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IDEAS AND GUIDELINES FOR ACTION RESEARCH

Good Research Questions

· Good questions should be free of educational jargon.

· Simple, everyday words will make your point clear to all readers.

· Your question shouldn’t include a pre-judgment of the result.

Examples:

What happens when students participate in the process of providing evidence of their understanding?







Matt Wayne
What can I learn about the challenges facing teachers and schools by examining my daily use of time outside the classroom?






Lisa Peterson
What are some instructional strategies and questioning techniques that I can employ to increase student comprehension and higher order thinking capabilities?

Zahra Dhakkar

Examples of good questions that need to be worded more clearly:

I began to wonder if my planning could be any better and if student achievement would increase if I planned my reading workshop with another colleague.  Would our talk about both of our students get a better handle on the strategies each child controlled, and the strategies they needed to refine in order to meet these standards? 




Sarah Picard

Sarah’s question is very insightful, but it could be stated in one clear sentence.

To what extent would informal group and individual meetings with new teachers provide useful insights into their needs and concerns?




Wade Fuller

Wade’s question deals with a key issue, but it presumes that the meetings will have an influence.  A non-judgmental question might ask, “What happens when an administrator meets with new teachers in informal group and individual meetings?”

What happens to students, teachers and families when children are in a persisting class group in the early childhood grades?





Judi Fenton

Judi’s question is succinct, but it would help if she explained the concept of persisting class group.

Statements of rationale
· Background and statistical information that pertains to your study. (You don’t need to give a complete description of your school setting)
My thoughts for this study were inspired by comparing the behavior and engagement of students within my classroom with the way those same children creatively used an open park for play.  The comparison led me to wonder:  Is there a connection between the environments of schools and student engagement?  Do the learning spaces and their uses impact on student learning?  If students feel more comfortable in a particular space, are they more engaged?  Do they achieve more?

I chose to focus on two seventh-grade Language Arts classes, each with 20 students, in a New York City public school.  The classes are made up of largely African-American and Hispanic low-income students.  These two classes are highly energetic, filling the small space of the Language Arts classroom with movement and noise.



Paul Kihn
It will come as no surprise that attending high school can be a pretty devastating experience.   Instead of being in a place that promotes self-discovery and personal growth, it can be a place that fosters loneliness, humiliation and failure.  It can be a place that in spite of the best intentions of its staff fails to deal with the student as a whole person.  Heavily focused on academic success, staff never gets to know the young adult as an individual.  They never get to know the myriad of personal problems or needs that their students bring to school.  They are never really in apposition to develop the full potential of their students because they simply don’t know then well enough and to do more is beyond their present capabilities.  As my research will show, there is a huge disconnection between student and staff.  The consequences of this disconnection are enormous and the implications are far-reaching.

Mark Grashow

Over the next few years the NYC Board of Education predicts that thousands of teachers will be retiring.  The result will almost certainly be that inexperienced, new teachers will staff many school.  This coincides with a movement toward higher standards and increased “high stakes” standardized testing.  Moreover, the shortage of qualified, experienced teachers is a nationwide problem.  With large numbers of new teachers entering the system, we will need to compile a fund of knowledge about their needs and concerns in order to accommodate them better.  The more we learn about integrating new teachers into the system the better chance our children will have for a quality education.






Wade Fuller

Literature Review

· Summarize current research on your topic.

· Stay brief.

· You don’t need to include this in your two-page summary.

Linda Wiezorek

What Research Says About Retained Pupils:

Do Students Benefit from Retention?

A great deal of research has been conducted on the effects of retention.  A recent comprehensive summary of the retention research was conducted by the National Academy of Sciences and reported in High States: Testing for Tracking, Promotion and Graduation.  It concluded, “Research data indicate that simply repeating a grade does not generally improve achievement (Holmes, 1989; House, 1989); moreover, it increases the dropout rate (Gainpert & Opperman, 1988; Grissom & Shepard, 1989; Olson, 1990; Anderson, 1994; Darling-Hammond & Falk, 1995; Luppescu et al, 1995; Readon, 1996).”

In a recent study which cited positive effects of retention, Alexander, Entwisie and Dauber (1994) followed a random sample of 775 of Baltimore City Public Schools students who entered first grade in 1982.  By the end of eighth grade, 486 students remained.  Of those, 53% had repeated at least one grade and 14% had been retained two or more times.  The authors conclude that retention benefits students academically.

