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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to explore the nature of inquiry of classroom 

teachers. It considers what influences the thinking, decision making, and actions taken by 

three classroom teachers as the inquire in their own classrooms. In particular, emphasis 

was placed on what facilitates and what causes tension for the teachers as they inquire. 

This qualitative case study included data collection strategies of initial and final 

individual semiformal interviews, informal interviev/s, dialogue journals, and 

observational field notes. Study group sessions with the teachers and myself were 

audiotaped and transcribed. Categories were constructed using open coding and a 

constant comparative method. 

The study found that not having a vision of what the classroom looked like using 

new theory and practice was a source of tension. The people in the everyday working 

lives of teachers were both facilitating and a cause of tension while inquiring. Issues of 

trust in studenis as learners, in themselves as educators, and in themselves as learners 

both facilitated and caused tension in the case study teachers. Reflection was significant 

to moving forward with inquiry and a major part of that reflection was in the context of 

collaborating with others. 

Teachers should be encouraged to inquire in their own classrooms as a means of 

growing professionally. In order to do so, however, there need to be ways to support 

inquiring teachers. Possibilities for supporting teachers include providing resource 

teachers with whom they can reflect and collaborate, concern for learning and learning 

process, detailed accounts of classroom life, and creative rethinking of time concerns. 
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The formation of voluntary study groups has great potential in school settings not 

only as a support system for teachers who are inquiring, but also as an altemative for staff 

development. Based on a constructivist model of learning, study groups provide teachers 

the opportunity to talk and thing together. This format also offers teachers the chance to 

examine their own beliefs which guide their practice and lead to new inquiries. 



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION: FINDING MY WAY 

We were working in exploration centers this crfternoon 
when Kerry said, "This is great! What are we going to do 

next, Mrs. Radon?" I said, "I don't know yet, Kerry!" 

The daily school lives of teachers become more complicated with each new year. 

Concerns about student learning are raised with newly generated test scores, research 

study results, and reflection on past efforts. Always looking toward improvement, added 

duties and responsibilities are placed on classroom teachers, making it difficult to explore 

our own interests. Yet, the need to know drives us to ask new questions and meet new 

challenges. 

This study presents three case studies of teachers as they inquire in their own 

classrooms. It examines the motivations, tensions and dynamics that influence their 

thinking and actions. Through this examination, the understanding of teachers as learners 

deepens, adding to the body of knowledge of classroom life and teacher practices. 

Guiding this research is the broad question: What is the nature of inquiry when the case 

study teachers inquire in their own classrooms? Helping to focus this research question 

are two sub-questions: (1) What facilitates the inquiries of the case study teachers? and 

(2) What tensions arise for the case study teachers as they inquire? Throughout this 

document the teachers' voices have been highlighted by vising italicized print. In this 

chapter I share how the questions which guide this study evolved from my own personal 

and professional journey. I also provide a summary of the study and an overview of what 

is contained in this dissertation. 

My Professional History 

My own personal and professional history in many ways establishes the context 

for this study. My experiences as a young student were very conservative and based on a 
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transmission model of education. Since literacy was difficult for me and tracking was a 

highly regarded strategy diuing my early education, I was bombarded with feelings of 

inadequacy. As an educator I have worked at finding ways to instill confidence in 

learners. Through my own inquiries, pursuing my questions has helped me make sense of 

my world and has given me the means and incentive to continue working with others. 

Inquiry has been such a significant part of my own professional growth that I became 

interested in the inquiries of other teachers, the focus of this study. 

Reading was not pleasurable for me as I entered the field of education, but a close 

friend was and I often found myself in the bookstore on Saturdays. I discovered the 

children's department and foimd I could enjoy my time there. During student teaching I 

had a context for using children's literature and realized the potential these books had for 

the classroom. I began reading to my students more oflen, trying to connect books with 

concepts, units, and themes. However, much of my teaching was fairly traditional since 

that was both what had been modeled in my student teaching experience and what I had 

experienced. 

Upon graduating, the only "Outstanding" I received during my entire education 

was for student teaching. I graduated at the height of a teacher glut and finding a 

permanent job was a four-year process. I filled those years gaining experience in both 

short and long term substitute positions, one lasting three-quarters of a year, and another 

all but the first month of school. 

hi these first years as a teacher I used basal programs and district adopted 

materials, caught up in the rat race of "Do my kids know what the teachers in the next 

grade expect them to know?" However, I was especially sensitive to students who 

struggled as I had. In two small ways I strayed firom the beaten path~I read aloud to my 

students as often as I could, including during writing time and in content areas, and I did 
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not give spelling tests. My decision about spelling tests was very personal. 1 had hated 

school as a child, especially the spelling test which continued to confirm my inadequacy 

on a weekly basis throughout my education. I chose not to torture my own students in 

that way. 

Still without a permanent position during this time, I decided to begin work on my 

required Masters degree at the University of Arizona in the Department of Counseling 

and Guidance. In this program I studied Adlerian theory as a framework for human 

behavior, especially as it related to elementary school children. The emphasis on 

democracy, common sense, and logical and natural consequences presented in this theory-

fit with my personal orientations. In particular, I became aware of the importance of 

choice and the role of democratic practices in school. Natural and logical consequences 

seemed so much more reasonable to me than the altemative—rigid, authoritarian 

behavioral systems. 

Finally, 1 had my own classroom. I was able to apply what I knew more 

consistently. Adlerian theory worked very well for me as a behavioral management 

system and this began my move from a more traditional stance in the classroom to one 

that is more democratic. My underlying beliefs about learning were in existence though 

they were not yet cohesive or fully framed. I needed to broaden my focus to include 

curriculum as well as behavior. 

In my practice, however, I continued teaching in a very traditional manner. 1 

gained a reputation of working well with difficult children which I credit to Adlerian 

theory, but I continued using basal readers and a phonics program for reading instruction. 

Several events occurred which jolted me into rethinking curriculum. First, at the 

beginning of the school year, I divided my students into ability groups for reading and 

each selected the name they would like their group to be called for the year. While 
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conferring about possible choices with my 'low* group, one child blurted out, "I know! 1 

know! We could be that... ummm ... you know, that flying elephant. I can't remember 

his name but he's got the big ears." As I realized the implications of referring to the low-

group as the Dumbos, I quickly said that I couldn't remember either so they should pick 

something else. I was relieved when they continued brainstorming. To this day I have a 

physical reaction to that story. At the time, it made me ask, "What am I doing to kids? 

This (ability grouping) is the kind of thing you don't forget—like spelling tests." 

About the same time, I attended a local mini-conference. Ken Goodman was the 

featured speaker and I walked away with the very strong message that "Reading without 

meaning is a senseless task." Having grown up not understanding much of what I read, 

this message was so logical to me. I began trying to put meaning at the heart of my 

curriculum. 1 became very critical of the basal and focused my curriculum on writing and 

the reading/writing connection. My interest in children's literature during this time had 

continued to grow and I became involved with some district projects that featured using 

literature in the classroom. 

In 1987, the long-existing concern for developmentaily young children at my 

school was growing. I was asked if I would be interested in begirming a class for these 

targeted "high risk" children. I saw my own young reflection in these children and I was 

still looking for ways to counter the feelings of inadequacy that permeated my education. 

While my immediate reaction was no because of the students were considered a difficult 

population, I realized that this was my opportunity to drop the basal completely and use 

what I thought was a better approach to language learning, and what I felt students 

needed. I was also feeling professionally restless. When other teachers had felt this way 

the response was always "I need a change" which usually amounted to a change of grade 

levels. Maybe this class of young children was the change I needed. I thought that if I 



approached literacy differently, these children would not grow to hate school. 1 agreed to 

teach a multi-age class of first and second graders whose main problem at school seemed 

to be that they were late bloomers. It is important to know, too. that the environment at 

my school was one of total support from my peers. Though we were not all 

philosophically in line with each other, I was encouraged and supported by everyone. 

Soon after I began teaching this class, Kathy Short came to the University of 

Arizona. I attended an inservice at which she presented, accompanied by her hundreds of 

books. I don't remember ever being so attentive at an inservice. The next thing I knew I 

had enrolled in a summer class. Children's Literature, and another. Writing Process. But I 

knew I wasn't finished learning yet. I returned to the University of Arizona to pursue my 

interests in Children's Literature. In my course work in the Department of Language, 

Reading and Culture I was given the opportunity to find my own questions and 

encouraged to focus my studies in those directions. While I had been a successfiil student 

in my Masters program, this was different. I was enjoying being a student—a first for me. 

and what I was learning was basic to what I wanted to do for children. 

During one of my first courses, I was introduced to the idea of teacher research. 

From this initial experience I realized that having a question to research in my own 

classroom was "the change" I needed. I was a master teacher with little direction. 

Teacher research reignited and focused my interest in teaching. 

I took several courses from Kathy Short and on every syllabus she included her 

assumptions about how learning occurs. They are: 

1. Learning is an active process of inquiry, of searching out and 

exploring the questions that matter in our lives. 

2. Learning is a social process of collaborating with others. 

3. Learning occurs when we make connections to our experiences. 



4. Learners need choices to make connections and feel ownership. 

5. Learning is reflective as well as active. 

6. Learning occurs within a multicultural world with many ways of 

knowing. (Short, 1995; Literature for Young Children) 

Over time, I have adopted and internalized these assumptions. When I first heard 

them, like Adlerian theory and whole language, they just made sense to me. They helped 

me to continue thinking how I was working with children. At the same time they began 

to guide my own growth as well. The assumption I was particularly interested in at first 

was the idea of curriculum choices. While I had based the classroom behavior plan on 

choice for quite some time and worked at getting children to take responsibility and 

ownership for their actions, I now was thinking about choice in curriculum. 

As part of one imiversity course, I was asked to participate in a teacher research 

study looking at the multicultural and historical perspectives of young children. The 

study stemmed from the quincentennial celebrations of Columbus arriving in America 

and was expected to span only one semester, yet continued meeting regularly for four 

years. Our original question became secondary to the more pressing need for all of us to 

understand the inquiry cycle (Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996) as a framework for 

curriculum, and what that means practically for teachers. Two important meanings 

emerged for me from this opportunity. The first was my understanding of the inquiry 

cycle and the second was my realization of the need for reflection and professional 

dialogue among trusted colleagues. It was during this experience that I began to truly 

understand the power of collaboration. 

The "Colimibus group," as we called ourselves, became a "thought collective" 

(Fleck. 1979), dialoguing, thinking, and plarming together. By reflecting on our research 

and participating as inquirers, our understandings of inquiry grew and developed. The 



fact that our research group met frequently and offered a strong support system for each 

of us made it possible for us to push our thinking. Our students benefited from our 

continued learning, becoming thinkers themselves. 

When the Columbus group met and swapped stories, it was evident that despite 

our planning together and using the same broad concept of Discovery, our classrooms 

looked very different, each of us adding a unique perspective to the study. We painted six 

different pictures of inquiry, leading to the logical implication that if more teachers had 

been involved, more pictures would have been created. As we worked through our 

understandings, many interested people began talking with us, trying to create their own 

pictures of inquiry. For me these conversations coincided with working with 

undergraduate students, teaching children's literature, assisting in methods courses, and 

supervising student teachers. I also took a course in staff development. These 

experiences came together and sparked my interest in and concern for adult learners. 

Through my course work and my own teaching experience, I have come to believe 

that posing and exploring questions are a key to preventing the "teacher burnout" that 

occurs when teachers do not see themselves as learners. When I met three teachers who 

welcomed me into their classrooms because they had questions they wanted to think 

about, I felt this might be the best way I could advocate for teachers—by supporting their 

learning. Through their teaching it was also an effective way to reach more children. 

While I had experienced the inquiry cycle from my own perspective as a learner 

and a teacher, I believed that there was much to be learned by closely examining how 

other teachers initiate their own inquiries and what happens when they explore their own 

questions in their classrooms. The Columbus group reflected. 

One of the key insights we gained from our research was an imderstanding of 
ourselves as learners. It is becaiase we are learners that we continue to find 
teaching exciting and challenging.... There are always new questions and 
understandings for us to pursue about learning, teaching, and curriculum so that 
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we can create even more powerful learning envirorunents with our students. 
(Short, Schroeder, Laird, Kauffinan, Ferguson, & Crawford, 1996, p. 176) 

My journey to this study has been long and strenuous, but well worth the effort. 

My life experiences as a student and an educator have focused on finding ways to build 

confidence in young children so they see themselves as learners. One right answer, one 

right way to teach, one right question posed by someone else are all ways in which 

feelings of inadequacies are perpetuated for children and teachers. Examining how 

teachers inquire in their own classrooms is a natural outgrowth of my experiences and my 

interest in understanding the intricacies of classrooms and learning which lead to positive 

growth for both students and educators. From this study it is my hope that teacher inquiry 

will be valued and that teachers will be encouraged to pose and explore their own 

questions. 

Because of the multiple layers of inquiry in this study—my own, those of the case 

study teachers, and those of their students—it is essential to examine my understandings 

of learning, inquiry, and research. The next section addresses this issue. 

Exploring Learning, Inquiry, and Research 

A former student, now a fifth grader, recently explained to me that her class was 

doing reports on the states. Their state assignment was decided by a number lottery. She 

was number 14,"... so none of the states I liked were left so I picked Georgia." She 

continued saying, "It's really hard to do a report on a state you don't really like." Freire 

(1970) describes what he calls "banking education" in which students are the recipients of 

teachers' deposits. Students have no voice in what those deposits contain and merely 

carry out the assigrunents of their teachers. Freire believes that this model of leaming 

deprives young students of developing a "critical consciousness" without which they are 

unlikely to take action to better the world. 



Smith (1990) points out learning is a natural process that goes on all the time. 

"Most of the time we learn without knowing that we are learning.... Learning is so 

natural that we are uncomfortable and restless any time that we are unable to do it. The 

moment we find ourselves in a situation where we are learning nothing, we are bored... 

Boredom means we know so much about what is going on, or understand so little of it 

that there is nothing to be teamed" (p. 38). Learning should not be a different process in 

or out of school nor does it need external incentives or motivation. Smith (1985) 

compares leaming to the scientific method saying we hypothesize, test our hypothesis, 

consider the feedback we receive, and then reject or tentatively confirm the hypothesis 

accordingly. 

Piaget (1969) views leaming as an active process during which the learner 

interacts with the envirormient and with others. His educational aim is for children to 

become morally and intellectually autonomous. He holds a constructivist view of 

leaming, believing that new leaming cormected with what was already known to form 

new meaning. Kamii (1985) explains, "Children learn by modifying old ideas, according 

to constructivism, rather than simply by accumulating new bits of information" (p. 49). 

Dewey (1938) advocates for educative experiences that open minds to new thinking and 

perspectives and notes it is important to "... discriminate between experiences that are 

worthwhile educationally and those that are not" (p. 33). Further he states, "Hence the 

central problem of an education based on experience is to select the kind of present 

experiences that live fiiiitfully and creatively in subsequent experiences" (pp. 27-28). 

Leaming as educative experience are those experiences that connect to past experiences 

and influence future experiences with the leamer constructing meaning. Dewey refers to 

the principle of continuity of experience where "... every experience both takes up 



26 

something from those which have gone before and modifies in some way the quality of 

those which come after" (p. 35). 

These life experiences are the make up of what Dewey calls "habit" and include 

the shaping of learners' emotional and intellectual attitudes and the sensitivity with which 

they respond to our world. Dewey (1938) states, "Every experience influences in some 

degree the objective conditions imder which future experiences are had" (p. 37). As 

learners engage in the experience a transaction occurs. The learners' stances as they 

approach the experience are unique to them and influence the experience and the 

experience itself influences the learners. Having engaged in the experience, the learners 

are now altered by the experience which will be internalized and will influence new 

experiences in the future. A new understanding has been added to the learner's mind and 

awaits a new experience with which to connect. 

Goodman, Smith, Meredith, and Goodman (1987) describe the phases in learning 

or "coming to know" based on Langer's work. They call the initial encounter with an 

experience as the perceiving phase. A past experience triggers a connection with the new 

encounter and brings it into focus for consideration. The ideating phase begins as talking 

and thinking accompany the perceiving and the experience is formed into a personal 

concept or it expands or changes a personal concept already in place. As concepts are 

formed a learner can expand them by making a generalization, imderstanding that the 

generalization is subject to change and to questioning. The third phase is presenting. In 

this phase learners try out their new understandings by using them and noting the 

responses of others as well as engaging in self-reflection. Each experience has the 

potential of connecting and expanding and, therefore, influences future experiences. 

Based on Smith's (1990) notion that learning is a natural, ongoing process. Short 

and Burke (1991) describe three characteristics of a natural learner. These include 
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curiosity, intentionality, and sociability. They continue by defining the "collected learner" 

as someone having a working hypothesis which"... constitutes their current world view" 

(p. 27). Collected learners understand that their world view is tentative and each new 

inquiry upsets and then restores it with a new current look. Tension as described by Shon 

and Burke (1991) is always present"... in learning because the act of learning itself 

reminds us that knowledge is tentative. The next act of learning could be the instigator 

for a major overhaul of our belief system" (p. 28). They distinguish tension from stress 

by saying tension is natural to the learning process, but stress is caused by outside 

influences that attack or ridicule. 

According to Moll (1990), Vygotsky held a holistic perspective of learning believing 

that meaning had to be constructed in the context of the whole. Isolating learning into 

separate elements often distorted or totally changed the meaning. Vygotsky (1978) views 

learning as a social process. In particular, his zone of proximal development emphasizes 

what children can leara on their own compared to what they can leam when a more 

knowledgeable peer or an adult works with them. Vygotsky, 1978) also argues that 

mediation is one way learners make meaning of their world. Goodman and Goodman 

(1990) indicate that the teacher can potentially be mediators in their classrooms: 

Teachers mediate by asking a question here, offering a usefiil hint there, directing 
attention at an anomaly, calling attention to overlooked information, and 
supporting learners as they synthesize what they are learning into new concepts 
and schemas. They provide just enough support to help the learner make the most 
of his or her own zone of proximal development, (p. 236) 

It is important to note that putting the learner, rather than content, at the center of 

learning is a commonly held perspective among these learning theorists. Dewey (1938) 

states. "The traditional scheme is, in essence, one of imposition from above and outside. It 

imposes adult standards, subject-matter, and methods upon those who are only growing 
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slowly to maturity" (p. 19). By focusing on the learner and learning, new possibilities are 

available. 

Inquiry is a social process of learning through which learners make meaning 

(Watson, Burke, & Harste, 1989). More specifically, inquiry involves learner consciously 

asking and pursuing their own questions. Freire (1985) makes the point that learning is 

more than simply supplying an answer to someone else's question. Students need to also 

find and pose their own questions that are meaningful to their lives. 

Inquiry is a cyclical process that includes seven key components as defined by 

Short, Harste, and Burke (1996). These include building from the known, taking the time 

to find questions for inquiry, gaining new perspectives, attending to difference, sharing 

what was learned, planning new inquiries, and taking thoughtful new action (p. 262). They 

point out that there are three sources of knowledge learners call on while inquiring. These 

are personal and social knowing, knowledge systems, and sign systems. They describe 

personal and social knowing as the "... knowledge they (the learners) have gained from 

their personal experiences of living in the world and being part of specific cultural groups 

and social contexts" (p. 258). Knowledge systems are how knowledge has been organized 

by people in order to understand their world. The third source of knowledge is sign 

systems,"... alternative ways of creating and sharing meaning with others such as 

language, mathematics, music, art, and movement... each allows us to to know and 

communicate different meanings" (p. 259). Short, Harste, and Burke highlight the 

significance of these three knowledge sources since inquirers draw on all three sources in 

order to inquire. 

Short and Burke (1991) state their belief that"... learning is inquiry and inquiry is 

learning" (p. 55). They view research as an activity not limited to university professors, 

rather something that anyone who is "searching out the questions significant to their lives" 
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(p. 56). In distinguishing learning, inquiry, and research, I suggest there are three different 

types of learning: natural, intentional, and systematic learning. As natural, curious learners, 

we are constantly informally learning about our world. Life's opportunities present us with 

numerous circumstances in which we can leam about things we are mildly curious about or 

have never considered. We reflect on experiences we have had, ruiming ideas through our 

heads and making connections that help us understand our world. 

Learning becomes more structured when it is intentional. Therefore, it also 

becomes inquiry. Short and Burke (1991) write of intentionality, "Our curiosity leads us to 

construct hypotheses that are possible explanations for the ambigmties we see in the world 

around us" (p. 12). They continue, "Intentionality involves living in a continuous present 

which is always in touch with the past and the future" (p. 14). Curiosity has led to the 

formulation of a question for which no response is clear. The inquirer's curiosity is strong 

enough that he or she engages in an intentional search that will bring sense and order to the 

inquirer's world. The inquirer uses a variety of research strategies, but does not choose to 

engage in systematic and methodical procedures and documentation. Reflective thinking is 

an important component which may encompass some of these procedures such as keeping a 

journal, but it is unlikely that there will be significant and systematic documentation. Data 

analysis, while it is done, is less likely to be documented and more likely to take the form of 

reflection and professional dialogue with colleagues. 

Systematic learning or research draws on the same process as natural and intentional 

learning. However, the process from start to finish is systematically, thoughtfully, and 

carefully planned and dociunented. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) use the words 

"systematic and intentional" to define teacher research. Teachers participating in research 

adhere to exacting procedures and documentation as they collect and analyze their data. 
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One difference between inquiry and research may be the intended audience. While 

all learning stems from the learner's own interests and questions, inquiry is the result of the 

inquirer becoming aware of having a question and wanting to know something. Inquirers 

may share their understandings with friends or colleagues, but their intended audience is 

small and limited. On the other hand, research is more exact because the intended audience 

is much broader. The researcher plans on presenting the findings and implications to others 

as well as gaining new understandings for his or her own practice. 

In this study learning was natural, intentional and systematic. The students, the 

three teachers, and myself, were constantly learning about our world naturally. For 

example, as adults. Margaret, Melinda, Dorothy, and myself were involved with the 

students in learning about the topics being explored in the classrooms and in understanding 

the children's perspectives. The students and the teachers were also engaged in intentional 

inquiry. They found and posed questions important to their lives, searched for responses 

that made sense, participated in some strategies that documented their findings, and shared 

their new perspectives with others. Data collection and analysis were less rigid. My own 

learning was systematic, beginning with a proposal for research and permissions, followed 

by systematic and intentional procedures and methods as required for valid research. 

It is clear that the terms of learning, inquiry, and research overlap and that 

distinctions between them will necessarily remain obscure. However, in this dissertation I 

am using learning as the broadest term. When learning involves intentional 

problem-posing, I view it as inquiry and when intentional problem-posing also becomes 

formal and systematic with carefully delineated data collection and analysis, I refer to it as 

research. With these distinctions in place, I provide an overview of this study about 

inquiries of the case study teachers. 
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Overview of the Study 

As indicated, this study is about how teachers inquire in their own classrooms. The 

broad question guiding this research is: What is the nature of inquiry when the case study 

teachers inquire in their own classrooms? Two sub-questions help to center this research. 

(I) What facilitates the inquiries of the case study teachers? This question aided me in 

thinking about what encouraged the case study teachers to move forward with their 

inquiries. (2) What tensions arise for the case study teachers as they inquire? This 

question helped me focus on the tensions and obstacles that arose which both inhibited and 

facilitated their inquiries. 

This study took place over the course of one semester, from January through May. 

1996. During this time I visited each of the classrooms at least once a week and we met in 

a study group format every two or three weeks. Ethnographic techniques and methods were 

used for collecting and analyzing data for the three case studies. The study group data was 

a secondary data source for the case studies and was analyzed separately for its significance 

as a place for teachers to reflect and learn collaboratively. My role was primarily that of 

participant observer, though sometimes I was viewed by the case study teachers as a mentor 

and, at other times, as a participant. 

Overview of the Dissertation 

This document includes nine chapters. Chapter 1 is an introduction to the study. 

Chapter 2 reviews the literature that underlies this study. It is important to know that this 

study emerges from the work of others whose ideas and concepts are its foundations. 

Included in this literature are three areas. The first is teacher research; the second is teacher 

change; and the third is reflective teaching. Chapter 3 describes in detail the design and 

methodology for this study. Chapters 4, 5, and 6 are the three individual case studies. They 

are prefaced by a brief introduction to facilitate reading of the case studies. Chapter 7 
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presents the analysis of the study group data. Chapter 8 is a cross-case analysis and 

Chapter 9 summarizes the findings and presents the implications. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEWING THE LITERATURE 

This case study concerns the thoughts and actions of teachers as they inquire in 

their classrooms. In order to place this study in a broader context it was important to 

understand the research that informs this study. I have identified and reviewed the 

literature in three areas. They are teacher research, teacher change, and teacher reflection. 

The teachers in this study inquired, posing questions to explore in the context of 

their own classrooms with the intent to leam. The section on teacher research addresses 

some of the same issues that inquiring teachers need to consider. While there is more 

systematic procedure in teacher research, there is also similarity that is foundational to 

inquiry. TTie teachers in this study were engaging in inquiry with the intent of learning 

and were open to change as a natural consequence of their new understandings. 

Therefore, understanding the literature on teacher change is vital to this study. Reflective 

thinking is a major component in the process of learning and is found in both teacher 

research and teacher change literature. The reflections of the teachers in this study led 

them to their questions and guided their decisions throughout the study. 

The broad scope of the gmding question in this study, what is the nature of 

inquiry, indicates a need to consider the scope of a comparable body of professional 

literature. The following section reviews the work in the field of teacher research. 

Teacher Research 

Lawrence Stenhouse is considered one of the early and most influential supporters 

and promoters of teacher research (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Hopkins, 1993; 

Huberman, 1996; Rudduck & Hopkins, 1985). He writes. 

The basic argument for placing teachers at the heart of the educational research 
process may be simply stated. Teachers are in charge of classrooms. From the 
point of view of the experimentalist, classrooms are ideal laboratories for testing 
educational theory'. From the point of view of the researcher whose interest lies in 
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naturalistic observation, the teacher is a potential participant observer in 
classrooms and schools. From whatever standpoint we view research, we must 
find it difficult to deny that the teacher is surrounded by rich research 
opportunities. (Stenhouse, 1985, p. 15) 

Stenhouse has a high regard for the teachers and the knowledge they have about the art of 

teaching. He realizes they are instrumental in resolving educational controversies and 

concerns. 

Defining Teacher Research 

Many have worked at defining teacher research, sometimes called action research. 

Hopkins (1987) explains it is "an act undertaken by teachers either to improve their own 

or a colleague's teaching or to test the assumptions of educational theory in practice" (p. 

115). He notes the inadequacy of traditional research in helping teachers change their 

practice. Hopkins calls for autonomy and individual dignity as reasons for teachers to 

engage in teacher research. 

Boomer's (1987) statement that "to learn deliberately is to research" (p. 5) is in 

alignment with the notion of research as intentional. He proposes that schools be 

developed into communities of thinkers. Berthoff (1987) emphasizes that inquiry may 

not even have new information as its focus, but that teachers are re-examining 

information they already have, referring to the inquiry process as "REsearching.... We 

do not need new information: we need to think about the information we have" (p. 30). 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) define teacher research as "systematic, 

intentional inquiry by teachers about their own school and classroom work" (pp. 23-24). 

They describe "systematic" as the way information and experiences are collected, 

recorded, and documented in a written form. Expanding on this idea, they include 

"ordered ways of recollecting, rethinking and analyzing classroom events for which there 

may be only partial or unwritten records" (p.24). "Intentional" to them means that the 

activity is planned rather than spontaneous. They are quick to add that they are not saying 
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"Inquiry," according to Cochran-Smith and Lytle, implies that the questions are being 

generated from and by the teacher research. These questions reflect the teachers' needs 

and their desire to understand their experiences and to become learners. Cochran-Smith 

and Lytle favor interpretive research that offers detailed descriptions of the everyday 

events of the classroom that bring meaning and understanding to teachers. They suppon 

the notion that understanding one classroom will help us to understand more flilly all 

classrooms. 

Examining Assxmiptions and Imperatives 

In thinking about teacher research, Odell (1987) names three underlying 

assumptions. The first has two pieces. One piece is that all researchers are able to shape 

and reshape guiding questions for their research. The other part is that researchers will 

meticulously describe the data, requiring the teacher to be attentive to what is happening 

in the classroom. The second assumption is that research is a never-ending process of 

thinking and rethinking. "Exploration leads to still further exploration, discovery to still 

further discovery" (p. 129). Odell's third assumption is that researchers will seek out 

colleagues who can listen and with whom they can dialogue. 

Patterson (1996) discusses the assumptions teacher researchers make about 

learning and teaching. To begin, learning is "the result of transactions among people and 

texts within complex social and cultural environments" (p. 4). These transactions are the 

change that occurs in all participants when the purpose is to make meaning. The second 

assumption Patterson notes is that teacher researchers understand that classrooms as 

learning conmiimities are extremely complex places (p. 5), making them unpredictable, 

"... with no clear questions or simple answers" (p. 5). Recognition of this complexity 

leads Patterson to her third assumption: "that classroom discourse is critical to learning" 
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(p. 6). She cites Vygotsky's (1986) concepts that a person's thought is connected to 

action with language, and the zone of proximal development, assisting "... students with 

tasks that they cannot yet accomplish alone" (Patterson 1996, p. 7) are critical for 

learners. Patterson's fourth assumption common to teacher researchers is that they "... 

believe that inquiry drives their classrooms. Learners' questions frame the tasks and 

structure the instructional time. Inquiry also drives teaching. Inquiry feeds the teachers' 

instructional plarming, their responses to students, and their more general professional 

development" (p. 7). 

While Patterson indicates that these are assumptions teachers make before 

engaging in teacher research, it seems likely that they are internalized through the process 

of teacher research and become assumptions as more classroom research is investigated. 

For example, a teacher may believe on a theoretical level that talk and writing mediate 

learning, but they become excited about it when they see it in their own classroom. This 

sometimes occurs in the context of inquiry rather than prior to inquiry. 

Stenhouse (Rudduck & Stillman, 1985) supports teachers doing their own 

research because it has the potential to strengthen and improve their classroom practices. 

He notes two imperatives for educational research: "First, teachers must inevitably be 

intimately involved in the research process; and second, researchers must justify 

themselves to practitioners, not practitioners to researchers" (p. 19). Stenhouse advocates 

for teachers taking a stronger, more active role in research. He recognizes teachers for 

their knowledge and judgment which ultimately helped to legitimatize teacher research. 

Duckworth (1986) views the teacher as both a practitioner and a researcher. "It is only 

because she knows how to do her job as a practitioner that she is in a position to pursue 

her questions as a researcher" (p. 490). 



Identifying the Benefits 

There are several benefits for teacher researchers. Cochran-Smith and Lytle 

(1993) recognize that teachers who inquire are empowered by conducting their own 

research. It serves "... to help them better understand and ultimately to transform their 

teaching practices" (p. 19). More specifically, Goswami and Stillman (1987) list what 

occurs when teachers regularly engage in classroom inquiry: 

1) Their teaching is transformed in important ways: they become theorists, 
articulating their intentions, testing their assumptions, and finding connections 
with practice. 

2) Their perceptions of themselves as writers and teachers are transformed. They 
step up their use of resources; they form networks; and they become more active 
professionally. 

3) They become rich resources who can provide the profession with information 
it simply doesn't have. They can observe closely, over long periods of time, with 
specid insights and knowledge. Teachers know their classrooms and students in 
ways that outsiders can't. 

4) They become critical responsive readers and users of current research, less apt 
to accept uncritically others' theories, less vulnerable to fads, and more 
authoritative in their assessment of ciuricula, methods, and materials. 

5) They can study writing and learning and report their findings without spending 
large siuns of money (although they must have support and recognition). Their 
studies, while probably not definitive, taken together should help us develop and 
assess writing curricula in ways that are outside the scope of specialists and 
external evaluators. 

6) They collaborate with students to answer questions important to both, drawing 
on the community resources in new and unexpected ways. The nature nature of 
classroom discourse changes when inquiry begins. Working with teachers to 
answer real questions provides students with intrinsic motivation for talking, 
reading, and vmting and has the potential for helping them achieve mature 
language skills. (Preface) 

Hopkins (1993) argues that improving teaching and education are at the heart of 

teacher research. "... Teachers are engaging in classroom research for the express 

purpose of improving the quality of educational life in their classroom ... the teachers 

involved are genuinely interested in understanding the dynamics of their own teaching 
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style" (p. 10). Because teacher develop and ask their own questions, they are highly 

motivated and change is more easily accepted. 

Finding Autonomv Through Teacher Research 

Stenhouse (Rudduck & Stillman, 1985) believes that research would lead teachers 

to emancipation. "The essence of emancipation as I conceive it is the intellectual, moral 

and spiritual autonomy which we recognize when we eschew paternalism and the role of 

authority and hold ourselves obliged to appeal to judgement" (p. 3). He encourages 

teachers .. to review your experience critically and then test the research against your 

critical assessment of your own experience. I am not seeking to claim that research 

should override your judgement: it should supplement and enrich it" (p. 40). He places 

great trust in teachers' ability to make decisions in their own classrooms. 

I think measurement should be subordinate to judgement.... What I am trying to 
do is to encourage the feeling that all statistics can be thrown out if they don't 
accord with the reality as you know it, and when you look at statistical results, 
somehow the thing to do is to end up not talking about standard deviations, but 
talking about experience, (p. 41) 

Hopkins (1987) argues that Stenhouse's concept of emancipation underpins 

teacher research. He states it is "the process involved in liberating teachers from a system 

of education that denies individual dignity by returning to them some degree of self-worth 

through the exercise of professional judgment" (p. 126). He believes that teachers take 

greater control of their professional lives by participating in teacher research. Martin 

(1987) similarly supports teachers initiating their own studies, recognizing them as major 

players in qualitative work. 

Generally, teachers have been trained as doers of other people's directions. They 
have carried out research directed from university projects, or worked to 
guidelines set by superintendents, and have seldom seen themselves as initiators. 
The nature of ethnographic research puts them in the center of a different kind of 
research, (pp. 22-23) 
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The argument revolves around perceiving the classroom teacher as a technician or 

as a thinking, learning, decision-making, professional educator. Teacher as technicians 

carry out directives from superintendents, principals, peers, and manufactured manuals 

with little thought, accepting without consideration what they are told. These are the 

people in mind when it is said that anyone can teach. On the other hand, professional 

educators question those directives and make good decisions based on their knowledge of 

the reality as they know it. They are empowered by their own inquiries and are active 

teacher researchers. 

Developing Support Svstems for Teacher Researchers 

One aspect of teacher research that was found in much of the literature is the need 

to find and form support systems when teachers participate in research (Cochran-Smith & 

Lytle, 1990, 1993; Donoahue, VanTassell, & Patterson, 1996; Goswami & Stillman, 

1987; Hubbard & Power, 1993; Lieberman & Miller, 1991; Odell, 1987; Patterson, Santa. 

Short, «&. Smith, 1993; Tikunoff & Mergendoller, 1983). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) 

state, "When groups of teachers have the opportunity to work together as highly 

professionalized teacher-researchers, they become increasingly articulate about issues of 

equity, hierarchy, and autonomy and increasingly critical of the technocratic model that 

dominates much school practice" (p. 9). Duckworth (1986) notes the importance of 

learning in a group and being able to explain what you learn to others. Caufield (1996), 

in writing about her classroom research, states, "... My colleagues both in my school 

community and the university community have been key factors. A significant part of 

teacher inquiry for me has been the talk about the inquiry" (pp. 60-61). 

Ernst (1994) describes "a community of teachers learning" she initiated at her 

school and how each person's question were beneficial to all 20 members of the group. 

By focusing on the real, everyday issues of teaching and learning and being open, they 
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became a trusted close support for each other. As part of her own teacher research she 

asked the members how the group had affected them and found the following categories 

in their responses: 

Increased sense of professionalism; increased support for their own work through 
a participation in a commimity of colleagues; support for changes in what or how 
they teach; awareness and practice in observation and reflection on their 
classroom; sense of empowerment to answer questions, challenge to the status 
quo; and suggestions for change in teaching practice, (p. 67) 

In fact, it was difficult to find literature that did not touch on the appropriateness 

and need of developing one or more listening ears for the teacher researcher. It was 

featured by both teacher researchers and by those in academia. All were in agreement. 

Donoahue (1996) writes, "Teacher research often begins with one teacher working alone 

with his or her students, but its full power and influence is not felt -'ntil the community is 

extended beyond the classroom walls" (p. 102). 

Reflection is fundamental part of the support system needed for teacher research. 

Patterson and Shannon (1993) state, "Action based on new knowledge through reflection 

and inquiry is the ultimate goal of teacher research" (p. 9). Tikunoff and Mergendoller 

(1983) describe their Interactive Research and Development process as calling for 

teachers to reflect on their classroom lives, acknowledge problems, and actively examine 

these problems in order to make improvements (p. 217). Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) 

refer to Dewey's emphasis on teachers reflecting on their practices and then integrating 

their new understandings into their theories and beliefs about teaching and learning (p. 4). 

Reflection is of such great importance to the process of teacher research and change that 

it will be discussed at greater length in the last section of this chapter. 

Considering Objections and Obstacles 

There are some objections to teacher research. Stenhouse (Rudduck & Stillman 

1985) notes several criticisms. To begin with "teachers do not know what they do" (p. 
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15) and therefore, their self reporting could not be accurate. He saw this inaccuracy as 

having merit in as much as teachers learn to teach by reflecting on their own work. 

Through this process of growth and understanding, however, teachers do know what they 

do so Stenhouse disregards this objection. His second criticism is that teachers' interests 

and involvement in the school and classroom .. condemns them to bias" (p. 16). 

Stenhouse gives little credit to this claim remarking, "In my experience the dedication of 

professional researchers to their theories is a more serious source of bias than the 

dedication of teachers to their practice" (p. 16). Lastly, Stenhouse points out that the lack 

of time is the primary interference for teachers wanting to do research. The demands of 

teaching are so great that there is neither time nor energy to conduct research and teach. 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993), point out that teacher research is not always 

accepted as contributing to the knowledge base of teaching. There are also questions of 

whether teacher research is considered to be rigorous and valuable. (Applebee, 1987; 

Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Patterson, Santa, Short & Smith, 1993; Patterson & 

Shannon, 1993). 

Hopkins (1993) has several other concerns. First, he distinguished between 

Lewin's notion of action research and other teacher research. Lewin believes that 

research is "an externally initiated intervention designed to assist a client system; that it 

was functionalist in orientation; and prescriptive in practice" (p. 54). While he does not 

view teacher research this way, Hopkins is concemed others might and that conflict 

between this value system and the imderlying intention of teacher research—emancipation 

-may arise. Hopkins is also concerned that models of teacher research may not be 

adequate and that overuse of some language will dilute the potential of teacher research 

by making it appear as a deficit model of professional development. Hopkins finds 

language such as "problem," "improve," and "needs assessment" used fi-equently in action 
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research and may lead to the interpretation that teacher research is intended to fix 

something that is wrong. 

Several obstacles have been associated with teacher research, including the issue 

of teacher as technician (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993) discussed earlier in the section 

Finding Autonomy Through Teacher Research. The isolation of teaching has also been 

identified as problematic (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Goodlad, 1984; Lieberman & 

Miller, 1991). Issues surrounding isolation include inconsistencies across a school 

district and even within one building; the primary source for professional feedback is 

from students; and a lack of collaboration with other teachers in order to learn. Goodlad 

(1984) reports that even the conditions of lunchtime for teachers are such that developing 

relationships are lessened. 

While Lieberman and Miller (1991) note that gaining confidence as a teacher is 

sometimes difficult to achieve, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) point out that the 

confident teacher is not expected to ask questions, thus alluding to his or her inadequacy. 

Since teacher research is centered on the question posed by the classroom teacher, this 

perception can interfere with doing teacher research. 

Teachers are concerned about having time to do research. Crowded schedules are 

the rule, not the exception, and efficiency and speed are advantages. 

hi school, teachers and students are organized according to whether they are on 
time, behind time, out of time, killing time, saving time, serving time, watching 
their time, or moving double time. Teachers are evaluated according to how they 
manage transition time, allocated time, academic time, and time on task. Clearly, 
time is a dimension that is central to the work lives of teachers. (Cochran-Smith & 
Lytle, 1993, p. 91) 

No wonder finding time for research is threatening. One aspect of teacher research to be 

discussed later is forming a support system which includes one or more colleague with 

whom a teacher researcher can dialogue. With isolation and the circumstances of 

teaching factored in, this often takes time. 
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Looking Ahead 

While Huberman (1996) recognizes that currently there is a teacher research 

movement, Mohr (1996) makes several predictions about the future of teacher research. 

She views these predictions as being the potential of teacher research, but lists them in 

order of confidence, feeling most sure about the first and least sure that the fourth will 

occur. First, "Teachers at all grade levels and in all different kinds of teaching situations 

will be conducting research and presenting their ideas to their colleagues" (p. 117). 

Although forming learning communities is not always easily accomplished, the need to 

know will motivate teachers to share with others. Atwell (1991) reflects, "As thoughtful 

practitioners, teacher researchers document out of consideration for those other teachers 

who know they don't know" (p. 14). Donoahue (1996) agrees that teachers will continue 

to inform each other by sharing what they have learned from their own classrooms. 

Mohr's (1996) second prediction is that "teachers researchers will contribute to 

new definitions of what it means to teach" (p. 118). Bissex and Bullock (1987) argue that 

"by becoming researchers teachers take control over their classrooms and professional 

lives in ways that confound the traditional definition of teacher and offer proof that 

education can reform itself from within" (p. ix). Mohr (1996) contends that posing and 

exploring questions and possibilities with students will emphasize that teachers are 

master learners, demonstrating in full view of their students the inquiry process. This 

changes not only our perceptions of what teaching is, but also our notions about staff 

development, with teachers being recognized for their expertise instead of being in need 

of fixing. 

Teacher research is a do-it-yourself-with-the-help-of-colleagues model of teacher 
learning. At the heart of the professionalism that teachers research offers is 
respect for teacher knowledge - not teacher folklore or facidty loimge laments, but 
knowledge as it is acquired by research. (Mohr, pp. 119-120) 
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The third prediction that Mohr makes is "Teacher research will contribute to the 

knowledge base of the profession and teacher researchers will participate as equal 

partners in the discourse of the profession" (p. 120). Teachers who are investigating their 

own teaching and sharing with others are changing themselves, their co-workers, and 

schools from wdthin. Mohr writes, "Teaching and teacher research are not done 

independently of the profession. Teacher research is not a move out of teaching, but is a 

move toward a more responsible role in the school system and a new relationship with 

colleagues at all levels" (p. 120). The teacher is no longer seen as technician. Instead he 

or she is respected as a knowledgeable member of the field. 

The final prediction Mohr makes is "Teacher research, by its rethinking of the 

basic questions of education, will reshape the understanding of how children learn and 

will transform our schools into learning commtmities" (p. 121). She adds that we tend to 

now perceive ourselves "as various labeled groups" (p. 121) and this may prevent us from 

forming a true learning community in which the essence is difference. Attitudes 

including how we value children, teachers, schools, and education may interfere with 

forming true learning communities. Mohr mentions other concerns and says she values 

teacher research because her concerns are so great, but there is strength in teacher 

research if teachers accept the responsibility of learning. 

Summarizing Teacher Research 

In summary, teacher research has become more popular in recent years prompted 

by the encouragement of Lawrence Stenhouse and his notion of emancipation for 

teachers. Assumptions include the ability of teacher researchers to form questions and 

carefully describe data, that teacher research is ongoing, and that a community of learners 

is needed. Assimiptions about learning and teaching being a transactive process, that 

learning communities such as classrooms are complex, that discourse is critical to 
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learning, and that inquiry drives classrooms were considered. Benefits noted were: the 

empowerment of teachers; the improvement of teaching; the gain in confidence; the 

teacher researcher as a resource; greater participation in professional activity; additions to 

the knowledge base; and the potential to improve student understanding. Objections to 

teacher research include teachers' lack of knowledge and experience, and having a biased 

perspective. Teacher research is not always regarded as adding to the knowledge base. 

Rigor has also been questioned. Confusion could occur due to old definitions of action 

research, that models may be inadequate, and that over use of language may misrepresent 

teacher research as a deficit model were other concerns. Obstacles to conducting teacher 

research include the notion of teacher as technician, the isolation of teaching, the 

perception that teachers who pose questions are inadequate, and finding time to do 

research in an akeady demanding job. Predictions about teacher research are the 

continued sharing of ideas and finding among educators, a redefining of the meaning of 

teaching, continued contributions to the knowledge base of teaching, and the possibility 

to transform schools into true learning communities. 

The teacher in this study were already forming and posing their own questions and 

had become a small community of learners through working together. They had felt the 

effects of isolation and the pressures of time. Their interest in growing professionally and 

adding to their own knowledge bases was evident and by participating in this study they 

displayed an interest in adding to the body of knowledge of the field. Their intentional 

inquiries indicate a willingness to change. Therefore, the next section explores the 

literature on teacher change. 

Teacher Change 

In 1899, Dewey writes. 

Through it [the industrial revolution] the face of the earth is making over, even as 
to its physical forms; political boundaries are wiped out and moved about, as if 
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they were indeed only lines on a paper map; population is hurriedly gathered into 
cities from the ends of the earth; habits of living are altered with staging 
abrupmess and thoroughness; the search for the truths of nature is infinitely 
stimulated and facilitated and theu: application to life made not only practicable, 
but commercially necessary. Even our moral and religious ideas and interests, the 
most conservative because the deepest-lying things in our nature, are profoundly 
affected . That this revolution should not affect education in other than formal 
and superficial fashion is inconceivable.... It is useless to bemoan the departure 
of the good old days of children's modesty, reverence, and implicit obedience, if 
we expect merely by bemoaning and by exhortation to bring them back. It is 
radical conditions which have changed, and only an equally radical change in 
education suffices.... We find that one of the most striking tendencies at present 
is toward the introduction [at school] of so-called manual trainings shop-work, and 
the household arts—sewing and coolang. This has not been done "on purpose," 
with a fiill consciousness that the school must now supply that factor of training 
formally taken care of in the home, but rather by instinct, by experimenting and 
finding that such work takes a vital hold of pupils and gives them something 
which was not to be got in any other way. (Dworkin, 1959, pp. 35-38) 

Almost a hundred years later, these words accurately describe the world today if 

the technological revolution is substituted for the industrial revolution. The face of the 

earth is changing radically, we bemoan the good old days when children were seen and 

not heard, and the school continues to take on new roles and new curricula that were, in 

the past, taught in the home. 

Dewey called for "radical change in education" (p. 37). Yet Goodlad in his 1984 

study pointed out the "regularities" of school which have remained in place for a century. 

Classrooms and teachers continue to be based in a transmission model, with teachers 

disseminating knowledge and creating a competitive atmosphere with tests and quizzes 

which require rote memorization. It is an autocratic model that demonstrates the 

hierarchal nature of education. Hargreaves (1994) stated, "People are always wanting 

teachers to change.... Few people want to do much about the economy, but everyone— 

politicians, the media, and the public alike—wants to do something about education" (p. 

5). However, all this "wanting" has a tendency to end up as quick fix solutions without 

understanding the nature of education or change itself. 
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Setting the Stage for Change 

Fullan (1991) notes that there are three widely accepted conditions under which 

change takes place. The first is a natural disaster that disrupts and threatens survival. 

Change is inevitable when survival is the focus. The second condition is through external 

forces. This might include governmental mandates and district or administrative 

decisions. External forces are primarily imposed on the learner. The third condition in 

which change occurs is through internal contradictions. Short and Burke (1991) write 

about the natural learner being motivated firom within by anomalies rather than by 

someone else applying pressure. The internal contradictions result in tension. According 

to Short and Burke, "This tension is what keeps us alert, monitoring the possibilities, 

taking new risks, stretching ourselves and our capabilities" (p. 28). Fullan (1991) adds 

that all change, whether it is mandated or voluntary, includes the sense of loss, anxiety, 

and struggle. 

Fullan further describes educational change as having three components. It 

typically includes new or revised materials to be used by teachers and students. In order 

to work with the new or revised materials, change often requires new approaches or 

strategies. Lastly, change requires an examination of our belief system which may lead to 

adjust our thinking. Fullan (1991) believes that in order to have any outcome fi-om a 

specific change effort, the change must be directed at all three of these levels. 

Examining Two Models for Implementing Change 

Two models for staff development have been recognized (Darling-Hammond, 

1993; Richardson & Anders, 1994). The one with which teachers are most familiar 

Richardson and Anders call the training model. According to Darling-Hammond (1983), 

it involves a carefully monitored regiment with tests and courses, directives and 

standards, and is controlled by rewards and consequences (p. 755). This model uses 
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transmission as the primary way to communicate, an imparting of information from an 

expert to those who don't know. It is based on a deficit model that assumes there is 

something wrong with teachers and they need to be fixed. Hargreaves (1994) says. 

Political and administrative devices for bringing about educational change usually 
ignore, misimderstand or override teachers' own desires for change. 
.. .Underpinning many of these devices for changing teachers is the presumption 
that teachers have somehow fallen short, and that intervention by others is needed 
to get them up to scratch, (p. 11) 

This deficit model, in turn, is to be passed on to students who also need to be fixed, 

devaluing them as learners as well. 

The second model for staff development is the collaborative process model 

(Darling-Hammond, 1993; Richardson & Anders, 1994). In this model the goals are to 

assist teachers in examining their own beliefs as they directly relate to practice and 

theory. In doing so teachers are expected to think about alternative perspectives and 

different practices. The process will encourage teachers to take responsibility and 

ownership of their teaching (Richardson & Anders, 1994, p. 159). Having participated in 

a collaborative process model, Detwiler comments, "I have changed. I don't feel like I am 

in control [of the students], but in other ways I feel like I am in much more control of 

myself I feel better about what I am doing" (Scharer & Detwiler, 1992, p. 190). Wells, 

Bernard, Gianotti, Keating, Konjevic, Kowal, Maher, Mayer, Moscoe, Orechowska, 

Smieja, & Swartz (1994) believe that teacher research is the vehicle by which to 

implement change in schools. They contend that changes are needed to provide better 

learning environments for students and to restructure staff development. Lester and 

Onore (1990) also address these concerns. "Inservice workshops must be demonstrations 

of the best teaching practices, and for us, this means that they must take into account all 

the principles of teaching and learning that we describe as democratic" (p. 44). Wells 

(1994) adds that teacher research encourages a more democratic movement in decision 
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making in which teachers' voices would be honored, and which unsettles the established 

educational hierarchy. 

Considering the Circumstances of Teaching 

Fullan (1991) says, "The conditions of teaching appear to have deteriorated over 

the past two decades. Reversing this trend ... must be at the heart of any serious reform 

effort" (p. 117). Some of the conditions were identified by Lortie in his 1975 study about 

what teachers do and think. He found that teachers work through their issues and 

concerns in isolation and that this isolation makes it difficult to form a professional 

community. At the same time, the primary source for help is from other teachers and this 

help is most useful to the classroom teacher. Teachers make judgments about their own 

effectiveness by informally observing their children. Getting through to a student or 

group of students is considered a valued reward of teaching and a student's success is the 

greatest source of pride. On the other hand, concern over whether or not they make a 

difference makes uncertainty the feeling most often held by teachers. Lortie also found 

that given extra time, teachers would choose to spend it in same activities that continue to 

keep them in isolation such as preparing materials and working with students. 

Goodlad (1984), in examining the expectations of schools and teachers, entitled a 

chapter in his book "We Want It All" (p. 33). He writes. 

We have been told frequently in recent years that people want to go back to an 
earlier, simpler time in our hiistoiy when the 3 R's were the sole expectation for 
schools. If... our educational history is reasonably correct, there was never such 
a time. I doubt that this time has now come. (p. 50) 

Indeed, schools now provide fluoride to prevent cavities and hold flmd raisers in order to 

keep the fine arts in schools where economic hardship has virtually eliminated them. 

Technology and second language programs are also new expectations placed on schools 

and teachers. Hargreaves (1994) observes that teachers and schools are asked to fulfill 

these demands with little or no financial support. The call for change in education is 
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constant and the ramifications of less financial support can be linked with the lack of 

successful change. 

The demands on time are recognized widely by researchers as a significant 

hindrance to successfiil change. A combination of lack of flmding and time are major 

barriers, undermining continuation and follow-through efforts, materials, and technical 

assistance. Time actually translates into funding as both those presenting and learning 

need to be compensated for their time. Fullan (1991) states, "The circumstances of 

teaching ask a lot of teachers in terms of daily maintenance and student accountability, 

and give back little in the time needed for planning, constructive discussion, thinking, and 

just plain rewards and time for composure" (p. 119). Hargreaves (1994) recognizes that 

the teacher's role continues to expand adding new mandates and problems to the teacher's 

agenda, but no responsibilities are removed to provide time for handling the new issues. 

He explains, "The compression of time and space is creating accelerated change, 

innovation overload and intensification in teachers' work" (p. 7). He also indicates that 

new innovations are constantly being introduced before old ones are understood and 

properly implemented, increasing the feeling of overload and lack of time for both 

teachers and administrators. Lester and Onore (1990) write, "Perhaps the most invisible 

force for stasis is the forty-minute period. Talk to any teacher anywhere and you will 

discover that time is tyranny" (p. 33). 

Focusing on Philosophv and Decision Making 

Confounding the work of schools and teachers are the ways in which decisions are 

made. Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) tell of school districts attraction to new innovations 

(4). Lester and Onore (1990) observe, "Schools are vulnerable to whatever newfangled 

notion comes on the market"(p. 31). They suggest that real change vdll not take place 

without first determining a philosophical stance. Fullan (1991) suggests that change 



51 

decisions are made for numerous reasons which are not always "authentic." They can. 

therefore, lack meaning and commitment from those who made the decisions. He 

proposes that the implications of an innovation are also not carefully considered by 

decision-makers prior to its implementation. Hargreaves (1994) summarizes. 

Change can look impressive when represented in the boxes and arrows of 
administrators' overheads, or enumerated as stages in evolutionary profiles of 
school growth. But... they are superficial. They do not strike at the heart of how 
children leam and how teachers teach. They achieve little more than trivial 
changes in practice, (p. 11) 

Lester and Onore (1990) argue that the perception the power of the decision 

making is actually being controlled by others, and that teachers' input is merely a window 

dressing is one of the most effective ways to block change. Those in control tend to have 

little contact with teachers and there exists a mutual lack of respect. Decisions seem to be 

arbitrary, pimitive, and atheoretical, giving little incentive to teachers to carry them out (p. 

34). They are usually at the receiving end of change decisions, qualifying the majority of 

change decisions as imposed. Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) state, "Imposed change 

carries official authority which challenges professional experience, judgment, and 

expertise.... The imposition of change can lead to low morale, dissatisfaction and 

reduced commitment" (p. 49). 

One of the issues that needs to be considered when making change decisions is the 

philosophy driving the decision making process. According to Lester and Onore (1990), 

Changes in schooling are constrained by an open acceptance of many approaches 
to teaching and learning. Although on the surface this seems democratic and 
desirable, eclecticism tolerates contradictions and may ultimately impede the 
effectiveness of all approaches. This kind of attitude discourages discussion, 
which limits collaboration and the possibility of negotiating and generating 
purposes for, and philosophies of, teaching and learning, (p. 31) 

They believe domestication of change is a outcome of eclecticism which occurs when an 

innovation is adopted without examining the underlying philosophy. Quickly, the 

innovation takes on the shape and form of whatever it was intended to replace because the 
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philosophical underpinnings were never addressed. The school or teacher applies the 

innovation using a theoretical model already in place rather than that on which the 

innovation was based. The resulting change gives the appearance of change which 

placates those not carefully observing. Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) concur that 

inadequate time and attention have been afforded to understanding the theory behind 

innovations. Hargreaves (1994) points out that issues of time are not limited to concerns 

of theory and philosophy. "One of the factors that most propels people toward superficial 

solutions and maintenance of surface appearances is shortage of time" (p. 81). 

Other obstacles that interfere with change taking place have been established as 

well. Fullan and Hargreaves (1994) see management from other than the site where 

change is being implemented as problematic. A rapid staff tumover rate and the fact that 

most innovations have no understanding of individual site realities also play havoc with 

successful change. Fullan (1991) reports that as much as one third of those teaching did 

not make education their first choice of careers. In a field that demands dedication, this 

adds to the problems of implementing change. 

According to Richardson and Anders (1994), research indicates that teachers do 

change all the time. They adopt new ideas when three criteria are met; the innovation is 

seen by the teacher as coinciding with his or her own beliefs about learning and teaching; 

if the students engage and remain engaged with the innovation; and if the teacher feels 

that they are in control. Hargreaves (1994) said, "At the heart of change for most teachers 

is the issue of whether it is practical" (p. 12). Doyle and Ponder (1977) recognized the 

"practicality ethic" as teachers decide if an innovation will enhance the unique situation 

they are in. 
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Implementing Change with Talk 

In 1938 Dewey wrote, "The principle that development of experience comes about 

through interaction means that education is essentially a social process. This quality is 

realized in the degree in which individuals form a community group" (p. 58). In order for 

professional growth and change to occur, the social nature of learning must be addressed. 

Fullan (1991) reports that the degree of change that occurs is closely linked to the amount 

of interaction a teacher has with other teachers and those providing technical assistance 

(p. 131). Researchers agree that when interaction occurs frequently, there is a greater 

level of success in implementing change whether the change has been initiated from 

within or externally. Fullan adds, "It is teachers as interacting professionals who should 

be in a position to decide finally whether the change is for them" (p. 132). 

Wells (1994) explains that the goal of action research goes beyond knowing as an 

end in itself. Rather the goal is to be empowered by one's own learning and, through 

change, then pass that empowerment onto others such as peers and students (p. 31). He 

advocates that by adopting teacher or action research methods, teachers will confidently 

be able to make decisions about whether a "change is for them." Wells (1994) makes the 

point that 

The change that is the goal of practitioners' action research may appear first as a 
change in the teacher as learner as she or he discovers that the only personally 
valuable answers to questions about how to be an effective teachers are the ones 
that one constructs oneself, (p. 30) 

He recognizes the individuality of teachers and the individuality of the contexts they work 

in. However, Wells also identifies educational histories of teachers as a concern. 

For many teachers, accustomed to a predominantly transmissional mode of 
professional training, with its neglect of specific classroom contexts, simply 
learning to ask their own questions and to be responsible for finding answers 
through their own inquiries is itself a new mode of action and a worthwhile 
outcome of their research, (p. 30) 



Once the time crunch issue is factored in, there may be reluctance on the part of teachers 

to move away from the "training model" of staff development. 

Fullan (1991) believes that one reason reforms have failed in the past is because 

decision-makers neglected to consider the relationship between the proposed change and 

the broader purposes of school and education. In his own experiences with teacher 

research. Wells (1994) began to question the goals of education. He especially wondered 

about the emphasis on competitive individual achievement and the traditional separation 

of academic subjects (p. 5). In examining these, he suggests that 

Goals must be widened to include a new emphasis on issues of equity and of civic 
and ecological responsibility.... A further goal of education must be to develop 
students who are critical and creative thinkers and problem-solvers, who not only 
know what needs to be done and why, but who also have the determination to 
make the necessary changes, both individually and in collaboration wdth others, 
(p. 5) 

Lester and Onore (1990) feel that change has little chance at being more than superficial 

without a democratic environment and belief system at its base. The established 

hierarchy of decision-making in schools perpetuates the notion of cultural reproduction. 

The status quo is not open to change. Lester and Onore suggest, "One mechanism for 

maintaining the status quo is avoiding talk about controversial issues. As long as there 

are issues that we simply don't discuss or facts that we hide or twist, then we are all 

complicit in perpetuating the system" (p. 30). Darling-Hammond (1993) similarly writes, 

"Schools have tried to implement bureaucratic rules and procedures by burying the 

dialogue that would allow real problems to emerge" (p. 760). Also in agreement is 

Parkay (1986) who sites open communication as essential to change. 

Wells et al. (1994) reiterate, "Changes of this kind can best be brought about 

through the creation of communities of inquiry in which knowledge is co-constructed 

through action, reflection, and collaborative talk" (p. ix). Forming professional 

discussion groups or study groups is one way for teachers to share and grow from their 
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own research. Another strategy for teachers to better understand their own decisions is 

practical argument. Practical reasoning, according to Fenstermacher (1994), "is the 

thinking we do about our actions" (p. 24). Practical argument is a more structured and 

systematic form of practical reasoning which gives teachers a means by which to better 

understand their own experiences—a way for reflection to be most helpful. It "provides 

teachers with the means to examine their own practices, to critically assess these practices 

and the consequences that follow from them, and to make choices about teaching 

differently or even becoming a different kind of teacher" (pp. 36-37). 

