
Involvement Is Important 
in Research

CHANDOS REID

When teachers, students and parents are actively and thoughtfully 

involved in research, its findings are more likely to bring about effec 

tive school improvement.

TVTE HAVE long recognized the fact 
  that effective school improvement 

rests on the principle that those affected 
by changes in a school system should 
have some voice in determining the 
changes to be made. We have developed 
in recent years innumerable planning 
committees, in-service workshops, grade 
level meetings of teachers, planning 
meetings for teachers carrying on work 
in so-called "block schedules," exten 
sive lay participation in curriculum 
planning, teacher-pupil planning, and 
various forms of teacher participation 
in school administration. Yet in spite 
of all these efforts to involve those 
affected in the making of the school 
program, little attention has been given 
to the important area of involving 
teachers, parents and students in the 
conduct of the educational research 
which should be the basis of school im 
provement, and which should certainly 
be conducted to determine the effective 
ness of changes which are made.

The strength of a pattern of school 
improvement which involves teachers, 
parents and students rests on the fact 
that it takes into account the feelings 
of the people involved as well as the 
more objective factors in the situation.

Chandos Reid is curriculum coordinator, 
Fair Loom Public Schools, Fair Lawn, New 
Jersey.

Change itself carries with it an emo 
tional challenge to the persons affected 
by it. This is particularly true in 
schools. For teaching and learning are 
not concerned with subject matter 
alone. They are affected by many fac 
tors, such as the relationship between 
the teacher and student and that 
among the students themselves. They 
are also affected by the expectations of 
parents, of teachers and of students. 
They are influenced by the picture 
which each person involved has of him 
self.

It is, then, with this entire galaxy of 
behaviours, attitudes, information and 
understanding that we must be con 
cerned in our efforts to improve the 
school program. And it is with this 
complex pattern as it appears to the in 
dividual that we must deal in educa 
tional research. It is the failure to 
involve those who carry on the educa 
tional program in our schools which 
accounts in large measure for the lag 
which exists between the findings of 
educational research and their applica 
tion in practice.

Consider the research in reading as 
an example. There is probably more 
research in reading than in any other 
aspect of education, and all of it indi 
cates that readiness to read is not di 
rectly correlated with chronological 
age. Yet a visit to almost any school
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system will reveal first grade teachers 
who still feel that every child should 
read before he leaves the first grade, 
and that those who do not do so are 
"slow learners." At the same time the 
various ways of developing the readi 
ness which research has rather specifi- 
ically defined are often ignored, in spite 
of the fact that such readiness is known 
to be essential before reading can be 
properly developed. This research has 
been widely disseminated. It is not 
tagged with the label of "progressive 
education." It is a part of the train 
ing of primary teachers. Yet it has 
not been universally put into practice.

Why Teacher Resistance?

The reasons given for teacher resist 
ance to these research findings are typi 
cal of those which characterize much 
of the resistance to other innovations in 
education, whether these are based on 
research or on reports of practice. Some 
of the reasons which seem to lie back 
of such teacher resistance are the fol 
lowing:

1. One basis for objection seems to 
lie in the difference in the mechanical 
conditions under which the research 
was conducted.

"This is a different community. My 
students are more advanced."

"I have too many children in class. 
That research was designed for an ideal 
situation."

"That would be all right if I had the 
readiness materials they used. I am 
limited by my supplies."

 Such comments shut off the idea 
without examination of the principle 
which was established by the research.

2. A second basis for objection seems 
to be the fear of the parents in the com 

munity. Teachers labor under the im 
pression that parents want things done 
the way they were done when the par 
ents were in school. Here the objection 
is couched in terms of its being a dif 
ferent group of parents, or of questions 
or difficulties with parents which have 
happened at other times in the school.

3. "The next teacher expects me to 
have taught them to read." This fear 
of the expectations of the teachers who 
are to get the children is inevitably 
voiced and related to the problem of 
standards which are fixed rather than 
being adaptable. It is nearly always 
accompanied by statements from the 
next teacher that the children cannot 
read in spite of the efforts of the first 
grade teacher.

4. "I have tried it and it doesn't 
work." Or, "I've taught my way for a 
long time, and my children don't have 
any difficulty." The first three evi 
dences of resistance had to do with mis 
understandings and fear of misunder 
standing. This objection, however, has 
to do with the teacher's not being will 
ing to examine or not knowing how to 
examine his own practice objectively.

5. "I may be old fashioned, but I 
believe it should be the way it is. That's 
what happened to me, and it didn't 
hurt me any." This type of comment 
illustrates how deeply our beliefs are 
rooted. It is in this firm belief in 
things as they are that much resistance 
to change takes place.