However, a detailed reanalysis of those findings by Shepard, Smith and Marion (1996) described flaws in the gain score analysis used by Alexander et al and concluded that, based on the data, repeating a grade neither helped nor hurt students in the Baltimore City Schools.  Anderson (1994) analyzed national data from the National Longitudinal Study of Youth and found that students who repeated a grade were 70% more likely to drop out of high school than students who were not retained even after controlling for the effects of background characteristics.

Similar conclusions were reported by Grissom and Shepard (1989) when they examined the long-term effects of retention on dropping out of school.  They concluded that when student background, sex and achievement are controlled, retained students are up to 30% more likely to drop out of school by ninth grade than those promoted.  The implications of these research findings are that powerful and early instructional interventions should be employed to avoid retention.

Research Tools

Tools

· Parent and student surveys about what students do in the evenings and what they perceive to get in the way of reading

· Interviews with five parents and their children who attended a workshop on supporting reading at home

· Notes from parent teacher conferences in November and February

· Notes from weekly reading conferences with students in my reading class

· Student reading logs -- records of their thoughts on the books they are reading independently

· Field notes from visiting after-school programs




Lara Goldstone

Tools and Activities

Photographs, documentation of the children’s work using audio/video tapes, computer, digital camera and written work of the children from the beginning of the school year until the ending months.

Using these tools, I focused on block building activities and their relationship to literacy skills: talking, writing, reading, math and interpersonal awareness.  I also focused on assessing the children’s development across the curriculum using planned trips such as neighborhood walks and visits to places around New York City and determining how these trips helped in facilitating ongoing activities in the classroom, as well as classroom meetings and discussions.











Susan Browne

Tools

We assessed the students and the program with the following tools:

· The two cooperating teachers/supervisors read the midterms and finals, and they assigned grades.

· Each of the seminar sessions was videotaped.

· Each session produced a cache of e-mails.

· A questionnaire was administered to the student teachers at the end of the program.

· Overall grades based on NYU’s model of assessment.


Joe Rafter

Reporting & Describing data
· Make sure to include a summary of your data.  

· Try to use charts, tables, and other graphic organizers to make your points clear.  Try to express data in terms of percentages, or other figures that make it easy to comprehend.

· Make sure to analyze your data.
Judi Fenton

Academic Benefits

1. More time to focus on instruction.  The teachers reported that rule setting time at the start of the year was less necessary. Another addition of time was due to fewer discipline problems.

2. Teachers felt that they knew the children better due to the time spent meeting with the previous year’s teacher(s).  They could therefore better individualize instruction.

3. Teachers reported higher academic achievement than in past years.

4. Teachers and students reported more risk-taking learning behaviors.

5. Teachers and students reported that students acted as “critical friends” toward one another.

Social Benefits

1. Parents and students reported that the students were less worried about beginning a new school year.  Teachers reported an easier beginning of the year.

2. Students and teachers reported fewer behavior problems and fights between students.

3. Students exhibited many helping behaviors towards one another and adults.

4. High levels of trust in the classroom led to more risk taking in learning.

5. Children exhibited high problem solving behaviors—children were willing to work out any interpersonal disputes.

6. Children exhibited increased self-confidence and self-esteem.

7. Teacher reported greater parental involvement.  Parents reported a greater sense of community and comfort asking other parents for help.  They exhibited confidence in the teachers and school.

8.  Ongoing cohort grouping proved to be an effective strategy to improve the conditions by supporting ongoing relationships within this group of students, teachers, and parents.

Carol Tureski

Data Collection

Teacher Questionnaires:  Teachers working with the students in the study cited the following:

· The strand that works particularly well together?  Strand 3 (2x’s) as a whole group “most students complete their projects” and as small groups within the strand “M. has become the backbone of this group and as a result, R. & T.’s work has improved considerably.”  Strand 2 (2x’s) “I like the way some members work together.  For example, they help each other learn what they need to know on the computers.”  Two other teachers cited no strand in particular, rather small groups of students in each strand.

· The strand that needs to be asked to focus on work most frequently?  Strand 3 (2x’s) “I have to ask them not to get distracted” and “challenging”.  Strand 1 (2x’s) “noisy” and “some students are motivated”.  

