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thousand' dq//ars to teach keyboarding, so the problem became, “How does
keyboarding instruction enhance students’ ability to use word processing, database,
spreadsheet, and draw functions?”

Looking at the literature proved to be a formidable problem because there
wasn 't @ good academic library in the area. The local community college had one
online computer to access ERIC (Educational Resources Information Center) through
the World Wide Web if | gave search terms to the librarian. A little help came, but |
prgferred to do the search myself. Our school was not yet online, so | resorted to
using my son'’s computer. A quick survey of the literature showed plenty of research
on keyboarding but not much focused on young children. Opinions ranged from
“Start them as early as possible” to “Avoid bad habits” to “Don’t bother because they
can hunt and peck as fast as they can type.”

The problem proved to be a little ovérwhelming in that | had just started an in-
structional program to teach all the keyboarding skills, and it became obvious that
results would be harder to get for database, spreadsheet, and draw functions. As a
result, | decided to look initially only at the effect of teaching keyboarding on word
processing for students in grades 4 through 6.

This was supposed to be a collaborative venture, so my first task was to enlist
the help of the teachers in grades 4 through 6. We met after school one afternoon so
| could explain the purpose of the project. They agreed to help gather data, but only
one class actually got into the lab every day. This was disappointing, but it helped
make the project more manageable since | would be handling data from only one
class instead of three.

What variables might have an effect on students’ success in learning to key-
board? | conducted a survey of teacher attitudes and a survey to assess whether
students had any prior knowledge, how much time they spent on a computer at
home and at school, and whether they had a computer at home. Records were kept
for time on computers at school in instructional and free-choice situations.

A well-designed action research project should, as its name declares, lead to
some kind of action. The purpose of my action research project was to determine if
teaching keyboarding skills to sixth-grade students had enough of an impact on their
word processing skills to warrant spending the time and money. It seemed rather
obvious that it would, but several students had developed their own unique “hunt-
and-peck” system and could already approach the district-mandated target of 20
words per minute. There are many variables that might affect word processing rates,

and that led to the following questions:

1. Do students have a computer at home? How much time do they spend at it per
week?

2. What preexisting knowledge do students have about computers?

3. How much time do students spend at the computer when they're at school?

How does it affect word processing rates?
4. What is the effect of the keyboarding software used in the lab at school?
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Student Self-Evaluation Survey

Do you have a computer that you use outside of school?

(@) Yes (b) No

How many hours a day do you spend at the computer outside
of school?

(@ 0 (b) 1 or less () 1-2 (d) 2-3

How much time do you spend at the computer while you're at

school?

(@ 0 (b) 15 minutes (c) 30 minutes (d) more than 30 minutes

When you type on a keyboard, do you look at the

(a) monitor (b) keyboard (c) rough draft (d) your neighbor

| use the computer to (circle all that apply)

(a) play games (b) write stories and reports
(c) draw pictures (d) collect information and store it
(e) find information in the library

Learning to keyboard in the lab made my life with computers
(a) easier (b) more frustrating (c) no different

If | had the chance to do more with computers, | would

o e R R e R

The best thing about learning to keyboard is

S iy it oo R oo

gto keyboard is

A R

The hardest thing about learnin
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The questions were then placed in a data matrix and trniangulated as follows
(Note: D.S. = data source):

Questions D.S. 1 D.S. 2 D.S. 3
Preexisting Students’ survey ~ Computer

knowledge? knowledge pretest

Keyboarding speed? Pretest Posttest Teacher help

Appropriate use (WP)?  Pretest sofrware Posttest software  Timed typing
teacher constructed

Time on computers?  School lab records Student survey Parent survey

| collected data using surveys that | developed to measure the following areas:

Student self-evaluation questionnaire

Teacher-constructed vocabulary/facts pretest of general computer knowledge
Teacher-constructed timed typing test rates

A classroom teacher survey of knowledge/attitudes about technology

A teacher observation record for the computer lab

Existing records of students’ word processing rates with software

Parent survey of student computer use outside of school

Data were compiled as follows:

= The three variables of time, prior knowledge, and use of keyboarding software
were analyzed using a scatter plot graph to determine any correlation to word
processing speed.

s Surveys were compiled to show tendencies.

® Keyboarding rates between October and May were compiled in graph form to
show progress over time.

In general, the data indicated the following:

= Student time spent on computers out of school had no effect on word process-
ing rate. (They love those computer games!)

» Time spent on computers at school was critical.

= Inonly 1 month, the class word processing rate mean had increased 300 per-
cent.

As a result, it was apparent that the keyboarding software was effective, and
on that basis | continued its use. Because time on task is critical, teachers were
urged to take students to the lab every day and monitor keyboarding habits as well
as install keyboarding software on classroom computers so that each student

MW IR T R A Rl e s
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of 10 minutes’ practice per day. Timed typing tests

{ for on keyboarding software. In t hp";:}ulm
> Ulurg,

srovide an authentic assessment of st
ised 10 monitor the """!'"'mon" ru'd:m
' I Skilf

received a minmum
greater and different skills than are calle
timed typing tests will be given weekly 10 [
progress, and a tracking systernm will be

development.
ars to generate more questions than it angy,
<> (’;

