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It was September 1992.  I was returning by train from the British Educational Research Association Conference in Stirling with Professor Pam Lomax of Kingston University.  I had been presenting a paper as part of my Ph D studies on staff development in school.  It was an unusual paper, especially for that point in time, as it was presented in the form of a story. The story was based on data I had collected from in-service training I had done with a group of teachers to help them develop their practice in the classroom and hence, improve their examination results.

As I presented my story, to a very small audience, I had envisaged that the audience would have found much that was worthy of praise in the efforts I had made to work effectively with the teachers.  I had that confident feeling of one who has found the answers and is actually living them out in her practice.  All I needed was confirmation in the form of an unknown, unbiased and educated audience recognising my work and acknowledging that it was good.

I was somewhat surprised therefore when they probed and prodded my story, and came out with the view that they felt sorry for the person in my story who found teaching difficult, as she evidently hadn't received the kind of help that would have sent her down an appropriate pathway to success.  Of course, they wrapped it up nicely, but that was the message I picked up.  I had different views of course.  I felt that it was the fault of the teacher, but my audience said I was looking at it as a deficit model.  In other words, I was blaming someone for not succeeding instead of looking at my practices and seeing where they were being unhelpful.

The two points that came through to me clearly were

I had been working with a mixed ability group of teachers but had not differentiated their learning, so some had benefited but others had not.

I had not found a way of involving the teachers in taking responsibility for their own learning - I had been administering to their needs as I perceived them to be.

The train was crowded and I didn't have a seat.  It is a long way from Stirling to Milton Keynes - a long way for thinking, talking and planning.  By the time the end of the journey arrived, Pam Lomax and I had committed ourselves to (for me) exploring a way of introducing action research into my school for the teachers and for me working with them, and (for her) exploring a way of setting up an action research diploma accredited by Kingston University, towards which the teachers could work.  The diploma was to be their goal; action research would be the way of differentiating teachers' learning, the means through which they asked questions of their own practice, taking responsibility for finding their own answers but with help from their tutor, who would be me.  They would no longer be dependent on me giving them the answers as I saw them.

It was an exciting prospect.  But then I thought, would any of our teachers really want to do it?  Why should they give up their free time (and indeed their relatively carefree existence) to pursue an action research diploma?  Would it work?  Or would it be a gigantic flop?

In this paper, I want to look at the significance of action research in my institution eight years on from those early thoughts of whether it could be done.  I want to discuss it within five areas of interest: What action research means to me and the teachers. The teachers and their emotional support. Managing action research in the school. The role of the University in supporting us. The political climate in which the government calls for improvement in 'education, education, education' (Tony Blair, Labour Party Leader, in the run up to General Election in the UK, May 1997).

What action research means to me and the teachers

My experience of using action research in school over a period of years is that it a strong contributor to improving schools through increasing the skills and knowledge of the participating teachers.  It makes good teachers even better and it develops confidence in those who take part in it.

Action research as practised by myself and the teachers at Denbigh School is strongly based on the action research principles of Pam Lomax (1995) and the Jack Whitehead (1993) question, How can I improve this process of education here? This means that I see action research as a process of intervention into my practice to change it in some way; holding the 'I' as central to the research (I can change the way I act, but cannot expect to change anybody else); working in collaboration with others; needing a process of validation of my work through exposing it to educated others for critical scrutiny; and making my work public through writing and talking about it.

The teachers at Denbigh (Evans 1995, p225) reviewed Pam Lomax's principles and, adapting them somewhat, the group put forward their own ideas about action research as we have come to practise it at school.  Their views were as follows:

Principle no. 1. Action research is about improving practice through intervention and demands rigorous planning, observing, collecting of data, reflecting on it, replanning and validating claims to learning.

Principle no.2. Action research is about understanding and developing our sense of ourselves, through listening, talking, sharing and supporting.

Principle no.3. Action research can use fiction to stimulate reflection and to challenge taken for granted assumptions.  Action research enables the tentative, fictional self to struggle with the 'everyday' self, and celebrates our emergence with - maybe- changed values, attitudes, beliefs, behaviours and feelings.

Principle no. 4. Action research is about dialogue, collegiality and support for each other.  It is about building a learning community that recognises the centrality of feelings and the need to express these as part of the learning process.

