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Mr. Hartman is an honors-level and Advanced 
Placement (AP) science teacher in a diverse, urban 
high school where he has been teaching for the 
last 20 years. In recent years, Mr. Hartman has 
become increasingly more concerned with the lack 
of ethnic/cultural diversity in his advanced science 
classes. At the end of the fall semester, he raised the 
concern with his colleagues in the science depart-
ment and found them to be equally puzzled about 
the situation and more than willing to help him 
investigate the problem more fully. Mr. Hartman 
and his team agreed to spend the spring semester 
in an action research inquiry seeking answers to the 
question: Why do students from minority cultures 

choose less advanced classes at Lake Hominy High 
School?
	 Mrs. Rodriguez is a principal in a diverse ele-
mentary school in the suburban Smileytown School 
District. Smileytown’s superintendent mandated 
that by the fall semester, all elementary principals 
in the district would implement a formal reading 
program that would best meet the diverse needs 
of students in each school and raise the district’s 
reading scores. What formal reading program is the 
best fit for the students of Smileytown Elementary? 
Like Mr. Hartman, Ms. Rodriguez must first 
gather information before she can answer the ques-
tion, thus implementing the best reading program. 
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Among other things, she must assess 
her school’s existing informal read-
ing program(s), identify and analyze 
the patterns of student achievement 
related to these teacher-initiated 
approaches, examine the level and 
quality of teacher support and train-
ing in the area of reading, and deter-
mine stakeholders’ perceptions about 
the current reading instruction at the 
school. In short, Ms. Rodriguez needs 
to undertake an action research project 
aimed at studying her school’s reading 
instruction and reading achievement 
as a precursor to implementing a for-
mal reading program that will best fit 
her school’s needs.

Mr. Hartman and Ms. Rodriguez 
are typical of many educators who 
identify issues and challenges in the 
course of their professional lives and 
seek answers and insight about how to 
improve their professional practices, 
and the culture in which they teach 
and their students learn, and how to 
better take advantage of resources in 
their settings. This article will pro-
vide an overview of action research, a 
research design well-suited for practi-
tioners to implement in their varied 
settings. Additionally, we will outline 
several key steps in the process of con-
ducting practical inquiries and closely 
examine the process by which Mr. 
Hartman and Ms. Rodriguez conduct 
their respective action research studies. 

What Is Action Research?

	 Action research is a systematic, dis-
ciplined inquiry focused on address-
ing a specific, identifiable research 
question using the appropriate meth-
ods—quantitative and/or qualita-
tive—to answer that question. Action 
research differs from other forms of 
research methods in that it is con-
ducted by the individual(s) in the 
middle of the context being studied 

and is undertaken with the intention 
of taking action as a result of the find-
ings of the study. Specifically, action 
research has the potential to: 

• 	 solve problems that are of immedi-
ate and pressing concern to teach-
ers, counselors, administrators, 
and other educators without wait-
ing for others to intervene on their 
behalf;

• 	 place educators in an active role in 
the school reform process;

• 	 shape a school culture that encour-
ages data-driven change;

• 	 empower individuals through col-
laboration with others;

• 	 position educators as learners seek-
ing to narrow the gap between 
practice and their visions of educa-
tion; 

• 	 encourage educators to reflect on 
practice; and

• 	 promote a process of testing new 
ideas (Mills, 2000; Tomlinson, 
1995). 

	 Sometimes called practical inquiry 
or practitioner research, the specific 
steps in this research design are pur-
posely unspecific enough to encompass 
the variety of issues and questions that 
arise in complex educational settings. 
This seeming ambiguity also contrib-
utes to some misunderstandings about 
the approach. Action research critics 
suggest that the practitioner approach 
is less rigorous than those methods 
that offer objectivity from an outside 
researcher and the potential for greater 
generalizability to other settings. 
Although not without some potential 
drawbacks, action research is a legiti-
mate form of inquiry for educators to 
study practical and pertinent issues of 
school and provides immediacy for 
their resulting actions. Further, this 
approach has great promise to narrow 
the gap between educational theory 
and improved educational practice. 

Synthesizing the literature of 
action research, we suggest a seven-
step process to conduct the investiga-
tion, recognizing that the process is 
iterative and may require a back and 
forth movement between several steps 
along the journey (see Figure 1). Each 
step is described below. 

Step 1: Identify an Area of Focus

In the first step of the action research 
process, educators gather information 
to better understand the area/topic to 
be studied. This may include (a) find-
ing and reviewing published literature 
on the topic to determine how a range 
of experts view the phenomena; (b) 
seeking input from other collabora-
tors on the topic like Mr. Hartman, 
who raised his concerns and questions 
with his department colleagues; and 
eventually (c) refining the topic to a 
specific research question that will be 
answered through the action research 
process. In Mr. Hartman’s scenario, 
he and his colleagues consulted with 
others in the building to determine 
whether this problem existed in other 
disciplines, consulted with the library 
and media staff to locate journals 
and other references that might shed 
light on their problem, and eventu-
ally refined their question to ask: 
Why do students from minority cul-
tures, particularly African American 
males and Hispanic females, choose 
less advanced science classes at Lake 
Hominy High School? 