Any research worth its salt appes
At the completion of this project, | was left wondering if a student’s learning styje ,
any impact on the ability to learm word processing skills. Would keyboarding 'ﬂstr:(d

tion improve students’ use of database, spreadsheet, and ’dfaW/paint functions»
Could other types of authentic assessment be used to determine skill/concept de. ,;,

opment? These are questions | will continue to invest:gate,
The project pecame @ spn’ngboard to address issues in setting up a compy
er

lab. Instead of being behind the eight ball, | was able to anticipate problems and fing

solutions. Collaboration was an important part of the process. But perhaps the mos/

powerful part of the action research process was the extent to which | became m

ve about what | was doing in the computer lab. The lab at my school hasoa:

ceived a lot of praise from administrators, poard members, and teachers, and | Drz'

lieve that going through the action research process has had much to do with rﬂ '

continued suCCess of the lab. =
| don't look at classroom problems quite the same way now. For example, | ajso

teach middle school choir and began to notice that the weeks on which | saw eighth

graders on Mondays (we're on block scheduling), it was usually a difficult, if not un-

productive rehearsal. Keeping some informal data about those days and reflecting

about why they were SO difficult led me to try Somé interventions that might heip ale-
viate the problem. It may be a bit corny, but action research has changed my life—in
y. Student learning is enhanced, | approach problems more

the classroom anywa
systematically, | gather data more carefully and accurately, and my practice is more

reflective.

The year following my word processing action research project, | had the gooc

fortune tobe a mentor for other teachers learning the action research process. Based
o observations come to mind. Problem formulation is a dificst

on this experience, tw
process. Extra time spent in this phase of the action research cyclke will prevent

backtracking, headaches, and frustration down the road. When teachers do ident’

something that needs addressing, there appears to be a .
petween problems that are student centered and those that anse o a tec®
complaint about a teaching situation. It appeared that the problems that &% stk
centered are more likely to result in the improvement of instruction. —
Making action research a natural part of the teaching process: &Z’:’M me
and the school, is critical to Success. Traditionally, teachers a® not o rces 1l
school routine isn't geared to provide teachers with the timé and i’ fontdf
search demands. Teachers are considered to beé working oY W"e"mt ,,}posem’*
a class. On the other hand, teachers need to develop the amwd-fn data-035% p
of the teaching/learning process can and <hould be addressed™!
sion making formalized through action research.

—d
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Teacher Survey
1. ltake my class to the lab
(a) once a week (b) twice a week (c) 3times a week
(d) 4 times a week (e) every day (f) only when Mr. Rockford
is there
2. | expect my students to (circle all that apply)
(@) compose reports/stories  (b) revise reports from written copies
(c) practice keyboarding (d) other:
3. Iflrated my comfort level with computers it would be
Use it every Don’t want to be in the
Chance | get same room as one
5 4 3 2 1
4. I monitor my students’ keyboarding technique
(@) only during lab sessions (b) any time they're at the computer
(©) never
. My students’ abilities to use the computer have been enhanced by learning
to keyboarg
They're experts! They're still looking
for the on switch!
S 4 3 2 1
8. :
I would |ike My students to be able to

_he decision about whar data are collected for an action research area of focus
. determined largely by the nature of the problem. There is no one recipe for
etv:r:;i Proceed with darq collection efforts. Rather, the iqdividual (zr gl,ropp mlfls-:
Bive "¢ What darg will contribute to their unde_rstandmg and reso u'tlon (')' é
" Problem, Hence, data collection associated with action research is largely an
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idiosyncratic approach fueled by the desire to understand one’s practice anq |
collect data that are appropriate and accessible. .
This chapter will discuss qualitative (experience-based) data collection tec,.
niques and quantitative (number-based) techniques. The former includes dy,
sources such as field notes, journals, questionnaires (surveys), maps, and digital re.
cordings, whereas the latter focuses on the collection of teacher-made tests (crite.
rion-referenced tests), standardized tests (norm-referenced tests), school-generaeg
report cards, attitude scales, and the results of student achievement reported o
statewide assessment tests.

One approach is not better than the other. Your area of focus and research

questions will determine the best data collection techniques for your research, As
discussed earlier, this may involve qualitative data sources and quantitative sources
using a mixed-methods design. However, the literature on action research supports
the assertion that qualitative designs are more appropriately applied to action re-
search efforts compared with the application of an experimental pretest-posttest
control group design in which the teacher researcher randomly assigns children to
cither a control group or an experimental group in order to receive a “treatment.”
Qualitative research is not the “easy” way out for teacher researchers who fear
statistics (a.k.a. sadistics!). As you will see, the rigor of good qualitatively oriented
action research equals the rigor of doing good quantitatively oriented action
research. If your area of focus necessitates a more quantitative, experimental
approach, then you should consult more quantitatively oriented references, such
as Mills and Gay (2016, chapters 7 to 11) or Creswell (2015).

Qualitative Data Collection Techniques

The receptivity among educators in general and among action researchers in pa-
ticular to a qualitative (descriptive) way of examining problems is reflected In the
action research literature that emphasizes the following data collection techniqu®
and sources:

» Existing archival sources within a school

= Tools for capturing everyday life

= Tools for questioning

= Conventional sources (surveys, questionnaires, etc.)
» Inventive sources (exhibits, portfolios, etc.)
= Interviews

= Oral history and narrative stories

= Rating scales

® I[nventories

= Observation

= Mapping

® Visual recordings
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» Photography .
» Journals and diaries

(Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen, 1994; Calhoun, 1994; Hendricks, 2017; Sagor, 2000;
Stringer, 2004; Wells, 1994) .

As you can see from these examples, the kinds of data you collect would
include descriptive, narrative, and even nonwritten forms. In many cases, these
data occur naturally and are regularly collected by teachers and administrators.
In simple terms, we are engaging in an activity that seeks to answer the ques-
tion, “What is going on here?” It is not a mysterious quest but is quite simply
an effort to collect data that increase our understanding of the phenomenon
under investigation. The three primary fieldwork strategies we will discuss in
this chapter are experiencing, enquiring, and examining (Wolcott, 1992, p. 19).
Each of these strategies will be discussed in the context of actual teacher
researchers’ experiences.