Principle no.5. Action research is our own voyage of discovery about our lived experiences, using the literature to develop our thinking about our practices.

Principle no. 6. Action research can be reported as the authentic story of our development, accessible to colleagues, and judged against the principles which have emerged during the course of our enquiry.

The two areas we felt to be particularly important, which did  not seem to have received recognition before, are those of using story (see Evans 1996, pp123-135; 1998a  pp47-55; 1998b pp493-505);  and the emotional support the members of the action research group give towards each other.  We were very pleased to have the support of the university, through Professor Pam Lomax but she did not work with us in an everyday context.

My first experience of action research was in 1984, as part of a Diploma in Professional Studies in Education, and was set up by me to monitor and evaluate the innovation of mixed Physical Education lessons with year 8 in a Comprehensive School.  I was Head of Girls' PE.   During the project, I did things I had never thought of doing before: I taught a mixed sex group of pupils with a male member of the PE department; I made field notes of lessons; I audio-recorded some of the lessons and evaluated them later on; I photographed the actions of pupils in the lessons; I triangulated my evidence with the support of an outsider researcher; I devised questionnaires for the children to complete; I set up small group discussions which I audio-recorded; I analysed the data I collected; and I discussed the action with members of the department.

I came to understand about action research from a study of the literature: Stenhouse 1970, 1971a, 1971b, 1975; Hamilton, 1973; Elliott and Adelman 1973; Walker and Adelman 1975; Elliott 1978, 1980, 1981; Kemmis and McTaggart 1981; Nixon 1981; Carr and Kemmis 1983; Burgess 1984; Kemmis and Henry 1984; Hopkins 1985.    

By the summer of 1985, I had collected a wealth of data.  The emphasis in the project was on pupil interactions, which were largely determined by the attitudes, values and beliefs which pupils brought to their lessons, by how I had structured the course, and by how consistently the ethos and values of the school matched those of the innovation which was being introduced.  I had adapted the course to accommodate what I found out from the pupils, and I structured the lessons so that both boys and girls could experience equity in the opportunities to participate, and that both could address their stereotypical ideas about boys' and girls' performance.

By 1988 I had changed schools and changed projects.  Action research this time was about learning how to teach study skills to Year 7 across a range of curricular subjects, and therefore, working with a range of teachers.

The overall aim in both projects was to improve the education we gave the pupils, but in neither of the projects did I really keep myself at the centre of the enquiry.  That was to come later as my ideas on action research developed.  In one of these projects I had worked with an ‘outsider’ researcher - a Physical Education lecturer from Southampton University, who was interested in action research and in the teaching of physical education.  It was very useful having him sit in my lessons and make constructive comments afterwards.  On a very much smaller scale, it was similar to the kind of action research written about by Marion Dadds (1993, p229-242); Morwenna Griffiths (1994, pp74-82); and Christopher Day (1998 pp255-273), in that, these pieces of research reported the academic working with a single teacher in an action research project.  I was also carrying out an action research project, and I was helped by the physical presence of an academic talking to me about my work.  In my case, we had only very limited time together.  In the other three cases that I have cited, there was a very much greater involvement of academics with the individual teachers over a period of time.

Action research can have many faces and my views of it have changed over the years.  I know that many action researchers do their research focusing on the context of their work rather than on themselves, for example, exploring how best to put an anti bullying policy into practice, how to teach IT to Year 8 most effectively, whether a summer literacy school maintains the reading age benefits for pupils through the first year at secondary school, and so on.  For me and those teachers with whom I work, however, I believe that the research question of the kind, How can I improve/develop my (particular) teaching or management skills? is of fundamental importance to the process of change within schools and the process of the development of teachers and their professional lives.  The question, How can I improve my.......................?  takes the researcher into the area of self study because the nature of the question is asking how can I change some part of me; the question turns the action researcher into a learner about himself or herself, as well as about improving the education of children.  Action research can be undertaken without the necessity for the researcher to learn anything about him/herself, but I am now committed to the self study approach to action research that does have at its heart that the researcher reflects on him or herself and on how he or she thinks, feels and acts can affect everyone in the classroom.

