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5. establish a system of monitoring the new strategles.

IS IT WORTH IT?
Briefly, our answer is YES!

Teacher participation in school level research is vital for the professional development of

the staff and for school improvement generally,

Howaver, this needs to be qualified in the following way. It is important not to try to
assess the worth of research at the school level by looking for a sudden change of directiom of a school,

or the complete adoption of the research findings.

Much of the real value of research actually occurs during the process itself rather than
'at the end'. Either through the need to cover up ldentified errors or through the development of an
awareness of issues needing attention, many changes are made before the report is issued. In fact, I
believe that the actloms whick will be most readily accepted and actionable will be well underway by the
time a report is presented while the most difficult and least liked changes will reflect the institutional
problems . which plague many scheols and the solution of which is often long-term and only ever partly

satisfactory.
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USING ACTION RESEARCH Il¥ THE CLASSROOM AND

SCHOOL : A TEACHER'S VIEW#

Susan Cosgrove

Banksia Park High School
Seuth Australia

When I went to school I used to get inte trouble for talking too much. When T went to university
I used to get impatient during lectures because I couldn't wait until question time, and even then my
questions were leflt unanswered. When I started teaching I got annoyed because I couldn't get through my
lesson plans because the students talked too much or askéd too many diverting questions. One day, with help
from my learnings in language development and from discussions with other teachers at a language and
learning conference, I realized what was wrong in my classroom and all the other classrcoms that T had been

in. T realized that the learners needed the power to direct their own learning.

So, I asked myself the question, "How do I share the power with the learners in my classroom?"
Since then I have been trying to answer thab question by inquiring into my own classroom and then sharing

the findings with my students and other teachers.

What happened to me before, during and after the first action research project that I conducted
is interesting because it pinpoints some of the conditions necessary for a teacher to begin and then

sustain the energy that is needed to continue the examination of her practice.1

How did I become an a¢tion researcher?

Firstly, I knew that something was wrong in my classrooms. I noticed that the students weren't
very interested, and that I was often precccupied with organizational matters when I was supposed to be
imparting knowlédge. The students were not receiving the knowledge as they were supposed to. I had heard my
teachers college lecturers talking about making the course relevant, getting the students to discover etc.
etc. But, I hed no idea how to do it! I know now that while I was being told those things, I was not
learning how to do it. I was teaching the way I was taught, which #as based on the theory of learning that

says the learner receives the knowledge from the teacher.

Secondly, I was participating in learning about language development and how language affects

learning. This learning was important for me in two ways:
1. I was observing a way of teaching that I could use in my classroom.

2. As part of my learning I was to investigate what was happening in my

classroom.
Ask the students! What a revolutionary fdea I thought it was! Why dida't I think of that when

we were discussing how to make science or maths relevant and interesgting when I was at college or in the

science faculty? I had never heard of taping lessons, or asking another person to observe in my classroom.

I, 1 have now been involved in a number of action research projects at the classroom, faculty aad school

level,

%  Paper presented at the Annual Meeting of the Australiam Association for Research in Bducation, Adelaide,
November 12~-13, 1981.
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Why hadn't I? 1 know it was because where I learned about educating people they didn't regard those

activities as part of the role of the teacher.

Stenhouse (19753} wrote about 'the dual role' of teacher and researcher. In my view the role
of 'researcher' is an integral part of a teacher's role. It is from a teacher's systematic investigation
of her classroom practice that ghe learns to articulate the theory of her practicae. I like the way
Stenhouse describes each classroom as a laboratory and the teachers as part of the scientific community.
He describes a critical, self-~reflecting community where peoﬁle support each other in their efforts to

improve the understanding of their practice.

