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1. Getting started in 
practitioner 
research by refining 
your question 

2. Four ways to 
enhance validity  

3. Four free tools for 
collaboration 
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Related Terms & Practices 

• action research 

• participatory action research 

• teacher research 

• teacher self-study 

• professional learning 
community 

• teacher collaborative inquiry 

• practitioner inquiry 

• practitioner research 
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Practitioner Research 

… the practitioner is 
simultaneously a 
researcher who is 
continuously engaged in 
inquiry … with the 
ultimate purpose of 
enriching students’ 
learning & life chances 
 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p. vii) 

 

an umbrella term to encompass multiple forms of research, 
conducted by a range of practitioners 
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 Practitioner Research – A Global Phenomenon 
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Practitioner Research - 
Conferences & 
Organizations 

International Teacher Research 
Conference 
(US, bi-yearly after AERA)  
 

Collaborative Action Research 
Network (CARN) 
(UK, sponsors international practitioner 
researcher conferences) 
 

North American Action Research 
Alliance (NAARA) 
(works to support & expand inquiry 
communities within & beyond education) 
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helping teachers to engage in critical inquiry is a 
central part of transforming schools 

    (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009) 

the coming era of educational change needs to 
be an era of reduced commitments to grandiose 
designs and top down reform 
    (Hargreaves, 2009, p.99) 
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Strengths of Practitioner Research 

 
• explores important questions with immediate local 

relevance 

• avoids the “gap” or disconnect between research & 
practice 

• encourages collaboration within schools, across schools & 
boards, between schools, community groups & universities 

• acknowledges the complexity of teaching & learning 

• specific findings & interpretations may not generalize to 
other contexts - yet they are enormously valuable in 
informing practice  
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Research as a textbook experience 

Research Question 
 

Research Design 
 

Data Collection & Analysis 
 

Findings 
 

Knowledge Mobilization 

(Dissemination) 
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What kind of data is best? 

Quantitative Data 

• Grades, test scores, 
frequencies, rating 
scales, questionnaires, 
demographics, 
enrolment, attendance 
data etc.  

• Can show a significant 
difference or change in 
values. 

 

Qualitative Data 

• Interviews, focus groups, 
journals, observations, 
questionnaires, student 
work etc. 

• Can help us understand 
how a difference came 
about. 
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Framing research questions explicitly and seeking relevant 
data deliberately enable and empower intuition, rather than 
stifle it. (Erickson, 1986, p.140)       

There are many paths to framing a question . . . one need not 
try to frame one’s research problem, one’s burning question in 
a personal intellectual vacuum. One can seek out feedback, 
network, look to reasonable consultants, and collaborate.   
        (Harter, 2006, p.335) 
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Dynamic Research Questions 

Research questions in the social sciences . . . tend to be 
considerably more dynamic - moving targets as it were – and 
thus generally call for a more flexible attitude . . . this flexibility 
is neither a weakness nor a limitation. It is a necessary 
characteristic.    (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p.149) 
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As teachers collaboratively engage in inquiry, the questions 
evolve to become more specific. Often teachers find that they 
need to refine their question to reflect what it is they are 
actually inquiring about. Some questions are discovered to be 
unanswerable. Continually questioning the focus of the inquiry 
is a simple way to continue to adapt the inquiry      
          (OME, 2010 p.6) 
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What is your burning question? 



Research questions need to: 

• relate to your School & Board Improvement Plans 

• address one or more key Ministry priorities 

• focus on building teacher capacity  

• have the potential to change teacher practice & impact 
student learning  

• close the gap in student achievement 

• increase data literacy 

• create a culture of information protection & 
management  
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Is your research question …. 

• something you are genuinely curious & passionate about? 

• aligned with MISA/PNC requirements? 

• open-ended with many possible answers yet focused 
enough to frame your design?  

• feasible in terms of time, effort & resources? 

• rich enough to draw on the expertise of each team 
member so their involvement will make a difference? 

• likely to generate deep thinking, provoke action, dialogue 
& reflection? 
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Lunch! 
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A Note on Research Ethics 

• Follow the ethics guidelines for your board 

• Things to remember: 

 Confidentiality: Ensure all information collected is 
confidential 

 Privacy:  Remove identifiers (e.g., names) from samples, 
surveys, and all data collected for reports & posters 

 Right to Know:  Students, parents, & colleagues  

 Informed Consent:  Needed for sharing of images &/or 
identifying information 
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What is validity in practitioner research? 

• notions of validity are different from other forms of research 

• ways to ensure validity depend on your research design & the 
extent to which the study is to be generalized  

• for all studies, a useful notion of validity is the concept of 
“trustworthiness” (Mishler, 1990) 

• concrete examples of practice that presented in enough detail 
to enable the relevant community to judge the 
trustworthiness & usefulness of the study for themselves 

• validity is judged by us all, not by an arbitrary outside 
authority 
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Four Ways to Enhance Validity 

(For any research design, data type or analysis procedure!) 
 

1) Be systematic 

2) Document everything 

3) Be transparent in reporting 

4) Focus on the evidence 
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• Be systematic 

– decide what data you will collect to answer your 
question 

– collect your data in a systematic & purposeful 
manner (emergent does not mean haphazard!) 

– decide which parts of the data you have collected 
will actually be analysed 

– conduct the analysis in a systematic manner 
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• Document everything 

– many things will change as your project unfolds 

– document your research process including your 
reasons for making changes  

– consider choosing one person to keep a research 
journal for the project or create a digital research 
journal and ask team members to take turns updating 
the file  

– Review your journal when writing reports & creating 
your poster 
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Four Ways to Enhance Validity 



• Be transparent in reporting 

– tell the story of your project 

– include explanations for your decisions 

– transparency in reporting enables the reader to judge the 
quality of your evidence, the meaning of your findings, the 
value of the claims you make & the relevance of your work 
to their own context 

– your team’s way of dealing with hurdles in the research 
process may be as valuable to the reader as your findings 

 

25 M.J. Koch - Nov 2011 

Four Ways to Enhance Validity 



• Focus on the evidence 

– ensure that you have evidence to support any claims you 
make 

– resist the temptation to make grandiose claims that go 
beyond your data 

– identify limitations & possible alternate explanations for 
your findings 

– describe things that you don’t know & suggest areas for 
future research 
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Four Ways to Enhance Validity 

(For any research design, data type or analysis procedure!) 
 

1) Be systematic 

2) Document everything 

3) Be transparent in reporting 
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• With your team consider: 
– Your question 

– What evidence you need to gather? 

– Where will you get it?  

– How will you get it?  

• Sketch out some timelines for your project 

• Identify people responsible for various activities 

• Identify a contact person to communicate with me! 
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Getting to Work! 



Four free tools for collaboration!! 
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Communities of educator’s are theorizing from practice and 
creating educational arrangements ‘from the ground up’ that 
are more conducive to the fuller human potentials of their 
students. This collective work may be education’s best hope. 

      (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009, p.340) 
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Successful collaborative inquiry… 

• Trust, open-mindedness and a high tolerance for ambiguity 
are necessary characteristics of the collaborative team. 

• With collaborative inquiry cycles, teachers identify frequently 
emerging themes, as well as rare but noteworthy themes 
which further illuminate the study. 

• Inquiry is not so much a project as a stance to the activity of 
teaching and learning. 

 

Source:  Ontario Ministry of Education (2010). Capacity Building Series, Collaborative 
Teacher Inquiry, Secretariat, Special Edition #16, p.4.  
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