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It's no secret. Teachers have inquiring minds!
Inquiry as deflned by the field of education is
research initiated and carried out by teachers
in their own classrooms (Hubbard Ô£ Power,
1999). This is to say that said teachers ask
essential questions, gather data and necessary
information, and analyze and interpret the
information to answer their questions. These
pursuits are followed by developing an action
plan to utilize the answers to their questions for
improving practice (Fraenkel & Wallen, 1999;
Hubbard & Power, 1999).

Place the inquiring mind to work in an
active, ongoing classroom and viable research
questions are generated that most likely have
practical value to other teachers. These research
questions can also inspire university researchers
to conduct more in-depth, applicable investiga-
tions for generalizing to the fleld of educational
knowledge. This begs the question which may
have not occurred to a majority of the univer-
sity research army: Rather than determining
our own research agendas and questions, what
do practicing teachers want to know?

What Is Action Research?

Action research is deflned by many (Hubbard &
Power, 1999) as teachers engaging in systematic
and thoughtful analyses of their teaching and stu-
dents. This kind of research or inquiry oflien begins
with a classroom teacher's "I wonder" statement
which leads to an inquiry question. For example,
"I wonder if teaching my students the Six Traits
of Writing Model carries over into their composi-
tions?" or "I wonder if reading the book first and
then teaching the vocabulary words is better than
teaching the new vocabulary before reading the
story?" Some begin with a pretest and a posttest,
with a treatment of some sort in between, and then
they look for change. Others try something new
and look for interesting or unusual growth in their
students. Most importantly, teachers use what
they discover through this informal and personal
research to improve teaching expertise. In action
research, the emphasis is more on what teachers
do rather than on what they say they do (Avison,
Lau, Myers, Si Nielson, 1999). An added beneflt
for teachers who participate in action research is
affirmation; there is no better feeling than know-
ing instructional decisions enacted have been cor-
rect and resulted in student learning. Undoubt-
edly, results from action research inquiries are
quite beneflcial to teachers who seek answers to
questions in their own classrooms.

Implications for Other Teachers

Teachers have inherent trust in other teachers.
This is part of the unwritten code of teaching: to
talk about student success and share good ideas
with each other. Personal stories and classroom
anecdotes told informally and formally are both
mirrors of the inquiring teacher's practice as well
as windows for others to view the practice of
another (Jalongo, Isenberg, & Gerbracht, 1995).
In this vein, most certainly, as teachers conduct
action research projects, they will begin a dis-
course in their faculty rooms sharing their positive
and negative results. It is information that is useful
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and interesting to teachers because a colleague
had a question about a day-to-day problem which
affects practice (Fraenkel oí Wallen, 1999).

Although there are multiple peer-reviewed
journals reporting scientifically researched topics
for education, many teachers do not seem to
have the time or interest in reading them. Thus, a
couple of journals have adopted a hybrid approach
to attract teacher practitioners. The International
Reading Association's Reading Teacher is one such
journal with monthly offerings titled "Teaching
Tips," "Essays," and "Children's Literature Book
Reviews" in addition to current research reports
of literacy instruction. Even so, the fact remains
that many research reports are the result of some
university researcher's personal decision to pursue
a specific research agenda—much of which is
never seen by those it is intended to assist: prac-
ticing teachers out in the schools.

Similarly, action research by its nature is
also not seen by anyone beyond the teacher
who conducts it and perhaps the teachers in
that school (Mills, 2003). In response, this arti-
cle seeks to highlight action research conducted
in the classrooms of three tenacious Illinois
teachers. Each vignette describes the study, the
results, and shares the story of how inquiring
into their teaching practice evoked feelings of
professional empowerment.

Action Research by Three Inquiring
Teachers

inquiry One: How wiii the use of reading
and writing poetry in the sociai studies
curriculum influence student iearning?

