assume that the project’s
interactions, work, and findings are confidential unless the
project directs otherwise.

•  The participants are expected to assist the critical
friend by fully informing them of all agendas prior to each
consultation.
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5
Data Analysis

YOUR TEAM NOW HAS BUSHEL BASKETS OF INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS,
completed surveys, summaries of test results, observation
checklists, and the like. But what does all this data tell us?
To find out, we have to analyze the data. Data analysis can
be most simply described as a process of sifting, sorting,
discarding, and cataloguing in an attempt to answer two
basic questions: (1) What are the important themes in this
data? and (2) How much data support each of these
themes? The process of data analysis involves two
sequential stages.

Identifying Themes ________________________________________

This first stage takes advantage of our unique human
ability to gain insight through intuition. The team meets in a
comfortable atmosphere and in round-robin fashion reads
through all the assembled data, sifting through it to try to
get a clear view of the big picture. If there is a large amount
of data, the team may want to have each person read only a
portion of the whole and report back to the rest of the
team. The team then identifies themes, issues, or factors
that seem to be emerging from the data. These are generally 
of two types: (a) items that come up repeatedly or
(b) idiosyncratic items that seem particularly noteworthy.

This initial review of the data is aimed at developing
fortuitous insights. It allows the researchers to react
intuitively to the data, to voice their gut reactions.
Sometimes this process is called “skimming.”
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“Interrogating” the Data____________________________________

Once the skimming process has been completed, the
team should begin to use a scientific codification process to
“interrogate” the data. Whereas the skimming process
helped the team come to grips with what they “thought” or
“felt” was in the data, this second stage helps the team
transform themselves into Perry Masons who are on a
mission to determine whether the evidence truly supports
their theories.

Using a Matrix

The interrogation process can be accomplished by
drawing up a matrix for data sorting on 8 1/2″ by 11″ sheets
or on 6′ or 9′ sheets of paper on the wall of the faculty room.
Across the top of the paper are written each of the themes
or categories that emerged during the skimming stage. For
example, if you were studying the factors associated with
student success at your school, you might have sensed that
the following themes were significant or prevalent in your
data: past success in school, parent involvement,
relationships with teachers, and relationships with peers.
Those items would be listed on the top of the paper, as
illustrated in Figure 5.1 on the next page.

On the vertical axis is placed either individual sources
of data (surveys, interviews, test scores, and so on) or, if
only one data source was used, data from individual
respondents. As the team members read through the raw
data, they look for supporting data for each of the themes in
the matrix. When they discover a piece of data pertaining to
a theme, they write it in the appropriate space on the
matrix. (Note: New themes almost always emerge during
this phase. When they do, they are simply added as new
boxes on the matrix.) For example, when we are reviewing
data from survey or interview transcripts, we might find
comments like this: “Its very important to my parents that I
do well in school. My father thinks that an education is the
only way out of this neighborhood.” “My parents don’t care
about my grades. They said once I’m sixteen, if I can find a
job, I can drop out.” These comments would be placed
under the category of Interviews/Parent Involvement, as
shown in Figure 5.2 on page 51.
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Quotes like the following would be placed under the
category of Interviews/Relationships with Teachers: “I work
hard for the teachers who show an interest in me. If a
teacher talks to me in the halls and seems to recognize that
I’m a human being, I’m willing to work for them. The others
can go to hell as far as I’m concerned!” “When teachers
relate the work to my life, I’m interested. If I can’t see how it
applies to my life, I’m bored.”

Finally, statistics like the following would be written
under the category of Archival Evidence/Previous
Experiences: “Eighty-five percent of the students with 3.5
GPAs or above in junior high had 3.5 or above in high
school.” “Ninety-one percent of the students receiving
remedial services in elementary school were receiving them
in high school.”

Once this process has been completed, the team will
have a visual representation of their data that is similar to
stacking all the books in the school library by category so a
casual observer can see if the stacks of biographies are
higher or lower than the mysteries or the reference books.

