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To a teacher or lecturer, a classroom is familiar turf. Many practices are taken 
for granted and rarely questioned by the students or teacher. When the 
classroom becomes the context for a research project, however, the teacher 
often doubles as researcher. The teacher/researcher already has an 
established identity and roles in the field and while there are benefits to such 
insider knowledge, the challenge exists in seeing the familiar site through new 
eyes. This challenge is shared by the students as they negotiate the multiple 
roles that the researcher will play. Studies of student learning and motivation 
from a sociocultural perspective are facing such challenges as research is 
increasingly conducted in real-life classroom contexts over time. 

Following a literature review of research in familiar settings, this paper draws 
on two research projects, one conducted in a primary classroom and the 
other in a tertiary institution. Aspects such as the researcher's construction of 
self and the nature of multiple identities, the making of the familiar strange, 
the revelation of the concerns and aims of the project to participants and the 
impact of the research on the field site will be considered. Strategies used to 
address and manage these issues will also be discussed, so that an 
integration of theoretical and practical concerns is achieved. 

  

Introduction 

Studies of motivation and cognition are increasingly acknowledging the importance of 
learning contexts (for example, Pintrich, 1999; Turner & Meyer, 2000; Jarvela & Volet, 2001) 
and exploring the potential benefits of sociocultural theoretical frameworks that focus on 
dynamic interaction amongst individuals in dynamic, 'real-life' contexts (for example, Barab & 
Kirshner, 2001; McInerney & Van Etten, 2001, 2002). As a result, issues related to the 
design and conduct of classroom-based research projects are now being considered by 
educational psychologists. The aim of this paper is to discuss some of these issues and the 
associated dilemmas that have arisen in our own research. The first section of the paper 
provides a short description of our respective studies and briefly considers some of the 
issues identified in the literature by other researchers. We then draw upon examples from 



our respective studies of interest and conceptual change as illustrations of some of the 
dilemmas we have faced as teacher-researchers, and some of the strategies we have 
employed in their resolution. 

When the researcher is also a teacher 

Our current research projects have involved us as both teacher and researcher to different 
extents. The research project being conducted by Pressick-Kilborn (Pressick-Kilborn & 
Walker, 2002) to explore interest development in a primary classroom was designed as a 
qualitative classroom-based study in an independent girls' school. A nine month project 
was conducted in a year 5 class in which the 9 and 10 year old students and teacher 
engaged in learning about science and technology focus topics as a community of learners 
(Brown, 1997). Questions in relation to the ways in which the social and physical settings 
both constrain and offer possibilities for the development of interest were explored. Data was 
gathered through observations, audio and video recordings of small group interaction, 
interviews and reflective writing, along with students charting a trajectory of their perceived 
interest in relation to different class activities. The researcher was not the teacher of the 
class that participated in the project, but worked closely with the classroom teacher to 
program, team-teach and reflect upon the activities engaged in by the students. While the 
students were informed of her status as a researcher, and her interest in gathering 
information about their learning was declared, there were many direct comments and 
interactions that indicated that the students regarded the researcher as another teacher in 
their classroom. This was not entirely unexpected prior to the project commencing as the 
researcher had been previously employed as a teacher at the school in which the study was 
conducted and so was familiar both with and within the context. 

Sainsbury's research project focusing on conceptual change (Sainsbury & Walker, 2000, 
2002) is an investigation of the processes and outcomes of learning within a cohort of first 
year Pharmacy students at The University of Sydney. The model of learning under 
investigation is that of conceptual change, which is commonly encountered in science 
education. Learning was studied in an authentic situation, within the context of formally 
scheduled workshops in which students were encouraged to work in a collaborative 
problem-solving fashion in small peer groups of four to six individuals. The dual aims of this 
investigation are to contribute to the development of a sociocultural theory of conceptual 
change learning, and to describe the processes through which such learning takes place in a 
specific context. It is also intended that the results of this research be used as the basis for 
subsequent improvements in curriculum design and delivery. In this research study, the 
primary researcher is also the coordinator of the course under investigation, and is 
responsible for the bulk of the teaching. This responsibility includes facilitation of all 
workshops (in collaboration with another teacher), delivery of all lectures (which serve to 
support the workshop activities), and conduct of all assessments. The course enrolment is 
approximately 200, of whom a sample of 22 students was chosen to participate in the 
project. Data collection involved both semi-structured interviews and videotaping of 
workshop sessions, therefore the conduct of the research, and the identities of the 
participants were obvious to the rest of the cohort. 