Step 2: Write an Action Plan  
to Guide the Inquiry Process

	 The purpose of the second stage, 
writing an action plan to guide the 
inquiry process, is to give structure to 
a fluid process. In this portion of the 
inquiry, educators move past the ini-
tial wondering and begin to set forth 
a plan for actually carrying out the 
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investigation. In some cases, this plan 
may include a specific timeline for 
gathering data, sharing findings, and 
enacting action; in other instances, 
the plan may be an informal docu-
ment to help outline the steps in the 
process. Ms. Rodriguez had a man-
date from her superintendent that 
a formal reading program be imple-
mented by the fall of the new school 
year, leaving her only a small win-
dow of time to gather and organize 
her data, analyze the findings, and 
make an action plan for choosing and 
implementing the new reading pro-
gram. In Ms. Rodriguez’s scenario, it 
was critical that she develop an action 
plan to ensure adequate time for 
each important step that follows. Mr. 
Hartman and his colleagues set the 
spring semester aside for this process; 
however, they were open to extending 
their work into the summer as neces-
sary in order to get answers to their 
question and determine a course of 
action to increase targeted students’ 
enrollment in the fall. 

Step 3: Collect Data to Address 
Identified Question

	 The third step, collecting data, 
provides the action researcher with 
the raw information that will be used 
to better understand the identified 
area/topic. The scope and quality of 
the data that are collected will neces-
sarily inform the action that occurs 
as a result of the inquiry. In most 
instances, it is important to collect 
multiple types of data (e.g., data from 
student records, survey responses, 
observations, interviews). This pro-
cess of looking from multiple lenses 
(also known as triangulating the data) 
will increase the likelihood of getting 
a balanced view of the phenomenon, 
and thereby increase the validity of 
the findings. The kinds of data col-
lected—quantitative and/or qualita-

tive—will be determined from the 
research question(s) asked. For exam-
ple, in Mr. Hartman’s scenario, he and 
his colleagues were trying to under-
stand why certain students make the 
choices that they do. It is likely that 
the science department would want to 
talk to students to try to better under-
stand their perceptions and beliefs 
about the science courses offered at 
Lake Hominy High School. In Ms. 
Rodriguez’s scenario, she would look 
at students’ patterns of achievement 
in reading; would conduct interviews 
and observations with the teachers 
who currently teach reading using a 
wide variety of informal methods; 
and try to determine the relationship, 
if any, between certain methods for 
teaching reading and students’ pat-
terns of achievement in reading. In 
both instances, it is critical that the 
action researcher follow appropriate 
procedures for conducting research in 
the educational setting. As the princi-
pal, it is expected that Ms. Rodriguez 
analyze her teachers’ methods and 

the students’ achievement and thus 
it is not necessary to seek additional 
consent in order to proceed. In Mr. 
Hartman’s scenario, however, it is 
critical that the researchers/teachers 
seek permission from the students’ 
parents/guardians before asking them 
to participate in formal interviews or 
focus groups. 

Step 4: Organize Data

	  It is at this stage of the process that 
organization becomes critical. If the 
action researcher gathers more data 
than he or she can effectively man-
age, then it has the potential to affect 
the quality of the findings and actions 
that occur as a result. Organizing and 
managing data may require transcrib-
ing or culling through taped interview 
transcripts, sequencing chart paper 
notes from focus groups, transferring 
survey/questionnaire responses into 
some workable format (e.g., Excel 
database), and/or identifying missing 
data that are crucial for answering the 

Figure 1. Seven-step process for conducing action research
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research question. In the busy world 
of practicing educators, it may seem 
tempting to skip this critical step and 
jump right into analysis, however, the 
quality of the research findings depend 
on organized data. Mr. Hartman and 
his colleagues conducted several focus 
groups: two with students (one with 
students from the targeted minority 
groups who are currently enrolled in 
the advanced-level courses; one with 
students from the targeted minority 
groups, identified by the guidance 
counselors as high achieving, but 
who selected less-advanced science 
courses), two focus groups with par-
ents of the students who participated 
in the student focus groups, and one 
focus group with other teachers at 
the school who teach advanced-level 
courses in other disciplines. 