M:.; :

Voices from the Field
Qualitative Data Collection Techniques

The teacher researcher in this video vignette describes a variety of qualitative
data collection techniques and strategies that she believed would contribute to
her understanding of the impact of classroom computers on students’ attitudes
toward learning and how they actually use computers in their own learning.
Jureen uses multiple qualitative data collection techniques, including; class-
room observations (recorded as field notes), student surveys (prior to and after
implementing computers in her classroom in- e i
struction), attitude surveys (semantic differen- fi / 4
tials), and surveys of her cooperating teacher ~
and educational assistant focused on their ob-
servations of implementing technology in the
classroom. The teacher researcher’s specific re- W 3
sea'rch questions help guide the decision about ENHANCEDetext
\&fhxch multiple qualitative data collection tech- video example 5-1

Mques will provide a comprehensive picture  Watch as Jureen, a teacher
fibout “what is going on” in the classroom dur- researcher, describes her data
Ing the implementation of a technology innova- collection techniques in this
ton. Whijle survey results can be analyzed using  Video. As you listen, reflect
descriptive statistics, their use in this study is on the difference between

clear] EN qualitative and quantitative
. -arly as a qualitative indicator about changes o ioues. Wikidoes she

In St.Udents’ attitudes toward the use of technol- consider her survey to be a
0gy in teaching and learning, qualitative measure?
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Experiencing Through Direct Observation

i 'ho undertake action research have countless opportumrics_ t0 Obsery,
Teachers W m-lassrn()““" They observe as a normal component of the;
in xh_clr (',wn’ le ;idju.sting instruction based on the verbal and nonverbg| interac
n'lomt'oml]'ng"r"classrooms. Therefore, using direct observation as 2 data collectiq
i m' tiss tEnmili;lr and not overly time consuming. As teachers, we are Coﬂitamlv,l
:)[I::ct:fl)ng our environment and :}djustin.g our tea?hing based on what we see. A
tion research gives us a systemanc.and rigorous way to view this process of obser
vation as a qualitative data collection technique.

F teachiny

Participant Observation

The action research vignettes shared in Chapters 1 to 3 illustrate how teachers
“experience” their teaching through obsen’aFion. James Rockford observed the
“hunt-and-peck”™ keyboarding strategies of his students as a natural part of his
teaching. Cathy Mitchell observed audience reactions to the “Violence Im
and recorded field notes in her daily journal. Deborah South observed the in
sonal interactions of her “study skills” students and recorded her observar
journal—observations that quickly confirmed the presence of major pro
the classroom. These experiences are all examples of participant observation,

If the researcher is “a genuine participant in the acuvity being studied.” then
the researcher is called a participant observer (McMillan, 1996, p. 245). Accori-

ing to Spradley (1980), participant observation is undertaken wit
purposes in mind:

prov”
terper-
ons in 2
blems i

h at least two

® To observe the activities, people, and physical aspects of a situation

. ® To engage in activities that are appropriate to a given situation that prowide
useful information

Participant observation can be done to varying degrees depending on the
situation being observed and the opportunities presented: A participant observer
can be an active participant observer, a privileged, active observer, or a pn
observer (Pelto & Pelto, 1978; Spradley, 1980; Wolcott, 1982, 1997). D"P@dg}
on the problem, teachers have many opportunities to be active participants in 1;
observation process as they go about their work. However, the tendency \\1th‘t .
Serving is to try to see it all! A good rule of thumb here is to try to do less b“&‘:n‘;{
it better. That is, as you embark on some degree of participant obsen~anot;‘t :th-lf
be overwhelmed with the task. It is not humanly possible to take in everyt lﬁﬁ of
You experience. Be content with furthering your understanding of yf;‘mwd vou
focus through manageable observations. Avoid trying to do too much, a¢!
will be happier with the outcomes.

Active Participant Observer

Teachers, by virtue of teachin
practice. When they are

f their teach®
s obsen'®

3

5 pig =
8, are active participant obsery cr?he
actively engaged in teaching, teac
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Voices from the Field
Participant Observation

In this video vignette, our teacher researcher Jureen talks candidly about the
challenges facing action researchers studying their own practices, As Jureen
states, “It’s hard to collect data and teach at the same time.” Teachers are al-
ways engaged in naturalistic, ongoing data collection efforts as they “monitor
and adjust” their instruction. Teachers are always in the role of participant
observer to varying degrees, and Jureen shares some helpful participant ob-
servation strategies: working collaboratively 73 TEM
with colleagues to record classroom observa- / :‘
tions, “teaching” and then “observing” students
engaged in guided practice or other student-
centered work, and using digital recordings that
can be viewed at a later time. Experienced action .
researchers become competent observers of their ENHANCEDetext
own practice and use participant observation wdep example 5-2

4 . In this video, Jureen offers
techniques as the cornerstone of their daFa col- SUggestions to make
lection efforts to better understand what is hap- observation easier for teachers,

pening in their classrooms. who are always participants in
their own classrooms.

outcomes of their teaching. Fach time we teach, we monitor the effects of our
teaching and adjust our instruction accordingly. As an active participant observer
of our own teaching practices, however, we may be so fully immersed in what we
are doing that we don’t have time to record our observations in a systematic way
during the school day. Such recording is a necessary part of being an active partici-
pant observer,