Michael Fullan (1993) talks persuasively about the individual and change, about how important it is for each and every educator to strive to be an effective change agent (p13).  He talks of individuals having their own visions, not borrowing them from others; he talks of individuals being committed to change and development.  Fullan says (p40/41) “It is only by individuals taking action to alter their own environments that there is any chance for deep change.............One starts with oneself, but by working actively to create learning organisations, both the individual and the group benefit.”  Fullan advocates questioning, enquiry, confusion, discomfort; in other words, he is saying that there is a need to wrestle with our questions and our feelings, and not be content to sweep our worries under the carpet and forget about them.

Chris Day (1998, p268) has written an interesting account of his work with an English teacher in a Secondary school.  The close working partnership eventually reveals aspects of the teacher's practice with which the teacher is not best pleased, but which have been accepted by him as being a solution to his perceived problems.  Day goes on to say: “it is only where teachers perceive that their personal solutions are themselves inadequate that they will be moved to search for means by which they can change.”

It is this discomfiture with what teachers are doing that brings them to the point of wanting to change.  Without the wish to change, commitment to self study in action research will be superficial. Zoe Parker gives a good example of the struggle for personal learning in her paper for this symposium (Parker, 1999, p2).  She takes this idea of inner understanding further when she talks about the intra subjective understanding of her own learning and relates personal learning in research situations to one's personal history.  She says that “It is educative to consider the lives we have lived and the moments of particular significance within our lives which play a part in shaping our way of being in the world.”  This is consistent with the teachers' experiences at Denbigh.  They often talked about their values, beliefs and where they were coming from in trying to make sense of their experiences, before they were able to see the way forward to change.

The teachers

So let me now look at the teachers and go back to the questions, would any of our teachers really want to do it?  Why should they give up their free time to pursue an action research diploma?  And why should they confront their coping strategies and “increase that confusion by asking uncomfortable questions until the source of the difficulties are exposed?”  (Saul, 1992,p535).  Why not just keep it to themselves and plod on, perhaps adopting the deficit model I spoke of earlier, blaming the children that things are not better?

I set up a group of action researchers at Denbigh in September 1992, with about ten teachers initially out of a staff of 65.  Some of these ten dropped out, and others joined in, but eventually seven teachers completed the Action Research Diploma by September 1995; more completed it in 1996 and we then expanded into a Masters Degree course taught at Denbigh by Pam Lomax and myself in the first year, and thereafter, by me as a part time tutor of Kingston University while at the same time (as I had been doing all along), pursuing my role as Deputy Head of the School.

The learning culture within the school has changed.  For the first few years the group was seen by others in the staff room as exclusive (which it definitely wasn't - anyone could have joined), and maybe the people who made up the group saw themselves as exclusive as well.  They certainly acquired a new vocabulary and talked of planning, action and self reflective cycles, only to be asked by those looking from the outside in, how many wheels the cycles had.  As we all got better at what we were doing, action research became an accepted part of the school culture, and most of the participants involved other teachers in many different ways, so outsiders came to feel included.  Outsiders became critical friends, observers of lessons, video-ers of lessons, participants in discussions, feedback givers on management studies, critical audiences for validation meetings, readers through of important chapters and so on.  I think action research is part of the taken for granted school culture now; it was praised in our OFSTED report (December 1994); it received a substantial award from the Woolwich Building Society for Open Learning in 1994; and it was noted as a strength of the school in our Investors in People award in December 1998.

But this still does not answer the question, why should the teachers want to do it?  I think there are several answers to this, including the following: a desire to teach well (for the pupils to be successful, for the teachers to feel satisfied with the individual hours that they spend with their classes, for their lessons to be interesting, which is evidenced by  pupils seen to being engaged with the work set); the teachers' desire for further qualifications; the teachers' enjoyment of belonging to a forum that talks about teaching, how to do it, how teachers feel about it all; teachers from across all subjects support each other by listening, offering advice and empathising with colleagues; the agenda is set by the group within the action research theme, not by a senior member of staff/tutor; and teachers can share their own problems, solutions, successes, ideas and expect critical, but supportive, feedback.

Many of these answers amount to teachers having ownership of their own learning and development.  I believe this is a very powerful motivating force in teaching and it is through each individual's inspirational and intrinsic desire to change that improvements in the school can be built.  In the same way as GCSE targets should be based on a bottom up version of aggregating each individual student's targets to arrive at an institutional target, so the drive to improve schools should be based on teacher targets, set by the teachers themselves and supported from within the school itself.

