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In this article we will describe teachers reactions to a stonmer curriculum/professional develop-
ment institute focused on action research. The purpose of our study was to take a microscopic look
at the point in which participants in this ongoin
investigate action research and come 1o terms wit
We used a qualitative research design that incorp
sis, and analysis of teachers’ daily reflective jou
how personal and professional security, experi
network, and experience in teaming with others
of action research in their teaching. In making

g professional development network began to
I its relationship to their identities as reachers.
orated participant observation, videotape analy-
trnals. Our analysis offers an understanding of
ence with an ongoing professional development
mediated teachers’ readiness to consider the role
meaning of the relationship between themselves
and action research, teachers sought conceptual connections between action research and existing
constructs about teaching, while weighing the impact of potential obstacles. The teachers who
could more easily see the potential Jor action research, as an extension of their everyday wortk,
informing their teaching, enhancing their professional growth, and providing a vehicle Sfor educa-
tional change, were most ready to consider learning about and engaging in action research

Introduction

On the first day of a professional development insti-
tute, we asked the question, “How many of you think of
yourself as a researcher?” Of the 45 elementary and middle
school teachers in the room, only four raised their hands.
Two weeks later at the end of the institute, most of the
teachers were planning a research project, or at feast plan-
ning to collect data on some aspect of their teaching, dur-
ing the upcoming school year, What happened in the insti-
tute that created this change in teachers’ responses? How
did it happen?

In this article we will describe teachers’ reactions loa
summer curriculum/professional development institute fo-
cused on action research. Questions that guided this study
included: How did teachers respond to the summer insti-
tute activities? What meaning do they make of action re-
search? What dilemmas arose? What hopes and concerns
did teachers initially have about conducting rescarch? How
did teachers come to understand the place of rescarch in
their identity as weacher? These research questions guided
our plans for teaching about action research as well as col-
lecting data on this teaching, Subscquently, our data analy-
$is process, and findings informed our follow-up interac-
tions with these teachers. We will set the stage for discus-
sion of our findings by articulating our theoretical lens,
and then establishing the context of our study within the
Project SMART professionai development summer insti-
tute.,
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Theoretical Framework

Three assumptions guided our thinking in this study,
First, we commit to a teaching/learning process which is
based on constructivist pedagogics (Fosnot, 1996) where
learners negotiate their journcys, Engaging teachers to plan
action research projects in their own seltings reflects
constructivist teaching. Second, we are drawn to the ability
of qualitative inquiry for providing a holistic, naturalistic,
inductive understanding of how people make meaning of
their worlds, Action rescarch, where teachers resgarch within
their own scttings, is well suited to the characteristics of
qualitative inquiry. Third, we recognize that in order to
understand our efforts, we must be mindful of the implicit
and explicit power relations that mediate our interactions
and our learning in this project. Thus, we add a eritical
perspective to our teaching and research practices.

Action Research as a Vehicle to Teachers Construct-
ing Knowledge. Action research has been recommended as
a powerlul form of professional development (Patterson et
al,, 1993), as a vehicle for school reform (Allen, 1995), and
as a mechanism for empowering teachers to generate knowl-
edge about teaching rather than Justreceiving rescarch find-
ings (Cochran Smith & Lyte, 1993; Noffke & Stevenson,
1995). Our ¢fforts follow the path described by Cochran-
Smith and Lytle (1993) (o support long term professional
development projects that have evolved into teacher re-
search sites where weacher knowledge of eacher practice
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can be generated. Our recent foray into teacher research
came from teacher participants who have gradually taken
leadership roles in planning and conducting each summer
Institute and follow-up activities. In the 1995 institute teach-
ers suggested that we focus on action research for 1996, We
formed a 1cam of teachers and university faculty who
collaboratively planned the 1996 summer mstitute, and
subsequently collected and analyzed dala for the develop-
ment of several conference papers. Many of the 45 teachers
who attended this institute continue to coninbute to the
production of knowledge about teaching by engaging in a
wide variety of action research projccts, holding leadership
roles in local and regional professional development ini-
tialives, and participating in Project SMART professional
development planning efforts.

Qualitative Inquiry as a Lens for Understanding Teach-
ers’ Responses. Using a qualitative inquiry (Patton, 1993)
fens 1o assess programs allowed for a holistic, naturalistic,
inductive interpretation reflecting the perspectives of the
program participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Our pro-
Eram assessment strategies were based on Blumer's (1969;
Wood, 1992) symbolic interactionist theory that human
beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that
the things have for them and that these meanings derive
from social interaction. We expected to gain an understand-
ing of how participants made meaning of action research as
well as their potential roles as action researchers by exam-
ining the actions and reaction of teachers to our teaching
about action research. The data we collected on the project
through participant observation, interviewing, and docu-
ment review has given us a rich base for conducting inquiry
into teachers’ views of action research, and into our own
teaching practice.