Remember, going into data analysis, we had two
questions: (1) What are the important themes in this data?
and (2) How much data support each of these themes? To
answer these questions, we first look at the matrix to see
which themes have the most supporting data. Then we
summarize the data. For instance, if students repeatedly
mentioned issues regarding their teachers, yet never
mentioned their peers, then it would be fair to summarize
the data in a statement worded along these lines: “The
students in our school mentioned teacher relationships as a
factor in their performance five times more frequently than
they mentioned issues with peers, parents, or
administrators.”

Themes that do not have the support of an abundance
of data may still seem significant to the team because of the
specific nature of the supporting data. The team can word
their data summary to reflect their concern, as in this
example: “While only seven students mentioned difficulty in
establishing friendships, that amounted to over half of the
transfer students we interviewed.”
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Coding Surveys and Transcripts_____________________________

When action researchers have to analyze many journal
entries, interview transcripts, or surveys containing
open-ended questions, they often will use a coding process
to organize the data. The basic steps of the coding process
are as follows:

1. Create bins for each category of data (these bins are
analogous to the cells on the data analysis matrix). Bin
categories may emerge from the skimming stage or from the
creation of the graphic representation in the earlier
problem formulation stage.

2. Assign a color code to each bin. For example, parent
issues could be pink, teacher issues blue, and peer issues
yellow.

3. Carefully read through the data, highlighting with an
appropriately colored marker the sentences, paragraphs, or
phrases belonging in each bin. Note that some data could
be placed in more than one bin.

4. Group statements of one color together in a single
document. If you have done your highlighting on paper lists
that have not been transferred to a computer file, you’ll
have to retype the lists. If you had typed your data on a
computer file, you may be able to use the “sort” function to
expedite this process.

5. Before gathering statements of the same color, tag
each with the source of the data, because once the bins
have been sorted, it will be difficult to retrace the origin of
the data.

6. Summarize the data as appropriate—for instance,
with statistics or key examples as shown in the “Archival
Evidence” section of the data matrix shown in Figure 5.2.

Forming New Conclusions __________________________________

Action research has been described as peeling away
layers of an onion. Removing one layer usually reveals
another layer that prompts further examination. For
example, finding out that cooperative learning has been
successful for most students might cause us to ask what
makes it unsuccessful for others. And finding out that 90
percent of students who perform poorly in junior high
school also perform poorly in high school might prompt us
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to want to know what changed things for the 10 percent of
low-achievers who ultimately turned it around.

This peeling away of layers can help you move toward
more complete understanding of the specific educational
phenomena you are studying. In fact, it is at the end of the
data analysis process that the team often comes to new
conclusions about the phenomena under study. After
summarizing the data, the team returns to the graphic
representation created during the problem formulation
phase. The graphic initially served to illustrate your
theoretical understandings, such as they were at that point.
Now that you have more data and presumably know far
more about the issue under study, you can review your
graphic representation:

•  You can make solid some of the dotted lines
indicating presumed relationships, now that you know
better whether those relationships do, in fact, exist.

•  You can add factors and variables to your original
conceptual theory.

•  You can delete any presumptions that are no longer
valid.

In our first year with Project LEARN, we had a team
from an elementary school that chose to investigate the
factors influencing the low performance of students in their
school. Their graphic representation showed that the
faculty (and the action research team) believed that the
socioeconomic status of their school was a major factor in
the low performance of their students on standardized
tests. In fact, the teachers contended that the “apartment
kids” (those whose families lived in the low-income housing
units in the area) were bringing the aggregate scores down.
The data they gathered, however, showed that the
apartment kids were outscoring the kids who lived in
single-family housing. The teachers began looking
elsewhere for explanations and found them in their teaching
practices. As a result, teaching strategies have changed and
student performance has improved.

Another relevant example comes from elementary
school teachers who were investigating why their school’s
spelling program wasn’t very successful. As part of the data
collection, they surveyed parents. The teachers were
surprised and a bit upset to find that parents held
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extremely negative views of the school’s new “language
experience” approach to spelling. Apparently, the parents
had other ideas on how spelling ought to be taught. That
discovery radically changed the teachers’ focus for
improvement. They realized their problem was most likely
not the students, as they had originally presumed, or the
program itself, as parents had suggested; instead, the
problem was almost certainly a lack of communication and
cooperation between the school and parents. As a result,
the teachers committed themselves to an initiative inviting
parents to be partners in the teaching of spelling. Figure 5.3
shows the staff’s graphic representation before their data
collection, and Figure 5.4 shows the graphic representation
after their data analysis.