Carter (1993) suggests that analyzing well-remembered events may be a strategy 

for teachers to look carefully at their own belief systems. Well-remember events are 

described by Carter as "an incident or episode a student observes in a school situation 

and considers, for his or her own reasons, especially salient or memorable" (p. 7). 

Teachers as learners hold these stories close and base decisions on them, making them a 

theory. "What we tell and how we tell it is a revelation of what we believe" (p. 9). 

Both of these strategies are intended for to be used in group situation, not in 

isolation. By others listening in, new perspectives are shared and explored which help 

teacher think about their belief systems. 

Recognizing Teachers' Voices 

Many researchers have found that recognition of teachers' voices is consistently a 

factor when change is successful (Griffin, 1886; Parkay, 1986; Scharer & Detwiler, 1992; 

Fenstermacher, 1994). Hargreaves (1994) and Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) are 

particularly outspoken about then: concerns for teachers. Hargreaves (1994) states, 

In the political rush to bring about reform, teachers' voices have been largely 
neglected, their opinions overridden, and their concerns dismissed. Change has 
been developed and imposed in a context where teachers have been given little 
credit or recognition for changing themselves, and for possessing their own 
wisdom to distinguish between what reasonably can be changed and what cannot, 
(p. 6) 
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Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) recognize that while teachers are rarely involved in the 

decision-making process, they are also the focus of the decisions in many ways. 

These 'changes', 'reforms', and 'improvements' impact primarily upon teachers. 
They are the people who have to implement them, even though ... they are 
unlikely to have been involved in their formulation. What is more, teachers are in 
the rather strange position of being simultaneously both the subject and the agent 
for change. They are required to change themselves and what they do to meet 
specifications laid down by policy makers who neither know them or the contexts 
in which they work. They may even be required to make changes which they 
believe, on the basis of their professional experience, to be inappropriate or 
impossible. And, inevitably, the very fact that they are required to implement 
these imposed changes means that their professional freedom and autonomy is 
further curtailed, (p. 36) 

Hargreaves (1994) points out that in the process of silencing teachers, others 

become dominant. 

When teaching strategies such as direct instruction, cooperative learning or 
masteiy teaching are implemented uncritically on the supposed solid grounds of 
educational research, this not only undervalues the practical insight and wisdom 
of teachers by requiring them to comply with knowledge, expertise and 
prescriptions that are the property and prerogative of scientific 'experts,' it also 
betrays a stereotypically masculine 'overconfidence' in the authority of'hard 
research.' (p. 60) 

Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) also bring into focus that the teacher is a person 

first, and the whole of that person is the target of and agent for irmovations. They note 

that most often professional inservices are approached as if all teachers are the same. 

They are stereotyped as irmovators or resisters, totally ignoring who they are as people or 

teachers. Consideration of the age, stage of career, life experiences, interests, and gender 

factors-things that make up the total person—are overlooked. Yet these affect people's 

interest in and response to new ideas and are important considerations in whether or not 

they will seek improvement (p. 5), 

Some innovations stipulate that they can be adopted only with everyone 

participating. Whether the decision is made by teachers or administration, this causes 

silencing. 



57 

Even the most well intentioned change devices which try to respect teachers' 
discretionary judgments, promote their professional growth, and support their 
efforts to build professional community are often self-defeating because they are 
squeezed into mechanistic models or suffocated through stifling supervision .. 
•Many administrative devices of change do not just undermine teachers' own 
desires in teaching. They threaten the very desire to teach itself They take the 
heart out of teaching. (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 3) 

It would seem teachers might be considered the victims of change as well. 

Ultimately, the unhappiness of teachers is felt by the students. 

Reliance on the imposition of singular models of teaching expertise can create 
inflexibility among teachers and make it hard for them to exercise proper 
discretionary judgments in their classrooms. It can lead to teacher resistance because 
of implicit rejections of the worth and value of the rest of a teacher's repertoire, and 
of the life and the person that has been invested in building it up. It can also lead to 
an overly narrow focus on particular techniques, which can restrict teachers from 
establishing and drawing upon a wider repertoire of teaching strategies that they can 
apply flexibly as the context requires. (Hargreaves, 1994, p. 61) 

Accepting the Responsibility of Change 

Teachers, then, are at the center of issues of change. "Educational change depends 

on what teachers do and think—it's as simple and complex as that" (Fullan, 1991, p. 117). 

He suggests making an ally of change rather than an adversary by facing it head-on (p. 

345). Teachers who are examining their own beliefs and practice are doing just that, 

confronting change and making it an ally, letting change work for them. 

One way teachers are making change a part of their professional lives is through 

their own questions, and thinking about their own process of inquiry. According to Lester 

and Onore (1990) authentic change or learning occurs when educators examine their 

existing belief systems. New experiences can challenge old beliefs and by thinking about 

how they fit or don't fit teachers can alter or expand their understandings. If teachers are 

learning and changing in a genuine maimer, their students will also grow. 

Wells (1994) siammarizes. 

Schools must become places in which students are apprenticed into a way of 
living—of thinking, feeling, and acting-that is informed by these values and which 
is already being practiced by the adult members of the school commimity.... We 
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can hardly expect teachers to create the conditions in their classrooms for students 
to develop these dispositions if the teachers themselves have not had similar 
formative experiences. Nor can students be expected to develop confidence in 
their own knowledge and judgment, while recognizing the benefits that are to be 
gained from collaborating wiSi others, if those who teach them continue to be 
trained unquestioningly to implement the decisions of others and are given no 
encouragement to take initiatives in collaborations with their colleagues, (pp. 5-6) 

Preparing youth for citizenship in society is a basic purpose for school (Edelsky, 

1994; Fullan & Hargreaves, 1992). Societies around the world are continually changing. 

Change and change decisions will be an integral part of the future. 

It is clear, therefore, that if we wish to change schools so that they become places 
in which students acquire the dispositions as well as the knowledge that will 
enable them to change the societies of which they are members, we must also 
change the conditions under which their teachers' education and professional 
development takes place. This includes giving teachers a greater voice in 
educational decision-making, and encouraging them to develop their own 
expertise in planning and enacting the curriculum through critical inquiry into 
their own practice, both individu^y and in collaboration with their colleagues. 
(Wells, 1994, p. 6) 

Summarizing Teacher Change 

To summarize, education has seen very little real change despite a constant 

societal call for change. Changes that have occurred have been superficial and for the 

most part imposed on schools and teachers. There is a current trend toward a more 

collaborative model for change that is more democratic. The deterioration of the 

conditions of teaching have complicated reform efforts and time is a major factor in 

implementing change. Most decisions for change do not include teachers in the process 

and impose change on school and teachers. Failures of innovation can be connected to 

not thoughtfiilly considering theoretical underpiimings, belief systems, and decision 

making processes in school districts. Practical argument, well-remembered events, and 

study groups are strategies that address this oversight. For successful change dialoguing 

with other professionals is essential. Teacher research is an approach to change that 
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allows for contexts, recognizes teachers' and students' voices, educational goals and the 

purpose of school, and has a democratic foundation. 

In this study the teachers were inviting change by posing their particular 

questions. They had formed a collaborative group and were determined to move ahead 

with their inquiries despite the conditions of teaching that interfered with their efforts. 

They agreed to participate in this study, thinking it would facilitate their own learning and 

change. What was most helpful to them during this time of change were the opportxmities 

to reflect in numerous ways. The last body of literature reviewed is that of reflective 

teaching. 

Reflective Teaching 

Though 1 have separated teacher research and teacher change from reflection for 

the purposes of this review of the literature, authors of this literature would agree that it is 

impossible to talk about either without including reflection. It is an essential component 

of both teacher research and teacher change. 

Valuing Reflection 

Dewey (1964) brings the idea of teachers reflecting on their actions to the 

forefront. He claims that teachers who practiced reflection approached their teaching as 

an intellectual endeavor rather than a routine task. 

The great reward of exercising the power of thinking is that there are no limits to 
the possibility of carrying over into object and events of life, meanings originally 
acquired by thoughtful examination, and hence no limit to the continual growth of 
meaning in human life. (p. 216) 

Dewey names several "values of thinking" (p. 212). The first is the possibility of 

acting with "a conscious aim" (p. 212). "By putting the consequences of different ways 

and lines of action before the mind, it enables us to know what we are about when we act. 

It converts action that is merelv appetitive, blind, and impulsive into intelligent action (p. 

212). Through life experiences and learning, Dewey recognizes the ability to apply what 
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we know to new situations. This value of thinking he calls "systematic preparations and 

inventions.... By thought man also develops and arranges artificial signs to remind him 

in advance of consequences and of ways of securing and avoiding them" (p. 213). 

Finally, Dewey says that thinking was valuable in that "it enriches things with meanings. 

. . .  T h o u g h t  c o n f e r s  u p o n  p h y s i c a l  e v e n t s  a n d  o b j e c t s  a  v e r y  d i f f e r e n t  s t a t u s  a n d  v a l u e  

from those which they possess to a being that does not reflect" (p. 214). All of these 

values are contingent on reflection, thinking about the action or event. Dewey notes that 

the first two values are a way of gaining power and control. The third adds to and 

deepens our understandings. Dewey also warns that it is for us to be led in unproductive 

directions so our reflecting needs to be practiced in order to view multiple perspectives 

and draw appropriate conclusions. 

Any observant person can note any day, both in himself and in others, the 
tendency to believe that which is in harmony with desire. We take that to be true 
which we would like to have so, and ideas that go contrary to our hopes and 
wishes have difiBculty in getting lodgment. We all jump to conclusions; we all 
fail to examine and test our ideas because of our personal attitudes. When we 
generalize, we tend to make sweeping assertions; that is, from one or only a few 
facts we make a generalization covering a wide field. (Dewey, 1964, p. 222) 

Nurturing and Developing Attitudes for Reflection 

Dewey (1964) identifies three attitudes needed to develop and nurture so that 

reflection works to help teachers in their professional growth and understanding. The 

first is open-mindedness which he defines as "freedom from prejudice, partisanship, and 

such other habits as close the mind and make it unwilling to consider new problems and 

entertain new ideas" (p. 224). Reflective teaching includes listening and being open to 

change. Second, Dewey names whole-heartedness. "There is no greater enemy of 

effective thinking than divided interest" (p. 225). Reflective teaching occurs when 

teaching is more than a routine or a job. It is for educators who care about with their 

whole heart. Lastly, Dewey cites responsibility. 
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To be intellectually re^onsible is to consider the consequences of a projected 
step; it means to be willing to adopt these consequences when they follow 
reasonably from any position already taken. Intellectual responsibility secures 
integrity; that is to say, consistency and harmony in belief, (p. 226) 

Dewey aligns these attitudes with a readiness for reflective teaching. 

Richert (1991) also sees reflection for teachers as something that doesn't just 

happen. For the most part, teachers need to learn how to think reflectively about their 

practice. "Reflection that is productive requires acquiring the knowledge, skill, and 

disposition of reflective practice. A teacher must learn what questions to ask, how to ask 

them, and what to do with that information once he or she has generated hypotheses" (p. 

122). By practicing thinking about thinking, Dewey's attitudes will be cultivated and 

students will benefit. 

Understanding Teachers and Teaching 

Much of what Dewey suggests leads to teachers' understandings of themselves as 

teachers. Zeichner and Liston (1996) write. 

If a teacher never questions the goals and the values that guide his or her work, the 
context in which he or she teaches, or never examines his or her assumptions, then 
it is our belief that this individual is not engaged in reflective teaching, (p. 1) 

They indicate that understanding and practice teaching, teachers need to understand their 

own beliefs. "So much of teaching is rooted in who we are and how we perceive the 

world" (p. 23). As Fullan and Hargreaves (1992) point out, teachers are rarely considered 

in professional growth issues. Their individual stories reflect their perceptions of the 

events in their classroom. In order to reflect honestly, teachers need to examine their 

perceptions and in what they are grounded. 

Many researchers reiterate Dewey's point about intellectual teaching (Richert, 

1991; Schon, 1983,1987; Zeichner &. Liston, 1996). Richert (1991) writes, "Reflective 

teachers approach teaching as problem solving; they see teaching circiunstances and 

conditions as problematic rather than given, and they approach each situation with an 
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openness to both the known and the unknown" (p. 114). They imply as well that there is 

an expectation for taking risks in reflective teaching. For the reflective teacher, the 

unknown is not something to dread, but rather a challenge to understand, an intellectual 

endeavor. 

Zeichner and Liston (1996) state, "Because of teachers' direct involvement in the 

classroom, they bring a perspective to understanding the complexities of teaching that 

caimot be matched by external researchers, no matter what methods of study they 

employ" (p. 5). They remind researchers of the uniqueness of each child and each 

classroom dynamic. Schon (1983) specifies how classroom teachers can further benefit 

by bringing to the surface their tacit understandings and critiquing them. Through carefiil 

examination, teachers leam how they came to know and can make sense of new situations 

that do not fall into place. Reflection can help teachers highlight uniqueness in new 

experiences and enhance learning. 

Forming Groups for the Purpose of Reflection 

The literature on both teacher research and teacher change reiterated the 

importance of the social nature of construction of knowledge. In the light of the reflective 

teaching movement, study groups have been one way for teachers to share and reflect 

together. Birchak, Conner, Crawford, Kaser, Kahn, Short, and Turner (in press) explain, 

"We wanted to thoughtfiilly critique our own beliefs and practices, explore altemative 

possibilities, and take charge of our own professional journeys." In trying to describe just 

what a study group is they began by stating, "It wasn't a presentation, a workshop, or a 

faculty meeting... .We believed that we could generate our own knowledge through 

dialogue as well as reflect on and process the work of other educators." They also made 

clear that study groups need to be voluntary. Making participation mandatory is in direct 

opposition to Dewey's attitude of responsibility. 
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Short, Schroeder, Laird, Kauffinan, Ferguson, and Crawford (1996) recognized 

the significance of study groups. "Planning together, gathering materials, and reflecting 

on a continual basis contributed to a powerful support system and to a deeper level of 

thinking and critiquing our beliefs and practices" (p. 204). The level of trust that evolved 

through the extended time period of their study pushed them as learners. 

We talked, read, went to conferences, tried engagements in our classrooms, and 
talked some more. These broad explorations led each of us to different focused 
inquiries in out classroom settings as we tried to work out the concept of 
curriculum as inquiry for ourselves. Our individual inquiries, however, were 
always supported by our collaboration with each other, and we were constantly 
challenged to consider other perspectives by our conversations, (p. 205) 

The strength of a study group may be in the trust that develops over time and encourages 

the risk of reflection. 

Describing Reflective Teaching 

As noted earlier, there is a current trend toward teacher research. Since teacher 

research is inseparable from reflection, it is said that there is also a high interest in 

reflective teaching. Zeichner and Liston (1996) note that although the reflective teaching 

movement is a strong and being valued by many, it does have some problems. A major 

concern is the vagueness and ambiguity of the term "reflective teaching" which is often 

accompanied by a misunderstanding of what it encompasses (p. 7). Schon (1983) 

addresses these concerns saying. 

Practitioners often think about what they are doing, sometimes even while they 
are doing it. Stimulated by surprise, they turn thought back on action and on the 
knowing which is implicit in action As he tries to make sense of it, he also 
reflects on the understandings which have been implicit in his action, 
understandings which he surfaces, criticizes, restructures, and embodies in further 
action.... It is this entire process of reflection-in-action which is central to the 
"art" by which practitioners sometimes deal well with situations of uncertainty, 
instability, uniqueness, and value conflict, (p. 50) 

Schon (1987) further describes the process as a sequence of "moments in the process of 

reflection" (p. 27). The sequence includes: 



64 

- Spontaneous, routinized responses" that "reveal knowing-in-action. 

- Routine responses produce a surprise—an unexpected outcome. 

- Surprise leads to reflection within an action-present.. .Our thought turns back 
on the surprising phenomenon at same time it it turns back on itself. 

- Reflection-in-action has a critical fimction, questioning of assxmiptional 
structure of knowing-in-action. 

- Reflection ^ves rise to on-the-spot-experiment. We think up and try out new 
action intended to explore Ae newly observed phenomena, (p. 28) 

Despite these descriptions, they are not concrete. In fact Schon (1983) bases his 

reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action on knowing-in-action, the information a 

teacher has learned and internalized about teaching that in tacit or implicit. This 

knowledge is rarely articulated by teachers and when they try to, find it difficult to put it 

into words. 

Zeichner and Liston (1996) describe five "key characteristics" foimd in reflective 

teachers. They are; 

- examines, fiames and attempts to solve the dilemmas of classroom practice; 

- is aware of and questions the asstmiptions and values he or she brings to 
teaching; 

- is attentive to the institutional and cultural contexts in which he or 
she teaches; 

- takes part in curriculum development and is involved in school change efforts; 
and 

- takes responsibility for his or her own professional development, (p.6) 

Griffiths and Tann (1992) outline five dimensions of reflective teaching and 

related them to Schon's (1987) sequence of moments. The first is rapid reflection which 

is typically personal. It is an automatic response that occurs as the action occurs. Second 

is repair. While almost automatic the teacher takes a brief moment for thought before 

responding. Both rapid reflection and repair relate to Schon's (1983) reflection-in-action. 

Next in Griffiths' and Tann's list is review. At this point, the correlation with Schon 
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moves to reflection-on-action. This is when a teacher shares and discusses with others 

what happened after the fact. Thinking and talking together can lead to making new plans 

or changes in plans that already exist. The fourth dimension named by Griffiths and Tann 

is research. This entails the teacher bringing some point of interest in their practice in for 

close examination that is more systematic and intentional. The time span is lengthened 

from the immediate to over a period of weeks or months. Finally, the fifth is retheorizing 

and research. In this dimension, teachers are looking closely at their own practical 

theories as well as academic theories. Again, the time span increases to months or 

perhaps years. 

Another perspective on dimensions is offered by Louden (1991). He presents 

two—interests and forms. The first is interests of reflection. He uses the term "interests" 

because of the different goals reflection can have: "... is the goal of reflection fidelity to 

some theory or practice; or deeper and clearer personal understanding; or professional 

problem-solving; or critique of the conditions of professional action?" (p. 149). The 

second dimension, forms of reflection, refers to the characteristics of the act of reflecting. 

Louden identifies four characteristics: "Is it a matter of introspection, of thinking and 

feeling; replaying and rehearsing professional action; of systematic enquiry into action; 

and spontaneous action" (p. 149). Louden presents these dimensions on a grid 

demonstrating forms intersecting with interests, and suggesting that they are 

complementary to each other. 

Schon (1983) also considers the system within which teachers work. He refers to 

his model of technical rationality as the dominant view of professional knowledge based 

in scientific theory and technique and recognizes problems its dominance has caused. 

What happens in such an educational bureaucracy when a teacher begins to think 
and act not as technical expert but as reflective practitioner? Her 
reflection-in-action poses a potential threat to the dynamically conservative 
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system in which she live... .The freedom to reflect, invent, and differentiate 
would disrupt the institutional order of space and time. (pp. 332-333) 

Administrations have come to expect teachers to carry out their directives without 

question or comment. Zeichner and Liston (1996) suggest that the educational movement 

toward reflection "... can be seen as a reaction against the view of teachers as technicians 

who narrowly construe the nature of the problems confronting them and merely carry out 

what others, removed from the classroom, want them to do" (p. 4). Schon (1983) points 

out the prevalence of the teacher as technician mentality accepted in education and notes 

some dilemmas that would emerge were this to change. "Where teachers were 

encouraged to reflect-in-action, the meaning of'good teaching' and 'a good classroom' 

would become topics of urgent institutional concern. Such questions could no longer be 

dismissed by reference to objective measures of performance" (p. 335). Evaluation of 

teachers would need a complete overhaul. Schon suggests that were education more 

democratic in nature "supervision would concem itself less with monitoring the teacher's 

coverage of curriculum content than with assessment and support of the teacher's 

reflection-in-action" (p. 334). 

Improving Professional Development 

Zeichner and Liston (1996) agree and put forth a perspective that indicates how 

widely felt such change would be. 

Many staff development and school improvement initiatives still ignore the 
knowledge and expertise of teachers and rely primarily on the top-down models of 
school reform that try to get teachers to comply with some externally generated 
and allegedly research based solution to school problems. The selling of 
educational gimmicks, what some have referred to as 'snake oil' staff 
development, is still big business today. Despite all that the educational reform 
literature has told us about the futility of reform efforts that treat teachers as mere 
conduits of others' ideas, the business still thrives, (p. 5) 

The top-down structures would include legislation that writes the law of school which in 

tum is handed to school boards and administration—again top-down structures. 
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Publishing and educational materials go hand-in-hand, and would be felt in the business 

community. These bits of the political and business worlds do not invite such change. 

Fullan (1991) writes, "Good change processes that foster sustained professional 

development over one's career and lead to student benefits may be one of the few sources 

of revitalization and satisfaction left for teachers" (p. 131). Implicit in this is reflection. 

It is through reflection that teachers will be able to gain the confidence in themselves as 

teachers that v^dll move education to a more democratic approach. 

Summarizing Reflective Teaching 

In sum, the historical roots of reflective teaching are found in Dewey's values of 

thinking and the attitudes of open-mindedness, whole-heartedness and responsibility 

which are necessary for reflection. Schon's work is also of note in his understanding of 

knowing-in-action, reflection-in-action, and reflection-on-action. Teachers may need to 

learn how to reflect effectively in order to approach teaching intellectually. They must 

also understand themselves as people in order to examine their theories and assumptions 

about teaching. Study groups are an effective way to reflect with others. While there 

appears to be a movement in education to be more reflective, problems such as the 

vagueness of the term reflection are problematic. Distinguishable characteristics of 

reflection are named as well as dimensions. The effects of reflective teaching on the 

larger field of education are also discussed. 

The teachers who participated in this study were specifically asked because they 

were reflective teachers. Their reflections were both a source tensions and facilitation 

during their inquiries. It also guided their decision making throughout the study. 
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CHAPTERS 

METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

The purpose of this study is to understand the thinking and actions of three 

teachers as they engaged in inquiries in their own classrooms. The data collected was 

developed into stories or case studies of their journeys that began with each teacher 

finding and pursuing her own question. Since each story is unique and the research 

questions reflect that uniqueness, qualitative case study research was determined to be the 

most suitable methodology. 

In order to portray these stories in the best possible manner, the design needed to 

include data which reflected the teachers' actions and thinking. The design of this study 

included audiotaped interviews, reflection journals, observational field notes, and written 

artifacts. The data was then analyzed and presented as individual case studies of the three 

teachers. Audiotaped study group sessions were analyzed separately to confirm the 

emerging categories. In this chapter I present my research questions and describe my 

research methods and process in this investigation. I also introduce the site of the study 

as well as the case study teachers and their selection criteria. Lastly, I discuss the 

trustworthiness of this study. 

Research Questions 

The title of this study is "How Teachers Inquire in Their Own Classrooms." As 

the study began there were three guiding questions; 

1. What plans and strategies do the case study teachers use to initiate and work 

through their own inquiries? 
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2. What issues become conscious to the case study teachers when engaging in 

their own inquiries? 

3. How do students inform the inquiries of the case study teachers? 

I found that as I worked with the teachers in their classrooms I had my own interpretation 

of these questions. I thought about ways these teachers were supported as they inquired, 

roadblocks that interfered with their inquiries, and the roles that students had in their 

inquiries. These questions guided my thinking as I collected and analyzed the data, 

though I realized I was focused on the teachers and having to make myself think about the 

students. 

It quickly became obvious to me the themes that were emerging from the data 

would not lend themselves to explicit strategies and concerns that either supported or 

interfered with the case study teachers' inquiries. Instead, it was clear that some issues 

and concerns both helped and hindered the teachers' inquiries. For example, the use of 

time both interfered with and supported the case study teachers' inquiries as did members 

of the educational community. I decided that it would be best to combine the first two 

questions into one. 

The problem I saw in having two separate questions was in presenting the case 

studies. I did not want to separate the discussion of such issues as time, locating their 

supportive aspects in one place and their drawbacks in another. To me, this weakened 

their impact in the research. Since the data was showing that one issue could hold 

conflicting positions, I thought it was important to present the issue that way. The impact 

would be lessened if separated into different sections of the case studies. I decided to 

combine the first two questions into a single new one: 

1. What strategies, plans, issues, and concerns do the three case study teachers 

consider while engaging in their own inquiries? 
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The second question remained unchanged. 

When Gloria, my peer debriefer, and I spent a day together looking at the case 

studies to think about a logical organization, I was still comfortable with the research 

questions. As I looked at the data, 1 was guided by the question, "What supports and 

what gets in the way of teachers as they inquire?" Following our discussion, however, 

and as I reorganized the case studies, 1 began to wonder if the categories reflected the 

questions well enough. While I saw the connections to my questions, I felt uncertain. 

After several discussions, I realized that my findings did not closely reflect the 

original questions of this study. In these conversations the word "broader" kept coming 

up. I thought back through the course of the study and realized that originally I had 

expected more explicit answers to the questions of what supported and interfered with the 

teachers' inquiries. My original questions reflect that prediction. What emerged from the 

data, however, were broader issues and concerns. To illuminate these issues and 

concerns in this study, the questions had to be altered. One broad guiding question was 

needed: 

What is the nature of inquiry when the case study teachers inquire in their own 

classrooms? 

Beneath this broad question are two subquestions: 

1. What facilitates the inquiries of the case study teachers? 

2. What tensions arise for the case study teachers as they inquire? 

The original questions included one that focused on the ways in which students 

informed their teachers' inquiries. By restructuring the questions, the significance of the 

students can be addressed in the context of the sub-questions and therefore, the original 

question is unnecessary. 
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I was interested in learning how teachers explored questions they posed about 

their own teaching. In working with other teachers, I realized that we may have similar 

questions, but we go about handling them in different ways. I wanted to know what these 

case study teachers perceived as important in their inquiries and how their perceptions 

influenced their thinking and decisions. I wanted to find out what facilitated their process 

and what aspects of teacher inquiry caused tension for teachers as they continued their 

investigations. 

Qualitative Case Study Research 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (1994), qualitative research involves "... an 

interpretive, nattiralistic approach to its subject matter. This means qualitative 

researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them" (p. 2). Case study is included 

in the broader category of qualitative research. 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) describe qualitative research, including case study, as 

several research strategies that have certain characteristics in common. They point out 

that this research includes: 

* questions that are designed to examine the complexity of issues in particular 
contexts 

* rich description which does not lend itself to statistical procedures 

* researchers who do not frame their questions to answer specific hypotheses, but 

rather find their focus through the data collection 

* a focus on the lens or perspectives of the participants rather than external 
causes 

* data that is primarily collected within the normal settings of the participants. 
(p. 29) 

Merriam (1988) writes. 
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The qualitative case study is a particularly suitable methodology for dealing with 
critical problems of practice and extending the knowledge base of various aspects 
of education. Thou^tful coimselors, administrators, and instructors are vitally 
interested in the questions that emerge in their daily work life. A case study 
approach is often the best methodology for addressing these problems in which 
understanding is sought in order to improve practice, (p. xiii) 

Merriam more specifically defines case study as "an examination of a specific 

phenomenon such as a program, an event, a person, a process, an institution, or a social 

group" (p. 9). She states, "Case study offers a means of investigating complex social 

units consisting of multiple variables of potential importance in understanding the 

phenomenon. ... It offers insights and illuminates meanings that expand its readers' 

experiences (p. 32). Stake (1995) adds, "A case study is expected to catch the complexity 

of a single case (p. xi). He indicates that our interest in case study encompasses their 

reflection of both likeness and uniqueness. "We enter the scene with a sincere interest in 

learning how they flmction in their ordinary pursuits and milieus and with a willingness 

to put aside many preassumptions while we leam" (p. 1). 

Erickson (1986) points out that: 

. . .  I n t e r p r e t i v e ,  p a r t i c i p a n t  o b s e r v a t i o n a l  f i e l d w o r k  . . .  i n v o l v e s  ( a )  i n t e n s i v e ,  
long-term participation in a field setting; (b) careful recording of what happens in 
the setting by writing field notes and collecting other kinds of documentary 
evidence (e.g. memos, records, examples of student work, audiotapes, 
videotapes); and (c) subsequent analj^c reflection on the documentary record 
obtained in the field, and reporting by means of detailed description, using 
narrative vignettes and direct quotes fi-om interviews as well as by more general 
description, (p. 121) 

Erickson specifically argues that the significance in interpretive research is not what the 

researcher's understandings are, but rather the perspectives of the people being studied. 

He refers to this as the "meaning-perspectives," the points of view of the teachers in the 

study. Erickson concludes, "The central questions of interpretive research concern issues 

that are neither obvious nor trivial. They concern issues of human choice and meaning, 

and in that sense they concern issues of improvement in educational practice" (p. 122). 
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Merriam (1988) believes that what is learned from a case study can lead to new research 

questions and thereby adding to the body of knowledge in the field (p. 32). 

Stake (1995) makes the point that the case study researcher works hard at not 

disrupting the normality of the situation they are observing. 

We try not to disturb the ordinary activity of the case.... We try hard to 
understand the how actors, the people being studied, see things. Ultimately, the 
interpretations of the researcher are likely to be emphasized more than the 
interpretations of those people studied, but the qualitative case researcher tries to 
preserve the multitude realities, the different and even contradictory views of what 
is happening, (p. 13) 

The researcher's influence is felt in the design, the data collection, and analysis. 

Recognition of this influence leads to the underlying assximptions of this study. The 

assumptions I am making are: (1) that teachers view themselves as learners and that they 

inquire into their own teaching, and (2) that teachers are unique individuals, and the way 

they go about inquiring into their own practice as well as the decisions they make based 

on their learning will also be unique. 

To begin understanding the context of this study, I next describe the research 

setting. 

The Research Setting 

Sunset Elementary School is in a large school district in Tucson, Arizona with 78 

elementary schools, enrolling over 63,000 students during the 1995-96 school year. 

Sunset Elementary first opened in the 1989-90 school year. It has grown continually and 

in the Fall of 1995 had a student body of approximately 580 students in kindergarten 

through fifth grade, the sixth grade having moved to middle school. 

The school is located jvist within the city limits, in a neighborhood where a burst 

in the construction of larger family homes had occurred as this study began. New homes 

continued to be built, therefore the neighborhood was just establishing itself as a 
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community. There is also an older established neighborhood (approximately 15 years 

old). Sunset Elementary School is located in the heart of this residential area, about a half 

mile from the nearest main road. There is a combination gas station and food mart less 

than a mile away. Clusters of shops and businesses are found within a two-mile radius. 

The boundaries for attending Sunset extend beyond the one-mile limit for students 

walking to and from school so that some children are provided with district bus 

transportation. 

The school is situated in a desert setting and is occasionally visited by scorpions, 

homed lizards, snakes, and other desert wild life. Surrounding the playground there is 

natural desert habitat and many of the older homes bordering the school property 

maintain natural desert landscapes. 

The school building blends well with its environment and has a warmth to its 

interior. The office area has several round tables with a designer basket filled with 

current children's literature in the center of each table. There is a large papier mache 

dragon, the school mascot, on display further down the hall. As you walk through the 

building both children and adults offer greetings, making visitors feel welcome. 

In 1996, the year of this study, each grade level had three or four classes of 

students accounting for 23 classrooms. Some of the classes were located in portable 

classrooms. The principal had been at Sunset Elementary for two years. There was a 

curriculum specialist as well. Both were very supportive of the members of the school 

community. The teachers at Sunset had many different teaching beliefs and styles, 

ranging from traditional to holistic approaches, but all were committed to the education of 

children, and worked together to initiate programs and ideas as well as resolve issues and 

concerns. Most of the teachers at this site had at least five years of teaching experience, 

some having taught more than 20 years, and more than 60% hold Master's or higher 
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degrees. They attended a variety of professional growth opportunities and invited guest 

speakers to Sunset to help them think through issues. 

Most of the teachers chose to teach in single grade classrooms with only one 

person teaching a multi-age, multi-year class. Several others had expressed their 

intention to pursue multi-age classrooms within the next two years. The principal was 

encouraging them to move into multi-age or multi-year situations. 

There were three resource teachers and a part-time speech pathologist who had 

pull-out programs for children with special needs. A counselor was there as a part time 

faculty member, working primarily with whole classes. A GATE (Gifted and Talented 

Education) pull-out program was active one day a week. There was also a full-time 

librarian at Sunset. 

School wide activities included a monthly "Strive for Excellence" assembly 

during which children from each class were recognized for being outstanding based on 

the "Life Skills" designated in Susan Kovalik's (1994) integrated thematic instruction. 

The school actively participated in the "Love of Reading" celebration in mid-February, 

bringing in local authors, illustrators, and storytellers as guest readers, and scheduling 

special events such as "read-ins." They opted not to participate in the Science Fair 

because of its close proximity in time to the "Love of Reading" week, feeling they could 

not do justice to both. 

Though not designated as a site-based management school, the principal and staff 

were moving in that direction. The principal had formed committees to help resolve 

some problems and had shared with the entire staff some of the decision-making on other 

concerns. The three teachers in this study indicated that, like any change, sharing this 

power sometimes created tension among the faculty and staff. 
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Teachers frequently planned cross-age units such as a primary class and an 

intermediate class studying a unit on Australia or Space together. Cross-age helpers were 

encouraged at other times as well. For example, when primary children needed to access 

information on the library computer system, fourth and fifth grade students often 

demonstrated and aided the younger students in using these computer programs. Older 

students read to or worked with younger children on specific skills. Teachers encouraged 

the celebration of by learning by inviting students from other classes to share their 

stories, posters, findings, reports, and projects. 

Sunset Elementary School established an enrichment program called the Sunset 

Enrichment Program. It began as an outgrowth for kindergartners, extending their two 

and a half hour day at school. It expanded to a ftill day program, providing enrichment 

for students before and after school. Open to the entire student body from 6:30 a.m. to 

6:00 p.m., Monday through Friday, the program was fimded by its enrollment and a grant 

from the Educational Enrichment Fund. Eventually it included a summer program. 

D uring the course of a frill year, the program was closed for two weeks during the winter 

holiday vacation and for one week during the summer, though there were occasional long 

weekends when it closed because too few children would attend. The Sunset Enrichment 

Program was carefiolly staffed and all staff were paid rather than being volimteers. Both 

the summer program and the school year program paid for themselves, while the 

kindergarten program made a profit. All profits were returned to the school. The 

program was guided by an advisory board. 

The parents of students attending this school were well educated for the most part 

and were pursuing professional careers. Many families had two working parents. Most 

of the population in this neighborhood were financially secure middle class. It was a 

predominantly Anglo population, with a minority population of 18.4% in the 1994-95 
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school year. Parents were also active participants at the school, volunteering in 

classrooms, interacting with their children's teachers, and supporting the development of 

a strong neighborhood school. During the 1994-95 school year there were 985 volunteers 

registered and over 4400 hours of volunteer time spent at the school, one of the highest in 

the school district. When gangs destroyed trees and equipment in the kindergarten play 

area two nights in a row during the semester of this study, parents quickly organized a 

night patrol so that the school was monitored on an hourly basis throughout the weekend 

following the incident. With supplemental state funds, there were also a few tutorial 

positions available in the primary grades. Some of these positions were successfully 

filled with interested parents. 

The Parent Teacher Association had only one fimd raiser during the year, a 

spellathon, which earned approximately $12,000. With their monies, they provided each 

teacher $5.50 per student per year to purchase classroom materials. They fimded the 

salary for a physical education teacher, a Spanish teacher, and a music specialist. The 

school district partially fimded a computer lab assistant and the PTA at Sunset 

Elementary added to that funding to lengthen her time by an hour each school day. To 

promote the fine arts, the PTA also paid for an artist-in-residence, who spent a month in 

the school working with children. Since district cuts limited the number of buses 

available to all schools, the PTA allotted monies for extra field trips. Jointly with the 

staff, they co-hosted a Volunteer Appreciation Diimer and Teacher Appreciation 

activities. Special requests for fimding or needs were considered throughout the year and 

granted when possible. 

The PTA worked with the school to develop open lines of communication 

between home and school. During the year they participated in many evening meetings 

that were aimed at addressing parent questions. These monthly meetings included such 
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topics as ADHD (Attention Deficit Hj'peractivity Disorder), grief and loss, and the 

School Improvement Plan for Sunset School. The PTA helped with a parent orientation 

in the early fall for new parents to the school, giving a tour of the building and discussing 

the school's mission statement and goals. During Open House Night, teachers met with 

their students' parents and described their educational programs. The PTA sponsored a 

Bingo Night that was more intent on families meeting and talking with each other than on 

raising money. In the Fall, the school also held a "Fall Festival." Individual classrooms 

were invited to set up and run a booth to earn money for their own needs. The PTA and 

classroom parent helpers were vital to this event. Local crafts people were asked to sell 

their wares, as well. 

During this study Sunset was a smoothly operating school enjoying the full 

participation of the faculty, the parents and the students. They were all focused of 

providing a safe atmosphere for learning and worked to unprove their school. 

Selecting the Participants 

Four criteria were used in selecting the participants in this study. First, the 

teachers needed to be inquirers themselves. All three teachers were interested in inquiry 

as demonstrated through their course work at the University of Arizona. Melinda, 

Margaret, and Dorothy had worked together on an inquiry for a class project, 

investigating mandated curriculum and the core curriculum for their school district. They 

had felt empowered by their work on this inquiry and wanted their own students to have 

opportunities in which they might find the same love for learning. By using inquiry as a 

framework for their classroom curriculum, Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy hoped to 

provide experiences and encourage their students to be life long learners. 

Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret also wanted to continue their own professional 

growth and saw this study as an opportunity to move from theory to practice. This 
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matched the second criteria which was that the teachers were posing their own research 

questions. Although they did not view themselves as teacher researchers, all three 

teachers were constantly posing and responding to their own questions within the context 

of their own classroom. They were not formally collecting and recording data, but they 

were focused on questions in their classrooms. 

The third criteria was to find classroom teachers who were demonstrating 

democratic practices. The participating teachers had taken several courses during their 

Masters programs in the Department of Language, Reading and Culture that had 

emphasized democracy for education. Because inquiry is founded on democracy and the 

three teachers were inquirers, Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda were also examining their 

own teaching for democratic practices. 

This study looked closely at the thinking that occurs when teachers are making 

changes in their classrooms. Therefore, it was imperative that the teachers selected for 

this study be reflective, the fourth criteria. 1 first got to know two of the participants in a 

University of Arizona course we were all taking. I was then assigned to supervise student 

teachers in their classrooms in the fall semester of 1995. Because I was frequently in 

their building, I became acquainted also with the third participant, though she did not 

have a student teacher. It was obvious from being in Meiinda's and Dorothy's classrooms 

to work with their student teachers that they were asking questions of themselves as 

teachers and reflecting regularly about the events in their rooms. All three had indicated 

that they were experiencing some difficulty in moving into inquiry as a curricular 

framework. Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret were constantly thinking, evaluating, and 

reflecting on their teaching. In addition, university professors recommended them as 

reflective teachers. 
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When I mentioned to Melinda and Dorothy that I was looking for participants for 

this study, we decided to meet and share our expectations. I explained the focus of the 

study and, after sharing concerns and asking questions, both decided to participate. By 

this time, I had become aware of the work they had done together during the summer with 

the third teacher, Margaret. BCnowing she had other obligations, but also strong 

connections with Melinda and Dorothy, I asked Margaret if she would like to join the 

smdy, which she did. Permission to conduct research was acquired from the school 

district and from the parents of the students in the participating classrooms (see Appendix 

A). 

Melinda Radon taught a multi-age, multi-year class of 6- to 8-year-olds. She had 

been working with primary age children for more than 20 years and was taking courses 

toward her Master's degree in the Department of Language, Reading and Culture. 

Melinda saw the areas of math and science as her particular strengths. There were 23 

students in her class, two of whom were African American and one Hispanic. One child 

from Germany entered her class in the fall speaking only German. Melinda commented 

positively about how well the children worked together as a class. 

Dorothy May had taught first grade for five years. She was also working on her 

Masters degree in the Department of Language, Reading and Culture. She had developed 

a writing workshop in her class with which she was very pleased. There were 28 children 

in this class, three of whom were Hispanic. Several of her students had twin brothers or 

sisters in other classrooms and the school had seven sets of twins or triplets in the first 

grade. Dorothy was experiencing a difficult year because her class was not bonding well 

as a community. Being a very caring person herself, Dorothy struggled to help her 

children care for each other and build a cooperative spirit in the room. She did not feel 

particularly successftil and was questioning her teaching as a result. 
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Margaret Valfre had taught in Tucson for eight years, having also taught briefly in 

the late seventies at a private school. She taught second grade during the time of the 

study. As with the other participants, Margaret was also working on Master's program in 

the Department of Language, Reading and Culture. She was particularly interested in the 

writing curriculum. Margaret had 28 children in her class, one of whom was African 

American and one Hispanic. She felt that they were a great group, taking on 

responsibilities in the class without being told. Margaret was working on her thesis at the 

time of this study, looking at children's use and understanding of metaphor. She noted 

the students became so aware of metaphor that they pointed out every example they come 

across. While Margaret was ready to move on to new questions, it seemed as if her 

students were just ready to begin thinking about metaphor. 

Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret had classrooms in close proximity of each other, 

but generally they did not plan together. While they held some similar beliefs, they had 

different styles strategies and plans. Their situations varied as well. The design of this 

study needed to encompass the variety found in each of these classrooms. 

Design of the Study 

The broad nature of the questions driving this study indicated that several methods 

of data collection be used. Data sources included audiotaped initial and final interviews, 

reflection journals, researcher's field notes, informal interviews, and written artifacts. 

Duration of the Smdv 

This study took place during the second half of the public school system's regular 

year for five months. It began the second week in January of 1996 following the winter 

vacation, and continued to the end of the school year in mid-May, 1996. Gaining access 

as described earlier and an initial organizational and informational meeting took place 

prior to this time frame. Data collection was ongoing from January to May. 
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Data Collection 

Because of the emergent nature of this study several data collection methods were 

used. Stake (1995) argues, "Our problem in case study is to establish meaning.... We 

assume the meaning of an observation is one thing, but additional observations give us 

grounds for revising our interpretations" (p. 110). Triangulation of a variety of data 

sources helped to establish the meaning of the interpretations of this study. The data was 

collected by myself and the participating teachers. Data collection included 

semi-structured and unstructured interviews, observational fieldnotes, dialogue journals, 

written artifacts, and audiotaped study group discussions. 

Audiotaped Formal Interviews 

Seidman (1991) states, "I came to see stories and the details of people's lives as a 

way of knowing and understanding" (p. xi). He continues, "It [the process of 

interviewing] is a powerful way to gain insight into educational issues through 

understanding the experience of the individuals whose lives constitute education" (p. 7). 

Formal initial and final interviews were conducted during this study and were a primary 

data source. These interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. The interview questions 

were designed to directly address the first guiding questions developed for this study: (1) 

What strategies, plans, issues, and concerns do the three case study teachers consider 

while engaging in their own inquiry; and (2) How do students inform the inquiries of the 

case study teachers? 

Initial interviews. These formal interviews were conducted individually with 

each of the participating teachers. The questions in the initial interviews were designed to 

establish the perspectives and understandings of the teachers. The initial interviews 

helped identify the specific inqiiiry questions that they investigated during this study. As 
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the first data collected, this interview created a foundation on which to build further data 

collection. A list of these questions can be found in Appendix B. 

Final interviews. The case study teachers were again interviewed individually the 

third week in May when the school year ended. The interview questions were similar to, 

but not the same as, the initial interview questions and had the first set of guiding 

research questions as their focus. The teachers were asked to specifically reflect on the 

semester of the study and the experiences that had occurred. These interviews were 

audiotaped and transcribed. They were a primary source of data. A list of these questions 

can be found in Appendix C. 

Informal Interviews 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) note that studies in which the researcher has an 

observer participant role, the respondents are oflen people the researcher knows. The 

interview in these situations is more "... like a conversation between friends" (p. 96) and 

cannot be easily distinguishable from other research activities. They also note in these 

less structured interviews the researcher: 

. . .  e n c o u r a g e s  t h e  s u b j e c t  t o  t a l k  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  i n t e r e s t  a n d  t h e n  p r o b e s  m o r e  
deeply, picl^g up on the topics and issues the respondent initiates. The subject 
plays a stronger role in defining the content of the interview and the direction off 
the study in tMs type of interview, (p. 97) 

Merriam (1988) adds that "less structured formats assume that individual respondents 

define the world in unique ways" (p. 73). 

Throughout the course of my study I met with Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret 

individually for informal interviews. These interviews were audiotaped and transcribed 

when appropriate. Some of these interviews evolved as short encounters and did not need 

to be audiotaped. Informal interviews took place anywhere from the teachers' classrooms 

to the playground while doing laps during physical education. 
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Observational Fieldnotes 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) define fieldnotes as "the written account of what the 

researcher hears, sees, experiences, and thinks in the course of collecting and reflecting 

on the data in a qualitative study" (p. 107). I took fieldnotes to record events that 

occurred during this study. Fieldnotes were used to record my observations and 

reflections of classroom visits which were scheduled weekly. During study group 

meetings, which met every two or three weeks, and informal interviews, I wrote 

fieldnotes. Thick descriptions of the classroom settings were recorded with fieldnotes 

during the first two weeks of the study. My fieldnotes sometimes included my questions 

as well as my interpretations of the events that took place. The fieldnotes were used as a 

primary source to document classroom events and as a secondary data source to support 

audiotaped meetings. 

Dialogue Journals 

Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret dialogued with me in journals on a weekly basis. 

Melinda and Dorothy began their journals the first week of the study. Margaret began her 

journal at the beginning of February due to time constraints. The teachers wrote about 

and reflected on the events in their classrooms. Once a week I read their journals and 

responded in them. These journals included straight forward recordings of what 

happened in their classrooms, reflections on those events, and new or nagging questions 

the teachers were thinking about. Thejoumaling was usually written on a computer, 

printed and stored in notebooks. Thesejoumals were a primary source of data. My 

responses were usually handwritten in the margins. On several occasions when a lengthy 

response was indicated, I responded on a separate page written on the computer. 
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Written Artifacts 

Several different types of written artifacts were collected during this study. As a 

way to get to know and understand Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda, they each made a 

professional time line which they shared as part of the initial interview. Other documents 

related to the study such as letters to parents and copies of lesson plans were secondary 

data sources. 

The teachers also shared their inquiry project from a University of Arizona class 

taken the summer of 1995. This was a collaborative project and their product was a 

binder containing their reflections as well as written artifacts they had collected for their 

inquiry. 

Student work was occasionally collected and photocopied when it supported the 

teachers' inquiries. These written artifacts included webs, stories, notes, charts and 

surveys, and drawings. Several literature discussion groups were recorded, and only a 

small number were transcribed. 

Audiotaped Smdv Group Discussions 

The participants in this study met every two to three weeks to think 

collaboratively, discuss issues and concerns that arose during the study, and to share 

classroom and school events and stories. These meetings were audio-taped and then 

transcribed. Strauss and Corbin (1990) suggest transcribing only as much as is needed. 

However, given the significance of these meetings, the tapes were be transcribed fully to 

avoid inadvertently omitting significant data. In the analysis process, these transcriptions 

became a secondary data source, confirming the categories that emerged from the primary 

sources. 



The Role of the Researcher 

In the first two weeks of the study I spent two full days in each classroom in order 

to understand what a typical day in each setting was like. This was the only occasion 

when was 1 in the role of a non-participant observer. I scheduled approximately a 

two-hour visit to each classroom every week. These visits were made as a participant 

observer or collaborator. Every two to three weeks, Dorothy, Melinda, Margaret, and 1 

met as a study group. While I saw myself as an eqioal participant, the three case-study 

teachers viewed perceived me as the facilitator of this study group and saw my role more 

as a participant observer. 

Data Analysis 

According to Merriam (1988), "The process of data collection and analysis is 

recursive and dynamic" (p. 123). Data analysis begins simultaneously with data 

collection. Emerging insights and himches give direction to the next phase of data 

collection. The analysis of data continues throughout the process and intensifies as the 

study progresses. Since "data analysis is the process of making sense of one's data" (p. 

127), data must also be connected, condensed, and then written in narrative style that 

makes sense to the reader. During this more intense analysis, the cases are compared to 

each other. 

Strauss and Corbin (1990) describe open coding as "the process of breaking down, 

examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data" (p. 61). Merriam (1988) 

states, "At this stage the researcher is virtually holding a conversation with the data 

asking questions of it, making comments, and so on" (p. 131). The data analysis was also 

based on the constant comparative method as defined by Glazer and Strauss (1967) in 

which each new incident is compared "with the previous incidents in the same and 
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different groups coded in the same category" (p. 106). From this process categories 

emerge which are then examined across all the cases. 

The data for each case study were collected into three binders and organized 

chronologically. The binders contained the teachers' journal entries, my fieldnotes, 

written artifacts, transcriptions of the initial and final interviews and the various 

permissions needed for this study, forming what Patton (1980) calls a case record. A 

fourth binder was used to chronologically organize the data from the study group 

meetings. This consisted of the transcripts and fieldnotes of these meetings. 

To analyze the data for this study, I began by reviewing my proposal (Goetz & 

LeCompte, 1984) in order to focus on my research questions. The broad question is: 

What is the natiu-e of inquiry when the case smdy teachers inquire in their own 

classrooms? Two sub-questions guided the research more specifically. They are: 

1. What facilitates the inquiries of the case study teachers? 

2. What tensions arise for the case study teachers as they inquire? 

I proceeded to read through the cases numerous times, making marginal notes, 

questions, and perceptions. I used color coded post-its to begin further defining these 

codings. As these notes accumulated, connections between them led to topical categories 

such as peers, demonstrations, and daily schedule. These notes helped to create two 

categories, a professional history and a day in the life of the classroom, which provide a 

context for each teacher. After writing a rough draft, I shared my interpretations with my 

peer debriefer, Gloria Kauffinan, who aided me in comparing the individual case studies 

with each other. We read through the case studies individually and cut the sections apart 

into the events of each case study. We then discussed and sorted the events in several 

ways. We ended by developing groups according to the predominant "bottom line" or 

underlying significant nature of the event. These new groups became the categories for 
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the cross-case analysis and are described in Chapter 7. As we read the pieces of the case 

studies aloud and discussed to which category each belonged, I recognized language that 

Gloria and I kept returning to in our discussion. With each event we noted how difficult 

their inquiries were because they did not have a "picture" or a "vision" of where they were 

trying to move their classes or "couldn't see" how they were going to get to that place. As 

classroom teachers we related to the "descriptions and encounters with the people" who 

influenced their decision making, and I heard Gloria and myself using the word "trust" 

over and over again during our discussion. I returned to the data and found that all three 

case studies fell naturally into these categories. Therefore, from this more intense 

dialogue three categories were identified as emerging from the data; (1) creating a vision; 

(2) the educational community; and (3) issues of trust. These three categories directly 

related to the research questions in thinking about what facilitated and caused tension for 

the case study teachers as they inquired. 

Carole Edelsky (1994) notes the value of descriptive classroom scenes saying, "It's 

not that I needed method; I needed vision. Reading those vivid portraits ... helped me 

... gain the confidence to change both my understanding and my practice" (p. 256). The 

first category, creating a vision, was developed as a result of noting the number of 

demonstrations that occurred during this study and the amount of talk that centered on 

practices that were of concern to the teachers. The second category of the educational 

community examines the multiple relationships that the case study teachers built. The 

third category, issues of trust, concerns how the case study teachers look at themselves as 

teachers and learners, and at their students as learners. At this time a final case study for 

each individual was written. To emphasize the actual words of the case study teachers, 

italicized print was used. 
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Once the case studies were written, a cross-case analysis comparing the cases was 

written. The cross-case analysis is directly related to the work I did with Gloria 

Kauffinan as we looked for categories. We sorted and recorded these events of each case 

study into five sections: (1) reflection; (2) democracy; (3) beliefs and practice; (4) 

kidwatching; and (5) kids as informants based on the significant nature of the events. The 

cross-case analysis was then written about the issues of control and belonging which 

emerged from this process and dialogue. 

When the analysis of the study group data was initiated, it was soon became 

apparent that new categories as they might apply to the individual case smdies were not 

emerging. Most of what was discussed during our study group sessions in terms of the 

individual cases were reiterations or continued explorations of issues already established 

in journals, fieldnotes, and other data sources. What emerged from this study group data 

was one category on the significance of building a strong support system grounded in 

trust, caring, and common concerns. A separate chapter was then written based on the 

data from the study group. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness, according to Lincoln and Guba (1985), is the measure an 

inquirer uses to "persuade his or her audiences (including self) that the findings of an 

inquiry are worth paying attention to, worth taking account of (p. 290). They name four 

criteria that the qualitative researcher can use to establish trustworthiness. These are: (1) 

credibility, (2) transferability, (3) dependability, and (4) confirmability. 

Credibilitv 

Several techniques were used to make the results of this study more credible. 

These include prolonged engagement, triangulation, peer debriefing and member checks. 
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Prolonged Engagement 

To begin, this study was conducted over a prolonged period of time so that I could 

understand the context of each classroom, become "oriented to the situation" (p. 302), and 

to avoid distortions. Prolonged engagement also provided time for me to build a trusting 

relationship with the participants in the study. A full semester from the beginning of 

January of 1996 to the end of May of 1996 was spent working with the three teachers. 

Tri angulation 

Stake (1995) says of triangulation, "We assume the meaning of an observation is 

one thing, but additional observations give us grounds for revising our interpretations" (p. 

110). Guba and Lincobi (1985) note that triangulation can be achieved by using a variety 

of data collection sources. The different sources used in this study were formal and 

informal interviews, field notes, journals, dialogue transcripts, and written artifacts. 

Peer Debriefing 

Lincoln and Guba describe peer debriefing as "a process of exposing oneself to a 

disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of 

exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise remain unplicit within the inquirer's 

mind" (p. 308). Gloria Kauf&nan has listened to and dialogued with me throughout this 

study, especially during the more intense data analysis process. While these meetings 

occurred on irregular basis, they were very insightful, bringing me to a fuller 

understanding of the analysis. 

Member Check 

Merriam (1988) defines member checking as "taking data and interpretations back 

to the people from whom they were derived and asking them if the results are plausible" 

(p. 169). Member checks were ongoing during this study. At the study group meetings 

there was much discussion of classroom events and my perceptions were tested. As the 
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analysis continued in more formal written formats, drafts were given to the participants to 

read, comment on, and revise with an emphasis on correcting factual errors and revising 

my interpretations. 

Transferability 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) make the point that it is the reader of the study who 

makes the judgment about whether or not a study is transferable. It is the responsibility 

of the researcher "to provide the data base" (p. 316) on which the reader can make such 

decisions. They indicate that this is best done through thick description. This study has 

attempted to provide thick descriptions on the case smdy teachers, their classrooms, and 

their inquiries. 

Dependability 

Guba and Lincohi argue that a demonstration of credibility is one way to establish 

dependability. They suggest a technique called "overlap methods." In other words, by 

using triangulation to establish credibility, dependability is also established. 

Triangulation was used in this study as noted in the credibility section. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability, according to Lmcoln and Guba (1985), is comparable to one task 

of a fiscal auditor—"to examine the product-the records-from the point of view of their 

accuracy" (p. 318). They suggest conducting an "audit trail" as a way to do this. They 

name and discuss six audit trail categories developed by Edward Halpem through which 

accuracy can be traced. These include raw data, data reduction and analysis products, 

data reconstruction and synthesis products, process notes, materials relating to intentions 

and dispositions, and instrument development information. These six categories are 

addressed in the design of this study, thereby establishing confirmability. Analysis of the 

study group material also confirmed the data from the individual case studies. 
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Summary 

This qualitative case study takes a participant-observer stance which was dictated 

by the nature of the research questions posed. The research design was based on this 

determination. The setting selected was Sunset Elementary School where the three 

participating teachers worked. The time frame for data collection was five months, from 

January through May of 1996. Data was collected through journals, observational field 

notes, researcher reflection journal, interviews, dialogue transcripts, and written artifacts. 

Data for each case was analyzed inductively using open coding and constant 

comparison methods. From this process categories emerged and were refined. The case 

study teachers corrected and clarified misinterpretations. Trustworthiness for this study 

was established as outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and included credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 
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PREFACE TO THE CASE STUDIES 

In the next three chapters I present the data analysis and interpretations of the case 

studies. To create a clear picture of the three teachers, each case study is divided into five 

sections. These include professional history, a day in the life of the classroom, creating a 

vision, the educational community, and issues of trust. 

The organization for the case study was determined by the reader's needs and the 

analysis of the data. Data analysis consisted of open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and 

the constant comparative method (Glazer & Strauss, 1967). Using the topical categories 

that arose, I wrote a draft of each case. My peer debriefer, Gloria Kauffinan, and I took 

the drafts and cut them apart by events to find categories. As we discussed each event in 

depth, our vocabulary revealed the categories for the case studies. We spoke often about 

Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda not being able to see or envision what the students 

would be doing or themselves as teachers. We commented on the number of people who 

influenced the teachers' decisions in their classrooms. We also kept returning to the 

theme of trust. It was a constant theme in many of the events in the case studies. Using 

these three ideas I reviewed the data once more and found the data in all three case 

studies fell easily into these three categories. 

The first two categories, professional history and a day in the life of the 

classroom, were developed to create a context for understanding the thinking and actions 

of the case study teachers during their inquiries. These sections also reflect the character 

of the teachers. Both context and character are paramount to understanding what 

facilitated and caused tensions for the case study teachers as they inquired. 

Each chapter begins with a professional history of the teacher. The history 

explains how each journeyed to Sunset School and how their beliefs about education were 
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shaped. Most of the data for the professional histories was gathered during the individual 

initial interviews as we reviewed the professional time lines the teachers had constructed. 

During the course of the study other pieces of the professional histories were added. 

The second section in each chapter depicts a day in the life of each classroom. 

These days were constructed from two full days of observation in each classroom during 

the first days of the smdy. They are a combination of events from both days. This section 

also includes a brief history of the semester in the classrooms. 

The last three categories emerged from the data. Creating a vision was identified 

by the number of events throughout the study that occurred because the teachers were 

exploring new theory in their inquiries and did not have a clear picture of how it 

transformed into practice. The educational community category was created because of 

the way people in the working lives of these teachers influenced their decision making. 

Events during the study reflected varying levels of trust which prompted the last category, 

issues of trust. 

The third section, creating a vision, addresses the teacher's inquiry question, 

strategies and engagements used during their inquiry, and considerations of time. This 

section presents resxilts from the teacher joumals, my observations, initial and final 

interviews, informal interviews, and study group session. 

The people that were part of the educational conmaimity and influenced the 

teacher's thoughts and actions as they investigated a question are presented in the fourth 

section. These results stem from the joumals, observations, and interviews as well as 

written documents and study group discussions. 

The final section of the case studies focuses on issues of trust related to the 

students and the teacher. These issues emerged from the teacher joumals, the interviews 

and the observations and were confirmed in the study group meeting transcripts. 



95 

The final three sections of each case study address these questions. As mentioned 

earlier the primary research question for this study was: 

What is the nature of inquiry when the case study teachers inquire in their own 

classrooms? 

Two sub-questions guided and focused the larger question: 

1. What facilitates the inquiries of the case study teachers? 

2. What tensions arise for the case study teachers as the inquire? 

The case study teachers were chosen specifically because they were known to be 

highly competent and reflective teachers. The categories that emerged reveal the broad 

scope of the nature of teachers inquiring in their own classrooms. The depth of their 

reflection, professionalism and desire to leam enabled them to identify many issues that 

both facilitated and caused tensions as they inquired. 

To highlight the teachers' own voices throughout each case study as well as 

throughout this dissertation, the teachers' actual words are represented by italicized print. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MELINDA: MOVING FORWARD 

Moving forward were words Melinda used to describe growth in both herself and 

her students throughout this study. She focused all her energy on journeying ahead and 

did ail that was possible to insure that the direction of the forward movement was the 

right direction for her and her students. When I asked Melinda if she would like to 

participate in this study, she accepted quickly. She wanted to concentrate on the inquiry 

cycle as a curriculum framework that school year and thought she knew how to jump in 

and try. Because of the nature of her own inquiry process as a teacher, this had proven to 

be difficult to do by herself, and she welcomed the opportunity to think with others. 