In the action research vignettes from Chapters 1 to 3, we saw teachers who
Were active participant observers of their own teaching. Deborah South observed
the “off-task” behavior of her “unmotivated” students during the study skills
¢ssons. Cathy Mitchell observed the nature of the audience participation while
she directed the teen theater. James Rockford observed the “hunt-and-peck”
Strategies used by keyboarding students while he was teaching keyboarding
skills, As researchers of our own teaching practices, active participant observa-

fon is likely to be the most common “experiencing” data collection technique
that we yge

Privileged, Active Observer

Teachers may also have opportunities to observe in a more privileged, active role.
At 1s, they may wish to observe their children during a time when they are not

-
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teaching of a lesson, f'”‘f C-"ﬂmplfv d“”.':jﬂ’ a “special-
ist’s” time in music, library, or physical education. l'hcsc tlmfs Pmtll le opportun;.
ties for teachers to work as a «reacher’s aide” \}'hllC at tht S:]Jm(' time all(.»wmg
them to withdraw, stand back, and watch what 1s ha.[})];?cn'm(;ig‘ undngla particulay
teaching episode, moving in and out of the role ()f| tf‘m »L~r,c‘:;c;;2:}\;“?.\/“'
Many teachers comment on how valuable these €Xp e been in 4.

lowing them time to observe the social interactions of students and the impact of ,

particular instructional strategy on those interactions. By necessity, these priy;.
leged, active observer opportunitics require

teachers to give up valuable time thy,
is often dedicated to duties other than teaching, such as plgnnmg, attching team
meetings, reading, visiting other classrooms, and relaxing (the all-importan,
«downtime” during a day, if they are fortunate enough to have such a schedyle),
Taking time to observe one’s ¢

lass is a valuable use of nonteaching time that hoy,.
ors a teacher’s effort to improve practic

directly responsible for the

e based, in part, on observational data,

Passive Observer -
Teachers also have opportunities to be passive observers in classrooms and schools.

When teachers take on the role of passive observer, they no longer assume the
responsibilities of the teacher—they should focu§ only on Fheir data collection, A
privileged, active observer could be transformed into a passive observer by making
explicit to the students and a teaching colleague that the classroom teacher is pres-
ent only to “see what’s going on around here.” Students will quickly learn that
there are times when their teacher is not going to interact with them as the teacher
normally does. The teacher might simply announce, “Today I am going to warch
and learn from what you are doing!” Taking a step back from the daily rigor
of being “onstage” and performing can be refreshing and provide an insightful
opportunity for teachers who are unaccustomed to watching their students in a

different setting, through a different lens.

Field Notes

The written records of participant observers are often referred to as field notes.
For teachers undertaking participant observation efforts in their classrooms, these
field notes may take the form of anecdotal records compiled as part of a moresf
tematic authentic assessment or portfolio effort. So, what do you write down in
these field notes? Well, it depends on what you are looking for! I can offer only
limited guidance to help quell your concerns about the “how-to” of writing te
notes. BuF first let me start with an example of how not to do field notes!
Durmg my graduate studies at the University of Oregon, [ took a class o
ethnographlc research in education, and as part of learning how t0 do ethnog"7
phy (qualitative research), I was required to conduct a “beginning ethnogrp !
of something that was “culturally different” for me. As an Australian studyin8 “:
the United States, I had a number of opportunities to study a culturally dlffe(rjina
phenomenon while at the same time having fun with the project I chose (051
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sorority. As part of this study, I participated in one of the regular ceremonies that
was part of the sorority members’ lives—a formal dinner held each Monday nig}‘n
at which members were required to wear formals and male guests were expected
to wear a jacket and tie.

During the course of the dinner, I frequently excused myself to visit the rest-
room, stopping along the way to take out my notebook so I could try to record
quotes and reconstruct events as they were happening, as I tried to capture in great
detail all that I was observing. Of course, the irony in this strategy was that I was
missing a great deal of the dinner by removing myself from the setting in a futile
effort to record everything. The ridiculousness of the situation became evident
when one of my dinner hosts asked me if I was feeling well or if the meal was to my
satisfaction. After all, why did I keep leaving the dinner table?!

The message here for teacher researchers who wish to use field notes as part
of their data collection efforts is clear: You can’t physically record everything that
is happening during an observational episode, nor should you try to. The follow-
ing options for observing and recording field notes are useful ways to proceed

(adapted from Wolcott, 1994).
Observe and Record Everything You Possibly Can

If you knew exactly what you wanted to observe when you went into an observa-
tion, you would find this data collection process inefficient. Engaging in an effort
to “record everything” will quickly attune you to what is of most interest to you.
During these observational periods, you can start with a broad sweep of the class-
room and gradually narrow your focus as you gain a clearer sense of what is most
pressing. You can also decide on your strategies for recording observations. You
might choose verbatim conversations, maps and illustrations, photographs, video
or audio recordings, or even writing furiously in the fashion of a principal or uni-
versity professor undertaking an evaluation. It is a very idiosyncratic activity but
follow one rule: Don’t run off to the restroom every five minutes—you will miss
something! Do try to maintain a running record of what is happening in a format
that will be most helpful for you.

For example, in my study of a school district attempting multiple change
efforts (see Mills, 1988), I attended the 37th Annual McKenzie School District
Teacher In-Service Day. Part of my field notes from this observation were as follows:

An announcement is made over the public address system re-
questing that teachers move into the auditorium and take a seat
in preparation for the in-service. As the teachers file into the au-
ditorium, the pop song “The Greatest Love of All” is played.

8:41aM. The assistant superintendent welcomes the teachers to the in-
service with the conviction that it is also the “best district with
the best teachers.” The brief welcome is then followed by the
Pledge of Allegiance and the introduction of the new assistant

8:30 a.M.

superintendent.