Strongly held beliefs are part of what drives teachers to undertake action research.  As one of our teachers put it recently in her dissertation “I believe that schools can make a difference to young people's aspirations, achievements, and chances of leading fulfilling working and personal lives.  I would want therefore to be part of an effective school, and I believe that I can contribute to the 'effectiveness' of a school.” (Action research teacher 1, 1998).

Another colleague, uneasy with his style of team leadership, spent time reading and says “I discovered the importance of 'empowerment' as a leadership quality.  I found that empowerment is seen by many writers on leadership as a key feature of that role.................I came to recognise that empowering others means reducing my control of the team through appropriate delegation and sharing the ownership of team plans and activities.   I needed to adopt a more democratic approach to my management and leadership of the team as the way to empowering colleagues and releasing their potential for both personal growth and team development.”  (Action research teacher 2, 1998).  This teacher had thought he was managing his team in a democratic manner, but through reading, exploring his values and talking to his team members, he found there was much he could change in order to be living out his values consistently, and as he would have wished, in his practice.

Two further teachers were motivated to engage in action research through a desire to improve results; one was a classroom teacher, and the other a head of department.  The two studies are very different, not only because the curriculum area is different, but also because in the one case the teacher was able to concentrate on pedagogical skills, but in the other the teacher had the responsibility of improving the departmental results, not  just their own.

The head of department documents his/her difficulties, frustrations, weaknesses, worries, through pages of transcripts of meetings and discussions of meetings.  He/she spent many hours talking with me, as tutor; wrestled with much self analysis from the meetings, and transcripts of meetings.  From a starting position at the beginning of the two year MA action research course when he/she found self reflection very difficult to do, he/she gives an example in the following passage of the progress made:

“I believe my ability to provide a role model is apparent, depending on how one defines the role.  I work very hard, and I take my share of the preparations and revision.  However, I acknowledge that I can be impatient and pre-occupied.  This can be off putting to others and sometimes a barrier to communication.  This should not be copied!  I should delegate more; I have written about my inability to delegate - and my reasons for finding it difficult to do so - already.  Finally, I do have high expectations - both of myself and others.  If I did not, I would not have spent so much time trying to get the revision (of programmes of study) right.”

In the conclusion this head of department says: “I knew when I started my action research, that it was not going to be comfortable.  Indeed, there were times when it was quite painful.  The nature of my research meant that I had to engage in a great deal of soul searching.  At times, I felt very vulnerable, but on reflection, I appreciated the group's criticisms of my skills of leadership.  These skills needed careful monitoring and, in terms of the aims of my research and the gains involved - the implementation of successful schemes of work and improved exam results (40% inprovement in attainment of Level 5s and above in the SATs at Key Stage 3)- it was worth the degree of discomfort.  I felt I had gained a clearer insight into my behavioural tendencies.”

The other teacher who wanted to improve results felt that students were not engaging with their learning; they were going through the motions, and would achieve reasonable results, but he felt they had the potential to do better if they became more reflective about their learning.  He became particularly interested in Howard Gardner's work on multiple intelligences; he went on a course which explained the principles of learning through visual, auditory and kinaesthetic methods, and this inspired the teacher to try some of these ideas out.  Not only was he interested in introducing the new brain based learning theories into his teaching, but he was also keen to integrate the pupil voice into his research, and to encourage pupils to think about both what they learnt and how they learnt it.  His thesis is a detailed account of strategies he adopted, the students' response to his teaching and his discussions with his critical friend who helped him to think more deeply about what he was doing.  The GCSE results in the summer were a tribute to the enthusiasm and thoughtfulness about teaching that he brought to the classroom; he raised the grade profiles from predicted grades of A* 0, A 8, B 12, C 7 to A* 5, A 11, B 4, C 7.

Teacher action researcher number 5 explains how she wanted to transfer some of her learning through action research into her own classroom.  Her research was entitled, How can I use teaching methods which promote maximum involvement with the set text by my A level English Literature students?  and what she planned to do included the following: “I wanted to form a close, supportive teaching group (of 16 students) who would relate well to their teacher and to each other. I hoped to emulate the positive elements of the teachers' Action Research group with my students.  I encouraged the students to write stories at the beginning of the course which enabled them to explore their thinking about themselves; a good example of this was an imaginative poem about a baked bean can”. (Stone 1997 p50). In discussion with the students, Stone realised that she was concerned about her new Sixth Form image and how to find the right one, but eventually decided that although you can change your image, you cannot fool your friends into thinking you're different inside.  Both the topic and the discussion revealed the teenage need to explore the understanding of the self.