· The strand that is most supportive of each other (emotionally and academically)?  Strand 2 (3x’s) “atmosphere of understanding” and “they do support more and fight more – like a family”.  Also mentioned were small groups of students in each strand.

· Most volunteers to participate?  The responses were split between all three strands.

· Highest number of passing students?  Strand 1(2x’s) and others responded “about the same in all strands.”

· Names of students who have blossomed – improved as learners?  Names of students in Strand 1 cited 15x’s: Strand 2 cited 24x’s; Strand 3 cited 24x’s.

Faculty Questionnaire:  Teachers (random sampling of 10) reveal their thoughts on community building:

· The importance of maintaining a community environment among students is a top priority for all responders and viewed as extremely important in the classroom.

· 8 out of 10 teachers felt that s/he would like to spend more time on community building.  One teacher wrote, “…not enough (community building) this year.  The stress on academics reduced available time to do community building.”  Another teacher wrote, “I wish there was more time…we’ve been really pressured to finish projects…”

· The most important elements of social milieu critical to learning in the classroom included:  “comfort, ease, relaxed environment,” “trust and respect,” “tolerance of ideas and culture,” “safety – physical, mental, and emotional,” “presence of teacher – focused, qualified, trained to manage an educational environment,” “good communication,” “not being afraid to speak your mind.”

Student Questionnaire:  Students who had experienced a seminar class focused on community building share their impression of being part of this class:

· Most students (80%) had positive impressions of their community building focused seminar.  Responses included references to a stress-free period “It’s cool because we don’t have to worry about our work or grades – we can relax.”  In addition, students talk about building bonds through sharing “It’s a time to talk about how we feel about life” and “I feel comfortable and can relax because everybody has gotten to know me.”  A couple of  students have mixed feelings “Sometimes I feel good because I’m sharing stuff with my classmates, but sometimes it gets really boring” and “I like seminar, but I think we should have more time to get our work done for our other classes.”

· The most popular response to “What have you learned about yourself in seminar?” falls into the category of communication.  Students say they learned how to better express themselves, especially their feelings.  “I have learned that I can express myself.  I’m not that shy as I thought,” commented one student.

· All students cite the purpose of playing games in seminar is to get to know each other better.  One student answered, “To know more each other and learn how to be together and help us share things.”

· When asked “What do you want to see more of in seminar?” all but one student wrote “games”.

Student Writing:  Students’ freewrites on the value of their seminar class included:

· The response to the seminar class with a focus on developing math skills (Strand 1) was not favorable.  8 of 13 students found it a poor use of time “we don’t do much”; whereas 4 of 13 found it useful “I can catch-up on my classwork”.  Students in this seminar suggested the time be used for “gym class,” “something more creative,” “work on interesting projects together,” and “talk about stuff that affects our future like drugs or AIDS.”

· The response to the seminar class with a concentration on community building through games and whole group discussions on personal issues (Strand 2) received a generally good response from participants with 5 of 17 students finding it “boring” or “doing nothing important, just play” to 12 of 17 students finding it time well spent.  The one suggestion was to have students find something interesting to do together.

· The response to the seminar where community building was mixed with other projects such as independent reading and a pen pal project (Strand 3) received positive rating, 8 of 8, on what seminar meant to the students.  One student wrote, “Seminar is like a reunion.”  The one suggestion was to shorten the period from 70 to 50 minutes.

Sociograms:  We began the semester with the essential question:  “Is it easier/better to be a man or a woman?”  Three weeks into the semester we asked this question in a whole group discussion.  At the end of the semester, we revisited this question in another whole group discussion.  However, the results were skewed because at the second discussion outside guests, including students’ parents, were in attendance and as a result many students were reluctant to speak.

Student Attendance Records:  Students attendance for seminar during the Spring shows:

· The average number of students absent from seminar over an eight week period by strand was 4.5 students in Strand 1, 2.5 students in Strand 2, and 2.2 students in Strand 3.

Data Analysis

· Teachers working directly with the students in the research study have varying opinions on the composition of each of the three strands and on their descriptions.  However, the majority of teachers identified the students in Strand 2 as the most supportive, both emotionally and academically, of each other.  Note Strand 2 seminar focused exclusively on community building.