Researchers, Teachers, and Power Relations. Action
research has the poteatial to support teachers in renegotiat-
ing power relations in teaching and in research. Qur goal is
to “contribute to a different theory of knowledge [that]
would not simply add new knowers to the same knowledge
base but would redefine the notion of knowledge for teach-
ing and alter the locus of the knowledge base and the
practitioner’s stance in relation to Knowledge generation in
the field” (Cochran Smith & Lytle, 1993, p. 62). As we do
the work of teaching about action research, we take ac-
count of how structures of teaching work to silepce the
voices of teachers in conversation about the knowledge of
teaching (Weis & Fine, 1993). Like Martusewicz and
Reynolds (1994), we are interested in encouraging teachers
to “begin to identify themselves as producers of meaning-
ful interpretations of the processes, practices, policies, rela-
tions, and experiences of cducation™ {p. 17-18). We work to
€xpose assumplions in the relations between teachers, pro-
fessors, the knowledge of teaching, and educational re-
search. Like Noffke (1997), we see action research as a
mechanism for empowering teachers to generate knowl-
edge about teaching rather than only to act as recipients of
rescarch findings.

TEACHERS' REACTIONS TO ACTION RESEARCH

Background of Project SMART

During the summer 1996, 45 teachers participated in a
collaboratively planned institute in which action research
was the focus. Over half of these teachers had prior experi-
ence working with this professional development program!.
Several of the most experienced co-planned the institute
with university faculty.

For the past ten years, Project SMART has included a
two-three week summer institute in which ieachers leamn
about teaching elementary science as they develop inter-
disciplinary units that integrate a field trip to a local busi-
ness or industry. The institute also highlights a current is-
sue in education, such as multicultural education, educa-
tional technology, student assessment, and, in 1996, action
research, During each school year, institute participants
implement the curricylar units, conduct workshops to in-
troduce others 1o Project SMART's curriculum model, and
(starting in 1996-7) conduct research based in their teach-
Ing experiences. Each year at least 60% of the participants
are returning teachers, so the institute has also developed
its own culture, as experienced teachers pass on the tone
and process of previous years.

Over time, a cohort of returnin g teachers expanded the
focus of the project to include (a) more disciplinary per-
spectives leading to interdisciplinary units; (b) increased
involvement of school administrators, business and indus-
Iry representatives and parents; (c) regional, state, national,
and international dissemination of the model and curricu-
lum units; (d) increasing involvement of project teachers
serving as adjunct professors in the college's preservice
teacher education program; and (e) networking, coordina-
tion, and collaboration with other regional staff develop-
ment initiatives. Experienced Project SMART teachers wid-
ened their contributions 1o conversations about teaching
through all of these activities.

Project SMART is modeled 1o reflect effective profes-
sional development. Tt provides sustained contact, collabo-
rative planning and working aclivities, use of integrated/
inclusive curriculum, a focus based an the teaching con-
text of participants, and pedagogy based on warranted prac-
tice (Darling Hammond, 1995; Lieberman 1995; Sparks,
1995; Stallings 1995). The shared understanding of profes-
sional development held by the classroom teachers and
college faculty evolved over time. The initial process,
though collaborative in nature and buyilt upon notions of
teacher empowerment, still left the teachers looking to fac-
ulty to translate experts’ research about exemplary science
teaching. Teachers played an ever increasing role in nego-
tiating the interpretation of science education research ex-
panding their spheres of professional commitment and in-
stitute planning. Professional development evolved as some-
thing mutually empowering. When teachers suggested they
wanted a more active role in the research being conducted
around this project, we collaboratively developed the sum-
mer institute on action research, We began planning for
instruction in action research with an awareness of this
unique instructional setting, in which teachers and profes-
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sors collaborate to form a nurturing, sustained professional
development context.
Plans for Teaching Action Research and Description of
Activities

