 


How do I express my care for my students in my inquiry, 'How can I help you to improve your learning?'?  An Action Research Project





Background to my research focus


    


In my roles as Grade 8 Classroom Teacher and Administrative Assistant, I have observed an increasing number of students who are not actively engaged in their own learning. Many students are poorly motivated to learn because of poor self-images which have been fostered by repeated failures, suspensions, and set backs. In a continual cycle, the poor self-esteem (Brandon, 1981, Buscalglia, 1978) generates negative behaviors both in the classroom and on the playground. Ownership is not claimed for their learning or behavior. Many of these students believe that their teachers do not really care about them as individuals. They view teachers as distant, aloof people who are just doing a job, with no real interest in them as individuals. For many students, teachers are the only stable influences in their lives. Nell Noddings believes that for students to experience any type of success in school, they must sense a feeling of caring and respect. “To care and be cared for are fundamental needs. We all need to be cared for by other human beings. But at every stage ( of life ) we need to be understood, received, respected, recognized.” ( Noddings 1992.11 )





My professional body, The Ontario College of Teachers has produced a document on 'Standards of Practice' for the teaching profession (OCT 1999). These standards are presented in terms of lists of statements. In my research I want to communicate the meanings of my value of care as the meanings emerge through my educative relationships with my students. I also what to communicate my standards of practice through accounts of my learning as I explore the implications of asking, researching and answering my question, 'How can I help you to improve your learning?' in the context of my professional practice.





My District School Board is supporting an action research approach to professional development (Delong & Wideman, 1997) in which teacher-researchers are being encouraged to create their own living theories in the process of improving their students' learning (McNiff Lomax & Whitehead, 1996).They are also being encouraged to see themselves as educational leaders with a responsibility to enhance the capacity of the system to support the processes of improving student learning (Delong, 2000)





Debates in the most influential educational research association in the world, The American Educational Research Association, are focused on the nature of educational theory and knowledge and the role which teacher-researchers can play in the generation of their own professional knowledge (Anderson and Herr, 1999; Schoenfeld, 1999; Hamilton, 1999; Whitehead, 2000).  In his 1999 Presidential Address to AERA, Schoenfeld discussed the professional lives of teachers in terms of the exciting intellectual work focusing on fundamental research and application. I wish to demonstrate in my action inquiry into my professional practices that I too can make a contribution to understanding the professional knowledge-base of education.





What are my research questions?





I have a number of questions which are emerging and changing as my inquiry moves on:





    . What can I do to motivate my students to want to claim an education?


    . How can I demonstrate to my students that I care for them as individuals?





My questions are concerned with expressing, defining and communicating the meaning of my value of care in relation to my growing understanding of the educative relationships in which I am seeking to enhance my students' learning.





Inquiry Methods:





I have chosen an action inquiry approach to explore the implications of asking my questions,


How do I express my care for my students in my inquiry, 'How can I help you to improve your learning?'?  My reasons for the choice of this approach is that it is the only methodology which embraces the inclusion of the 'I' of the practitioner-researcher as a legitimate focus for research. My choice of a living theory approach (McNiff, Lomax & Whitehead, 1996) has been influenced by the embrace of this approach by the Superintendent of Schools who has been responsible for promoting an action research approach within the Grand Erie District School Board (Delong, 2000). It also appeals to the way I know that I work at improving my practice as I:





feel a concern when my values are not fully lived in my practice,


stimulate my imagination to imagine ways forward in an action plan


act on my action plan and gather data to enable me to make a judgement on my effectiveness,


evaluate my effectiveness in terms of my values and understandings


modify my concerns, plans and actions in the light of my evaluations.





In seeing myself as a knowledge-creator, I submit my descriptions and explanations for my own learning (my living educational theories) to the mutual rational controls of critical discussion with my professional and academic peers. I ask them to critique my accounts in a way which might help me to strengthen:





the comprehensibility of my explanation


the evidential base I use to justify the claims I make for my influence on students' learning and/or my influence on the capacity of the system to support the enhancing of learning


the way I make explicit the meanings of my values as their meanings emerge in the course of my practice


the authenticity of my account in the sense that I strengthen my readers understanding that I am committed to the values I claim to hold through my sustained commitment to living my values in my practice.





In adopting this process of validation I am drawing on an adaptation of Habermas' criteria of social validation, (McNiff, Lomax & Whitehead) for the ways in which we seek to understand each other.





Data Collection Process:





. daily journal writing between students and myself


. classroom meetings - taped discussions about behavior, programs, activities, etc.


. social skills programs - document TAP, Lions’ Quest, White Ribbon, etc.


. track behavior write-ups in playground binders entered by other teachers each week


. track number of suspensions and in-school suspensions, time-outs at home


. photocopy journal entries


. track student achievement - comparison of this year’s marks with grade 7's


. survey students in September, December, February and then in June about caring attributes


. survey staff - do they notice behavioral and attitudinal changes in the students?


. survey parents - do they notice changes in their child’s attitude towards school?


. research reports for submission to a validation group of students, staff and parents in 


  December, February and June.





Testing the validity of my explanations of my professional learning in my inquiry.





  In my first research report I will seek to test the validity of my explanation for the influence of my care in my students' learning. The explanation will contain evidence from my current observations:





- entries - students are more receptive to daily entries and these are usually self  initiated


- length of entries has increased


            - students often ask me personal questions


- personal problems are often addressed and advice sought


- classroom meetings - usually student requested now - my role is usually that of observer


-student surveys about caring attributes - October - 58% thought teachers cared about students                                                                 - May- 92% thought teachers cared about them


- negotiated curriculum - struggle at first but each unit becomes easier


 - playground observations - significant decrease in my students’ names with the exception of 


2 students.





Problems and Future Plans:





. 1 student who joined the class in mid-October has been non-compliant- he has been out of class more than he has been in due to jail time and suspensions.


. 1 student joined the class at the end of April- he too has been out of class frequently due to court time and suspensions.


. I didn’t start saving journal entries soon enough - for the final study, I will start saving them in September.


. I will video tape classroom meetings, starting in September, to track student performancee


. use tape recorders regularly.


. administer the first student survey the first day of school and then again in, December, 


  February and June.


. at September Open House, present purposes of negotiated curriculum and classroom


  meetings to parents.


. video tape classroom activities so students become relaxed around cameras.


. photograph student activities frequently.


. contact former students to try to determine lasting results, if any.











                                     “Every child has the right to an education,


                                       but every child must claim it.” ( author unknown                                                         References
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