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Why Teacher Research?

Research is a high-hat word that scares a lot of people. It needn’t. It’s 
rather simple. Essentially research is nothing but a state of mind. . . 
. A friendly, welcoming attitude toward change . . . going out to look 
for change instead of waiting for it to come. Research is an effort to do 
things better and not to be caught asleep at the switch. It is the problem-
solving mind as contrasted with the let-well-enough-alone mind. It is the 
tomorrow mind instead of the yesterday mind.

—Charles Kettering

Brenda’s niece Julie is a born researcher. When she was four, her plans 
one summer morning included persuading her mother to take her and 
her two-year-old brother, Johnny, to the playground. All morning, 

as her mom worked in the kitchen, Julie kept asking, “Can we go to the 
playground this afternoon?” The first six lobbying efforts were met with the 
response, “I don’t know.” The seventh received the reply, “I don’t know, but 
if you ask again, the answer is NO.”
 A few minutes later, Johnny toddled into the kitchen. Mom spied Julie 
hiding just beyond the kitchen door. “Momma, go playground?” asked 
Johnny. Mom replied in an exasperated tone, “I don’t know—we’ll see.” 
Johnny toddled back out of the kitchen, to be met at the threshold by Julie. 
“What’d she say? What’d she say?!” 
 Johnny replied slowly, enunciating as clearly as he could, “She say, ‘we’ll 
see.’” Julie jumped up and down in glee. “Oh goody! ’Cause ‘maybe’ means 
‘no,’ but ‘we’ll see’ means ‘yes’!”
 After hearing this exchange, Julie’s mom monitored her own speech for 
the next two weeks. She realized Julie was right. She discovered that every 
time she said “maybe,” the answer was really no. And when she said, “we’ll 
see,” the children got their way.

1
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 Research is a process of discovering essential questions, gathering data, 
and analyzing it to answer those questions. Like Julie, we are all born looking 
for patterns in the world. These patterns unlock the secrets of how language 
works, of how affection is gained and lost, of how one piece of knowledge 
builds upon another. In its simplest sense, research helps us gain control of 
our world. When we understand the patterns underlying the language we 
use or the interactions we have with others, we have a better sense of how 
to adjust our behaviors and expectations. For four-year-olds, a critical goal 
of research might be to gain access to a playground. But for teachers who 
engage in systematic and thoughtful analyses of their teaching and students, 
the goals are diverse and complex.
 Teacher research is research that is initiated and carried out by teachers 
in their classrooms and schools. Teacher-researchers use their inquiries to 
study everything from the best way to teach reading and the most useful 
methods for organizing group activities, to the different ways girls and boys 
respond to a science curriculum. 
 We began with the anecdote of Julie and her mom because it conveys 
the simplicity of beginning with genuine questions that are truly relevant 
to researchers. For many years, teachers have criticized education research 
as not being relevant to their needs, or written in a way that fails to connect 
with their classroom practice. We’re not denigrating the value of traditional 
education research—we’ve completed many research studies ourselves as 
university professors. But there’s little question that even the finest education 
research studies have failed to find a wide audience among K–12 teachers. 
It’s no wonder that teacher research has emerged not only as a significant 
new contributor to research on teaching but also as a source of systemic 
reform within individual schools and districts.
 We also began with Julie’s story because much teacher research is rich 
in classroom anecdotes and personal stories. Although all methodologies are 
used for teacher inquiry, it is dominated by qualitative inquiry. In contrast 
to traditional education research studies, written in a distant, third-person 
voice, teacher research often has an immediate, first-person tone. Findings 
in teacher research are usually presented as narratives from the classroom, 
with metaphors a common means of highlighting key findings. As Jalongo 
and Isenberg note, “Stories are both mirrors of our own practice and win-
dows on the practice of others” (1995, 174). In teacher research, stories are a 
critical tool for illuminating the deeper theories or rules governing the way a 
classroom community works.
 As a teacher, it is natural to see research as “maybe” work—something 
that can be considered after the pressing needs of the classroom have been 
met. In this scheme, teacher research will never reach a high enough spot on 
the roster of duties in any classroom to be developed and supported. 
 But there are many ways to develop inquiry skills that are relevant to 
almost any teacher and classroom. Developing those skills, and seeing their 
place in teachers’ lives across the country, is what this book is about.
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Little r and Big R
When we first talk with teachers about the possibilities for research in their 
professional lives, they often recount negative experiences with research, 
and stereotypical views of what researchers do. Teacher Julie Ford explains 
it this way:

When I think of research, I think of the Big R type with long hours in the 
library, notes that could fill a novel, and a bibliography several pages long. 
I think of tension and stress lurking in the shadows. Feeling as I do about 
Research, the thought of conducting it in my classroom didn’t curl my 
toes. But as I read the [classroom-based] research, I felt as though a door 
was beginning to open. My definition of research took a turn, and that 
familiar twinge of anxiety didn’t come rushing forward. (Hubbard and 
Power 2003, xiv)

 Teachers are surprised and delighted to realize that research can focus on 
problems they are trying to solve in their own classrooms, as Saundra Hardy, 
who teaches English language learners, discovered: 

I am a teacher researcher. I study students, and how they learn fascinates 
me. I am the one who desires to do what’s best for students through my 
own classroom inquiry. I make informed decisions about curriculum and 
methodology based on my current student population and best practice. 

 At its best, teacher research is a natural extension of good teaching. 
Observing students closely, analyzing their needs, and adjusting the cur-
riculum to fit the needs of all students have always been important skills 
demonstrated by fine teachers.
 Teacher research involves collecting and analyzing data as well as pre-
senting it to others in a systematic way. But this research process involves the 
kinds of skills and classroom activities that already are part of the classroom 
environment. As Glenda Bissex writes, a teacher-researcher is not a split 
personality, but a more complete teacher. Research is labor intensive, and 
so is good teaching. And the labor is similar for teachers, because the goal 
is the same—to create the best possible learning environment for students. 
We agree with Barbara Michalove that there is no real boundary between 
teaching and research within the real world of classrooms:

When you teach a lesson and half the class gives you a blank look, 
you ask yourself, “How else can I teach this concept?” That’s research. 
You observe, and respond to what you have observed. You begin to be 
aware of the intricate teaching and learning dance with your students. 
Researching took me a step further into my students’ lives. The more I 
tune in, the better I become at knowing when to lead, when to follow, or 
when to play a sedate waltz or a lively rap. (1993, 33) 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



Living the Questions

4 SHP4070 • 9781760564070 • © 2019 Hawker Brownlow Education

 Barbara’s words show how simple and immediate the research agendas 
of most teachers are—a kind of “dance” between teachers, students, and 
learning. Teacher-researchers rarely seek to initiate and carry out studies 
that have large-scale implications for education policy. Unlike large-scale 
education research, teacher research has a primary purpose of helping the 
teacher-researcher understand her students and improve her practice in spe-
cific, concrete ways. Teacher-research studies can and do lead to large-scale 
changes in education. But for most teacher-researchers, the significance of 
those studies is in how they inform and change teachers’ own teaching.
 Just as important for teachers, research can transform their understanding 
of students. This transformation can happen in a heartbeat, as it did for mid-
dle-school teacher Maureen Barbieri as she researched literacy in the lives of 
adolescent girls:

The most exciting thing that happened with the research was the day a 
girl said to me, “You just don’t understand,” and she was ferocious when 
she said it. She looked at me, and I looked at her, and I felt like we really 
saw each other for the first time. I realized what she was saying. I did not 
understand their position. And there was this feeling in the classroom 
that I had to acknowledge that and in acknowledging it, then I was able to 
understand a tiny, tiny bit and then that grew. (Frye 1997, 52)

 This notion of understanding learning from the students’ perspectives is 
central to teacher research. Strategies for research emerge and evolve from 
these close, intense, shifting relationships between students and teachers. 
The research agendas of teachers can look nothing like “Big R” research, with 
objective, large-scale, and distant analyses of issues.
 Comparing the value of large-scale education research and teacher 
research confuses the purposes of these different research agendas and 
devalues both types of studies. John Dewey was perhaps the first major figure 
in education to argue for teachers’ entrée into traditional education research 
communities. In commenting on the large array of scientific reports on edu-
cation and learning in 1929, he wrote the following:

A constant flow of less formal reports on special school affairs and results 
is needed. Of the various possibilities here I select one for discussion. 
It seems to me that the contributions that might come from classroom 
teachers are a comparatively neglected field; or, to change the metaphor, 
an almost unworked mine. . . . There are undoubted obstacles in the way. 
It is often assumed . . . that classroom teachers have not themselves the 
training which will enable them to give effective intelligent cooperation. 
The objection proves too much, so much that it is almost fatal to the idea 
of a workable scientific content in education. For these teachers are the 
ones in direct contact with pupils and hence the ones through whom the 
results of scientific findings finally reach students. They are the channels 
through which the consequences of educational theory come into the lives 

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



Chapter 1: Why Teacher Research?

© 2019 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760564070 • SHP4070 5

of those at school. [One questions] whether some of the incapacity, real or 
alleged, of this part of the corps of educators, the large mass of teachers, is 
not attributable to lack of opportunity and stimulus, rather than to inherent 
disqualification. As far as schools are concerned, it is certain that the prob-
lems which require scientific treatment arise in actual relationships with 
students. (Wallace 1997, 27–28)

 Like other proponents of teacher research, Dewey chooses to emphasize the 
strengths that teachers can bring to research agendas (notably “direct contact 
with pupils” and their significant role as the “channels” for education theory). 
He looks at the potential of teacher research, interestingly, from the same place 
many teachers now look at the potential of each of their students—building 
from teachers’ strengths rather than criticizing “real or alleged” deficiencies.
 Lawrence Stenhouse noted that the difference between the teacher-re-
searcher and the large-scale education researcher is like the difference between 
a farmer with a huge agricultural business to maintain and the “careful gar-
dener” tending a backyard plot:

In agriculture the equation of invested input against gross yield is all: it 
does not matter if individual plants fail to thrive or die so long as the cost 
of saving them is greater than the cost of losing them. . . . This does not 
apply to the careful gardener whose labour is not costed, but a labour of 
love. He wants each of his plants to thrive, and he can treat each one indi-
vidually. Indeed he can grow a hundred different plants in his garden and 
differentiate his treatment of each, pruning his roses, but not his sweet peas. 
Gardening rather than agriculture is the analogy for education. (Rudduck 
and Hopkins 1985, 26)

 This view of the teacher-researcher as a “careful gardener” is the image 
we hold in our minds of the ideal teacher-researcher—not a scientist in a lab 
coat, staring down a “research subject” (a kid!), but a human being in the midst 
of teaching, carefully weighing the value of different ways of teaching and 
learning.

Teacher Research: A Very Brief History
Although teacher research has reemerged recently as a significant kind of 
research in education, it is important to realize that the movement has deep 
and enduring roots. The two principles that define the teacher-research 
movement today have been used widely in different education contexts, at 
different times in history:

1. Teacher research is based upon close observation of students at work. 
Education historians (such as McFarland and Stansell 1993) have 
traced the roots of teacher research to Comenius (1592–1670), who 
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was a proponent of linking child psychology with observational data 
to develop teaching methods. Pestalozzi (1746–1827) and Rousseau 
(1712–1778) developed and advocated observations of children to 
understand learning. But it was Herbart (1776–1841) who applied 
these methods in a systematic way in schools to develop principles of 
curriculum development. At the turn of the century and beyond, the 
work of Montessori (1870–1952) emphasized the value of teachers 
using their observations to build systematic understanding of students.

2. Teacher-researchers depend upon a research community. There are 
examples of teacher-researchers doing fine studies without support, but 
usually sustained inquiry in schools or districts over time involves the 
development of a research community. One of the earliest proponents 
of teacher research was Lucy Sprague Mitchell. Mitchell, a close col-
league of Dewey working in New York City, is famous for founding a 
consortium to support teacher research and the distribution of findings 
in 1916. This group, the Bureau of Education Experiments, became the 
Bank Street School of Education in 1930.