Step 5: Analyze and Interpret Data

	 After the data are collected and 
organized, the action researcher is 
charged with the task of making 
sense out of this information. Some 
data analysis may require statistics. In 
these instances, if the educator lacks 
the skills, it may be efficient to seek 

a collaborator from within the school 
district or at a local college or univer-
sity. Ms. Rodriguez, for example, may 
need to consult with others in her 
district or community to assist her 
with the statistics needed to answer 
her question about the relationship 
between the varied reading meth-
ods and achievement in her school. 
This productive collaboration has the 
potential to increase Ms. Rodriguez’s 
knowledge and understanding about 
analyzing student achievement data 
and provides her with another indi-
vidual with whom she can brainstorm 
possible explanations from the data. 
In Mr. Hartman’s scenario, he and his 
colleagues likely have the skills needed 
to analyze their data. First, they culled 
through the chart paper notes from 
the focus groups in an attempt to 
identify patterns and themes that 
emerge from the various groups. The 
science team was surprised to discover 
that some of the students’ responses 
concerned nonacademic issues such 
as peers’ responses to their decisions 
to select the more rigorous science 
courses. Also surprising was that 
some parents seemed to be influen-
tial in students’ decision to elect for 

the less-challenging courses. The team 
decided that more information was 
needed and they elected to circulate 
a questionnaire to all students in the 
school to elicit a more comprehensive 
view of the problem.

In addition to seeking patterns and 
themes, the researcher may choose to 
create a concept map to determine 
the relationship among many ideas 
that emerge from the data. Other 
data analysis strategies include seek-
ing antecedent actions (what hap-
pens before the phenomenon) and 
consequential actions (what happens 
after the phenomenon). This strategy 
is particularly helpful when attempt-
ing to view a sequence of events such 
as determining the process by which 
teachers implement ideas learned in 
professional development. 

Step 6: Share Findings With 
Identified Stakeholders (Optional)

	 After analyzing and making sense 
out of the data, a helpful next step may 
include sharing the study’s findings 
with others. Depending on the context 
of the inquiry, however, this may or 
may not be possible. Action research-
ers have found helpful insights from 
others outside the study, or “critical 
friends.” These individuals’ fresh per-
spectives on the study’s design, analy-
sis, and findings can offer a valuable 
service before determining the final 
course of action. In Ms. Rodriguez’s 
scenario, she took the findings of the 
study to her school’s leadership team 
to help her decide which reading pro-
gram seemed to be the best fit given 
the results of her data analysis. In Mr. 
Hartman’s scenario, the science team 
shared their findings with the princi-
pal before determining and finalizing 
their response to the data. When pos-
sible, sharing findings with identi-
fied stakeholders provides the action 
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researcher with an additional perspec-
tive and a sense of collegial support. 

Step 7: Develop the Action Plan

	 As previously discussed, action 
research is unique in the spectrum of 
research designs in that it builds in 
immediate action as a key component 
of the process. For the two educators 
described in this article, they under-
took a sizable project not only for 
increased understanding about their 
respective issues, but to enact change 
in their schools and classrooms. The 
high school science teachers learned 
that advanced communication about 
the courses—both to parents/guard-
ians and the student body in gen-
eral—was a key factor in students’ 
willingness to enroll in the high-level 
courses. As a result of this finding, the 
science department initiated a system-
atic series of communication mecha-
nisms that helped to debunk hallway 
rumors about what happened behind 
the doors of the advanced-level sci-
ence courses. Sharing these findings 
with the faculty led to a healthy dis-
cussion among the teachers, counsel-
ors, administrators, and other school 
personnel about other things that 
could be done to solve the problem 
of underrepresentation of cultural/
ethnic minorities in other high-level 
courses. 

Considerations  
for Individuals Engaging 

in Practical Action 
Research

	 Under the best of circumstances, 
conducting research in schools is a 
complex and multifaceted challenge. 
The process of conducting systematic 
research while continuing to teach, 
administrate, counsel, or otherwise 
work productively in schools pro-

vides an additional level of challenge. 
However, the process of solving real 
problems of immediate concern to 
educators makes the challenge well 
worth the effort. The following points 
are important to consider when begin-
ning an action research project in an 
educational setting. 
	 Reflection is an ongoing process 
for an educator-researcher, and data 
collection must become systematic 
and focused on answering the perti-
nent research question. The process 
of reflection can occur when an indi-
vidual seeks answers to a question 
relevant to his or her setting or by a 
committee or group (e.g., child study 
team, school improvement team, 
steering committee) that has a collec-
tive interest in seeking multiple views 
on a question or issue. 
	 Educator-researchers must have the 
autonomy to investigate the topics of 
interest, to answer the question(s) 
posed, and the subsequent decision-
making authority to enact action as a 
result of the study’s findings. Nothing 
could be more frustrating than to have 
an educator-researcher conducting a 
study in a setting where questioning 
practices are viewed as insubordinate 
or verboten and subsequent action 

may not be implemented if it conflicts 
with prevailing beliefs and practices. 
	 Action researchers must simultane-
ously play the role of both teachers 
and learners. Individuals undertak-
ing research in the educational setting 
should begin the project with an open 
mind, unafraid of the possibilities that 
might emerge from the findings. For 
the action research process to actu-
alize its power, the researcher must 
pose earnest questions (rather than 
ask questions with known solutions 
simply to verify the findings), and 
continue along the systematic data 
collection and analysis path, even in 
the face of discouraging or contradic-
tory findings. 

No problem is insurmountable 
when educators seek answers by enact-
ing systematic research methods and 
implement new classroom practices 
driven from their own data.  GCT
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