Figure 5.3
Graphic Representation of Problem Before Data Collection

Teachers believe in a
language-experience
approach to spelling.

Students underperform
in spelling.

Parents believe spelling
should be taught as it was
when they were in school.
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Figure 5.4
Graphic Representation of Problem After Data Analysis
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If our only interest in collaborative action research
were to gain knowledge for its own sake, our work would be
finished when we concluded our data analysis. Because our
goals are greater, however, it is vitally important to tend to
the next stages in the process: reporting and action
planning. Chapters 6 and 7 discuss these two critical
components of collaborative action research. 
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6
Reporting Results

THE REPORTING OF RESEARCH IS NOT OFTEN DISCUSSED IN ACTION
research circles. Because collaborative action research 
is conducted primarily for the benefit of the
teacher-researchers involved, consideration of wider
audiences is, unfortunately, generally thought to be
superfluous or irrelevant. When we consider the many
purposes for pursuing collaborative action research
(discussed in Chapter 1), however, the importance of
reporting becomes clear.

The Purposes of Collaborative Action Research ______________

To Break the Isolation

In our early training programs, if participants wanted to
receive academic credit they were required to formally
present their findings in a forum of their choice—for
instance, at a faculty meeting, a district meeting, or a state
or national conference. It was troubling and surprising to
note that participants were generally relieved to find out
they could satisfy this requirement by reporting before
strangers at a large conference rather than by talking to the
colleagues they worked with every day. This reaction
helped us realize that breaking the code of silence and
making legitimate the regular discussion of classroom
practice would be a major side benefit of creating an action
research reporting program.

To Contribute to the Knowledge Base

The issues that have been troubling teachers in your
department or school are probably not unique. In all
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likelihood, other teachers are concerned about similar
teaching and learning issues and would welcome the
opportunity to read or hear about your insights and
revelations, your decisions and puzzlements. For some
reason, many teachers believe that others won’t be
interested in what they have to offer. I’ve even heard some
teachers introduce themselves at parties with the
three-word title “Just A Teacher.” Unless and until we find
ways to include classroom teachers in the serious discourse
about teaching and learning, teachers will continue to be
forced to implement research based on questions hatched
in laboratories, far from the realities of the public school
classroom.

To Gain a Voice in Quality Control

I vividly remember an experience from an English
department where I taught. My colleagues were an
outstanding group of writing teachers who were working at
the cutting edge of the “writing process” movement. Two
years in a row, the superintendent of schools came by after
the standardized test scores had arrived to ask us what was
going wrong. Our scores were reflecting something far from
excellence. I remember how we argued that our students’
actual writing would reflect a far different picture. We
assured the superintendent that an analysis of students’
work before and after the implementation of the writing
process and comparisons of their work with that of
students from other schools would show our students to be
quite proficient. He appeared to be unpersuaded, but was
willing to listen. Unfortunately, we never presented any data
(I still believe if we had, he would have been impressed).
The following year, the curriculum office began asserting
itself and forcing its biases into our writing curriculum. Our
department had been given a chance to participate in
quality control, but by not collecting and sharing data, we
lost an important political battle.

Reporting on research is essential not only for these
above purposes, but for fostering a school culture that
promotes learning for all.
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The Structure of an Action Research Report _________________

One of the nice things about reporting action research
is the freedom you have in choosing how to present what
you have learned. The professional research community has
developed rules and conventions regarding scientific
presentation (see, for example, the Publication Manual of the
American Psychological Association) that, while enforcing
some degree of rigor through standardization, may also
stifle enthusiasm and creativity, both of which are hallmarks
of collaborative action research. Since action research
reports are developed by and for practitioners, the most
important consideration should be to choose a method 
that will tell the story accurately and effectively. Many
collaborative action research reports contain mixtures 
of media, including (but not limited to) videotapes,
photographs, charts and figures, written narratives,
audiotapes, and oral presentations. Whatever the method of
presentation, the format of a successful report generally
follows this outline:

•  Introduction
•  A description of the research process
•  An analysis of the data
•  An action plan
Each section answers important questions for your

audience, and considering them together allows other
educators to determine if your findings are relevant to their
local circumstances.