Within the ten-day (60-70 hour) summer institute, we
planned to spend part of cach day (1-3 hours) in activities
focused on action research. We organized activitics using
Sagor’s (1992) five steps for conducting action research:
problem formulation, data collection (through observation
and interviews or document review), data analysis (inter-
preting data, identifying themes), reporting of results, and
action planning. Teachers on the planning team selected
Sagor's book because of its clear structure and straightfor-
ward approach. The planning team also read Cochran Smith
and Lytle (1993} and Allen (1995) who provided a more
complex socio-political perspective rooted in a
constructivist stance. During the institute, teachers worked
in small groups on a variety of action research tasks to:

identify and analyze research questions;

observe video taped teaching lessons and share their
notes and reactions;

interview each other and examine documents col-
lected from previous institutes and former studies of
institute weachers’ classrooms;

develop and share plans (o conduct their own re-
search during the following school year; and,

keep an ongoing “learning log” of these expericnces
and their reactions to them (Keen, 1996),

Since we were teaching about action research, we also
modeled an action research process in order Lo assess our
own instruction, While participants were engaging in ac-
uivities to learn about action rescarch, we collected data
about our teaching and their reactions.

Methods

Methods for Collecting Data During the Institute

We collected field notes, memos, public documents,
and artifacts of teachers’ work as we participated and ob-
served during the planning team meetings and summer in-
stitute sessions, We also videotaped each action research
compaonent of the summer institute. Half way through the
institute, we collecied audio 1ape recordings of forty par-
ucipants who participated in interview diads in which a
more experienced project teacher was paired with a less
experienced teacher. Each interviewed the other regarding
the meaning of the project in his or her professional life,
and responses to institute activities, Finally, participants
kept individual daily journals in which they reflected on
the institute activities and their own evolving understand-
ing of the meaning of action research. They outlined re-
search ideas, reacted to activities and readings, and raised
questions and concerns. Thirty-seven of the summer par-
ticipants shared their journals with us.
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Data Analysis Process

Three classroom teachers and three faculty members
met collaboratively over a series of five months to analyze
the findings. We negotiated the research design, analyti-
cally reviewed each data source, and developed findings
using a modified constant comparative approach (Bogdan
& Biklen, 1992),

Articulating our Expectations of Teachers' Reactions.
Our decisions about how to incorporate the theme of action
research into the summer institute as well as how we would
collect data about teachers’ reactions to the work, were in-
formed by our expeciations of how the teachers would re-
spond. We expected teachers would be interested in learn-
ing about action research and bring legitimate and impor-
tant expertise to the discussions and activities, as they had
done in past institutes. We expected teachers to recognize
the patential benefits of conducting research in a system-
alic way; to have opportunity to contribute to the knowl-
edge base about teaching and learning; and to grow profes-
sionally using opportunities to write papers and articles,
present at conferences, and develop instructional materials
all grounded in their own action research projects, We as-
sumed that teachers would be interested in secing them-
selves in the role of researcher. We extrapolated that these
experiences would lead to improved teaching as teachers
asked more questions about their own teaching, listened
more to their students and colleagues, and modified their
practice according to the results. We approached the data
analysis ready to understand more clearly how teachers’
reactions were manifested in their comments and reflective
journals.

Collaboratively Analyzing Deata. Each individual in
our six-person team read a share of the 37 available jour-
nals looking for evidence of teachers’ meaning making:
strong slatements or interesting thoughts relating to the
institute or action research, patterns across journals, and
any other comments about action research that seemed im-
portant. As a team, we compiled our initial findings, con-
cluding that about 36 of the 45 participants ended the sum-
mer institute with generally positive reactions to action
research. We discussed particular patierns that emerged,
sharing specific examples of individual teachers” comments,
discussing possible interpretations of various comments,
and developing a very rough matrix of six to cight themes
that were reflected across the journals.

We reviewed the journals again looking for evidence
to clarify, confirm, or disconfirm the identificd themes, or
evidence of other previously unnoticed patterns in the com-
ments. For example, one of our initial patterns seemed (o be
that more experienced Project SMART participants (those
who attended previous instifutes) seemed to have a more
open stance towards action research. However some team
members found exceptions to this trend. Therefore we all
went back to the journals and tapes we were looking at,
seeking confirming and disconfirming evidence regarding
this relationship. We discovered that another variable, that
of having previous collaborative experiences (c.g., team

60



teaching) seemed linked to this open attitude, and experi-
enced SMART teachers who had previous experience team-
Ing were most likely to have open attitudes, We also each
viewed at least one videotape of a part of the institute look-
ing to confirm, challenge, or expand on the themes. Three
of us lisicned 1o the audio-taped interviews with the same
purpose, and one of us developed some analytic charts com-
paring information. We modified the themes, and discussed
the relationships between them. We worked through the
data, each finding confirming and disconfirming examples
of proposed themes, till we reached consensus on the themes
shared in this paper. Once we formulated a theme (e.g., open-
ness towards action research is related to previous teaching
experience, expetience cotlaborating, and experience on
the project), we went back to the data to seck confirming
and disconfirming evidence.