-
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8:45 A.m.  The assistant superintendent introduces the superintenden; &t
“the superintendent who cares about kids, cares about teachers
v |

and cares about this district.

The next hour of the in-service is focused on introducing new teachers ¢ the
w appointments) and the presentation of inform

district (there were 60 ne ! . :
district would be at-risk children.

about how a new focus for the

ation

10:00 A.M. The superintendent returns to the lyrics of “The Greatest Love
of All” and suggests that the message from the song may be gy
able as the district’s charge: “Everyone is searching for a hero
People need someone to look up to. I never found anyone il
fulfilled my needs . . .” The superintendent compels the teachers
to be the heroes for their students and wishes them a successfy|
school year before closing the in-service.

As you can see from this abbreviated example, there is nothing mystical
about field notes. They serve as a record of what an observer attended to during
the course of an observation and help guide subsequent observations and inter-
views. This was the beginning of my yearlong fieldwork in the McKenzie School
District, and this initial observation helped me to frame questions that guided my
efforts to understand how central office personnel, principals, and teachers man-
age and cope with multiple innovations.

Observe and Look for Nothing in Particular

Try to see the routine in new ways. If you can, try to look with “new eyes” and ap-
proach the scene as if you were an outsider. Wolcott (1994) offers helpful advice
for teachers conducting observations in classrooms that are so familiar that every-
thing seems ordinary and routine:

Aware of being familiar with classroom routines, an experienced obserVer
might initiate a new set of observations with the strategy that in yet another
classroom one simply assumes “business as usual. . . .” The observer sets?
sort of radar, scanning constantly for whatever it is that those in the seti"s
are doing to keep the system operating smoothly. (p. 162)

Look for “Bumps” or Paradoxes . i wer

: 2 ; . s if it
In this strategy, you consider the environment you are observing & 510

“flat”; nothing in particular stands out to you. It is an opport
look for the “bumps” in the setting. In action research projects, &
might be unexpected student responses to a new curriculum or €a¢ ;ri arrale
an unexpected response to a new classroom management plan, ¢

ment, monitoring strategy, or innovation.
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. For example, th" “lnnnps’h' observed by a teacher concerned with gender in-
equity may become painfully evident when the “locus of control” in a classroom i
on one or two boys. That is, by keeping a tally of who commnndc‘d m(<.).sr ofnr]h':-
teacher’s attention by answering and asking questions, it became clear rhdr one or
two dominant boys were the focus of the activity during a lesson.

This strategy also suggests that teacher researchers look for contradictions or
paradoxes in their classrooms. In a sense, this is not dissimilar to the “looking for
bumps” strategy because a paradox will often stand out in an obvious way to the
teacher who has taken the time to stand back and look at what is happening in the
classroom. (See Key Concepts Box 5-1 for a description of the components of

effective observation.)

For example, teacher researchers often comment on the unintended conse-
quences of a particular teaching strategy or a curriculum change that have become
evident only when they have had an opportunity to stand back and observe the
results of their actions. These consequences often present themselves in the form
of a paradox—a contradiction in terms. For example, as one teacher researcher
commented after attempting to incorporate manipulatives into her math instruc-
tion in a primary classroom, “I thought that the use of manipulatives in teaching
mathematics would also lead to increased cooperation in group work. Instead,
what I saw were my kids fighting over who got to use what and not wanting to

share.”

KEY CONCEPTS BOX 5-1

Components of Effective Observation

DEGREES OF PARTICIPATION
Engage in activities and observe activities, people,

and physical aspects
A teacher’s aide during specialists’ time

Participant observer

Privileged observer

Passi
ve .
observer Present only to observe what’s going on

FIELD NOTES

ObSe
rve ‘ 4
and record everythmg Attune to what you acrua”y l‘CCOI‘d through verbatlm

conversations, maps and illustrations, photos, and
video and audio recordings

Obs
Crve and ’ . :
look for nothing Try to see beyond the routine and look with a fresh
Log perspective
k for Paradoxeg ; e
What are the unintended consequences of action:

-



Voices from the Field
Field Notes

The teacher researcher in this video vignette claims that she ysed observation
Servations

and field notes as part of her mixed-methods rese

focus on the impact of formative and summative
assessments on student achievement and atti-
tude. It appears as though Rachelle “looked for
bumps” in student behavior in order to capture
verbatim comments in response to announce-
ments about upcoming formative and summa-
tive assessments. In order to see how “students
were reacting” in the classroom, Rachelle could
have conducted more sustained observations and
considered the use of digital recordings in order

arch design with an are

a of

ENHANCEDetext
video example 5-3
Rachelle, the teacher

researcher shown in this video,
used both qualitative and
quantitative data collection
methods. As she describes
her procedures for taking field
notes, think about whether she
followed the guidelines given
in the text.

to gather a comprehensive picture of what was
going on in the classroom. This would have also
been aided by the use of maps to capture who
was interacting with whom in response to the
announcement that formative and summative as-
sessments would be administered and the specific
nature of those interactions.

Enquiring: When the Researcher Asks

A second major category of data collection techniques can be grouped as data that
are collected by the teacher through the asking of questions. Teacher researchers
may ask questions of students, parents, and other teachers using interviewing and
questionnaire techniques.