Introduction

At the beginning of your report, you want to tell the
audience about the site where the research was conducted,
the focus of the research, and any pertinent characteristics
of the staff and students. Fully explaining the context is
extremely important. As mentioned earlier, with action
research we aren’t very concerned about generalizability;
we are conducting the research primarily for ourselves. The
purpose of the report is simply to invite our colleagues to
look over our shoulders as we work. It will ultimately be up
to them to determine if our findings are applicable to their
setting. An introduction to an action research report might
read something like this:
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This study was conducted by four members of the 5th grade
team at Riverwalk Elementary School, one of thirty-seven
schools in the River City School District. We are a
500-student, K–6 magnet school with students who are
admitted on a first-come, first-served basis; however, our
student body is required to mirror the racial composition of
the city (35 percent white, 25 percent African-American, 25
percent Hispanic, 10 percent Asian). We were concerned
about the comparatively low performance of our students
on measures of reading comprehension, so we began an
investigation of the relationship between improved
comprehension and both recreational reading (free reading
and library time) and classroom assignments.

A Description of the Research Process

In the second section of the report, you want to
describe the research process(es) you engaged in. Whereas
the introduction answered the question “Who are you and
what were you studying?” this section answers the question
“What did you do?” This section should clearly and
concisely explain the research procedures you followed. It
might sound something like this:

We pretested all of the children on the STRC (Sagor Test of
Reading Comprehension) at the end of September. During
the months of October and November, all the teachers and
students kept logs of all reading assigned and accomplished
in and outside class. A post-test was administered the first
week of December. In addition, we interviewed twenty-five
randomly chosen students and conducted separate
telephone interviews with their parents to determine their
outside-of-school reading habits, preferences, and attitudes
toward school. Each member of the research team visited
each of the five 5th grade classrooms at least once during
reading time to observe the instructional strategies being
used. We then contrasted the data on the reading
experiences of students who showed dramatic growth,
moderate growth, and no growth to see if any trends or
patterns were evident.

An Analysis of the Data

At this point, your audience should be clear about who
you are, what you were interested in, and what you did.
Whether their school is just like yours or vastly different is
a matter they can extrapolate from your description of
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context. This third section of the report should tell the
audience what you found out. The data section of action
research reports is usually more interesting than its
counterpart in scientific reports because action researchers
usually feel free to use more vivid means of illustration. In
addition to statistics, charts, and graphs, I’ve seen examples
of student work (from portfolios), heard segments of
interviews on audiotape, and seen both videotaped
portions of lessons and testimonials from teachers and
students.

An Action Plan

At this stage, you should be thinking of your report as a
discussion between two colleagues. As I’m listening to what
your team has to say, I have received a clear picture of what
your classrooms are like, the issues that concerned you,
what you looked at, and what you learned. Now I want to
know what you’re going to do as a result. When doing an
oral presentation of your research, this section of your
presentation should be given the most time on the agenda.
As teachers, we are all action-oriented professionals. Your
analyses of the data will already have given you ideas for
next steps, and any colleagues who are listening to your
report will be quite interested in hearing what meaning you
derived from your findings. And they will probably want to
share ideas of their own about the implications of your
study. I have observed hundreds of reports of collaborative
action research projects, and never have I ceased to be
impressed by the quality of the discussions concerning the
implications of the studies.

Venues for Reporting_______________________________________

There are many audiences for your work, just as there
are many purposes for presenting what you have learned.
Some audiences and purposes call for formal presentations,
while others are clearly more ad hoc and informal. Among
the potential audiences are: policymakers, school boards,
parent groups, community groups, state agencies,
professional associations, university classes, conference
sessions, association journals or bulletins, Phi Delta Kappa
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meetings, colleagues, department or grade level meetings,
faculty meetings, and district committees.