There was security in numbers for moving forward and taking risks. 

Contextual Description 

This chapter begins by reviewing Melinda's professional history and attending to a 

day in the life of her classroom. They illuminate both the character of the teacher and the 

character of her classroom as this study began. These two descriptive sections establish a 

context for the data analysis sections that are presented later in the chapter. 

Melinda's Professional History 

Melinda began her teaching career in Ohio in the mid seventies, in a school with 

several other young teachers who helped each other survive the stress of getting their feet 

on the ground. In her third year, she moved to a district closer to her home and found 

herself in the company of more experienced teachers who, in the process of sharing their 

creativity and expertise, pushed Melinda's thinking. They introduced her to Math Their 

Way (Addison-Wesley, 1976) and "Parent Nights" when parents came to school and 

participated in the math program. Since she has always enjoyed math, this made perfect 
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sense to Melinda and she embraced these ideas. However, her feelings about reading 

were less secure. The influence of a college professor who talked about the exceptions to 

phonics rules being more numerous than words following the rules, and criticized the use 

of one worksheet after another influenced Melinda's initial years of teaching. So when I 

went out, workbooks to me were not necessarily a positive thing. I would rip them apart 

andfile them and pull out parts. I never thought to say "I don't want them." Melinda 

wasn't sure about other options and the school always provided the basal texts and 

workbooks. This is the way you taught reading, but math—I started to see it being more 

of a process, that the process was important, and that children didn't have to work with 

textbooks or workbooks to work through math concepts. 

On moving to Tucson Melinda found a teaching position at Desert Marigold 

Elementary School with a population that was largely Hispanic. Her class included one 

Anglo child and two African-American children. At this point she realized the basal 

series for reading would not meet the needs of her students. She built her curriculum 

around the monthly field trips that Title One fimding provided, and she located and got 

permission to use the Bill Martin Soimds of Language Series (Holt, Rinehart, & Winston, 

1974) for reading. 

No sooner did she have a direction in which to move than Melinda became a 

district initiated transfer due to changing enrollment numbers. Melinda noted that the 

changes she had made with her math curriculum to this point were because she was 

uncomfortable with the way it was being taught from textbooks. At Desert Marigold, it 

was the children who were uncomfortable and drove her to move away from the adopted 

reading series. 

Melinda viewed her transfer as a setback. Because she was in a new setting with a 

new administrator and peers, she returned to teaching reading with the basals, which she 
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found boring and inadequate. Melinda placed blame on herself for not being able to 

understand the purpose and reasoning behind worlcbooks and worksheets, thinking that if 

she understood them, she could make them work. 

Once again, Melinda transferred. She chose a half-day kindergarten situation at 

Gecko Elementary School, in order to spend more time with her own very young 

children. Now I had total freedom ... no one out there in the real world cares. 

Principals don't care what you are doing in kindergarten. Parents think it's play and 

you're allowed to Just let kids do real things with real hooks. For the next 10 years, 

Melinda taught kindergartners with Big Books, trade books, and kid writing (when 

children use invented spelling and string letters and symbols together to create text). 

Melinda faced the reading issue one more time upon joining the faculty at Sunset 

Elementary School to teach first grade. She knew she could not return to the basal 

reading program. She also considered what she was doing with her own children, noting 

all the things they were learning at home. Both my children were reading upon entering 

school. . . and we didn't use any workbooks or drills. But the enormous change in 

attitude between how school was defined in kindergarten and in first grade was a heavy 

burden for her. Her school was asked to pilot the Houghton Mifflin reading series and 

she was able to choose to use the literature series while the other first grade teacher 

worked v^dth the basal equivalent. She made the most of this opportunity and played with 

many ideas such as heterogeneous groupings, supplementing the stories with other 

variants and versions from the library, and alternative routines for morning work time. 

Although she tried out many ideas, Melinda was still searching for the best way to 

approach reading in her classroom. 

Two events occurred about the same time to push Melinda forward. She had a 

student teacher who had been through the whole language block program and wanted to 
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work with Meiinda. The student teacher asked if she could change things dramatically, 

drastically. Meiinda had also been recently coaxed by a colleague into entering the 

Masters Program in the Department of Language, Reading and Culture at the University 

of Arizona. When the student teacher posed the question, Meiinda was taking a course in 

reading and writing processes from Dana Fox. It was the support she needed to say. Why 

not? and make a change. 

The student teacher forged ahead with Meiinda offering cautionary comments 

about structure, while she and Dorothy May continued to explore the possibilities through 

course work at the university. They decided to move from the reading anthology to using 

the same stories in real book form, supplemented with thematically related literature 

pulled from the school library collection. As time became an issue, they found they could 

pull different themes and then trade with each other. 

Meiinda, however, was still concerned that she would be questioned about not 

using the series materials. Some co-workers wanted to be assured children were prepared 

for the next grade level. There was some concern that she [fellow teacher] anxious 

because of the new principal coming in, and this [the teaching of skills] was very 

important to her [the teacher].. . getting the children ready for second grade. If they 

didn't go through every story in the red book first grade literature anthology they weren't 

passing first grade, and that the workbook had to be done. 

Parents were another constraint. There was this fear out there that parents would 

notice. Parents would think there was something wrong. Meiinda reflected, though, I 

haven't had one parent question that [move away from reading series]. If anything the 

parents are more involved because they have the opportunity weekly to interact with their 

child and the book they are reading. Parents report back on this book their child brought 

home. The parents never knew before their child was reading this book. 
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Melinda was becoming more comfortable with using trade books and sets of 

books designed for emergent readers such as those published by the Wright Group. She 

used the district's Reading series as one of many resources of literature. However, she 

realized that it was still her curriculum and she wanted her students to become more 

active in the curriculum planning process. 

Melinda moved toward a more inquiry based-classroom. Motivated to explore the 

inquiry process in part because of university classes and other professional opportunities 

such as district sponsored workshops, Melinda reflected on how her years as a student in 

elementary and high school connected with this new direction. She talked about her strict 

and highly traditional experience in her Catholic elementary school. There was real 

structure there! In high school she was placed in honors classes in which many of the 

engagements used by her teachers are similar to those used with inquiry such as 

collaboration, discussion, and student choice of projects. I noticed in those classes we 

didn't have to take quizzes. Quizzes we didn't have, we were allowed to collaborate. fVe 

were allowed to put on debates. We were allowed to pick topics we wanted to talk about 

more in depth. I always felt like I would have died in a regular classroom because I 

could have never lived up to a quiz. 

Melinda had always demonstrated a desire for authenticity, stating that as an 

undergraduate she took night courses so that she would meet real teachers. I would have 

real teachers in my classes sometimes, that were coming back to school for whatever 

reason, and I thought that was really nice to have somebody that was out there and knew 

some real things about real teaching. She wanted to know and hear from those who had 

experiences to help cormect the content of the courses. In the simimer of 1995 at a 

Marilyn Bums Math Solutions workshop, a problem that was posed took her back to her 

elementary connections. While she intuitively knew the answer to the problem, she had 
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not had a hands-on experience with it and could not explain it. It was the hands-on 

exploration in kindergarten that had led Melinda to her understanding. It is a practical 

example of how learned information can be useless until the learner understands how it 

relates to their world. 

Melinda also participated in a sununer university course on inquiry taught by 

Kathy Short and Gloria Kauffinan. The experience she had when she collaborated with 

Dorothy May and Margaret Valfre on the project for this class was very empowering. 

They began looking at Cycles as a broad concept and found themselves trying to define 

curriculum and unearth what curriculum is mandated by the district and by the state. This 

intense inquiry influenced Melinda to push forward with trying to fi-ame her own 

classroom curriculum using the inquiry cycle (Short & Harste with Burke, 1996). In her 

final reflection for this course Melinda wrote, I have never been so consumed by any 

p r o j e c t  a s  I  h a v e  b e e n  w i t h  t h i s  o n e .  M y  p r o b l e m  i s  I  c a n ' t  s e e m  t o  t u r n  i t  o f f .  . . .  

Thinking of curriculum as learning centered and learning driven has always been 

something I thought about. Now I BELIEVE it and am committed to working towards 

creating a community of learners. 

I first got to know Melinda in a university class on literature for young children, 

where our common interest in multi-age settings brought us together in a small discussion 

group based on the book Full Circle (Chase & Doan, 1994). The following semester I 

supervised a student teacher in her room. Through these initial encounters, Melinda and 1 

got to know each other. Melinda agreed to work with me primarily because she was 

feeling tremendous tension as a result of her interest in the inquiry cycle. She thought 

working wdth someone who had experienced the inquiry cycle in the classroom was a 

great opportunity, and one that might not occur again. 
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Since she had a student teacher in her room during the first semester, Melinda was 

concerned with my role during the second semester. She felt somewhat removed from 

her students because the student teacher was teaching all day and wanted to be sure I 

would not be taking the role of teacher. Once this was assured, Melinda readily agreed to 

participate in the study. 

Understanding the Classroom Context 

Melinda's inquiry question did not change from the onset-he wanted to know 

what the inquiry cycle would look like in her classroom. She realized that it is different 

in every classroom and she was imcertain how it would look for herself and her children. 

She wanted to know how to facilitate an inquiry-based curriculum with her children, and 

how to maintain a democratic classroom envirormient. Before we could collaborate on 

these issues I needed to understand more about her classroom and and the students with 

whom she was working. From my early observations in Melinda's room, 1 created a 

typical day to help frame this study. I also give a brief overview of the events in 

Melinda's room during the course of this study. 

A Day in the Life of Melinda's Classroom 

School begins at 7:55 a.m. As soon as the bell rings, children drift into Melinda's 

room from both the door to the playgroimd and the door to the main hallway. There are 

"good mornings" all around as children hang up their jackets and backpacks, and store 

books, papers, and other goodies in their cubbies. Jack arrives with his father who 

informs Melinda that Jack will leave early today for an appointment. As he turns to 

leave. Jack's father asks where the chair in the comer is because that was where he always 

sat when he was in school. Jack cracks up laughing and says, "Love you. Dad!" Melinda 

enjoys the joke, also. Two mothers have arrived, one to speak with Melinda briefly and 

another to help during the morning. The mom who is helping settles at a table with her 
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toddler. She has already asked a child to come and work with her, indicating this is not 

the first time she has volunteered her time in the room. A student soon joins her and they 

read together. As children move to the tables, they have taken their journals from a box 

at the teacher workstation and have begun to write in them. 

Melinda begins moving from table to table collecting lunch money, helping one 

child find a folder, and printing out a story on the computer with another. Her voice has 

gone firom a quiet, normal tone to a whisper, bringing the children's voices in the 

classroom along with her. She has not asked them to be quiet. As she checks in with 

every child. Melinda carries a date stamper and stamp pad, and marks their journal entry 

for the day. Kerry signals, "Okay, Mrs. Radon." Melinda proceeds to signal with a 

shaker (a container filled with rice to make a soft sound) for the class to work quietly. 

She checks back with Kerry and Katey, who have been figuring out the hot lunch count. 

Melinda continues date-stamping journals and then confers with Kerry about attendance. 

He leaves to take it to the office. 

Melinda finishes stamping journals and greeting children. She rings a bell and 

quietly says. First warning, marking for the children how much time they have left to 

write. As she organizes for the first engagement, a child arrives late and Melinda sends 

her to the office for a late slip since the attendance has already been turned in. She rings 

the bell a second time. When no one moves firom their writing, Melinda adds. That's not 

a warning, and the children begin to respond, putting their journals in the box and coming 

to the rug while she puts unlined paper at each table space. Some children opt to bring 

their journals to the rug with them. Katey stands at a chart in front and explains how they 

figured out the hot lunch count. Melinda asks her to read the date as well. Katey then 

indicates who the pledge leader is. The class responds by everyone standing and 
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repeating the Pledge of Allegiance. Once the pledge is said, the class moves into a circle 

formadon and sit with Melinda. 

The sharing time that follows is lead by a student. Karen shares a rag doll she has 

brought from home. Annie reads from her journal and answers questions about her dogs 

who had been hit by a speeding car the day before while walking in the early morning 

with her mother. One had died, the other would be fine. They had picked out a new 

puppy from the humane society. During this longer dialogue, Melinda moves to a child 

still writing at a table and brings her into the group on the rug. As Annie finishes, 

Melinda summarizes her experience for the class since there had been some erroneous 

rumors from the previous day when Annie was absent. The sharing circle continues with 

talk of lost teeth, parents who are away, friends caught in the blizzard, outings, and house 

guests. Children also share a toy rabbit from home as well as explaining a drawing they 

have made about selling a car. When each child shares there is often a short conversation 

that includes similar stories or toys, questions, or general comments. Children do not 

raise hands, but participate as one would in conversation. Occasional side conversations 

evolve and the student monitoring sharing rattles the rice shaker to bring everyone's focus 

together. 

As the sharing time ends, the children put away their things and return to the rug. 

Melinda moves into math. She explains to me she likes to spend time with the concept of 

number in January as part of her ongoing evaluation process. She asks them to record 

number writing at the beginning of each quarter. They can use any number pattern to 

show number sense to me. As a class, the kids count by ones, by fives, by hundreds, by 

thousands, and by twos. Melinda is sitting m a low chair at the front as they begin, but 

moves to her knees on the floor during the counting. Her enthusiasm is contagious. She 

stands and writes a series of numbers on chart paper and asks where the commas would 
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go to separate them. With this review demonstrated, Melinda asks the children to move 

to their tables and to count however they want on the blank paper. She picks up the date 

stamper and pad. and marks their work. She comments to Simone, a German speaking 

student, about her pattem and asks if she thinks she can continue with it. When Melinda 

hears Richard explaining something to another smdent, she suggests, Richard, get your 

paper and show her what you mean. 

Melinda checks her plans and then continues to help and encourage her smdents. 

She redirects Annie's table who have made a game of tossing an object in the air and 

clapping before they catch it. Checking back in with Simone, Melinda shows me her 

work—counting by twos using odd numbers. Ringing a warning bell, she also shows me 

Sandi's work. She was counting by nines and using rulers lined up end to end to figure it 

out what comes after 18. 

Melinda tells the class that Samantha is the tapper and that they are to put their 

work in the basket and come to the rug when they are tapped. When the class has 

gathered, Melinda introduces the book Happy Birthdav. Martin Luther King (Marzollo 

1993). She slows her reading at one point of the text as an invitation for the children to 

predict the text, completing the line "Once there was a law that said only white people 

could sit in the front of a bus and that black people had to " (p. 16). 

Upon finishing the story, several children make comments and Melinda leads 

them back to the thought of 250,000 people being in attendance that day. She records the 

number on chart paper. She wonders out loud if the class could make that number of 

people, thinking that drawing and counting out such a number might help them 

understand what it means and how large it is. Melinda suggests that the students could 

draw 10 stick figures in a group, place 10 groups of 10 together to make a new group of a 

hundred, followed by 10 groups of a hundred to make a thousand. She asks the class if 
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they think they could make 250,000. It is a concern of Melinda's that children are 

constantly flinging enormous numbers around without any concept of how big they really 

are. She demonstrates how a group of 10 stick figures might be drawn, asks Luke to put 

supplies on tables, and sets the class to work on the task. Melinda helps disperse scissors, 

and unclogs the tops of bottles with a paper clip. 

The students are thoroughly involved. Kyle and Samantha begin by making the 

reflecting pool in Washington, D.C. where Martin Luther King made his speech. This 

would provide the appropriate setting for the 250,000 stick figvire people. Others are 

busily drawing groups of 10 stick figures and cutting them out. When a table gets 10 

groups they glue them on a larger piece of paper and hand them to Melinda. Melinda 

asks Sandi if she would glue the hundreds onto a giant piece of butcher paper. Melinda 

rings the bell and states there are four more minutes for working. The response is a 

request to keep working and not take a break. When the second bell is rung, the children 

reluctantly clean up and put things back where they belong, and gather on the rug. 

Melinda has temporarily hung the large butcher paper at the front of the room. Before 

moving on, they count what they have made, one thousand, and subtract it from 250,000. 

It does not appear to either Melinda or myself that there is any realization of the size of 

the number. The students think they will finish the task the next time. 

It is 9:30 and time to exchange with another teacher who teaches Spanish while 

Melinda teaches physical education. Melinda takes her new group outside and explains 

the rules for a team game called Bomb the Balls which emphasizes throwing skills. She 

asks for volunteers to keep score and starts the game, monitoring carefully. Melinda 

makes a point of noticing strategies that the teams develop and also nixes those that are 

inappropriate. When the time is up, Melinda calls the group together and talks about the 

meaning of keeping score versus having a good time and, therefore, everyone is a winner. 
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She asks the kids to help put things away and then they return to their room. Melinda's 

children return to their room, get their snacks and go outside for a short break. 

A few minutes later Melinda stands by the door with her hand raised, signaling 

the end of recess. Her class lines up by the door. She turns off the lights and brings in a 

few children. Kerry moves to the front of the room and sits in the chair. A few others go 

straight through the room into the hallway to get a drink at the cold water fountain nearby. 

Soon all are quietly gathered on the rug with the lights still out. Kerry selects two 

students for "early lunch," a class privilege. He asks for a lunch report from the previous 

day. Kathy reports there were no problems. 

Melinda asks Allen to bring his writing folder so they can demonstrate a group 

conference. She explains that Mrs. Copen, a parent, will be doing some conferencing 

today. The principal pops in to confer briefly with Melinda, and then Melinda reviews 

what kinds of things occur during a conference such as listening and making suggestions. 

Allen reads a story he is working on about the Super Bowl and children give him ideas 

for improving it. Melinda participates as well, suggesting he might want to add who the 

Dallas Cowboys are playing. She then excuses five children to conference in the hallway 

with Mrs. Copen facilitating the group. 

The others get their folders and move to the part of the room where they want to 

work during Writer's Workshop. One is at the computer, several have found isolated 

spots, and Sandi is having a difficult time making up her mind what to do. Four children 

have moved the guest guinea pigs to the rug and are doing observations. Two children go 

to a prearranged interview with another teacher in the building to find out what she knows 

about Martin Luther King. Melinda conferences individually with students as they work 

and Kathy is singing to herself as she works. Jill and Kendra watch as the computer 

prints out a story. Sandi is laughing at herself because she just addressed Melinda as 
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Mama. There is a knock at the playground door. Kyle responds to a lost ball being 

returned and puts it away. 

Melinda checks in at a table where four boys are working. She asks whether 

Kendra wants help organizing her story and whether she would like Melinda to help or a 

friend. She moves off when the preference is a friend and confers with others. Jordy asks 

her for help. Melinda responds to his question and also reminds him to leave spaces 

between the words. Richard reports he has already thought of a title. Melinda tells him 

to write it down. 

The conferencing group from the hail returns and Melinda rings the bell saying 

they have four minutes to work. She then touches base with the parent helper. When she 

rings the bell a second time she states it is not a warning, that children need to put things 

away. Melinda moves to the rug and writes on chart paper "What's My Digit?" and draws 

three columns, labeled "Guesses," "Number," and "Place." She uses this game while the 

class gathers and settles on the rug. By the time Lilly has guessed the right response, 

everyone has joined them. Lilly explains her thinking on the game. 

With the class ready, Melinda gives directions for another math game. Children 

are on two teams. Each member rolls a die and makes a tower from unifix cubes to 

correspond with the die. These are added together for each team and the two numbers are 

recorded on the same line with a space in the middle. The recorder then has to decide 

what symbol to put in the space to indicate that the first number is greater than or less 

than the second number. The class is divided and half move into the hall with Mrs. 

Copen to play this game. Melinda continues with the group on the rug. After a round, 

the game is repeated using two dice. As they wind down, Richard is excused to wash his 

hands for lunch because he is the "reader." The children on the rug make an observation 

about the math game. They think whatever side gets to go first is always the winner of 
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this game. Richard returns and disagrees. Melinda suggests they could play the game 10 

times and keep track to see if they are right. 

The group from the hall returns and all gather on the rug. Melinda and Richard 

take the two chairs at the front of the room, and Melinda begins to read aloud. When she 

finishes a page, she passes the book to Richard and he reads. Kerry is quietly tapping one 

or two children at a time to wash their hands. Mrs. Copen is standing back at the sink 

monitoring. The book goes back and forth between Melinda and Richard. At one point, 

he stops and asks the class, "Does anyone have a prediction?" He continues reading and 

Melinda helps him when he gets stuck. Kerry gives the lunch tickets to Melinda to pass 

out and the class lines up and is escorted to the cafeteria for lunch. 

Lunch is a 45-minute period. The children go to play on the playground from the 

cafeteria and do not return to room until Melinda opens the door at the designated time. 

Melinda checks her mail, makes a phone call and grabs a quick bite to eat in the teacher's 

lounge before returning to her room to prepare for the rest of the day. At the bell, 

Melinda opens the door to the playground. The tapper, Kerry, comes in, gets a drink at 

the hallway fountain and then stands on the chair at the front of the room. The others 

have come into the unlighted room and settled at their tables. From his vantage point, 

Kerry chooses tables exhibiting appropriate behavior to get drinks at the fountain and 

return to the rug. 

Melinda grabs the novel they have been reading and, when the class is gathered, 

asks what had happened last. She begins reading, repeating one or two paragraphs from 

the previous day. Two girls get up to find band-aides for themselves, where upon a boy 

goes to the restroom. Another boy soon follows. Melinda stops reading, invites all the 

children back to the rug, reminds them of the signal for emergency bathroom needs, and 
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then continues. There are collective groans when the time is up and several children 

make predictions about the story. 

It is now time for reading. Melinda explains that their four-day routine is off one 

day because of the Martin Luther King holiday on Monday. She tells the children that 

everything will slide over a day and that today they will choose new books, tomorrow 

they will read with a partoer, Thursday they will read silently, and on the last day they 

will read to a fourth grader. She asks what strategies kids might use if they get stuck and 

gets multiple responses including skip a word, sound it out, look at the pictures, look 

around the room, and read on. As the students scatter to the numerous places in the room 

where books are kept, Melinda finds her clipboard and begins to note what books have 

been selected. 

Everywhere children are trying out stories and asking each other for help when 

they get stuck. They look for a book that is of interest to themselves and that they are 

willing to read. Lilly asks Elaine a series of frog and toad jokes from a book. They laugh 

together and she then changes books, choosing The True Storv of the Three Little Pigs 

(Scieszka, 1989). 

Melinda is making anecdotal records and helping some make selections. A mtor 

arrives and confers with her. Several children go to the front of the room and add their 

names to a sign-up sheet to read to the class. A few others put their selected books in 

plastic zip lock bags and store them in their cubbies. A group leaves the room with a 

parent to go to the library and use the CD-ROM computer. The parent briefly returns to 

ask Melinda a question about a missing disk. They check the disk drive of the computer, 

say. "Nope," and the mother leaves. 

Three more children request to go to the library. Melinda finds the teaching clock 

and demonstrates the time they need to retum to the classroom. The children leave. 
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Melinda sits with Audrey and holds an informal reading conference with her. Kerry joins 

them, reading his book. The children are moving freely aroimd the room to meet their 

own needs. Alice uses the restroom. Jack asks Melinda a quick question and moves off. 

Lilly and Jill have gone to the hallway for a drink. Grant has found and sharpened a 

pencil to record his book choice. Melinda rings the bell to signal it is time to clean up. 

She sends someone to the library to remind them of the time. 

Children put their books away and come to the rug as does Melinda. Those from 

the library drift in. She begins some clapping patterns and the kids join in as they reach 

the meeting area. Melinda changes the game to an echo clapping game, demonstrating a 

pattem followed by the children repeating it. When everyone is together, Melinda uses 

the teaching clock to demonstrate the time school pencils will be sold. She asks the class 

where the long and short hands should be set to show 1:45, then adds that those 

purchasing the pencils can just quietly get up and leave when the classroom clock 

matches the teaching clock. 

Melinda uses this time to take care of some classroom business. She reminds the 

students to return their sponsor sheets for the PTA ftmd raiser~the spellathon. She 

describes the process they can use to tallying up the money. She then explains that one 

prize for participating in the spellathon in that everyone's name is placed in a hat and one 

name is drawn out. That student will get to trade places with the principal, Ms. Walker, 

for a half day. Ms. Walker will become a student in the classroom and the student will be 

principal for the morning. She tries to give her class an idea of what they might do as 

principal-sign papers and solve problems. Ms. Walker, on the other hand, will do 

journals and math and Writer's Workshop. The students whoop with delight at this 

thought! 
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Melinda brings the class's attention to the book she is holding, Tar Beach 

(Ringgold. 1991). She notes that the book has received an award, the Coretta Scott King 

Award, and explains the purpose of the award. After reading the story aloud, there are 

naany comments from the children. They have some difficulty deciding if the story is true 

or a dream. Their interest centers on how you can get to a rooftop, with ideas varying 

from out of a window, up some stairs, or by climbing a ladder. Melinda notices the time 

is close to dismissal and puts a close to the discussion. She passes out table folders which 

contain children's work and any notes or announcements going home. At their tables, 

children sort out their work and return the folders to Melinda. She passes out their 

homework folders in which the kids carry their papers back and forth between school and 

home. 

As the children get their folders, they retrieve the other things they are taking 

home, lunch boxes, backpacks, sweaters and jackets, toys, and books. They put their 

chairs on top of the tables and check the floors and table tops to be sure everything is put 

away. Melinda does the same from her vantage point in front and then begins to sing 

"Cowboy Joe" followed by "Old Lady Leary." The class comes to the rug as they are 

organized for leaving and join in. Melinda does one more room check, asking a few 

individuals to attend to a pencil on the floor and some chairs that have not been put up. 

She asks the bus children to line up. Children pick up two more things as they move into 

line and Melinda excuses them through the playground door. The children walking or 

being picked up move into line and Melinda walks out v^th them. It is 2:08 p.m. 

A Brief Glance at the History of the Semester 

Days in Melinda's classroom are packed. The children and their teacher work well 

together and have established a respect for others. A positive and fluid atmosphere 
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prevails. This eased the transition from teacher directed learning to inquiry during the 

spring semester. 

Following the initial interview on January 12, 1996, Melinda's main and 

immediate concern was how to get started with the inquiry cycle. She decided to return 

to the broad concept of cycles. One of the first difficulties for her was distinguishing the 

difference between a concept and a topic. She was very interested in fmding a class focus 

for study. Melinda began with the children browsing a collection of books on cycles I 

had pulled. She selected a few to read aloud and discuss as a whole class. Unsure of 

what to expect, she asked students to think about what cycles meant to them and to 

respond in both drawings and in writing. The students also sorted the cycles books into 

groups that made sense to them and found five categories they were interested in: 

Animals, people, space, plants, and number. Melinda put some library books together 

with some of the cycles books and created text sets for the children to think about based 

on their categories. The students also recorded their questions from these sets. 

The class next read a story in small groups from the Houghton Mifflin anthology 

that one student had identified as a cycle story and continued to record their own 

questions. Sharing new knowledge as well as questions was continuous throughout the 

process. 

The students continued to be interested in space and the environment, and chose 

three categories to encompass their ideas: world, space, and nature. With more classroom 

experiences including science engagements, literature discussion, and book sharing with 

another class, these soon were renamed "Our World," which had three centers of interest: 

Environmental issues, life and death, and space. Environmental issues dominated when a 

child brought in a sign he had made from wood scraps reading "DON'T POLLUTE." 

Children then began to become actively engaged in curriculum planning as they initiated 
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and got permission for two field trips based on their questions. Melinda supported their 

inquiries by providing exploration centers in the classroom. The class explored their 

concerns very broadly and were posing quite a few questions about environmental issues. 

Melinda felt the focus was narrowed, and she now wanted the children to move into 

collaborative inquiry groups in which children pursued questions they wished to study in 

depth. 

I helped Melinda with a process to identify questions and have the children find 

an inquiry group for themselves. This resulted in six groups, most of which were 

centered around the desert and its plant and animal life. One group went far afield and 

wanted to know why we have cake and ice cream to celebrate birthdays. These groups 

worked through the last week of school, using the library, contacting experts, observing, 

and measuring to answer their questions. They celebrated their learning by inviting 

parents and guests to view their displays, ask questions, and enjoy ice cream sundaes 

together. 

Interpretive Analysis 

Having established a context for this study, the next sections of this chapter are 

interpretive. The three categories that emerged from analyzing the data include (1) 

creating a vision; (2) the educational community; and (3) issues of trust. All three 

categories were found to facilitate Melinda's inquiry as well as to have caused tension. 

Creating a Vision: When Will I Learn? 

Melinda deeply wanted to move into an inquiry-based curriculum. Many times 

she said. It just makes so much more sense. The problem for Melinda was she could not 

build a picture in her mind of what inquiry would look like in her room. Her need for 

being organized clashed with the confusion she felt. This section includes three areas that 



helped shape inquiry for Melinda (see Figure 4.1). 

meeting the teacher's needs, and running on time. 
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They are finding the right question. 

\/ - Facilitates inquiry 

- Causes tension in inquiry 

Question: What does inquiry look like for me? 

Curriculum and Management Issues: 

Feeling inadequate in stretching children's thinking. 

\/ Reflecting in a variety of ways. 

• Over planning and questioning slowed momentum. 

\/ Reading more recently published children's books. 

Time: 

• Not allowing enough time for engagements. 

<>• V I did reschedule my day. 

<>• Dialogue with the school as a staff. 

• \/ Time. Time to reflect. Joumaling helped thinking it through. 

Figure 4.1. Melinda: Creating a vision summary. 

Finding the Right Question 

As mentioned earlier, Melinda knew from the start what question she wanted to 

focus on: What does inquiry look like for me in my classroom? This was a lingering 

question that had been building in intensity for at least a year and became more urgent 

after taking a course on the inquiry cycle (Harste & Short with Burke, 1996) with Kathy 
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Short and Gloria Kauffinan in the summer of 1995. However, Melinda had a student 

teacher during the fall semester. The nature of her inquiry was so broad, she didn't feel 

she could approach her question with the energy she would normally. She was obligated 

to meet the requirements of the student teacher, such as the necessity of the student 

teacher taking on the full time teaching load for at least one month. She, therefore, put 

her own question on hold. For Melinda to truly inquire she needed to be the teacher 

implementing the curriculum. 

While the student teacher was working in her room, Melinda posed questions to 

herself constantly. She was interested in her room becoming more democratic, but was 

unsure how to proceed. Through observations, Melinda became aware that the student 

teacher was a mirror of herself. She mimicked the way Melinda functioned in the 

classroom. One behavior Melinda noticed was that the voice of the student teacher was 

constant as she directed and managed the morning sharing time. When the semester was 

over, Melinda changed the routine, giving the children the responsibility for the sharing 

circle. Melinda participated, sitting on the floor in the circle with the children, but she no 

longer controlled it. A child became the facilitator, designating whose turn was next and 

using a soft sounding rice shaker as a signal to the class when there was too much talking. 

Melinda stepped in occasionally, but for the most part she was a participant. 

By addressing questions like these during the fall, Melinda felt she was facilitating 

and preparing for the more intensive inquiry during this study. Her question had 

remained the same—What does inquiry look like for me in my classroom?—and in 

January, she immediately asked. How do I start? a question which had actually been 

lurking in the back of her mind since the beginning of the year. She was concerned about 

how she could have inquiry going on in her classroom without it turning into chaos. 

i 
I' 
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Curriculum and Management Issues 

Melinda really wanted to do things herself, as she had indicated initially. When 

something was causing tension for her, she talked it through with Dorothy, Margaret, and 

myself until she could visualize it to some degree. However, demonstrations were 

important when they occurred and using children's literature enhanced students' learning. 

Demonstrating possible engagements. One area that was a source of tension for 

Melinda was talking with her children in order to expand their thinking and to clearly 

understand their meaning. In her initial interview Melinda mentioned some of her 

children who were writing some great stuff about the Super Bowl, but had reverted back 

to drawing. She recalled, I didn't know how to push and probe, because they could have 

gone on with that, I think, during writers workshop if I had known what sorts of questions 

or things to do with it. On several other occasions throughout the semester Melinda 

thanked me in her journal or in conversation for the support I had given her in particular 

situations. On March 12, 1996, she joumaled, I really appreciated your help on 

Monday. I have the most difficult time getting kids to really examine their intent and to 

pose thoughtful statements and questions. You have a wonderfid way of giving the 

students fust the right amount of nudging to get them to think more deeply about their 

thoughts. I had no idea what I had done when I read this. I went to my field notes, but I 

had not noted anything I had done that matched this response from Melinda. I rethought 

the time I spent in her room that day and vaguely recalled asking a child or two for a little 

more information about what they had said during sharing time. 

In mid-April, Melinda again voiced her concern about questioning children. Ifeel 

really inadequate when we have the group sharing following exploration centers as I try 

to help them think further and build onto where they are. IJust don't think I can do this. 
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I replied by telling Melinda I was not very aware of the particulars of what I do, but that 1 

always want to be sure I understand what the child is trying to say. 

On April 22, Melinda felt it was time to forge ahead and have the children choose 

inquiry questions in which they were sincerely interested and could investigate 

collaboratively with others. We talked about ways to go about this process, including the 

process I had used in my own classroom, beginning with small table groups talking 

together about their nagging questions, coming together as a whole class and recording 

those nagging questions, and then talking with others as they decided which question each 

child wanted to pursue. Melinda asked me to record the questions the children posed. To 

be honest, I was flummoxed by this request. This was the only time she had asked me to 

demonstrate anything the entire semester and I couldn't figure out how recording 

questions could possibly be helpful. On the other hand, Melinda was careful about all her 

planning, and I trusted that there was some question for her in this process that she 

needed to observe. I thought I might be able to squeeze in a little introduction and a little 

closure as well. 

This was not to be. On the morning of the 22nd, Melinda gathered the kids, gave 

them directions, monitored them, and pulled them together on the rug saying something 

to effect of,... and now we'll record your questions. So much for my introduction! 1 

dutifully recorded the questions on a large piece of butcher paper, and as soon as the kids 

were finished, Melinda removed the marker from my hand and began talking with them 

about their next step. So much for my closure! I slunk to the side of the room still 

wondering how that could ever have been useful. As I was due in another classroom, I 

was not able to see the final selection of questions. Melinda thanked me profusely as 1 

gathered my things, stating how wonderful it had been. I left scratching my head and 

totally mystified! 
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It wasn't until I read Melinda's next journal entry that I realized the impact this 

demonstration had for her. To begin, Melinda still worried that other classes came up 

with questions that she viewed as ... so deep and so large. I wasn't sure how to get that 

quality from my kids. The previous year, Kathy Short had suggested Melinda look at 

ways to broaden and deepen her kids' questions and move away from questions with one 

answer. This was still causing tension for her. She saw this demonstration as a way of 

facilitating that concern. 

Melinda reported in some detail the way I worked with the children to get at their 

meaning. She noted that I paraphrased or asked for more information. She observed that 

I asked permission to rephrase questions before I wrote them on the chart. She noticed I 

did not create a list, but spread the questions all over the paper and then tried to indicate 

connections between questions by grouping them. Melinda pointed out that I 

occasionally stopped and reviewed the questions for connection and sometimes drew 

lines between two or three that were closely related, but that I always asked if that was 

okay with the kids first. 

Another point that Melinda raised from this demonstration was that I accepted all 

the questions. On this occasion most of the questions came directly from the students' 

recent interest in enviroimiental issues and life in the desert envirormient. One child 

prefaced her nagging question by saying, "This isn't about the desert, but it is a real 

nagging question for me." Her question was about where the idea of having cakes to 

celebrate birthdays originated. I recorded the question, placing it in an empty space on 

the paper to show that it was not connected to the other areas of concern, but at the same 

time, valuing it as a legitimate question. 

The previous week Melinda had attended a half day session with Sylvia Chard, 

during which she had said that you should not accept questions that do not relate to 
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common interest of the class. This had bothered Melinda because she wanted to engage 

all of her children all of the time and she realized by not accepting some questions, it was 

quite likely that one or two would not engage. My response had alleviated some of 

Melinda's tension. 

Melinda obviously foimd this to be a very valuable demonstration for her. Her 

agenda was well defined. I just didn't know what it was! Though Melinda had mentioned 

several times that she did not feel confident about her ability to push children's thinking 

through questions, I had not recognized this as an urgent need of hers until this 

experience. This was partly because Melinda was a fine teacher and her classroom was 

so well managed that the area of questioning was hidden by all the other strengths 

Melinda brought to her work. In this study the tension she felt about not being able to 

push her children's thinking was an issue that perhaps slowed her forward momentum at 

times. 

Using children's literature. Melinda was comfortable using children's literature in 

her classroom. She understood it had strong potential for helping children think about 

topics, issues and questions they had. Because Melinda understood this potential, she did 

not talk about it often and there is little data referring to its use. However, Melinda did 

work with me to expand the use of literature in her classroom. Her students used a 

collection of books on cycles, multiple copy sets on environmental issues, and text sets 

for exploration centers. To Melinda, these were very logical ways to bring children's 

literature into the curriculum. She commented that what was particularly facilitating was 

reading the more recently published books, adding that it is very difficult to keep up with 

new titles. 



Running on Time 

Other than timed competitive events in professional sports, I don't know of more 

ardent clock watchers than teachers. They are given a monumental agenda and expected 

to fit it into time packages of year, month, week, day hour, and minute. Because this is a 

group of conscientious individuals, they work hard to accomplish the agenda by setting a 

fast pace and tight schedule. For Melinda there were three areas in which issues of time 

emerged in this study. They included the time as a classroom structure, intrusions on 

time, and time for professional dialogue. 

Using time as a classroom structure. When I first observed in Melinda's 

classroom I was impressed with the number of engagements that were fit into a day. 

Melinda had the day in neat and tidy time segments and there was little room for 

alterations. Her schedule was a guiding factor in moving through the day. However, I 

wondered how inquiry would work in 20 to 30 minute time units. This seemed confining 

to me. 

At the end of January, Melinda planned a book-browsing time during which 

children were to record their questions. They did not have enough time. The children 

were highly involved in what they were doing and when Melinda said they had to stop for 

physical education, the response was a multitude of pleadings to continue working. As 

they lined up, Melinda asked me if I thought the students would be able to continue after 

their game. I responded positively and suggested Melinda may want to consider 

rearranging her time frames. I got a very unenthusiastic "yeah" and body language that 

indicated I had either overstepped my bounds or my idea was worthless. Time was 

something that I did not raise again with Melinda. I waited till she brought it up. In a 

journal entry that included a brief history of what Melinda had done the first five weeks 



of the semester, she reflected that she was relieved that there were only 20 minutes for 

this book-browsing engagement, and was shocked to actually need more than 40 minutes. 

In early March, time was once again a source of tension. Melinda planned to pair 

her children with Margaret Valfre's students. Each child in Melinda's class would share 

the book they had studied in literature discussions with a child from Margaret's room. In 

her preplarming Melinda joumaled. This whole process I figured would take 45 minutes. 

(When will I learn??) As they began, Melinda and Margaret agreed on a 25-minute block 

of time—from 9:35 to 10:00 a.m. Surely, my kids that had such a hard time on Monday 

would not go longer than 10-15 minutes—actually I hoped they could be engaged for that 

long!!! Ultimately, they worked for 45 minutes, took a 10-minute break and then 

continued till lunch at 11:20 a.m.~a total of about 90 minutes. 

On April 3rd, Melinda asked the class to free write about a walking field trip they 

had taken in the neighborhood. The children had specific questions they were addressing 

while on this trip. Her plan was to have the groups share what they had learned with the 

rest of the class after the free write. Melinda noted in her journal. They took so long on 

the free write that we were down to 23 minutes. .. they were not pleased when it was 

getting too close to lunch and I was asking them to stop talking about their findings. 

In March, Sandi came to Melinda. When Sandi came to me and said, "We need to 

rewrite that schedule because we are not following our old schedule"--no one has ever 

said that to me. No one has ever said, "Can I redo this? " / mean, she was so intent and 

she wasn't about to let it drop because she brought it up again and again and again until 

I gave her the opportunity to sit down and do it. I'd keep saying "Later, later," and she 

would not let me forget about it. She said, "We need to rewrite this because this is not 

how our day is planned or how our day goes." 
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Melinda followed this story with. So, but you're right. I did reschedule my day 

and that was something I was not open to doing. I mean from the very beginning I 

thought that would not happen, but my day absolutely got rescheduled. Melinda altered 

her schedule to create longer chunks of time facilitating both her own inquiry and those of 

her students. Young children especially need plenty of time to focus, locate materials, 

read, write, record, and think about their questions. 

Intruding on classroom time. Wednesdays were bad days for Melinda. This first 

became apparent to me in scheduling weekly visits to her classroom. Wednesday is not a 

good day to visit. fVe have library. In her journal Melinda often wrote notes such as 

Wednesday is my 'too many breaks in the morning' day, so we really didn't address 

inquiry. Among the intrusions on the schedule were designated times for library and 

computers. The Parent Teacher Association provided a physical education teacher, and 

that schedule had to be fitted into the weekly plan. Special programs with fixed 

schedules in time such as K-3*s Visual Literacy and performances by Young Audiences 

that were sponsored by the Parent Teacher Association also interrupted the natural flow 

of the learning process in Melinda's room. Standardized testing was another intrusion on 

the ongoing curriculum as was ... having to break out to do a spellathon test, the Parent 

Teacher Association's big fund raiser. These intrusions from outside were a cause of 

tension. 

These intrusions continued for Melinda up to, including, and beyond the last day 

of school for teachers. It was decided on the last day, Thursday, that Melinda would 

change classrooms for the coming year. This meant her current room had to be 

thoroughly cleaned and ready for use in the summer school program begirming on 

Monday. 
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Melinda spoke of these time issues in her final interview. While some of these 

situations could not be changed, Melinda deliberated over the physical education program 

provided by the Parent Teacher Association. It was voluntary and the specialist was hired 

to work only with those classrooms that wanted to participate. / am thinking of the P.E. 

program. Are my kids going to have P.E. instruction next year [from the specialist].^ My 

P. E. is strong... my husband who teaches P.E. can help me. By doing P.E. herself, 

Melinda would have more flexibility in her daily schedule and she could protect blocks of 

time from interruptions. 

These intrusions on classroom life are difficult issues to deal with and often 

require some tough choices. Because school is an institution, there are usually some 

aspects of the daily schedule that are imposed on the classroom and carry no flexibility, 

such as lunch time and dismissal. As much as Melinda resented the time consumed by 

standardized testing and the interruptions it caused in the everyday curriculum, she 

recognized it also as an immovable mandate. The ideal thing would be if there weren't an 

outside schedule. 

Sometimes, however, there are choices that could be made, such as the physical 

education program provided by the Parent Teacher Association at Melinda's school. 

Non-participation would not in this case be wasting money as the teacher was paid by the 

number of classes who choose to receive this service. Other programs may be connected 

to the ongoing curriculum with careful planning that would help relate the material to the 

classroom focus. Melinda was determined to work through these conflicts so that her 

students were using their time at school to their best advantage. 

Making time for professional dialogue. One of the best and most accessible 

resources teachers have to help them think through inquiries is the faculty with which 

they work. Together from early morning through the afternoon, it seems logical that peer 
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teachers would be a knowledge bank that is easy to access. However, it seems there was 

no good time and for Meiinda tension arose. The only time you have to share ideas is 

during teacher meetings. People are upset, tired, or waiting to get to class. There's 

really not enough discussion time. So that your idea, your one statement could be totally 

misconstrued and the meaning for somebody over here is not the meaning you intended 

whatsoever. There hasn't been a chance to dialogue. I think we've never had the forum 

in which to really share our own ideas, to talk them through, and to clarify with someone 

who might not understand what you mean. 

Our study group meetings were of great importance to Meiinda because they 

offered a forum for thinking and dialoguing. I want that to continue to be part of what I 

do when I teach—that getting together, and I don't think Dorothy, Margaret, and I are 

going to let that go. We're a bit afraid if you're not there, that will block us sometimes 

from getting together, but I don't think we will allow that to happen. ... We will treat it 

like we still have to meet a schedule, that's all. ... In teaching, you don't always take that 

time that we need to sort things out. There are so many other things that need to get 

done—report cards, parent conferences, meetings. 

Over the years, the workload for teachers has increased. New agendas with 

varying demands on time from swishing fluoride to teaching Spanish have been added to 

the classroom agenda. Monies have decreased and the work day is the same length. 

Teachers are expected to do more and be more effective, yet time for professional 

dialogue is harder and harder to find. In her journal Meiinda recognized how joumaling 

facilitated her inquiry: I must admit writing each day after school in this journal helped 

me with the 'thinking it through' process, and Thanks Jean, for asking for this journal. It 

is really helpful to sit and sort things out. I just have to be more diligent about recording 

my process and progress. 
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She also reflected on the tensions time pressures caused. In her final interview, 

she said. Looking at issues or difficulties to consider in my own inquiry, I think time. 

Time for me to have. Time to reflect in the evening when I would sit down at the 

computer. I could be sitting there an hour or an hour and a half and I look at the clock 

and go 'Oh, my God!' Not that that time wasn't valuable, but it takes a chunk of time to 

do that sort of thing. ... I think that that's going to be a critical piece to my own inquiry, 

this sitting down and going over the whole thing again, and writing about it and thinking 

about it and processing what happened. I think additional reading would help. I still 

haven't done all the readings that I'd like to do and I wish I had more time to be reading. 

I wish I could have been you observing. 

It was very difficult for Melinda to take time for herself as an inquirer when there 

was a long list of other things she could or should be doing such as pulling books, 

preparing materials, or gathering files for a transferring student. Teachers are usually 

generous in nature—and that was certainly true of Melinda. Taking time to address what 

seemed like personal interests was a source of tension for her. It was easy to raise 

feelings of guilt when choosing to work through teacher inquiries instead of concentrating 

on those of the students, despite the fact that the students are the beneficiaries in the long 

run. 

Issues of time were constantly cropping up during this study. Interestingly, rarely 

can issues of time be ignored. Some of the concerns had to be and were addressed 

immediately, resulting in the solutions; others were ongoing dilemmas that would have to 

be handled as problems arise. 

The Educational Communitv: Journeying with People 

Melinda encountered many people in the educational community during this 

study. These people influenced her thinking and helped formulate her beliefs. Among 
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those that Melinda named dnring the semester were the researcher, other teachers, her 

administrator, university and professional colleagues, parents and students (see Figure 

4.2). 

/ - Facilitates inquiry 

• - Causes tension in inquiry 

Researcher: 

\/ Offered a different perspective. 

y Was there to support versus fix. 

v Understood classroom context. 

<>• Focus moved from curriculum to behavior when researcher was 
present. 

Co-workers: 

\/ Can share, dialogue, reflect and collaborate with those who encourage. 

-0- That peer fear from different beliefs and practice. 

Administration: 

\/ Listens and supports continued growth of teachers. 

Pressure to get test scores up. 

University and Professional Colleagues: 

•J Dialogue to help shape own thinking. 

Parents: 

\/ Felt supported and encouraged by parents during study. 

•O" Made some decisions to please parents. 

Students; 

y Continually pushed Melinda's thinking as she inquired. 

Figure 4.2. Melinda: The educational community summary. 
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Teaming with a Researcher 

During this study, I not only wanted to conduct research, I also wanted to be 

supportive to the teachers. While I felt confident that I was meeting this goal for Dorothy 

and Margaret, I was not always sure I was as strong a support for Melinda. In looking at 

the data, I found plenty of evidence indicating that I did facilitate Melinda's inquiry, but 

that it took a different shape. 

Melinda stated. You're able to see things in a slightly different way. You're able 

to make suggestions without... you've never told me how it had to be done, but you did 

support all sorts of things for me which were really helpful. There wasn't a one way to 

do it, but there were a variety of ways to do it. Frankly, I believe Melinda would have 

dismissed me had I told her to do something a particular way. It is really important to her 

to figure things out for herself To infringe on that right of hers would have been 

disrespectful. Melinda added. Most people come into the building in an inservice 

situation, they have gems to offer. We're the peons that need to learn. You were really 

there as a support system, not to straighten us out. The ITI wa5 saying. We come to your 

school, watch you teach a lesson, and then tell you how to [fix] it. She didn't use the 

word 'fix,' but... it is also my belief that change has to come from the individual and that 

it is their decision to make, not mine. When change is forced by outsiders, the change is 

superficial, causes stress, and is dropped as soon as possible. Melinda said, You're 

journeying with people. 

Melinda also noted. The other advantage is that you got to know my children and 

you knew the make-up of the classroom and what the kids were like... rather than 

someone coming in who doesn't take any time to know the kids and makes decisions about 

what will work in your classroom. Isolation again becomes a tension. In making this 

statement Melinda was indicating how important her students are to her, yet to share that 

i' 
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with others requires descriptions and explanations with which outsiders grow impatient, 

leaving the classroom teacher on her own. Because I was in her room and made an effort 

to get to know her students, Melinda felt less isolation and more able to reflect in depth, 

facilitating her inquiry. 

Tensions arose for Melinda in one circumstance. When you were in the room, I 

perceived it differently. I looked at things for the wrong reasons. I began to look at them 

[the students] for the behavior instead of what was happening or occurring. I focused on 

things that were management issues. I believe this is a common reaction for teachers. 

For the most part, the only other educators that spend more than a few minutes of time in 

a classroom are principals when they are involved the evaluation process. Teachers are 

so unused to having company for any other reason that the focus goes immediately to 

behavior, since it is a strong indicator of the potential for learning. Though we all began 

teaching with another adult—a cooperating teacher~we soon lose feeling safe with 

another educator present. Melinda was no exception, yet she was willing to risk having 

me there. 

Working with Other Teachers 

Melinda saw many of her co-workers as part of her support system and facilitating 

her inquiry. I can be very vocal with Margaret and Dorothy because I know they'll 

support me. I also will go to people with my questions that I know will support what I 

already believe. Melinda counted on her peers for support. Dorothy talked her into 

working on her Master's degree. It was nice to have Dorothy, but I didn't see it's true 

value and how much meatier everything was going to be for me because I had the 

experience of being able to share it with someone. For Melinda having a co-worker to 

take courses v^th is parallel to having someone who knows your students. Dorothy and 
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Melinda had a context they both understood and they were able to support each other as 

learners. 

On the other hand, Melinda talked about her concern with what others thought 

about her work. She worried about how her colleagues felt. There was an idea of grade 

levels getting together to show what the grade level below them and above them expect— 

what's high grade level, what skills need to be taught. And that peer fear is so clear. Am 

I meeting the expectations of this person? And are we meeting expectations for that 

person? ... I think the peer thing, I think we've experienced here (at Sunset) when kids 

don't have whatever skill is needed. 

Her co-workers responses to her as a teacher was a major source of tension for 

Melinda. This may be due to the fact that they find themselves operating on both social 

and professional levels. A likable person can be perceived as a temptation for some 

co-workers, wanting to "straighten out" their peer professionally so that he or she 

conforms to their way thinking. What may begin as a gesture of good will, has the 

potential of turning into varying degrees of conflict. Although the phrase "agree to 

disagree" is a familiar one, it is not necessarily easy to accept, thus perpetuating an 

offensive versus defensive reaction. 

Receiving Administrative Support 

Melinda named her administrator, Ms. Walker, as someone she would go to if she 

had questions arising firom tensions. She commented. When you do say something to her. 

it doesn't just bounce off of her. She does reflect on that with other information, which is 

really neat. Even if we disagree, she'll come hack and say 'I've rethought it and this is 

really what I meant to say' or 'Couldyou read this article?' That's been very helpful. 

That an administrator would take time to reflect on what Melinda had to say had a 

positive influence and helped to build a professional relationship based on respect. 
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She felt comfortable with Ms. Walker and supported by her. She gave Dorothy 

and Melinda some unexpected financial support to work with trade books. When she 

came in, she allowed us to have $500.00 of book money to spend any way we wanted. No 

one had ever offered us that before. Melinda also found that Ms. Walker really 

understands what we're doing. This was not only a show of support, but also bolstered 

Melinda's confidence and facilitated her inquiry. 

While Melinda's building administrator supported her as an individual teacher, 

sometimes administrative duties translated into pressures on teachers. Melinda spoke in 

her initial interview about being transferred from Desert Marigold Elementary to Sin 

Vacas Elementary. I was given permission to do that [use the Sounds of Language series 

at Desert Marigold]. I was like gone from there and put at Sin Vacas, but I still had the 

support for that system which was good. I went over it, and I still went back then to the 

basal because I was in a new situation with a new principal So I taught one more year 

in the basal system. The hierarchy that is built into the school system is intimidating and 

a source of tension to classroom teachers. Melinda, like all other teachers, is formally 

evaluated by her principal annually. The principal has the right to question her practice 

and ask her to alter it. This had never occurred, but Melinda was aware of the possibility, 

which in itself, was intimidating. 

In early April, Melinda foimd herself sitting at a performance next to a teacher 

grading a stack of multiple choice tests. She joumaled, I began to doubt myself again. 

Then the other issue—the district testing. I resent it so much. Again, in her final 

interview, Melinda stated. The other thing that worries me, though, with the state 

mandating testing for third grade and up, how much pressure now is going to be put on 

principals that will be pressure to get test scores up? The pressures placed on principals 

are passed on to classroom teachers, and Melinda was sensitive to the mandates that come 
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from central district offices, and how those mandates translated into intimidation for both 

site administrators and classroom teachers like herself. For Melinda this pressure 

translated into making curriculum decisions based on testing rather than the learning of 

her students, thus causing tension in her own inquiry. 

Interacting with University and Professional Colleagues 

Melinda reiterated many different times how facilitating talking with others was 

for her. She noted that many of these dialogues originated in her course work in the 

Department of Language, Reading and Culture. An assignment during the semester of 

this study included interviewing high school students. Melinda joumaled with me about 

two students in particular who placed the responsibility for learning on the teacher, and 

neither student sees themselves as an active participant in the process. 

Presenting and discussing these perspectives in her classes affirmed her belief in 

the inquiry cycle as a curricular framework and the negotiation of curriculum. She 

realized that these students were forfeiting their opportunity to become independent 

thinkers. They facilitated her move away from that more traditional teaching, and to 

mold her beliefs in her own classroom. 

Other workshops that Melinda attended added to her understandings. Sylvia 

Chard's project approach was both confusing and enlightening. While it aligned with 

inquiry for Melinda in some ways, there were also great contrasts. The tensions raised 

from these concerns actually facilitated Melinda's sorting through the theory and arriving 

at her own decision. 

Connecting with Parents 

Melinda worried about the parents of her students. She saw parents as both 

facilitating as well as being a source of tension with her teaching. I have parents who 

understand totally what's being done. I had one parent walk into this room, a dad. He 
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said he supports the setup in this room. Why people ever work at separate desks is 

beyond him. I haven't had one parent question not using the reading series. These 

parents were encouraging Melinda to continue learning, facilitating her inquiry. They 

saw benefits in what she had done with her learning and wanted it to continue, knowing 

their children would be the benefactors. 

All the same Melinda worried. JVe have the fear that parents will say bad things. 

. .. The kids don't have those cute, little new vocabulary words to flash at their parents. I 

don't have a little unit book to show parents. Although parents could be a source of 

tension and intimidation, Melinda felt those parents are far and few between. Most 

parents had the well being of their children at the heart of their concern. Primarily, 

Melinda built a reciprocal relationship with parents. Communicating with parents and 

getting feedback from them, just listening to parents and having them share with me. 

They can help me observe and develop questions. Throughout the semester, parents 

volunteered in Melinda's classroom. They worked in partnership with Melinda. hi April 

when the class went on a neighborhood walk, Melinda joumaled. While I was out on the 

trip, a parent drove up with an article from the paper she just thought wouldfit with what 

we were doing. She really believed that we were on the right track... a mom, tracking 

us down out in the field' so to speak to get us information. During this study Melinda's 

parents were helping to move her thinking forward. 

Involving the Students 

Melinda's students were enthusiastic learners and pointed the direction curriculum 

took during this study. They were a constant strong source of facilitation for Melinda, 

exceeding the expectations she had for them. Their impact on Melinda is not discussed 

here because it is evident throughout the case study and in particular in the next section. 

Issues of Trust. 
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Melinda's strong sense of responsibility as a teacher made her sensitive to the 

thinking of her students, her students' parents, her colleagues, her administration, and 

myself as the researcher. As a professional her continued growth and the development of 

her teaching philosophy did not always coincide with those around her. By listening and 

sharing her own perspective, Melinda became stronger in her own belief system. 

Issues of Trust: I Am Not Trusting Again . . . 

As I read through Melinda's early transcripts and journal, I realized that she was 

taking responsibility for the learning that occurred in her classroom. When children were 

not engaged or not successful with tasks and assigimients, this caused tension and 

Melinda scrutinized her teaching and presentation rather than thinking about the students' 

role in learning. She voiced one of her concerns about inquiry. To get all kids engaged in 

it at their level because there's still some kids who won't do it, you know, I've not caught 

them. . . . How do I make it diverse enough so kids have a choice and can buy in at 

whatever level or whatever interest they might have in this topic. .. . What could I do to 

have those kids really relate? I'm not always sure what avenues to take to get them to 

that point. 

Taking on this heavy responsibility seemed to stem from issues of trust in her 

students as learners, in herself as an educator, and herself as a learner (see Figure 4.3). 

Trusting Students as Learners 

Trusting students to leam took on new meaning for Melinda. While she thought 

of herself as trusting before the study began, she gained a new respect for children as 

learners, and it required that she "let go" a little. Three areas were significant for 

Melinda: students becoming responsible learners; students posing important questions; 

and students actively engaging. 



V - Facilitates Inquiry 

• - Causes tension in inquiry 

Students as Learners: 

Learning to trust. lam not trusting again. 

y Trust in students to carry out routines and be responsible for property, 

y Encouraged independence. 

Self as Educator: 

• Self-criticism slowed momentum. 

V High expectations of self helped avoid some pitfalls. 

\/ Began to find voice. 

Self as Learner: 

Concern about not being in control. 

• Doubted self and ability. 

y/ Reflection and questioning. 

y Determined to leam. 

Figure 4.3. Melinda: Issues of trust summary. 

Becoming responsible learners. In January, Melinda fi-etted about her students 

making curriculum choices. She wrote in her journal, I am a little worried about 

students being able to ask questions that they can truly research and then understand the 

answer. In March, Melinda journaled, I am struggling with the entire idea of how to 

encourage and push, but not direct. And if I keep waiting aroundfor them to find a 
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question, when will we ever get anything done? ... Then in walks Kyle with his 'Don't 

Pollute' sign on Friday, March 22. I spent the whole weekfeeling sorry for myself and 

wondering who did I think I was kidding? I can never be one of those teachers that 

knows how to encourage a class of thinkers, independent thinkers. 'Don't Pollute' it said. 

He is so proud of it. Following that, Jill walks in and gives me a letter requesting that we 

go on a field trip to Agua Caliente Park to talk to them about the environment, water 

issues, and habitat. She has already contacted the park manager, who is also her uncle, 

to discuss the possibility. She brought in a water sample for us to look at. 

After this, it became more difficult for Meiinda to assume all the responsibility for 

student learning. She began to trust her students more letting them facilitate all of their 

inquiries. However, Meiinda still had moments when her faith in her students wavered. 

Katey had written to the principal for permission to do a neighborhood walk. Ms. Walker 

responded by bringing a form to Katey and helping her fill it out. To prepare for this 

excursion. Meiinda tried to format a recording sheet for the children with questions to be 

addressed on the field trip. / came up blank I thought how foolish. I need to remember 

what happened when I have collected data on someone else's question. Meiinda caught 

herself in the act of removing responsibility from the children. 

At another time Meiinda had a plan for how the children could present to the rest 

of the class their data collected on the neighborhood walk. I had an additional step 

planned in this process (using graphs) but it would have to wait five days until after 

Spring Break and my fear was the kids wouldforget. The kids did not forget. As the 

class moved toward identifying a specific area of interest and choosing an inquiry group 

in mid April, Meiinda wrote, / wonder if my students have enough experiences to ask a 

question that will provide significant study. I am not trusting again. . . . 
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It is important to know that Melinda did trust her kids to handle many 

responsibilities that other teachers would not have left to students. For example, the 

children were responsible for routines such as attendance and lunch count, and they 

facilitated classroom routines such as sharing and saying the pledge. They ran small 

group activities once the expectations had been demonstrated. Melinda also asked them 

to help set up the room in preparation for work times. Children were welcome to go to 

the library independently and were responsible for returning on time. Although asking 

them to participate in curriculum planning was risky, Melinda's ability to try it was 

facilitated because of the trust already established in her classroom. 