Teacher action researcher number 6 secured a Teacher Training Award (TTA) award in 1996 for research into motivation factors in 6th form students. “I asked the students themselves for their views about what motivates them and what demotivates them in their studies and this was probably the first time that a wide range of students had been asked to express their views.  In giving the students a voice (see Rudduck 1996) I was able to identify a number of recommendations that we could implement to improve motivation among sixth form students. The students very clearly said that there was a need for them to talk to teachers individually about their school lives - form tutors and subject teachers.  Disseminating my findings in school contributed to discussions among teachers on supporting and improving Sixth Form performance and it was agreed that a new system of Individual Tutorials should be introduced which encouraged teacher-student talk to take place.  These are fortnightly discussions between students and their form tutor, focusing on their subjects, general sixth form issues and higher education or job applications. I have also worked very hard on the relationships between the students and myself, listening more to what they have to say about their learning.  I now use regular review sheets to gather students' views of the course and of their understanding of the concepts and theories covered in lessons.  This has enabled students to negotiate the structure of the course and lesson activities and has also encouraged me to set up after school revision sessions for those students who have found some elements of the course particularly difficult.  I now know which areas of the course to target in these extra sessions, so that the help I can give students is relevant for their particular needs.  I have also learned from the students which activities they found most useful in learning the content of the course and how I could improve their learning experiences.”

These are all examples of research projects undertaken by teachers at school.  The projects have been supported by all members of the action research group listening to the each other's ideas and research progress, going on external courses where necessary to update knowledge, having the advantage of an on-site tutor and being able to access library facilities at the university.  They have resulted in many changes in the learning experiences of a range of students, and I believe these changes are for the better, in some cases of management practices and in others in pedagogical skills and examination results.

Managing action research in the school 

One of my purposes in writing this paper is to share with others our experiences of an in-house program of teacher action research, in the hope that other teachers may like to try out this model of staff development in their own schools. From a management perspective, there are some important factors that might need to be considered: the tutor of the group, the school development plan, and the autonomy of teacher researchers.

1. The tutor of the group

This should be someone who understands action research and has engaged in the practice of action research.  Many teachers in senior positions in schools now have Masters Degrees with a considerable element of action research in them, so would be familiar with the working practices.

I have been one of the deputy heads at my school for a few years now and have been the action research group tutor since 1992.  My senior position in the school is very advantageous to me because I get to know my students very well, and in particular get to understand their difficulties to an unusual depth of understanding.  This means that not only am I better placed to help them resolve the problems, but also I have a vested interest in helping them to succeed, even more so than just might be expected from within my role  I have a vested interest in that I want them to pass their Masters Degree.  This doesn't mean that their action research project has to be successful in terms of outcome, but it does mean it has to be successful in terms of process, which is of greater fundamental importance to continued pedagogical development than straightforward outcome would be.  My aim is to help the teacher researcher gain a deeper understanding and knowledge of the teaching process, which, over a period of time, could be turned into an improvement in the ever important standards.  All this takes place within the context of a situation that both the tutor and teachers understand, as both are members of the same institution, working towards the same goals.

As a tutor on a course which is founded on self study, I also develop a clear view of teachers' strengths, and as such, can have useful staff development discussions about career choices ahead.  Of course, all this could turn sour!  I could see only weaknesses and I could manipulate people using action research as a management tool (see Griffiths M (1990 pp 37-51).  However, I would not wish to do this because it would not only undermine the general aim of improving the teachers' practice through action research, but it would also undermine my relationship with the teacher concerned, and consequently with others who might find it difficult to trust me thereafter.  Much of the success of what we have done is based on the trust we develop amongst ourselves as part of the group processes we engage in.  

One other great advantage to me being the deputy head is that there are no mixed messages given as a result of ignorance of the overall vision for the school.  I am party to discussions on where the school is going and the visionary plans which might one day come into effect.  I therefore have a good idea of what will work, what will fit the ethos of the school, what is possible from a management point of view.  I can advise against travelling down particular routes which might be counterproductive and I can help to restructure ideas so that they fit in with the culture of the school.  This is very rarely necessary.