As Agar (1980) suggests, information from interviews can serve as rhf
“methodological core” against which observational data can be used to “feed
ongoing informal interviews. That is, observational data (collected through the
“experiencing” techniques described earlier) can suggest questions that can ¢
asked in subsequent interviews with children, parents, teachers—whoever [:
participants in the study might be. Participants in an interview may omit ‘hmi_'
Pairing observation and interviewing provides a valuable way to gather COI:;? 3)
mentary data. For example, Cathy Mitchell’s Teen Theater Group (see chap .
developed a group interview technique based on observations of audnenrcrfee[ing
tions to performances. This technique involved three company members
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with a small group of audience members for about 15 minutes following a perfor-
mance so that they could gauge the audience response to the scenes about teen vio-
lence and harassment. One actor served as the interviewer, one served as the scribe,
and one kept a running tally of comments and responses.

Informal Ethnographic Interview

The informal ethnographic interview is little more than a casual conversation that
allows the teacher, in a conversational style, to inquire into something that has
presented itself as an opportunity to learn about their practice. Agar (1980) sug-
gests strategies that allow teacher researchers to have a ready set of questions to
ask participants in a study, for example, the “5 Ws and H”: who, what, where,
when, why, and how. Using these prompts, teachers will never be at a loss for a
question to add to their understanding of what is happening in their classrooms.
For example, in considering the example of the teacher researching the impact of
manipulatives on math performance and through observation recognizing the
unanticipated consequence of poor sharing of manipulatives, the teacher might

ask questions such as these:

» Who should be responsible for rotating the materials through the group?
» What was the cause of the problem?
Where did the problem originate?

When did the problem of sharing begin?
Why don’t you want to share the manipulatives with each other?

How do you think we can solve this problem?

Following the episode, the teacher might briefly jot down in a plan book a
summary of what the students had to say and refer back to it later as a valuable
data source. Alternatively, the teacher researcher may keep anecdotal records on
each student and simply make an entry on the student’s file. An example of a stu-

dent anecdotal record form is presented in Figure 5-1.

Structured Formal Interviews

Teacher researchers may also want to consider formally interviewing children,
parents, or colleagues as part of their data collection efforts. Using a structured
interview format allows the teacher to ask all the participants the same series of
questions. However, a major challenge in constructing any interview is to phrase
questions in such a way that they elicit the information you really want. Although
this may seem obvious, teacher researchers often feel compelled by tradition and
history to ask a lengthy set of questions of which only a part is really their focus.
When planning interviews, consider the following options for ensuring the quality

of your structured formal interviews:
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Student Anecdotal Record Form

Name: __Mary Smith

Grade: __K
Date: _10/23 Comments: __Writing table

observation: Mary appears unhappy during the time

she spends at the writing table. Her explanation;

"I don't have time to think about my story.”

Date; = v Comments:

= Pilot questions on a similar group of respondents. That is, if you have devel
oped an interview schedule to use with the students in your classroom, try I
out on some similarly aged students (not in your class) to see if it makes
sense. Their feedback will quickly confirm—or challenge—the assumptions
you have made about appropriate language. Using the feedback from the
students, revise the questionnaire before administering it to your class.
s Pse questions that vary from convergent to divergent. That is, use b.Ot
open-ended” and “closed” questions in a structured interview or questionna®
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For example, a closed (convergent) question allows for a brief response, such
as “Yes/No.” Alternatively, an open-ended (divergent) question can conclude
with an “Other Comments” section or a request for the interviewees to
“add anything else” they would like to. In so doing, you will provide stu-
dents with opportunities to elaborate on questions in ways that you had
never anticipated. However, the information gathered through opc/n-cndcd
questions is often more difficult to make sense of. Bur it does allow the
teacher researcher to obtain information that might otherwise be considered
“outlying” or “discrepant.”

Persevere with silence and “wait time” to elicit a response. Otherwise, it be-
comes oo easy to answer your own question!

Consider using a digital recorder to capture the interview responses. One
way to ensure that you capture verbatim responses during an interview is to
use a digital recorder. After all, you can’t write down everything that is said
and still maintain rapport with your interviewee. But be warned—this will
add to the amount of time that it takes to “write up” your interview. You will
need to listen to the recording and transcribe the responses. Furthermore, |
seem to suffer from Murphy’s Law when it comes to the use of digital record-
ers! (That is, if something is going to break or malfunction, it will develop a
terminal illness on my shift!) I have also interviewed teachers, principals, and
superintendents who are very uncomfortable with being recorded. After all,
who else will listen to the recording?! Check the body language of whomever
you are interviewing to determine if they are okay with the use of the recorder.
You may find that your interviewees eventually loosen up!

Locate a private place to interview. Whether you are conducting one-on-one
or focus group interviews, be sure to conduct the interview in a private place
where you are not likely to be interrupted and where you have the tools for
the interview (audio recorder and notepad). You may choose to use your
classroom, another teacher’s classroom, a study room in the library—any-
where will work as long as you have privacy and your interviewee feels com-
fortable in the environment. Alternatively, in an informal interview, you may
choose to talk to students outside during a recess and play a game of some
sort. Some of your colleagues may be very comfortable being interviewed in a
faculty lounge or lunchroom. Take your cues from your interviewees as to
where they are most comfortable being interviewed.

Carefully choose whom you will interview. Teacher researchers have
considerable flexibility about how they will choose whom they interview. The
decision to interview will depend largely on the questions you are trying to an-
swer and whether the interviewee is “information rich” (Patton, 1990, p. 169).
This is perhaps a statement of the obvious—it doesn’t make a lot of sense to
interview folks who don’t know anything about your area of focus! But at
Some point you will make a conscious decision about whom you will inter-
view. Will you interview all the children in your class/school? All the teach-
ers? The answer is probably “No.” Therefore, you will choose whom to talk
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KEY CONCEPTS BOX 5-2

Components of Interviewing

Informal Interviews 5 WS And H: Who, What, Where, When, Why, and How?