Melinda became subtly aware that she could trust her students in more ways. 

She and Margaret plarmed a book sharing that had their two classes mixed and in both 

rooms. Melinda popped into Margaret's room to confer about their plan since there was 

high involvement and more time would be needed. Her journal read, I went back to my 

room, where they had not missed me.... Melinda realized that this kind of engagement 

occurred when students were acting as responsible learners and her tensions were 

dissipated. 

In her final interview, Melinda discussed significant incidents in relationship to 

her professional growth. She mentioned learning to trust children and their exploration 

of things rather than setting up... telling them how to explore. I think that was a great 

eye opener for me—that children could be involved. Like that trash can dumped on the 

floor and those kids organizing, sorting, taking tallies, and I just set the trash can there. 

Melinda's faith in her students to be active leamers changed her perspective of classroom 

life. No longer was it teacher versus students, but a more inclusive picture with students 

and teacher working toward the same goals. The tensions that had arisen from not 
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trusting the children to leam changed to viewing the students as facilitators of curriculum 

and inquiries. 

Posing important questions. An important student role in Melinda's class was 

raising questions. Melinda began every day with the children joumaling and then sharing 

either from their journals or something they brought from home. During this circle time 

on the rug, class members directed many questions to the child who was sharing. This 

often resulted in interesting and involved discussions. However, tension arose for 

Melinda because she thought that her children were not asking questions that were worthy 

of inquiry. 

By the end of January, Melinda's students had identified several areas of interest 

from the process of revisiting the broad concept of cycles. These areas included weather, 

space, people, number, and animals. Melinda wanted to create a class focus, narrowing 

it to one. The plan was to place many books out for browsing and to encourage children 

to record their "I wonder" statements as they worked. 

There was some trepidation for Melinda as the browsing began. She was 

concerned the students would not become involved, that their "I wonder" statements 

would lack depth, and that the children would all choose a topic that was too abstract, but 

she move ahead with the browsing. Melinda and I worked with the children, reading 

stories aloud, responding to things they showed us, and assisting with the occasional 

spelling word. The children were actively engaged and were recording many "1 wonder" 

statements. At one point Melinda and I crossed paths and she expressed pleasant surprise 

at the intensity with which the children were engaged. A predetermined schedule 

interrupted the work, but Melinda pulled the children to the rug area to share some of 

their questions. 
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"I Wonder" Statements from Initial Browsing of Numerous Books 
January 29,1996 

Axe dinosaur bones black? 
I wonder why there isn't any air in space. 
Why do the leaves fall off? 
Why did Grandma sell the elephant? 
Is there life in space? 
How come all the books are the same? 
Why are pumpkin seeds so big? 
How come mastodons look like elephants? 
How do plants grow? 
Why do they all have pink cheeks? 
I wonder why mastodons had three tusks. 
Why does the sabre-tooth tiger have long teeth? 
How many bones did sabre-tooth tigers have in their bodies? 
Why are there more planets? 
I wonder why there were dinosaurs. 
I wonder why dinosaurs became extinct. 
I wonder why there are animals. 
I wonder why they didn't show his body. 
I wonder how they make the pictures. 
Why did they get so many animals? 
I wonder why the dog isn't chasing the cat? 
I wonder why it snows. I wonder how rain starts. 
I wonder if the seasons are changing. 
I wonder how a flower starts. 
I wonder why they were not friends. 
Why would rocks get up in the air? 
Why is Pluto so small? 
Why is the sun so big? I wonder why the sun is hairy and has black spots. 
I wonder what they had for breakfast. 
I wonder if they got out of his body. 
Why does it thimder and lightning? 
Why do leaves change color? 
Why is the sea so beautiful? 
Why does this book rhyme? 
How do the pictures look like they're real? 
I wonder if it is a cycle. Space! I wonder how they got pictures of space. 
I wonder how to slap to 100. I wonder how to skip to 10,000. 
Why do some fish look like they have a Mohawk? 

After the children had left for the day Melinda said. But I loved it! Their minds 

are just going 3000 different directions, all from one book. I mean it was legit. And then 

there were their theories on how they got the pictures from space, that was interesting, 

too. Someone went up there and drew them. Can you imagine us talking about that this 
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way? To them it's such a reality, and to us it was a fantasy. Clearly the students had 

facilitated Melinda's inquiry. She had a new appreciation for her students. She started 

trusting them to ask good questions that not only motivated their own thinking, but also 

motivated the thinking of others. 

In reviewing this set of questions, Melinda and I looked for a class focus. We 

tried to identify some areas of continued interest. As the list grew, I became aware that 

Melinda was showing signs of a growing tension. Her response when I asked her was. 

This is becoming a bigger list instead of smaller. We decided to continue and see what 

evolved. 

What was important was that Melinda was carefully listening to her children in 

order to find direction for curriculum. By focusing intently on these questions, Melinda 

was collaborating with her students, actually depending on and trusting them in the 

development of the curriculum. Throughout the semester recording student questions 

became an effective way for Melinda to listen to her students' thinking and she recognized 

the power they had in pushing the children forward, thereby facilitating her inquiry. The 

kids were thinking of questions all the time. They were able to go around and take tallies 

and their use of graphs on their tallies was excellent. 

When a child identified a story on whales in the reading series that fit a cycle, 

Melinda asked the whole class to read it and pose questions. Later, as their interests 

narrowed, questions such as these were posed: Why do people pollute?; I wonder if 

pollution is everywhere?; Will pollution take over if we don't stop it?; How can we stop 

pollution?; I wonder if the Agua Caliente water is clean?; How many Earths would fit 

into the sun?; and How do stars stay up in the sky? The nature of these questions leaned 

so heavily toward environmental issues—every child in the class had included at least one 

question about pollution—that Melinda decided it was time to move on to exploration 
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centers. Again more questions were generated by the children which eventually led to 

each child choosing one with which he/she wished to become more involved. 

The children's questions became pivotal points in the development and 

negotiation of the curriculum. They became a way to listen to children. Melinda looked 

at them carefully to make decisions and answer the difficult teacher question—"What 

next?" Though she didn't always have a ready response, Melinda continued to value the 

questions children were asking, which occasionally caused tension, but also, by the nature 

of the questions, facilitated her inquiry by indicating when to move forward again. 

Engaging students. From the beginning of the study Melinda talked about her 

students being engaged. In her initial interview she said she wanted to get all kids 

engaged. Her journal frequently noted tensions about engagement and cited specific 

instances, both individual students or whole class. On January 29th, after school, 

Melinda and I reviewed the 'I wonder' statements students had developed in class that 

day. I noted in my field notes that Melinda was particularly interested in Samantha. 

Seldom does she go right back to start, and seldom does she get this much print down to 

represent ideas. And I was just amazed.... She went to a spot where there weren't any 

other kids working. She was looking through books and writing down questions right 

away... She was very directed today.... It wasn't just to satisjy me. She would have 

written one thing. Melinda always recognized when atypical behaviors occurred and used 

them to evaluate the situation. These student barometers were key facilitators to her 

whether or not things were going well. 

Class engagement was always her objective with every plan. Although Melinda 

singled out Samantha during the above mentioned event she also commented, I felt the 

students were very engaged during this time. Melinda had shortened the time for posing 

questions on this occasion, feeling they would not stay on task for that long and ended up 
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having to extend the time past what she had originally planned. I underestimated their 

engagement in browsing and posing questions. 

As the class explored environmental issues, Melinda recorded, Monday morning 

we had brought junk mail from home and we tallied it and tried to get a total. We had 

collected the junk mail through the entire last week The students are making Mother's 

Day gifts with the recycled paper we made from the junk mail. Many children recorded 

the days of the week and the number ofpieces offunk mail that came each day. Some 

kids even made graphs. None of this waj required. I only asked the students to collect 

the junk mail for one week 

The class was focused to the point of going beyond mere requirements or requests. 

Their active participation enriched their own learning and they actually became 

co-planners of the curriculum with Melinda. When the inquiry groups were formed, 

Melinda felt some tension about how the first day in these groups would go. Some were 

hunting facts in books, some writing letters to visitors to come, some were writing 

interview questions. Telephone books were being used as a resource. Kids were really 

working. I was thrilled. They were engaged. 

Traditional teaching puts little faith in children as learners and a heavy 

responsibility on teachers. Since Melinda had not experienced such strong and natural 

student participation before, her trust that they could handle this new way of learning was 

weak and her tension was high. This was totally reversed in one short block of time. 

Having watched the students take the responsibility for learning, Melinda also saw the 

facilitating impact that trusting children as learners had on her teaching. 

Trusting Self as an Educator 

It is rare when trying something new results in smooth sailing. More typically it is 

a roller coaster ride of ups and downs, hills and valleys. Because of the isolation of 
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teaching, the low points especially can be exaggerated by the practitioner. Teachers can 

be particularly critical of themselves when the going gets tougher than usual. 

Melinda was no exception. The expectations she set for herself as a successful 

teacher were extremely high and a source of tension. During this study, if she did not feel 

her expectations were reached, she scrupulously examined her decisions, her actions, her 

ideas, and her visions, looking for ways to account for and remedy the situation. The 

journey through her own inquiry was arduous. She conmiented frequently in her journal. 

Jean, as I go forward I feel like I take two steps backwards in my understanding. What is 

my problem???? .. . Do I have a direction? Where am I going? .. . Am I giving my 

students enough? I love what I am doing, but am I living up to my position as a 

teacher???? I feel more like a partner with my students than I do a leader. Am 1 doing 

enough for them?... I do not always trust my own feelings' about our class time. .. . 

What I did not like was mv focus, (really prove to me you are doing something useful by 

showing me what you've drawn or written.) My focus was not where it should have been. 

I am really going to work on my role during this time.... Friday I went back to school 

after talking with Sylvia Chard andfelt even a little more unsure of what I was doing. 

... What if it didn't work? What would I do next? 

Despite being a talented teacher, Melinda was her own worst critic, believing 

what she did was not quite good enough. In Melinda's case, this harsh judgment of 

herself was often a facilitating factor, a way for her to extend her thinking, moving her 

forward. However, the self doubt also was a weight that slowed her down and 

discouraged her, though never to the point of throwing in the towel. 

Melinda was trying to embrace a new theory which she believed in on a 

theoretical level, but she had little practical sense of it and, therefore, felt tension. It was 

difficult—if not impossible—to let go of old ideas before new ones had form and 
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substance. Even after seeing her students engrossed in their interests, Melinda asked, / 

was so anxious for Thursday, worried actually. I did not want to tell them what to do, but 

I wanted everyone busy, no, engaged. Was this actually going to work? That old image 

of everyone working at their desks is coming into view, isn't it?? That was an easier 

thing to control—when everyone was on the same worksheet—they all looked engaged 

then, no, busy. OK... so it is sink or swim time. Melinda's commitment to this study 

was an indication of her trust in the theory surroimding inquiry. Her careful approach and 

expressions of concern reflected the need to ground herself in the familiar, assuring she 

was meeting the needs of her students. 

There were several high points during Melinda's inquiry. Well, I didn't write 

yesterday because I spent my whole time after class smiling and talking to Margaret. ... 

I felt back on track Kids were talking, looking, investigating, and self-motivated. .. . 

This whole study was beginning to have life. I don't even know if I have it 'right' now, but 

I feel I am at least moving in the right direction. These successes were very affirming for 

Melinda as a teacher, facilitating her learning. These were the moments toward which 

Melinda was constantly aiming. They urged her forward and built her confidence. These 

were moments that ultimately encouraged her to take new risks. 

Melinda was searching for her voice. In her initial interview she spoke of times 

when controversial issues were shared in faculty meetings or casually in the loimge. ... 

How do I respond to those people? Why don't I respond to those people? I question 

myself... I obviously don't feel sure enough, or I think I'll be questioned by too many 

people, or whatever the reason is, [wouldn't speak up. I allow things to be said that I 

didn't question in a large group. I did question them privately,.. . but I wonder why I'm 

not more vocal sometimes in larger group meetings. .. . I'll never support the reading 

process if I can't vocalize it and get people to see how I perceive it. During her final 
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interview. I proposed to Melinda that we collaborate on an article for publication about 

our work in this study. Melinda was not enthusiastic about this possibility, but she added. 

Although if I don't become political, something is going to—things are going to become 

horrible. And so for that reason I will be forced to write. 

elinda understood the responsibilities that go hand-in-hand with speaking out, 

and although she wasn't particularly interested in being a spokesperson, she deemed it 

necessary in order to be able to teach in ways that go against the tide of tradition. It was a 

way to demonstrate her professional accoimtability. Her determination and desire to 

continue growing as a teacher facilitated her overcoming the anxiety of questioning others 

about their theories and beliefs of teaching and learning, and openly supporting her own 

beliefs. 

Trusting Self as a Learner 

Melinda's inquiry question—does inquiry look like for me in my classroom? 

-was particularly difficult because there was little written about the inquiry cycle as a 

curricular framework. Melinda had read many articles describing inquiry, but she wanted 

to know what the inquiry cycle in action looked like in a classroom and what it means in 

terms of the teacher's role. Melinda did not have a picture in her head and this caused 

tension for her as a learner. Issues of maintaining control, questioning as a way to think, 

keeping the faith, remembering events, and feeling anxiety emerged for Melinda. 

Maintaining control. In her initial interview, Melinda questioned revisiting the 

broad concept of Cycles since it had been selected by the teacher rather than the children, 

yet she saw the potential for it as a structure under which curriculum could be organized. 

Tension arose. I've been struggling with it because it's up there and I should be going 

back to it and maybe not. You know, really, I should have gone back and we should have 

talked about it this week It was in my lesson plan to do it this week I put it off Tuesday. 
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/put it off Wednesday. It's Friday and we've not gotten back to it. Because I wasn 't sure. 

It's just that Cycles was my idea. 

The following week at our study group, Melinda again reiterated her concerns, 

worrying that the organizing structure was artificial because it was chosen by her and, 

therefore, maybe everything based on it was artificial. There was also a lapse of time at 

the beginning of the semester before Melinda moved to a browsing time as part of 

wandering and wondering. Following the experience during which children browsed 

books and recorded "I wonder" statements, Melinda wrote, I was relieved as we began, 

thinking the children would not stay on taskfor that long of a time [the 40 minutes] and 

that 20 minutes was probably going to be better. However, they wanted to continue 

working and I realized they needed 40+ minutes. I underestimated their engagement in 

browsing and posing questions. When will I leam to trust the inquiry and learning 

process? 

Melinda was genuinely surprised at the engagement of the children. Her tension 

made her hesitate and move forward with unnecessary slowness. This hesitancy, 

however, was not perceived by the students or others as they continued learning while she 

thought through concerns and tried new things. 

In early March, Melinda joumaled, as she was thinking about the ever present 

"What next?" question, lam afraid to just plunge forward unless in some small way I 

planned it. I began to wonder if the pace she was setting stemmed more than her need to 

be organized, her professional pride and ethic, and the trepidation of new waters. I 

wondered if the need to plan so slowly was a way of maintaining control. When 

exploring new theory, it is easy to feel lost and alone. By slowing the pace, relying on the 

familiar while exploring the new, and spending a great deal of energy on planning for 

every possible scenario on the continuimi, Melinda was able to control what happened in 
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her classroom. Because she was so well prepared, the thoughtful planning facilitated her 

inquiry, and things went smoothly throughout the semester. I believe it did hold her own 

learning back. Time became an issue toward the end of the school year. Melinda wrote, / 

feel like I have let the project down because it has taken me so long to get to this point 

and the year is quickly evaporating on me. From this time on, however, Melinda was on 

surer ground and, though a bit rushed, she and her class were able to accomplish their 

inquiry goals. 

I would predict that there is less hesitation in Melinda's room in coming school 

years as she continues to explore inquiry. The initial tensions dissipated with this 

experience, yet new challenges that arise may inhibit her forward movement. Melinda 

created a double standard for herself. She encouraged her students to take risks and 

accept the results—either positive or negative—as part of the learning process. At the 

same time she did not give herself the same leeway. As a professional, it was not all right 

for Melinda to falter even though learning from the experience was at the heart. 

Asking questions to grow bv. One way Melinda facilitated her inquiry and 

avoided faltering was by asking questions. Having attended a workshop with Sylvia 

Chard, Melinda asked about the appropriateness of certain topics and how to negotiate 

with children should they choose a topic like space that might be too abstract. Many of 

Melinda's questions were posed to anticipate what might occur—worst case scenarios—in 

the classroom in an effort to avoid potholes. With 20 years experience as a teacher, she 

realized the importance of clear directions and carefully thought out plans. It was 

extremely important to her that she not waste her time or that of her students and she 

worked through many issues before putting a plan into action. This set of questions 

seemed to evolve around management issues in the classroom. 
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Many of her questions were concerned with the "next step." With every new gain 

Melinda stopped and took in the new scenery, running through a set of questions that 

would help formulate the next plan. As mentioned, Melinda was very sensitive to using 

time effectively. She worked hard at presenting engagements in the classroom that truly 

promoted learning for the students. Throughout the study Melinda asked about how to 

move on from her current point. Her own confusion between the difference between a 

concept web and a topic web was one theoretical hurdle that caused tension. Early in the 

semester she wrote, I guess I just want that topic identified. My worry is that moving too 

quickly will not get the 'buy-in'feature from my students. I will still have students doing 

it for the teacher. I will also get those surface level questions. But I will get kids 

beginning to question and with that process will come better and deeper questions. Won't 

kids begin to wonder about a topic and ask questions before they would a broad concept? 

And does the broad concept need to be explored and explored some more to get a topic 

that has real meaning for a child or can a topic, once chosen and once explored by an 

individual begin to pose problems or provide questions simply because children are so 

curious about their world and anxious to have it make sense to them? 

Melinda constantly challenged herself to understand inquiry at a theoretical level 

as well as in her practice through her questions. Toward the end of the semester she 

posed questions about her role as teacher in an inquiry-based classroom, noting I still get 

hung up on management issues and the traditional view of what it means to have students 

engage in 'productive' use of time. This study of inquiry is so difficult and yet so 

fascinating. Ijust don't want to be messing around with my students' classroom 

experiences at their expense so that I can learn more about inquiry. Melinda was 

guarding against just that. Her concern for her students led her to the barrage of questions 

that, in turn, created the efficient use of time in her classroom. While cautious as she 
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moved into unknown territory, Melinda was using her questions to think through inquiry, 

facilitating it in her own way. 

Keeping the faith. After completing the initial interview, Melinda and I talked 

about how to get started and how to revisit the web of her broad concept, cycles. 

Although she knew her goal was for children to pose meaningful questions and become 

deeply involved with those questions, the process of getting to that point had little shape 

to it. As we talked, Melinda grabbed paper and pencil, jotted notes, and tried to create a 

flow chart in an effort to visualize the process. 

The first conundrum for Melinda was the distinction between a topic web and a 

concept web. In using the broad concept of cycles to unify their studies, the class had 

created a web at the beginning of the year on cycles. Most of what they had included 

were topics such as digestion, people, construction, and plants. They were all one word 

entries that named things with cycles, but none of the entries described what a cycle was 

or defined different kinds of cycles. 

Melinda decided to revisit the broad concept of cycles. She wrote, I guess I 

wonder if I need to continue to thoroughly explore cycles and all that can mean, or do I 

have the students identify a topic to broaden the idea of a cycle?... After this summer I 

thought I knew what I should and could do. Now I feel lost, very lost and I am not sure 

where to go. I guess Ijust want that topic identified. In a later review of what she had 

done thus far, Melinda wrote, Jean suggested we make a concept web instead of having 

just a topic web in the classroom. I wasn't sure if I truly understood the difference or 

why it would extend my students' concept of cycle. However, I went for it. The fact that 

Melinda went for it represents a great risk on her part. Though she believed in the inquir\' 

process on a theoretical basis, she had not seen it in action. She operated on blind faith 
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that there was a difference between a concept and a topic web and that it would facilitate 

her own and her students' to understanding of that difference. 

Tension arose for Melinda about a shared book experience she planned with 

another class. 1 had shared with her that in my own experience, I had found young 

children seemed to take the responsibility of presenting their book to others when 1 used 

the word 'teach', and said they would be teaching their book to others. Melinda's journal 

read. Thanks for the words 'teach to another.' I wasn't sure how I would get the kids to 

really be engaged.... I think the word 'teach' was powerful for my kids. However, Jean, 

I did doubt that just giving them that word... was really going to work. Although she 

felt tension and misgivings, Melinda was willing to try, putting tremendous faith in the 

power of a single word. 

At a smdy group meeting, Melinda described her experience with creating a 

museum as a engagement to Dorothy, and encouraging her to try it. It was like a little 

museum in the room, and I had no idea. When we were doing that during the summer I 

thought, 'This will never work' I said to myself, 'Kathy, that was great for college kids, 

but we 're all adults here. We 're going to have kids lifting things, no one's going to want 

—they'll be running around the room,' but it didn't happen. Didn't happen. Despite her 

tension, Melinda tried this new engagement and found it so successful that she 

encouraged Dorothy to use it also. In all of these instances Melinda's trust was not 

without warrant in that she had confidence in the people from whom she was getting 

these new ideas and in the inquiry process itself, but she did not have a clear vision of 

what they would look like in the classroom. Her willingness to take a risk freed her 

enough to facilitate her inquiry which was taking her into unchartered territories. 

Remembering significant events. In our lives and in our classrooms certain 

events happen that imprint on our minds and become well remembered events (Carter, 
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1993). These often give us cause for thinking and change. Although the fine details of 

much of what happened during the study will fade with time, there was at least one 

significant event that stopped Melinda in her tracks. 

On April 2, the class went on a walking field trip through the neighborhood and 

gathered data about their environmental questions. Melinda was already feeling some 

tension about this due because it had bee very quickly planned. The class separated into 

groups based on their questions and agreed to meet at a designated spot in 30 minutes. 

One group focused on vehicles, aware that emissions are a major source of air pollution. 

A second group was interested in recycling and collected data on the trash they found. A 

third group looked for animals. Each group had clip boards. Each child had his or her 

own journal for observations. Kyle was in Melinda's animal group. They were first to be 

at the rendezvous, a small bridge. She recalled, / had asked Kyle several times to sit at 

that very spot and draw in his journal, but he couldn't settle down... he was climbing on 

the rocks and swinging from the bars. 

On returning to school Melinda asked the children to write about their experience. 

Kyle came back and recreated that little cement bridge. His drawing was of that very 

area where I thought he losing it. But obviously from his drawing, he was taking in 

information that whole time. Relating this story to me later, Melinda told of how she 

chastised herself as she watched Kyle seemingly goof around. This trip is a waste of time. 

The kids aren't getting anything out of it. I shouldn't have done it on such a spur of the 

moment basis. 

Instead, it became a well remembered event. Melinda gained a new understanding 

and respect for the multitude of ways of knowing. The detail of Kyle's drawing implied 

that he had a better understanding of that bridge area than most of his classmates. It 

facilitated Melinda's inquiry as she realized the importance of offering to her students as 
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much variety in experiences as possible within the institution of school and the confines 

of a classroom. It supported her thinking about exploration centers and studio time. It 

validated her move toward inquiry and her interest in sign systems and knowledge 

systems. It moved her forward. 

Feeling tensions. Midway through the semester I began to notice in Melinda's 

journal that she often used words and phrases such as My worry islama little 

worriedI am torn between... : I kept dragging my feetmy fear was... ; this 

next step scares me; and.... I'm afraid.... These tensions were understandable 

since Melinda was a responsible professional who cared deeply about her role as teacher 

and the well being and growth of her students. The concerns she raised were real and 

ranged from curriculum and management issues to her accountability as a teacher. 

Melinda related an incident in her final interview that occurred the last week of 

school. Four fourth graders came into Melinda's classroom to share their country reports. 

I had a general map of the world, a little one. The countries aren't identified, just the 

continents and I told them to please find their country on the map before they began their 

talk. They told me their country was not on the map. Melinda felt this was in part due to 

the fact that the countries were not outlined. One child did Italy and he swore there was 

no Italy on the map whatsoever. They were spilling out facts, fact after fact after fact. 

Some of them incorrect, some of them correct, but when I'd ask them something about it, 

they'd have to go back and they couldn't just talk about it. They'd have to go back and 

look in their report and then they'd read me the sentence again. It just made it more 

clear to me how putting down all this information is not helping students. They had the 

answer, how do they dress, the education—you know it the same things for each 

country. None of the children were answering their [own] question. 



Melinda asked. Really, what kind of learning was taking place? Her class had 

just celebrated their learning from their inquiry groups. The children had set up their 

displays in the library, and parents and guests had moved around the room talking with 

them about their work. What upset them most was if no one was at their table. I was 

pulled to two different groups to listen to their findings when there was a temporary lull 

in guests. They welcomed questions, and handled them well. Melinda's experience with 

the older children's reports overwhelmingly facilitating moment for her that the work and 

tremendous effort she had invested during the semester was worth it. The differences in 

the fourth graders' and her own students' learning were recognized and careftilly described 

by Melinda. That she could verbalize these differences made her appreciate herself as a 

learner as well. Her confidence grew as the tensions dissipated. 

Conclusion 

Melinda saw her theoretical beliefs begin to move into practice. She was a 

determined learner and never stopped exploring and questioning. She commented about 

her own learning. 1 learned what inquiry will physically look like. Their [the students'] 

questions will drive the curriculum. They have a voice and I am not imposing. I have 

more of a facilitator's view. The biggest thing was realizing I don't have to plan every 

minute. Students can be responsible for their own learning. I was fearful. That whole 

issue of trust was an eye-opener. The nature of inquiry is such that Melinda was able to 

create her own picture of the inquiry cycle for her classroom and she continued 

developing that image. By looking closely at her own process and reflecting, Melinda's 

understanding of herself and her teaching enhanced her work and her professional 

growth. 
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CHAPTERS 

MARGARET: TRUSTING TRUSTING TRUSTING 

When I first asked Margaret if she wodd like to participate in this study, she was 

trying to write a thesis to finish her Master's program. She knew her "like minds," 

Dorothy and Melinda, were going to work with me and she did not want to be left out. 

Her heart wanted to continue thinking and growing with them, yet she felt a heavy 

responsibility to drop everything else and concentrate on her thesis. Her heart won. She 

first agreed to participate to a lesser degree, inviting me into her room and attending study 

group meetings, but not keeping much of a journal. 

The "lesser degree" did not last for long. Margaret was soon joumaling with me 

and engaging me in many conversations. She taught me to keep a tape recorder going 

when we went outside for recess as she often said the most amazing things out there! 

Margaret's insights and inquisitiveness kept all of us on our toes and thinking. 

Contextual Description 

This chapter begins by reviewing Margaret's professional history and attending to 

a day in the life of her classroom. They illuminate both the character of the teacher and 

the character of her classroom as this study began. These two descriptive sections 

establish a context for the data analysis sections that are presented later in the chapter. 

Margaret's Professional History 

Margaret believes her interest in teaching has its roots in her early family life. 

Margaret's first entry on her professional time line read, My parents loved learning things 

and passed that love along to my brother and me. It took different paths for David and 

me, but we are both still learners. During her initial interview, Margaret expanded, 

saying her mother... wanted to be a teacher and never got to be and she was active in 



Sunday School and those kinds of things. So I got involved with her. So in that sense I 

was drawn toward teaching. I wanted to do something in the helping professions. 

Margaret attended Cal-State Long Beach. While in college, Margaret worked in a 

first grade classroom as an aide. I learned best under the able guidance of Mrs. Speer, a 

long time teacher with a deep love for the children. Although Margaret recognizes that 

this was a very traditional classroom, she reflected that what she so deeply appreciated 

was .. .just seeing how she handled the children. She taught me so much and she 

allowed me to work with kids individually and all. 

Margaret graduated in 1968 and taught for a half of a year in Georgia. She was 

involved with the initial integration of the schools. She taught in ... a county school, in 

an all black school. Ijoined the black teachers' association, Ifaltered around, I 

struggled with dialect. The kids had to teach me what they were saying. This experience 

heightened Margaret's awareness of the politics of education. 

Because her husband was in the Air Force, Margaret had to move every two or 

two and a half years. During the next several years Margaret concentrated on beginning 

her own family. She did not teach again until 1977 when she taught in a private school in 

California. Margaret worked with children from first to sixth grade. It was a paced 

system, meaning that everyone did these little sets of booklets and you had to pass them to 

go onto the next booklet. And children mastered the material, testing 80% or better-

maybe that's part of my hang;up with the "body of knowledge." Although Margaret was 

comfortable with the individualization that this program offered, she was concerned that 

... they were in these little cubbies. All day long they were supposed to be in these little 

cubbies. And if you needed help you put your flag up and don't you dare talk to anybody. 

You got a demerit for talking. Margaret spent two years at this school, from 1977 to 

1979. At the same time, through a course at the local community college, she was 
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introduced to Language Experience and learning centers though she did not implement 

them in her school. However, Margaret did try to balance the sterile atmosphere of 

working in isolation by creating a more social climate in the afternoons, playing games 

at P. E. and teaching social studies. We'd do social studies, talk about it, even though 

there was a packet that we did. "Talking" meant that Margaret directed the conversation. 

I told them the answer was right or wrong. She agreed that it was more like a 

question/answer session than a dialogue. 

Margaret added that she had come a long way, that she would no longer be able to 

teach in such circumstances. Another move and two more of her own children took her 

out of teaching once more. Margaret's position as an officer's wife carried the expectation 

of being at home, and influenced her decision not to return to teaching. 

When she did retum in 1987, Margaret was living in Tucson. Feeling tentative 

about going into a regular classroom because her experiences seemed distant, isolated and 

atypical, she took a job at Mesquite School, which had classes for kindergarten and 

pre-kindergarten children. Here, Margaret was introduced to Math Their Way 

(Addison-Wesley, 1976) and whole language. She also joined the local TAWL (Teachers 

Applying Whole Language) group. A teacher at her school and a father of one of her 

students, who was also an educator, loaned Margaret sacks of books .. .so I did a lot of 

reading that year. The support she got from these encounters and other peers became 

significant to her. 

As she read, Margaret began to move her thinking from herself to the children in 

her class. That was when I was first attracted to writing. I saw pre-k kids sit down and 

write—really write, and I saw the power of giving kids freedom. Her focus changed.. . 

from teaching to learning. This experience and way of thinking was very new to her and 

Margaret commented. Oh, I was being stretched terribly at this point. 
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Margaret began substitute teaching for a local public school system and was soon 

offered a job. She was placed in a first and second grade combination classroom when 

the teacher there took a leave. The teacher had been very structured and you sat in your 

seat and you didn't talk It was like a tomb in there. It was her intention to keep it much 

as it had been previously, believing that the least amount of change would be beneficial 

for the students. And in the first week I moved the kids around and scrambled them. One 

little boy couldn't see a thing that was happening and he was isolated because he was a 

"bad" person. That was the first thing to go. 

Margaret enrolled for classes at the University of Arizona in the Department of 

Language, Reading and Culture, and began working on earning her Master's degree. She 

wrote. My first two Kathy Short classes were testing the water. I did not want to be 

brainwashed in this method. I am very susceptible to whoever I am with. She tried some 

of what she was learning in her classroom, such as literature discussion groups, but 

Margaret then moved to a new school. Sunset School, where there was strong sentiment 

against holistic education. Margaret returned to using the basal exclusively. Despite this 

decision, Margaret was experiencing ... being in charge of my own learning, and the 

power it gave me to grow made me a believer. 

Margaret felt excitement about teaching, but change was and continues to be 

difficult. Keeping journals for her university classes was painful, but the encouragement 

she received kept her going. A professor who writes about my ideas and thinking they are 

pretty good ideas. Amazing! A professor who talks to me personally! Amazing! I never 

experienced that before. 

Margaret is excited about her new learning and the new possibilities that lie ahead 

for her. She emphasizes the importance of finding peers who are like thinkers. Right 
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now. I am hanging out with Dorothy and Melinda a lot because we are all traveling that 

same road I want to go. Ifigure I'll get there faster. 

Margaret was uncertain what question she would address during this study. I 

spent two full days in her classroom the first weeks of the semester before the initial 

interview. When I asked her during the interview if there was something in particular in 

which she was interested, what I heard was a barrage of questions. There had been many 

more that I had recorded in my field notes during my observations. I reviewed my field 

notes and the interview and made a list of the questions Margaret had posed and gave it to 

her. The following week, we were talking casually after the children had left about what 

had occurred that day and I realized Margaret was often concerned with issues of control. 

1 had noticed that while she appreciated the fact that her students sometimes took 

initiative and were independent—doing things without being told to—Margaret was, at the 

same time, uncomfortable with them not waiting for her signal, her direction. I asked 

what control meant to her and she had a difficult time responding. It was at this time that 

she decided this would be the question she focused on during the semester. Margaret 

wanted to pursue inquiry in her class with a focus on the meaning of control. 

Understanding the Classroom Context 

In order to understand the issues Margaret tackled during this study it is important 

to get to know her as a teacher. For this reason, this section presents a typical day in 

Margaret's classroom and a brief history of the semester. 

A Day in the Life of Margaret's Classroom 

Margaret's day with her twenty-eight second graders begins when she goes outside 

to greet them in their line as the bell rings at 7:55 a.m. The children are very familiar 

with the routines that begin the day and, as they enter the classroom they move to their 

work tables and cubbies to put their books, lunches, jackets and other items away. 
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Margaret greets them warmly with a quiet voice. There is a jigsaw puzzle on the table by 

the door and several students as well as Margaret linger, looking for one more piece that 

fits. 

Margaret moves to her own desk and addresses individual needs as children ask 

her questions or bring notes from home. She takes attendance and asks about children 

who were absent previously to see if they are back and feeling well. There has been a 

"bug" moving through the school so absenteeism has been high recently. As Margaret 

finishes with attendance and limch coimt, a student reads the lunch menu over the school 

intercom. 

The majority of the class has settled at predetermined tables. The students 

selected their own work space, Margaret having asked them to find people with whom 

they thought they could work. As they began quietly working with paper and pencil. 

Margaret reminds the class that they should be working on DOL (Daily Oral Language) 

silently at their seats. She has written three items on the dry erase board in black pen 

which the children are rewriting on paper and correcting as they go. Margaret moves 

among the tables,  checking in with students as they work. At one table she asks, Pf^as i t  

hard to get settled this morning? One child nods and Margaret agrees, saying it was hard 

for her, too. 

Margaret returns to her desk and begins to evaluate the children's homework that 

they have turned in by placing it in a basket there. She calls one student over to work 

with her. They confer and Margaret's voice remains soft so they do not distiu-b the others. 

Two girls finish their DOL exercise and find books to read. They squeeze onto a large 

chair at the front of the room and share their books with each other. The room remains 

very quiet. 
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Margaret reminds children to put books they are returning to the library in a 

designated basket by the door. One child takes the basket to the library. More students 

finish their DOL and, leaving their work at their table, choose books from several baskets 

and book cases located around the room. Most return to their own table space to read. 

Their selections include fiction, nonfiction, and poetry, varying from Cat in the Hat 

(Seuss. 1957) to paperback novels. 

Three girls go to Margaret and ask her a question to which she responds, and they 

return to their books. Margaret calls Jennifer, Shelly, and Natalie and has a very quiet 

dialogue with them. As they finish, Margaret signals that it is time to check DOL. 

Children respond by putting away their books and returning to their seats. 

Margaret moves to the front of the room by the dry erase board and reads the first 

sentence as it is written~we go to aunt jane's house last July to see her. She asks for 

volunteers to correct one error that they have identified and to explain why it needs to be 

changed. As the students respond, Margaret uses a red marker to correct the sentence, 

marking out and writing above the original. She does not erase the original so that 

students can easily check their own work at their seats. Margaret reads the second 

sentence, Vou should read the book snoopy's last bone. She mentions this is much the 

same process as editing and being an editor on a piece of writing like their writing that is 

due Friday. With the second sentence corrected, they move on to the third item—two 

analogies. Margaret reads the first aloud. Duck: quack:: cow : A student is 

chosen and responds, giving his thinking. The second analogy is also completed in the 

same manner. 

Margaret invites the students to come to "opening," a time to meet as a class. One 

child at each table, the designated "captain," collects the DOL papers and places them in a 

work collection basket near Margaret's desk. Gemma facilitates the opening. She begins 
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by reading the date on the calendar which she has ahready adjusted to highlight the right 

day. She also gives a weather report. The class stands to say the Pledge of Allegiance 

after which two girls with clipboards leave the room to gather signatures on a greeting 

card from staff members. There is some discussion about what song they will sing and 

without any obvious resolution, the class began singing the National Anthem. 

The children seat themselves on the rug in no particular fashion and Gemma 

continues to facilitate, calling on students who wish to share. Natalie shaires a new book 

she received for her birthday about natural disasters. She chooses several photographs for 

the class to view from the book. Margaret asks if she can see the book as Natalie finishes 

and sits. Vera shares some new markers and Bess reports that the teacher in the next 

room was walking her dogs when a speeding car hit two of them, killing one. There is 

some discussion as the children ask for a more detailed accoimting. As sharing ends 

Margaret, who has been browsing Natalie's book, points out that the cover photo of a 

lightning storm was taken in Tucson and that many scientists come to the Tucson area to 

study thunderstorms. 

Margaret begins the next activity—cursive writing. She models how to form letter 

"e" on the board and has the students form one with their fingers on the rug. A parent and 

child appear at the door. Margaret greets the child, welcoming him back to school, and 

briefly confers with the modier. She asks the mother to get a late slip from the office 

while the child settles in the classroom, and then returns to the board to model a "j," the 

second letter they will practice. Margaret shows how the letter can be too tall, too short, 

or too skinny. The children receive a practice sheet, find pencils, and return to their tables 

to concentrate on forming the cursive letters. Margaret assists them as she moves 

between the tables. Kent asks if he can put Dan Majerle's name on his paper since he is 

wearing that sports jersey. He and Margaret enjoy the joke. 
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When the majority of the class has finished, Margaret gathers them on the rug to 

give instructions for reading. Since they are beginning to study weather, she has chosen 

Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs (Barrett, 1978), part of the Houghton Mifflin 

literature series adopted by the school district. She asks her students to find partners for 

reading and. when finished, to work on their journals for this story, a series of worksheets 

that come with the reading program. Margaret takes time to focus on one in particular, 

providing a mini-lesson on opposites. She encourages the students to go as far as page 

seven in the journal. When they are done, they can get their materials for Writers 

Workshop and continue to develop their "cloud" stories. 

Margaret helps the children settle down to work and tells them she'll be visiting 

the different groups to read with them, which she does. She listens to Rick read and 

suggests the strategy of skipping a word when he gets stuck. When he hesitates the next 

time, his partoer, Joe, helps him out. Margaret joins another group that has finished 

reading and they talk together about the likelihood of the events in the story happening. 

Darin who has been working with a resource teacher returns to the room and sits 

at his table trying to figure out what everyone is doing and what he should do. Margaret 

goes to him immediately and reads with him. When they finish, Darin continues to work 

at his table by himself and does a different assignment than the rest of the class. Before 

Margaret slips into another group and listens to them read their favorite parts of the story, 

she tells the class to freeze and requests they lower their voices. Her own tone is very 

pleasant and respectful. Margaret has to remind them several times during reading time 

to work quietly, but the class responds immediately. 

A tutor enters the room and briefly consults with Margaret before sitting on the 

floor with a student and asking her to read. Margaret turns her attention to those having 

difficulty with the journal pages. She explains the directions to Rose and helps Jennifer 
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spell a word she needs. Margaret suggests that the children transition from reading to 

Writers Workshop. They finish what they are working on and put their books away. The 

journals are placed in the work collection basket. The tutor finishes with another student 

and leaves. 

Students find their writing folders which are grouped in boxes by tables members, 

and pull out stories they have already started. They move to anywhere in the room they 

want to work. Margaret notices Kent, who has buried his head on his table and is crying. 

She sits down and talks with him. Kent resolves his issue with another boy at his table. 

Margaret approaches four girls who have been distracted by the puzzle, saying. This is 

interesting writing, girls. They laugh and two return to work on their stories. Margaret 

helps Darin get started and then tells the two girls still at the puzzle to get busy, leaving 

no question in their minds to get back on task. 

Margaret sits at the front of the room and kids bring their work to her asking 

questions. She works with Jack, locating a word in the dictionary. Another child asks 

her what letters make the "sh-" sound. Margaret repeats the sound several times as they 

talk about how you can't really tell the letters from the sound, and immediately, the rest of 

the class becomes very quiet! A child comes to the door with a chart that has fallen off 

the wall. Margaret redirects him across the hall to Mrs. Courter. Margaret gets a folding 

stool which she places at the end of one table, and conferences with students there. 

Others approach and ask quick questions to which she responds quietly and the children 

return to their work spaces. Margaret moves her chair to another table and continues to 

offer assistance. Two girls are writing in their spiral journals. Margaret reminds them to 

date their entries. 

The class gathers on the rug as Writers Workshop ends and Margaret asks 

children to share things that have been difficult or easy for them. Bob says it was hard 
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figuring out where the periods go. Margaret suggests that reading a story aloud to a 

friend might help him hear where the periods go. Another child shares finding spelling 

words has been difficult. On Margaret's prompt, other children named strategies they use 

to find spelling words, such as looking in books and at printing on charts displayed in the 

room. 

It is time for recess, and children replace their writing folders in the correct boxes, 

and get out snacks they have brought from home. They line up at the door, but Margaret 

calls them back as the tables are not cleared and there are a few stray books on the rug. .A. 

"floor care monitor" double checks the room and Margaret lines the class up to go 

outside. Once outside, the class scatters, some running laps, others joining a soccer game, 

and still others moseying about as they eat their snack. 

On returning to the classroom, Margaret tells the class as they sit on the rug that 

they will use the beans for math today. Immediately there are several audible groans. 

Surprised at their reaction, Margaret asks what the concern is, and children voice a 

preference for the base 10 Cuisinaire rods. She gives them a choice of materials and 

excuses them to get ready. The table captains bring materials to their own tables. 

Margaret notices Kent is crying again and speaks quietly with him. He is having a 

disagreement with a tablemate. He refuses to talk about it. Margaret leaves him and 

prepares for teaching the math lesson. She passes out sheets of paper which she instructs 

the children to fold into eight boxes, something they are familiar doing. She tells the 

class she will collect their work today, and writes 71 + 18 on the board. The students are 

to copy it into the first box on their paper, and begin to solve the problem, some using 

manipulatives, some not. While they work, Margaret sets up the overhead projector. 

Responding to her question about how to solve the math example. Vera says the 

problem was easy to solve, but cannot tell Margaret why. Bess notices there was no 



carrying. Using the overhead, Margaret models the addition as a student talks her through 

the process. Margaret then writes a second problem on the board, this one requiring 

carrying. She gives time for the class to work the problem, then uses base 10 Cuisinaire 

rods to model on the overhead projector the process Esme describes. She asks if there are 

other ways to solve the problem. Jermifer shows her idea on the overhead. Margaret 

gives the class a third problem. As they work through it, she monitors several children 

who are having difficulty. After discussing this problem with the class, Margaret puts 

four more problems on the board for the children to do independently. The class points 

out there is one box left over, so Margaret adds a "bonus" problem. She checks with all 

the tables responding to her students' needs. As they finish, Margaret asks Colin for 

permission to pass out the lunch tickets so he can continue working. He agrees. 

John complains to Margaret about a splinter that is bothering him and he goes to 

the nurse. As children finish their math, they show their work to Margaret, and she tells 

them they can use the calculators. It is lunch time so they clean up the room, hand in 

their work, get their lunches and line up. These children require little supervision during 

such routines. Margaret comments to me on their independence, appreciating it and, at 

the same time, wondering if their independence is an indicator that she is not in control. 

After lunch in the staff lounge, Margaret goes to the playground and brings in her 

class. She talks with one student as they go through the hall and another student reminds 

her she is breaking the rule about no talking in the hall. She agrees she is breaking her 

own rule. The children put their sweaters away, get a drink and sit down, Margaret 

reviews the bonus math problem they began before lunch. 

Ms. Walker, the principal, quietly comes in and waits for Margaret to finish. 

Margaret had left Ms. Walker a note and she needed to respond. The question was 

whether Margaret and some of her class were still expected to make a presentation at next 
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week's Parent Teacher Association meeting. Ms. Walker had forgotten all about the 

presentation, so Margaret opted out of it because her agenda was already too flill. While 

they talk, the class moves to the rug area and gets ready for a read aloud. Bitter Bananas 

(Olaleye. 1994). Before she can begin the story several students ask what "bitter" means. 

The class talks about tastes, naming foods that are bitter. Margaret begins to read. 

Questions about "palm sap" and "twilight" interrupt the reading. Margaret addresses all 

their questions and asks for responses from children who may have answers. At one 

point. Rick exclaims, "My God! That's a beautiful picture!" as Margaret turns the page. 

They comment for a minute or two about the choice of colors Ed Yoimg has used in the 

illustrations. 

When they finish the story, the students stand and stretch before settling back on 

the rug. Margaret reminds them that they convinced her the class could study both bugs 

and weather simultaneously. She asks them to review the web they made which was on 

display at the front of the room. One child suggests they divide the class, each taking one 

of the areas. Rick adds that weather is for the boys. This leads to a brief discussion of 

gender issues. Margaret pulls the class together and asks the captains to get paper for 

their tables. In their small groups they are to brainstorm what they know about weather. 

As the children move back to their tables. Vera comes to Margaret about a child with 

whom she doesn't want to work. Margaret does not respond, letting the two girls resolve 

it themselves. Instead she listens to a few of the groups as they work, occasionally adding 

her own comments. 

After a 10-minute period, she calls the tables to come to the rug with their ideas. 

Each group reads their brainstorming list and Margaret records their ideas on a large sheet 

of butcher paper. She records one word or phrase responses at the top of the new chart 

and sentences toward the bottom. Bob states there is no weather on the planets and Colin 
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says Pluto is freezing. When the contradiction is pointed out, sheepish grins appear on 

Bob's and Colin's faces. Rick recounts his experience with a tornado from last summer's 

vacation. 

The class ends the day by writing in their journals. Margaret organizes papers that 

are to go home with the children—PTA notices and finished work. The children gather on 

the rug to receive these, and then proceed to stack chairs, clean up tables and get their 

own things ready to leave. They line up and Margaret excuses them for the day, grabbing 

her neon orange warning vest and walking out with them. She ends her day as the traffic 

monitor in the parking lot where parents pick up their children. 

A Brief Glance at the History of the Semester 

Margaret made a strong association between inquiry and science in her 

curriculum. My participation in her room began with a weather unit. According to 

Margaret, the students convinced her that they could handle studying bugs and weather at 

the same time. Her own interest was in weather, but the district science kit on insects 

would be arriving at the same time. She began by asking them to create some webs of 

weather and of bugs. 

Margaret wanted to try literature discussion groups. She chose some insect books 

from a science resource. Because the books were straight forward, factual, and simply 

written, they were not as successful for literature discussion as Margaret hoped. 1 offered 

to pull some text sets together for her to try literature discussion again. Margaret agreed 

and we collaborated through this process. 

Margaret and I both worked through the initial browsing and, then Margaret 

continued on her own with her students making choices about the books they wanted to 

read more carefully. She asked me to demonstrate facilitating literature discussions. As 



168 

we talked with the groups, Margaret participated with her students, but was concerned 

about other management issues that evolved. 

As we moved into presentations, Margaret indicated what aspects she wanted me 

to demonstrate, such as webbing different ways to present. At this point in time Margaret 

was overcome by a virus and our work became sporadic for several weeks. When we 

reconvened, the focus was how to support the children in making presentations. They 

were having difficulty figuring out what to present. We read The Important Book 

(Brown, 1949) to help children understand the idea that finding their own important ideas 

from the books was one way to approach presentations. 

Once these presentations were done, Margaret moved on to a study of the rain 

forest. Margaret recorded their imderstandings and questions from watching a film. 

Although she pulled out her center materials to use, she was not completely comfortable 

using them in their current state since they were primarily teacher directed. Instead she 

tried to rethink their use and put them out as exploration centers. Margaret also collected 

children's literature to add to the exploration centers. 

Margaret encouraged the children to write down all their questions as they 

explored the centers. She spent time discussing books with the whole class and reading 

books aloud to the class that enhanced the unit. When it was time for children to choose 

a question to investigate, Margaret asked me to demonstrate recording the questions that 

the children posed, an engagement that initiated the selection process. She was 

comfortable with the latter part of the selection process during which the children found a 

question and a group of people with whom to work and felt she could continue from 

there. 

The children pursued their questions till the end of the school year and made 

presentations that included reports, plays and displays. In the midst of the final two 
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weeks of school, Margaret also teamed with a fifth grade teacher for a few days on a 

space unit. However, I was not involved in the space study. Margaret was pleased wdth 

the children's efforts and felt she had also learned much. However, as is always the case 

with Margaret, she is asking another set of questions about learning and teaching. 

Interpretive Analysis 

Having established a context for this study, the next sections of this chapter are 

interpretive. Based on the analysis of the data, three categories emerged: (1) creating a 

vision; (2) the educational community; and (3) issues of trust. All three categories were 

found to have facilitated Margaret's inquiry as well as to have caused tension. 

Creating a Vision: I Felt Totally in the Dark 

The nature of Margaret's inquiry was one of a strong professional internal conflict. 

Through her university experiences and her own common sense, Margaret embraced 

whole language as a philosophy. However, her own experiences as a person, as a student, 

and as a teacher made her lean toward a more traditional belief system. This struggle had 

Margaret teeter-tottering between these two perspectives, trying to find her own belief 

system. Her collaborative work with Dorothy and Melinda on the inquiry cycle had been 

powerful for her and she wanted to know what the inquiry cycle meant in terms of her 

practice. She stated in her final interview, When I started in on this, I felt totally in the 

dark and I knew you could see. It's frustrating. Even finding a focusing question was a 

demanding process. As Margaret began to form a vision for herself, she considered the 

complexity of her own teaching (see Figure 5.1). 

Finding the Right Question 

Margaret was a "question machine" throughout the semester, and her questions 

were a facilitating force in her own professional growth. After spending an initial two 

days in her room, Margaret and 1 talked and thought about what she might want to focus 
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\/ - Facilitates inquiry 

Causes tension in inquiry 

Question: What does control mean to me? 

Curriculum and Management Issues: 

^ Concern for chaos. 

\/ HELP! A request for demonstrations. 

\/ Constant reflection. 

Need for better understanding of children's literature. 

Time: 

y Deciding to use larger chunks of time. 

•O" Product versus process. 

Testing and other agendas. 

/ Rethinking daily schedule. 

\/ Rethinking the plarming of units. 

Figure 5.1. Margaret: Creating a vision summary. 

on for this study. She couldn't decide. Realizing she had asked a multitude of questions, 

I offered to go through my notes and create a list of questions she had asked to see if there 

was a pattern or something of particular interest to her. It was a long list. (See Figure 

5.2.) 
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* How do you pursue it all? 

* How can they do weather and bugs at same time? 

* What do I do with their broad thinking responses? I am not doing planets. I'm 
doing weather! 

* How does inquiry move out of the science time slot into reading and writing? 
How do you integrate? 

* How do I break out of my "boxes"? 

* How can I do inquiry when kids doing different things at the same time drives 
me nuts? What would it look like? Can we have a class inquiry? What 
does it look like? 

* How do I take risks? 

* How do I feel about standard English issues? Where do I stand? 

* In response to Jean jotting down meanings for 'got', how do I listen to kids? 
What can I hear? How is their talk, questions important to my teaching?? 

* What does lit discussion look like for me? 

* What are the connections kids make? 

* How can I balance skills and meaning? Why are skills important to me? Why 
is meaning important to me? How are they important to my students? 

* What is time on task in my room? What does it mean to be productive? 

* Why is explaining their math in writing or language so difficult for children 
andfrustrating for me? 

* How can I change my reading program to incorporate what I believe but keep 
us together? 

Figure 5.2. Margaret's questions. 

Margaret's questions came at a constant, rapid rate. She even went so far as to ask 

herself / wonder if I keep my questions broad to avoid letting go of the familiar ways of 

doing things? 
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Toward the end of Jannary, Margaret still did not have a focal question to pursue. 

Although she wanted to know what the inquiry cycle looked like in her context, this 

question didn't seem to be at the foundation of her concerns. After dismissal one day we 

were chatting about the day's events. Margaret was retelling the story of her children 

lining up as directed, but then proceeding to move outdoors in an orderly fashion, but 

without being directed by her. This was bothersome to Margaret. She admired the 

independence of her second graders, but at the same time she did not like them taking 

control. I asked her what "control" meant to her. After a pause she responded, I don't 

know. We talked for a few minutes and I suggested that this might be the question she 

wanted to pursue this semester, and that many of her previously posed questions seemed 

related to issues of control. Margaret agreed and decided to focus on her understanding 

of control. 

Curriculum and Management Issues 

Margaret was very intent on maintaining an even keel in her classroom. Her 

definition of control included being well organized, being the provider of information, 

and keeping a tight rein on her students. She felt tension trying to envision the inquiry 

cycle, not being able to see it as anything other than chaos. She thought that good 

behavior would be tossed out and that the curriculum would make her feel she was 

running in circles trying to keep up. She very specifically wanted to consider curriculum 

and management issues that would keep chaos at bay. 

As we worked together, Margaret realized that management expectations for the 

inquiry cycle were in alignment with her own need for order. Margaret was anxious to try 

many different engagements during the study that she felt she understood theoretically, 

but could not picture well. She felt tension about how she could maintain her tight rein 

during exploration centers, literature discussions, and presentations. Control really 
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became the issue. Two aspects of management that were most influential for Margaret 

were taking responsibility for one's choices and actions and setting boundaries. Margaret 

was also interested in building more children's literature into the curriculum. 

Demonstrating possible engagements and using children's literature were two areas that 

helped her think about the meaning of control. 

Taking responsibility. In early February, Esme, a student in Margaret's class, was 

leading the morning sharing. The noise level in the room grew and as did Margaret's 

tension. She came to me saying she felt as if the kids were taking over. I asked what was 

happening that triggered this reaction for her. She replied. This! referring to the ever 

growing decibel level. At the request of a child, Margaret moved to the front and talked 

with the class about the noise problem. I also participated asking about who was 

responsible for things going well. Responses designated Margaret, Esme and myself as 

responsible. One child added it was everyone's responsibility. I asked the children to 

raise their hands. Almost the entire class responded immediately. I then asked who had 

made them do that. I received a unanimous vote and then replied, "No." 1 explained 1 

had no control over what they did. I could make suggestions, but I could not force 

anyone follow my suggestions. Margaret was as surprised as the children with this 

demonstration. This was a new way of thinking about control. She had always thought 

of herself—as the adult—as in control and responsible for all children's behavior. This 

new perspective facilitated Margaret's inquiry as it lent itself to many democratic aspects 

of the inquiry cycle. However, it also increased Margaret's tension in thinking about 

control and herself. 

Setting the boundaries. When I interviewed Margaret in early January, she made 

a very strong statement that was accompanied with body language. I don't like chaos. I 

don't like noise. lam talking about rowdy, obnoxious noise. 1 believe chaos is the 
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significant word. Margaret considered chaos as a teacher's worst enemy and felt it 

necessary to do anything to avoid even coming close to it. Chaos was intolerable. 

Margaret voiced, I am not sure I can handle kids doing different things at the same time. 

Throughout the semester, issues of chaos were a major tension for Margaret. 

During writers workshop she often had the children all working on the same topic, and all 

in the same phase of the writing process. When Vera asked if she could write a family 

story one day, Margaret suggested that Vera make a note of her idea for that story, adding. 

Everyone is doing travel stories right now. On another occasion, the whole class was 

working on editing on the same day. With everyone doing the same thing at the same 

time, chaos was not a threat. 

Margaret was very concerned about the class studying bugs and weather at the 

same time. She saw very little cormection between the two and her imagination was 

conjuring up a wild and woolly tale. She believed that on- and off-task behavior was one 

way to measure success. / used to think I was doing a good job when I was busy. But 

now I know I am doing a good job when they (the children) are busy. Her vision of what 

might happen with two topics being studied at the same time involved off-task 

shenanigans and was a source of tensions. As her class moved into literature discussion 

groups, Margaret said, /feel like I am losing control, in a sense that we're headed for 

chaos. When the kids on bad weather days start getting really wild in the afternoon, I 

tend to put my thumb on them. 

Part of this tension came from trying new engagements. Margaret was almost 

blinded by her visions of pandemonium to the extent that she could not imagine much 

else. She could not visualize her students remaining engaged during literature discussion 

groups. 
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Each new experience facilitated Margaret's inquiry as she gained new confidence. 

With each new experience, there was also a new set of questions that had to do with 

managing behavior. Margaret asked me to demonstrate how I worked with literature 

discussion groups one morning. She and I sat at a table with the four student participants 

and proceeded to talk about their books. Margaret began popping up every three or four 

minutes and quietly going to other tables in the room, asking those children to work 

quietly. I wrote in my notebook, "Margaret needs management strategies for lit. disc." A 

few minutes later, Margaret pushed her notebook toward me. It read, HELP! I went to 

the tables generating too much noise and gave them a warning, saying they could 

continue making noise and lose their outside privileges for the day, or they could work 

quietly. They were quiet for a few minutes. When I returned to their table, 1 asked them 

to go to separate work spaces and told them they had chosen not to play outside that day. 

The children remained quiet for the rest of the work time and I received the label of 

"mean." Margaret, on the other hand, was most appreciative. Since she didn't have a 

vision of what the room would look like, she was concerned that she might be overly 

controlling. 

Margaret wanted to know exactly what I had said and how I had said it. Her 

questions ranged from broad concerns, such as what the whole room should look like 

during literature discussion, to fine details of creating that learning environment, such as 

what are the exact words used to get small groups working quietly. She especially grilled 

me on engagements she did on her own for the first time. By asking for details such as 

the words used, the direction given, or the action taken, Margaret was facilitating her 

ability to create a picture of whatever she was planning. Having a specific image in mind 

made chaos less threatening. Without it, chaos was seen as inevitable. Margaret needed 

to see behavioral boundaries and expectations set. 
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Margaret did not have burdensome problems with misbehavior, but she did have 

the normal squabbles that occur in any classroom. If these problems emerged while I was 

working with Margaret I handled them as I would with my own students. By observing 

another perspective Margaret learned alternative strategies for handling these issues, 

thereby facilitating her inquiry. She reflected on a situation of quarreling among students 

who tried to get me to side one way or the other. Without you being here, I would have 

jumped on that lots faster. But then those kids never would have gotten that chance to 

learn. That something beneficial could come from quarreling was a facilitating new way 

of thinking for Margaret and the strategies were ones she could use immediately. 

Demonstrating possible engagements. Demonstrations of curriculum 

engagements were facilitating for Margaret. In order for her to understand a curricular 

engagement, she often asked me to introduce, take a role, or lead the engagement. We 

spent much time planning together and then negotiating what each of us would do in 

carrying out those plans. Demonstrations I led included a book talk and introduction to 

browsing text sets, introduction of how to talk about books, working with literature 

discussion groups, management engagements for literature discussion groups, webbing 

ways for groups to present books, behavioral management strategies for small group 

work, recording children's questions, whole group sharing, and helping with small group 

work. More often than not, Margaret facilitated her own inquiry by being able to adapt 

the demonstrations for herself and integrate them into her practice. 

The first day I was in her room, Margaret had gathered the class on the rug while 

she sat in a chair at the front. I was also sitting near the front and everyone was beginning 

to share their ideas about bugs and weather in order to plan. Watching the smdents strain 

their necks to look at the speaker, I asked if they could sit in a circle formation so they 

could talk directly to each other. Immediately, Margaret asked the children to scoot into a 
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circle. The children then sat and stared at each other. One said in a hushed voice, "It got 

quiet." Another whispered, "Let's play music." This was obviously a new experience for 

them. On May 7,1996,1 wrote in my field notes, "Margaret asked the kids to clean up 

and form a circle on the rug.... I need to ask Margaret if they had done circles before I 

came because it seemed awkward back in January, but this time it was very natural to 

them." hi reply, Margaret noted that sitting in a circle was not new, though it was not 

something she did frequently. As we talked we concluded that sitting in a circle was 

something that she had primarily used when there were behavioral issues to be addressed 

rather than the children discussing content or curriculum. 

In mid-March, the bugs and weather groups were planning their presentations. 