And this leads to my third point which is to describe how teachers become action xesearchers
at the school level. I teach at Banksia Park High School which is an open plan high school. The principal,
Les Xemp, is supportive of innovative ideas being explored in the school. He therefore encourages teachers
to undertake inservice activities and te involve themselves in matters of education ocutside the school,
Together with his ataff, he has also established a participatory decision making system which enables all
teachers to be invelved in, and to influence the policy decisions made for the school. By doing this, he
has established a structure wherein teachers can collaborate to improve education in the school. This
decision making structure has created a contest which facilitates the action research process. The decision
making structure of the school makes it possible for teachers who realize that they own 'a problem to initiate
a research project. This was how the evaluation of the unscheduled system began (Cosgrove et.al., 1980),
As convener of the unscheduled evaluation committee which planned the research in collaboration with the
vest of the staff, I had the opportunity to develop skills in conducting meetingé and organizing the tasks
wa decided on. Prior to this the unscheduled evaluation committes members had developed the skills in

collaborative decision making which are necessary in the planning of résearch at the school level.

In summary, the factors which contributed to my decision to become a teacher action~researcher

were:

1. ¥ 'owned' a problem and learued how to name the problem.

2. 1 was encouraged to regard researching as fundamental to the role of
teacher.

3. I was working in a school where theie was support for teachers who
wanted to try out new ideas in their elassrooms and where the
administration recognized the importance of teacher collaboration

for professional develapment and school improvement.

What has happened to me while I have been doing action research?

In ‘Some thoughts on learning' {Cosgrove, 1977), I have described what happened to me and the
students in my classroom during my first action research project, Organizing action research in the
¢classroom requires that the teacher negotiate with the students about the purpose of the research. The
students have to know that everything said, dome, listened to, read and discussed can be used as evidence
for the research. When I began in my classroom, we discussed the learning process. I asked the

students how they wanted to learn in the science ¢lassroom and how I could best help them.
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S0, in essence, the students collaborated with me and helped to plan and undertake the raesearch. They
kept me informed of their decisions, they allowed me to tape their discussions, they ce-operated with
observers who visited the classroom and invoived themselves willingly in the interviews whichwe conducted.
They provided me with thelr writing in developmental and final stages, and commumicated their conclusions

abeut the experience.

It has been my experience since then when I h;ve conducted further researchl that this
co-operation is a necessary condition in the process of action research in the classrcom. 1 have also
noticed that my vesearch {(and learning) acts as a model for their learning, and this Is something I would
like to pursue further. An important part of the process of collaboration with the students is thelr
participation with me in reflecting on, and drawing conclusions from, the evidence we have gathered, 1
have always made the data and conclusions availlable to them. I have shared what 1 have learned. This, in
turn, helps us to develop the necessary action and isolate new problems to investigate. Thus the students

and the teacher are working together to improve the learning in the classroom.

Recently I have been participating with the teachers in my faculty, in & research project that
was initiated by the “ransition Education Unit. The research project is called "Improving Chances
for Girls”., As a group we were interested in exploring sexism in our school and society. We readily
‘owned’ a problem and decided to use the action research process to help us develop strategies for encourag-
tng girls to think more carefully about thelr future choices. The students were fully infermed of what
we were doing and have co-operated well im reporting the changes in thelr awareness of the problem. As
part of my research I found out that T spent over 80%Z of my time with boys.z i informed them about this and
since then they have become interested in checking this, and helping me to spend more time with the girls.

They are helping me to change the situation,

7The teacher as researcher aims to improve the learning conditions in the classvoom. The gtudents
are also invoived in the research and the desire for change. The knowledge generated in this situation
directly relates to the chbservations made and is thee owned by the teacher and th: students. These
conditions of coliaboration, participation and cwnership help me to generate kngwledge which is 'empowering’

(Kemmis, 1981). This is'emancipatory action research' (Grundy and Xemmls, 1981).

I believe that one aspect of action research which became obvious to me during my first enquiry,
is particularly important. This aspect concerns the ¥ind of support I received from other teachers, the
principal and members of the Language and Learning Unit. The support was partly moral and sympathetic but
they also helped we to reflect om, and understand, what I was seeing and hearing. Their support finaliy

encouraged me to document the experience (Cosgrove, 1977).

And while al) this was golng on something else was happening whichI did not notice at the time.