These examples of resistance to the 
use of findings of research are to be 
found in almost any situation in which 
current practice is being challenged 
and new practices are being introduced. 
The fact that the new practices are 
based on valid educational research has
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little bearing on their acceptance un 
less a way can be found to help the 
individual teacher challenge present 
practice or present beliefs. In a large 
western city a few years ago, research 
was conducted in a school which re 
vealed that the students in core classes 
which were not necessarily taught by 
regular English teachers did better on 
a standard English examination than 
those who were in English classes of 
the usual type. When the findings were 
presented to the English department, 
they refused to believe the facts. The 
examiner asked whether they thought 
lie had tampered with the figures, falsi 
fied the results, or been dishonest in 
any way. "No, we think you are honest 
about it. We just don't believe these 
findings," was the reply. These teach 
ers were honest enough to admit that 
they would not question their beliefs, 
and the fact remains that they did not 
question them at all.

Certainly there is no panacea which 
will remedy the distrust with which 
teachers, and parents too, often ap 
proach the findings of educational re 
search. The challenge, however, is 
clear. We must find some way to con 
duct research in such a manner, and on 
such problems, that teachers, parents 
and students will accept the results, or 
at least use them to question their own 
thinking. One way to approach this 
is through research which is designed 
for involvement of all those who are af 
fected by the investigation. Certainly 
the objections that the setting is dif 
ferent, materials inadequate, findings 
inappropriate for a certain number of 
children could not be made by a teacher 
who had helped set up the hypothesis, 
and conduct the study of doing things

differently. Similarly, the fear of the 
next teacher or of parents is eliminated 
if they are in on the research, take part 
in planning what is to be done, and in 
evaluating the results. It is a partner 
ship, and the teacher who conducts the 
activity is only the agent of the others. 
The judgment becomes one of carrying 
out the terms of the research rather 
than of meeting the demands of the 
next teacher. Data collected by the 
teacher and parents and children them 
selves may serve to bring new vistas 
into the thinking of all involved. One 
begins to question his past experience 
when his present experience says some 
thing different. One does not need 
to minimize his past successes when he 
finds a way to become even more suc 
cessful. In the involvement of teacher 
and parents comes the mutual vision 
which makes each examine his own 
practice and find ways of improving 
it. Involvement alone will not do the 
trick. But if the problem is a genuine 
one, accepted by all those involved, if 
the ways of testing it are adquately 
worked out, then it is reasonable to 
suppose that new insights will result.

Characteristics of Classroom 
Research

But how can teachers, whose time is 
already filled with more than they can 
accomplish, carry on research as well? 
It would appear first of all that if 
teachers and -parents, as well as stu 
dents, are to carry on research, then 
that research must have certain well de 
fined characteristics:

1. It must center about problems 
with which teachers are genuinely con 
cerned. This means that it will differ 
in pattern and problem from the sta-
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tistically defined research which de 
pends upon thousands of cases for 
establishing a fact, except in cases where 
it is a summarizing of such facts as the 
occupations of high school graduates or 
reasons for drop out in a particular 
school. Research which involves teach 
ers must be concerned with the prob 
lems of daily teaching. For example, a 
group of teachers in Springfield, Mis 
souri, were concerned with effective 
pupil-teacher planning. But they felt 
that many children failed to carry 
through the plans which they made. 
How could they tell? They decided to 
observe three children over a period of 
three weeks; to get a full week's record 
of each child during a specific planning 
and follow-through period each day. 
They selected one child who was ex 
cellent, one average, and one who was 
very poor. When their observations 
were completed, they discovered that 
all children followed through the min 
imum planning, but there were five dif 
ferent degrees of follow-through which 
were easily observable. They had de 
termined a scale by which they could 
observe and rate their student's ability 
to work in planning; they had also 
learned how to get information on any 
intangible problem which concerned 
them, but they had not established a 
generali/ation which would hold for all 
children, all classes everywhere.

2. Research which involves teach 
ers must be concerned with the prob 
lem in its total setting with all the 
factors involved, rather than with iso 
lating one variable to be tested. This 
is true both because that is the way in 
which problems arise for the teacher 
and the way in which the teacher must 
meet them. One research student who

spent considerable time in classrooms 
trying to find ways of applying re 
search techniques said, "But there are 
so many variables, and so many things 
going on that I can't isolate any partic 
ular one." That illustrates another dif 
ficulty with the traditional patterns of 
educational research. Newer patterns 
must be developed which follow more 
nearly the patterns of case studies or of 
sociological research in which every 
possible factor is identified. The teacher 
who kept a daily diary of her experi 
ences with an experimental class pro 
vided material from which the problems 
of the teacher who experiments in a 
large, traditional school could be as 
readily and accurately defined as in 
a questionnaire study. Similarly, her 
diary provided a picture of teacher 
growth which could be substantiated by 
quoted comment and did not suffer 
from the limitations of either the "be 
fore and after" testing device or the 
faulty recollection of changes which 
had been made.

3. Research in the classroom must be 
practicable for the teacher. This means 
that the types of records kept must 
either be brief and be useful for the 
teaching process itself, or that help 
must be given teachers for making the 
necessary records to provide research 
evidence. It is on this snag that much 
research involving teachers is lost. It 
would be worth while to consider the 
use of a clerical research assistant wher 
ever teachers are involved in research. 
In fact, it may be possible to involve 
parents in the research at this point in 
the procedures.