Margaret and I visited with each of the groups to monitor and help facilitate their work. I 

joined one group and was met with tattling and whining. My field notes read, "And so 1 

said, 'That's not why I'm here. So I'll come back later and see if you're working because 

I'm not interested in this stuff.' I left. Margaret told me afterwards that she had done the 

same. She had heard me not buy into that and so when she went and sat with them, she 

did exacdy the same thing when they started complaining. For the majority of the time, 

they (the group) did seem to be engaged and at some points, they were very engaged." 

In both of the above situations, my role as demonstrator offered Margaret 

strategies facilitating Margaret's inquiry since she could immediately add and make them 

her own. They extended her thinking of control. Because she could see them and their 

effect in action, it was easy for her to incorporate them into her work. Demonstrations 

were a way for Margaret to see not only the "how to," but also the potential of strategies 

and engagements. Without seeing something in action, it is quite possible to miss the 

potential of an engagement or strategy, underestimate it or not recognize it at all. By my 

demonstrating often in Margaret's room, she incorporated many new strategies and 
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engagements in her work facilitating her inquiry. It's not the same kind of collaboration 

of running down to Melinda or Dorothy. Being in the same room had value. Someone 

who'd been there before, who could see the picture, but didn't push that picture on me. 

Some of it has to do with how you offer it, too. You allowed me not to be able to see. you 

gave me Just enough until I could see. I guess it would be like kittens opening their eyes. 

Using children's literature. Children's literature gained new respect from both 

Margaret and her students. Throughout the semester I demonstrated with Margaret many 

different ways children's literature could be used in the classroom. Margaret made 

several offhand conmients during the semester about needing to know more literature, but 

in the final interview she viewed her lack of knowledge as a tension, interfering with her 

ability to apply the inquiry cycle as a framework in her classroom. / thought I knew 

children's literature, but I haven't steeped myself into it and it makes a big difference. 

You introduced me to quality children's literature, and I thought I knew pretty decent 

kids' literature. The only trouble is it's real tough on the pocketbook I have to learn to 

order supplies better. She added, I pulled some books from Literature 2000. I don't 

know if you even remember this. I had laid them out and I was going to let the kids 

choose from then and they would do groups and all. And then you brought in your books 

and I took a look at your books and thought "Oh my gosh!" Mine were weak by 

comparison. Margaret came to... this hard realization that there are a lot of really deep 

books out there. 

Ultimately, children's literature posed a whole new source of tension for Margaret. 

She no longer felt content using the literature based reading program. In fact, one of my 

debates is what am I going to do? What's reading going to look like next year? 

Margaret intended to more carefully select the literature she does xise, knowing that a 

higher quality of literature will influence her curriculum. 
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Children's literature was not directly related to Margaret's inquiry question of 

defining "control" for herself, though the nature of her inquiry led her in multiple 

directions. She was thinking about using the inquiry cycle as a curricular firamework and 

what control means in terms of that framework. The role children's literature played in 

her room during the study opened doors to engagements such as literature discussion. 

Through literature, issues of management were addressed so as to avoid chaos; questions 

of a body of knowledge were addressed as students posed their own questions and sought 

answers from literature; Margaret's agenda was joined with the childrens' agendas which 

were often sparked by literature; and Margaret began to trust students to find their own 

connections through literature. Understanding more about children's literature facilitated 

Margaret's inquiry. 

Running on Time 

As this study began issues of time were not voiced as a major tension for 

Margaret. Time is something that every teacher takes into consideration constantly and it 

becomes second nature. However, four issues of time emerged for Margaret as the study 

progressed. These include time as a classroom structure, time for products, intrusions on 

time, and time for planning and development, all of them a source of tension. 

Using time as a classroom structure. Time first became an issue for Margaret 

when we tried scheduling when I would come to her room. She had a plan she wanted 

me to be part of, but finding a half hour block of time to carry it out was a problem. My 

Monday is so broken up. Out of this minor incident grew changes in how Margaret 

organized her day, exemplified in April when she reflected on a positive experience her 

children had just had with exploration centers. I think today a big change was blocking 

out a good hour and a half for it. I'm going toward larger and larger chunks of time. 
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Margaret seemed to make the transition into longer time frames without much difficult>-. 

It seemed natxiral and was dictated by the students' needs. 

At the begirming of the semester, Margaret made a strong association between 

inquiry and science curriculum. The times she asked me to come into her room were in 

her afternoon blocks when science was on the agenda. By the first week in February, 

Margaret had moved the time to the morning where it remained until the ending weeks of 

school. This change in her planning reflected Margaret's understanding that inquiry went 

beyond the association with science, crossing into all other curriculum areas. This new 

perspective facilitated and caused tension for Margaret. It worked well for exploration of 

the inquiry cycle, but stirred up other notions about control such as student evaluation. 

When Margaret moved our time to mornings, the change became a demonstration, 

making Margaret comment, I can see how this could become your reading and writing 

time. Margaret was challenged to carefully consider her curriculum in relationship to 

how she blocked the time in the school day. 

Making time for products. The inquiry cycle places a strong emphasis on the 

process of learning. Publishing is viewed as part of that process. More traditional views 

place emphasis on what the student produces as proof of learning. During this study 

Margaret voiced a belief in products as a way to measure her success as a teacher and 

children's success as learners. When there appeared to be a lack of proof or final 

products, Margaret felt tension. 

On one of my first visits, Margaret quietly commented to me as the children 

worked, I get frustrated by kids not being productive. In this case, she was referring to 

the children being on-task while working on literature "journals" that accompany the 

reading series and involve skills pages and comprehension questions. In February, when 

Margaret asked her students to record their questions as they explored bugs and weather. 
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she decided their questions were not adequate to post in the room. She felt they were too 

shallow in thought. They're just not what I want them to be yet. When literature 

discussion groups made presentations on bug and weather books, she thought that some 

were weak. The other two groups, Celebrations and Cycles, worked hard toward their 

end product. To my surprise their products were only so-so. I was surprised because 

these groups seemed to be more focused when we did the summary part of our work, 

talking about what was most important. 

In late April Margaret's class, with several others from her school, went to a 

nearby school to see a play about the rain forest. She wrote of the tension she felt. We 

went to Diamondback Elementary School to see our pen pals put on a play called "White 

Spider's Gift," a tale from the rain forest. At break when we got back, some of the 

teachers were discussing the value of the time spent on a production like this. Hours of 

work had obviously been done. It was a beautiful presentation. The children used lots of 

the seven intelligences, costumes, scenery, memorizing lines, etc. But was the 

educational value great enough when compared to the time expenditure? 

Margaret wanted good products from her students, but she wanted them in her 

concept of efficient time frames. We talked about product and process, the time it takes 

to develop a polished production, and what the students may have learned through the 

process of putting on such a production as the play rather than what they learned about 

the rain forest. She was not convinced that the children who participated learned much of 

significance considering the time involved causing her tension. 

Margaret imcovered an interesting dilemma. Her earlier statements put a heavy 

value on products, yet here she wondered if the price was too high even though the 

product was of quality. I believe her tension is strongly coimected with issues of time. 

The investment of time and the efficient use of time are important classroom factors that 
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Margaret had always controlled. She felt confident in her decisions about using time. 

While working with the inquiry cycle, Margaret discovered there was not always some 

tangible product to show others though considerable hard work had gone into the process 

such as in literature discussions. Tension arose because fi"om Margaret's perspective there 

was a lack of physical evidence that a certain amount of time had been productively 

invested. It did not seem very efficient. 

Intruding on classroom time. Margaret's February journal read. Today, except for 

math time, I had no block of time that wasn't interrupted with someone else's agenda. 

Tomorrow is a duplicate. In April, Margaret said to me one morning, I've never felt so 

negative about district testing before. The tension for her was the demands on time that 

outside agendas, such as mandated testing, made on an already tight schedule. Other 

agendas interrupted the natural flow of the ongoing curriculum in the classroom. 

Margaret had committed in early May to working with another class on a space 

unit. She had teamed with the fifth grade teacher the previous year and since that 

experience had gone well, she was looking forward to participating again. Margaret had 

promised early in the semester to collaborate and now felt overwhelmed and pinched for 

time. She was now faced with the tension of whether her inquiry groups would have 

enough time to pursue their questions. The collaboration was important to maintain good 

relationships with other teachers and to provide collaborative experiences for children of 

different ages, but Margaret and her children were engulfed in their own questions about 

the rain forest. They willingly participated in the space unit, but not with the same 

intensity. 

Rethinking planning and development. With the school year quickly coming to a 

close there was concern for the time needed to use some of the engagements that 

Margaret felt children needed to understand their potential independence. For example. 
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students writing letters for information or inviting guest speakers were engagements that 

gave students the feeling that they were researchers and managers. But, there had to be 

enough time for that correspondence to take place or visits to be scheduled. Margaret had 

to forego tliese possibilities because of the school year ending. Margaret joumaled, I've 

noticed that it takes longer to develop a unit with the inquiry cycle because you spend 

time developing the prior knowledge. Planning also zigzags because children may go a 

different direction than you thought of. Again, Margaret was caught between a rock and 

a hard place and tensions had resvilted. She understood the value in children learning 

from the connections they make themselves, but the efficiency of a tradition model was 

very appealing to her. She juggled short term and long run effects. 

For Margaret, time had always been something she controlled. Framing her 

curriculum with the inquiry cycle made scheduling not as easy since time was used in 

different ways. Time was, therefore, an issue of control and it was a source of tension. 

Margaret was pulled in two directions. She wanted to give her children the time they 

needed to inquire, but she also felt secure with the defined agenda that units, such as the 

collaborative space unit, offered because it was teacher directed. While tensions arose 

fi-om these time issues, the tensions facilitated Margaret's inquiry in understanding control 

as she spent much time reflecting about her concerns. 

TTie Educational Community: People who Are Goin^ the Same Wav 

As a classroom teacher Margaret regularly worked with or was influenced by 

numerous people who both facilitated and exposed tensions related to the nature of her 

inquiry. In any given year the effect others have on the teacher vary in influence and 

intensity. Margaret's experience during this study was touched by the researcher, other 

teachers, administrators, university and professional colleagues, parents, and students see 

Figure 5.3). 



\/ - Facilitates inquiry 

•0- - Causes tension in inquiry 

Researcher: 

\/ Presence in the classroom encouraged risk taking, 

v/ Immediate response. 

Co-workers; 

• Disagreement about beliefs and practice. 

v/ Immediate response. 

Administration: 

\/ Communicated in writing visible professional growth. 

University and Professional Colleagues: 

V Professors empowered me. 

y Workshops and dialoguing a source of confidence. 

Parents: 

'V' Felt supported and encouraged by parents during study. 

\/ Made some decisions to please parents. 

Students: 

/ A source of enlightenment. 

Figure 5.3. Margaret: The educational community summary. 
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Teaming with a Researcher 

The role I played in Margaret's inquiry was significant to her and facilitated her 

inquiry. As mentioned previously, I spent time in her classroom at least once a week 

according to when she thought it was most beneficial for herself and her students. Some 

of that time every week was spent in abbreviated dialogues about Margaret's professional 

concerns. Margaret regarded me as a mentor and picked my brain on a regular basis. My 

view of my role was as collaborator rather than mentor. I did not fully understand the 

significance of my role as researcher to Margaret until I analyzed the data. My physical 

presence and my maimer and attitude were two important roles that facilitated Margaret's 

inquiry. 

Being present in the classroom. The fkst day I spent in Margaret's room she said. 

/ think you are going to be the one to push me to find an inquiry. At this early stage 1 

agreed since her inquiry was the focus of my research. On my next visit, she reiterated, I 

think your being here pushes me to try things I'd never try on my own. In those first two 

full day visits, Margaret used any moment the children were working independently to 

talk with me. After dismissal the second day, she asked me to sit down and go through 

my notes. As we finished, she said, I thought this would calm me down, but it has done 

just the opposite. Margaret's questions, which she had been trying to keep at a distance 

because of her work for her Masters degree, were now in print in firont of her. However, 

through those initial visits, Margaret and 1 began to develop a professional, working 

relationship. As Margaret started to trust me, she engaged more flilly in this study. 

One way my presence was meaningful to Margaret was that she could receive 

immediate responses to her own questions which she found facilitating. When she 

decided to try literature discussion groups, Margaret found books in a program that 

accompanies the science curriculum. She read the titles to the children so they could 
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begin a selection process of finding a book they wanted to read more carefully, and she 

described to the students the process of browsing and selecting. Margaret said. You will 

have to browse and then choose the book you want and I'll give you about Jive minutes. 

As hard as I tried to have no expression on my face, Margaret looked at me, her own face 

with an expression of confusion, and said. Ten minutes? FIFTEEN minutes? Wait a 

minute. What are you thinking, Jean? I shared that one way I had found successful when 

selecting books was to spend a longer time (more than five minutes) browsing and then 

having students write down their first and second choices. Taking into consideration that 

Margaret had four multiple copy sets of books out and she was working in a limited time 

frame, I suggested that the children take 15 to 20 minutes to browse and then select the 

books they wanted to read. Margaret proceeded on that suggestion. As the students 

browsed, she said. It is so funny how we all perceive this differently. I can see how the 

way you describe it, it would take a half hour. 

In early May, Margaret's class was working in inquiry groups on the rain forest. 

She and I were both monitoring what the students were doing. I expressed a concern 

about one group which did not seem to be working together. One child was coloring, one 

was looking at a book and three were sorting the animal information cards that had been 

part of the exploration centers. After talking with the children and asking them to finish 

with the cards, Margaret asked me what I had seen that had made me question what the 

group was doing. I responded that the cards made them look busy, but not necessarily 

engaged, and that I didn't think the cards were adding much to their topic, the South 

American golden frog. I was also concerned about the apparent lack of coirununication 

among the members. I had not had time to finish what I was saying when Margaret 

blurted out. Look at me! Looking at you for approval! It is so confirming to have you 

here! Margaret restated later in the morning that she would not have carried through 
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with any of her inquiry if I had not been there. She viewed the support I could offer as 

very facilitating for her inquiry. 

When I asked Margaret directly about what was significant to her about my role in 

her inquiry, she responded. The power in it has been that it liberated me. It's allowed me 

to do things that I wouldn't have done on my own or the results wouldn't have been there 

because when Ifelt shaky, I could turn to you and say, "Jean? " Kind of a check and 

balance—asking questions, getting another person's opinion. Later she elaborated that 

my trusting her had been enormously empowering. 

Having been on the receiving end of Margaret's questioning looks, and having 

documented many instances of spontaneous changes on Margaret's part that occurred 

because I was simply there with her, I agree that my physical presence gave her the 

courage to explore new avenues. Periodically, Margaret quickly gave her class an 

independent assigrmient so that she could confer briefly with me. Based on our dialogue, 

she would sometimes change what the class did next. Sometimes Margaret saw, 

midstream, how a new engagement I had mentioned might work. For example, she 

wanted to have a whole class discussion on a rain forest film and asked the class to come 

to the rug. Three or four children had shared when Margaret asked me if I thought the 

discussion would go better if the students wrote down some of what they were thinking 

first. 1 gave what I hoped to be a non-answer, thinking there was no right or wrong to 

this, and Margaret immediately sent them to their tables to write for a few minutes before 

coming together for discussion. Without my being in her room, I believe Margaret would 

not have been as focused in her reflection or as adventurous. Taking risks did not come 

to her naturally or easily. By my merely being present in her classroom, the nature of her 

inquiry was changed. 
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In her final interview, Margaret again expressed the importance of my role in 

terms of her planning. It changed the minute you -walked in. You freed me up to do a lot 

of things. You gave me permission.. Somehow, your presence gave me permission to do 

things that I wouldn't have felt free to do on my own. I assume something can't be done 

because I'm assuming how this person's going to react. That's part of the liberation that 

you gave me. Anything goes with Jean. While I can hardly concur with Margaret that 

anything goes with Jean, I do think Margaret found the courage to learn from her own 

practice which, in tern, facilitated her inquiry. 

An attitude of respect. Margaret emphasized the manner in which I offered 

support as facilitating to her. A journal entry on March 6th read, Jean has a wonderful 

way of making suggestions. Ifeel I can take them or leave them. I usually take them 

because they make so much sense. In April during a dialogue, Margaret said. We 

[Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret] all agree that you have very timely questions. You're a 

master of that. In her final interview she reflected. The advantages of having someone in 

the classroom who's not going to shove something down your throat. Scaffold. The 

support system, scaffolding when you needed it. Without this I would never have gotten 

inquiry off the ground. The collaboration and mentoring process. You liberated me to 

take those chances and go for it. 

Much of the basis for my manner and attitude is derived from my understanding 

of Adlerian theory gained during my Masters Degree program in Counseling and 

Guidance. I know I will never "make" someone do anything they choose not to do. I can 

only offer alternative paths. It is not my decision to make for someone else. Because I 

have had a unique set of experiences in my life, I will never be able to completely 

understand another person's feelings or perspectives. 
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It is not for me to decide what is best for Margaret. I can only share my 

experiences and understandings with her and tell her she is welcome to take from them 

what she wants, what she thinks will work for her, and leave the rest behind. Change is 

personal and has to come from within. This perspective facilitated Margaret in making 

decisions about her inquiry. 

Working with Other Teachers 

The teachers Margaret worked with were very influential in her professional 

growth, and presented themselves not only as facilitators for Margaret in her inquiry, but 

also a cause of tension. In her initial interview Margaret responded to my question about 

what interferes with moving forward with her own inquiry. Other people's agendas 

because I still want to be liked. I don't like being the odd man out. I do not like 

confrontations. I want everybody to be happy. A few minutes later, when asked what 

supports her when inquiring, Margaret replied, I think the biggest thing is other people 

who are going the same way. THE biggest thing. 

From day one of her professional career Margaret recognized how crucial it was 

for her to surround herself with supportive people. Margaret included her teaching 

colleagues in her building as a major facilitating force. When she had questions, 

Margaret's first strategy... would be to ask fellow teachers, but the teachers I ask would 

be carefully chosen because they would tend to be the same (like thinkers) ... looking at 

the kids. Margaret indicated that Melinda and Dorothy helped push her thinking. 

Margaret also reflected on our study group. The support of being able to talk with the 

others and watching them, seeing them say they were confused or they were struggling 

and yet, the growth in them .. . Maybe there is something happening for me, too. 

Margaret did not often talk about the peer support she had in her work sittiation except 

when I directly asked her about it. She felt she was a valued member of her staff, though 
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she was aware of the skepticism about whole language in her building. Had she not been 

respected and supported by her peers, it is my guess Margaret would have mentioned it 

frequently. 

Not all peers, however, helped facilitate Margaret's thinking. Some brought it to a 

screeching halt. The very traditional model being expounded by some teachers at the 

same grade level as Margaret drew her back to old ways and caused tension. When 

Margaret first came to Sunset School she recalled. The other teachers were going through 

the literature text in order and one was using the basal. And so I didn't keep going with 

using literature discussions. I used some techniques I learned.. . written conversation is 

one., but I got really antsy about it because there were criticisms of whole language and 

that it was hurting kids. What I did was follow the crowd and I did spelling. In her final 

interview Margaret again reiterated her tensions about the strong sentiment for a 

traditional model of teaching from fellow teachers in her building. She wasn't sure she 

could adequately respond to them, but it was my impression that she was more willing to 

try. 

Receiving Administrative Support 

Margaret mentioned in both her initial and final interviews that having a building 

administrator that supported her was extremely important. Her principal had sent her a 

note late in the year saying that she had noticed Margaret had gained confidence by 

working with the inquiry cycle. The principal sending me that note. It surprised me. I 

mean I knew by her interest that it wasn't negative from her position. In fact I sense alot 

of interest with what was going on. .. . That was principal support. Now what if I didn't 

have the principal's support? 
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The support of a principal was fundamental to facilitating Margaret in her own 

inquiry. Without it, she felt she was walking on thin ice. That administrative nod of 

approval encouraged Margaret to continue to question and inquire. 

Interacting wath Professional and University Colleagues 

Another facilitation for Margaret's inquiry was university professors she has 

encountered in her graduate studies. Margaret resisted being brainwashed by Kathy 

Short. / was afraid I would get brainwashed in it [Kathy's theory] because I am very 

susceptible to whoever I'm with. She wanted to take the time to think it through herself 

In the same breath, Margaret added. But what she [Kathy Short] was teaching was 

exciting. She was pushing me. Kathy encouraged me.... This is a professor who's 

writing about my ideas and thinking they are pretty good ideas. Amazing. I never 

experienced that before. Margaret recognized contributions from all of her professors. 

Having professors that treat you as an equal??? Those professors empowered me to 

pursue. That MY ideas have value?? But you have to keep relearning. Margaret's 

professors provided a support system strong enough that Margaret felt secure in 

approaching them and asking questions. She was confident that at any given time, her 

questions would be taken seriously and that the responses would be helpful in thinking 

through her own issues, thus facilitating her own inquiry. In her own education, this was 

a new experience, a supportive network that had never before existed from her 

perspective as a student. 

Connecting with Parents 

When Margaret moved to Sunset school, she encountered a different attitude from 

parents. It was one of greater involvement both in the school and in their children's 

specific classrooms. 1 got scared when I came over here because of the parent structure 

and involvement.... I do spelling to please parents. Other teachers sent home packets of 
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homework She indicated there was a competitive attitude and some pressure to conform 

from both parents and teachers, and this was a source of tension for her. Margaret talked 

about seeing parents as partners... .That's a partnership I treasure and I try to build it. I 

have learned more things from parents..ifyou are willing to listen to them. Margaret did 

not speak often about parents. She shared a complimentary note one sent that obviously 

touched her, and one of her students was the child of a teacher in the building. This 

parent was facilitating by saying how much her child was enjoying school. Margaret 

valued parents and worked to maintain positive relationships. 

Involving the Smdents 

Margaret's students were, of course, a strong part of the educational community 

that influenced her thinking. However, for the purposes of this study, the students are 

best discussed in other sections. They are highlighted particularly in the following 

sections concerning issues of trust. 

Issues of Trust: This Is Headed for Disequilibrium Fast! 

Margaret's focusing question for her inquiry was What does control mean to me? 

The nature of her inquiry alone implies that there were issues of trust at stake in her 

professional life. Margaret explored her trust in students as learners, her trust in herself 

as an educator, and her trust in herself as a learner (see Figure 5.4). 

Trusting Smdents as Learners 

Trusting students as learners was a new consideration for Margaret. As the 

authority in the classroom, she thought of students as those who followed directions in 

order to leam and that she knew best what those directions should be. Issues of control 

were at the heart of this perception. In thinking about her students as learners two issues 

emerged: a singular body of knowledge and responsibility for learning. 
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^ - Facilitates inquiry 

<f- - Causes tension in inquiry 

Students as Learners; 

Believing in a body of knowledge. 

• Took responsibility for children's learning? 

•J Open to letting the kids do it and trying new ideas. 

V Appreciation of students' independence. 

Self as Educator; 

Liked being the boss. 

"v" My institutional boxes made change difficult. 

v' Reflective teaching. 

Self as a Learner; 

<>• New student/teacher relationship. 

\/ New teacher role - a facilitator. 

\/ Learning with children. 

y BCidwatching to inform. 

\/ Constant questioning. 

Figure 5.4. Margaret; Issues of trust summary. 

Teaching a body of knowledge. On an intellectual level, Margaret admitted there 

was probably not a "body of knowledge" that everyone should have, but she kept the 

word probably in place. Her teaching was often driven by what she thought children 

should know when they left her classroom. Thus, she began most days with DOL (Daily 
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Oral Language) and had her children write out the exercise despite the fact the program 

was never intended to be written. Margaret felt this model of teaching was appropriate 

because it addressed skills 

that were part of that "body of knowledge" and that her children needed that information 

to be successful in the coming years. 

On one occasion Margaret's children were webbing their understandings of 

weather on chart paper as a whole class. The information was offered and some 

discussion occurred. Tension arose for Margaret when Bob said there was no weather on 

the planets followed by Rick's statement that Pluto is freezing. Margaret's reaction was. 

What do I do about this?! When I heard planets, I thought "No! We're doing weather!" 

Planets were not part of the body of knowledge Margaret was willing to address. She had 

recently participated in a workshop with Sylvia Chard who indicated that studying space 

was not appropriate for primary age children. More importantly, it was not on Margaret's 

agenda at that time, though she did spend a few days with it in the spring. Margaret was 

not comfortable giving the students much voice in the curriculum. She did not trust that 

they had accepted weather as the focus. Not wanting to do space, she felt she had to step 

in and redirect, not letting her students return to earth and weather on their own. She saw 

this discussion as a threat to her unit rather than a way for children to think about what 

does "weather" mean. 

Later in mid April, Margaret began a study of the rain forest. I admit I have my 

categories that I want picked out. Like I want certain kids working on animals, certain 

kids working on plants, certain kids working on peoples of the rain forest and someone 

else doing rain forest said something about an elephant, and I said, "Well, that's not 

really a rain forest animal." They said, "I don't care." Well, I DO care. 1 want my kids 

to know that these animals belong to the rain forest, and that certain animals that we 
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kind of tend to associate, don't, and I want them to come away with an understanding that 

these—it's climatic in the sense of having the moisture and the heat, you know, like 

Ecuador, it's not just Africa, it's South America. There's a band all the way around of 

these rain forests. 

Margaret had a definite agenda in terms of curriculum. This agenda solidly fit 

into her perception of the body of knowledge that her students should have. When 

children appeared to be moving into other territory, Margaret felt tension and redirected 

her students back to her intended path. Margaret had not thought about children making 

curricular decisions and did not trust that they were capable of doing so. There was a part 

of her, too, that did not want them to choose as they might choose an area that was not 

appealing to Margaret or that she thought was inappropriate. Margaret had to carefiilly 

think about these tensions as she realized they closed doors for her students, and herself 

Taking responsibility for learning. Margaret had tremendous respect for her 

students and what they are capable of doing. At the same time, Margaret took on the 

responsibility for not only teaching, but also for her students' learning, thus causing 

tension in her inquiry. Although teaching and learning are related, when Margaret felt 

totally responsible for her children's learning, she again was dealing with issues of 

control. In January, the class moved into a whole class discussion after a math 

engagement which Margaret had led. Her final question was factual, requiring some easy 

addition and a class member provided the answer. Margaret realized three girls were not 

focused and respectfully asked them the same question. When they had difficulty 

responding, she carefully and kindly talked them through the process to arrive at the right 

answer. Margaret viewed this as necessary for the girls to leam, but by doing so she took 

the responsibility for their learning. 
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As Margaret considered doing literature discussion groups with her class, one 

question that she posed was, Now would these kids be able to do an actual discussion, 

since we've not had any experiences like that? Margaret herself had not engaged her 

students in literature circles since coming to Sunset School. To begin, I led the 

discussions and Margaret observed and participated. When the groups began talking, the 

children brought webs and journals to their group and used these to identify what they 

wished to talk about. Margaret's perception of leading a group meant leading the 

discussion in directions she viewed as valuable while I wanted the children to talk about 

the connections they made whether I saw them as valuable or not. At one point during 

the discussion, I made a comment about something that interested me. It was totally 

ignored by the students. The dialogue returned to what the children had been talking 

about previously. I did not pursue it further. I wrote Margaret a note, "Did you notice 

how nicely they rejected my luie of thought?" She had. Margaret found this event along 

with the demonstration about who is in control of themselves (in Taking Responsibility 

section under Implementing Behavioral Strategies)—both occurring in one morning time 

block-very unsettling. The tensions that arose led her to comment, I have a lot to think 

about. 

In order to give children the responsibility for their own learning, trusting children 

is imperative. Margaret took so much responsibility on herself for her students' learning 

that trusting them had not been taken into accoimt. By asstiming this responsibility, she 

unknowingly removed trust, as exemplified in her concern about whether children would 

be able to discuss books. In March, after participating in literature discussions, Margaret 

was giving guidelines for the groups to begin planning presentations of their connections 

from these books. She gave a time fi^e of about an hour and then proceeded to tell 

them they should spend the first 30 minutes thinking about what was important to them to 



197 

present and the next 30 minutes thinking about how they would present. Then she looked 

at me and said Well, no. Maybe [shouldn't say that. She wanted some sign from me 

indicating she was right or wrong. I responded by saying that I thought I would probably 

just trust the kids to know when they were ready to move on and I would leave how they 

spent their time up to them. Margaret could live with this idea, perhaps because there 

were very specific expectations which included a product. 

A month later in mid-April, Margaret's class was just getting underway with the 

rain forest study. Another teacher brought Margaret a box marked "Tropical Treasures 

Box." Margaret was so excited to have it and she explained to me as she opened this box 

that it contained cards and objects that go together. The objects were all products from 

the rain forest. There was a card for each object describing it and it's source. Margaret 

planned out loud about how she would use this box. I could start with the card andfind 

the object to go with it, or I could start with the object and then find the matching card. I 

said, "I wouldn't say a thing —just put the box out on a table and let the kids figure it out." 

The expression on Margaret's face was priceless. Shock. She looked at me as if I had 

just gone off the deep end. You're kidding, aren't you? I didn't say anything. You're 

NOT kidding! I replied, "They can do it. They'll figure it out. You just have to trust 

them." 

Margaret's feelings of tension skyrocketed. During this short interchange, her 

children had settled on the rug, having just come inside from recess. Margaret asked 

them to write in their journals about the exploration centers they experienced prior to 

their break. As they wrote, Margaret meandered among the tables and read their entries 

over their shoulders. As she passed by a table near me, her fist was lightly clenched and 

hitting the open palm of her other hand. In a soft, but determined half whisper, half 

voice, Margaret was saying to herself. Trusting. Trusting. Trusting. 
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Trusting was a new consideration for Margaret a source of tension. It was a new 

possibility, a new way of thinking about children. It meant handing over the 

responsibility for learning which she had nurtured for so long. It meant abandoning her 

old belief system and teaching with a new approach. Although Margaret was not 

comfortable with putting the box out on the table, this was a pivotal moment for her 

during her inquiry. She began to understand in much deeper ways what it meant to trust 

children, that trust went beyond choosing the right child to deliver a note to the office. 

She began to understand how much control there was in a classroom. Therefore, while 

the incident caused immediate tension, it became a facilitating factor in her inquiry. 

The children were obviously up to the challenge as they demonstrated a week 

later. Margaret joumaled about a mural on the rain forest the class was making, an 

activity she had done for several years running. Usually, I outline sketch so the kids know 

where to paint. This time I let the kids do it. Guess what? They did just fine. It was hard 

for Margaret to let go, but she did and it facilitated her inquiry by giving her a broader 

scope of what children can handle independently. The success in this instance will 

hopefully lead her to be able to trust again, giving her students other experiences for 

which Margaret had assumed responsibility in the past. In her final interview Margaret 

reflected on her new perspective. lam learning to be more accepting and seeing things 

in a different light. Now whether that's good or bad I don't know. I mean in the old days, 

they'd better conform to what I wanted. Now I'd better conform to what they want. I 

don't know if that's goodfor everything. Margaret was still battling with two paradigms 

and trying to find her own perspective. 

Responsibility for learning and the body of knowledge are issues Margaret caused 

tensions and facilitated Margaret's inquiry. Her inquiry is ongoing in nature so she will 

need to continue to sort them out for herself Reflecting on issues such as conforming. 
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consensus, negotiation, and body of knowledge will help her understand her own issues 

about control and trust in her students. 

Trusting Self as an Educator 

Margaret viewed herself as a competent educator. By thinking about the meaning 

of control during the study, Margaret had to exantiine her beliefs carefully. Some values 

by which she measured herself as a competent teacher were in conflict with the more 

holistic view Margaret was trying to implement. Margaret's issues of trust in herself as an 

educator included being in charge and facilitating change. 

Being in charge. One aspect of control that was very important to Margaret was 

being the person "in charge" of the classroom. She liked being the boss. Her definition 

of being in charge included the role of final decision maker. For Margaret there was also 

an element of respect that being in charge brought to the role of the teacher. 

Much of the day in Margaret's room was teacher directed. Instructions and 

expectations were very clear and specific. One example was her assignment of "captains" 

at each work table who, when directed, took care of jobs such as getting supplies and 

collecting work. In the first weeks I was in her classroom, Margaret said several times 

how wonderful her class was this year and how much she appreciated their independence. 

In the next breath, she would voice her concern about her independent children not 

waiting for her to give a signal-they just did it. Margaret worried that this was evidence 

of a lack of respect for her. Though they knew the routines well, she thought it 

disrespectful to proceed without her approval. 

On "fluoride day", Margaret took total control of the process. She instructed the 

children to get drinks of water several times; she held the tray of fluoride cups and asked 

children to come and get them; she timed the one minute swish; she held the disposal bag 

and finally, threw it out. She then chose a student to return the fluoride tray to the nurse's 
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office. After school, when Margaret and I talked about the day and I asked her about this 

routine, it had not occurred to her to pass some of the responsibility onto her students. It 

was a way for her to demonstrate that she was in charge. 

When Margaret did share some of the control in the room with the children, she 

made sure her students understood that she could overrule their decisions at any given 

time. In late January, she described for me how it was decided who sat at which table. 

Margaret asked the children to find people with whom they thought they could work. 

These are the ones they could work with, not friendship, not social—who they liked. Then 

she added. But I always have the power. I told them I have the veto power if they can't do 

it [work well with others at their table]. 

Toward the end of April, Margaret and I were sketching out the time left in the school 

year and thinking about her plans with the rain forest study. When we talked, Margaret 

often taped the conversation so she would have her own copy. She did this because she 

felt her short term memory did not provide the support she wanted and listening to the 

conversations a second time helped her reflect on her issues and concerns. In her journal 

she transcribed: 

M: I have some things I feel required to do, Jean. Gotta check my checkmarks 
off! 

J: If you're happy?! 

M: At the moment. Let's leave it! Let's leave it! I've got enough turmoil going 
on. All these questions. I was thinking this morning about a question and 

thought "Oh, my gosh. This is headed toward disequilibrium fast!" 

Despite all the innovation Margaret was working with successfiilly, she still felt driven to 

return to her body of knowledge checklist. Without it she believed she was not ftilfilling 

her duties as a teacher. Tension arose from this need to return to her checklists since 

Margaret was understanding more clearly what the lists lacked. 
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Margaret referred to this contradiction as one of my boxes, my institutional boxes. 

On one hand, she understood that there couldn't be a single body of knowledge, but she 

desperately wanted it to exist, to the extent that she couldn't abandon it. It confirmed she 

was making "right" choices. To some degree Margaret measiored her success as a teacher 

when she perceived her students were moving to the next grade level with the body of 

knowledge firmly in place. 

Margaret also realized that this source of tension interfered with her ability to 

move forward with a holistic approach to her teaching. During this study she was able to 

let her students find their own directions and interests on a small scale. However, as the 

transcription above indicated, Margaret continued to return to a predetermined body of 

knowledge, not trusting that the content she was working with was the "right" curriculum. 

Agent for change. As Margaret worked on implementing the inquiry cycle as a 

framework in her classroom, she attempted to define what control meant to her. In the 

process, Margaret made changes in her teaching practice. These changes were gateways 

to new possibilities. In February, Margaret wrote, Tonight, as I sit with my plan book in 

hand, I laugh. Last night I cried. The old doesn't work and at this point is no longer 

comfortable. The new doesn't fit right and I don't know how to proceed. I wonder what 

parents think. I wonder what the boss thinks. I wonder what the kids think! I know that 

if I wait patiently as I work on it, it will happen. In April, Margaret commented on some 

preplanning she had done. During the weekend I started collecting and checking over the 

activities I've used before for my rain forest unit. There is no way I can use many of them 

because they are worksheet style. Margaret reminded me of this tension in our final 

interview and added, I couldn't go back to the old way of doing it. So I guess it has 

changed, hasn't it? Had no change taken place, Margaret would have quickly reverted to 

the comfort level the familiar brings. Instead, she was unable to completely do so. The 
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changes she had made nudged her forward to finding a new picture of what inquiry looks 

like in her room. Change itself became an agent for change, facilitating her inquiry. 

With each new understanding, Margaret had to come to terms with the meaning of control 

from her new perspective. 

Trusting Self as a Learner 

Margaret was very aware of her own professional growth. Sometimes it was 

energizing and at others, it was difficult, uncomfortable, and full of tension. In particular. 

Margaret had to think about the new roles she had, kidwatching, and questioning as 

strategies for learning. 

Taking on new roles. In February, Margaret began to recognize there was a 

conflict in the issue of being in charge. Since I've begun working on this project, my 

class is changing. It could be the weather. It could be the familiarity we are now sharing 

is showing our "real" side, just like any close relationship. Or it could be that the kids 

have a sense of empowerment and truly feel they "own" the room. For example, today 

Vera was telling me how to run the room. Several others chimed in with their 

suggestions. They have gotten used to speaking out in small groups so they are doing it 

in large group. Forget the hands. The problem is they start talking to each other when 

we're in large group. I feel inconsistent calling them back to order. 

Sharing control with her students remained a tension for Margaret. She was well 

aware of how much more efficient it was to maintain control herself and be a 

decision-making committee of one. With only a few weeks left in the school year, she 

joumaled. We talked some more about trusting kids and how much they can do. You said, 

"Believe in your kids and know your kids." I see teachers needing to be needed, needing 

to be "boss." I see it as an ego thing. I'm still thinking in terms of what I want to do 

instead of what they want to do. Margaret had pointed out many times what I've 
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to separate them. A highly organized person, Margaret was also felt tension from the 

messiness that accompanies sharing control with her children. When a committee of one 

became a committee of 26, not much was expeditious, neat, or tidy. 

Margaret did not appear to be terribly uncomfortable with the new relationship 

she was making with her class, but she was unsure about her new role. If she wasn't the 

sole decision-maker and if smdents became responsible for their own learning, what was 

her role? With only two weeks left of school, Margaret's children were highly engaged in 

their inquiries. The group investigating golden frogs approached Margaret and me, 

asking about the differences between frogs and toads. I began thinking about where to 

find out and asked about going to the library. Since that was not possible, the children 

and I began looking through the resources we had. Margaret had gone to help someone 

else. When she returned I told her the books had not been helpfixl. She thought of a life 

cycle poster on frogs she had in storage in the room that might be usefiil and moved 

toward her closet to find it. Halfway there, she stopped dead in her tracks, turned to me 

and said, I see it! I am more of a facilitator! Her face just lit up! 

Being in charge, deciding curriculum, taking the responsibility for learning were 

all roles that Margaret associated with herself as a teacher when she began her inquiry. 

She discovered new roles as she worked in the classroom which facilitated her inquiry. 

After I demonstrated literature discussion groups, Margaret worked with groups on her 

own. She wrote about the experience. I really enjoyed talking on a personal level to a 

group of kids. At first I tried to ask the "right" questions, then realized I should just go 

with the flow. Although she liked the new relationship with her students, Margaret also 

felt some confusion and tension about it, uncertain of its meaning. As she developed 

more personal relationships with her class members the question of students' respect for 
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their teacher and the formality associated with it continued to bother Margaret. She 

viewed formality and respect as beneficial and, perhaps even necessary, for children to 

grow up as responsible citizens. She was not sure of how it fit together with the personal 

level she was experiencing in literature discussions. 

In her final interview Margaret and I talked at some length about maintaining 

records and evaluating children's progress. Margaret had always kept grades. She told 

me she had just gone out and purchased a notebook. I was going to use that to keep track 

of those kinds of things [anecdotal records] because I knew I had to do something 

different than grades. Grades are not fitting at all. Here again, Margaret's role was 

changing firom the keeper of the grades—controller—to the recorder of her students' 

progress—co-evaluator. Throughout the semester she had tried new self-evaluation 

strategies with her children such as reflection on their learning process during inquiry 

groups and their participation in literature discussion. Now that her students were 

participating in their own progress reports, it was difficult for Margaret to designate 

herself as the sole keeper of the grades. Again the influence of these changes facilitated 

Margaret's inquiry in understanding the meaning of control, but caused tension at the 

broader level in trying to find her place and defining her beliefs. 

Toward the end of the school year Margaret also recognized the role of teacher as 

a learner of content instead of just being the dispenser of information. She recorded in 

her journal. What I'm becoming aware of is the rain forests are different. I've always 

lumped them together. The South American rain forest is not the African rain forest. I've 

never studied it this closely. I mean, I am looking at the rain forest in a different way 

myself. For Margaret, this was an important insight. In her presentation at the Children's 

Literature Conference at the University of Arizona (1996), she talked about how difficult 

it was for her to leave a transmission model of education. Her resistance to giving up my 
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weather unit illustrated her tendency to be in control of what children leam. Her 

recognition that she was learning new things about the rain forest demonstrated to her the 

limitations of a transmission approach. 

Margaret never indicated being unhappy with the new roles she found, though 

their newness sometimes caused some tension. Her body language included sideways 

glances and puzzled expressions. She worried that by taking on these new roles, her 

students were not prepared as well. They were not leaving with a designated body of 

knowledge. On one hand, Margaret realized the new potentials for both her students and 

herself in using the inquiry cycle as a framework. However, letting go of her roots, 

letting go of control, continued to create tensions for her. 

Learning through kidwatching. About halfway through the semester, Margaret's 

children planned presentations based on their literature discussion groups. Margaret and I 

noticed the high level of engagement while working on these when Melanie approached 

us saying, "I found something out about cycles. I read something about cycles. If there 

weren't cycles, we would all die." Having made her proclamation, she returned to her 

group. Margaret was very excited when she heard it. This was the first time a student 

had independently connected with the broad concept of cycles. Margaret stated. It's 

happening! It's happening! This was when I first became aware that Margaret was 

listening closely to children as informers in her classroom. I had seen her respond to 

children when they did not like the math manipulatives she designated for use during a 

math lesson. She changed to their preference. It was a surface level issue which had little 

or no impact on what happened next. It did not inform her as to how children were doing, 

what children were thinking, or what curriculum decisions needed to be considered. 

Melanie opened new doors for Margaret. Her observation and xmderstanding were 

validations to Margaret that the class was making connections, learning, and thinking. 
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When I asked about her planning a week after Melanie's connection, Margaret 

replied in her journal. It is very hard to plan ahead now because I don't know which 

direction the class will take. Obviously, it is impossible to plan exactly what will happen, 

but I can predict the general direction a few days ahead. Obviously, Margaret was 

listening to kids, and she felt this change in the way she planned. 

A month later, Margaret and I had a short dialogue as her class reflected in 

joumals. She made the comment that even though they had put the bugs and weather 

things away and were a week or two into the rain forest, the kids were still talking about 

ants. Granted, they are talking about ants in the rain forest, but I don't get it. This was 

followed by a long, silent pause and, then, OH, my God! They are still thinking about 

insects! They're just carrying it over from what we did before! Margaret changed her 

plan because of this and decided to record as a class their thinking about the rain forest. 

As she listened, the class named primarily unusual and interesting insects, amphibians, 

and reptiles. When she specifically asked for mammals, one or two were named before 

the students returned to their agenda of bugs, amphibians, and reptiles. 

Margaret named listening to her students as one of the biggest changes she made. 

To be able to hear and respond to what children are saying through their thoughts and 

actions meant letting go of the reins and empowering her students. She responded to their 

unfinished interest in bugs by reading aloud One Day in a Tropical Rain Forest (George, 

1990) which features army ants and mysterious butterflies. Margaret had closed the case 

on insects. Her children had not. By listening to their agenda as well as her own, her 

students could decide for themselves when they were finished thinking about bugs. By 

listening to her students she was also facilitating her own inquiry as she constantly 

considered the relationship between teacher and student. 
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Asking questions to grow by. In her journal entries and at our study group 

meetings, Margaret asked many broad, theoretical questions. She wondered how 

engagements in the classroom related to inquiry. She wondered what children were 

learning from recording their own questions. In her final interview, she questioned 

whether she could give the responsibility for learning to her children, and was unsure how 

to go about it. 

Margaret persisted in asking questions when I worked with her in the classroom. 

When she asked me to demonstrate engagements, she would pin me down afterward, 

asking for detailed descriptions of what I had done. These questions were frequently 

managerial in nature, and I tried to explain why I did things and that what 1 did was only 

one possible way. I felt this was how Margaret prepared herself to try this same 

engagement on her own. It was how she gained enough self confidence in what she was 

doing to feel in control. She facilitated her own inquiry because with each question she 

had to think through the control issues that presented themselves. 

Margaret's questions pushed her thinking. They were often such grand questions, 

though, that they were overwhelming, and unmanageable. Margaret's apprehension about 

abandoning her old, comfortable belief system was very threatening to her. Her questions 

were difficult to answer and she was coming to the realization that no one else could 

answer them for her. Margaret reiterated that it is impossible to separate the person and 

the teacher. Margaret, the person, was deeply rooted in a traditional paradigm, and 

Margaret the thinker was a believer in a holistic approach. Since she could not be two 

people, her questions drove her thinking and facilitated her sorting out her beliefs, both at 

practical and theoretical levels, as she tried to resolve this conflict. 

In late April, Margaret and I were talking about the exploration centers her class 

had engaged in that morning. One group had been sorting through some information 
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cards on animals. Did you know I almost stopped them? I came so close to stopping 

them and then I said let's see what happens. What are they going to do with it? For 

Margaret, letting the children continue was risky. She probably would not have been able 

to do it in January. It was a big step forward. She did not immediately see the value in 

what they were doing and was ready to step in and redirect them. Instead, Margaret was 

able to hold off and watch to see what connections the children would make on their own. 

Her tensions about trusting and being responsible were still present, but Margaret was 

seeing her children in new light, and the tension changed as she began to put more faith in 

them. She was beginning to trust herself as a learner, asking questions, kidwatching, and 

trying out new roles. 

Conclusion 

Margaret continued to search for her place on the spectrum from traditional to 

holistic belief systems. For Margaret issues of control were such cause for high tension 

that understanding what control means to her became the focal question of her inquiry. 

Her refining of its meaning continued to evolve, changing with every new experience. 

She began the semester with a fairly narrow perspective of control. The strategies and 

engagements she experienced during the study expanded her expectations of what her 

students were able to accomplish and encouraged her to continue to change. At the same 

time, the orderly and systematic shape of her school day changed into something less 

precise and this conflict with her traditional roots continued. My awareness of the control 

issue is much greater. I see that others have the same issue. I recognize power 

relationships now between parents and teachers, between students and teachers, students 

and parents. I see it with administration as well—with parents and with staff. I am much 

more conscious of what I allow kids to do and how I allow them. Margaret ended the 
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study with many new questions to explore as well as many old ones not yet completely 

resolved. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DOROTHY: BUILDING COMMUNITY 

When I first met Dorothy I was struck by what a nice person she was. She seemed 

the ultimate in politeness, listening to others and letting her own stories take second 

billing. She did little things for those aroimd her, such as providing a pencil from her 

purse or refilling someone's coffee. She was a positive person with a willing smile and an 

easy manner. While my first impressions were true—Dorothy was a very nice person— 

they were also shortsighted. Dorothy's thoughtfulness went far beyond politeness. She 

made a conscientious effort to bring meaning into every part of her life, including her 

teaching. 

Contextual Description 

This chapter begins by reviewing Dorothy's professional history and attending to a 

day in the life of her classroom. They illuminate both the character of the teacher and the 

character of her classroom as this study began. These two descriptive sections establish a 

context for the data analysis sections that are presented later in this chapter. 

Dorothy's Professional Historv 

Teaching is something Dorothy had wanted to do since she volunteered in her 

son's and daughter's first classrooms. When they were both in elementary school, 

Dorothy returned to the University of Arizona to seek her teaching degree. She graduated 

in December of 1991, having been part of the first whole language block program 

(undergraduate methods classes in Language Arts and Social Studies), and student 

teaching in a holistic classroom. Dorothy began teaching immediately at Sunset 

Elementary School, finishing the year for another teacher of a first grade classroom. 
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When Dorothy arrived, the entire school was using the district adopted Houghton 

Mifflin reading series. Dorothy followed suit and worked with these materials. Though 

Dorothy realized how easy it was to implement this program, she was unhappy with the 

fact that her children were not writing from their own interests and perspectives. 

Dorothy had joumaled with Yetta Goodman during her semester in the whole 

language block. She decided to initiate journal writing with her young students so they 

could begin to find their own voices as writers. She encouraged them to write stories 

from their own experiences. There was not a space in their school day to do any of their 

own writing. Everything was canned. Everything was fill-in-the-blank. Dorothy 

remembered one of the first writing engagements the children had with her. We were 

doing [reading] this one story that had to with farms and I asked them to do a free write 

. .. and then I edited. They'd never had anything edited. They were really upset. So I 

knew they had not had any experience at all with writing. None. 

Dorothy was looking for ways to move away from the reading series as the sole 

source of reading materizils. She also wanted to ensure that children were reading with 

parents at home. In fall of 1992, she began a weekly home reading program in which the 

children selected a book from the classroom to take home and read with their parents. 

The parents were expected to sign a record slip confirming they had read with their child 

or that they had heard their child read the story. This not only helped her students 

become successful readers, but it also encouraged parents to become actively involved in 

the classroom. Dorothy noticed a difference in the number of parents who came in and 

talked with her, sharing anecdotes about their children. 

While her home reading program introduced other commercial reading materials 

and trade books into her children's daily lives, Dorothy said, I was getting a little antsy 

about the literature series. I wanted to drop it, but I didn't know how to go about doing 
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that or what I would replace it with. She began reading and thinking more about whole 

language, which added to her tension. I was just scared to death that Yetta was going to 

walk into my class because she wouldn't see anything and I was really feeling guilty. I 

really believed what she was saying, but I wasn't doing it. I was doing what everybody 

else was doing and I was getting sucked in. 

This frustration and tension made Dorothy think about going back to school for 

her Master's degree. She knew she was on a time line for getting her Master's and she 

wanted it to be worthwhile and useful—something she felt missing in her undergraduate 

work. /felt like undergrad was busy work and some of it was a waste of time. I wanted 

to make this something that would make me change. Therefore, Dorothy began planning 

carefully just what she wanted to accomplish with a Master's degree. 

In January of 1993, Dorothy made the decision to drop parts of the reading series. 

She found Melinda to be a supporting peer in her building, and they decided together 

what their reading program would look like if they didn't use the reading series. They 

began using more trade books in their rooms. 

In August of 1993, as the new school year began, Dorothy took her first course in 

her Master's program. It was taught by Dana Fox at the University of Arizona. She 

became highly interested in writers workshop and readers workshop, and introduced these 

strategies to her own students. / think having the time to think about reading and writing 

in Dana's class did it for me. There were two teachers in our little study group who were 

doing reader's and writer's workshop and that's where we [Dorothy and Melinda] started. 

We worked on doing research and thinking about it and talking about it and 

implementing some forms of record keeping andfiguring out where we would get the 

books. 
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With the support from her university work and a co-worker, Dorothy felt 

comfortable dropping the reading series completely and implementing readers and writers 

workshop in January. I remember the intersection we [Dorothy and Melinda] were at. 

We car pooled and it gave us a chance to talk. I remember specifically our conversation 

coming home. We decided we would do it. We were going to take that jump and drop it. 

In the Spring semester, Dorothy took a course on Family Literacy. While it was 

her least favorite course at the time, she has found many of the ideas from that class 

emerging and connecting at later times. 

Dorothy participated in a Southern Arizona Writing Project with Dana Fox in the 

summer of 1994. I guess that was my inquiry. I started learning more about writers' 

portfolios and how you can put that together. There had been so many things that the 

kids had written in the previous classes that I don't know if it was ever properly 

celebrated by the family, if it was kept. If I had kept it I could see progress. 

Dorothy thought about herself as a writer and tried her own hand at writing poetry. 

She had a difficult situation with a student who eventually died. Through poetry Dorothy 

was able to bring some closiure to her feelings. 

A MOMENT WITH OLIVIA 

by Dorothy May 

You were wide eyed and scared. 
Your brown eyes searched the room, 

wondering if you would fit in. 
You struggled to find your place-

to find a friend. 
You were different. 

Your hair and skin color stood out 
from others. 

We struggled to give you the room 
you needed to fit in, 

to understand your outbursts and 
sudden anger. 
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We could not see the pain behind 
your brown eyes 

or feel your loneliness and 
despair. 

The years of drugs, abuse and neglect 
your young body endured were kept 

outside our world. 
Comfort and peace never came. 

Support you needed could not be felt 
as you surrounded yourself with a 

wall of steel to protect yourself—to survive. 
You left after several months to go to another 
family and school where someone else would 

try to unlock your heart. 
Your crayons still remain in my desk. I 

keep them as a reminder of you and what 
could have been. 

**Olivia died of cancer in 1993 

Sometimes there is a fine line between a teacher's personal and professional lives. 

Dorothy found a bridge through writing, and realized the same is true for students-that 

writing can be a bridge between home and school. 

Dorothy also began to value literature discussion and reflection more during this 

time. She took several courses with Kathy Short and invited another Masters student to 

work with her and her first graders. Together in Dorothy's classroom they explored 

different strategies for literature discussion groups and presentations. Dorothy and her 

parmer presented their work at the Children's Literature Conference at the University in 

the spring of 1995. Dorothy thoroughly enjoyed this experience and was comfortable 

talking with and sharing experiences in this format. 

In the summer of 1995, Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret took a course with Kathy 

Short on inquiry. In discussing the power of this course, Dorothy could not pinpoint 

where their inquiry had begun. I don't remember where our starting point was, but all of 

a sudden it dawned on us that curriculum is what we needed to look at and that's the 
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direction we took. What sparked this was what we kept hearing—when kids go into a 

certain grade they should be at say, second grade, 2.3. How do you evaluate 2.3? Where 

does it say this is what 2.3 means? We kept hearing all these benchmarks, yet we 

couldn 't find anything that says this has to be. It seemed like for every question we 

answered, something else would come up to replace it. It became this monster. 

Everywhere we went we were talking to people, even though we didn't mean to. 

The experience the three teachers shared in pursuing this inquiry was very intense. 

Dorothy was extremely excited about the inquiry process having felt its empowerment 

first hand, and was looking forward to trying it in her own classroom. 

Dorothy took other courses as well, and with each course, she grew professionally. 

A Marilyn Bums workshop helped her realize the significance of using manipulatives in 

her math work with students. Yetta Goodman's course on miscue analysis was 

challenging and pushed her to think more closely about the reading process for her 

children. She attended a series of workshops with Sylvia Chard on her project approach 

and found similarities to inquiry. She brought many ideas into her classroom and used 

them to think about her work with students. 

Dorothy was partictilarly interested in pursuing how to implement the inquiry 

cycle as a curricular framework in her classroom when she foimd herself with a room full 

of students who did not get along very well. Her interest was high, but she was distracted 

from moving forward because the immediate need was to build the best possible 

community with this difficult combination of children. It was necessary for her attention 

and energy to go in this direction. Dorothy wrote. Looking fiyrward to more work on 

inquiry... many questions. She indicated she was ready for another growth spurt, but 

there were many insecurities. Dorothy's confidence as a teacher had been high as she 
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worked on the inqniry cycle project with Melinda and Margaret during the summer, but 

was slowly disintegrating because of the issues surrounding her students. 

Understanding the Classroom Context 

In order to understand the nature of Dorothy's inquiry, it is important to build a 

context. This section presents a day in the life of Dorothy's classroom and a brief history 

of the semester of the study in her classroom. 

A Day in the Life of Dorothy's Classroom 

As I arriye a few minutes before the bell, there are already seyen students 

scurrying around. Dorothy comments. They were cold so I let them come in. When the 

bell rings, she goes outside and greets the other children who are lined up. Her classroom 

is right next to a building entrance which has large windows so that she can easily see her 

room from where the children line up. Dorothy is greeted with several tattletales and 

more complaints about the chilly weather. 

A parent arrives and immediately begins reading with individual children at the 

horseshoe-shaped table as the class comes in and gets settled. Having put their things 

away, the children move to the rug and sit down. Dorothy starts the day by reading aloud. 

This morning she reads Harvev Potter's Balloon Farm (Nolen, 1994), beginning by 

naming the author and illustrator. As Dorothy reads, a teacher comes to the door for 

Jeremy, who gets up and leaves the group. A minute later a mother brings a child in late 

and tells Dorothy that he will be picked up at 1:30 p. m. by his father to go to the dentist. 

Dorothy continues the story and is interrupted by the intercom morning announcements. 

When the story is finished, she records attendance and the hot lunch count and asks 

Kathleen to take it to the office. Stacy leads the class in the Pledge of Allegiance and 

Dorothy asks Bryon to time the moment of silence for one minute. 
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Dorothy then introduces the money count of the day. Using enlarged coins made 

for classrooms, she poses the question. How many ways can we make 30 cents? The 

students offer four or five solutions. Dorothy asks one child to add a popcicle stick to the 

"number of days of school" container. This day was number 90 . With the new stick 

included they gather the nine other loose ones to form a group of 10 and move it from the 

one's part to the ten's part of the container. They read the calendar and talk about the days 

of the week. Dorothy reads the question for the morning from chart paper. Where do you 

least like to go? The answers ranged from "boring school" and "home where brothers 

tease you" to "the mall when Mom looks at clothes." Before moving on, John reminds 

Dorothy to read the next envelope in The Jollv Postman (Ahlberg, 1986). 

With their morning ritual complete, Dorothy hands out to the children a calendar 

of the month of January. She asks them to fill in the dates and put their names on it. 

When they are done they are to write in their journals. Several children ask and get 

permission from Dorothy to work at the table in the hallway. As the children work, 

Dorothy moves from table to table checking with students and reminding them to keep 

their voices quiet. One child approaches her with a question to which she responds. You 

know how. Angie asks Dorothy for the date and Mack asks her how to spell "have." 

In a few minutes, Dorothy asks the children to finish up and gather on the rug. As 

they make the change. Mack picks up the pointer at the front of the room and points to the 

chart of "This Land is Your Land" and the rest of the children join in. Nick creates his 

own version of the song. 

Dorothy asks the chil dren to form a circle and mentions to them that this is not a 

show and tell time, so they need to put away any items they have brought to the rug with 

them. Several children go to their cubbies and then return. Dorothy asks Sandra to get 

the small group working at the hallway table, and then waits till everyone is settled. She 
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sits in a chair at the front of the room that has been included in the circle formation. 

Dorothy has a frog stuffed animal on her lap. She begins. Close your eyes and think 

about what you are going to do today to make this a more peaceful place today. What 

are you going to do for citizenship? The frog is passed around the circle. As a child 

receives the frog, they share their intention. No one may pass. The responses include "Be 

good," "Be quieter," "No fights," and "Do my best." Pete begins to tell a story about a 

lizard, and Dorothy reminds him to think about the question. He says, "Behave and do 

what I'm told." When the circle is completed, Dorothy applauds their ideas and asks 

them to begin writer's workshop. Dorothy responds as children bring her individual 

questions. The tutor comes in and helps children as they find a work space, having 

retrieved their writing folders. The school health clerk comes in to consult with Dorothy 

briefly. 

As the class settles into their writing, Dorothy sits on the rug and listens to 

Kathleen read her story. Mack and Stacy are engaged with scissors, paper, and glue, 

making crowns. The tutor helps Diana spell "Mrs. May" and then works with Jill as she 

edits her story. Dorothy rings a bell and tells the class there are five minutes left. She 

sets a timer and instructs the class to put their things away when it goes off. She and the 

tutor continue assisting children. Dorothy speaks to Mack and Stacy about how they are 

to use writing time and that making crowns will not be acceptable from now on. 

When the timer rings, children follow directions and gather on the rug. Dorothy 

sits in the chair at the front and begins singing. Children chime in as they come to the 

group. Dorothy comments on the wonderful stories she has been reading and reiterates 

that making crowns is not appropriate. She stops to bring three children into the group 

who are playing at a table. The class asks her to read another envelope from The Jolly 
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Postman. She does, and then excuses the children to get their snacks and line up for 

recess. 

Once outside, the children go in many different directions—to the climbing 

equipment, to join a soccer game, to line up for turns in the jump rope, to jog laps, to just 

talk and enjoy their snacks. Sandra tells Dorothy that Jill isn't playing right. Diana 

complains about a child in another room. Dorothy responds to the numerous problems 

that occur. She blows her whistle for lining up and the complaints increase as the class 

gathers. Walt is having a problem with Jeremy, who is unhappily sitting on the far side of 

the playground. Dorothy walks out to him and convinces him the problem can be solved 

inside at the table in the hall. He comes reluctantly and the two boys sit down and talk 

out their problem. 

Dorothy reads another letter from The Jollv Postman and moves into math time. 