Other teachers had observed something different was happening in my classes. They were noisier than before,

1. This ls, of course, an ongouing process. 1 always realize another problem I want to understand more
about.

2. This is ceonsistent with Spender's (1981) evidence.
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the kids seemed a bit too excited and sometimes confused about what they were doing, and the teachers were
being asked strange questioans while they were in unscheduled 1easons.l Some of my colleagues were suspiclous.
What was happening in my classroom? But, as I sald, I was oblivious te all this at first. I continued to
research after my first attempt, because I was so excited about what had happened. And soon I had to

learn how to cope with the pressures of having to justify my actions to other teachers.2

Qur experiences in the classrcom based curriculum project exémplify the political problems that
can be created by the action research process. Al - the time a group of us initiared this project, 1 was not
so naive about the effect that this imnovation might have on the rest of the staff, So, we publicized our
intentions and kept people informed about what we were doing and what we were finding out in our class-
rooms. While we were exchanging our ideas between ourselves and generating a powerful support group, we
were attracting interest and support from cutside the group. A member of the Curriculum and Tearning Unit
was facilitating the initial research and helping us clarify our direction, The principal and a few other
teachers kept in contact. Despite this, we had to face the eriticisms of our colleagues, criticisms which

questionad our professibnal integrity and efficlency but were largely based on hearsay.

While we were developing the classroom based curriculum we kept journals of our experience,
and collected student writing, because we intended to evaluate our experience ag part cof our research. We
eticited the help of a facilitator from Research and Planning. While she was helping us to clarify our
intentions and what information we wanted to find out and who it was for, we realized the political nature
of vur action. While we were aware that this exercise would help us clarify our understanding, we also were

aware that we were doing it because we felt we were under pressure to justify our actions.

Some members of the group were not prepared to face that pressure. In the end, we continued to
develep the project but we did not complete the documenting of the research as a group in a formal ox public

way.

The politics of the context in which the action research takes place i& impertant in influencing
whether the teacher will continue to examine her practice, at least pﬁblicly. For instance, what happened
to all the teachers who participated in language and learning, communication and teacher effectiveness
conferences? Some documented one inquiry, others mone, Why didn't they concinué? What sort of scheools
did they go back to? What support was available go them? Even in the context of Banksia Park High School,
which is generally supportive, the teachers described above were not prepared to continue in the Face of
such criticism. It's interesting fo notice that virtually the same group of teachers is iavolved in
the 'Improving Chances for Girls' Project. However, the audience for their findings is wider than the
immediate school situation. They are not feelimg threatenad about documenting and justifying their findings.
Is it because the research group has become more aware of the structures in the school and is moxe able to

work out whal to say to whom and how to say it?

1. My colleagues were timetabled to tzke my students in unscheduled lessons.

2, 1 have described the nature of these pressures and how I coped with them in "Methods for $low Learners",
(Cosgrove, 198lc}.



631

It i my experience that the presgsures of criticism from colleagues in the schcol of the group of
innovating teachers {or teacher) are there partly because the role of regearcher is not accepted as being
part of the role of teacher, The teacher-researcher is judged as being odd and suspect. The teacher is
changing her role in the classroom and her relationship with her students by negotiating and sharing the
power with her students. This, in itself, is in contradiction to a school's traditional, hierarchical

decision-making structures and can be seen as a threat to the status quo,

In summary, the conditions which helped sustain my effort and that of the groups of teachers I have

worked with to examine ocur practices were:

L. the willingness of teachers to critically examine their practice.

2, the williingness to communicate their findings to other teachers to make

public what happens in their classrooms and why it happens that way.

3. the willingness to involve the students in the action research process,
by negotiating with them about the procedure, consulting them regularly
and shariqg the information collected with them. The students are there-~
fore participants in the critical community.

4. the existence of people who can give moral support during the process.

In our systém, gome of thgse people have to be in authority positions in

the hierarchical structure.

5. the willingness of the teacher to articulate the theory which her practice

describes, and

6. the development of an understanding of, and an ability to manage, the
politics of action research, that is, the ability to cope with, and counter,

the inevitable criticism that comes from colleagues, students and parents.

What have I got out of being an action researcher?

When I ook back on my experiences I can see a pattern in the way I learned and then articulated

the knowledge I discovered while doing action research.