My own understanding of leadership in setting up this form of staff development in the school was the subject of my Ph D thesis (Evans 1995).  However, an important part of my views on leadership can be found in a much shorter version in the Journal of Leadership and Management (Evans 1997), in which I discuss my need to review and overturn my customary leadership practices and give control of their learning to the teachers.  I did not find this an easy step to take!

2. The school development plan

If a school is to make action research a priority of its staff development programme, then there should be a commitment to it within the school development plan (SDP).  In addition, the plan should be wide ranging enough to encompass most teachers' research in its scope.  For instance, if SDPs contain sections on improving examination results or improving teaching and learning, then most action research projects fall within this remit.

3. The autonomy of teacher researchers.

The teachers should be encouraged to select their own project.  Good action research projects arise from a teacher's discomfort with what is happening in his or her classroom or leadership/management practices, so it is unlikely that a project that was wanted by the school would fall into this category.  However, when it comes to the point, most teachers are unhappy with their practice because it doesn't seem to be in line with what the school is wanting to happen.  For instance, if the school wants better results, teachers who are not being as successful in this respect as they would like, may well want to pursue this as a project.  The question arises, what is the cause of the teacher's dissatisfaction in the first place?  Has it come from within the teacher solely, or has it come from within because of the external pressures on the teacher?

Partnership with Kingston University

Our partnership with Kingston University has been an essential part of the process of establishing action research as a contributor towards school improvement.  Pam Lomax was instrumental in getting our action research studies  accredited at Post Graduate Diploma level through the University's academic board.  Without this we would have had no goal to aim for in terms of being rigorous in our data collection analysis, interpretation, validation and writing up, each of which stages gives so many opportunities for learning.  The Action Research Diploma was structured around our needs, so we did not have to fit in with pre-ordained University requirements.

I also benefited from belonging to the Kingston Hill Action Research Group, set up by Pam Lomax to support action researchers in their professional lives and to give the necessary opportunities for learning for Ph D students.  Whilst I was thinking through the way I was developing inservice training in school over a period of some four years, I was able to present papers at the Kingston University meetings and also at National and International Educational Research Conferences which gave me the opportunity for hearing what others had to say about my ideas and about my action research.  I was able to modify my interpretations and ideas  or not as I saw fit, but I was at least confident that they had been offered to the scrutiny of an audience in the field of education.

Much of the detail of the Diploma course and of how we moved on to set up the Masters Course, both of which were based on teachers undertaking action research, is to be found in a paper we presented at AERA in San Diego 1998 and at BERA, Belfast, 1998.  In particular this paper points to the moves towards teacher training being delivered by the schools rather than as in the past, it being delivered by the universities.  “The radical element (of the Denbigh Course) was that it was to be almost wholly school located, and whereas existing provision had been tutored by an equal mix of school based and university based tutors, the new PGDip was to be tutored by staff from the school........As Ann Liebermann pointed out in her 1997 BERA Carfax Lecture, teachers have learned not to trust other adults and tend to view intrusive staff development as being something that takes them away from the kids.....”. (Evans, Lomax and Morgan, 1998 p5).

The political climate 

The UK government has called for improvement in 'education, education, education'.  Money is being made available, consultation papers on proposed changes have been prepared and distributed, examination targets have been negotiated with Local Education Authorities (School Boards).  The profession is to be modernised and the Government Secretary for Education has said that he is prepared to give something for something - meaning more pay for more work!  

Meanwhile the educational research community is being torn apart from within its own ranks, and there is considerable insecurity about the future of educational research.  Alongside this insecurity, the future of education departments in universities and, consequently, the inservice training of teachers both hang in the balance.  Michael Bassey, the Secretary of the British Educational Research Association, has said that 36 out of the 75 universities and colleges “providing INSET courses for teachers in 1997/8 will no longer be state funded for these courses by the year 2002,  and that roughly 40% of teachers taking INSET courses in higher education institutions are on courses that are likely to fold up as they complete their studies.” (1998, pp15-16).

All this is worrying for us at Denbigh.  On the one hand we are improving education through a variety of means and our action research projects have contributed significantly to the improvement our school has made over the years.  The projects are directly related to teachers' performance in the classroom or as leaders; the titles1 themselves spell out the research the teachers undertake.  But on the other hand, if the support structure of the university were to collapse, then what would become of our work in school?