Although each of these audiences is important, the
methods for addressing them will be different. Earlier in the
book, I argued that an important purpose of collaborative
action research is to bring about a cultural transformation
of the school. That cultural transformation will occur only
when we institutionalize opportunities for sharing with
colleagues. I have seen a number of successful models for
achieving this end.

The Rotating Faculty Meeting

Every month, one faculty meeting is held in a different
classroom with the entire agenda devoted to sharing what
has been learned through reflective practice. Faculties who
spend at least ten meetings a year putting colleagues front
and center, sharing what they’ve learned about teaching
and learning via systematic analysis of practice, become
faculties who have institutionalized the norms of
experimentation and collegiality.

The District Conference

An inservice day is used for a conference involving
district educators, although often educators from
surrounding communities are invited to attend. On the
surface, the format looks like a traditional education
conference, but each session is presented by district
educators who share what they have learned in their own
local studies. When institutionalized as annual events, such
programs drive home the point that the knowledge needed
to inform practice can be derived locally. It sends to district
teachers the powerful message that they are in the driver’s
seat, rather than just being taken along for the ride.

The District Journal

The district can publish a quarterly journal containing
reports of action research (as well as educational
commentaries) from local teachers. In districts where this
strategy has been institutionalized, the journal begins to
take on the aura of a publication like Educational Leadership.
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Each issue might have a theme for which articles are
solicited and also feature general submissions (action
research reports of an idiosyncratic nature, papers
prepared for college classes, and the like) and even an
occasional piece of creative writing or artwork done by a
staff member. Seeing our work in print can give us a special
kind of empowerment. Ideas come alive when they can be
discussed and debated by a wider audience. Teachers who
have published their work report seeing their contributions
as having increased significance.

The Regional Action Research Conference

For several years now, Project LEARN and the Puget
Sound Consortium (a collaborative project of the University
of Washington and local area districts) have co-hosted an
annual International Symposium on Action Research. The
conference is held each April at a large convention hotel in
one of the major Northwest cities. It is structured to provide
a vehicle for action researchers to make public their work.
Typically, more than 100 teacher-researchers present their
studies to several hundred attending teachers who are
eager to learn what their colleagues have been doing.

A Final Note on Reporting __________________________________

The reporting of research serves several critical as well
as practical purposes. It disseminates important findings. It
advances our practice. And it gives us fresh insights by
requiring us to organize our material for presentation. Just
as important, though are the symbolic purposes. By taking
the time to report our findings, we remind ourselves and 
tell others that our work is important and worthy of
consideration. In keeping with that symbolic role, it is
important that the entire set-up of the presentation be of a
caliber and quality befitting to professional endeavors.
Refreshments should be served at faculty meetings,
conferences should be held in first-class hotels, and
journals should be typeset on high-quality paper.
Administrators and policymakers need to realize that the
relatively minor additional cost of treating practicing
educators as they would prestigious consultants and
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scientists is not a frivolous expenditure, but a visible
confirmation of the importance of these professionals 
to the educational system.
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7
Putting the Action
Into Action Research

EVEN IF YOU FOLLOWED ALL THE STEPS OUTLINED IN THIS BOOK UP TO
this point, you wouldn’t be finished with the action
research process, because action research is all about
taking action based on systematically collected data. Once
you have your data, it’s time to proceed with action. Taking
action is not always easy, however.

In Chapter 2, I suggested that action research should be
conducted within one’s sphere of influence. Spheres of
influence, however, usually fall along a continuum. On one
extreme are issues controlled by the classroom teacher—
for example, how to manage students, organize lessons, or
administer day-to-day tests. On the other extreme are
matters that require a collaborative effort to be fully
successful. These two different contexts make all the
difference in planning how to take action.

Action planning is primarily a matter of will for action
researchers who are undertaking changes bounded only by
the walls of their own classrooms. It is important for these
teachers to revisit their graphic representation and be sure
that their conceptual base and their data support the
implementation of a new initiative. Then, being mindful of
time constraints, they should simply plunge in and put their
plan into practice.