Throughout all of our mectings, we wove our own per-
sonal experiences and information from the literatyre on
acuon rescarch and professional development into the dis-
cussions of our analysis of the data before us. This led to i
process of reflecting on our group process as a rescarch
team, and discussing dilemmas which arose in our interac-
tons in relation 10 power, politics, traditional research para-
digms, and teacher voice. This process led us to a descrip-
tion of participating teachers’ growing understanding of
the place of rescarch in their icaching,.

Findings

What Teachers Thought of Action Research, Teachers’
reacuons o action research activities included a spectrum
of responses: refusal to participate in some activities, hos-
tile mistrust that we were merely trying to get them 1o do
“professors’ work,” simple rejection of the idea that they
could possibly find time, support, and skill to do research
(“Action research seems like an enormous mountain 1o
climb); polite tolerance of the activities, guarded support
for our efforts (*1 found this part of the research interest-
ing."): interest in getting more information: satisfied Tecog-
nition that they had been collecting data and using it for
decision making for years, but had never thought of it as
rescarch; and eagerness to begin a process of systematic
data cotlection and sharing results (*Perhaps teachers in a
building can come up with things to research in common.
"m thinking of starting a rescarch study group in my build-
ing.”). Even within individual teachers’ journals and inter-
view tapes acceptance and resistance to ideas ebbed and
flowed.

Some teachers indicated that they would support this
growth in research by holding awareness sessions at their
own school, providing opportunities for support and shar-
ing at county-wide meetings, and/or designing and con-
ducuing their own research during the upcoming year. Many
shared an interest in having teachers report the results of
their efforts at the next year's institute.

Three factors led to this range of reactions which
stretched from rejection to an active embrace of action re-

TEACHERS' REACTIONS TO ACTION RESEARCH

search. Diverse responses to action research were related to:
(a} teachers’ levels of experience with teaching, collabora-
tion, and/or Project SMART: (b) teachers’ need 1o link ac-
tion research to the immediacy of their own teaching; and
(c} teachers™ ability to integrate action research into their
definition of what it means to be a teacher,

The Connection Between Action Research and Teach-
ing. We found a higher interest in conducting action re-
search from teachers who had extensive experience with
Project SMART and/or team teaching. We also noted a ten-
dency for teachers 1o acknowledge or seck out the close
relationship between action research and other aspects of
their work. Some spoke of its familiarity to the ways they
currently analyze information about their students. One
commented, “This is another way to talk about what teach-
ers do all the time.” Another commented that, “my students
see themselves as researchers. This is not new to me.” Many
noted concerns about attempting action research that were
posed by the current context in which they teach: “How
will I find the t#ime?" “What about money?” “Will my ad-
ministralor support me to conduct research?” and “Will [ do
it right?”

I's not surprising that teachers exhibited a clear need
to see an immediate relationship between the benefits of
action research and their own teaching. Those who made
this connection quickly were interested and open Lo learn-
ing about action research. Others eventually found some
connections and considered the possibilitics of action re-
search. Others, still, were unable to or refused to make con-
nections and rejected consideration of this process.

Action Research and Teachers’ Definitions of Teach-
ing. The ability 1o make a connection between action re-
search and their teaching was mediated by teachers” vary-
ing definitions of what it means to teach, and what it means
to do research. Those who saw action research as a formal-
ization of a reflective process inherent in teaching were
more willing to commit ime and resources 1o learning more.
One commented,

[can think of times I used this idea in an informal way
to study my teaching, my students, and curriculum., It's
helpful to have a better structure and format to use in
the future, 1 also see a great potential for using it in my
building to build relationships between teachers and
to explore issues that affect both teachers and kids.

Those who defined action research as separate from and
outside of teaching children were resistant to engaging in
conversation about action research. They saw it as detract-
ing from their curricutum development work in the insti-
tute.