This inquiry, which took place in a fourth-grade
classroom, evolved out of the teacher's concern
about the diminishing importance placed on social
studies curriculum in lieu of curriculum actually
tested on the state exams: reading, mathematics,
science, and language arts. Her review of litera-
ture underscored her concerns, for as Hoge and
Zhao (2005) asserted, priority in the elementary

school day must be given to the basic skill areas
of reading, mathematics, science, and language
arts; social studies is not unimportant, but it is
considered an enrichment or second-ranked sub-
ject. Although this was incongruent with her
beliefs, she felt pressured to teach only the basics.
Instead of only teaching the skills needed for the
test and how to take tests, she found a way to
bring social studies back into her classroom. She
chose to employ her poetry standards as a vehicle
for students to process social studies concepts.
She compared two approaches for teaching social
studies. First, she taught the history ofthe United
States using the traditional workbook question-
and-answer approach for the Midwest region's
history. She then provided instruction regard-
ing the history of a second region ofthe U.S. by
having students design a poetry book containing
poems they wrote in relation to the history ofthe
Northeast, including poems they read by authors
from that region ofthe country (Wernle, 2007).
This integrated study culminated with students
reading their poems aloud and sharing each oth-
er's poetry books.

Following the analysis of data which included
students' attitudes toward reading informational
text, student interviews, and student work sam-
ples, this teacher was provided with evidence that
incorporating the reading and writing of poetry
into her social studies curriculum did improve
student attitudes toward social studies and
their comprehension of social studies concepts.
Finally, she stated that she would be making some
changes in her curriculum to integrate her lit-
eracy standards with social studies. She reported
that poetry writing within social studies themes
is an authentic vehicle for her students to master
literacy skills for state testing.

Implications for the Literacy Field
A literacy researcher myself, I see an opportunity
to utilize an important question from this teacher's
ideas that could be expanded into actual scientific
research. She inadvertently discovered the benefits
ofthe recursive nature of reading and writing in her
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study of interdisciplinary instruction. She taught

her students how to write poems with poetry

frameworks and then asked them to read the social

studies information to collect concepts and vocab-

ulary—hoth of which informed the poetry compo-

sitions. This notion could he expanded to several

classrooms and studied comparatively to learn if

this would generalize to all fourth graders.

A final point to note: Inquiry empowers

teachers. This teacher discovered in researching

her own concerns that she could assert her profes-

sionalism and show that social studies is a worthy

pursuit hy integrating it with other required cur-

riculum. Teachers sometimes forget they can fit

their beliefs into local and national public man-

dates. Inquiry projects of this type can assist teach-

ers in questioning mandates they do not believe

are the best for the students they teach.

Inquiry Two: How can using the Six
Traits WritingModelimprove first-grade
students' writing (Grommett, 2008)?

Implementation of something new into the cur-
riculum always breeds concern in teachers. What
if it doesn't work and has a negative effect on
students? One such teacher was asked to begin
writing instruction with first graders by inserting
the Six Traits of Writing Model into her literacy
curriculum. Relatively new to teaching, she had
many questions about how best to begin teach-
ing her young charges how to write. She found
that the Six Traits of Writing Model addressed
these questions. She came to the understanding
that she would need to focus on the teaching of
the traits one at a time. Her inquiry was born out
of a concern about the efficacy of this curriculum
for such a young, developing group of children.

Her study chronicled the development of her
students' writing abilities throughout their first-
grade year. She taught mini-lessons, modeled
good writing herself, taught pre-writing activi-
ties, conducted both collaborative and group
writing projects, and taught her young students
to assess their own writing with a simple Six Traits

of Writing rubric. She collected writing samples

from 18 first graders and found that specifically

teaching children the traits of writing while learn-

ing to write was possible and beneficial.

Affirming Novice Teachers Efficacy
Mentoring novice teachers comes to mind as I

read this teacher's reflection on her inquiry of this

writing approach. New teachers are still learn-

ing the craft of teaching. What could be more

helpful or affirming than conducting a study to

highlight their teaching efficacy for themselves?

Those who study novice teacher mentoring have

a pilot study exemplifying how to do that right

here—ask a group of novice teachers what they

are concerned about and guide them through an

action research project. Not only did this teacher

discover the efficacy of the Six Traits of Writ-

ing Model with emergent writers but she self-

affirmed her own teaching competence.