The task is a little trickier for action researchers who
find they need support and collaboration to successfully
take action. The difficulty is that collaborative change
inevitably involves changing the behavior of people who
have not been involved in the research effort. Many people
have observed that schools are slow to change. Why is
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that? Is it because educators are conservative by nature?
Are we lazy? Do we not have students’ best interests at
heart? The answer is “no” on all three counts. In fact, I
suspect the reason schools are so slow to change is that
teachers are, for the most part, already doing what they
believe is best for their students.

Cognitive dissonance theory tells us that to reduce
stress, human beings strive for congruence between their
behavior and beliefs (Festinger 1957); therefore, teachers
would have to be psychologically unbalanced to
deliberately not make changes they believed would benefit
students. The fact is that many teachers have good reason
to interpret colleagues’ or administrators’ calls for change
as requests to abandon what’s best for their students and
instead conduct irresponsible experiments on them. You
can hardly fault any teacher for resisting such requests.

Another reason many schools are slow to change is
that they already have made many deliberate compromises
to establish their current way of doing things. The great
American psychologist Kurt Lewin (who is also the father of
action research) explains the phenomenon at work here as
a “force field” (see Figure 7.1 on p. 68); that is, the current
way of doing things is the point at which the forces for
change (pressures to innovate, experiment, etc.) are equally
matched by the forces against change. Schools are held in
place, or frozen, by these opposing forces. Thus, the
collaborative action research team must concentrate on
weakening, or unfreezing, the force of those who are against
change. Although this task may at first seem quite
formidable, it will not seem so for long if you enter the
discussion armed with a powerful weapon: your data.

Using Data to Overcome Biases _____________________________

Most debates in schools are debates over biases.
Whether we are debating tracking, whole language, or
approaches to discipline, the lines that separate faculty
factions are usually beliefs and assumptions. The teachers
on one side argue that they believe there is a better way.
They read some research about it, or they believe it’s the
wave of the future. Teachers on the other side counter with,
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“We’ve seen it all before. Besides, you can find research to
support any position.” A battle ensues, and change
generally doesn’t occur. Even worse, the reformers often
leave the fray fatigued and disillusioned, thinking that
change is impossible. Tragically, many fine teachers
ultimately decide to leave the profession because
experience has convinced them that innovation and change
won’t ever occur. What we need to realize is that the
primary reason people don’t change their opinion in these
debates is that no evidence is offered to make them even
begin to question their beliefs (i.e., their biases). And if
there is no good reason to question their beliefs, which are
congruent with their behavior, why go through the stress of
change?

Data that bring our previous behavior into question
create cognitive dissonance; in other words, evidence
indicating that our beliefs may not be correct can cause us
to reconsider those beliefs. Compelling data are just the
agent that action researchers need to enable the school or
district to move laterally, as illustrated in Figure 7.2.

Now let’s look at four basic strategies for managing
dissonance and changing the status quo.

Figure 7.1
The Force-Field Phenomenon
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Figure 7.2
The Effect of Compelling Data on the Force Field
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Strategy 1: Simply Present The Data.

Sometimes unembellished data alone can convince
people of the need for change. For instance, perhaps you
are teaching mathematics in a high school on the West
coast with many low-income students and a faculty that has
held low expectations for student achievement. Your
colleagues believe that children living in poverty shouldn’t
be expected to do college prep mathematics. You may be
able to convince them otherwise simply by showing the film
Stand and Deliver, or reading excerpts from Jay Mathews’
book Escalante: The Best Teacher in America, or reviewing
the data on the math program created by Jaime Escalante at
Garfield High School. The data may be so compelling that
your colleagues will immediately set about trying to change
their teaching strategies and expectations.

Strategy 2: Establish a Pilot Program.

Schools that encourage collaborative action research
are places that have usually legitimized entrepreneurial
initiatives. For this reason, if the results of your
collaborative action research project point to promising
school reforms, yet many of your colleagues remain
unconvinced, you may want to get permission to conduct a
pilot project. In developing a pilot, it is important to make
every effort to have the pilot group resemble the school as
a whole in terms of students’ past performance, ethnicity,
dollars per pupil, time allocated, and so on. The
implementation of the pilot program should include a
strong “research of action” (evaluation) data collection plan.