She demonstrates the assigimient, using eight color tiles for making a pattern. The 

students are to create a pattern and copy it on paper by gluing small color squares cut out 

of construction paper. They then need to describe their pattem in writing. In the middle 

of her demonstration, the principal quietly comes in with a guest and sits at the back of 

the room. After finishing the instructions, Dorothy excuses the class to work 

independently. 

Since this assignment is intended to prepare the children for district and state 

testing, Dorothy wants to help them as little as possible. She assists as the children 

organize and get started. Dorothy unclogs several glue bottles that are stopped up with a 

paper clip. The children are beginning to create their patterns. The principal and her 

guest slip out. Liza brings her work to Dorothy for approval. Dorothy comments. 

Someone did good work, but I don't know who it is. Liza grabs a pencil and adds her 

name. Dorothy moves to a table where there is a disagreement and settles them back to 
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work. She also quietly asks that the children at the tables lower their voices. Several 

other children show her their work. Dorothy responds to them individually and then turns 

off the lights and reminds the class that they need to name the color that starts their 

pattern when describing it. Although a fair amount of time has passed, Dorothy sees that 

the smdents are very involved with their work and decides to let them continue longer 

than she had planned. 

Soon the noise level rises, and Dorothy directs the students to put their work in the 

basket and clean up the tables. She has them sit at their tables with their heads down, 

hoping it will have a calming effect. It is clearly meant as a time to relax, not a 

reprimand. From the chair at the front, Dorothy quietly invites the children by table to the 

rug. Several students who finished the assignment early have been "researching" with a 

big book sized atlas and have requested to share from it. Using the pointer, Cherry, 

Randy, and Liza read excerpts from the text. 

As lunch time nears, Dorothy excuses the children by table to wash their hands 

and get their lunch money or lunches, and return to the rug. She passes out the lunch 

tickets, the children line up, and Dorothy takes the class down to the cafeteria to eat. She 

joins her co-workers in the staff lounge for a short break and a quick bite to eat. 

Returning to her class for the afternoon, Dorothy is met by the teacher in the room 

next to hers, Mrs. Weady, reporting that several of Dorothy's children had been "bathing 

in the water fountain just outside, and several others had been coming in and out of the 

building, bringing in rocks and kicking them down the hall." Dorothy thanks Mrs. 

Weady for telling her and goes outside to get her class. She has them go directly to the 

rug and form a circle. She shares what Mrs. Weady told her and immediately Bob tattles. 

Dorothy answers. That's another thing we're going to talk about. As she gets up to shut 

the door, Dorothy asks Pete to find a new space as he is playing with the child next to 

, !  
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him. Dorothy returns to the circle and tries again to initiate meaningful dialogue about 

caring for each other and the difference between doing something done on purpose and by 

accident. I feel like a monitor today. I'm listening to people whine and tattle and 

complain. The children offer comments such as "Use a softer voice" and "We should ask. 

'Am I making a good choice?"' Their comments sound as if they have heard all this 

before. 

When they finish, Dorothy has children retum to their tables and she picks up 

Little House in the Big Woods (Wilder, 1953). She asks the class if they remember what 

happened last, and after they reply, she begins to read the next chapter firom the firont of 

the room. She continues reading as she walks to the door to straighten out a schedule 

change with another teacher, and then goes back to her chair. While reading, Dorothy 

moves to a table which is restless. She pushes her chair closer to that table. Twice during 

the story. Dorothy removes distracting or bothersome objects from children. 

With the chapter ended, Dorothy invites the class to the rug by tables and asks a 

child to turn on the lights. They finish The Jollv Postman (Ahlberg, 1986). Dorothy asks 

the children to change gears and she puts up a large piece of orange butcher paper. She 

has printed ROCKS in the middle and circled it. Dorothy explains that they have a new 

science kit arriving in the next few days on rocks and she wants to begin thinking about 

rocks. She asks the children what they know about rocks. As they offer their 

connections, Dorothy webs on the butcher paper, recording exactly what the students say. 

They talk about petrified wood, copper, rocks making dust, arrowheads, and some rocks 

that can bounce on water if they are flat. In closing Dorothy informs them that the class 

will continue to add to this web over the next week. 

The students ask whether or not they can bring in rocks from home, some 

indicating they have collections. Dorothy agrees this might be a good idea, but questions 



how they are going to organize this activity. The class generates ideas such as bringing 

the rocks in for sharing time, setting them out on a table and changing them daily, and 

keeping them in back packs and purses. Dorothy gives them the responsibility of coming 

up with a plan. If they can find a plan, she will agree to let them bring in their rocks. She 

gives them a ten minute planning time during which the first three minutes are spent 

shoving tables together so they can confer. 

Dorothy rings her bell and tells them three minutes are gone and sets the timer for 

seven. When it dings, Dorothy has the class make a circle on the rug. She asks them to 

comment on their process for plaiming—what went well, what do they need to work on. 

She summarizes at the end and promises them time to meet again the following day, but 

now they need to return the tables where they belong, and get ready for physical 

education. Nick contributes to the inevitable motion in the room by flipping the lights on 

and off as fast as he can. Dorothy redirects his energy to helping with the tables. 

Physical education starts off with two laps around the playgroimd. As the 

students finish their laps they get drinks at the fountain and then meet Dorothy in the 

middle of a grassy area to form a circle. Randy's father comes to take him to the dentist. 

Dorothy huddles with them as they slowly and quietly move backward out of the huddle, 

the children and Dorothy are holding hands and forming a circle. They drop hands and 

begin with stretches. Liza, whose has been complaining that her leg is "broken," hops 

around, saying, "This is f\m!" After a routine of exercises, Dorothy has the children sit 

down and she chooses Annie to begin the game of Duck, Duck, Goose. In the course of 

the game there are several accusations about children not going into the center when they 

have been tagged. Dorothy monitors and makes decisions in order to keep the game 

going. At her signal the children get drinks and line up. 
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Once inside, everyone gathers on the rug and Dorothy indicates it is time to get 

ready to go home. The children begin their end of the day routine. One child gets out a 

carpet sweeper and works on the rug. Others straighten tables and put chairs up. The 

book shelves are checked and math materials are tidied. The students go to their cubbies 

and get their things organized to leave. Dorothy and Calvin read a letter from his 

grandmother about what it was like when she was little. Dorothy moves to the front chair 

and sings a closing song with her children. Children whose parents are picking them up 

get in line first and go to Mrs. Weady's room to leave with her. Those taking the bus line 

up next and Dorothy walks out with them. 

As is obvious from this description of a day in Dorothy's classroom, her class had 

a difficult time jelling as a group. Dorothy expressed concern that they just did not seem 

to care for each other. They all seemed to be out for themselves. Their constant 

bickering and tattling were hard on Dorothy. She saw them as restless and often 

irresponsible. This was an anomaly for Dorothy. Building community. I know it's a hard 

job, but it has always happened. It's always been there and with this class, it's not there. 

So, of course, I feel responsible. It was not difficult for Dorothy to identify her focus for 

this study. Community building came to her naturally, but this particular group of 

students made it extremely difficult. She wanted to find how she could build community 

with this group. 

Dorothy also had a strong interest in using inquiry as a framework for her 

classroom. Having participated in the inquiry summer course with Margaret and 

Melinda, and having collaborated on a project, she understood the potential inquiry had 

for her own teaching. She, therefore, added to her question: Will using inquiry help 

build that community? 
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A Brief Glance at the History of the Semester 

On entering her classroom, Dorothy's focus was so intently on behavioral 

concerns and the community of the classroom that there was not a clear focus to the 

curriculum. Dorothy was using the broad concept of cycles for the year and the class had 

primarily explored life cycles during the first semester. Dorothy and I talked about ways 

she could develop the class focus of commimity within the broad concept of cycles. This 

is ultimately what she decided to try and began by thinking again about cycles. 

Since Melinda was also revisiting the same broad concept, she and Dorothy 

shared a collection of children's literature about cycles. Although Dorothy read aloud 

many of the books and brought up issues of community, her children were not interested. 

Dorothy then moved into the focus on friendship using a different collection of books and 

having the students interviewing each other in pairs. Again, there was little positive 

response from the children. 

Through our constant dialoguing, Dorothy and I realized that the children seemed 

to be most interested in each of themselves. Dorothy moved forward with this as a focus 

and asked children to write personal stories and to bring in items from home that reflected 

who they were for a Museum display on "self." They also made personal time lines and 

brought in artifacts from their earliest years to share. This was the first time Dorothy felt 

the children were truly involved. 

One of the interests that came from this focus was that of animals, emerging from 

stories about family pets. The children wanted to "do research" and Dorothy asked them 

to research an animal they liked for a long term homework assignment. When they were 

ready they were to present their research to the class. In class Dorothy organized 

literature discussion groups based on animals. She used multiple copy sets of books. In 

the midst of this study, the community problems were still alive and well. Dorothy 
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decided to read Millions of Cats (Gag, 1928), which provoked a strong discussion about 

the dynamics in their own classroom. 

The presentations of both the literature groups and the animal reports continued, 

but there was now also an interest in the community of their classroom. Dorothy chose to 

move into another set of literature discussion groups based on community issues. These 

continued until the end of the school year and were celebrated with presentations by the 

groups. Dorothy ended the year with an Authors' Tea to which parents were invited to 

come and enjoy the children's writing which Dorothy had beautifully presented in book 

form for each individual child. 

Interpretive Analysis 

Having established a context for this study, the next sections of this chapter are 

interpretive. Based on the analysis of the data, three categories emerged: (1) creating a 

vision, (2) the educational commvmity, and (3) issues of trust. All three categories were 

found to have facilitated Dorothy's inquiry as well as to have caused tension. 

Creating a Vision: The Magic Kev 

The group dynamics in Dorothy's classroom were the catalyst for many of the 

decisions Dorothy made during the semester 1 worked with her. As much as she wanted 

to work on implementing inquiry as a curricular framework, the students' behaviors 

disrupted any natural flow of learning. They had to be addressed. Individually, these 

children were no different than other first graders, but as a group there was little 

cooperation and regard for others. They often engaged in power struggles among 

themselves as well as with the teacher. Though they did gang up on each other, there was 

no real consistency in how they allied themselves. Any child could be a friend to another 

on any given day and an enemy the next. The nature of her inquiry called for Dorothy to 

direct all of energy toward creating a nurturing learning environment. She searched 
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endlessly for a magic key that would alleviate the constant bickering and bring some 

cohesiveness to the class, but she wasn't sure what the mag^c key looked like. In creating 

a vision for herself, Dorothy identified an inquiry question and tried many strategies to 

affect change. She considered curriculum and management issues as she worked through 

the tensions that arose during this study (see Figure 6.1). 

\/ - Facilitates inquiry 

- Causes tension in inquiry 

Question: Can inquiry help build community? 

Curriculum and Management issues: 

Was first experience with major community issues. 

n/ Took risks looking for that magic key. 

\/ Requested demonstrations. 

\/ Held class meetings 

\/ Welcomes professional reading suggestions. 

<>• Needed broader understanding of children's literature. 

Time: 

Concem about academic growth. 

v' Slowing the pace. 

\/ Setting time limits. 

^ Making time for professional dialogue. 

Figure 6.1. Dorothy: Creating a vision siunmary. 
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Finding the Right Question 

Dorothy was at wit's end with her students as this study began. She wanted to 

work with me in order to understand inquiry, especially after taking the summer course 

with Kathy Short and Gloria Kauffinan. Despite this strong interest, Dorothy knew she 

needed to address the community issue in her classroom. Therefore, she tried to combine 

her questions for this study. 

The immediate need for Dorothy was to look for the magic key that would 

encourage her students to put aside their hostilities and work together collaboratively. 

The first question Dorothy asked me during her initial interview was for a confirmation 

that this situation really could exist. Are there rooms that Just will not gel? I mean is that 

a possibility? She needed to hear from someone else that she was not alone. However, in 

her first journal entry which was written two days prior to the interview, Dorothy wrote. 

My main question is: How do I begin the inquiry process in a classroom? What steps do 

I take to get children to begin thinking on a different level and not relying on me for all 

their information? She then described the events of the first day I spent in her classroom 

and revised her question to: How do I build community in this class that has clearly not 

bought into the idea of community? In late February Dorothy restated her question: Can 

inquiry help build community? Dorothy knew what community in the classroom meant 

for her. Creating this picture was her first objective. However, she had little vision of 

what the inquiry cycle would mean m her classroom, nor whether it would be the magic 

key for her class. 

Curriculum and Management Issues 

The students presented Dorothy with some major management issues which 

helped shape her role in the classroom and caused tension. She stated in her initial 

interview, I am spending so much time putting out fires that we're not moving where I 
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think we should be moving. Two days later Dorothy reiterated in reference to the day's 

events, I was spending so much time putting out fires during the day that most of our time 

was taken up. She also mentioned she was having the kids practice some of the things 

that were consuming their time such as walking through the halls quietly and lining up. 

Dorothy was facing issues of behavior and curriculum. To address these tensions, she 

was constantly looking for new strategies to implement in her room. She asked every 

teacher she knew what ideas had worked for them in the past and then tried them with her 

class. In particular, she spoke often with Margaret and Melinda, describing behaviors and 

events and asking for their ideas and strategies, latching on to anything new that might be 

effective. 

Dorothy had to deal with the immediate concern of community, but she also 

wanted to pursue using the inquiry cycle (Short & Harste with Burke, 1996) to frame the 

curriculum in her classroom. The difficulty was that the exploring inquiry process took a 

back seat to the everyday grind of her classroom's squabbles. All the same, Dorothy was 

able to initiate some engagements that are successful in inquiry-based classrooms. Her 

hope was that her inquiry cycle might facilitate her inquiry on community. Issues 

included included disruptions, taking responsibility for one's own choices and actions, 

setting boundaries, class meetings, demonstrations, and children's literature. Dorothy also 

found that issues of time, including academic progress, slowing the pace, time as a 

focusing structure, and time for professional dialogue, both facilitated and were a source 

of tension in her inquiry. 

Dealing with disruptions. Children's disruptions of the class took many forms, 

creating tension for Dorothy. Children interrupted her as she talked with a child or an 

adult. They barged into her conversations with complete disregard for others. She could 

be giving individual instructions, asking a question, or listening to a story. It did not 
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matter whether Dorothy was workmg with an individual or with a small group. There 

was no thought to ask someone else or to wait until Dorothy could respond. 

When the class was together for whole group work, disruptions were quite 

common. Children left the group to use the restroom, go to their cubbies, get drinks, 

change spaces, or clean tables they all of a sudden decided needed cleaning. They turned 

their backs, played and talked with others, shouted out responses whether or not 

appropriate, and needled other children by poking, pulling hair, or otherwise bothering 

their peers. During work times, some of the children would ignore instmctions and create 

their own agenda which tended to involve crayons, cutting, and pasting. As often as not 

they argued about what supplies belonged to whom and who had the best supplies, or 

piece of work. Bringing another child to tears was viewed by many as a success. 

Dorothy was a competent classroom manager, but her efforts had not been successfiil 

with this class and this caused great tension. 

Dorothy had her first student teacher in the fall semester. They both addressed 

these issues, but Dorothy's focus was divided between the needs of her students and the 

needs of her student teacher. She was ready in January to deal with her class full time. In 

going through her journal and my fieldnotes, the strategies Dorothy implemented in an 

effort to smooth things out among her students was incredible. She kept looking for that 

magic key that would facilitate her inquiry. She truly believed it existed and she was 

determined to find it. The list is found in Figure 6.2. 

There were probably others that Dorothy tried, but were not documented. None 

ever solved the entire problem. Some had little or no impact. Others did facilitate, and 

all of them together made it possible to get through the year. What is important to note is 

Dorothy's willingness to change, to try something new in order to create that community 
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Doing more socialization activities with the class 
Reading aloud more frequently 
Moving to more structured daily schedule 
Using structured activities such as the reading series 
Mini-lessons that focused on peer collaboration 
Class meeting to discuss problems 
Spelling out very specific e^ectations 
Using a behavior modification chart for discipline 
Setting firm rules about bathroom use and getting drinks 
Changing the number of times for writer's workshop in a week 
Do more whole group work 
Model several more times the morning opening 
Using read-alouds and songs for transition times 
Move the class meeting to the end of the day from the morning 
Practice routines 
Watching children carefully 
Trying to remain patient and kind 
Make the room more homey and family-like 
Using wait time and my silence more effectively 
Changing the class meeting to a "compliment circle" 
Charting and focusing on ttendship 
Eating lunch with a few students at a time 
Informing parents in a class letter of the difficulties 
Create a form on which students monitor their own behavior with a focus on the positive 
Writing "love notes" 
Move the curriculum focus to self 
Rearrange the classroom furniture 
Remove items from the room that seem to be distractions or the cause for argument 
Discontinue the morning opening 
Set a time limit on resolving issues between students 
Flipping the morning and afternoon schedule 
Inviting former students in who talked about the fiin they had had in my room 
Plaruiing very carefully the academic lessons 
Trying to affirm children making good decisions 
Not taking to a child-taking action instead 
Setting definite consequences 
Putting time limits on work time and activity times 
Doing breathing exercises 
Slowing the pace. 

Figure 6.2. Strategies Dorothy implemented searching for the magic key. 



she saw as an essential part of forming a learning environment. Taking risks in tliis 

manner facilitated her inquiry. 

Taking responsibility. Sometimes the strategies Dorothy implemented led her to 

deeper teaching issues and more questions, facilitating her inquiry. For example, one 

strategy I had offered was to carefully word how she said things so that her children 

became responsible for their own actions. Such wording helps avoid the child's 

perception that the teacher is taking ownership of the problem. I gave Dorothy a 

hypothetical situation of a child losing a privilege. The teacher does not want to say "I 

am taking away your choice time" but rather "You chose not to play during choice time 

when you decided to play during your work time." In thinking about this later Dorothy 

asked herself. Have I taken the children's ownership for their problems? Have I given 

too few positive examples of how children can solve their own problems? Ifind I am 

asking them how they are going to take care of the problem more often. 

This comment reflected another strategy directed at the over abundance of tattling 

that occurred. As Dorothy and I chatted during a snack break, several students came to 

Dorothy to tattle on others. Because Dorothy was occupied with one student, another 

child decided to tattle to me. I responded by saying, "What are you going to do about it?" 

Dorothy watched as the confused child tried unsuccessfully to involve me. We discussed 

the strategy and Dorothy soon began incorporating into her repertoire. Strategies such as 

these facilitated Dorothy's inquiry, but by no means erased the tensions that arose from 

the group dynamics. 

Setting the boundaries. During times when the whole class was gathered for a 

story, sharing, or direct instruction, many children left the group for a variety of reasons. 

Dorothy had never experienced this behavior to such an extreme in the past and it was a 

new tension for her. I suggested she implement some guidelines about acceptable 
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these times. She facilitated her inquiry by implementing it immediately. Her students 

responded positively. 

Dorothy responded in her journal. Thanks, Jean, I needed that one badly. After 

talking with Dorothy one day, she noted. Meeting with Jean is energizing. Lots of ideas 

of how to bring community into the classroom. Jean took me through some ideas about 

using inquiry to build the bridge that we need. Throughout the semester when Dorothy 

talked about behavioral problems I tried to provide possible strategies for handling them. 

She needed strategies that were aimed at her children taking responsibility for their own 

behavior, and removing Dorothy from a position of power. Dorothy tried almost every 

strategy proposed or demonstrated, implementing them in ways that worked for her, 

thereby, facilitating her inquiry. 

Conducting class meetings. As documented in a day in the life of her classroom. 

Dorothy plarmed class meetings and spontaneously called them when she received reports 

of problems or when the classroom behavior demanded it. This facilitated her inquiry by 

focusing the class and providing Dorothy with an opportunity to listen to her children. 

Dorothy had been teaching for five years at this time and all had gone fairly smoothly. 

This was her first encounter with an entire group that challenged her as a classroom 

manager. I believe this took Dorothy by surprise and that she felt unprepared to deal with 

the situation. She wrote, I may give too many chances because I honestly want my 

students to love being at school and being with me. 

Dorothy plarmed class meetings specifically to discuss the behavioral issues in the 

room more frequently. She wrote. When the children came in today I called them over to 

the meeting area and asked them to sit in a circle, rather than write in their journals. 

After identifying the problems they were having. We then talked about what was good in 



our class.... The final step to our meeting was what can we do to change the community 

in our classroom? 

Dorothy made ciass meetings a permanent part of the daily schedule, gathering to 

critique the day and raise concerns with her students before going home. The class 

meeting at the end of the day is providing some positive information. She regretted when 

time got away from them. We did not have time for our class meeting.... I have got to 

start the reflection [written self reflection] right after lunch as I believe that class meeting 

is very important. The class meetings were a dichotomy for Dorothy. While she knew it 

was absolutely necessary for this class constantly to be focused on their behavior, she also 

realized how much time the meetings consumed that could have been spent in more 

academically productive ways. 

In her final interview Dorothy reflected, I think things were going better, much 

better, toward the end of the school year. But there were still problems. Class meetings 

began as a focal place to work on the appropriateness of behaviors in a community. As 

the school year progressed, these meetings became a class ritual, a place where the 

children labored at working and living together (Peterson, 1992). Dorothy made less 

references to them, perhaps an indication of their worth. They played an uitegral role in 

improving the behavior, and therefore, the community in this room. 

I offered Dorothy some profession reading on Adlerian theory that might help her 

understand the larger framework from which my ideas came. Dorothy eagerly accepted 

this. She stated, Jean, I would love to read Maintaining Sanity in the Classroom 

[Dreikurs, Grunwald, & Pepper, 1971]. Somehow the title really strikes me!! You have 

really reached out and provided me with so many valuable books. I appreciate the 

support. Dorothy needed a strong behavioral framework, but her prior experiences had 

not provided her with either the framework or the need to find one. When this school 
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year started, the need was there, but the situation drained Dorothy of the energy necessary 

to follow that need on her own. She viewed the support as facilitating her thinking about 

behavioral strategies and materials to help her develop her own framework for discipline. 

Demonstrating possible engagements. Dorothy listened carefully to her children 

and realized, after trying other foci, that they were all very centered on their own self 

importance. As we talked, Dorothy decided that the students might be more involved 

with their work if the focus for the class was "self." She made this decision as we talked 

during recess one day. The children had just finished interviewing a partner and 

presenting each other to the class. The presentations had not gone well. Dorothy decided 

to try family stories or personal stories. She wanted to see if their interest would be there 

and if this focus would be a facilitating strategy. Although writers workshop was already 

part of Dorothy's curriculum, she was interested in how I would introduce this theme and 

asked me to demonstrate an introduction. 

I did so by telling a family story about myself. Dorothy commented. You do a 

great job at introducing what you want from students. I sometimes fear I am too vague 

and this may be part of the problem. Dorothy critiqued her own teaching with each new 

strategy and judged its success by kidwatching (Goodman, 1978). In this instance 

Dorothy noticed. Students went back to their tables and started working on their stories. 

Three young writers needed our help taking dictation. The majority of the students were 

very focused on their work As the class finished their stories later in the week Dorothy 

reflected. The children finished their personal narratives today. They took great 

ownership writing about themselves. Most of the stories were focused on one small 

incident [in their lives]. Students were on task and working together. While the topic of 

a personal story an assigned topic, the children took it in many different directions. 
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Dorothy's sensitivity to her students' interests facilitated her inquiring about their 

behavior. 

Although Dorothy had tried literature discussion groups before, she felt 

uncomfortable using them with this group and welcomed the opportunity to work on 

them with me. She thought this was something she could do collaboratively, but was not 

enthusiastic about trying on her own. When we began with multiple copy sets of animal 

books in March, Dorothy asked me to demonstrate the book talks and provide the purpose 

for reading. 

Dorothy's journal read, Jean sensed my frustration and offered to come and begin 

a new literature group and let me observe. I jumped at the chance. Watching Jean move 

through the process will be very valuable for me. As the groups developed Dorothy 

wrote, Jean came in today and modeled literature discussion groups. It was very good 

for me to see a group in progress. The groups appeared to be very focused on the 

discussion. There was retelling, but Jean said that was usual for the first session. 

Dorothy was able to confidently continue with literature discussions on her own after we 

met with several groups. She was successftil in managing the groups while the other 

students working independently. 

In April Dorothy's journal read, Jean started to share with them the idea of 

presentations. She charted the different responses from the students about how they 

could present their books. She talked about what makes literature books special. She 

talked about the meaning of the book and how groups would like to share with the entire 

class something about the book 

During the semester I demonstrated many engagements with Dorothy. These 

engagements were tied into the larger curriculum picture in her classroom and were 

connected to issue of community. There was less student voice in the curriculum than 
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what Dorothy would have liked, but the strategies facilitated her thinking about the 

inquiry cycle as she addressed community in her classroom. 

Using children's literature. The children's literature used in Dorothy's room 

during the study included collections on cycles and friendship, multiple copy sets, and 

text sets. Besides literature circles, Dorothy found other ways to use children's literature. 

After reading through the text sets that were based on community issues, Dorothy noted. 

Tonight I have finished preparing for Monday. I have read all the books Jean gave me 

and have written the titles on the category sheets. I am so impressed at Jean's ability to 

use literature in such a rich wtrj/. Dorothy began to understand the significance of good 

literature for both herself and her students. 

Early in the semester I had mentioned to Dorothy she might want to read Millions 

of Cats (Gag, 1928). In her final interview Dorothy said, I've never related Millions of 

Cats to power. I thought it was a counting book I never saw it as a really strong piece 

of literature, and it is. So many of them [the children] took it home to read to Mom and 

Dad. They ordered it on the book order. So, not only was it powerful for me, it must 

have had an impact on them. Dorothy's inqiiiry was facilitated by her new understanding 

of children's literature. She began thinking about books from several perspectives and 

realizing multiple ways they could become part of the curriculum. / think it [the 

literature] opened some doors with me because reading the books helped me think 

through some issues that I was dealing with within the class.... I think a lot of the issues 

that were dealt with in those books helped me as a teacher get through my day sometimes 

and helped me see a different perspective of things. ... Part of what I am learning is how 

to take a book and use it in many different ways. 

Because readability is not a primary concern when I put together literature sets, 

Dorothy's children had access to books of varying degrees of difficulty and from many 
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genres. Dorothy wrote in her journal as she began the first literature circles, lam 

beginning to see that the topic is what interests the children, not the reading level. A 

month later Dorothy reflected. The literature we are reading is also making a strong 

impact on these children. They are pouring over the books, digesting what they can. In 

her final interview, Dorothy reiterated the impact quality children's literature had in her 

room. / think the kids grew through the literature. I think they talked with each other 

about things they would never have talked about. I think the literature was the time that 

they became more focused.... When I packed up your books they went "Ooohhh." 

Dorothy's inquiry was facilitated through children's literature. She looked at 

familiar books from new perspectives and included multiple perspectives in one set of 

books. By demonstrating new ways to think about literature and new strategies to use, 

the children had more ideas to help them form their own perspectives. Dorothy added 

new perspectives to her own work, bringing richness to it. Dorothy understood the 

limitations of putting books into rigid categories and realized that these categories 

restricted the thinking of both herself and her students. 

The vision Dorothy wanted to create for this class was never realized. However, 

Dorothy's imderstanding of teaching was greatly facilitated by the many strategies and 

engagements she explored. 

Running on Time 

Time is an element of our society that cannot be ignored. It regulates much of 

school life with its bells and accompanying mandates. Four issues of time emerged in 

Dorothy's classroom that reflect the nature of her inquiry. These included academic 

progress, slowing down the pace, time as classroom structure, and time for professional 

dialogue. 
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Monitoring academic progress. One vision new teachers try to create is where 

they think their students should be academically by the end of the school year. Feeling 

the pressure of time the first month of school, they can start feeling as though the school 

year is slipping away and the children are not progressing. Because of her experience as a 

teacher, Dorothy understood what she could expect for first graders, but this year was 

different. For her tensions arose from thinking that the dynamics of the class were 

interfering with academic progress, that we're not moving where I judge we should be 

moving and I honestly feel we're not where we were last year. Because the focus of 

her inquiry was not academic growth, Dorothy did not talk often about this. However, in 

mid-April Dorothy noted. The quality of writing has been very good. Children are using 

descriptors and rich language. They are writing in complete sentences and their stories 

are becoming much longer. The inventive spelling is easier to read and many stories are 

requiring little editing. Dorothy said to me casually one day toward the end of the school 

year that she did have good readers and writers. Deciding to accept the academic 

progress of her students facilitated Dorothy's inquiry. In her final interview, she stated, / 

don't have any regrets academically with them [students]. I have no regrets. I have done 

the best I could do with this group. 

Academic growth as an issue of time seemed to not have much relevance even 

though it was a concern. Yet, Dorothy recognized that what she knew from experience 

was not matching up with what was happening this time. She had to revise her image of 

academic growth. Dorothy's priorities were in place and she did not worry much about 

"covering the curriculum." Taking her children as far as they could go in this school year 

meant focusing on the socizd needs of the group. Because Dorothy did not race the 

calendar to complete specific academic objectives, she facilitated her own inquiry, giving 

it the time and attention it needed. 
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Slowing down the pace. The picture Dorothy developed of her room included 

revising the tempo of work time. Children's literature had a role in this process. Dorothy 

plaimed to read aloud as often as she could to help build community in her classroom. In 

her initial interview she stated, I believe I need to use literature more with this group and 

have stories that are powerful about friendships and relationships. I have always, 

always, read a lot during the day. One of the effects this had on her class was to relax 

the tempo a bit, countering the frenzy the children often created. Although this was not 

why she reading aloud, in late February Dorothy began thinking about pace in all areas of 

the curriculum. She wrote, / want to take carefully steps with this project to insure 

success. I know I will have to start slow and small. Dorothy also played soft, peaceftil 

music during some work times and the children began requesting it. 

When Dorothy assigned animal inquiry projects as homework, she did not give a 

definite "due date," but asked the children to tell her when they were ready to present. 

This helped slow the pace. Instead of a mad rush to complete the projects, they drifted in 

over a period of several weeks. Therefore, a few students could present at a time and not 

worry about doing 28 presentations in a week. 

As Dorothy started literature discussions with text sets in April, she said, I want to 

be sure not to rush through this one. I don't want the children to rush through this 

process, but to take time, relax, and really experience. It seems as though they have 

rushed through the entire year. There is almost a frantic strand in our room. The 

children are "wired." If they want to take their time with this project, I would love to see 

that. They really want to read these books. Dorothy was more aware of the tempo and 

deliberately tried to slow it down, hoping it would ease some of the friction generated in 

the room. She reflected in her final interview, I don't know what I would do differently 

except slow down at the beginning of the school year, Just slow way, way down. So next 
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year, I'm going to take it even slower until I know. Their energy level from the day they 

entered the door was. ... They burst in. They burst out. Slowing the pace was a 

facilitating factor in Dorothy's inquiry, helping alleviate the frantic feeling the students 

created. 

Using time as a classroom structure. When I worked in Dorothy's room, we often 

conferred during recess about how we would proceed. Following their first literature 

circles in April, Dorothy wanted to move into presenting these books to the class. 

However, she wanted to create some limitations and she did not want the presentations to 

be elaborate. She decided to establish a time limit. Dorothy joumaled. When we returned 

to the classroom, I again gathered the children on the rug. I explained that they would be 

given 10 minutes to talk about the special idea of their book I set the timer. After it 

rang, I told them they would have another 10 minutes to decide how they were going to 

present their books. They were to appoint a scribe and make notes to refer back to. The 

presentations would start on Thursday. They seemed amazed that I was setting a time 

limit. A week later Dorothy wrote after giving her students an assignment, I set the 

timer, which has become my friend, for 20 minutes. 

The children were ha\dng such difficulty in using their time wisely that Dorothy 

was helping them focus by structtoring their time in this way. The timer was a very 

concrete signal for them. Dorothy's adherence to the time limits and the consequences for 

not conforming to the time frames also helped. While this was not necessarily a new 

strategy for Dorothy it was a new way of using it. It added a different perspective and 

facilitated her inquiry. 

Making time for professional dialogue. Another important aspect of time for 

Dorothy was to have time to sit and reflect with other teachers on our own growth. 

Dorothy saw the lack of this time as a major tension to her own inquiry. It just became so 

l' 
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important. I had the U of A to juggle and I really was into this, but I had all these other 

issues pulling me. I found I was really becoming consumed with my classroom, with this 

question, that it didn't go awc^ when I went home. It didn't go away when I went to bed. 

Dorothy led a fiill life, with obligations in many areas and her time was carefully plaimed 

to meet those obligations. She worked hard to see that her teaching didn't infringe on her 

personal time, but the intensity of her students and the urgency of her inquiry created a 

conflict of interests and time from which tension arose. Ultimately, she forfeited some 

personal time to pursue her professional issues and this added to the conflict. 

The time to dialogue with colleagues was imperative for Dorothy. It was in this 

dialogue that she retold classroom stories so that others could relate to her situation and 

facilitate her finding ways to revise her vision. 

Dorothy found new dimensions of time during this study that she had not 

considered before. These new perspectives acted as facilitators for creating a vision of 

this classroom. Time helped to ease some of the tensions felt by both students and 

teacher. Dorothy began the year with a picture in her head of a classroom that was a 

nurturing, pleasant learning envirorunent. When this image crumbled, she labored to 

frame a new picture by trying new strategies and rethinking issues of time. 

The Educational Conmiimitv: Teaming Up with Others 

The people in the educational community uifluence how we perceive our own 

classrooms. This section describes those who impacted Dorothy during this study. 

The word "community" is important to Dorothy. For her it is a place in which 

people care and are cared for, a safe environment where she is surrounded by fnends and 

encouraged in her endeavors, and where she does the same for others. In her teaching 

career, Dorothy always valued community and worked to build it in her classroom and 

her work place. Building and being part of the commimity came to her naturally. 



Because of the nature of her inquiry during this school year, Dorothy gained new 

perspectives about the educational community. She felt the influence of her many 

colleagues, including myself as researcher, other teachers, the building administrator, 

university and other professional colleagues, parents, and students (see Figure 6.3). 

\/ - Facilitates inquiry 

• - Causes tension in inquiry 

Researcher: 

\/ Corroborator and collaborator. 

Co-workers: 

\/ Teams with others to share, dialogue, reflecct, and collaborate. 

\/ Provided feedback and took action to support Dorothy's actions. 

• Disagreement about beliefs and practice. 

Administration: 

\/ Took action to support and facilitate Dorothy's strategies. 

University and Professional Colleagues: 

y A source for ideas, new thinking. 

Parents: 

• Received expressions of discontent. 

<>• Made decisions to please parents. 

y Received support in form of volimteering. 

Smdents: 

>/ Increased kidwatching. 

Viewed as only resource. 

Power and group dynamics extremely difficult. 

Figure 6.3. Dorothy: The educational community surrmiary. 
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Teaming with a Researcher 

Dorothy was anxious to have me in her classroom. She was feeling so uncertain 

about her teaching that she desperately wanted someone in her room with whom she 

could work. Her first journal entry read, Jean vw/Veifm}'room roiilay. I have been very 

excited about the visit because I value Jean's professionalism and expertise and really 

want feedback. In our initial interview Dorothy was relieved to hear from me that this 

study would continue for the whole semester. Good. Good. That's good. I was hoping 

the end wasn't in three weeks! She wanted someone to share her frustration with and to 

help her move in a positive direction. 

Dorothy indicated in January that having a researcher's support helped determine 

how she would think about the second semester of school and what question she would 

pursue. Otherwise, I would have taken something more safe.... This is the first year that 

I have been a little apprehensive about having new people in my room. This is the year 

that I am not "glowing" about my students and it is more difficult to share. Dorothy went 

on to say, By being this honest I am saying that I don't have it all together, that I am 

questioning my teaching and am open to new ideas. I have to trust you to be this honest. 

I have experienced my most positive growth when I have teamed up with others. Dorothy 

needed and wanted a confidant. She needed to share stories about her school, her 

students, and their families, and to think collaboratively about how her concerns affected 

±e teaching and learning in her classroom. Our partnership facilitated her inquiry. 

Trust between teacher and researcher was never mentioned again until the final 

interview when Dorothy said. For me, it's really important to have someone I trust and 

that's a big issue. If you don't trust who you're collaborating with, you're not 

collaborating. Dorothy added, I don't think it would have been the same experience if I 

didn't know you before you came in. / think I would have been really worried about what 
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you were going to see, what you were going to write, what you were going to say, and 

that wasn't an issue. I wanted to know what you were thinking. I wasn't threatened by 

notes or comments. Dorothy's definition of "collaborator' included the role of confidant. 

She did not need someone to come in with their own agenda. She needed someone who 

would listen to her daily struggles and help her sort them out, trusting that the dialogue 

would be honored, and that she would not be devalued as an educator. 

One of the first roles I found myself in was that of corroborator. Dorothy needed 

someone to confirm that her classroom was a difficult situation. She wrote after my first 

day in her room, Jean shared her impression that my concerns were valid, that I was 

doing a good job with the kids, and that they may not be able to become a close knit 

group. Dorothy was desperate to hear this from someone. She needed someone to share 

time in her shoes, who saw what she saw and experienced the same children she was 

experiencing daily. On my second day in her room I noted, "Dorothy asks me if it is any 

better today. I tell her 'yes' and that we can talk after school. She comments that she 

thinks it is better, too." A few minutes later Dorothy responded to a rising noise level by 

turning out the lights and reminding children what their task was. She asked me if I 

thought it was time to stop. When I responded that they still seemed involved, she let 

them continue for a bit longer. We often conferred in this manner throughout the 

semester trying to make the most of a difficult situation. 

My presence in Dorothy's room became a facilitating for her. I was there. I got to 

know and understand her children as individuals and I saw the group dynamics first hand. 

When Dorothy said, A power struggle between Kathleen and Sandra began over a jar of 

rubber cement she knew I understood the personalities involved. Being able to fill in 

some of the description, I understood what a power struggle between those two students 

meant for Dorothy and for the classroom atmosphere. To have someone to whom she did 
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not have to explain, who knew already, became a lifeline for Dorothy. With a month in 

the school year left she joumaled, Jean, thank you for all your support this semester. 

Having support through my teacher team and you has been very important. I could have 

thought I was just losing my mind. I know that I will make it through the year. 

In her final interview Dorothy reiterated, I would have thought I was going nuts— 

you know . .. without somebody to work with me.... I needed someone to talk with and 

someone to have a view that is not the same as mine. I think sometimes when you're in a 

classroom all day long with the same kids and you're battling the same things every day, 

you lose your perspective on things and you start thinking about what's going wrong, not 

what's going right.... You knew the children. You knew me. Just by being there and 

experiencing the same events I validated and supported Dorothy which facilitated her 

own inquiry. It encouraged her to move forward and keep trying. 

Working with Other Teachers 

In her initial interview Dorothy named peers as her first resource when she was 

looking for support in her inquiry. Poor Margaret! She is probably so sick of hearing 

from me!. . . I think the atmosphere in this school is supportive to me. They [the 

teachers] are really interested for the most part in what you are doing and why you are 

doing it. 

When Dorothy moved to Sunset School she recalled having two drawers of fust 

center activities because that's what everybody else was doing. Although Dorothy was 

unhappy with the materials, her need to be accepted by her peers and be a part of the 

professional commimity was important and so she began teaching by doing what other 

teachers in her building were doing. Once she found a colleague at her site who shared 

her philosophy, Dorothy moved to more holistic teaching. 
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One way peers facilitated Dorothy's inquiry was to provide positive responses 

when her class met the challenge of acting appropriately. Li January, Dorothy decided to 

try free reading outside on the patio area at the front of the school. The children 

responded positively and Dorothy wrote. Other teachers and staff complimented the 

children on their behavior during this time... this is something they have not had much 

of this year. The following week she joumaled. The librarian commented that the 

children are becoming more cooperative and polite. In March Dorothy said, I have been 

getting more positive feedback from others in the school who are noticing better behavior 

in the hallways, library, and cafeteria. 

At one point Dorothy began keeping children in at their recess time when they 

interrupted the class. Teachers out on the playground are supporting this and watch the 

children out on the playground. In April, Dorothy wrote, Mary, my usual sub teacher, 

came into the room today to tell me how much better my class was in behavior, noise 

level, and listening. This was a positive note for me. The librarian complimented the 

class this week on how well they were working together in the library. 

These isolated moments when someone provided a positive foomote for Dorothy 

and her class were essential. They helped her recognize when her kids were doing well 

and hopeftilly improving. Almost more importantly, they told Dorothy that others were 

aware of her situation and that they supported her efforts in handling the troublesome 

circumstances. Being alone in the classroom and battling the daily grind with this class 

often blinded Dorothy from seeing or believing there was any positive change in her 

students. Although she continued to state that she thought she saw some small changes, 

Dorothy's own nature was so positive, I felt she was really saying that she hoped or she 

wanted to see change. I was never convinced that she actually thought any change had 

occurred. Therefore, the comments made by outsiders were highly valued. They were a 
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gauge on improvement for the class and they provided a between-the-lines message of 

support for Dorothy. 

Co-workers were not always a source of comfort, however. There was great 

skepticism about whole language among the majority of the teachers, causing tensions for 

Dorothy. It was not discussed openly, but Dorothy was definitely questioned by others. 

She recalled a conversation when one teacher had prefaced comments about reading by 

saying to Dorothy, "I don't know whether you teach phonics or not...During the study 

Dorothy was one of at least three teachers who seemed to be getting lectures about the 

issues surrounding the use of standard English (the other two being the Margaret and 

Melinda). Because Dorothy had a broader perspective of language, there were efforts by 

other faculty members to narrow her perspective and "fix' her thinking In response, 

Dorothy invited Yetta Goodman out to help open up the dialogue on this issue. 

Interestingly, it never came up. The faculty became very quiet and avoided dealing with 

the question of standard English. 

This incident was not unusiial for this faculty. It reflected that while Dorothy was 

supported and encouraged by her co-workers, they also were a source of tension by not 

agreeing to disagree. As mentioned before, it was important to Dorothy to belong and be 

an active staff member. Dorothy was careful about what she did and how she did it so as 

to maintain a positive relationship with her peers. 

Receiving Administrative Support 

Dorothy spoke well of her building administrator. She felt they had a good 

rapport and she appreciated the way the principal had assisted in some of the difficulties 

that had arisen during the year. Ms. Walker [principal] has been extremely supportive of 

answering our questions and she's been the one that's really spurred our inquiry because 

of some remarks we weren't sure of 
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The first set of books I shared with Dorothy was a collections on "cycles. A book 

called The Button (Fanelli, 1995) was particularly popular with the children because it 

had a movable button on the cover. Dorothy wrote. This afternoon someone tore the 

button off your book.... We talked about what we could do. Some wanted to make a new 

button, some wanted to bring in money to buy a new book Melinda and I thought the 

children should work for the school and earn money. I talked with Ms. Walker and she 

said she would pay them to pick up trash on the school grounds for 18 days. Dorothy 

was most appreciative of this offer and implemented the plan immediately to replace the 

book. As an added benefit her children thought more carefully about the idea of recycling 

which had been raised during the first semester. 

When parents of Dorothy's were disgruntled, the principal and Dorothy worked 

together and set up some guidelines for them so they would not continue to undermine 

Dorothy's teaching. The interference in Dorothy's room was lessened to some degree, but 

the constant threat that these parents represented was ever-present and had an unsettling 

effect on Dorothy. Ms. Walker did not give into the parents' wishes and she visited in 

Dorothy's room often to give her support, especially if she knew parents were there. 

These actions by the principal facilitated Dorothy's inquiry, giving her the approval to 

explore her question in a variety of ways. The last week of school, Ms. Walker again 

bolstered Dorothy's confidence by attending the Author's Tea and joining the celebration. 

There was high interest at Sunset School in adding more multi-age, multi-year 

classrooms. Ms. Walker invited teachers who were interested to consider taking one of 

these class options. They could try a multi-age class with two or more grade levels or 

they could take their own class on to the next grade level. Dorothy had a strong interest 

In accepting this challenge, but it was a tough decision. Taking her class on was her 

preference, but she would not do it with this group of children. She postponed deciding 
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about a multi-age classroom as long as possible, knowing that some of her children would 

remain with her. In the end Dorothy decided to wait for another year. The principal 

supported Dorothy in her decision despite wanting the school to move in this direction. 

She left the decision totally up to Dorothy and accepted her decision without rancor. 

Dorothy recognized that Ms. Walker gave them the liberty and encouragement to 

explore. I think we have support to try things from our administration. When I try 

something new I like to talk about it. I like to share it with people who aren't doing the 

same things as I'm doing. If you have to be subversive about it, that would take the joy 

out of doing it. Dorothy felt her principal facilitated her inquiry by listening to her. She 

was grateful to work with Ms. Walker and to have her as an ally. 

Interacting with University and Professional Colleagues 

Dorothy also reached into wider circles to find the energy she needed. Her classes 

at the University of Arizona and other professional workshops were among the places she 

found help. Like anyone, it was important to Dorothy to be accepted, to belong. She was 

sensitive to how others viewed her as a teacher. She noted that in her Masters program at 

the University of Arizona, she found great support in talking with teachers from other 

schools. Dorothy repeatedly cited these peers as a great source of strength and facilitation 

during this school year and this study. They were vital, offering her an attentive ear and 

sounding board where she could release some of the tensions her class created, a source 

of new possibilities, and affirmation that she was a competent teacher. They provided the 

incentive to move forward in her own growth. I needed people to talk to, and so out of 

those classes I got the lack in the butt to move. 

Connecting with Parents 

Dorothy soaked up all she could during encounters with colleagues and took it 

back to her classroom where another part of the educational community directly affected 
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her. Parents of her students ranged the full length of the continuum from facilitating to a 

source of tension which sometimes became stress. Dorothy had parents who came in to 

help on a weekly basis, supporting everything she did and those who questioned her 

ability to teach, interfering significantly with her forward momentum. While the stress 

shut down her progress, tensions also arose, making Dorothy examine carefully her own 

teaching. 

When school opened Dorothy had several parents voice their discontent with the 

school and with Dorothy. One child's parents even spent a day in her classroom taking 

notes. Although they were given the option of changing classrooms or finding a different 

school, they chose to keep their child in Dorothy's room despite their complaints. 

Another parent wanted to come in to spend time with her child. During the course 

of the day, this parent did not help any other child in the room and focused so much 

attention on her own child that it interfered with class routines and getting work finished. 

When Dorothy set guidelines for both of these situations so the problems would not recur, 

they served to further irritate the parents. 

On the other end of the continuum, Dorothy had parents who regularly helped in 

the classroom, willingly followed her directives, worked with any child, and took 

initiative when they identified a need. Some gave Dorothy valuable support, which 

facilitated her inquiry. Several parents came in today to volunteer and commented that 

their children have been talking about the changes in the class. When I share my 

concerns, they are very glad I am taking the steps I am. When Dorothy wrote a letter in 

late January to parents openly describing the problems occurring in the class, she received 

a phone call that same evening from a parent who also was a teacher. She was very 

understanding with why a letter like this should be sent out and that she had a year like 

mine. After talking with her, Dorothy wrote. Our phone call was positive. 



Parents demonstrated their support in other ways, too. In March, Dorothy gave an 

assignment for children to research an animal in which they were interested. When they 

completed the assignment, the students made a presentation to the class. This satisfied 

the children's stated desire to "do research" and enhanced the strong interest in animals 

that already existed. Since each child chose a different animal to study, and Dorothy 

chose not to manage that many individual projects at once, she gave this as a long term 

homework assignment. Dorothy told me how excited the children were with this 

engagement and soon after, it became clear from enthusiastic comments, that parents 

were also interested and involved in the project. When it came time to present, many 

parents came with their child to support their children in their presentations, and some to 

assist in handling the pet cats, dogs, snakes, and bunnies that arrived as parts of the 

presentations. 

As the year came to a close, parents became another source of feedback for 

Dorothy. She noted, A mother commented this week that she sees a big difference in the 

class. A father made the same comment. In her final interview Dorothy talked about one 

father who was visiting his daughter from out-of-town. He said, "I've noticed a real 

change in the class. They're more settled. They're more focused. They are attending to 

what each other is saying...." He went through her [his daughter's] writing portfolio 

and noticed how issues of community and thinldng were coming out in her writing. 

To celebrate the accomplishments of the year, Dorothy planned an Authors' Tea 

with her students. Families were invited to the classroom to enjoy books that reflected 

the students' writing progress during first grade. Dorothy provided iced tea and cookies. 

The room was packed for this event and parents interacted with many class members, not 

just their own child. They complimented Dorothy and thanked her for the positive first 

grade experience. Those who were unhappy from the start of the year remained unhappy 
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and participated quietly with their own child. They left as the entire group sang "Happy 

Birthday" to Dorothy. 

To the final moments of the year, parents both facilitated and caused tension in 

Dorothy's inquiry. These opposing perspectives were not weighed equally by Dorothy. 

She prided herself in doing her best and pleasing the families with whom she worked, 

making even one negative response much more important from her perspective than many 

positive responses. She thought long and hard about every decision she made for her 

classroom, taking into account parents' approval. Some plans were not even considered 

because of the reaction she knew they would draw. The few parents who did not give 

Dorothy their endorsement weighed heavily on her shoulders the entire year, making her 

cautious about every move and removing the joy she had always felt when teaching. 

Involving the Students 

The nature of Dorothy's inquiry put her students at its heart. As were the parents, 

the students were both a source of facilitation and a cause of tension in her inquiry. 

Areas of particular relevance for Dorothy included kidwatching, being put on a pedestal, 

and power. 

Learning through kidwatching. As a reflective teacher Dorothy closely watched 

her class in an effort to leam from her students. In February, her children began to think 

carefully about the books they were reading. She asked. Are they beginning to connect 

"cycles" within our class, their own lives? Are they connecting with the community and 

friendship theme? After experiencing a horrible day, followed by a relatively calm day 

Dorothy asked, I wonder what was the difference between today and yesterday. Dorothy 

reflected often about the dynamics in her classroom. She scrutinized certain events for 

indications that there was a change in attitude or that the children were buying into some 

piece of the curriculum. 
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As this study began, Dorothy was observing her children very attentively. 

Already a kidwatcher (Goodman, 1978), she worked at being even more perceptive in an 

effort to facilitate her own inquiry. In the first week she said, I have begun to watch more 

closely for the children's reactions to our activities and find some students are not 

comfortable yet with singing. Dorothy was looking for anything she thought might help 

these children become more cohesive. Singing was something that seemed to pull the 

group together and Dorothy wanted to maintain and biaild on this positive note. She 

recognized the importance of knowing who did not fully participate. 

Dorothy continued. Today Liza asked if she could show us a new game at the end 

of the day. For ten minutes we played her game and the whole class was thrilled. They 

listened to her instructions and followed them carefully. Last week this would not have 

been possible. On Valentines Day, Dorothy read the tone of the class as the day started. 

The children were so concerned about opening their valentines that they were sneaking 

them to open. I decided that we may as well open them earlier, have our cookies, and get 

on with the day. Dorothy used kidwatching as a barometer for the daily life in her class. 

With careflil observation, she decided spontaneously to change daily plans, knowing just 

what her children could tolerate, thus facilitating her inquiry. 

Kidwatching became a tool Dorothy used to think about the class as a whole. For 

example, when some students wanted to know more about each other after their 

interviews, Dorothy decided they were taking an interest in each other. In March, she 

noticed one literature group was deeply engaged. I could see real conversation going on. 

They had a management system that appeared to work Dorothy's April journal read. The 

children have been extremely polite and considerate during the presentations. All 

presentations have been in control. The children are showing respect for the speaker and 

not interrupting to the extent I thought they would. Dorothy thought of these 
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observations as indicators that the tone of the class was changing in a positive direction 

and that the community was growing. 

In February, John asked Dorothy, "Do we have to read so many books out loud?" 

Dorothy responded, I asked him to explain what he meant and he explained that we are 

reading so many books out loud that he is getting tired. I wonder: Can children become 

tired of extremely rich books they have to think deeply about? Are they missing just 

having fitn/silly books? By listening closely to what her children were saying, Dorothy's 

thinking was pushed in new directions. She was posing new questions for herself and 

facilitating her inquiry by kidwatching. 

hi her final interview Dorothy added these thoughts. / think I waj listening more 

to where the kids were, where they wanted to go, and what their interests were. I think 

they [the children] were a major part of it [my inquiry]. So I had to listen to them. I had 

to watch. I was watching more carefully. I was taking notes more carefully. I think the 

watching was a big part. I was looking at them a little differently and looking at their 

work differently. In their writing I was looking for community issues that would come up. 

In their reading I was watching what books they selected and I was watching how I 

responded to them, which, you know, I had to wait longer. Dorothy's every move was 

based on what she learned from watching and listening to her children. Their actions and 

words were the center of almost every conversation we had and facilitated decision about 

the direction the class took. 

Putting Dorothv on a pedestal. Dorothy's children informed her in other ways as 

well. One of the early observations I made was that the children viewed Dorothy as the 

only source of information in the room. Never in the begiiming of the semester and rarely 

by the end, did they look to each other for responses or information. On my first visit I 

noted that children took their work to Dorothy for her approval. They did not share their 
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work with other students at all. While working in Dorothy's room I was approached 

primarily when a child wanted to tattle on others and Dorothy had not been receptive to 

the complaints. 

I did not observe any children even asking for spelling help from their peers. 

Instead, they went straight to Dorothy. About a month into the study, Kathleen came to 

me one day during writers workshop and asked for a spelling word. I encouraged her to 

use invented spelling without success and ended up spelling the word for her. She wrote 

it down and then went to Dorothy, asking her if it was spelled correctly. Dorothy had all 

the answers. 

Dorothy was the end all and be all of authority as well. When children brought 

their work to Dorothy for approval, they wanted approval that meant an end to the 

assignment. The last thing they wanted or expected was a critique. Dorothy was a judge 

rather than teacher. They were interested in completing the requirement, not in doing 

something well. Minimum effort was acceptable to many of them. When Dorothy 

pushed them for more, smdents often became disgruntled and refusing to attend to the 

task. 

The children, therefore, put Dorothy into the role of authority and policewoman, a 

role with which was a source of tension for her. In her initial interview, Dorothy stated. If 

they cared about each other that would take care of a lot ofproblems and I know you 

can't force that. I would like them to be responsible for their reading and writing.... 

Just with writing and being independent and with knowing... having confidence in 

yourself If you need something you know it is in here somewhere. Look for it. Use 

yourself Use your neighbor. Don't come to me. It's like I'm the giver of knowledge., and 

I've never been one that spells all the words, that gives them all the answers.... It's like 

give them the answers, let them go, let's go to the next one, and that's not how I like to be. 



256 

. . .  I  r e a l l y  t h i n k  t h e y  n e e d  t o  b e  i n d e p e n d e n t  a n d  t h e y  n e e d  t o  b e  a b l e  t o  l o o k . . . .  T h i s  

group is so reliant on adults for their answers. 

Dorothy reflected on the children my first day in her room. They had lots of 

energy and spent it tattling on each other, coming to me constantly for information, and 

struggling with their behaviors. They are relying on me to solve their problems for them. 

A week later she added, lam having to do far too much of the instruction and the 

children are being fed constantly, instead of helping one another. At the end of January. 

Dorothy wrote in her journal. Are they becoming more independent thinkers? No, not 

yet. But they are slowly letting go of the idea that I am the only one to provide 

information. However, she then said, I feel at times I am walking on a mine field. 

In her final interview, Dorothy wondered if her efforts throughout the year had 

made any difference for these children. She wasn't sure. I wanted to say yes, it made a 

difference, there waj this huge difference. But even the last ten minutes of school—10 

minutes left and they couldn't sit and listen to each other share. Ten minutes. The 

children still saw Dorothy as the authority and if she wasn't running the show, then there 

was no need for order. 

Withdrawing from the position of authority is not easy, especially when the 

students have put their teacher there. Although Dorothy wanted to be perceived 

differently, she was responsible for the safety and academic growth of her students. It 

became very difficult not be a figure of authority while juggling the responsibilities of a 

classroom teacher. Her student's perception of their world reinforced Dorothy's 

designated role as the only source of knowledge in the room and as the one who passed 

judgment on their work. The result was a full blown power struggle between Dorothy 

and her children, the main source of tension. Backing out of that comer was close to 

impossible. 
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Struggling with power. As a class, the students had pushed Dorothy into a 

position of power and then engaged her in a power struggle. This was accompanied by 

several individual power plays vdth Dorothy. Students were engaged in power struggles 

with each other, constantly challenging and competing with classmates. Dorothy was 

caught in the middle. She could not completely withdraw from the class power struggle, 

and she was in the position of having to intervene in the power struggles between 

students in order to ensure the safety and the academic growth of her class. 

Jeremy and Nick refused to comply every time the class came together. Jeremy 

and Nick had their usual troubles with coming in off the playground and being with the 

class. Only with Dorothy's constant insisting did they join the group, and then it was v^th 

scowling faces and reluctance. On several occasions I observed them coming to the 

group, but sitting with their backs to the front and bothering those they were facing. 

When Dorothy put out the collection of books on cycles, instead of eagerly diving 

into the books, they [the students] argued about who got what books, visited with each 

other and really didn't browse effectively. On another occasion, the students interviewed 

each other in pairs. They then introduced their partner to the class, sharing what they had 

learned about that person. Both Dorothy and I noticed how evident the smdents' power 

issues were throughout this process. Dorothy wrote. The partners introducing one 

another also had a struggle. I can think of only one set that presented smoothly and in a 

thoughtful manner. Most were interrupting their partners, changing their dialogue, and 

giving further explanations to their partners' comments. One used a baby talk voice even 

after I asked him to stop. I watched Kathleen get so upset with the manner in which her 

partner introduced her that she not only corrected everything that was said v^th an angry 

tone, but physically turned her back on her partner, and ended in tears. 
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Another way the group demonstrated their power was when they participated in 

routines, they acted as if there was no routine. Dorothy had asked children to make 

personal time lines and to share them with the class. The routine to decide who would 

have the next turn was well established. Dorothy had ajar of popsicle sticks with names 

on them. She selected one and that person had the next turn. In an informal interview, 

Dorothy talked about what happened. When they know it's coming to an end [a person's 

turn]- when it comes to the end, people jump up, "Am I next?" "Am I next?" even though 

they've seen the routine of how it's met. I just see that as such power still. 

On March 28th, the power issue came to the forefront. Dorothy had been 

following the children's interests in animals and life cycles. She had brought in some 

short videos on mammals. In both videos there was a predator-prey clip. Both times the 

children chanted "Kill... kill... kill... kill...." and when the animal fell victim, they 

said "Yes!" I couldn't believe it. lam not talking one or two children, but perhaps one 

third of the class. I was so angry I couldn't respond at the time. Dorothy thought long 

and hard about this incident. She was disheartened. She stated in her journal that power 

was definitely the issue and decided to take my earlier suggestion of reading and 

discussing Millions of Cats (Ga^, 1928) at the beginning of the next week. 

Dorothy included her fieldnotes from April 1st in her journal. It was a busy, crazy 

day, but something wonderful happened. I shared the big book ofMillions of Cats with 

the class. I asked the question "What if another cat came into the story? What would 

happen? " I stayed completely out of the discussion that followed. Here are some of the 

statements made: 

Annie—Quarrels would happen. 

Kathleen—They would play together. 

Randy—l would listen to the big cat because he is smart. Bigger is better. That 
cat is smart. 
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Angie T.~IfI was the small cat I would leave and go into the house or hide behind 
tall grass. I would run faster into the house and hide and stay there. I 
would be really scared. I would stay in the chair. 

John—This story is like our classroom. Liza is like that one quiet cat while the 
rest of the class is yelling, fighting, and eating each other up with 
behaviors and fighting. Two girls in our class are always saying "I'm the 
prettiest" and caring only about themselves, not other people. 

Randy—It's not how you act on the the outside, but on the inside. Being pretty on 
the outside doesn't really matter. 

Sandra—My mom cares about her looks. She says jobs won't let you in if you're 
not pretty no matter what you know. You must be beautiful. 

Randy—Maybe it's because she doesn't know much. 

Sandra—No, that's not it. You must be pretty. 

Randy—Then the manager should be fired. I think it's against the law. He's not a 
good manager. 

Sandra—Really beautiful women don't know five plus five. Take those in pictures. 
They get lots of money. 

Jill—Prettiest is always the dumbest. Ugliest is always the smartest. It's like that 
in books. People in Mexico that live in boxes don't know one plus one is 
two. People shoot these people. 

Nick—I'm stupid, but good inside. 