In our differing roles as teacher-researchers in our respective research projects, we have 
become aware of a number of potential dilemmas resulting from the contrasting (and 
occasionally conflicting) goals of the two roles, and of the fact that maintaining integrity in 
both is a balancing act. This is not unique to our research projects and other researchers 
have encountered similar dilemmas (Elliott, 1991; Clarke, 2000; Mills, 2000; Roth, 2001; 
Delamont, 2002). Delamont (2002), for example, highlights five common barriers to good 
fieldwork as: not finishing the process, sexism and racism, 'going native' and overidentifying 
with participants/practices, being bored and reporting the familiar. Lovat (1992) has 



concentrated more specifically on ethical issues and has outlined the principles of autonomy, 
justice, non-maleficence and beneficence as foundational to bio-ethical behaviour, 
illustrating their application to researcher-teachers. The principle of autonomy requires that 
consent be obtained, justice requires the maintenance of confidentiality, while non-
maleficence and beneficence require due care. However, these are minimal requirements, 
and the conduct of the two research studies under consideration has revealed subtle yet 
significant quandaries that are not obviously resolved by these principles. 

Dilemmas of fieldwork in educational settings 

Perceptions of context and construction of identities 

In considering the place of context in our research, we are conscious that our perceptions of 
context are determinants of our goals and actions, and that the same is true for our students. 
The complication is that our interpretations of their goals and actions are based 
on our perceptions of context in a setting that has been selected by us for study, rather than 
sought by the students in that setting (Wiesenfeld, 2000). While there are benefits to our 
intimate knowledge of context from personal experience, rather than coming into a new 
situation as an external observer, the corresponding challenge exists in seeing the familiar 
site through new eyes (Coffey, 1999). One practical way in which we attempted to address 
this challenge in our respective research projects was to engage a research assistant who 
was neither a teacher, nor expert in the specific content in which the students were 
engaged. In the university study, an actress was employed to operate the video equipment 
and for the same job in the primary school study, an architect was engaged. Debriefing 
conversations with these assistants following class sessions were useful in gaining fresh 
insights into interaction from the perspective of a genuine outsider and created different 
possibilities for seeing the familiar site. In the university study, the research assistant has 
also become involved in transcription of the interviews and workshop sessions, and has 
continued to provide valuable additional insight and opportunities for reflection. 

The students and other participants in the research context also must negotiate the multiple 
roles that the teacher/researcher will play. As Clarke (2000) acknowledges, the discourse of 
the classroom positions participants in ways that afford and constrain certain practices; at 
the same time, however, the discourse of educational research positions participants in 
ways that afford and constrain certain interpretations. The potential hazard associated with 
the varied nature of interpretations is that inappropriate conclusions can be drawn from 
particular incidents, and unacknowledged assumptions about the nature of the activities 
being undertaken may significantly colour the ways in which we construe both processes 
and outcomes. In the primary classroom study, the researcher found that over the duration 
of the project, she began to regard the classroom teacher with whom she was working 
closely as a friend and this was reciprocated. The initial formality that had existed between 
the classroom teacher and researcher began to dissolve and they increasingly socialised 
outside of school hours. This created situations where the classroom teacher would 
informally share an insight or make comments that the researcher regarded as relevant to 
the project, but that the researcher felt duplicitous in later recording, even with the classroom 
teacher's knowledge that this may be the case. As analyses proceed, interpretations are 
being recorded and reports of the research written; the researcher is continuously being 
challenged in her identities as both researcher and friend, as she documents critical 
interpretations that potentially may jeopardise the friendship. The researcher regards the 
need for intersubjective verification of data and interpretation as essential to the research 
process, however, and so research reports, conference papers and thesis chapters are 
being read by the classroom teacher to enable her to contribute insight to the interpretive 
process. Furthermore, in this study, the researcher also has found her own identity as a 
teacher being challenged and refined, as her observations, reflections and professional 



conversations have often prompted reconsideration and critique of her own teaching 
practices. This has an impact on the ways in which she is making interpretations as a 
researcher, as she reconsiders issues such as pedagogical strategies in genuine classroom 
learning communities. Concordantly, the classroom teacher who participated in the study 
has also experienced a challenge to her identity as an educator, through opportunities to 
read and discuss educational theory on an on-going basis, to change her teaching practices, 
and to co-author a paper and participate in an educational research conference. The 
classroom teacher also enrolled in a postgraduate education degree in the year following her 
participation in the research project, further evidence that her own identity within the 
education community is in the process of change, triggered by her involvement in the 
project. 

In the university study, two examples serve to illustrate the ways in which participants are 
negotiating identities. Several of the students selected to participate in the project coined the 
phrase 'Big Brother Pharmacy' to describe what was happening, clearly influenced by the 
contemporal screening of a popular television series. This was perhaps their way of making 
the unfamiliar more relevant to them, and a way of sending subtle messages to their peers 
about the significance (or lack thereof) of their 'difference' from the rest. On the other hand, it 
may have been a means of expressing a feeling of 'being watched': this possibility was 
explored with students in their interviews and it appears that the presence of the camera did 
indeed influence the behaviours of some students within the classroom. The second 
example relates to the teacher-researcher's interpretation of student behaviour. Within one 
of the groups, the interaction between a male student and two female students appeared to 
the researcher to involve excessive amounts of both teasing and protective behaviour. This 
was interpreted as being due to the presence of the camera, and a tendency for the male to 
'show off' or 'play to the camera'. However, during the interviews, the male student revealed 
that the two females were in fact his cousins, and consequently his behaviour towards them 
was consistent with his perceived role, particularly within his culture, as an older male 
relative. 