I started researching in one classroom, with one géoup of students. The first thing I was able
to articulate was what I called my theory of learning. Then, I extended what I had developed in that first
classroom to other élassrooms. I recorded what happened with each different set of students and finally
was able to articulate some of the problems that a teacher faces when she tries to share the power with
her learners {Cosgrove, 1978). During this time I had met other teachers who were doing similar things
in their classrooms through the Language and Learning Unit network and se I was becoming part of a critical
community, By this time I had extended my rvesearch to the Mathematics class;oom where I was experimenting
with different teaching strategies. Someone asked me to write about a strategy and so I articulated how I
was using discussion in the classtoom (Cosgrove, 198la). Another person, after reading that paper, asked
we to present my experience to¢ the Maths Association Conference (Cosgrove 1981b).  And the story goes on

in a similar vein until now I am part of a critical community which involves teachers and advisers and now

research specialists,
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There are several points I will make in conclusion.

1.

The type of knowledgewhich I accumulzted as a result of my research was

at first bound to the context of ome ¢lassroom. However, from all those
examples I was eventually able to find aspects that were tramnsferable to my
other classrooms. Other teachers have tried them too. Whar I have learned
about negotiating with groups I can use to heip other teachers who are
reinventing that wheel in their classrooms. The answers I have formulated
to the questions I am asked by students and other teachers I have used
again and again and so have other teachers. ‘The sum total at this ever-
developing knowledge is the theories that I am gemerating f£rom continual

critical reflection of my practice.

The process of action research has, therefore, been a useful tool for me in

increasing my understanding of classroom practices and improving those

practices, We used action research usefully and successfully at the

schoel level when we looked at the unscheduled system. The whole staff

participated in the process of observing, reflecting and planaing action to

improve that system. This process is continuing into its second year. In my

faculty at the preseat time teachers aré using action research to help them

develop, observe and reflect on strategies to help make girls aware of the s

effects of sexism on their Ffutures.

My personal experience highlights the spiralling nature of the action
research process. I can't stop it! Every time I question something in my
classroom, or try out & new idea, the evidence that I collect in relation
to that guestion or hypothesis always raises other questions or ideas which
need to be investigated. When I share my experiences with other people and
listen to theirs I have apother source of ideas to investigate in the

classroom.

For imstance, it was because I, and the other teachers with whom T work,
had used action research to improve our classrooms, that we decided to use
it again in the "Improving Chances for Girls” project. And while we are
using it to develop strategies, we are also noticing other problems that
need to be investigated. Some teachers have been empowered to change their
language, others their practices, I have been able to look mofe clogely at
the way I interact with girls and boys, and to analyse the language used
between them. I've got a new action research project underway and I'm sure
that you'll hear more about language and sex from me in Fdture! There is

so muchk to find out and undexrstand in classrooss.

The way the unscheduled system évaluation has developed is interesting

because it could be an example of how action research can be used to
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iﬁprove schools. We degscribed in our report (Cosgrove et.al., 1980) how we carried
out the observation, reflection and action planning phases of the action research
eycele. It took us a year to get that far. Since then changes have happened and
been monitored and a new plan developed. Other changes regarding teacher and
student attitudes and bBehaviour in unscheduied lessons are still being monitored.
The phases of action research at the school level are long and complex because

it involves so many people and factors. And the érocess is never 'complete'.
Schools can use action research to continually examine, reflect upon and improve
the education they offer to students. However, the context needs to be right for
it to happen. Action research at the school level implies collaborative effort
on the part of teachers and administrators and the hierarchical structures of
decision making in schools act as a barrier to the process. The participatory
decision making structure at Bamksia Park High School {Quirk, 1979) has created

a climate in vwhich teachers know that they have the power to influence change.

It provides teachers with the skills and experience necessary $o make
collsborative decizions and the structure to initiate, control and affect

change.