In the UK, the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) has been responsible for funding much educational research, in particular supporting some teachers' research projects; but the Hillage Report (1998, an influential  government commissioned analysis of aspects of educational research relating mainly to schools) entitled, Excellence in Research on Schools, raises questions identified by policy makers and funders concerning teacher research, such as whether teachers have the research skills necessary either to do research themselves, or even to know what is good research (p 23).  This seems to me to be ironic as on page 25 the report says “At the heart of the debate is the issue of quality.  However, we found no single objective definition of what actually constitutes 'good quality' research.  Different people and organisations will adopt different measures; some incorporate concepts of relevance and/or utility, others ..... do not”.

The Hillage report (p 39) claims that “the overall message from practitioners is that most education research does not impinge much on practice ......except where staff are pursuing individual study (such as an M Ed.)....”  The report indicates a lack of impact on practitioners of major research projects.  It goes on to say, however, 

“The significant exception to this perception of lack of impact by practitioners is the application of action research projects.  We were presented with a number of examples of teachers applying the results of their research in their classrooms, and where colleagues and other schools would be influenced by the outcome.  For example, one teacher told us about her research project which looked at the advice and guidance for sixth formers, and as a consequence of which changed the reporting procedure for sixth formers, resulting in a process that was judged better by staff and pupils.”

The report continues by pointing out that in schools that have such a culture, time is found for a reflective approach to teaching.  Is this what the TTA wants when it talks of teaching as a research based profession?  Does it want the teachers to do their own research or does it want them to use other people's research; does it want researchers to work more in schools or does it want schools to be a part of more extensive pieces of research?  Does it want a mixture of these things?

If the TTA wants teaching to be a research based profession, then why has it not had more influence in the Government Department for Education and Employment's  (DfEE) green (consultative) paper entitled, Teachers, meeting the challenge of change, which, in promoting changes to the teaching profession, talks of better leadership, better rewards, better training and better support.  It does not, however, indicate that research could be fundamental to the development of the profession, through encouraging a teacher as researcher movement.  Why doesn't someone ask teachers what they want and what would be helpful?  There were only four schools named as contributors to the Hillage report, compared to 93 other contributors, and yet the report was called, Excellence in Research on Schools (italics mine).  How was it that only four had anything to say?

I would like to finish with a theme I picked up in Michael Barber’s book, The Learning Game (1997).  Michael Barber is the Head of the Education Standards Unit in the UK, and in his book, he advocates a term out of teaching every five years to be spent by teachers in industry.  If it is going to be so beneficial for teachers to learn from industry, might it not also be valuable for industry to learn from schools?  I do not see any calls for industrialists to spend that amount of time in schools; an afternoon maybe.  Many industrialists do not have a clear view of how schools are organised now, and base their views on when they themselves were at school.  Much has changed!

But more importantly, if (and it is a big if) teachers can be spared for a term, then why cannot they be spared to undertake in-service training, in the form of action research projects, the application of which caused, according to the Hillage report,(1998 p40) considerable impact in classrooms, on colleagues and on the process of change in school.  I remember being excited by the prospect of a sabbatical term, first proposed in the James report as long ago as  1972;  I have waited with baited breath, but it seems to have been forgotten along the way.  What a shame!  Now that could have had impact on teaching and managing in schools!

One of the biggest needs for teachers is time.  Time to talk to other teachers about the myriad of things teachers are now responsible for doing; time to think about these things; to plan, to set up innovative projects, to mark endless pieces of work, and probably at the bottom of the list, to read books, articles and research reports and to learn from them and from their classroom experiences.  If only time could be built into the teachers' day for keeping up with research, for doing their own research, how valuable that would be!  I think that for many teachers this should take priority over seeing how industry works, useful as this may be too.  

This, then, is my vision for staff development in the future.  I should like to see each school as a learning centre, not only for children, but for teachers as well; where the culture of the school is about learning - life long learning; where teachers' learning is considered important in terms of the benefits it gives the school, as well as the benefits it gives individual teachers; where teachers' learning is supported, organised, encouraged and tutored by a senior member of staff; and where universities work in close partnership with the schools to make all of this happen.