About nine teachers continued to resist the lopic, most
were either new to teaching, and/or to the project. Through
teaming cfforts, these teachers may have had more positive
experiences with collecting data and consciously explain-
ing their teaching in ways that reflect a process necessary in
action research.
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What We Learned about Teaching Action Research. Al
the beginning of the institute we were surprised that any
teachers were negative to the topic. It was only after review-
ing data and conducting analysis that the reason for this
became clear. Only a few experienced teachers had actually
suggested this topic. We made the mistake of assuming the
few spoke for all teachers, raising a question about who
gets 1o speak for teachers when we consider ieachers’ voices.
Our findings support the claim that learning about action
research needs to be collaborative, ongoing, and recursive.
Project SMART provides a site for this kind of learning. In
addition, the findings underscore a constructivist notion
that lcarning must be linked to what is familiar to learners.
During the summer institute we discovered fast how impor-
tant this seemingly simple claim is, as several teachers let
us know we were not meeting their learning needs. They
did not see the connection of action research to student
learning, and that was their bottom fine. Finally these find-
ings provide a glimpse of how these tcachers view their
roles. Clearly a split exists between the role of teacher and
the role of researcher in education. Our work is an attempt
to bridge this gap.

Implications

The purpose of our study was to take a microscopic
look at the point in which institute participants began to
investigate action rescarch and come 1o ferms with its rela-
tionship to their identities as teacher. In keeping with the
vision of the Project SMART institute for collaborative work
and constructivist pedagogy, we seek 10 add our voices to
the knowledge of teaching and empowerment of teachers.
With Fine (1994), Allen (1993), and others, we “share the
conviction that educational research can no longer afford
to be merely about schooling but needs to be conducted
with educators and students, for educational change, and
always be critical, collaborative, and creative” (Fine, 1994,
p. 3). Achicving this goal is bound to extend our own un-
derstandings of the practices of teaching and research.

We have found evidence to support Cochran-Smith
and Lytle’s (1993) claim that when teachers conduct their
own research, they become much more actively involved in
the professional conversation of their work. Our work here
also suggests that the converse of this claim is true: when
teachers become actively involved in the professional con-
versation of their work, they become much more inter-
ested in conducting their own research. However, the sim-
plicity of both of these descriptions belies the complexity
of such a process. It is critical to consider teachers’ back-
ground experiences and definitions of teaching in plan-
ning 1o teach them about action rescarch,

Over the past 20 years educators have moved from talk-
ing about “inservice,” to talking about “staff development,”
to talking about “professional development™ with tcach-
ers. Regardless of the title, the underlying meaning of these
terms usually indicated that some important thinking about
teaching had occurred (usually by politicians, so-called
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“experts” or rescarchers, or educational administrators).
Once the thinking had solidified, it was time to inform the
tcachers about this revised thinking. Thus teachers’ involve-
ment in the change process occurred after the ideas had
been formally established in the world of educational re-
search, educational theory, or educational politics. Inservice,
staff development, or professional development was some-
thing that happened to teachers after the fact. Even the
terms inservice, staff-development, and even professional
development reflect theory-to-practice or policy-to-prac-
tice paradigms for educational change (Noffke, 1997).

Action research implies a different paradigm, with very
different timing for marking teacher involvement in educa-
tional change, This paradigm is a practice-lo-theory or prac-
tice-to-policy concept. It implies that teachers are involved
in educational thinking, rescarch, planning, and therefore
cducational change while revised thinking is being formu-
lated. The sustained nature of the Project SMART institute
allowed for the most experienced participants to seck and
take on this new role. Action research changes the meaning
of professional growth suggesting that teachers can be
agents rather than merely recipients of change. Action re-
search is a vehicle to allow teachers to act as educational
idea builders. In addition action research provides oppor-
tunities for teachers 1o understand, cope with, or create
changes in educational thinking and practice.

Our findings in this study suggest that some teachers
are more ready to accept these implied changes in profes-
sional development, as well as the changes it suggests for
their roles as teachers. As teachers come to terms with a
readiness to conduct action research, they exhibit a range
of responses about the relationship between action research
and their work of teaching. Our goal, then, must be to help
teachers see how action research can fit into their definition
of teaching. However, this does not mean that we recom-
mend returning to the method of telling teachers about ac-
tion research and how to apply it to their teaching. On the
contrary, the Project SMART professional development pro-
cess and this study make it clear that the development of an
understanding of the refationship between professional
development, action research, and teaching must grow
through a collaborative process. Teachers must be engaged
in negotiating the meanings of professional development
and action research if they are to participate in developing
the knowledge of teaching.
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Footnotes

'The Project SMART annual summer institute has in-
volved 25-45 teachers for the past ten years. More than 100
teachers have participated with many returning year after
year. The range of attendance is from 1-10 years with the
average attendance being 2.5 years per teacher.
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