Inquiry Three: How can small group
supplemental phonics instruction increase
letter/sound connections for less able
kindergarten students struggling to learn
with the Saxon Phonics program (Pay ton,
2008; Simmons & Calvert, 1996)?

Recently, the concern for passing scores on state
standardized testing has taken many schools
back to scripted programs that eliminate
teacher decisionmaking. The thinking here is
that nothing will be overlooked or missed if
the sequence in a scripted program is followed
religiously. Saxon Phonics is one such scripted,
systemic approach many schools have adopted.
Teacher Three is a successful, mid-career kin-
dergarten teacher who was required to take on
a scripted approach for literacy development.
In doing so, she found there were still children
who did not progress. Knowing the benefits of
connecting phonics instruction to children's
literature, she wondered what would happen
if she supplemented the scripted program with
some children's literature.
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Teachers Taking Back Their Profession

Once again, the point of this inquiry is more
about challenging the imposition of questionable
curriculum. This kindergarten teacher inherently
knows her treatment, supplementing the scripted
program with literature-based practices, will assist
the children. Her inquiry is being conducted
for a more profound purpose. An experienced
teacher, she has strong beliefs based on experi-
ence and time with children. Rather than simply
submitting to a questionable practice which she
professionally disagrees with, she has conducted
an action research project in her classroom.

Professionals, whether doctors, lawyers,
or educators, are trained to be experts in their
chosen fields. Teachers, the people who do the
work and spend the time with the children, do
have the experience, knowledge, and tools to
question and even challenge public policy. How
can this be accomplished appropriately? Action
research can begin the discourse for change. Con-
ducting a study like this one can offer reasonable
alternatives. Teacher Three is not questioning the
teaching of phonics but, rather, the teaching of
phonics in such an isolated manner. Armed with
actual results from her study, she can be empow-
ered to share these results with her principal along
with a proposal for change. Absent negative com-
plaining, this teacher can state her concerns in a
professional, positive way. What principal could
argue with that—especially if the teacher agrees
to continue the data collection to show the effi-
cacy and benefits of the change?

A Finol Note Requesting o Role Reversal
for University Researchers

Imagine that professors conducting educational
research on college campuses were privy to the
action research inquiries of practicing teachers?
Consider the possibilities for research ideas that
would have a high degree of relevance to the
field! As stated earlier, action research is highly
personal and applies only to the setting in which

it is conducted (Hubbard & Power, 1999). If

the legions of university researchers are able to

regularly read reports of these stories by action

researchers (see Figure 1 for examples I have

collected from teachers in my graduate classes),

I assert they would find questions worthy of

empirical research—research that would resonate

with teachers in the field. At the end of the day,

educational research would answer questions

about which inquiring teachers want to know!

Figuré J. Researchers Take Note!

Here are some of the questions being asked and

researched by tenacious Illinois teachers:

• How can the Anna Plan assist children in their

literacy development (Summerhoff, 2008)?

• Will using video clips help my students comprehend

history texts (Canada, 2008)?

• Will student self-selection of words and strategies

have a positive impact on attitudes and achievement

in word study (Driemeir, 2008)?

• How supportive and congruent are the progroms

and methods of instruction used in teaching Limited

English Proficient and English as a Second Language

students in the State of Illinois (Friedrich, 2008)?

• Is the literacy development of the kindergarten

children I teach directly related to the literacy level

of the parents (Duganich, 2008)?

• How can small group supplemental phonics

instruction increase letter/sound connections for less

able kindergarten students struggling to learn with

the Saxon Phonics program (Payton, 2008)?

• What vocabulary development strategies are helpful

to assist student comprehension of science text

reading (Evans, 2007)?

• What are the effects of teacher read-aloud events

on fourth graders' vocabulary and comprehension

(Maraña, 2007)?

• How can using the Six Traits Writing Model improve

first-grade students' writing (Grommett, 2008)?

• How will implementing the Six Traits of Writing

as a writing project impact learning outcomes for

students (Polach, 2007)?

• How can I improve my instruction of nonfiction text

comprehension through the use of guided reading

groups (Fischer, 2007)?
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• How would the use of reading and writing poetry

within the social studies curriculum influence

learning (Wernle, 2007)?
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