Collaborative Action Research Guide


Step 1:  Define the Research Project

The purpose of this step is to focus improvement efforts on a particular area. The outcome of this step is the development of one SMART goal.

What improvement opportunity will you work on?  There are a number of ways to identify a specific area.  If at all possible, try to select an area where you already have some baseline data.
 Examples:

· Analyze standardized test results to identify weak areas for students, or areas where all students are not achieving at the expected level.

· Analyze customized district-wide assessment data.

· Use information from your classroom assessments.

· Consider national research that indicates areas of weakness or opportunity.

· Use your intuition to narrow and prioritize where to focus improvement efforts.
Improvement area:

Analyze items on the assessments that your students are weakest in to further narrow, prioritize, and focus. For example, persuasive or expressive writing, math problem-solving or computation, capitals or punctuation, etc. State the improvement opportunity as a gap to close, using SMART goal language:

SMART goal:  Improve
by   

 
specific, measurable item
attainable (how much)


by
.


time-bound (by when)

Example: “Increase by 10% the number of students achieving at ‘meets standards’ level in persuasive writing by end of February.”

Plan for Collaborating With Others

Who will you use as a reality check to make sure you get feedback and advice on the direction and impact of your project?  Who else will really care about this project?  What will they care about?  Who do you need help from in order to do this project?  Develop a plan for involving them and communicating about this project.

	Who I Plan to Involve
	How I Will Involve Them
	When I Will Involve Them

	
	
	


Step 2: Analyze the Situation

The purpose of this step is to further clarify and understand performance levels. The outcome of this step is a clear picture of what is happening with the students’ performance.
What data exists today to describe the gap? Is the gap related only to this group of students or have students been demonstrating this gap over the years?

· To answer the first question, look at assessment results for this year’s students going back as many years as possible.

· To answer the second question, compare this year’s students to assessment results for all students over the years.

Use run charts, control charts, and scatterplots to look at data over time. Use histograms and bar charts when comparing student results.

Profile the students. Generate questions about the students and their programming.  Examples:

· What instructional strategies have been tried?

· What curriculum have students been exposed to?

· What is the pattern of attendance?

· What are the students’ learning styles?

· What are the students’ study and work habits? 

Questions:

Collect data to answer your questions by talking with previous teachers, examining school records, and looking at other information available.  When possible, graph the data to get a picture of what is going on.

Step 3:  Generate Hypotheses

The purpose of this step is to generate hypotheses to further investigate before you move to solution strategies. This step, if thoroughly done, ensures that solution strategies are not built around symptoms.

Once you have gathered answers to your questions, you can begin generating hypotheses about what might make an improvement. Here are some examples of hypotheses, based on data:

	Data
	Hypothesis

	1. Students missed needed curriculum.

2. Students were taught using “whole group” instruction.

3. Students’ attendance was poor; they were not

present for needed instruction.
	1. Exposing students to 

                                            curriculum component

will improve their performance.

2. Teaching students one-on-one and in small

groups will improve their performance.

3. Improving students’ attendance will

improve performance.


	Data
	Hypothesis

	
	


Before jumping to solutions, however, probe your thinking a little further. Use a cause-and-effect analysis tool such as a Fishbone Diagram, a Tree Diagram, or a Relationship Diagram to ask “why” five times. Examples:
· Why are these students having attendance problems? (and why and why and why…) 
· Why didn’t whole group instruction work for these students? (and why and why and why…)
· Why didn’t phonics help them? (and why and why and why…)




Also, check research and other sources of best practice to verify that your hypotheses about what might work are based on solid data. Take another look at your hypotheses after you’ve completed a causal analysis and checked with other sources.  Are these hypotheses still on track?
Step 4:  Try Solutions and Check Results
The purpose of this step is to test solutions in action and measure results against the baseline to see if they worked  The outcome is a “before-after” graph showing results of this improvement effort.

Keeping your hypotheses in mind, what do you think should happen?  Strategies…programs…policies…training…new instructional methods…process improvements…?  Develop an implementation plan.  Consider criteria as you select an improvement plan.  Examples:

· Improvement can be tested within a 3–6 month time period.

· Improvement is targeted (clearly linked to the performance gap).

· Improvement is cost-effective.

· Teachers are supportive.

· Parents are supportive.

· Students are supportive.

	Implementation Step
	Lead Person 
	By When
	Product/Output

	
	
	
	



Step 5:  Capture Lessons Learned

The purpose of this step is to help the system as a whole learn from this improvement effort.  The outcome is a summary of what has been learned—both in terms of process and in terms of results—and recommendations about next steps.

Document results of your improvement research using graphs and narrative.  Share what you learned with others in your system.  

· What did you learn about your hypotheses?

· What improvement plan really worked?

· What were the final results?

· What did you learn about how students learn in your system?

· What tools were useful along the way?

· What questions were useful along the way?

· Where did you lose your way and how did you get back on track?

· What barriers did you have to contend with?

· What new collaborations resulted from this work?

· What did you learn about building a safe environment for talking about data and results?

· What impact did your work have on others in your system?

· How might those barriers be addressed in the future?

· What was the most rewarding part of this effort?

Ensure that the gains are maintained through development of policies, training, instructional materials, curriculum, practices, etc.

Based on what you learned, where should the next research effort focus?  

CELEBRATE your progress toward closing the gap!  

NOTES  (Things to remember next time I’m involved in an improvement project):
Try the improvement plan for a period of no more than 6 months (3 months is ideal).  Assess results using the same assessment(s) that were used to generate the baseline performance.  Compare before/after results.  Adjust as needed until the desired performance level is attained.











� To identify the “gap” between what is and what should be, compare your students’ results to standards, benchmarks, averages, and rubrics.
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