Structured formal interviews Pilot the interview.
Use a variety of question formats.
Use divergent and convergent questions.
Allow ample “wait time” to elicit a response.

Consider using an audio recorder to capture the interview
responses.

Locate a private place to conduct the interview.
Carefully choose whom you will interview.

Take notes during the interview.
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Focus Groups

Another valuable interview technique is the use of focus groups with several indi-
viduals who can contribute to your understanding of your area of focus. One way
to think of focus groups is as a group interview where you are trying to “collect
shared understanding from several individuals as well as to get views from specific
people” (Creswell, 2012, p. 218). Focus groups are a particularly useful technique
when the interaction among individuals will lead to a shared understanding of the
questions being posed by the teacher researcher. For example, James Rockford may
have conducted a focus group with the parents of students in his word processing
classes to determine a collective view of computer use in the home.

When conducting focus groups, it is important to ensure that all participants
have their say and to nurture a group agreement to take turns; that is, participants
should understand that the focus group is a sharing activity and that one or two
participants should not dominate it. Using a structured or semistructured inter-
view schedule, the teacher researcher can pose questions to the group and encour-
age all participants to respond. To use sporting metaphors, use a basketball versus
a ping-pong questioning style. That is, ask the question, elicit a response, and pass
it off to another participant (basketball) versus ask the question, accept the
response, and ask another question. Get as much information out of each question
as you possibly can and, in the process, ensure that all group participants have an
opportunity to respond.

Ideally, the teacher researcher will use an interview to capture the responses
from the focus group and then later transcribe the discussion. This is a time-
consuming process—perhaps even more so than individual interviews—so be pre-
pared to allocate time to ferreting out the nuances of the focus group interview and

the shared understandings that emerge.

E-Mail Interviews

Another approach to interviewing that can be used effectively by teacher research-
ers is the use of e-mail interviews. With schools becoming increasingly networked,
it is easy to use e-mail to interview colleagues and students. For busy teachers, it
may be a far more effective use of time to engage in an ongoing conversation using
e-mail. Busy professionals can respond to an e-mail either synchronously (during
a “live” conversation) or asynchronously (at some other time when you are not
sitting at your computer).

There are some pros and cons associated with the use of e-mail interviews.
For example, one advantage of the e-mail interview is that the transcription of the
interview has already been done for you by the respondent! That is, you don’t have
to transcribe a recorded interview with a colleague or student. However, there are
ethical issues associated with assuring your respondent that his or her text re-
sponse will be confidential and anonymous. I am not an expert when it comes to
technology, but I do not trust that, once I have sent an e-mail to someone, it is not
sitting on a server somewhere that is accessible to other, curious folks! This
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quiet of their classroom or library after school.

Questionnaires

Perhaps the major difference between a st'ructurcd interview schedule and a ques-
tionnaire is that the student or parent will write out the responses on the form
provided. Clearly, there are positives and negatives with each approagh: Qucsgon-
naires allow the teacher researcher to collect large amounts of data in a relatively
short amount of time (compared with interviewing the same number of students or
parents), whereas interviews allow an opportunity for the teacher to intimately
know how each student (and parent) feels about a particular issue but in a time-
consuming fashion that few teacher researchers feel is justified. A compromise is to
use a questionnaire (when appropriate) and to conduct follow-up interviews with
students who have provided written feedback that warrants further investigation.
For example, in a conversational way, teachers, as part of their regular teaching,
may ask, “Mary, in the questionnaire you returned you commented that. . . . Can
you tell me a little more about that?” Similarly, as part of a parent-teacher confer-
ence, the teacher may follow up with parents who have returned questionnaires.
Clearly, one major assumption associated with the use of a questionnaire is

that the student can read and write. Many teacher researchers exclude the use of a
questionnaire on this basis alone but also compromise the time it takes to interview
all their students by interviewing only a “representative sample” in their class.
sk solid data collection instrument will help to ensure useful responses. Con-
sider the following guidelines for developing and presenting questionnaires:

1. Carefully proofread questionnaires (or, better still, have a “critical” friend

read your questionnaire) before sending them out. Nothing will turn parents

qff more quickly than receiving a message from their child’s teacher that 1s

flllfed with errors. Alternatively, students may be thrilled by the chance ©

point out that there is an error in their teacher’s written work.

Avoid a slgppy presentation. Make the survey attractive and consider using

BIG.prmt if necessary.

Avoxd a lengthy questipnnaire. Piloting the instrument will give you a realis

:Lcest;rie (I;fem‘;vn[ljong it will take for your students (or parents) to Complet‘f
; er, no matter how much they want to help you, if the ques;

Eonn:'nre is too long, it will find its way into the “circular file” instead ©
ack into your hands.
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4. Do not ask unnccessary questions. This is akin to teachers developing tests
that don’t match what was taught—a common complaint directed toward
the administration of standardized tests. Often, we feel compelled to ask a
great deal of trivial information on a questionnaire that is tangential to our
stated purpose.

Use structured items with a variety of possible responses. (See the discussion
of Likert scales in this chapter.) Indicate what you mean by “often” and “fre-
quently™ and how they differ from each other. Otherwise, your respondents
will interpret the meaning of the terms in quite different ways.

Whenever possible, allow for an “Other Comments” section. This provides
respondents with an opportunity to respond openly to your questions. These
comments also provide you with an excellent source of “discrepant” data (“I
hadn’t expected someone to say that!”) and an opportunity to follow up with
an informal interview to elicit more information from the respondent as your
time, energy, and inquisitiveness allow. For example, “In your response to
question 3 you stated that. . .. Can you tell me a little more about what you
meant?”