One advantage of this approach is that naysayers won’t
be able to disrupt your program. You will be moving ahead
with those people who want to participate. And if your pilot
works and your action research data support what you
have claimed, then the people who initially resisted will
have little choice but to accept the value of your program.
The discussion on change can then move from a debate
over biases to a debate over data.

Strategy 3: Establish Competing Pilot Programs

In a school that has institutionalized the ethic of action
research and has made pilot programs an accepted form of
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experimentation, collaborative action research can provide
a wonderful mechanism for resolving or focusing debate.
Imagine a school where the faculty is divided on reading
practices. One contingent is committed to using a basal
reader and skills-based instruction. Another contingent is
committed to whole-language instruction. If the two groups
debate, the argument could run well into the night and, in
all likelihood, nothing would be resolved. Instead, why not
run two concurrent collaborative action research projects?

The first step would be to have both groups agree on
outcome criteria for successful reading performance. Then,
one group goes ahead and does its best teaching of whole
language, all the while collecting data on the results using
the agreed-upon criteria. Meanwhile the other group uses its
basal readers and proceeds with skill-based instruction, also
collecting data as they go. What are the possible outcomes?

•  The basal group could end up demonstrating that its
approach was superior. If that occurred, the whole-language
group would be expected to support what’s best for the kids.

•  The whole-language approach could show itself to be
superior, and then the basal supporters would be expected
to line up behind the whole-language program.

•  Finally, the worst-case scenario could happen: there
could be no appreciable difference between the groups.
Such a result would prove that perhaps there is no definitive
answer to this question (yet), and both approaches could
(and maybe should) continue side by side.

Regardless, of the outcome of the experiment, the
ensuing debate would be over data, not biases, thus
reinforcing an atmosphere of mutual professional respect.

In one high-performing middle school where we
worked, the teachers were locked in a debate over tracking.
Pilot programs were put in place and data were collected.
The result? No significant differences were found between
the tracked and untracked groups. But an interesting thing
happened. This school had been tracked for more than
twenty-five years with much support from the senior
faculty. All the teachers in this school, young and old, had
great respect for one another. When the data didn’t really
support one approach over the other, the senior faculty,
who had been defending the tracking system for years,
relented and in essence said, “We had our chance for
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twenty-five years. Now we’re willing give the other
approach a try.” Although a response of this nature is not to
be expected in every school, it is an example of what can
happen in a school that has a culture of professional and
collegial respect.

Strategy 4: Use the Research as Educational Specifications

In this strategy, the collaborative action research team
works as a research arm of the faculty (or of a smaller unit
such as a department or a grade level) in a joint effort
toward school improvement. This is a four-step strategy:

a. Define the problem. Using techniques like the ones
discussed in Chapter 3 or other decision-making strategies,
the entire faculty or work group (for example, a department,
a grade level, or a districtwide committee) could identify a
school improvement issue that is of general concern.

b. Understand the problem. A collaborative action
research team is then asked to take over and conduct a
study of the issue identified by the work group. The goal of
the study is to develop as full an understanding as possible
about how this issue is being played out in the local context.

c. Brainstorm/seek out action alternatives. Once the
action research team has presented this report on the issue,
the larger faculty work group is asked to develop a list of
possible approaches for solving the problem, usually by
brainstorming as many ideas as possible. Another method
for surfacing alternative strategies is to solicit approaches
used in other schools. The result should be a
comprehensive list of proposals for approaching the issue
at hand.

d. Proof the proposals. The work group then prepares
a force-field analysis chart like the one in Figure 7.3 for each
of the action alternatives. Often these charts are prepared
on sheets of paper big enough to fill a classroom wall. At the
top of each sheet, the proposal is summarized. Time is
provided to have each proposal explained fully enough for
everyone to understand what is being proposed. The key
word here is explained not discussed. Debate should not
occur at this point; only clarifying questions are considered
to be in order.
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Figure 7.3
Force-Field Analysis Chart

Action alternative #

Description of action alternative:

Forces AgainstForces For
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Then data from the action research study are used to
fill in the charts. Data that point to a reason why a proposal
is likely to succeed are listed as “forces for.” Data that imply
a problem with the proposal are listed as “forces against.”
After all the charts have been filled in, the group should be
able to clearly see which proposals have the most research
evidence supporting them and which do not.

