Action research – Lecture 1

Identifying the problem and stating your purpose 

· An action research study, like any form of research must begin with a problem (some might call this a topic or an issue).

· This problem is often brought forward through observation of the teaching practice of others and through reflection on your own practice (Collins & Spiegel).

· The problem of an action research study can often be something major that the teacher encounters or may be something that others would not see as a problem at all, but that the teacher still deems to be an area needing change.

· The key to identifying a problem is to identify something that you can change.  There are plenty of things about our classrooms that we cannot change (i.e. school district policies, the location of certain permanent things in our rooms, the home environment of some of our students, etc.) so we must focus on a problem upon which we can affect some change.  This often forces us to be creative in choosing a problem (and even more so in choosing an intervention, which will be discussed later).

· To define your problem and further frame your study, you will need to do two things:

· Read scholarly literature related to your potential problem in order to understand the ideas and approaches of others who have identified and investigated similar problems.

· Define your problem through a problem statement.  This statement should establish the context for the study by looking at the big picture (derived from reading the literature) and narrowing that down to your own experience.  Said differently, you will mesh your own experience with what you have read in the literature.  Let’s say you have tried to use cooperative learning groups in your internship classroom, but have been discouraged to do so by your CT because he/she feels that there is not enough time because of impending EOGs or EOCs.  You are perplexed by this because the students seem to be completely bored and disengaged by traditional lecture and excited by any opportunity to work together on projects, assignments, etc. You read about this in the literature and find that this is a problem for many others.  An example of a problem statement in this situation might be:

Ex.  The pressure placed on classroom teachers as a result of the current climate of high stakes accountability has caused many teachers to approach the usage of cooperative learning with reluctance.  Teachers often feel that implementation of such a strategy, although supported by a great deal of theory and research, takes away from their ability to directly guide their students in preparation for these assessments.  Yet, it is widely understood that cooperative learning can help students learn and retain content information.  As a result, there currently exists a gap between instructional theory related to cooperative learning and classroom practice.

· Once you have established the problem, you are ready to go back to the literature.  This time, rather than seeing if others are having the problem, you are looking to see how others have tried to fix the problem.  In our example, the problem was failure to use cooperative learning in tested classes.  In this instance, you would look for articles and studies where individuals have tried to use cooperative learning in similar circumstances and for articles that instruct readers on how to employ cooperative learning effectively.  In your literature search, you want to pay attention to two things: (1) the strategies they suggest and (2) the way they conducted their study.  This latter element is important because it may give you some idea of how to conduct your own action research study.  This search of literature will lead to your literature review – a topic we will discuss separately at a later date.  BE SURE TO TAKE CAREFUL NOTES.  Use a table like the one below to organize your literature search:

	Bibliographic entry (APA format)
	Study population
	Purpose of study
	Method
	Findings

	Guidry, A. (2006). Reflective moral inquiry: A process approach for teaching character education in the secondary social studies. Doctoral dissertation, The University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, 2006). Dissertation Abstracts International, 67 (04). 


	300 9th grade social studies students in two schools in eastern NC
	The purpose of this study was to investigate the differences in student moral stage preference in classes using a process-oriented moral education program called Reflective Moral Inquiry (RMI), and those not using the process approach.


	Quantitative:

Implemented treatment in four classes and compared student moral stage preference as indicated on pretest and posttest versions of  Kohlberg’s MJI to that of students in control group.  Used ANCOVA to analyze data.
	No significant differences between control and treatment group were found in all but one of the investigated subgroups.  A statistically significant difference was found with regard to growth of white males in treatment group.  Provides theoretical support for process- oriented moral education.

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


· This problem will naturally lead to a purpose of your action research.  You will need to make sure that you have clearly stated the purpose of your research in the form of a purpose statement (many people consider this to be the most important element of the study).  A purpose statement for our cooperative learning example would read much like this:

Ex.  The purpose of this action research study is to investigate the effect of the usage of cooperative learning groups on the performance on objective standardized tests for high school students in social studies classes at YZ high school.  Performance on objective standardized tests is defined as the students’ scores on tests generated using test bank software for the social studies courses involved in this study.

Creswell (2003, pg.90) provides the following template to researchers to aid in designing purpose statements:

The purpose of this action research study is to ___________ (understand/describe/develop/discover) the ________________(central phenomenon being studied) for ______________(the participants) at ___________(research site).  The ____________ (central phenomenon being studied) will be generally defined as ____________(provide a general definition).

· Now that you have become more informed about your problem and defined the purpose of your study, you are ready to start planning your intervention or treatment.  Your treatment, as we will call your plan, must be rooted in the research of literature you have conducted.  You will map out how you will use this treatment to observe any changes in behavior.  In our cooperative learning example, you may decide to employ cooperative learning as the primary means of instructional delivery rather then lecture during the next instructional unit.  You then write lesson plans, using the suggestions from the literature you have read, that employ cooperative learning on a regular basis.  You have now designed a treatment.  You now only need to assess whether or not the treatment had any effect on student behavior (in this case test scores).