Brenda—When they startedfighting I would climb away and hide in the bedroom. 

Randy—You can be the smartest person, but if you are not nice, no one will like 
you. It's worth a lot to be nice. (Looking at Sandra.) 

John—This class is like my sister Regirui who's in sixth grade. She doesn't play 
with us, but fights, pushes, and teases us. Bryon punches her, she laughs 
and Regina tells and everyone gets in trouble. 

Mack—I'm not the smartest or dress the best and I have to play alone like the little 
cat. 

Stacy—It's because you kiss everyone. 

Mack-Uh-uh. 

Jill—I always get my brother in trouble. 

Sandra—What if your mom finds out you're just pretending? 
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Randy—There's a penalty for fighting. They ate each other up. It's like our rules. 
Friendship is more important and not worrying if you're the best. Caring 
about others. People want to help but can only help one cat. They wanted 
this cat because of his kind heart 

Mack—The other cats were selfish. 

Randv—Jumping Mouse (Steptoe, 1972) and Millions of Cats go together. Think 
of someone rather than yourself Others are just as important as you. 
Take initiative to be nice and kind. There's other people around you. 

Dorothy later reflected. When I look back at this, lean see the day we read 

Millions of Cats was the turning point in our class. It was one of the most true 

discussions the children ever had. They took the story to heart and related the power 

within the story to our classroom. Certain students told about the pain they feel from 

others in the class. We changed. 

Dorothy noticed alliances in the classroom began to change as well. The 

following day while Dorothy was organizing a book sharing time, Sandra and others 

began to interrupt in an effort to take over, saying how they thought it should be done. 

Dorothy had to issue an ultimatum saying, Sandra, I will handle this. 

Sandra had quite a group of admirers among the boys, but from the time Millions 

of Cats was discussed, Dorothy noticed the boys were not as eager to believe what Sandra 

said. On April 15th, Calvin was presenting his research on grasshoppers. Dorothy wrote, 

Sandra tried to take over Calvin's presentation. Mack saw this happen and informed 

Sandra that it is Calvin's presentation and she should let him speak He told the class 

that Sandra had already had her chance. He said she was like Millions of Cats and 

wanted to do everything because she thinks she is so pretty and smart. Sandra shot a 

look Not one child came to her defense. The class may be buying into caring for each 

other. I see small signs. I am also seeing that some of the boys are now distancing 

themselves from Sandra. Sandra felt this change and realized she no longer had such a 

powerful role in the group dynamics. She eventually worked at not taking over when 
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others presented information she questioned. It was a conscientious effort on her part and 

a difficult one for her to carry out. 

Even with these subtle changes, Dorothy could not say that community in this 

classroom had been established. With only a week of school left, when reflecting on their 

process for literature discussion groups, the issues of power were addressed again. One 

child noticed a literature group that had shared the power while they worked and this led 

Cherry to comment "One person that has the most power is the teacher 'cause we can't do 

whatever we want. Sometimes like in free time we can do whatever we want, but we 

don't have free time for the whole day. We don't get to do whatever we want. We don't 

get to make the room messy and we get the teacher to clean up. We don't just get to have 

fun and then somebody else do the work. So the teachers are there to make sure you do 

work and have fvm." 

The concept of community with everyone a learner and a teacher was still not the 

perspective of the children. Though moving in a more positive direction, the students 

were so entangled in their power struggles that they could not completely free themselves 

and Dorothy could not sort them out by herself. She needed all the members of her class 

to be involved and that was not going to happen. Power had such a strong role in 

Dorothy's room that it became the focus. It was the major roadblock to students' progress 

and building community, and it played havoc with Dorothy's confidence as a teacher. She 

worried her students would not like her or school. Power was not part of Dorothy's 

perception of what first grade should be in her classroom and dominated the tension she 

felt throughout the year. 

Dorothy needed a strong support system this year and she found the educational 

community that impacted her school life primarily facilitated her inquiry. For the most 

part those directly involved with Dorothy and her class offered encouragement, but her 
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students raised tensions. There were some powerful individuals questioning Dorothy, but 

fortunately the strength of her support system was enough to help Dorothy cope and 

improve her circumstances. 

Issues of Trust: Feeling Hope ful [While] Walking on a Mine Field 

Doubting peers, irate parents, and squabbling students helped shape the nature of 

Dorothy's inquiry and made trust an issue. She considered her students as learners, 

herself as an educator, and herself as a learner (see Figure 6.4). 

y - Facilitates inquiry 

- Causes tension in inquiry 

Students as Learners: 

y Positive perspective and attitude—a/wayj feeling hopeful. 

\/ Dorothy trusted her students to grow academically. 

Self as Educator: 

• Viewed herself as a problem, losing confidence 

\/ Looked to herself as a solution, demonstrating nurturing and caring. 

Self as Learner; 

• Perseverance in searching for ways to improve community. 

\/ Discouragement. 

Figure 6.4. Dorothy: Issues of trust summary. 
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Trusting Students as Learners 

One of the things that made the year a success for both the children and Dorothy 

was her positive attitude. She believed that her students could be a nurturing community. 

Had this trust not been there, Dorothy would have given up before I entered her room in 

January. She did feel some tensions. Many times they hear about the negative choices 

instead of the positives. I am wondering if I too have fallen into that trap. However, 

with the begirming of the new semester, Dorothy was ready to work. She never gave up 

hope that these children could pull together as a group. 

On my first day in Dorothy's room, she wrote, During our first meeting I began to 

feel hopeful that we could make some progress, although it may not be the huge steps I 

want. I would look for small steps in progress.... The potential for them [the students] 

is great. I have not found the key to unlock this year's door. The following day, Dorothy 

added. Today I left feeling more hopeful for this group.... I believe the children spent 

more time on task today and made some small changes toward behavior. In February', 

Dorothy noted. The clay group is working out well. I hear many compliments on each 

others' work I see children sharing clay and having quiet conversations. In April, she 

commented. Children are listening to me better, to each other and are taking time to help 

one another. They are responding slightly better to instructions. Today I again saw that 

community was slightly better. The children still have trouble getting their acts together 

to come up to the group area or line up, so we practice. I have found that I am not 

getting upset like I was. I couldn't have the year end on this note. She added the next 

week, I can see little signs of growth in some people, such as more reaching out to help 

with writing words; more children playing recess games together and different seating 

arrangements in the cafeteria. They are extremely subtle changes, but they exist all the 

same. 
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In the same journal entry Dorothy wrote, I want to control behaviors, not voice. 

Dorothy trusted her children to leam and grow academically. She often mentioned the 

potential of the class. The actions they chose were not ones she could trust for fear 

someone would be hurt emotionally or physically. 

Even in her final interview Dorothy foimd positive things to say despite the 

struggle she had experienced. But was it a waste? No. Not at all. Not at all. 1 think 

every child left with a sense of what community should be, what it could be. Did they do 

their best to build it here? I don't think so. But there were good things that came out of 

it. Dorothy trusted that her children had learned. Her focus was still on socialization. 

Dorothy was exhausted by the end of the year and anxious to be out of her 

classroom. This group of youngsters tested her basic good nature and positive attitude 

toward life in the classroom. They pushed her to think about trust in new ways. 

Fortunately, her basic good nature kept her going through the year, facilitating her 

inquiry, and into the next, since one of the negative consequences of having such a 

challenging class was the undermining of Dorothy's positive self image as a teacher. 

Trusting Self as an Educator 

hi working with immediate issues of her classroom, Dorothy asked many 

questions, the heart of which was often her own teaching. In late January she wrote. Am I 

doing all I can for my students? Is my agenda the right one? Am I considering their 

needs? Each year is different and lam beginning to realize that just as we have to accept 

children where they are for academics, do we also have to accept where they are with 

their social skills? How do we make the step forward without losing the creativity and 

freedom? Are the Jeremys, Dianas, and Nicks molding the class atmosphere more than 

the Lizas and Walts? Dorothy had been working with these students for one semester 

and was very concerned that their lack of conamunity was her fault, that she should be 
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able to fix the problem. She stated, / need to trust more that what lam doing is good for 

kids. 

The never ending challenge of this class led Dorothy to question herself as a 

teacher, causing tension for her. In her journal, Dorothy wrote on January 11th, / am 

slowly seeing a few children helping one another. The next day she reflected, There was 

some regression today. More struggles with each other and a little less time on task Her 

frustration with what she thought of as her nonsuccess became apparent. A week later 

Dorothy said, lean see a small change beginning, yet it is so slow in coming I WANT IT 

NOW!... Jeremy is still refusing to join the group and lam becoming more and more 

frustrated with how I can help him. The next week Dorothy wrote. As the students came 

in this morning I knew we were in for a day. Once again I put a heavy hand down, which 

was not what I planned. I felt like a balloon with a slow leak I tried all the same 

strategies as before... none were effective. When the week was finished Dorothy said, / 

have so much inner turmoil this semester. I want good things for this class so badly. I 

want to contribute positively to their education. I don't know if I am doing that. What a 

bummer! 

February brought more of the same, but Dorothy was more direct in stating her 

tensions. This definitely has been a year to question many things about my teaching... . 

I have to be careful not to discount what I have been doing this year and learn from the 

experience. By April, the constant struggle was even more telling. I'm frustrated with the 

negativity I have gotten into with this class. lam looking forward to the end of the year. 

I find that I am losing my momentum. I am part of this community, Just like everyone 

else, although I don't think they see me this way. It has been difficult to come to work 

each day and try to think that things will be better. lam counting the days until May 22. 

I am insecure in my ability right now. I feel as though I have been walking on a mine 
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field all year and I know this has affected my confidence and my teaching. I am 

questioning my abilities and I can't see my strengths. I think I put up a goodfront for 

others, but inside lam feeling a little shaky. 

Dorothy was eager to finish the year. She wanted to be the first teacher in this 

study to complete our final interview, to close out her room, and to be physically gone 

from the school. She had a desperate need to put this year behind her and to think about 

other things. Dorothy had vocalized more than once that if this year had been her first 

teaching experience, she would not have remained in teaching. However, her previous 

good experiences, combined with her positive attitude, sincere interest and commitment 

to education, and a strong support system helped repair Dorothy's confidence and 

facilitated her moving forward with her professional growth. 

The stronger Dorothy grew as a reflective teacher, the stronger was her need to 

find her own voice as an educator. Within Sunset School, there were some strong voices 

supporting traditional teaching. Dorothy had always been very respectful of these voices, 

though not in agreement with them. She felt there was room for more than one 

perspective in education. When the issue of standard English was being discussed in the 

school, Dorothy invited Yetta Goodman to talk to the staff. Dorothy was aware that her 

perspective was in the minority, but wanted others to listen to that perspective. She 

reflected afterwards, I guess I took a real risk at our school by finally standing up and 

saying "Yes, lam a Whole Language teacher!" 

By clearly defining what her belief system was, Dorothy started speaking out and 

developing her own voice as a professional. This facilitated her inquiry. She also put 

herself in a precarious position with her co-workers who were not in agreement. Risk, 

however, is usually an indication of continued growth. In finding her voice Dorothy was 

defining herself as an educator. 
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Trusting Self as a Learner 

Dorothy's positive outlook kept her trying. Her trust in herself as a learner 

was strong and led her to new understanding. Being very reflective, she affirmed herself 

as a teacher and decided to implement change through the reflections she made. She 

critically considered her role in all the events in her classroom in order to continue 

growing as a teacher. Dorothy reflected in her journal at the beginning of this study, / am 

wondering what would happen if I had given up on these children? What happens to 

teachers who are tired of fighting the battles that teachers are up against today? Where 

would I be without the support offriends and the benefit of higher education? Has 

focusing on our community problem made the problem appear more overwhelming? 

Despite all the new strategies Dorothy had explored during the study, in April she 

started voicing her concerns about herself as a learner. I feel very disappointed in them 

and myself My disappointment in myself is that I haven't found that magic key. In the 

same breath Dorothy recognized her own change. I have learned so much this year. It 

has been painful, but very eye opening. The following week she continued, I am growing 

very weary of not knowing what to expect from this group.... I see this group as a lot of 

little fires that I am constantly trying to put out. I wish I would see them as flowers I am 

trying to water and grow. Maybe my perception is part of the problem. Dorothy was 

questioning her ability to learn and grow, thinking if only she could learn, the problems 

would be resolved. This self doubt was a source of tension. 

In her frustration Dorothy cranked out stacks of dittos and worksheets with which 

to finish out the school year. When it came time to use them, she couldn't do it. The day 

she was planning to start was a very good day. I needed one of those. I was going to 

start worksheets and dittos for the rest of the year beginning today. I am so glad I didn 't. 
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The conversation today was rich. Dorothy knew she was an inquirer and trusted that 

what she learned would help her make good decisions in her teaching. 

Dorothy's basic positive nature was important to her issues of trust. A pessimist 

would never have carried the hope and trust in her students as did Dorothy. Even with 

this positive nature, trusting in herself both as an educator and a learner was difficult for 

Dorothy. Her sense of responsibility battled with her positive attitudes, trying to place 

blame on herself Fortunately, she maintained trust in herself which has enabled her to 

keep teaching and facilitated her inquiry. 

Conclusion 

Dorothy never did find a magic key for her students and classroom during this 

study. However, there was evidence of growth both for individual children and for the 

community in the classroom. Dorothy summarized. Although the class did not get where 

I wanted them to be, they weren't going to. They were not going to get there. They were 

many steps ahead of where they were before we started. But the inquiry cycle did get 

them thinking deeply about friendships and community and about how they treat each 

other. ... It didn't change some of the kids, but they were aware of it. There was no 

single strategy that held the solution for the class, but rather it was the conglomeration of 

all of Dorothy's efforts that brought this group of children to the end of the school year 

with a stronger sense of community. 

Dorothy approached her inquiry openly. Her honesty about her circumstances and 

herself aided her efforts. Dorothy reflected. My inquiry got children talking. My 

kidwatching improved and I learned new management strategies. Ifl had a class like 

that again, I would definitely not keep myself isolated, but would look further for help. 

She willingly reached out to many resources in the educational community to learn. She 

listened thoughtfully to others and reflected on what was said, forming her own voice. 
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Her trust in herself as a lifelong learner motivated her to keep trying to help her students 

create a stronger, more peaceful community. 
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CHAPTER? 

COMPARING THE CASE STUDIES: A CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS 

The purpose of this study is to examine how three teachers inquire in their own 

classrooms. While the previous chapters presented the individual case studies, it is also 

helpful to look across all three case studies. This cross-case analysis compares the case 

studies to identify similarities that deepen the understanding of these teachers and their 

inquiries. 

To identify the categories for the cross-case anzilysis, I worked collaboratively 

with Gloria Kauffinan, my peer debriefer. Gloria and I began with our own copies of the 

cases and worked separately. We each individually cut apart the case studies, making a 

few marginal notes next to the events or points, and then sorted them into related themes. 

As we talked about what we had done, it was obvious we were not thinking in similar 

ways. I had concentrated on finding categories that would go across all the cases, and 

Gloria had thought more about the meaning underlying the events of the cases. We 

thought that by talking through the meaning, the categories might emerge, so we began 

working together, reading aloud each event or focus in each case study. As I read, Gloria 

recorded in a three column chart form, the actual event, the immediate reason for the 

occurrence of that event, and the bigger picture underlying the event. For example, when 

considering the fact that Dorothy began to use a timer in her classroom, it was recorded as 

"timed kids as they worked" for the purpose of "focusing kids—on task," and the bigger 

picture was "maintaining classroom control." 

Gloria and I sorted the events into five categories depending on the nature of the 

event. The categories emerged as we looked at the intent of each event. These categories 

included: (1) reflection, (2) democracy, (3) belief and practice, (4) kids as informants, and 

I f 
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(5) teacherwatching. If the event was a reflection or observation made by the teacher, it 

was placed in the category of reflection. The events that dealt with issues of community 

or control were listed imder democracy. When the events reflected a belief or a practice 

of one of the teachers, it fell into the belief and practice category. Students sometimes 

were informing their teachers about curriculum, going beyond assessment and evaluation. 

These events were called kids as informants. When the teachers were gaining insight by 

watching me or others, it was placed in the teacherwatching category. Considering the 

example of Dorothy using a timer, this event was listed as belief and practice since it was 

a practice she implemented in her classroom. This chapter is organized around these five 

categories from the case studies which reflect the nature of their inquiries. 

While recording the events of the case studies in this manner, Gloria and 1 also 

reflected on and discussed some of the emerging issues. From this discussion the 

similarities of issues of power, control, and the need to belong dominated our talk. 

Within these five categories, these themes of power, control, and the need to belong are 

discussed as they relate to a particular category. 

Acting on Reflection 

Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy are reflective teachers. They reflected 

individually in their journals and together during the study group meetings. Their 

common goal of understanding curriculum as inquiry helped them coimect with each 

other and with each other's belief systems. Dewey (1964) writes, "It [reflective thought] 

converts action that is merely appetitive, blind, and impulsive into intelligent action" (p. 

212). Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy found both likenesses and differences in their 

perspectives and these facilitated in strengthening their understandings of the theory with 

which they were working, their own philosophy, and those of each other. Their reflective 

thinking fostered intelligent action taken in their classrooms. 
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Dorothy viewed journal writing as a way to feel in control of a difficult situation 

with her children. This situation was in opposition to her personal beliefs of 

inclusiveness and community. Her confidence undermined, she joumaled with me and 

talked with others to assxire herself that she was continuing to leam. Being in control of 

her own learning was a way Dorothy kept herself from being totally discouraged. 

Margaret made it clear she wanted to be in control of her own growth. She 

stopped taking classes from a professor until she could think through for herself what was 

being taught. She agreed to present at the Children's Literature Conference in order to 

pull her thinking together. Throughout this study she asked numerous questions in an 

effort to gain control of new perspectives. Margaret reevaluated her planning and her role 

as teacher. She carefully selected what she would try and how she would try it. Margaret 

examined closely who she was as a person and as a teacher and recognized her need for 

being in control of her classroom. 

Melinda remained in control by reflecting at length. Asking only for certain kinds 

of assistance, she was at the hehn. Melinda's own learning was an arduous journey. She 

considered her options, asked many questions, did not move ahead without thinking 

through many scenarios, and talked frequently with her colleagues. She withdrew and 

spent more time thinking. With all these measures in place, Melinda was in control, 

knowing she had done all that was possible to ensure success. After implementing new 

engagements, she reflected on the occurrences and her own learning to facilitate her 

moving forward. 

For Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda, professional growth was an important 

component of being a teacher. They perceived themselves as lifelong learners. Through 

the exploration of new understandings they remained in control of their classrooms and of 

their own learning. This control ensured their membership to an elite group of teachers— 
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those who think, understand, and work toward autonomy. I chose the word "elite" 

because I believe this group of teachers is perceived as elite by those wanting to belong, 

although those who belong perceive it as inclusive, inviting all mterested teachers to join. 

Dreikurs and Grey (1968) note that all the resources of an individual are aimed at finding 

security, "the feeling that one is worthwhile and has a place in the group" (p. 27). The 

belonging is at the heart. 

The dilemma of the isolation of teaching has been noted in many studies 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Goodlad, 1984; Lieberman & Miller, 1991). Professional 

growth is one expression of wanting to belong, a way of combating the isolation and 

pursuing learning. The interest, control, and understanding verify membership to this 

group of teachers who see themselves as lifelong learners. They want to know and be 

part of the group that continues to leam and think deeply. Had Melinda, Dorothy, and 

Margaret not wanted to belong, they would have chosen not to participate in this study. 

Acting Democratically in the Classroom and in the School 

The second category which emerged as Gloria and 1 reviewed the case studies was 

democracy. Issues of democracy included both events in the individual classrooms as 

well as within the school. Shannon (1993) defines democracy as "meaningfiil 

participation in the decision making that affects our lives" (p. 90). In the context of the 

classroom, events were placed in the democracy category when they concerned issues 

such as conflict in relationships, authority figures, management and control, sharing 

classroom responsibilities and decision making. In the extended context of the school 

and professional educator, events in the democracy category included professional 

development opportunities, support systems, finding one's voice, and teachers' rights. 

In her classroom, Dorothy used class meetings as a way for children to openly 

discuss and resolve their power struggles. During these class meetings they sometimes 
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took positive action as a class to repair thoughtless and regretted actions of individuals. 

Margaret asked her students to choose who they wanted to work with, though she 

maintained a veto power should they lose their focus. She assigned table captains to help 

with certain jobs and in order for the students to participate and still have an 

organizational routine Margaret could accept. Melinda passed many of the daily routines 

onto students. Lunch count, attendance, and monitoring drinks and quiet times, and other 

routines were the shared responsibility of the students and teacher. 

In all three settings these events were directly related to creating a learning 

community. Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda conscientiously worked to create and 

strengthen community in their classrooms. They recognized the importance that their 

smdents have shared experiences and care about each other. They knew one way to 

create community was to have children share in the responsibilities and, therefore, the 

children carried out some of the jobs and daily tasks of the classroom. 

In discussing Adlerian theory, Dreikurs and Grey (1968) state, "It was Adler's 

postulation that man is primarily a social being. The need to belong or to be accepted is 

the basic human motivation.... Ideally, the child [and adult] should discover that 

contributing to the welfare of the group is the best way to gain and maintain acceptance 

by others" (pp. 26-27). Participation and sense of commvmity in the classroom is 

grounded in this need to belong. Every classroom member, including the teacher, needs 

to feel and understand that they are an integral part of that classroom, that they belong. In 

turn, each classroom community belongs to the larger community of the school, 

extending participation and understanding of what community means. In Raising a 

Responsible Child. Dinkmeyer and McKay (1973) note the importance of instilling 

"social interest" in a child. This is a child who "is cooperative and respects the rights of 

others. He has a sense of his worth and a feeling of belonging. He is courageous in the 
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pursuit of goals that reflect not only self-interest, but social concern" (p. 29). Belonging 

to both smaller and larger communities facilitates in developing the qualities of caring, 

commitment, and pride. 

Dewey (1959) writes, "The teacher is not in the school to impose certain ideas or 

to form certain habits in the child, but is there as a member of the community..." (p. 

24). The need for Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret as teachers to be liked and accepted 

by their children was not explicitly discussed during this study, but was visible in the 

respectful manner that they worked with their students. Teachers want and need to 

belong to the classroom community in order to be most effective. Dorothy's classroom 

was the only room in which this issue surfaced openly. Her students struggled with 

building community and did not recognize Dorothy as part of that community. This was 

demonstrated when they wrote riddles about themselves. Dorothy read the riddles aloud 

and the children tried to guess who the author was. When Dorothy read her own, having 

participated in this writing engagement, not one of her students could figure out who it 

might be. Instead they guessed every other class member. Dorothy provided extra clues 

including gender, but they continued to guess students-even male students. This 

student-imposed detachment not only saddened Dorothy, but made her job more difficult. 

It did not endear her children to her and chipped away at her natural desire to care and 

give. This example illustrates how significant belonging to the classroom community is 

in creating a learning environment. 

Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy felt a sense of commitment to their school as 

well. They actively participated on school committees and talked firequently with other 

staff members, exchanging stories and information. Melinda worked on the school 

improvement committee. Margaret offered to make a presentation at the Parent Teacher 

Association meeting. Dorothy acted as a facilitator for a grant the school had received by 
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organizing the small discussion groups of faculty members. Margaret and Melinda were 

participants in this grant as well. Dorothy relied on the feedback from her peer teachers 

about her difficult class. Margaret received input from a fellow teacher whose child was 

in Margaret's room. Melinda was supported by an itinerant teacher's positive comments 

about the depth of thinking her students demonstrated. All three teachers spent time 

talking with others at their school, debating specific points such as standard English and 

the teaching of phonics. 

The active participation in the school community demonstrated by Dorothy, 

Melinda, and Margaret was connected to their need to belong. While they were not in 

agreement with some perspectives held by other teachers, they wanted to belong to the 

faculty group whose focus was working for and with children. Their perspective of 

teaching and learning was not accepted by the majority of the teachers in the school, and 

Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda were not completely comfortable speaking out at faculty 

meetings. However, as they learned more and gained control of the theory of inquiry, 

they were more willing to share their ideas, especially in the smaller discijssion groups of 

three or four teachers formed through a grant. Dorothy and Margaret were in the same 

small group and could support each other. Melinda felt more isolated but did voice her 

stance despite strong opposing perspectives in her group. Together Margaret, Melinda, 

and Dorothy were able to suggest to their administrator that the faculty read Creating 

Classrooms for Authors and Inquirers (Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996) for their study 

group in the coming year. They perceived this as taking a stance and finding their voices. 

Sharmon (1993) states, "Voice is the tool with which we make ourselves known, 

name our experience, and participate in decisions that affect our lives" (p. 91). In 

developing their voices and taking a stance Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy were actively 

participating in the decisions that affect their lives as teachers. By participating, they 



277 

were expressing their need to belong to both a theoretical perspective as well as to their 

school staff, despite the conflicts. 

Acting on Beliefs and Practice 

In reviewing the case studies there were many events that reflected concerns about 

beliefs and practices. These included classroom engagements, questions posed, planning, 

demonstrations, use of materials, and time and management issues. All of these events 

illustrated what the teachers believed about learning and teaching, and how they put their 

plans into action based on these beliefs. 

The issue of control was a strong theme in all the case studies. However, control 

took on several different meanings. Dewey (1938) describes social control saying, "It is 

not the will or desire of any one person which establishes order but the moving spirit of 

the whole group.... When it is necessary to speak and act firmly, it is done in behalf of 

the interest of the group, not as an exhibition of personal power" (p. 54). Dewey adds 

that when a person calls an event unfair, it is often the case that an individual is imposing 

his or her will on someone else. This exhibition of personal power or imposing of one's 

will is a second meaning control. Dreikurs, Grunwald, and Pepper (1971) include 

descriptives such as boss, command, power, demanding cooperation, domination, 

punishing and faultfinding when discussing autocratic classrooms. It reflects a top down 

relationship between the teacher and the students. A third meaning is the sense of order 

that is felt when understanding is achieved. Edelsky (1994) writes about descriptions of 

classroom practice which helped her. "These writings remind me of what it was like to 

read Graves 15 years ago. It's not that I needed method; I needed vision. Reading those 

vivid portraits, with commentary about something like writing workshops, which I had 

never seen or experienced first hand, helped me gain the confidence to change both my 
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understanding and my practice" (p. 156). So, a third meaning of control might be defined 

as gaining confidence. 

In Dorothy's classroom maintaining social control required a constant vigil. She 

passed out praise notes and gave students immediate, positive, verbal responses to their 

work. She spontaneously changed her plans to avoid conflict and to help her children 

take control of their behavior. She used a timer to structure their time and keep control. 

Dorothy's beliefs were challenged and her practices were altered in an effort to keep 

children safe and promote academic growth. 

Margaret's class, on the other hand, needed much less gmdance in order to 

maintain social control. Instead, Margaret held a belief in the existence of a body of 

knowledge and she, therefore, controlled curriculum. She spoke of checklists her 

students needed to achieve, and directed the way materials such as the rain forest kit were 

used. She indicated how students' time should be used when they worked in groups. 

Margaret was concerned, too, with children being respectful. She was worried that social 

control, particularly respect for adults, would evaporate without some pieces of a 

top-down hierarchy in place. Margaret's beliefs were reflected in the questions she asked 

and the practices she used in daily routines such as lining up or doing Daily Oral 

Language in a written form. 

Melinda's anxieties about such things as engaging all children and her hesitancy to 

implement new ideas were also related to control. For Melinda being in control meant 

she understood what she was doing and could predict with confidence what would 

happen. Melinda did not have a vision for using the inquiry cycle. She worried that her 

class would not logically progress. For Melinda, being in control meant being in control 

of herself and her learning. She needed the confidence that comes with vision to move 
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forward. Without it, she did not feel in control of her classroom and was concerned that 

social control would be lost. 

Classroom social control is a major factor in the evaluation of teachers. Principals 

as well as other visitors come into classrooms and pass judgment on teachers by 

considering whether the class is under control, meaning there is enough order in the 

classroom community for learning to occiir. Teachers quickly recognize in their own 

buildings who they consider in control. Without control the teacher fails as an educator 

and is never fully accepted. 

It makes sense that Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda, who were actively pursuing 

to further their own professional growth, strove to be in control. Their concepts of control 

not only focused on the interests of the group as a whole, but also control of curriculum. 

Because they considered the good of the whole, their students usually exhibited a high 

level of engagement which was interpreted by outsiders that they were competent 

teachers. When this study began I asked Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret to represent 

their professional histories as time lines. We used these as starting points for the initial 

interviews. All three teachers indicated that at some point in their careers, they opted to 

use old materials and practices that did not coincide with their own belief systems about 

learning and teaching. Margaret and Melinda said they made these decisions when they 

moved into new schools. Dorothy, having less years of teaching experience, decided to 

abandon her beliefs as she joined the staff at Sunset Elementary, her first job. 

It took time to understand the site, the administrators, and themselves before they 

gravitated back toward their own belief system and curricular framework. It also took 

each other's company. As Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda discovered they were like 

minds working in the same building, they found the strength in numbers to move in new 

directions against the tide of a more traditional stance in the school site. Ultimately, all 
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three teachers in this study abandoned their practices when stress was high and the setting 

was unfamiliar in order to belong. Once they established themselves as competent 

educators and found companionship for their thinking, they returned to a practice of 

teaching that matched their beliefs. 

In the semester prior to this study Dorothy had an unpleasant experience with a set 

of parents in her room. Convinced that their child's needs were not being met in 

Dorothy's program, they came into her room and took notes on Dorothy's teaching. They 

had previously expressed their discontent both to Dorothy and the principal, Ms. Walker. 

While Melinda and Margaret did not experience this kind of scrutiny during this study, 

both indicated in their initial interviews that fear of meeting parents' expectations 

influenced the decisions they made about their teaching. 

Teachers want to be liked by the parents of their students. To establish an open 

line of communication with parents is important to the shared interest both teacher and 

parent have in their children. While not convinced that spelling tests were the best way to 

approach spelling, Margaret continued to use that strategy because parents wanted it. 

Melinda worried that she might be challenged by parents because she was not sending 

home "cute" work. 

For Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda it was essential to be accepted by the parents 

in their school. This acceptance constituted belonging to the school community at Sunset 

School because the parents were such a strong voice at the school. If accepted, parents 

would work with the teachers in their classrooms and, in retum, parents expected the 

teachers to work with them to improve the school, thereby providing the children with a 

better education. Parents did influence decisions Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy made 

about the practice of teaching. They understood that without the parent support, they did 

not belong fully to the neighborhood school commimity. 
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On looking carefully at the unhappy parents in Dorothy's room, it is evident that 

these parents were using power to get what they thought their children needed. They tried 

to intimidate Dorothy and her administrator into changing the program to better suit-in 

their eyes—their children's needs. In other words, they tried to use power to get Dorothy 

to conform to their way of thinking. In this case, the power play of the parents angered 

Dorothy into taking a stronger stance in her belief system, rather than conforming, but it 

weighed heavily for the entire year. Power is a way to control. Dinkmeyer and McKay 

(1973) point out that fear of rejection can be a driving force in issues of power. When 

engaged in a power struggle, teachers do not feel in control and do not view themselves 

as belonging. 

Negotiating Curriculum: Kids as Informants 

As the semester began Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda were all kidwatchers 

(Goodman, 1978). Goodman defines kidwatching stating, "The best alternatives to 

testing come from direct and, in most cases, informal observation of the child in various 

situations by the classroom teacher" (p. 43). Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy used 

kidwatching to evaluate and assess their students. They watched carefully as their 

students performed during daily tasks in order to assess what the child could do 

independently and what help and instruction the child needed. During this study Dorothy, 

Margaret, and Melinda each began to recognize a new role of their students, expanding 

their concept of kidwatching to include kids as informants. O'Keefe (1996) refers to it as, 

"Watching children carefully to inform the curriculum.... It is a continuous systematic 

look at the process of how students learn" (p. 64). 

Dorothy was concemed with the lack of community in her classroom. She had 

chosen cycles as a broad concept. While she revisited the broad concept, she decided to 

try friendship as a theme. This did not seem to hold the children's interest, nor did 
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community. When we realized the children were focused only on themselves. Dorothy 

moved to the more successful theme of self. She then began listening to her children in 

new ways. She heard them talking about research and she acknowledged their interest in 

animals, combining these into a long term homework assignment. Dorothy began to 

make curriculum decisions with her students. 

Margaret had a tight hold on curriciilum. Her belief that her students needed a 

specific body of knowledge, kept her in the position of sole decision maker. She 

verbalized early in the semester that the children had talked her into studying bugs and 

weather at the same time, but it was as much a combination of her vmwillingness to let go 

of her agenda—weather—and accommodation of the district science kit on insects that 

guided this decision. When one of Margaret's students made an observation about cycles, 

the broad concept, while browsing books about weather and bugs, Margaret began to see 

that students were making connections. Soon after, she realized as she moved the class 

toward a rain forest unit, that the class was still focused on insects and were finding ways 

to incorporate the study of bugs into the rain forest unit—a subtle negotiation. Awareness 

of these experiences facilitated Margaret's efforts to include students in curriculum 

decisions such as when working with literature discussion groups. Rather than leading 

the direction of the discussion, Margaret tried to wait for the students to make their own 

connections, taking the dialogue into new areas. 

Melinda wanted her children to decide the direction curriculimi would take. At 

the same time, she was concerned they would stray off course. Much of this was due to 

not having a strong vision in her head of what the inquiry cycle looked like. However, 

she kept listening to her students until their interest in the environment emerged, leading 

them to in-depth studies of their own choosing. Melinda's children informed her in other 

ways as well. One persistent child insisted on changing the posted daily schedule to 
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match what they were doing in class. This change was something Melinda was reluctant 

to admit, but her student forced the issue. Another child provided Melinda with a 

valuable lesson about how differently people leam and the significance of multiple ways 

of knowing. 

All of these situations are different, but all represent new learning for Dorothy, 

Margaret, and Melinda. This understanding of how children can inform what occurs in 

the classroom were almost a right of passage. These teachers had a new appreciation for 

the role their students played in planning. They developed a trust in their students as 

learners and contributors. By informing the curriculum, the students were participating in 

the decisions that affected their lives (Shannon, 1993), enhancing the sense of community 

and belonging (O'Keefe, 1996). Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret strengthened their 

connections through their growth and new understandings. They could recognize what 

students were telling them and they could act on this information. The teachers were 

removing themselves from positions of power and sharing control with students. 

Teacherwatching: Trying It On for Size 

In reviewing the case studies, it became apparent how carefully all three teachers 

watched what I did while working in their rooms. Events that reflected these 

observations included both planned and circumstantial demonstrations. Smith (1981) 

writes, "The first essential component of learning is the opportunity to see how something 

is done. I shall call these opportunities demonstrations ..." (p. 108). They became a 

valuable source of information to Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda. Teacherwatching was 

a way for them to assess themselves by watching me. Through observation, they created 

a vision, altering what I did to suit their own needs and personalities and picturing 

themselves teaching the lesson. 
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As I worked with the teachers, they asked me to demonstrate a variety of 

engagements and strategies. Dorothy observed how I introduced writing personal stories 

or facilitated different literature circles. Margaret noticed how I introduced the 

preparation of presentations. Melinda focused on my dialogue with students in order to 

understand and push their thinking. In informal interactions with children Dorothy 

learned how I dealt with tattling and Margaret broadened her understanding of literature 

by considering how 1 put text sets together. These observations helped Dorothy, 

Margaret, and Melinda gain understanding and control of the theory and practice they 

were learning. My demonstrations filled in some missing pieces of the picture for them 

and encouraged them to take risks of their own, meaning they understood more and could 

responsibly implement their new knowledge. 

Smith (1981) further states, "An important category of demonstrations is 

self-generated, like those we can perform in our imagination. We can try things out in 

our mind and explore possible consequences without anyone actually knowing what we 

are doing" (p. 109). Gloria and I discussed the demonstrations in this study and why they 

were so important to the teachers. We considered these demonstrations as mini dramas. 

As the "performer," I offered an interpretation of how to carry out a specific plan in the 

classroom. Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy watched intensely thinking about how they 

would think, feel, act, and what they would say if they were teaching the particular 

lesson. In other words, they put themselves in my place and envisioned their own 

interpretations of the same plan. By doing so, they bolstered their own confidence as they 

worked out the details in their minds and realized it was feasible for them. They could 

think about how they would approach the same plan, how the script might read, what 

artifacts or props would come in handy, and how they could make it better because they 

knew their classes better than I did. Melinda did this teacherwatching with her student 
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teacher. Realizing that the student teacher was a reflection of herself, Melinda watched 

her student teacher and then made changes in herself. By imagining their own success, 

Melinda, Margaret and Dorothy were pushing themselves to new or deeper 

understandings. 

The demonstrations led all three teachers to greater control of new theory. Each 

was having difficulty creating a vision of inquiry. The demonstrations enacted parts of 

practice that were unclear, which in turn Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret could mentally 

enact themselves, thereby creating a vision (Edelsky, 1994). Through this new insight 

and control, all three felt stronger kinship with each other and with professionals who 

they respected as knowledgeable. 

Conclusion 

The events across ail three case studies consistently fell into the categories of 

reflection, democracy, beliefs and practice, kids as informants, and teacherwatching, 

thereby reflecting the nature of the teachers' inquiries. The issues of control, power, and 

belonging emerged in each category and influenced how teachers inquired and made 

decisions in their own classrooms. 

Control, sometimes complicated by power, is central to these teachers' lives as it 

is an indicator of competency and strongly coimects to how we gain membership in 

teaching communities. It covers a variety of meanings including social control when the 

good of the whole group is at stake, being in charge in order to define respect, and what 

Dewey (1938) calls "personal power" involving the imposition of one person's will on 

another. Being in control can also reflect new understanding and being responsibility for 

that new learning by taking thoughtful and informed action based on that learning. 

All of these definitions are rooted in the basic human need to belong (Adler 

1957). Teachers and children alike want to belong to their classroom conmiunity as well 
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as the larger community of school. How people go about finding their place in these 

communities varies from collaboratively working with others to bulldozing their way in 

with power plays. Alternative perspectives are often perceived as threatening to the good 

of the whole rather than a widening of understanding. When this occurs the personal 

strength necessary to go against the tide and defend an unpopular belief system may be 

greatly underestimated. It can close doors instead of opening them. When the pressure is 

substantial, conforming is an option many people consider and choose, valuing belonging 

above all else. 

I am reminded of a childhood favorite story. The Sneetches (Seuss, 1953) which 

begins, 

"Now, the Star-Belly Sneetches 

Had bellies with stars. 

The Plain-Belly Sneetches 

Had none upon thars" (p. 3). 

The story continues to explain the great lengths the Plain-Belly Sneetches went to in order 

to belong to what they perceived as an elite group—those that "had stars upon thars" (p. 

11). The elite group in this story, however, was exclusive instead of inclusive, and both 

groups abandoned their original beliefs and became rather fickle until Sylvester 

McMonkey McBean, the Fix-It-Up Chappie, drove off with all the Sneetches' money. 

The Sneetches were totally confused about what they had wanted in the first place. 

Realizing their foolishness, the Sneetches became a more inclusive group. 

"That day, all the Sneetches forgot about stars 

And whether they had one, or not, upon thars" (p. 24). 

The need to belong was a powerful incentive for Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret. 

It influenced their decisions about their own classrooms, their decisions about their role in 
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the school, and their decisions about their professional lives. Shannon (1993) points out 

that voice is a social rather than a personal matter for individuals. Finding the voice that 

would support their beliefs without excluding them from the social structures of 

education proved to be a long and arduous search for Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy. 



288 

CHAPTERS 

SUPPORTING EACH OTHER: THE STUDY GROUP 

Throughout the course of this study Melinda, Margaret, Dorothy, and myself met 

together every two to three weeks at one of our homes. The purpose of the study group 

was to have time to discuss the theory behind the inquiry cycle as a curricular framework 

and ways to move from theory into practice. We focused on the nature of their teacher 

inquiries in their classrooms and their particular questions and concerns. 

We usxially met at seven o'clock on Saturday mornings. These sessions were 

perceived by all of us to be of utmost importance. For example, all three teachers have 

families, but when we met, spouses and children were in low visibility and rarely 

interrupted the discussions. The teachers had definitely privileged our study group time. 

When I included the study group as part of this research, I suggested we meet for 

one and a half to two hours, knowing even that amount of time is precious to a person 

working full-time and raising a family. These sessions, however, were so essential to the 

participants that the shortest session lasted nearly four hours and most lasted between five 

and six hours. To have time set aside for discussion in a secure environment was a rare 

opportxmity and highly valued by these teachers. It was not to be wasted. The first time 

we met I had foolishly scheduled a meeting two hours later. As my deadline approached 1 

was reluctant to leave the study group, and arrived late at my next meeting. The teachers 

continued talking for three more hours. 

I was a participant observer in the study group. While I viewed my role more as a 

participant, Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy initially perceived me as an expert, having 

used the inquiry cycle in my own classroom. This distinction became less noticeable as 

time passed, but they were very aware that I was a researcher. Since the focus of my 

study was their inquiries, my agenda was whatever facilitated or caused tensions for the 
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teachers in their inquiries. During the study, the teachers occasionally asked questions at 

times or in places where I could not readily respond. I initiated discussion at the study 

group meeting primarily when responding to those specijBc questions. However, I 

participated in the talk as an equal member, adding my own experiences, posing my own 

questions, telling my own personal stories as well as supporting Dorothy, Melinda, and 

Margaret. There was no designated facilitator. We shared that role. The study group 

discussions had a developmental aspect to them as over the course of the semester we all 

got to know each other. The intensity of discussion grew as well as the trust in each 

other, enabling us to speak freely. 

After analysis of the individual case studies I next analyzed the study group data, 

which included transcripts of the taped sessions and fieldnotes. I was looking for new 

categories for the individual teachers, but no others emerged from the study group data. 

However, what did become apparent was the significance of the study group time itself 

The nature of the teachers' inquiries meant putting a safety net in place that enabled them 

to take risks. Therefore, I created a separate category on the importance of building 

support systems for teachers. 

Building Support Systems for Teachers 

In my experience as a classroom teacher in the public schools, I foimd it difficult 

to develop a support system—a group of trusted professionals who talk with each other 

about professional concerns. Typically teachers work alone and take sole responsibility 

for what happens in their own classrooms. The work day is crowded to the point that 

talking with co-workers takes a back seat to daily planning and other work related tasks. 

Having already discovered their similar perspectives Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda had 

begun building a support system by occasionally planning collaboratively and taking 

some university classes together. 
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Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy had some ideas in common about teaching and were 

alike in other ways. For example, each teacher took pride in her work and always 

represented the school and the school district in the best possible light. Margaret 

commented specifically about Sunset School, The community has got that cohesive spirit, 

that work-together spirit, and when they do something, it is marvelous. These teachers 

were extremely careful about what they said to anyone, including me, about their beliefs 

and their school. They were happy and, for the most part, felt supported by parents, peers 

and administration in their work place. They always painted a positive image for others. 

Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda are models of professionalism. Through the study group 

they strengthened their personal relationships as well as their professional bonds. 

It was clear to all four of us that the study group was a significant professional 

experience. The analysis of the study group data led me to create four categories that 

indicate the way in which this group developed and supported each other as educators. 

The furst category reflects the importance of getting to know and trust each other as we 

started. Sharing stories was a primary way of doing so. The second category addresses 

the assumptions we made about the safety of the group. Third, an open exchange of ideas 

and encouragement provided us with the incentive to continue our inquiries. The last 

category was the raising of educational questions, issues, and topics. These four 

categories were common threads in the nature of all of our inquiries. 

Getting to Know and Trust Through Sharing Stories 

One reason this study group worked so well was that the Margaret, Dorothy, and 

Melinda knew each other and were comfortable together. I was the outsider. At the 

beginning of the semester, all three teachers were much more reserved about their 

comments. Because they did not know me well, Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy did not 
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want to risk that any concerns they had might be misunderstood or misrepresented in any 

way. They were discreet in what they said and how they said it. 

The first time we met, the experiences we shared were from our classrooms and 

helped us establish the focus and routine of the study group. Margaret noted. We sat 

down with an expected leave time—meet for two hours and go. But we stayed talking. I 

found myself doing most of the talking, sharing my experiences with using inquiry as a 

curricular framework while they asked me questions. The transcript read somewhat like 

an interrogation or a question and answer session, more formal than later meetings. The 

following is an example of a discussion on different ways of recording children's 

questions. 

Melinda: Were these questions just the most important and most compelling? 
Could they have listed all of these? 

Jean: They could have. [I describe a wall chart for questions.] 

Melinda: So there is more than one question on the charts. 

Jean: Yeah. [I gave a description of a student recording sheet for questions.] 

Melinda: It's land of grouped by the child's questions. 

Jean: These are all one child's questions. 

Dorothy: Can they answer anyone else's questions? 

Jean: Oh yes ... 

Margaret: Oh. 

Melinda: What if an answer was incorrect? 

At our second meeting in early February the talk began with some school-wide 

PTA (Parent Teacher Association) issues and questions about which Dorothy, Margaret, 

and Melinda were thinking. During this dialogue the influence of life experiences on our 

current beliefs and actions emerged as we engaged in a lengthy sharing of personal stories 

of our educational and family experiences. Rosen (1992) points out that narrative is the 
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primary way of thinking and of making sense of the world. Story is the spotlight on life. 

It is deeply interwoven into our very being and our perception of the world (Coles, 1989; 

Peterson & Eeds, 1990). Margaret observed. At times I felt we were way off course as we 

talked. We told so many stories—about school, about kids, about our personal 

experiences going to school, about our families. Many of these were "horror stories" 

about being in remedial programs, not experiencing living alone, fear of poetry, and the 

devastation of grades. 

Melinda: Don't start with me on that! 

Dorothy: I shouldn't. I won't. 

Melinda: I have lectured every professor I have about grades. 

Dorothy: An A is important to me. 

Melinda: It is so insignificant to me. It doesn't matter ..to the point I'm offended. 
Back to the test thing... that's what she [a high school student] tells me. 
The teacher has to do it for her. She has this book that she's totally 
interpreted in a different way because her history teacher has told her this 
is how it relates. And she's beginning to believe the Language Arts 
teacher gives her cues [about how to interpret a text]. She just repeats it 
and gets good grades and she has this impression. .. 

Jean: ... Which is transmission/regurgitation of information ... 

Dorothy: I couldn't talk to my friends about school issues with Daniel because 
they're making A's and Daniel's making C's and I went back and traced his 
history of his grades, where it started, the A's turning to B's and C's... 
and I'm trying not to feel guilty about it... . 

Jean: When I brought home that report card... it was that I was a cause for 
disappointment... Here are four children in the same family and we all 
screwed up in school and my parents have to see that as a reflection of 
themselves and my father's the person who hired the headmaster. He was 
chairman of the board of trustees .... 

Margaret: I just want to bring to the attention of everybody at the table that 
we've been storying. 

The stories we shared were the foundations of trust and support in this study 

group. As Carter (1993) notes, stories reveal who we are and what we believe. In our 
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study group story helped us form professional relationships which facilitated our inquiries 

and from which personal friendship grew. We each had revealed our own vulnerability. 

By opening ourselves in this way we created a bond. Personal story sharing became 

common during our study group meetings. They deepened our understanding of each 

other as people and as educators. In tum, we were able to support each other's individual 

issues more effectively. 

Assuming a Safe Envirormient 

Though it was unwritten and unspoken, a basic premise of this study group was 

"What can I do to help?" The assumption that we were all there to help was directly 

connected with a second assiuBption—that every question, issue, and topic was deserving 

of our attention. It was also assumed that professionalism wovild prevail and dictate what 

would and would not be repeated. Dorothy wrote. It was the one place I could be 

completely honest about my teaching experience for this year. I felt that what I had to 

contribute would be honored and respected and that I would be supported. We would 

all, from time to time, request the tape recorder be turned ofif. Some statements were 

prefaced with the request not to repeat it. These assumptions that the study group was a 

safe place to think aloud and speak freely fostered a sense of opermess and nurturing that 

led to rich dialogue (Birchak et al., in press). This honesty facilitated inquiry by allowing 

us to get to the heart of issues quickly. Margaret commented, / wasn't afraid to speak my 

mind or make mistakes. It [the study group] built my confidence. We were able to laugh 

at ourselves and struggle with new perspectives. The study group has developed into a 

lasting camaraderie. Without these assumptions of safety, the value and benefit of the 

study group would have depreciated. It would have indicated a lack of sincerity and 

authenticity. We could not have opened our nainds to others. 
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Exchanging Ideas and Encouragement 

The role of the four members of this study group was to give and receive support 

(Birchak et al., in press). We were there for each other. We were there for ourselves. 

Margaret noted. The study group gave me the chance to hear about other situations from 

other perspectives. We problem solved and brainstormed ideas. The discovery that other 

teachers struggled with the same issues was a relief. I wasn't unusual. In every 

Uranscript the participants moved easily from supporting the other group members to 

inteijecting their own questions, revealing their own tensions, and receiving the help and 

encouragement. This support was found on two levels: (1) classroom practice including 

engagements and management concerns, and (2) theoretical discussions imderpinning the 

practice. 

Thinking about Classroom Practice 

Much of our talk was based on the events in Margaret's, Melinda's, and Dorothy's 

classrooms, though we also reflected on our past experiences when it was helpful. 

Margaret wrote, To be able to wander about figuratively in each others' classrooms and 

minds was an exhilarating experience. Talking through these classroom events was a 

way to present to the group the "why" of successful experiences and to pose new 

questions. For example, Dorothy was thinking about engagements for the class focus on 

self 

Melinda : Have you had a museum? 

Dorothy: No. 

Melinda: I would give it a go. I know your class is a totally different makeup 
[from my own]. .. but I cannot tell you how wonderfiil it is to have kids 
set up a display of them, something that represents themselves. 

Jean: It would work very well with self. 

Dorothy: It would. 
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Melinda: It would be perfect.. .. 

This conversation continued as the group covered all the planning elements 

involved such as time, room arrangement, sharing process, and reflection. Because we 

took the time to sort through all the possible scenarios for Dorothy's room, we facilitated 

her inquiry as she tried this new strategy. Afterward she wrote. The museums were 

fantastic. Children brought very personal items to share: baby clothes, first tooth, toys, 

pictures, birth certificates. .. . Not one item was taken or broken. .. . All children were 

engaged.... This was one of the best days we have had this year. 

Dorothy shared this success immediately with Melinda and Margaret, and later 

with me. Each of the participants in this study was sincerely concerned with the issues 

brought up for discussion. Dorothy's success with museums was important to all of us. 

We all felt we had a stake in each of these classrooms. Watson (1989) writes, "By 

sharing their best classroom practices, teachers can rethink, resee, and relive the 

principles that underlie their own activities" (p. 223). During museum discussions we 

explored the underlying principles which helped Dorothy know this engagement had 

potential for her and her class. 

Several times during the study group meetings concern for the relationship 

between the participating teachers and the rest of the faculty was brought up. 

Dorothy: ... And we are constantly talking to each other. I am sure to the rest 
of the school it appears that there is a real clique, but this [talking and 
sharing] is just going on all the time. 

Melinda: I have wondered because we are always in conversation. We're saying 
please read this article. Tell me what you think. I mean I can't wait to 

get feedback on that chapter 

Margaret: We have been exposed to all these ideas and some of the people 
haven't.. We have to be careful not to jump too far. 

This demonstrates not only the constancy of the three teachers' support for each 

other, but also their sincere interest in being part of the larger faculty and staff. 
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Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret wanted to be inclusive as well as be an integral 

part of the school. They worked together at not being elitist, often inviting others to read 

or discuss issues with them. They thought carefully about how they might involve others 

and share their perspectives. 

Margaret: We were going to talk about library. . . 

Jean: I asked Margaret about how you could get [the librarian] involved. 

Melinda: I went to her this year and said I would really like to have a situation 
where I have a block of time every day when my students could come to 
the library and know she was available to them. [The librarian suggests 
finding five teachers to participate and then blocking out a time. However 
after further talking....] It wasn't quite what she imagined... 

Melinda: I think she'd be willing to [pull books] if we came up with the text set 
lists. 

Dorothy: Because I think once you show her something she says, "Oh. And I 
know a book."... She has done that for me. 

Margaret: 1 see what you mean. The willingness is there.... 

Melinda: I wonder if we approach it from the let's talk about how we can use the 
library, I'm thinking she would look at that as co-planning.... 

Margaret: You know who might be an ally for the research part? .. . 

When Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy had concerns I supported their efforts first 

by listening and then by offering suggestions. Melinda added, Jean was a critical piece. 

Having that other view, someone not caught up in the politics of the building or in the 

different personalities was a wonderful addition to our group. For example, I thought it 

might be helpful to invite the librarian into their rooms to see first hand how books were 

being used. However, these efforts to include others needed to come directly from 

Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda. Their understanding of their setting far surpassed mine 

and if they were to be successful in involving others, the invitation needed to come from 

them as members of the staff. 
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Occasionally I was approached by other faculty members asking me to 

demonstrate literattire discussion groups or provide a perspective. Margaret, Melinda, 

and Dorothy supported me in a similar maimer, by offering information and suggestions 

to facilitate my understanding the context and find the best response. 

As members of the study group our roles as supporters, co-plarmers, 

learners, and counselors intertwined. Watson (1989) notes that teachers need collegial 

support to share their successes and their frustrations. Melinda explained. Not only would 

they [study group members] be willing to listen, but they would also able to listen. They 

had the necessary background information about me, my philosophy, and my classroom 

to be able to truly hear my question. We were problem posers and problem solvers 

together. It was very difficult to separate these roles. As we talked, phrases such as 

How did you do that?; I see big changes; I bet you had everyone's attention; You might 

try...; You can borrow mine; and It's not your fault were foimd throughout every 

transcript. We were definitely not alone in our inquiries. Melinda commented. Teaching 

is such an isolating experience.... Ino longer felt like I was out there all by myself, but 

part of a team. The strength in this support could not help but facilitate inquiry and 

propel us forward. 

Discussing Theoretical Understandings 

During the study group meetings we often discussed issues and topics that had 

been raised in university classes we were taking. These theoretical discussions came 

either directly from what Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda were experiencing in their own 

classrooms, or they were discussions that they were not yet finished talking about from 

university classes, the dialogue in the class having been cut off or having gone in a 

different direction. We considered theories such as transaction, critical theory, inquiry 

and democracy in education. 
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Melinda: But see. She's [university colleague] still more transmission. 

Dorothy: And it's just as interesting to me that that was her comment about skills. 
What skills were you working on is what she asked me. And is that how 
you have a kid reflect about their writing, by looking at the skills you 
wanted the kids to have? 

Margaret: Or were we working on semantics again? Remember the discussion 
we had about skills versus process? 

Dorothy: When I want a kid to reflect, I don't want a kid to meet my needs at all. 

Margaret: But you can still be looking for... 

Dorothy: I can as a teacher. 

Margaret: For patterns and all that. 

Dorothy: lean, but I need to know what a child is perceiving and describing... 

Dialogues of this nature deepened our understandings and led to new questions. 

We worked to understand how the school and the district fit into the theory, and how we 

fit professionally into the larger picture. 

When the study group talked about theory, it was common for any of us to supply 

the others with multiple copies of articles that applied to the posed question. I offered 

articles on democracy by Patrick Shannon (1993) and Carole Edelsky (1994). Melinda 

brought Newsweek magazine's article "Your Child's Brain" (Begley, 1996). They all 

brought me handouts from their university classes and I tried to find pieces to help them 

with understanding specific and individual issues such as testing. 

Short et al. (1996) described their study group by saying, "All of us were 

innovative and effective teachers working and planning by ourselves, but by thinking with 

each other we were able to push ourselves to new understandings and possibilities that 

went far beyond what we could each do alone" (p. 200). This similar constant exchange 

of ideas and materials was another way Melinda, Margaret, Dorothy, and I supported each 

other. It demonstrated a professional interest in each other, a recognition of the 
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significance of our questions, and it was a way we could acknowledge that we were all 

feeling the tension of learning. 

Raising Questions. Issues and Topics 

With one exception (the reunion of the summer inquiry class that Margaret, 

Melinda and Dorothy had taken at the University of Arizona), the study group always met 

in one of four homes, alternating in no particular order based on availability and family 

schedules. This was important. In our homes there was no worry that what was said 

would be overheard by passersby and misinterpreted. We all felt free to speak openly 

about issues. These issues covered the practice of teaching, political concerns, and the 

everyday business of school. 

Examining Our Practice of Teaching 

Many areas of concern were discussed during the semester. Most often Melinda, 

Dorothy, and Margaret wanted to dissect their own practices, reflecting on each new 

situation that presented itself and how to resolve it (Richert, 1991). Melinda stated. In the 

past I had talked with my peers about "fluff." I never critically looked at myself and my 

practice with others. But in this study group we felt totally free to say and share our 

thoughts, worries, and questions. We looked closely at events that occurred in their own 

classrooms, and reflected on the process, the students, the materials used, and the plan 

itself. 

Melinda: It was interesting this past week I had several children in there [during 
studio time] doing earth or environmental related work through art, which 
I'd never had before. Jack's favorite thing is not to write. He wanted to 
represent in print something about we love the Earth and we need to take 
care of it... it's incredible to me that he had this message and in his free 
time he chose to tie in.. . to what we're studying. 

Dorothy: [To Margaret] I see your class doing a mural.... [To Melinda] Have 
you thought of covering a wall with paper and letting them hang things? 

Jean: I am trying to figure out how you could do that during studio time. 
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Melinda: Just put it up against the wall. 

Dorothy: Or could you put it in the cafeteria where if the paint dripped it wouldn't 
get on your carpet.... 

We helped each other plan new engagements and to think about time frames, 

group dynamics, materials, physical arrangement, possible outcomes, and how best to use 

adult helpers. We decided what roles we would play and how we would interact with the 

children. We shared past experiences to help envision what our strategies might look like 

during specific engagements. We talked through different scenarios from best to worst in 

an effort to be prepared. 

Melinda: But I don't think I'm getting the most out of it that I could. I still feel 
like I'm not the leader that they need to have. Not leader... I don't want 
to say leader. I'm not supporting them in the way they need to be 
supported and I feel inadequate in that way. 

Dorothy: That's because you don't have the background knowledge and now 
you're trying to build that. 

Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy set high expectations for themselves as well as 

their students, making this planning time detailed and lengthy. These study group 

discussions facilitated their inquiries by giving them the confidence to try new teaching 

strategies and engagements and to change their perspectives. 

Dealing with the Politics of the Practice of Teaching 

Political concerns that effect the practice of teaching were a source of tension in 

all three of their inquiries and were discussed. These tensions usually arose from 

incidents or practices that the three participants encountered in their own classrooms. 

One example was the PTA's (Parent Teacher Association) annual fiind raiser. The PTA 

was proud of the fact they did not sell products to raise money. Instead they had a school-

wide Spellathon, a common approach to raising money in schools today. Each grade 

level was assigned a list of spelling words. The students gathered sponsors and collected 
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money from them according to the nnmber of words spelled correctly on a test given 

during a regular school day. 

This presented a theoretical dilemma for Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda and it 

became an tension of their practice of teaching. The Spellathon is based on a traditional 

model of teaching, specifically the memorization of a list of words, which is then 

regurgitated for a test. This is not in alignment with a more holistic perspective of how 

spelling might be taught. On the other hand, the PTA was able to raise $12,000 by 

having the Spellathon. These teachers were caught between supporting the PTA fund 

raiser and supporting their students as learners. 

During the normal course of a school day there was no time to delve into issues 

such as these even though they affected decisions these teachers made for their own 

classrooms. However, there was time at our study group meetings. It was important for 

them to know that others were struggling with the same questions and not always coming 

up with easy solutions. This was not an issue that could be discussed at the school site 

for worry of being overheard and misunderstood. The tension was not whether to back 

the PTA or not, but how such an activity challenges a classroom's curriculum and 

teaching. Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy wanted to be actively involved in all aspects 

of school life. By talking about their concerns at study group meetings, they 

collaboratively supported the school and each other by channeling their talk in positive 

directions to find the best possible responses to these challenges, thus facilitating their 

own inquiries. 

The tensions of grading and testing are other examples of the politics of teaching. 