Occasionally, it becomes apparent that additional
research is needed, and the action research team can take
on the responsibility to collect that data. Once the faculty
or the work group (or both) are satisfied that they have
enough data to make a decision, they can proceed to
endorse one of the action alternatives—the one with the
most research support, we would hope.

* * *
Which approach to action planning is right for you or

your team can be determined only by analyzing the culture
of your school. Ultimately, the change process you use will
need to be tailored to fit the local context.
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8
A Final Word

No One Way _______________________________________________

NO TWO APPROACHES TO ACTION RESEARCH ARE EXACTLY ALIKE. 
The perspective in this book may be at odds with the views
of others working in this field. Some authors discuss action
research primarily as a teacher development strategy.
Others describe it as a special mode of discourse. And still
others argue that it is an act of political liberation. Each of
these approaches has merit, and I believe no one approach
is incompatible with another. In the interests of time and
space, however, I chose to focus on the collaborative
process of school-based research. I have discussed action
research primarily as a school development strategy, since
this approach has such promise for changing the
professional culture of the school. The exclusion of the
other approaches to action research should not be
interpreted as an oversight or a denigration of the merits 
of alternative perspectives.

A Model, Not a Prescription ________________________________

I have outlined a set of procedures that collaborative
action researchers might want to consider when conducting
studies of their own practice. These suggestions were
offered with some trepidation. Collaborative action
research is a process that respects teachers’
professionalism, intelligence, and decision-making abilities.
At its core, the process values empowerment, initiative, and
experimentation. We cannot hold those values and then be
authoritative, orthodox, or prescriptive about methodology.
For that reason, the strategies offered in this book are to be

75



taken as starting points, and action research teams should
feel free to modify strategies if, on reflection, alternative
approaches seem to better fit their local context.

Professional researchers may well find my descriptions
of research concepts too abbreviated and overly simplistic
for their taste. Likewise, teachers may see some of the 
steps of the research process as far too cumbersome. 
Both criticisms may be correct; however, the strategies
suggested are the result of more than mere conjecture.
They have worked for dozens of action research teams that
I have worked with. Thus, it is with full cognizance of the
criticisms that might be raised that I have offered these
strategies for your consideration.

A Perhaps Glaring Omission ________________________________

Nowhere in this book have I talked about the use of
grounded theory. It could appear as though I am suggesting
that all knowledge must be empirically discerned by the
teacher-researchers themselves. This would be wrong, and I
hope the reader doesn’t assume that action researchers
should disregard or discredit our preexisting knowledge
bases. Nor would I want to imply that there is no merit in
consulting the literature prior to embarking on a study. The
value of conducting a formal review of the literature before
conducting original research is an efficiency that scientists
have historically found both helpful and productive. It is no
less valuable for action researchers.

I would encourage anyone interested in doing good
research to review the literature immediately after engaging
in the problem formulation activities suggested in Chapter
3. The reason for omitting a review of the research from the
five-step process presented in this text is that for many
first-time action researchers, a trip to the library is a
turn-off. After all, as full-time teachers they are primarily
interested in matters of practice, not research. A day off
from the classroom to peruse journals doesn’t, on the
surface, seem like a worthwhile investment of time. For that
reason, we have elected to go with the first-timer’s natural
bias for action. We give them an opportunity to get their
hands dirty in collecting data, being informed initially by

HOW TO CONDUCT COLLABORATIVE ACTION RESEARCH
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only their craft knowledge, prior education, and reflective
discussions. Experience has shown us that after one
successful research project, collaborative action
researchers will choose to consult the knowledge base 
in a more formal fashion to inform their future studies.

The premise of action research is that best practice
continues to evolve and differs from context to context.
This is also the case with the practice of collaborative
action research. Just as we want our teaching to be of the
highest quality, we should want no less of our research. As
you use the collaborative action research process, you will
be experimenting and discovering new and better methods
of practice. That is as it should be. It is my sincere hope
that this book has provided you with a helpful starting
point. Have a great journey!

A FINAL WORD
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