Decide whether you want respondents to put their names on the question-
naires or whether you will use a number to keep track of who has responded.
You should assure respondents (students, parents, colleagues) that their con-
fidentiality will be protected throughout the process. However, you can pro-
tect respondents while also keeping track of who has responded and deciding
whether they have made comments that you feel warrant a follow-up conver-
sation. The key issue here is to assure the students, parents, and colleagues
that they will not suffer any negative consequences for anything they might
share with you. If we want respondents to be honest and forthright in their
answers, we must assure them that they will not be persecuted if they tell us
something we don’t want to read or hear. (For further discussion of this mat-
ter, see the discussion of ethics in Chapter 2.) See Research in Action Check-

list 5-1 for guidelines for devising a questionnaire.

Examining: Using and Making Records

This third category for data collection techniques suggests a catchall term to de-
scribe everything else that a teacher researcher may collect. Again, many of these
data sources are naturally occurring and require only that teachers locate them

within their school setting.

Archival Documents

II;]‘_ke classrooms, schools are repositories for all sorts of records—student records,
"utes of meetings (faculty, PTA, school board), newspaper clippings about

S

N



RESEARCH IN ACTION CHECKLIST 5-1

Guidelines for Devising Questionnaires
Proofread the questionnaire carefully.
Avoid a sloppy presentation.
Avoid a lengthy questionnaire.
Do not ask unnecessary questions.
Use structured items with a variety of possible responses.
Include an “Other Comments” section.
Decide whether to use respondents’ names.

Pilot the questionnaire.

—— Use a variety of question formats. J

significant events in the community, and so on. With permission, the teacher re-
searcher can use these sources of data to gain valuable historical insights, identify
potential trends, and explain how things got to be the way they are. Clearly, there
are many archival data sources that can be accessed by teacher researchers if ind-
cated by their focus areas, Often, clerical assistants, school aides, and student
teachers are happy to help with uncovering archival data and organizing them in2
way that is most useful to the classroom teacher if they believe that it is contribut-
ing to the collective understanding of a pressing educational issue. Don’t be bash-
ful about asking for assistance with this task.
Calhoun ( 1994) lists several archival data sources that exist in schools:

Attendance rates

Retention rates

Discipline referrals

Dropout rates

Suspension rates

AFtendance rates at parent-teacher conferences ide as
Disaggregated data by grade level for student performance on stateV
Sessments in math, reading, writing, and so on

Standardized test scores

Student participation rates in extracurricular activities
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Journals
Daily journals kept by both students and teachers are also a valuable data source.
As Anderson et al. (1994) point out,

The journal acts as a narrative technique and records events, thoughts, and
feelings that have importance for the writer. As a record kept by a student, it
can inform the teacher researcher about changing thoughts and new ideas
and the progression of learning. (p. 153)

Students’ journals can provide teachers with a valuable window into the stu-
dents’ world (in much the same way that homework assignments provide parents
with insights into their children’s daily experiences). Teachers can also use daily
journals to keep a narrative account of their perspectives of what is happening in
their classrooms.

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) have incorporated teachers’ journals as a
central part of their work with teacher researchers and offer a somewhat expanded

definition of what journals might incorporate:

® Journals are records of classroom life in which teachers write observations
and reflect on their teaching over time.

» Journals are a collection of descriptions, analyses, and interpretations.

= Journals capture the essence of what is happening with students in class-

rooms and what this means for future teaching episodes.

Journals provide teachers with a way to revisit, analyze, and evaluate their

experiences over time.
Journals provide windows on what goes on in school through teachers’ eyes

(pp. 26-27).

Journals, conceptualized in this way, are more than a single data source—
they are an ongoing attempt by teachers to systematically reflect on their practice
by constructing a narrative that honors the unique and powerful voice of the
teachers’ language. Regardless of your specific area of focus, journaling is recom-
mended as a way to keep track of not only observations but also feelings associated

with the action research process.

Making Maps, Digital Recordings, and Artifacts

These nonwritten sources of data can also be extremely helpful for teacher re-
searchers trying to monitor movements in a classroom—data that are not always
easily recorded in a narrative form.

Construction of Maps

Teacher researchers find class maps and school maps useful for a number of rea-
sons, They provide contextual insights for people who have not visited the ss:hqol,
and they proyide the teacher researcher with a reflective tool—a way of rethinking

-



figure 5-2 = Classroom Map Example

asenraas S |
Computers
Teacher’'s
<
i e
1
ngrhead <
Projector
_Students’
Desks
B
" L
n
c
h
Sink SN 1
0
DS Coat Rack |

the way things are in their classrooms. For example, why are the computers in the
classroom placed in a “bank” along one wall, and what are the effects of individ-
ual student computer time on other seat-work activities? A map can also record
traffic flow in a classroom as well as teacher movement during instruction.

The school map may also prove useful for teams of teachers who are cor
cerned about the movement and interactions of different grade levels of students
and any problems that emerge from the traffic flow. Quite simply, maps are 2
pseful tools that help teacher researchers and the people with whom they are sha{-
ing their research locate particular teaching episodes in the space of the reacher’
classroom or school. For qualitatively oriented classroom researchers, context *
everything! Figure 5-2 shows an example of a classroom map.

Digital Recordings
the

Digital recordings provide teacher researchers with another data source when d
teacher is fully engaged in teaching but still wants to capture classroom events ;me
interactions. Of course, there are drawbacks to these techniques. For examp\vé
their presence may elicit the usual “funny faces” and bizarre comments that

el