· The number of times teachers cited names of students who “blossomed” improved as learners over the year per strand is as follows:  Strand 1 – 15x’s; Strand 2 – 24x”s; Strand 3 – 24x’s.  Note that students in Strand 1 did not participate in community building activities; whereas students in Strands 2 and 3 did.

· A random sampling of faculty at the school revealed that teachers felt maintaining a community climate among students as extremely important.  In addition, the majority responded that they wished they spent more time on community building.  Reasons such as “stress on academics,” “lack of designated time in schedule,” and “pressure to finish projects” were cited as factors that prevented community building to occur.

· Students who participated in either one of the community building seminars realized that through their participation in this type of seminar the following occurred;

1. Their communication skills improved, especially their ability to share their feelings and express their thoughts.

2. They learned more about their peers, especially that they share common interests and problems.

3. They gained the trust of the strand members.

4. They learned they were friends and not to judge each other.

5. They learned to think more positively about what they were able to do.

6. They became more willing to talk in all of their classes.

· Students’ answer to the question “What does seminar mean to you?” received favorable responses from 4 of 13 students in Strand 1; whereas 13 of 17 students in Strand 2 and 8 of 8 in Strand 3 found seminar valuable.

· Students’ attendance revealed that the overall rate of attendance for all three strands for the Spring semester (excluding students with delinquent attendance and seniors working on portfolios) was basically the same with a difference of a few numbers.  However, student attendance rate for seminar indicate that Strand 1 had a higher rate of absenteeism compared to Strands 2 & 3.  On the average, Strand 1 reported 4.5 students absent, Strand 2 reported 2.5 students absent, and Strand 3 reported 2.  Attendance based on 22 students per strand shows that a student was almost twice as likely to be absent from Strand 1 seminar that Strand 2 & 3.

Good Visual Layouts for Two Page Summaries

· Points should be short and succinct.

· Lists and bullets make it easier to grasp your main points.

· Graphic organizers, such as tables and graphs, add visual interest.

· No smaller than 12 point font

· Don’t overcrowd; leave blank space – approximately 40% blank space and 60% text.

Examples:  

Matt Wayne, 2001: Evidence of Understanding in an 8th Grade Classroom
Jane Ching Fung, 2001: Does One Size Fit All?  The Effects of a Mandated Reading Program on Teaching and Learning
Lara Goldstone, 2000: A Quiet, Well-Lighted Place with Books: How Communicating with Parents about the New Reading Standards Affects Student Achievement

All of these summaries can be found at www.teachersnetwork.org/tnli/research.

Policy Implications

· Include concrete actions.  If necessary, explain how they will solve the problem you identified.

· Explain who can undertake such actions.

· Recommendations should follow from your research conclusions.

1) At the administrative and district level, teachers should be given the opportunity to have some collaborative teaching time during the school day.  This time to talk about student progress is incredibly valuable.  It may be difficult to convince teacher to give up their time after school hours to have these vital conversations.

2) At the contractual level, teachers should be given the option to work and extended day with added time for this collaborative planning.

3) At the classroom level, teachers should be encouraged to seek out collaborative relationships in their building.  

4) Also at the classroom level, teachers should group students in flexible reading groups based on authentic assessment, such as running records.



Sarah Picard

Policy Recommendations

1) When schools cannot support more comprehensive interventions to create family, student and teacher linkages, students should move through the early childhood grades as intact groups.

2) Teachers of these students should be given the time and opportunities to meet with a focus on helping the children to succeed academically, socially, and emotionally.         
Judi Fenton
Policy Implications

· Involve teachers in the process of selecting curricular materials.  One program does not fit all children.  Ask teachers what kids need.

· Value what teachers know.  Allow them to use their expertise and experience to assess and instruct students.

· Provide specific goals and standards of expectation, but allow teachers to modify program and materials to meet the needs of their particular student population.

· Provide meaningful training and adequate support for all teachers when implementing or mandating a program.

· Provide time for collaboration.  Teachers need time to work with others to examine program effectiveness, discuss student needs, and plan instructional strategies.

· Provide ongoing training for new and experienced teachers.  New teachers need to learn how to teach students, not a program.  They need effective models such as reflecting, observing, peer coaching, mentoring, and networking.


Jane Ching Fung