Grading and testing were discussed or mentioned at almost every meeting and the talk 

spanned a variety of concerns. We shared stories about the role of tests and grades in our 

own childhood education. We debated grading policies at the university level, and 
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whether students should be a part of that grading process. We discussed the meaning and 

purpose of grades and how the meaning and purpose changes between preschool, primary 

grades, intermediate grades, middle school and high school. We thought about the 

differences between grading systems such as rubrics and percentages, and the challenge 

of integrating them into a single system. We questioned the value of standardized testing 

as a true measurement of what students know. We examined the state and district testing 

mandates and their apparent fickleness as they change from year to year. We discussed 

teaching to the test and testing as the driving force of curriculum. 

Melinda: The emphasis has been test test test test test test test. You know, when I 
said I had a real concern because it's prepare for the test, prepare for the 
test—that's the focus—I said where is this all going. She shared that her 
daughter had tested out of biology and went into whatever the next level is 
and just struggled She said the test doesn't ensure arrything. And if these 
kids, i f  all they're being preparedfor is to take a test. . .  

Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret expressed their tensions arising from the amount 

of time testing took from everyday curriculum. They noted the different types of testing 

their children were expected to do and they compared the required and standardized 

testing to the more holistic evaluations they preferred to use in their classrooms on a 

regular basis. Despite the amount of time spent on this discussion, no plan or strategy for 

grading and testing was ever singled out as the right way. It remained an unresolved 

issue. However, we all thought broadly and had a better understanding of the scope of 

this issue. It was reassuring to know that our thinking was similar and that we all were 

debating the same questions. 

Considering the Everyday Business of School 

Another area that was often discussed was the everyday business of working in a 

school. Again, because the study group met away from the school site, we were all able 

to speak openly. Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda often shared vignettes. Sometimes 

these featured difficult parents or particular children in their classes. 
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Jean: Does Kerry pull a lot of power stuff? 

Melinda : Oh Yeah... I've had phone calls from the dad and the dad has 
instructed Kerry to deck Richard in the beginning of the year. So we had 
time out for both boys, and 1 have to tell you what Kerry wrote to his 
mother... the funniest person in the world is my mother.. . she is nice. 
She is available like a servant. 

Margaret: Oh my gosh! 

Dorothy: What did you decide to do with it? 

In these circumstances, a teacher felt the need to voice frustration or concern to others 

who knew the context and could empathize. The intent was not to gossip but to share an 

unsettling event that had caused tension, confirm that it was unsettling to others, and 

possibly brainstorm how to work with both the parents and the child. 

We also talked intensely about how to present ourselves and work with the rest of 

the faculty and staff in ways that were strong but not offensive; that were definite but not 

exclusive. We thought together about how to respond to the more traditional contingent 

at the site without creating animosity between co-workers. 

Margaret: When have I called Mrs. Weady about things? And yet I know I am 
starting to talk with her. I am really starting to talk with her. I'm so 
proud of myself! 

Melinda: How are you talking with her? I shut down the minute that bottle thing 
came up.. .  I shut down. I couldn't. . .  

Margaret: Even respond to that. 

Melinda: No. And why argue over something like that? 

The intent in these conversations was always to maintain our theoretical belief 

system while sharing it with others, encourage others to understand our perspectives, and 

not allow our voices to be diminished or drowned out by others. 

One aspect of the school business discussed during the study group meetings was 

school decision making. For example, we talked about book adoptions and how allocated 

monies might be best spent. Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret shared the PTA's concern 
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about how to make sure information was getting home to parents, and we brainstormed 

ways adult assistants could work with children. In first grade during the year of this 

study, there was the unusually large number of twins and even one set of triplets. As the 

end of the year approached one of discussions that evolved was whether it was beneficial 

to place a set of twins in the same classroom. 

Jean: Is it possible to take them both in the same class? 

Melinda: What would you think? You know what Kyle's like.... I can't imagine 
him with his sister. 

Margaret: I know [wouldn't want Branden and Tom together. 

Jean: I always thought that I wouldn't want twins together... but I've heard of 
lots of places where they've actually... 

Melinda: Taken twins and it's worked? 

Jean: Twins. And it has worked just fine. 

Melinda: Maybe she'd [mother] consider it. 

The participating teachers cared about their school and wanted to be supportive 

not only of each other, but of the school itself. By thinking about the day-to-day business 

of school, they demonstrated their support to administration, staff, parents, and smdents. 

Conclusion 

The study group meetings were of major importance in facilitating each teacher's 

professional growth during this study. The nature of their inquiries was broad and 

encompassed the discussion of questions, issues, and topics that were raised. Pat 

described our meetings. The structure of the group was very fluid and flexible. We came 

with issues we needed to share. Many times we got right to the point and sometimes we 

unwound by sharing fimny school stories or issues within our building that we needed to 

understand. Although we met early in the morning we all looked forward to learning 

together. It was not uncommon to hear I can't wait to talk about this on Saturday! By 
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creating a safe environment, we all spoke openly and candidly about our understandings 

and our tensions. We shared personal experiences as well as vignettes from our own 

classrooms to explain our thinking, demonstrate our understandings, or pose our 

questions. We questioned ourselves and each other in order to push our thinking and we 

laughed at our own misperceptions. Everything we did in our study group built and 

strengthened our professional support system which widened to become part of our 

personal support system as well. None of us felt as if we were left on our own. 

Participating in a study group diminished the isolation of teaching and magnified our 

learning. 

Melinda: I look back at where Dorothy and I started [in the Masters program] 
and my attitude was I don't need you, Dorothy. Just let me go, do my 
course work, get it done, read my books, find out the information, so I can 
get this done and completed. But I didn't realize the power of 
conversation and talking and sharing and discussing, and that has meant 
a significant change—doing this with Dorothy. If it hadn't been for her I 
don't know that I would have realized or really understood learning as 
being a social thing. I have had moments while working on this portfolio 
thinldng maybe I shouldjust sign up for that damn test. How nice it would 
be to log in, take the test, and log out. Because, you know, there'd be none 
of this hard thinking I'm doing. 
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CPIAPTER9 

LOOKING BACK-CARRYING ON: CONCLUSIONS 

The purpose of this case study research was to examine how teachers inquire in 

their own classrooms by describing their experiences as they posed and investigated 

questions that were significant to their own learning and individual teaching situations. 

Before considering what might be gained from this study, it is helpful to hear again the 

individual teachers' voices from the case studies, and to think of the themes of the 

cross-case analysis and the significance of the study group. In doing so, it is important to 

recall that the intention is not to generalize from the analysis, but to look for 

characteristics that may indicate new areas for educators and researchers to consider (Fox, 

1991). In the first sections of this chapter I will review the study and its findings 

presented in the previous chapters. In the following sections I will suggest implications 

derived from this study and areas for further research. 

Reviewing the Study 

This case study research examines how three classroom teachers inquire. The 

teachers participating in the study were selected becaxose as teachers they were inquirers 

who were posing their own questions. They implemented democratic practices in their 

classrooms and reflected continually about theory and practice. Melinda, Dorothy and 

Margaret were strong, successfiil, respected teachers who were committed to their own 

lifelong learning. 

This research was guided by the following question: 

• What is the nature of inquiry when the case study teachers inquire in their own 

classrooms? 

Two sub-questions assist in focusing this research. They are: 

• What facilitates the inquiries of the case study teachers? 
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• What tensions arise for the case study teachers as they inquire? 

The foundational literature for this study included the three areas of teacher 

research, teacher change, and reflective teaching. During the years prior to this study the 

three teachers and I occasionally took courses together and I supervised student teachers 

in both Dorothy's and Melinda's rooms the semester before this study. Though we did not 

know each other well, we were not total strangers and a level of trust had been established 

before the study began. It was an exchange of invitations—they invited me into their 

rooms as I invited them to participate in this study. 

The data was collected through participant observation (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

1983) which included field notes and dialogue journals. Both semistructured and 

unstructured interviews were conducted (Merriam, 1988). The case studies were written 

from the data, each including five sections: (1) professional history; (2) a day in the life of 

the classroom; (3) creating a vision; (4) the educational community; and (5) issues of 

trust. The professional history was constructed primarily from a professional time line 

each teacher had prepared for the initial interview. The description of a day in the 

classroom was formed from extensive observational field notes taken during two fiall days 

of observation in each of the three classrooms. These first two categories provided the 

context for each case study and reflected the personalities of the teachers. 

The last three major sections of each case study were categories which emerged 

from the data analysis of the teachers inquiries and what facilitated and what caused 

tension. Creating a vision highlights the efforts of the case study teachers to visualize 

their theoretical understandings on a practical level. The educational community focuses 

on the influences of the relationships with others in the daily lives of these teachers. 

Lastly, the case study teachers explored their confidence and trust in themselves and their 

students. 



308 

In the cross-case analysis, categories emerged based on the events of the case 

studies and the ways in which these events related to the two research questions. The 

categories included (1) acting on reflection; (2) acting democratically in the classroom 

and the school; (3) acting on beliefs and practice; (4) kids as informants; and (5) 

teacherwatching. The themes of power, control, and the need to belong were prevalent 

throughout the five categories. 

While the emphasis of this research was on the case studies, data firom study 

group discussions with all of the participants was also collected. New categories for the 

case studies did not emerge, but a separate category did. This category, building support 

systems for teachers, focuses on the significance of the study group to the case study 

teachers. 

Analysis of the data was done using open coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and the 

constant comparative method (Glazer & Strauss, 1967). Through this process categories 

were created for the case studies. The study group data was analyzed separately in the 

same manner. A cross-case analysis was also conducted. 

Summary of the Findings 

The findings firom the individual case studies were discussed in three categories 

for each case—creating a vision, the educational community, and issues of trust. The 

categories grew out of examining what facilitated the teachers' inquiries as well as what 

caused tension as they inquired. In considering the findings, it is important to remember 

that tension brings focus to and propels an inquiry while stress attacks and stops fiirther 

investigation (Short & Burke, 1991). In the case studies, the teachers turned potential 

sources of stress into tension with their perspective that they would leam from these 

tensions. Findings were also contained in the cross-case and the study group analyses. 

The following sections summarize these findings. 
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Creating a Vision 

The three teachers in this study all expressed an interest in exploring the inquiry 

cycle as a framework for curriculum in their classrooms. This interest stemmed from the 

many university courses they had taken in their Master's programs. Margaret, Dorothy, 

and Melinda had collaborated together in a course focused on the inquiry cycle (Short and 

Harste with Burke, 1996). While their individual situations led them to ask specific and 

different questions as their foci, their interest in understanding the theory brought them 

together. All were working toward creating a practical vision that would suit themselves 

and their classrooms. 

For Melinda, creating a vision was vital to her being able to move forward vvdth 

the curriculum. Her overriding question focused on what the practice of inquiry might 

look like in her classroom. Melinda depended primarily on the strategy of exploration 

through talk, questioning, and reading. She exhausted all possible scenarios in an effort 

to make the most of classroom time which translated into a relatively slow pace of 

forward movement. Melinda preferred to do things herself, asking for explanations and 

discussion rather than demonstrations. Time was constant issue of tension for Melinda. 

She was pushed by the needs of her students to change the daily schedule with which she 

was comfortable. She considered ways to cut down on the intrusions into classroom time 

as larger blocks of classroom time became more important. Setting aside time to 

dialogue with other professionals facilitated her inquiry, but Melinda felt this time was 

hard to find. 

After voicing that she had accepted inquiry in theory and was ready to see what it 

looked like in practice, Margaret struggled to find her focus question. She eventually 

focused on the meaning of control to her. Her perception of the responsibilities and 

boundaries of children and adults was in conflict with the theory Margaret was exploring 
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and yet she could not picture it any other way. In creating a new picture Margaret 

questioned and talked with myself and the other participants, asking both broad 

theoretical questions as well as wanting detailed accounts. Margaret requested many 

demonstrations of classroom strategies and engagements feeling the tension created by an 

unclear vision. She was an active participant when I demonstrated which helped her 

imagine how she would do it on another occasion. Margaret looked at me for reassurance 

that what she was proposing to her students was accurate and correct. My presence was 

like a back-up support system that could move into action if Margaret felt unsure and also 

a nudge to try something new. Time for Margaret began as a scheduling concem. As 

she realized the potential of inquiry as a curricular framework, Margaret restructured her 

day. Margaret puzzled over the time needed for a quality product and the time involved 

when the emphasis is on process. Margaret's realization that inqxairy did not fit into a two 

week unit time frame challenged her thinking and restructured her vision of control. 

For Dorothy creating a vision was grounded in what she called finding the magic 

key, her question addressing whether inquiry would help build community in her 

classroom. The group dynamics of her class caused such tension that she decided to 

relinquish her own professional desire to explore inquiry as a curricular framework and 

pursue the issues of commimity building. She spent time talking with colleagues about 

discipline issues and tried every suggestion she was given from room arrangement to 

professional reading. She observed many informal interactions I had with children and 

gained insights for handling some discipline issues. Facilitating her inquiry, Dorothy 

carefully selected the literature she used in her class, especially read-alouds, and 

requested demonstrations of engagements she thought would enhance her students' 

understanding as well as her own. She critiqued her own teaching and watched her 

children closely. Dorothy noted that her students were making academics gains and 
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decided not to focus on that common concern of teachers. Instead, she concentrated on 

the community issues. She worked at slowing down the daily pace to maintain a calm 

atmosphere. She implemented time limits in her practice to help students focus. Most 

important to Dorothy, she made time for dialoguing with other professionals who offered 

her the support she needed. Dorothy made time work for her in this situation, bringing 

some order to her vision. 

During this study Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy all began to create the vision 

they wanted and needed. 

The Educational Communitv 

The educational community was a second category in the nature of inquiry for 

these teachers in their classrooms. Teachers have a lens on the classroom which feeds the 

knowledge base in the field of education (Schon, 1983; Zeichner & Listen, 1996). The 

actions teachers take in classrooms reflect the influences of those around them. Melinda, 

Margaret, and Dorothy encoimtered many people in the normal course of their 

professional lives. Any given day diuing this study brought them into contact with 

students, parents, co-workers, their site administrator, myself as a researcher, and 

colleagues from imiversity classes and other professional organizations—each with an 

idea, a plan, a mandate, an opinion, or a perspective. This educational community was 

both a source of facilitation and tension for Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy as they 

inquired in their own classrooms. 

Interacting with other professionals was a strategy that facilitated Melinda's being 

able to work through her own thinking. She reflected on her own beliefs by comparing 

and contrasting them to what others said. Working with a researcher was a usefiJ 

strategy for Melinda, as long as suggestions were offered, not mandated, and that support 

rather than "fixing" was the intent. Tension arose, however, sometimes making Melinda 
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uncomfortable at having another professional in the room. Melinda and her principal did 

not always agree philosophically, but their relationship was built on a mutual respect 

which was a positive influence, encouraging her to inquire. Melinda found the strong 

traditional voice among her co-workers was somewhat intimidating. On the other hand, 

she also felt supported to some degree by other teachers in her building. Melinda's 

parents willingly participated in classroom plans and offered unsolicited support. Their 

enthusiastic response encouraged Melinda to keep going, though she was watchful for 

those who might be uncomfortable with her classroom. Melinda focused on letting her 

children lead the direction of the curriculum during this study, listening carefully to their 

needs and interests. Her students clearly facilitated her inquiry as they engaged 

wholeheartedly and demonstrated new horizons of both behavioral and academic 

expectations. 

Professional colleagues were sounding boards for Margaret. By voicing her 

thoughts out loud, she heard her own thinking, thereby facilitating her inqmry. Having 

another professional in her room helped Margaret to pursue her question, pushing her to 

take risks. When it might have been simpler to revert to worksheets or familiar activities. 

Margaret would see me in her room and decide to continue with her new plan. That I was 

comfortable with her decisions to accept or reject suggestions was facilitating for her. 

Margaret viewed herself as strongly influenced by her peers and it was important to her 

that she belong in her school professional commimity. Since there was a strong 

traditional perspective at her school, Margaret sought out like-minded thinkers as a 

support system to facilitate her inquiry. She felt supported by her site administrator and 

this encouraged her to continue to learn. Margaret was cautious of anyone who might 

influence her before she had actually thought through for herself the theory they were 

supporting. This tension made her reflect frequently, considering the many perspectives 
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expressed. Margaret listened carefully for parent feedback, wanting a working 

partnership to develop, understanding the strength in having their support. She gained 

new appreciation for her students as she realized how they informed the curriculum. 

Margaret's desire to please everyone in the educational community influenced the 

decisions she made. 

Dorothy was naturally a collaborator. Having a colleague who understood the 

context of her classroom as well as someone with whom she could think were both 

facilitating aspects of working with a researcher. The support of co-workers was highly 

valued by Dorothy, especially because of her difBcult group of children. At the same 

time philosophical differences with others caused some tension. Administrative support 

was evident to Dorothy and greatly appreciated. She felt secure in her principal's backing 

with both parents and students. Dorothy reached out into a wider professional 

community through university classes and professional meetings, gaining from the 

insights of outsiders and grateful for understanding listeners. Sensitive to parents, 

Dorothy felt both their support and severe criticism. From her perspective, the negative 

statements of some of her parents outweighed positive remarks, causing tension and 

factoring heavily into her decision making as a teacher researcher. However, the students 

were the most influential component of the educational community during this study. 

Since they were the greatest source of tension, Dorothy listened more carefully to them 

and based most of her decisions on their interests and issues. This intense kidwatching 

facilitated her inquiry. 

The educational community both facilitated and created tensions as the case study 

teachers inquired. The feedback they received from different segments of that community 

influenced how they proceeded as Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda all wanted to remain 
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respected members in their educational communities while they continued their 

explorations of theory. 

Issues of Trust 

The third category on the nature of inquiry of Dorothy's, Margaret's, and Melinda's 

inquiry in their classrooms dealt with issues of trust. The conditions of teaching and the 

manner in which many decisions are made in large school districts challenge classroom 

teachers to have faith in themselves as well as those around them (Fullan, 1991; Fullan & 

Hargreaves, 1992). Deficit models are promoted for both teacher professional 

development and for classroom practice (Darling-Hammond, 1993; Hargreaves, 1994). It 

is no wonder trust is a concem that both facilitates and causes tensions. 

Trusting her students as learners was a source of tension for Melinda as this study 

began. She was constantly looking for "proof that they were engaged, thinking, and 

learning. She was concerned that they would not be able to pose questions worthy of 

investigation and that they would not be able to remain focused. While it was obvious 

from spending time in her classroom that Melinda was an outstanding teacher, she was 

very critical of herself as an educator. This was both facilitating and a cause of tension. 

Melinda reflected often, questioning her theory and her practice as she worked through 

her inquiry. On the other hand, she scrutinized every engagement before attempting it, 

thereby slowing her momentum in her inquiry as she tried to guarantee that her children 

would leam. Melinda also questioned herself as a learner. Because she was working 

through new theory, Melinda experienced tension from the uncertainty she felt that she 

would not be able to understand the theory well enough to use it as a curricular 

framework. She asked a multitude of questions in an effort to leam and her anxieties 

were apparent. 
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Margaret thought there were certain things that second graders should know and 

therefore she made all the decisions about curriculum. She felt tension about her concem 

that her students would not get that information unless she taught it directly. She gave 

precise instructions that highlighted her curriculum decisions. In doing this Margaret 

released her students from some of the responsibility of their learning. Margaret's 

reconsideration of herself as an educator was a source of tension. She liked being "the 

boss" and was not sure she was doing her job if she was not in that role. Margaret 

struggled as she realized she held one set of theoretical beliefs in her mind and another set 

in her practice. As a learner, Margaret found new roles as a teacher, and often mentioned 

not being able to separate the person from the teacher. She experienced several 

revelations during her inquiry which encouraged her to keep exploring and she asked a 

wealth of questions that demonstrated the depth of her reflection. Margaret's issues of 

trust were closely linked to her research question about her meaning of control. 

The group dynamics in Dorothy's classroom were the focus of her inquiry, but the 

question of trusting these children as learners was not a major issue for Dorothy and, in 

fact, facilitated her inquiry. She believed that they were learners and saw continual 

academic progress. Socially, while she had less faith in their forward momentum, she 

was always hopeful, trusting that the children would leam to get along. For Dorothy the 

issue of trust that was a cause of tension for her was trust in herself as an educator. 

Dorothy looked to herself as a possible cause for the lack of community in her classroom 

and she looked to herself again as the possible solution. When neither of these helped 

resolve the problem, Dorothy's trust in herself as an educator diminished adding to her 

tension. However, her constant search for something new that would enhance a feeling of 

community and wholeness in her classroom demonstrated her belief in herself as a learner 
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and facilitated her inquiry. Dorothy began this study with strong trust in herself and her 

students. This trust carried Dorothy through a difficult year. 

Issues of trust were evident in the case studies of Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret. 

Their own inquiries were affected by their understandings of trust and new 

understandings of trust emerged from their inquiries which will influence decisions they 

make in the future. 

Cross-Case Analysis 

In comparing the case studies, I foimd some common threads related to the nature 

of teacher inquiry. Themes of control, power, and the need to belong cut across the five 

categories of (1) acting on reflection; (2) acting democratically in the classroom and the 

school; (3) acting on beliefs and practice; (4) kids as informants; and (5) teacherwatching. 

The reflection category most often acted in a facilitating role. Dorothy used her dialogue 

journal not only as a way to reflect, but also as a way to feel she had some control of 

tensions caused by her situation. Since learning is reflective, she had control of her own 

learning. Margaret, too, was in control of her learning by making it clear she wanted to 

think through the tensions of understanding new theory, not just accept another's word for 

it. Reflection facilitated Margaret's recognizing her own need for being in control of her 

classroom. Melinda questioned and talked about scenarios and occurrences at great 

length. In this way she remained in control, reflecting on both a practical and theoretical 

level to ensure success for her students. By being in control of their own learning and by 

gaining new understandings, Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy signaled their membership 

in the academic community that focuses on the inquiry cycle as a curricular framework 

and a community of educators who believe in continual growth. 

Acting democratically was a second category. Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret all 

implemented democratic practices which facilitated the development of community in 
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their classrooms. Class meetings and routines carried out by students were common 

occurrences. One unusual point was that Dorothy's class seemed to view her as separate 

from the class, thereby increasing the tension and escalating the power issues. 

Melinda, Dorothy, and Margaret also participated in the professional school 

community, each taking roles in carrying out the activities of the school. Their willing 

assistance demonstrated their need to belong to the commimity. In dialogues with their 

co-teachers, Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy began to find opportunities to to express 

their beliefs and voice their opinions. These informal presentations facilitated their 

learning. 

Many of the events from the case studies reflected the beliefs and practices of the 

teachers, a third category in the cross-case analysis. Control and power were themes that 

dominated this category. Three definitions of control emerged: (1) social control that 

keeps the best interests of the group in focus; (2) power as an imposition of one's will 

over another; and (3) control as a sense of order that comes with understanding. 

Dorothy worked to establish social control and to dissipate power struggles and 

tensions in her room through positive feedback to her students and practices to help them 

focus on tasks. Margaret's class easily contributed to social control and accepted her 

control of curriculum and instruction, knowing she was open to some of their ideas. 

Power did not appear to be a significant factor which facilitated her inquiry. Melinda's 

students facilitated her inquiry by sharing in the social control of the class and viewing 

Melinda as their leader. For Melinda control came through understanding theory and how 

that matched with practice. She controlled the practice tightly in order to gain that 

insight, reducing her tension. 
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The issues of control and power extended to parents in Dorothy's room during this 

study. In an effort to gain control of the practice in Dorothy's room, they imposed their 

beliefs on both Dorothy and the site administrator, causing much tension. 

Another aspect of beliefs and practice was the fact that all three teachers, upon 

begirming to work at Sunset School, abandoned what they believed in so that they would 

more easily belong to the community of teachers at the school. They engaged in practices 

they thought were more in line with their teaching peers. While this decision may have 

facilitated their acceptance, it also caused tension. Later, as they established themselves 

as strong teachers, Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy returned to more holistic teaching. 

The fourth category was kids as informants. All three teachers relied on 

kidwatching (Goodman, 1978) to inform their curriculum and facilitating their inquiries. 

After trying several units with her children, Dorothy realized how focused her students 

were on themselves. To facilitate her inquiry, she proceeded with a unit on self She 

responded to their interest in animals as well. Margaret's inquiry was facilitated when she 

noticed her interests and those of the students were on different tracks and made 

adjustments to include their interests. Melinda worked at letting her children find the 

direction of curriculum without interfering or wasting time. 

The last category, teacherwatching, relates to these teachers wanting to belong. 

Through demonstrations and discussion Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret watched, 

listened, and facilitated their inquiries. They pictured themselves teaching the same 

lessons, adjusting it to their own style. By acting out the engagements in their heads, they 

reassured themselves of their own abilities as teachers and they felt they belonged to a 

group of teachers recognized and respected as knowledgeable and competent. 

Melinda, Margaret, and Dorothy all made decisions based on their needs to belong 

to several communities. They viewed themselves as leaders, facilitators, and learners in 
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their classrooms. They viewed themselves as team members of Sunset School and as 

active professionals pursuing advanced degrees, deeper understandings, and lifelong 

learners. Issues of control and power were present in their lives as teachers and the need 

to belong was an influence in their decision-making process and the nature of their 

inquiries. 

The Smdv Group 

An important component of this study was the study group. As a thought 

collective (Fleck, 1979) it provided a strong support system for all the participants, 

facilitating all of our inquiries. Though we discussed our tensions, the meetings 

themselves were never a cause for tension. We shared personal and professional stories 

as a way of getting to know and trust each other. We shared the assumption that what 

was said in confidence remained among us. There was a constant exchange of ideas, 

strategies, and engagements. Encouragement was embedded in every discussion and 

response. The study group meetings were the place we raised questions about what we 

were thinking and what we were plarming in classrooms. 

Political concerns at a building level, district level and the broader state and 

national levels were often raised in these sessions. While problems were not necessarily 

resolved, the talk that was generated helped each of us sort out our own perspectives and 

to consider those of others. Instead of being alone in our thoughts there was a sense of 

having company—of belonging. 

Implications 

The findings from this study point to implications that affect many levels of 

education. People working in undergraduate education, administrators in school districts, 

and classroom teachers are highlighted. Supporting classroom teachers in inquiry is one 

area of focus and includes thinking about a focus on learning, time, study groups. 
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organization of schools, and professional literature. Teachers reexamining their own 

beliefs is a second area of the implications that includes looking at constructivism and 

teacher evaluations. The following figure outlines the major implications: 

« Teachers should be encouraged to inquire and reflect. 

« Teachers need to have support in order to grow professionally. 

« The focus of education needs to return to learning. 

« Time concerns need to be re-examined for flexibility and priority. 

« Study groups need to be explored as a professional development format. 

« Schools could be created on common groimds. 

« Professional literature needs to include more case studies and needs to highlight 
struggles as well as successes. 

« Teachers need to continually re-examine their own beliefs about learning and 
teaching. 

« Constructivist models of professional development need to be implemented. 

Figure 9.1. Summary of implications. 

Encouraging Teachers to Inquire 

In the 1997 National Council of Teachers of English Teleconference on reading, 

Sharon Taburski indicated that the questions teachers ask keep them firom being bored 

and burning out. I am in total agreement. When teachers inquire, they recognize that 

there is still much to be learned and that they view themselves as active learners. They 

are validating Smith's (1990) definition of boredom as knowing too much or too little to 

keep one's attention. It is hard to be bored when the questions you are pursuing are your 

own. 
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active learners and inquirers. As suggested in Chapter 1, there are several ways for 

classroom teachers to leam. The first consists primarily of reflection. Zeichner and 

Liston (1996) define reflective teachers as those who question the goals and the values 

that guide their work, the context in which they teach, and the assumptions they make 

about teaching and learning. Reflection can be simply rethinking a lesson that went well 

or poorly and asking why that was. This kind of reflection might occur after a specific 

incident or comment by a student or colleague which triggers new ideas or the 

reconsideration of old ones. Such reflection is not necessarily planned, but the 

connections with these events often lead teachers to think deeply. Reflection can also 

involve thinking about how to meet the needs of students or whether practices reflect 

beliefs. Reflective teaching is the process by which many teachers make decisions. It is 

important to remember, as Richert (1991) points out, that teachers may need to leam how 

to think reflectively. Dewey (1964) reminds us that reflection needs to be practiced so 

that it does not mislead our thinking. 

A second form of learning, as described in Chapter 2, is research. I have chosen 

Cochran-Smith and Lj^Ie's (1993) definition of teacher research--"systematic, intentional 

inquiry by teachers about their own school and classroom work" (pp. 23-24)--to discuss 

since this study centers on classroom teachers. Systematic and intentional are keys that 

give strength to this body of work in academia. Research is recursive in nature. Data is 

thoughtfully collected and analyzed using formal procedures and documentation, shaping 

the study in an ongoing process. Reflection is an important part of this research process, 

formalized as a written document and considered part of the data. 

It is the word "intentional" that presents a third possible way for teachers to leam. 

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) state that "intentional," as it applies to teacher research. 
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indicates a plan is in place rather than mere spontaneous activity. I think intention also 

guides inquiry. Teachers constantly pose their own questions and answer them for 

themselves. For example, the daily schedule might give them two hours before lunch and 

three in the afternoon. A teacher could choose to try several different ways of chunking 

the time while deciding which works best for that particular group of children or grade 

level. Although such an inquiry may not offer great insights for the broader field, the 

teacher is still posing his or her own question and going about teaching with intent to 

resolve the concern. A journal may not be kept or data collected formally, but records of 

possible solutions may be found in the plan book. A second example may be the addition 

of a new student who is having difficulty adjusting. This question has a different 

response every time it is asked and is sometimes quickly resolved. Other times, it calls 

for keeping anecdotal records or more intense observational records. Again, the intent is 

strong, a question has been recognized, and some documentation has been kept without 

moving into systematic data collection, analysis, and presentation. 

Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda were engaged in inquiries during this study. 

They were excited about what they had learned just prior to this study and were posing 

questions in their own classrooms to further their understandings. They viewed reflection 

as part of their professional responsibility, knowing it would help them become more 

knowledgeable. Their reflection was documented primarily because of participating in 

this study. They were very intentional about their inquires and they used their reflections 

and new understandings to guide the new actions they took in their classrooms. These 

teachers shared student artifacts with each other and reflected on them, but they did not 

systematically analyze them. 

By inquiring, teachers become more knowledgeable and always find the 

classroom to be an exciting place. When their inquiries are driven by strong intention, the 
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exist and burnout is unlikely since these are teachers value lifelong learning. Such 

teachers, as indicated by Schon (1983) in Chapter 2, do not accept the teacher as a 

technician role of carrying out another's plans. Instead, they look forward to helping their 

class find their own direction and learning with their smdents. Inquiry, therefore, should 

be part of every teacher's professional responsibility. What becomes an issue, then, is 

how best to support teachers as they inquire in their own classrooms. 

Supporting Classroom Teachers 

In her case study work. Fox (1995) wrote, "We should provide on-going, collegial 

support for our new colleagues in order to combat their sense of professional isolation" 

(p. 24). I strongly agree that new teachers need to know they are not alone as they sort 

out the complexity of teaching (Fullan, 1991). The need to support teachers, though, 

reaches beyond those just entering the field. Wells et al. (1994) suggest creating 

"communities of inquiry." Throughout this study Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy highly 

valued the support they created. Dorothy noted, I think we have support from our 

administration to try new things. Margaret said of our study group. The support of being 

able to talk to others and watching them, seeing them say they were confused... and yet, 

the growth in them! Melinda remarked about working with a researcher. You were really 

there as a support system, not to straighten us out. You got to know the children and the 

make-up of the classroom. Teachers need support throughout their careers, especially 

when they are inquiring in their own classrooms. Typically, once a teacher has been in 

the field for several years, there are few, if any, supports available. Competent teachers 

posing questions about their practice are even considered inappropriate or a sign of 

weakness (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). These same teachers have to search out and 

create their own support systems as they investigate their questions. It was clear from this 
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study that experienced and successful teachers are not only interested in becoming better 

teachers, but also actively search out ways to support themselves and their own inquiries. 

As I worked with these teachers, my role while in their classrooms was largely 

that of a resource teacher, in particular, the role typically taken by a curriculum specialist 

in a school. One way to support classroom teachers at a district level might be to provide 

resource teachers with whom the classroom teacher can work collaboratively. The 

inquiring classroom teacher should have the option of asking a resource teacher to spend 

time in the classroom or in discussion. Currently, few schools have such people 

available. 

I find two important considerations with resource teachers. First, the resource 

teacher needs to be available over time. Support of this sort often is set up so that the 

itinerant teacher works in one hour segments with a classroom teacher for only six to 

eight weeks before moving on to other teachers or schools. This is hardly support. In 

fact, it rarely reaches beyond a superficial level as the two teachers do not have enough 

time to develop a trusting relationship and the time frame does not allow for exploring 

multiple levels of understanding. Once the time period has passed, the itinerant resource 

teacher disappears completely and is difficult to contact. 

Therefore, an effective collaborating resource teacher must be both 

knowledgeable and available over time. He or she may work intensely with a teacher for 

six weeks, but is also there to support other teachers as they continue to work through 

their inquiries. They can jump in when the teacher requests or engage in ongoing 

dialogue and reflection with the inquiring teacher. The classroom teacher feels supported 

by the mere fact that they say "Good morning" to the resource person daily. It takes 

consistency and time to build working and trusting relationships. 
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A second consideration for resource teachers is that they need to focus on the 

classroom teacher's agenda, not their own. An old model of resource teacher that I have 

experienced are those who come into my room and carry out the agenda in which they 

have some expertise, not necessarily the agenda I want and need. The resource teacher I 

envision is one who supports classroom teachers as they find a focus, reflect on their 

focus and take action accordingly. As with young learners, a resource teacher needs to 

start with the experiences and questions of the classroom teacher. The support must 

avoid any semblance of conversion to a particular theory or philosophy. Rather, the 

resource teacher needs to provide strategies for the classroom teacher to think through 

their own beliefs and come to their own decisions. 

Too often the resource teacher becomes part of a "band-aid" theory of professional 

development. On paper it appears action is being taken, but without the long term 

support and the classroom teacher defining the focus, little is accomplished. When it 

takes four or five years to see change in the schools, band-aids don't work. They lose 

their adhesive and fall off because there is no ongoing support, and no help for teachers to 

maintain something that probably wasn't their choice in the first place. It seems resource 

teachers who provide ongoing long term support and let classroom teachers define the 

agenda are more likely to effect lasting change. 

Focusing on Learning 

It seems to me that the major focus of the administration in school districts today 

is the scores fi-om standardized testing. It has become an overrated criteria for measuring 

the success of school districts. Wells (1994) talks about questioning the goals of 

education. Programs are adopted or abandoned based on whether they are viewed as 

helpful in raising test scores. Lester and Onore (1990) point out the obsession with 



326 

"new-fangled notions" that are marketed, and the expectation that commercial programs 

create change. 

This is the one area where there is evidence that teachers are supported. Districts 

hire testing experts to talk with teachers about testing strategies. They distribute mounds 

of testing material and tell teachers to begin preparation for Spring tests in September and 

October. 

The issue is that very few teachers are asking for support in standardized testing. 

In our study group meetings the case study teachers dialogued often about testing, but 

their concerns were primarily questioning their value, their current status, and the 

consumption of classroom time. Margaret voiced, I've never felt so negative about 

district testing before. Melinda joumaled. The district testing. I  resent it  so much...  

with the state mandating testing for third grade and up, how much pressure is going to be 

put on principals to get test scores up? 

The classroom teacher is more focused on learning and building lifelong attitudes 

about learning. Even trying to identify a child's zone of proximal development 

(Vygotsky, 1978) may be difficult when the direction of curriculum is geared toward 

taking tests which are done independently. Were district administrations more concerned 

with learning than test scores, teachers might find a more supportive environment for 

their own professional inquiries. Instead of a testing specialist, there would be resource 

teachers available to support classroom inquiry. Instead of large quantities of practice 

tests, there might be money for buses for field trips, experts to visit classrooms, or 

facilitators for study groups. 

Testing currently is targeted to such an extent that teachers inqiiiring into other 

aspects of teaching appear to have little place in professional development efforts. Site 

administrators need to encourage teachers to inquire by connecting inquiry to student 
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learning. Goodman (1989) argues that evaluation is an integral component of the 

curriculum, that it is part of the learning process. By maintaining this perspective of 

evaluation, teachers and children will have more freedom to negotiate curriculum based 

on interest and student questions. Goodman emphasizes that evaluation is an ongoing 

process as is learning. Developing portfolios and including self-evaluation by students 

would help refocus schools and districts on learning process and at the same time provide 

more authentic assessments of students. 

Another way to retum the focus to learning is through demonstration. Inquiry is a 

learning process. When teachers are inquiring in their own classrooms and openly 

learning with their students, they are demonstrating the need for continued growth and 

learning throughout life. By collaborating with a resource teacher, the focus on 

intentional learning is strengthened. 

Standardized testing is not likely to disappear, but it should not hold teachers and 

students hostage. By placing the emphasis on learning, ultimately test scores will be 

affected in a positive manner. 

Rethinking Time 

In the professional literature, time was a constant nemesis for teachers 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993; Fullan, 1991). Teachers need the flexibility to structure 

time according to the needs of their students and their inquiries. When schedules are 

rigid, teachers' ability to respond to issues of time that arise from their inquiries is 

extremely difficult. Dorothy needed to slow the normal classroom pace and to use time 

to create boundaries for her students. Melinda reconstructed her daily schedule to meet 

the needs of her students. Margaret pondered over the issue of time as it related to 

product versus process. Educators in schools need to think about time in new ways at 

both district and school levels. The common joke in large districts is that the Department 
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of Transportation runs the time schedule of schools. As a school, teachers need to look at 

the absolute inflexible time limits, test their inflexible nature, and find new ways to work 

with the time available. The hours that school begins and ends might be changeable on 

one or all days of the week. Teachers, too, need to be creative in the ways they use and 

divide their time. Perhaps there is flexibility in time that has not yet been explored, such 

as in the scheduling of special events. Typically, classroom teachers have no voice when 

these events occur. By studying these concerns teachers and administrators are 

supporting each other as they inquire, protecting valuable blocks of classroom time. 

School faculties also need to set aside specific time for professional dialogue. As 

indicated in Chapter 2, Ernst (1994) elaborated on benefits teachers saw in engaging in 

professional dialogue. Too often when time is set aside, it is consimied by some crisis or 

other agenda and its original intent is lost. As teachers inquire, they need to share their 

experiences with other faculty members. In doing so, they open new perspectives for 

others to consider and they encourage co-workers to pose and explore questions 

themselves. 

Forming Studv Groups 

Another form of support for teachers as they inquire is the formation of a study 

group (Birchak et al., in press; Moll, 1992). Vygotsky (1978) has shown that learning is a 

social and collaborative endeavor. The professional discussions occurring at study group 

meetings assist in constructing meaning. 

Study groups have great promise for not only countering the isolation of teaching 

but also engaging in more productive professional development. Melinda commented, I 

no longer felt like I way out there all by myself, but part of a team. The open format 

offers everyone an equal voice in how and what is discussed. Agreement by consensus 

provides an honest, authentic process for group decision-making. The flexibility of study 
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groups makes them compatible for a wide variety of issues and levels, such as preservice 

teachers, neophyte teachers, master teachers, and whole staffs. For teachers inquiring in 

their own classrooms, an important aspect of a study group is the role of reflection. Upon 

joining a study group they need to have made a commitment to themselves to be 

reflective teachers. 

Richert (1991) indicates that not all teachers know how to leam from reflection. 

A study group provides the opportunity for teachers to leam about reflection in order to 

understand its importance as a strategy for inquiring. Study groups at a preservice level 

have the potential of integrating reflection into the daily lives of preservice teachers 

preparing them to be reflective teachers in the field, emancipating them"... from merely 

impulsive and merely routine activity" (Dewey, 1964, p. 212). 

Teachers need to be supported in finding the courage and confidence it takes to 

inquire. Currently in many schools to engage in inquiry takes a strong sense of self and 

character, and a willingness to put oneself in the precarious position of not being accepted 

by one's peers and administrator. It is necessary for school districts and administrators to 

create a working atmosphere which accepts different perspectives and views those 

differences as a source of new learning rather than a source of negativism. Dorothy 

wrote. It wflj the one place I could be completely honest about my teaching experience 

for this year. I felt that what I had to contribute would be honored and respected and 

that I would be supported. Democratic working environments will support teachers as 

they explore new theory and ideas in their classrooms. 

The need to belong is basic to human behavior (Adler, 1957). Teachers work to 

become accepted members of their faculties and, without support, are often willing to 

forfeit beliefs and their own inquiries to remain an accepted member of the group. 
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Shannon (1993) notes the significance of being part of the decision making that affects 

our lives and Edelsky (1994) writes of the need to eliminate the "official Tiehind-the-

scenes-ness.'" Were teachers to have more opportunities to be involved in meaningful 

decision making, the top-down structure of school systems might lessen and teachers 

might view themselves as more valued members of the community. Knowing their 

opinion or perspective is worthwhile encourages confidence which in turn encourages 

teachers to take the risks of inquiring into their own practice. As Margaret stated, / 

wasn't afraid to speak my mind or make mistakes. It built my confidence. Belonging 

becomes more meaningful. 

Creating Schools on Some Common Grounds 

In their discussion of tension. Short and Burke (1991) note that stress is caused by 

influences outside of the learning process that attack and ridicule. As seen in all three 

case studies, there was a strong sentiment for a traditional model of education at Sunset 

School. Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda used these opposing voices to generate tension 

in their inquiries. They listened carefully and put their own ideas next to traditional ideas 

and through comparison, took their own beliefs to new depths. However, this is not 

always possible. At times, voices of opposition create stress which is unproductive as it 

pulls attention away from the focused inquiry (Short & Biurke, 1991). It may be that 

teachers in schools need to share some beliefs and have some common ground in order to 

fully support teacher inquiry. I realize there is controversy in organizing schools 

according to similarities in belief systems. On the other hand, I also see that these 

schools would offer important benefits for teachers as inquirers and students as learners. 

Principals who do not understand a teacher's beliefs and inquiry might be able to 

encourage and provide inquiring teachers with some support such as a day for observation 

or minor funding. However, without having a reasonable understanding of the theory 
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being explored or the teacher's belief system, the support any principal can offer remains 

at a surface level. By establishing schools where teachers share some common beliefs, 

the leadership role of the principal could more adequately support teachers in 

investigating their own questions. Co-workers and administrators could create an 

environment of continued learning and exploration with a variety of collaborative 

opportunities. The consistency in thinking throughout the school site would promote 

discussion and support inquiry in classrooms. At Sunset School, the administrator was 

able to support the case study teachers to some degree. Dorothy, Margaret, and Melinda 

felt supported by their administrator, but they also recognized that their perspective was 

different from her's and that difference limited the type of support they could expect. 

Staffing schools with like-minded thinkers would offer several advantages for 

preservice teachers as well. First, a greater sense of professionalism would prevail among 

the staff simply because there is agreement. This professional attitude would be 

demonstrated and preservice teachers would participate, building a stronger sense of 

professionalism for themselves. These teachers would have examined their own beliefs 

systems and practice carefully when they chose to work in such an environment. 

Therefore, preservice teachers would have the opportunity to see theory reflected in 

practice and they would begin to understand their connection. I would like to believe 

that, because of the consistency in thinking, more professional dialogue would occur at 

the school site and more teachers would pose questions and inquire. For preservice 

teachers, this would be a valuable message—that learning is continual and does not end 

with graduation (Goodman, 1989; Short «& Burke, 1991; Smith, 1990; Watson, Burke & 

Harste, 1989). Preservice teachers may also have opportunities to participate in the 

inquiries of their cooperating teachers. 
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I am aware that there are some troublesome issues with organizing schools 

philosophically such as the possibility of the formation of professional cliques and the 

lack of diversity within a site. This leads to another possibility—that site administrators 

be selected based on their ability to democratically work with a variety of belief systems. 

In this way they could support teachers who are inquiring based on different philosophical 

orientations as well as promote professional dialogue on issues and ideas about theory 

and practice. They could facilitate a learning community in which silencing does not 

occur and professional respect prevails. The voices of all teachers would be heard and 

die undercurrent of fear would diminish. 

Providing Professional Literature 

During this study Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy were eager for professional 

writing that would create images of what the inquiry cycle in action might look like for 

each of them. They grabbed at drafts of chapters from Learning Together Through 

Inquirv: From Columbus to Integrated Curriculum (Short et al.. 1996). They questioned 

me endlessly about what inquiry in the classroom looked like and they wanted to know 

about failures as well as successes. 

Teachers need to be supported by more thick descriptions (Merriam, 1988) of 

classrooms. They want to hear about the pitfalls, the dull discussions, the days when 

students rise and fall according to barometric pressure. They need to know what other 

students are doing when the teacher is joining a literature discussion group. Typically, 

professional writings have bypassed describing the times when things go wrong, brush 

over the routine or ordinary, and highlight the extraordinary. This raises several issues 

for teachers. As they read, teachers get the impression that the first efforts of the 

author(s) produced phenomenal results. These teachers and their students must be close 
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to super human, making them unreachable. This discourages teachers from inquiring in 

their own classrooms. 

Edelsky (1994) points out that teachers hear about strategies, theories, and 

engagements, but need to read those firsthand accounts in order to envision them in 

action. We need to relate demographic information, struggles, failures, and management 

dilemmas, including behavioral management problems, in professional writing in order to 

give the reader a more honest and realistic view of classroom practice. In doing so we 

encourage inquiry and support teachers as they inquire. Nothing is lonelier than thinking 

you are "doing it wrong." The professional photographer does the same, taking many 

rolls of film, hoping for one or two frames that will capture something special. It may be 

a disservice to teachers who are inquiring in thefr classrooms and depending on 

professional reading for support to constantly present only the best in publications. 

Unrealistic expectations for themselves and their students may be a set up for failure and 

a reason to not inquire. 

Case studies with full descriptions of inquiries in classrooms may be one way to 

add to professional reading that support teachers as they inquire. Fox (1993) suggests 

that case study is a way to listen to teacher voices. By continuing to collect case smdy 

data, the likelihood of a larger pool of classroom descriptions rich in detail of baimer days 

as well as uneventful and even "bad" days would be available to other educators engaging 

in inquiries of their own. 

Books with titles such as 101 Wavs to Start the Dav may help teachers 

understand and accept that there are many right ways to do something in the classroom. 

In this study, all three teachers asked at least once in the first two weeks of the study "Is 

that the right way to do that?" Although they all knew and believed there are many ways 

to accomplish classroom goals and objectives, the "one right answer syndrome" is alive 
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and well among teachers. For Margaret, Dorothy, and Melinda, having experienced 

isolation, it was more a reaction to having another professional working in their room. It 

felt awkward to them despite the fact that they were highly competent and knowledgeable 

teachers. 

By producing professional literature that dispels the notion of one right way of 

doing things, teachers might gain confidence to try new ideas in their rooms and to put 

their own twist to it. Such literature might also help teachers understand the problems of 

commercially produced programs which dictate one way to do things, giving them a more 

critical eye when evaluating educational materials. 

Examining Beliefs 

By posing tlieir own questions and inquiring, Dorothy, Melinda, and Margaret 

had to closely examine their own beliefs. Preservice teachers begin building their beliefs 

based on their experiences as students. During their undergraduate course work they are 

asked to reevaluate and develop their belief systems. However, once they have their own 

classrooms, teachers are rarely asked to think deeply about their beliefs. Dewey (1938) 

writes,"... every experience influences in some degree the objective conditions under 

which future experiences are had" (p. 37). A teacher's experiences include those with 

students, other faculty members, and professional development. With each new 

experience the teacher's perspective is shaped and meaning is constructed. Yet teachers 

are not asked to carefully reexamine the set of beliefs with which they entered the field of 

teaching, despite the new experiences that have expanded or reshaped their beliefs. The 

significance is that if it is desirable for teachers to inquire, they need to understand their 

own beliefs and realize that these beliefs change. Without this examination and 

understanding of one's beliefs, inquiry lacks depth and will be less likely to lead to new 

questions. 
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Using a Constructivist Model for Professional Development 

In Chapter 2, two models of staff development were presented, one of which is a 

collaborative process that assists teachers in examining their own beliefs (Darling-

Hammond, 1993; Richardson & Anders, 1994). Constructivism, the building and 

reshaping of new knowledge and understanding, is at the heart of this model. Fosnot 

(1989) writes that constructivism is based on four principles; 

(1) Knowledge consists of past constructions ...; (2) Constructions come about 
through assimilation and accommodation...; (3) Learning is an organic process 
of invention, rather than a mechanical process of accxmiulation...; and (4) 
Meaningful learning occurs through reflection and resolution of cognitive conflict 
and thtis serves to negate earlier incomplete levels of understanding, (pp. 19-20) 

By thinking through their beliefs and the experiences that helped shape those beliefs, 

teachers become more accountable and more open to new constructions of meanings. 

Lambert (1995) advocates for constructivist leadership. She states it "... 

involves the reciprocal processes that enable participants in an educational community to 

construct meanings that lead toward a common purpose of schooling" (p. 33). Not only 

are teachers constructing individual knowledge, they are also building and reshaping the 

understandings of the school site in which they work. 

Throughout this study Margaret kept reminding us that it is impossible to separate 

the person from the teacher. She understood how the beliefs of Margaret, the teacher, 

would be reflected in the beliefs of Margaret, the person, but she wanted to try on some 

new possibilities. Dorothy's nurturing ways as a person had always been a benefit in her 

classroom as well. Melinda began to use the same logic with which she approached 

day-to-day living in her classroom. They were all trying to construct some new meaning 

through their inquiries and their years of experience ranged from 5 to 20 years. 

A constructivist approach to professional development might encourage teachers 

to realize the need to continually revisit and reexamine their beliefs about learning and 
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teaching. Teachers, knowing that they are constantly constructing meaning, will 

understand the need to see how new understandings connect with their own belief 

systems. This, in turn, will influence their decisions as inquirers. As they inquire in their 

classrooms, teachers will more conscientiously let the last experience influence their next 

decision, impacting the curriculum and management of their classrooms. 

Professional development programs which extend over a period of time and bring beliefs 

about teaching into focus throughout could influence the teachers. By using 

constructivism, new theory can be presented based on a belief system which the teachers 

can then compare and contrast with their own belief systems. 

Understanding constructivism might also encourage educators to rethink the 

commonly found transmission models of teaching. As long as transmission models of 

teaching are endorsed and practiced, teachers will have difBculty trusting children as 

learners and to construct meaning. Transmission is based on a static condition of both the 

teacher and the children. The same teachers who practice this mode of teaching often 

willingly agree that every class is different and that they do things differently now 

compared to the first year they taught. Yet, they make no alterations to reflect those 

differences. By understanding constructivist thinking, they might see the need to review 

the static state of their belief systems. 

Teachers adopting a transmission perspective will also have difficulty inquiring. 

Transmission models often advocate for "one right answer" which leaves little room for 

questions that emerge from the dynamics of a learning community. Constructivist 

models, on the other hand, encourage teachers who are posing their own questions and 

engaging in inquiry. 
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Evaluating Teachers 

Another opportunity for teacher to examine their beliefs is in the teacher 

evaluation process. However, this process needs to be reorganized in order for this 

possibility to be a useful tool. Currently the process consists primarily of observations, 

check lists, and brief conferences with the site administrator. The process is typically 

plagued with time restrictions that make it a surface level evaluation and an outcome 

which continues or puts in jeopardy the teacher's employment. All teachers are given the 

same evaluative measure despite their years of experience or graduate work. 

This seems to me to be an opportunity for teachers to think about their beliefs 

about teaching and learning. An evaluation that was a self-reflection narrative might 

highlight the growth of a teacher. Guiding questions for such a reflection could be 

changed to be more suitable for more experienced teachers and beginning teachers. 

Teachers would not only know themselves better, but administrators would be better able 

to see strengths of individual teachers which could help the school or district. They 

would also be able to support teachers more effectively by understanding strengths, areas 

for growth, and interests. 

The most significant interference with teachers inquiring in their own classrooms 

is the lack of support and encouragement teachers have available to them. By providing 

these and giving teachers opportunities to thoughtfully reexamine their belief systems, 

inquiring into one's own teaching might become a more frequent strategy by teachers. 

Reflecting on Methodology 

The qualitative case study methodology used for this study suited the purpose of 

the research—to understand how teachers inquire in their own classrooms. It provided the 

flexibility needed to study three competent teachers who posed three different and 

difficult questions for which there were no easy answers. The methodology supported 
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both the inquiring teachers and myself as a researcher. It allowed each case study teacher 

to formulate individual agendas and I was able to respond to those agendas. 

The study group was a very successful research strategy that also played an 

important curriculum role. It was here that we got to know each other as people and as 

teachers. We collected our own thoughts and made plans for continuing our own 

inquiries. It was also here that some of the overriding political concerns could be openly 

discussed without fear of misunderstanding. Knowing that Margaret, Dorothy, and 

Melinda wished for time to dialogue with other members of their faculty, I might in future 

smdy include that opportunity. Meeting sometimes with only the case study teachers and 

opening it up to the faculty at others times might provide better understanding of the 

educational and political issues of highest importance to the school. It might also provide 

insights into the influence of the educational community on the case study teachers. 

Initially I thought that student artifacts would inform this study. In fact, they were 

a minor consideration. I collected samples of writing and audiotaped some literature 

discussion groups. Teachers' reflections on the events from which student work was a 

product became the more important data source. Knowing this in retrospect, I would 

spend less time concerned with the actual artifacts and audiotapings of students and more 

focused on gathering teachers' reflections. 

Further Research 

While I have learned much in conducting this research, there remain unanswered 

questions, inviting continued investigation. The insights I gained from Dorothy, Melinda, 

and Margaret are such that similar studies could possibly lead to entirely different 

findings. In this section suggestions for further research are discussed. 

Through the course of this study I have had many conversations with classroom 

teachers with varying years of experience. While those just starting out are often assigned 
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a mentor and are given some observation time, experienced teachers do not feel 

supported. Investigating the perspectives of teachers and administrators as to what 

"support" means to them and the differences in supporting beginning teachers and 

supporting experienced teachers might provide useful insights, not only about how to 

support teachers, but also about communications between administration and teachers. 

Another way to look at support for classroom teachers might be to compare 

schools that are staffed by teachers who share coirmion beliefs and those that are staffed 

randomly. Is there a difference and if so what are those differences? Integral to this 

would be an investigation of the influence of the educational community that teachers 

encounter on the curriculum decisions they make for their classrooms. In a field that 

values and works to build community in the classroom, what causes tension and what 

facilitates this same process among the professional conununity at a given site? 

Focusing on children, I became curious about the assumption that young children 

could not remain focused for "extended" time blocks. I began to wonder about the 

number of people who suggest to teachers of young children that they change activities 

frequently in order to keep children's attention. I watched children during this study 

become highly involved for longer time blocks. The relationship between inquiry and 

attention span emerged as a question. Have we as educators been doing children a 

disservice by plaiming quick, short term activities for them rather than giving them the 

opportunity to become involved in more long term processes? 

I wonder, too, about the different ways teachers inquire. Are there differences in 

the questions they pose when they know there will or will not be support available? Are 

there different issues to contend with that facilitate or create tension in their inquiries 

depending on whether they work with a resource teacher or inquire independently? I 

would also consider the causes of stress and how they affect inquiry. 
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Most difficult of all in this study was having to stop working closely with 

Margaret, Melinda, and Dorothy. I constantly wonder what happened next in each of 

their classrooms. While we occasionally have time to meet, the focus on their questions 

and their process of inquiry is much less intense as we have all moved on. Therefore, a 

final suggestion for further research would be to work with one or more teachers over the 

time span of several years, through several different grades or grade levels. Such long 

term studies might help us understand if the nature of inquiry changes over time. 

Summary 

Teachers who reflect and inquire in their own classroom are teachers who have 

made a conmiitment to themselves as lifelong learners. Therefore, the field of education 

should strongly conunit to encouraging teachers to inquire and to supporting them in 

ways they indicate they need or want support. Our thinking needs to be creative since the 

circumstances and conditions of teaching are difficult. We need to continue searching for 

a myriad of possibilities that individual teachers can draw firom to build their own 

possibilities. Most importantly, we need to continue posing questions that will guide our 

searches and help us construct new meaning. Without questions there is no inquiry. 
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Tucson Unified School District 

1010 East 10th Street 
Tucson, Arizona 85719 

February 2. 1996 

Jean S. Schroeder 
11511 E. Twin Hills Trail 
Tucson, Arizona 85748 

Dear Ms. Schroeder. 

We are pleased to inform you that your request to do research in the Tucson Unified School District has 
tjeen approved for the site indicated in your proposal. 

Project Title: How Teachers Inquire in Their Own Classrooms 

Reference Number 22/ 95-96 

Have the principal fill out the enclosed form and return It to Planning & Assessment Please remember 
that the building prina'pals have administrative responsibility and control of conduct for your study in 
his/her area. 

Rnally, please provide this Department with one copy of the final report of the completed study. 
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Research Evaluator 

Sincerely. 
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Research Evaluator 
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January 8, 1996 

Parent Permission Form 

Dear 

This semester I will be participating in a study in my classroom that is examining how 
teachers inquire into their own teaching. Collaboratively with Jean Schroeder. a • 
doctoral candidate from the University of Arizona. I will be considering issues that are 
particular to my classroom. Since my students are at the heart of what take place in 
my classroom, they often inform my professional decisions. In this way. they are an 
integral part of this study. 

I am writing to ask you for permission to collect writing samples, to tape record 
discussions, and to take photographs of the classroom activities. These Items will be 
used to better understand your child's learning and may also be used In presentations 
to other teachers and to write articles for teachers. 

The project has been tentatively approved by the Tucson Unified School District. 
The results of the study will be kept confidential and reports of this study will not 
Include the names of children. If you have any questions about this study, please feel 
free to contact me at school. 733-8480. or contact Jean Schroeder at 298-6506. 

Sincerely. 

1 give my consent: 

1. For my child to be audio and video taped in discussion groups. 

2. For photocopies to be made of wntlng. webs, chans. and drawings my child 
makes related to the study. 

3. For photographs to be taken of my child participating In activities related to 
the study. 

I understand that my child's actual name will not be identified In future presentations or 
publications that may result from this study. 

signed 

Child's name 

Please return to 

Date:. 
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Teacher Permission Form 

I give my permission for doctoral candidate Jean Schroeder to work collaboratively 
with me and my students in my classroom. I understand the nature of the study, which 
is examining teachers' inquiry in their own classrooms, and agree to voluntarily 
participate. I understand that I have the right to refuse to answer any question, either 
written or oral, and that results of the study are confidential should I so choose. 

Signed 

Date 

In the case that I prefer to use a psuedonym, I choose to be referred to as 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

INITIAL INTERVIEW 

1) Teachers will be asked to create a time line of their professional years. They are to 
first mark places they have made changes in their teaching and then to note what 
question they were asking at the time that led to the change. They will bring these 
time lines to the interview to help initiate dialogue. 

2) Talk about any experiences you have had as a student that have impacted how you 
think about your own teaching. 

3) How do you view your classroom as it is now? 

4) How to you visualize your classroom? What do you want it to look Like? 

5) How do you inquire about the questions you have in your own classroom? What 
strategies do you use when you are inquiring about something as a teacher? 

6) How are your students part of your inquiry? 

7) What issues or difficulties have you had to consider thus far in your own inquiry? 

8) What have you found to be supportive for you as an inquirer? 

9) As a learner, what are you thinking about currently? Why did you begin thinking 
about this? Is there a particular aspect of this question that you are concentrating on? 
What are you doing or planning in your classroom to help work through this 
question? 

10) What else do you want to say? What else is relevant to you that we haven't talked 
about? 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

FINAL INTERVIEW 

1) Let's review your time line that you made at the beginning of the study. What would 
you add to it now? 

2) In thinking about this last semester are there particular moments that are stand out to 
you as significant—something that a child did or said, a specific lesson or piece of a 
lesson, a particular reading or comment made, a class or in service you attended? 
Why? 

3) How do you see your room now? 

4) What would yotir room look like if it were perfect for you? 

5) What new strategies for thinking through and trying out new ideas do you use? 

6) How do you involve your students in your inquiries? 

7) What issues or difficulties have you encoimtered during this study that have hindered 
your inquiry? 

8) What new sources or particularly strong sources of support have you found during 
this study? 

9) Do you feel you have you changed as a professional by pursuing your own 
inquiry? How? 

10) What new or lingering questions are you thinking about? What triggered this 
question? What are you planning in your teaching to help you work through this 
question? 

11) What else do you want to say? What else is relevant to you that we haven't talked 
about? 
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