4. Research in which parents, stu 
dents and teachers are involved must be 
concerned primarily with action and
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only secondarily with generalization. 
The major focus of interest for the 
teacher, parent and student is the im 
mediate working situation. They must 
see ways of improving that situation, 
and to that end will be concerned with 
studying the situation. This meets one 
of the difficulties of the traditional re 
search pattern the problem of getting 
the research translated into action but 
fails to provide the generalizations or 
"truth" with which research is custom 
arily concerned. There is a problem, 
then, in putting together the research 
studies focused on action in order to 
gain the needed generalizations.

5. Research of this type will, in all 
probability, be centered largely on eval 
uative devices. It will tend to measure 
the effectiveness of different methods, 
different content, different efforts to de 
velop students in emotional as well as 
social and intellectual ways. It will not 
be concerned with control groups in 
this evaluation, but with records which 
deal with continuous growth and re 
sponse to situations presented.

6. Research of this type lends itself 
to longitudinal studies. Research which 
involves students, parents and teachers 
is particularly adaptable to long term 
studies of the growth of students. This 
is an area in which research has long 
been needed, and in which little has 
been done. But a research attitude and 
continuous development of research 
procedures within the school pattern 
should make it possible to formulate 
developmental studies of children in 
relation to the school patterns which 
they experience. The effectiveness of 
such studies in child development has 
been proved. The need for these stud 
ies in education is apparent.

Developing Patterns 
of Cooperation

It is apparent from the comments on 
the type of research which we may 
reasonably expect if teachers and others 
are to be involved that the individual 
school alone will not be a sufficient unit 
for this type of research. The individ 
ual school can develop research or study 
patterns in relation to its own program. 
It can develop longitudinal studies. It 
can provide clerical assistance and re-, 
search time for teachers. But concern 
with the larger generalizations which 
will be of value to other schools and 
with the sharing of information from 
school to school would seem to indicate 
a necessity for enlisting the assistance 
and support of organizations other 
than schools and school systems.

The developing pattern of research 
at the present time stresses cooperative 
research in which members of state de 
partments, professional organizations 
or university staffs cooperate with the 
local school in planning and carrying 
out research studies. The degree of 
involvement of teachers and others 
from the local school varies consider 
ably. It is fairly safe to say, however, 
that the effectiveness of the research in 
the local school depends upon that de 
gree of involvement. The employment 
of a research coordinator in ASCD is 
evidence of the belief of members of 
that organization in the value of stimu 
lating research efforts in the local situ 
ation and offering help and consulta 
tion as well as assistance in sharing re 
sults of research.

Four patterns of cooperation with 
college research agencies are currently 
being developed:

1. The research worker asks the
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teacher to gather data which will be 
used in arriving at a generalization on 
a problem which the research worker 
has identified as important. The de 
gree of involvement is slight. The iden 
tification of the teacher with the project 
depends upon the kind of continuous 
communication established while the 
project is under way and upon the ex 
tent to which the teacher feels the prob 
lem is important to him.

2. The research worker cooperates 
with the teachers of a particular school 
to improve the program which that 
school carries on. The concerns of the. 
teacher and the research worker are not 
the same. The teacher is working on 
methods or content of curriculum. 
The research worker is examining ways 
of working or is introducing interviews 
and questionnaires which carry the 
work of the school over into the field 
of generalization. Each helps the other 
and is interested in what the other is 
doing, but the purposes are recogniz 
ably different.

3. The research worker and the 
teachers of the particular school work 
together until a problem develops 
which they can identify and study. They 
are all concerned with the same prob 
lem and the research procedures which 
develop are developed in cooperation. 
The end result of the project is the 
solution of the problem studied rather 
than the generalization which it offers. 
Any generalization comes from the 
number of similar problems with which 
the research worker may be identified 
in various schools.

4. The research worker and the 
school agree to work together on a prob 
lem which has already been identified. 
They develop the procedures and the 
techniques for the study of the prob 
lem, and the entire staff of the school 
is involved in carrying out the study of 
that particular school program in rela 
tion to the identified problem.

In practice, the patterns in three and 
four can be related. A problem is de 
veloped according to the pattern de 
scribed in item three, and then other 
schools are invited to participate in the 
study, using the techniques and pro 
cedures which were cooperatively de 
veloped in the first school. The Illinois 
Secondary School Study is using this 
pattern.

In summary, it is worthy to note 
that there is at the present time a gen 
eral upsurge of interest and concern 
for educational research. Any improve 
ment in our school program, whether 
it deals with content or with method 
depends in large measure upon the in 
dividual teacher and his working re 
lationships with parents and students 
and other teachers. If school programs 
are to be changed, the changes will be 
made by teachers. And only if the 
teacher examines existing practice and 
examines his own attitudes and behav 
iors in the situation will he make 
changes. A pattern of educational re 
search, therefore, which involves teach 
ers themselves would seem to be es 
sential if we are to effect improvement 
in our schools.
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