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Action research has become a common component of preservice and inservice

teacher education programs (Gore & Zeichener, 1991; Sagor, 1992). The primary

rationale for its inclusion is the belief that any systematic reflection by teachers on

teaching, learning, and curriculum facilitates teachers’ professional growth.

Although many believe that action research is a relatively new research approach

or design, it has a long history stemming from the field theory work of sociologist

Lewin (1939). In its original manifestation, which continues today, the focus of

action research was to make changes to better society. In the case of educational

studies, the focus is usually to enhance or improve curriculum or one’s teaching.

That is, the concern is on change related to a local concern. Owing to its roots in

cognitive field psychology, action research was/is often associated with qualitative

research, which historically lead to concerns about the quality and validity of the

data collected (Capobianco & Feldman, 2010; Feldman, 1994). More about this

later. However, recent examples of action research follow both quantitative and

qualitative research designs.

We are strong advocates of the value of action research and have continued to use

such experiences as an essential component of our preservice, inservice, and

professional development programs. We do believe, however, that much more

research is needed to support our and others’ commitment to its value. That is, there

is not a large empirical literature base to indicate that action research should hold

the status it does in many teacher education programs. In our perception, action

research has historically suffered challenges to its validity in the research

community for at least three reasons: (1) it is pursued by teachers or teachers in

collaboration with more ‘‘formally’’ educated researchers, (2) it is perceived as
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qualitative research, and (3) it focuses on local concerns instead of representative

samples.

Research Performed by Teachers

Our world is filled with hierarchies; artificial, real, necessary, unnecessary and all

the combinations you can imagine. Those of us who have taught science subject

matter at the college level, often blame high school teachers (not you or us, but other

people we know ) for skills and knowledge not possessed by incoming freshmen,

and high school teachers also lay blame on middle school teachers, and the flow

continues all the way down to parents. Indeed, this hierarchy of blame also exists

from grade level to grade level, not just the broader bands mentioned. And, at times,

this hierarchy of blame has concrete implications. We have both worked in school

districts where high school teachers were paid more than elementary school teachers

because somehow high school teachers were assumed to know more or have a more

difficult job. We even have heard of situations where science and mathematics

teachers are paid higher salaries than teachers of the humanities, and not just

because of the shortage of science and mathematics teachers. Whether this is all

driven by societal norms or somehow coded in our DNA is yet to be known. And, as

you can guess a similar dynamic exists among educational researchers.

In some quarters, research completed by teachers is considered inferior to the

research that the primary readers of this journal pursue. This seems to make sense;

after all, formally educated science teacher educators have had formal and

systematic experiences in the conventions and nuances of research design and data

analysis. Consequently, when teachers collaborate with university researchers it is

viewed more positively than when teachers embark on research by themselves,

whether individually or in groups (McDonald & Gillmer, 1997; Spiegel, Collins, &

Lappert, 1995). To our thinking, research collaborations among teachers and

researchers is superior than research performed solely by teachers or solely by

university educators because of the diversity of perspectives that are brought to the

project, not because of some specific superiority that university researchers possess.

In any case, for many years, and the perception still exists, action research is

considered the research ‘‘that teachers do.’’

Action Research is Qualitative Research

Debates about the relative quality and value of quantitative and qualitative research

are far less common than several decades ago. Norm is old enough to remember

brown bag lunch debates on this very topic between Robert Bogdan and Donald

Campbell while attending Syracuse University. But, even though Smith and

Heshusius (1986) called an end to such conversations, remnants still persist

(Feldman, 1994). You may be interested to know that Bogdan and Campbell did

eventually reach a level of détente. There will always be individuals who have grave

concerns about the potential bias inherent in humans’ perceptions of meanings and
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the potential bias inherent in individuals collected data on their own behaviors and

actions. Surely, we all know that there is no such bias in the collection and analysis

of quantitative data. Numbers don’t lie and they are totally objective. (Step back!!

That’s a joke). In any case, it is wrong to characterize action research as solely

qualitative. Even the briefest perusal of contemporary action research provides

examples of both qualitative and quantitative studies, not to mention those that

employ mixed methods. In summary, however, action research is perceived by

many as qualitative in nature and these same individuals place less value on its

findings because of their bias toward qualitative investigations.

Focus on Local Concerns and Non-representative Samples

By definition, action research is intended to create change relative to local

issues/concerns. That is, a teacher may be interested in studying and improving his/

her questioning skills. A science department may be interested in systematically

assessing the feasibility of adopting a curriculum change in its chemistry program.

In such cases, the inquirers, whether working with university researchers or not, are

simply concerned about the local situation and decisions to be made. There is no

concern about whether the sample of students or teachers studied is representative of

some larger theoretical population. Indeed, the samples used in action research are

typically small and may be as small as n = 1. There is no essential concern that the

findings generalize to other schools, students, or teachers. Herein lays the most

significant departure of action research from more ‘‘traditional’’ research that many

of us pursue. Researchers like to save the world. We like to generalize our findings

to as many diverse situations as possible. The more we can generalize, the stronger

we feel about the value of our work. However, there are many of us, especially the

qualitative researchers among us, who feel that every educational situation is

different and placing too much emphasis on generalizing is problematic. But to be

fair, even within the community of qualitative researchers there is disagreement

about the importance of generalizability (yes, we and our spell checker know this is

really not a word, but we couldn’t avoid it).

In summary, we feel that action research is and should be as rigorous as what we

have been calling ‘‘traditional’’ research. We feel the questions pursued through

action research are just as important, if not more important, than more ‘‘traditional’’

inquiry approaches. The primary difference is in how much one can generalize and

there is no real or necessary hierarchy of credibility, as Stephen Jay Gould often said

when comparing scientific theories and laws. As in science, all that should be

important in science teacher education research is the importance and value of the

question asked. Can the outcome of your study be used to improve the quality of

science teaching? JSTE will continue to welcome and value submissions of action

research, as we feel all science education should do.
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