Teacher or researcher? When roles may conflict 

There were times in both studies when we questioned whether or not our dual teacher-
researcher roles were compatible. Within the primary school study, the researcher was not 
the current class teacher, but had taught many of the students in previous years and 
appeared to be perceived as a teacher, and therefore to be treated as such by the students. 
At one point during the classroom observation stage of the study, one 10 year old student 
revealed to the researcher that she intended to defy her teacher by not completing a class 
task. Once she had told this to the researcher, the student then looked closely at her and 
challenged whether the researcher was a 'real teacher' and whether she would report her to 
her class teacher. Apparently, the student's expectation of the researcher was that she 
would act as a teacher and direct her to complete the class task, or alternatively, inform the 
class teacher of her defiance. As Jones and Tannock (2000) assert, children often perceive 
any adult in the classroom as a teacher. In the present primary school study, the researcher 
was attempting to create a more equal and informal relationship with the students than they 
may have previously experienced with teachers, to enable an honest sharing of perceptions 
and ideas during one-to-one interviews with key informants. Yet at the same time, there 
existed the responsibility of due care. When challenged by this student about her teacher 
status, the researcher did not want to engage with the student and to direct her to the task; 
the researcher did not perceive this as her current role. At the same time, her previous 
status as a teacher at the school could not be denied, either by the researcher or the 
students, and during most observation lessons, the researcher would be approached by 
students for assistance with the task at hand. 



In the university study, the teacher role came into potential conflict with the researcher role 
when interviews were conducted close to examination times. Since students were preparing 
for a critical assessment task, the teacher felt an obligation on the grounds of non-
maleficence to highlight and challenge confused or inaccurate conceptual understanding, 
with the result that interviews could potentially have become de facto coaching sessions. 
From the perspective of the researcher, however, an intervention of this nature could be 
considered as contamination of the data, since student responses would now be influenced 
by input from the teacher, and the data potentially less 'authentic'. Non-maleficence, 
however, may not be accomplished for non-participants, who may perceive that the 
teacher is discriminating in favour of the selected few by offering a facility that is not 
available to all. The issue was resolved in this instance by the teacher challenging apparent 
misconceptions as they were voiced by individual students at interview, and student 
responses during later interviews revealed that the majority of participants believed that their 
learning had been enhanced through participation in the project. No evidence is available to 
suggest that non-participants believed they were treated unfairly or that their learning had 
been jeopardised, however the dilemma remains. 

A further dilemma is that an invitation to participate in a research study may be perceived, 
either by the participants or by those who were not invited, as a sign of the teacher's special 
favour. While the researcher uses specific criteria to select potential participants, those 
criteria are not likely to be apparent to the students. An additional complication may result 
from perceived power/authority relationships - the normal student response to a request 
from a teacher is to accede to the request, even if it is not the student's preference so to do. 
A student may also agree to the request because they like the teacher and want to help, or 
feel obliged to participate in the study (Masson, 2000). As teacher-researchers, we need to 
be ethically aware of the possibility of this issue and take steps to make students aware, and 
convince them, that they can withdraw from a research project at any time, without prejudice 
and without any possibility of future repercussions. Additionally, where children are 
participants in a study, it is important to seek their consent as well as that of their 
parents/guardians, so that the children themselves contribute to the decision to be involved. 

Concluding comments 

The dilemmas that we have faced are not limited to those discussed in this paper. Other 
issues that we have encountered include personal responses to being videotaped during 
teaching and the potential for 'playing to the camera' by adopting a different teaching 
'persona', participant curiosity about reasons for choosing 'them', and the nagging 
uneasiness that we have not actually identified all of the significant practical and ethical 
concerns. It seems apparent that continued reflection on experience is likely to be the most 
effective way of progressing our understanding in this area. 

We do not believe that in either research project, the potential dilemmas were realised to an 
extent that compromised our ability to engage in the dual roles of teachers and researchers, 
nor have we become aware of any critical underlying assumptions that we have unjustifiably 
discounted or ignored. Indeed, one of the advantages of our collaboration, as well as the 
involvement of external research assistants, has been the opportunity for evaluation of each 
study by an informed outsider and, along with Roth (2001) and others, we would encourage 
researchers with comparable dilemmas to consider a similar approach. In terms of the 
dilemmas we have outlined, we believe that the issues were satisfactorily resolved in the 
primary school study. In the university study, resolution is not clearly apparent, although the 
researcher is confident that none of the potential problems and conflicts were manifest to the 
detriment of either student learning or the research project. To some extent, the possible 
difficulties were apparent only in retrospect, and thus we could be considered fortunate 
rather than foresighted. Nevertheless, we remain acutely aware of the potential pitfalls, and 



are convinced that sustained vigilance and critical reflection are essential in the maintenance 
of academic integrity. 
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