3. The critical community in which I am involved consists mostly of teachers,
We are connected because we sharve the view that part of the teacher's role
is to be a reseavcher. S8tenhouse said that teachers must join the Research
Community. I would assert that the teachers in the school community are the
researchers. Perhaps the Research Community needs o join us. This raises
the interesting question of why there is tension between research communi;ies
of practising teachers and Research Communities of research specialists. In
my experience, resesarch specialists have a deficit view of teachers (and thus
indulge in “teacher bashing") and teachers have z healthy disrespect for the

evidence generated by the research specialists,

To illustrate the latter point, E will describe an experience I had this year. At
Banksia Park High School we organize classes so that they are mixed ability groups. We don't stream.
This year some teachers began discussing the need for streaming. I rushed off, got a whole lot of articles
that pointed out the advantages of mixed ability grouping and said "Here you are. Here is research that

supports the way we organize our classroom.” "What's that got to do with our experience?" they replied.

If it is accepted that teachers can be researchers in their own right, then perhaps the
tension and 'the gap' that is so often talked about would not be there. If the teachers I described
above saw that their role imcluded researching their classrcooms, then petrhaps these teachers would have been

better able to develop the strategiee necessary to cope with mized ability classrooms.

And if teachers do become researchers and start comtributing to research in education, how are

they geing to report their findings? The networks of teachers in South Austraiia1 and in other states

1. For example the Curriculum and Learping Unit network, $.A.I.T. Contact Network, various subject
orientated associations and the Open Education Teachers Association.
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providing a forum for these findings. But how does the Research Community view the findings published

by these networks? We need to opeén up communication between the two research communities.

Semething has to be done about closing the gap between teaching and researching. -We can't go
on bemoaning the fsct that teachers won't question, won't change. We h#ve'to examine the contexts and
processes that are necessary to help teachers to begin and to sustain their efforts to critiaélly examine
their classrooms, and then try to rveproduce those contexts in other places., We need to show teachers that

it is o,k. to guestion and Lo want to change things.

I will end by recounting a conversation I have had many times. A person, usually someone out
of the classroom, asks me when I am going to get out of the classroom, when I am going to do something more
important, like advise, or research, or lectute to tertiary students. Forget it. I need a classroom.

I need students in the classroom so that I ecan f£ulfil the role of teacher as researcher.

REFERENCES

Cosgrove, S. Some thoughts on learning, in Language across the Currlculum ?rOJeca Vol.3, Education
Department of South Australia, 1078, .

Cosgrove, §. A $hift in Focus. Paper presented at the Science and Talking confersmce, Wattle Park Teachers'
Centre, Adelaide, 1978.

Cosgrove, §. et.al., Evaluating the Unscheduled System, Banksia Park High School, Case history Neo.l0.
School Controlled Evaluation, Schools Commissicn, Adelaide, 1980.

Gosgrove, §, Talking Mathematies, in Curriculum Research: Reader A, Deakln University, Open Campus
Program, Waurn Ponds, Deakin University Prass, 1981(a)

Coagrove, $§., Methods for Slow Learners, in Boomer, G.(Ed.), Negotxatlng the Currlaulum, Learnlng with
Power, Ashton Scholastics, 1981 {in press). ] )

Cosgrove, 5. Negotiating Mathematica, in Boower,G. (Bd.), Negotxatxng the Curr;culum, Learnlng with Power,
Ashton Scholastics, 1981 (in presa}. . . .

Grundy, 5. & Kemmis, $. Social Theory, Group Dynamics and Action Research. Paper presented at South
Pacific Association for Teacher Education conference, Adelaide, July 1981, :

Kemmis, 5. Empowering Pecpla: A Note on the peolitics of Action Research. Presented at the Natiounal
Invitational Seminar on Action Research, Deakin University, Geelong, May 1981.

Kemmis, §. et.ak., The Action Research Plamner, Geelong: Deakin University Press, 1981.

Quirk, R, Ho Right of Veto: The Model of Representative Decision Makxng at Banksiaz Park ngh School .
Unit for Industrial Demoaracy, Premiers Department, Adelaxde, 19?8.

Spender, D. The Role of Teachers: What Choices do they have? Paper presented at the Council for
Cultural Co-operation Educatxonal Research Workshop for Sex Stereotyping in schools,
Osio, 1981.

Stenhouse, L. An Introduction to Curriculum Research and Development. Heinemann, London, 1975.