 In England, Lawrence Stenhouse is widely credited with initiating an inter-
national teacher-research movement. His consortium for supporting school 
inquiry, started in 1967, was a sensation in the English teaching community. 
This initiative led many English educators to begin research projects in their 
schools and become part of school research communities that endure today.
 Since the publication of In the Middle (1987) by Nancie Atwell, scores 
of books by teachers have been published that are infused with the power of 
“little r” teacher research. 
 Cynthia Ballenger has written three books about her classroom research, 
and the most recent is Puzzling Moments, Teachable Moments: Practicing 
Teacher Research in Urban Classrooms (2009). In her new book, she explores 
the intellectual strengths of students whom teachers find puzzling: poor, 
urban, immigrant, or bilingual children who do not traditionally excel in 
school. She challenges mainstream assumptions about both their back-
grounds and their intellectual capabilities as she analyzes what the children 
said, what this indicates about their thinking, and how her dialogues with 
them informed her teaching. Thousands of teachers have been inspired by 
Debbie Miller’s practical classroom research on primary children in Reading 
with Meaning (2002) and Teaching with Intention (2008). High school teacher 
Kelly Gallagher’s classroom research with diverse urban adolescent popula-
tions are also best sellers (Readicide 2009; Deeper Reading 2004.) These books 
are rich with the stories of classrooms, the words of the students, and the 
insights of the teacher-authors, informed by their own classroom inquiries. 
These—and many more—are having a powerful effect on the profession. 
 Early teacher-research communities often evolved within lab school 
settings, but in the past two decades these communities have become more 
far-flung and diverse because of technology. Teacher-researchers gather 
in special-interest groups at the annual meetings of professional organiza-
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tions such as the National Council of Teachers of English or the American 
Educational Research Organization, or at summer institutes such as Bread 
Loaf or those offered by the National Writing Project. They then stay con-
nected through electronic forums that make sharing data and findings 
easier than ever. For more than a decade, the Teacher Inquiry Communities 
Network (sponsored by the National Writing Project) has also offered a 
four-day summer institute to support Writing Project sites that are new to 
the process of supporting inquiry communities or that want to revitalize 
their inquiry communities by taking a fresh look at how to work with them. 
(For more information, see www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/3130.)

Teacher Research Today: Will It Endure?
Given that the value assigned to teacher research has peaked and waned at dif-
ferent times, what evidence is there that teacher research will be a significant 
part of education reform in the coming decades? There are a number of dif-
ferences between the teacher-research initiatives in previous decades and the 
current work of teacher-researchers that point to the movement’s enduring.
 Teacher research in recent years has received significant new support and 
validation from existing education research communities. In our own field, 
literacy education, teacher-research studies have emerged as a dominant 
research methodology during award competitions. Perhaps most important 
for teachers, we have reached a point where it is no longer possible to tackle 
one classroom issue or concern at a time. We face attacks in the media and 
at school board meetings over the quality of our work. But we also deal in 
individual classrooms with a science curriculum that needs to be rebuilt, 
or a literature circle format that works well in three groups but dismally in 
a fourth, or a very needy student who is disrupting an entire third-grade 
class. More and more, teachers depend upon using their reflective abilities 
to research these problems and then to build a corps of reflective learners in 
their schools who can work well together around tough issues.
 This community of learners must have the ability to be those “problem 
seekers” Kettering praises in the epigraph for this chapter. It is a complex, 
complicated garden we are tending, and we need a diverse array of research 
tools and strategies to make it thrive.
 If you are waiting for a “good” time to begin doing research in your 
classroom, give up! There is never a good time for research—and there 
is never a better time than now to begin. Every time a student stares you 
down and challenges your knowledge is an opportunity to begin. Every 
time a lesson falls flat is a chance to unearth a research question and start 
collecting data. Our days are full of opportunities for research, and all we’ll 
be left with in the end is regret if we miss them all. In Elizabeth Berg’s novel 
The Pull of the Moon (1997), the main character, Elaine, notes how much those 
missed chances nag at us later in life: “I am so often struck by what we do not 
do, all of us. And I am also, now, so acutely aware of the quick passage of time, 
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