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Abstract 
 

 

After exploring existing models for collaborative action research (CAR), this article examines the utility of an 
urban school professional development (PD) with the Teach-Reflect-Teach action research model, a specific 
CAR model.  When engaging in Teach-Reflect-Teach:  1) Teachers arrive at a research question involving an 
innovation, determine how to collect data, and Teach for a short period. 2) Teachers Reflect on data collected 
and decide how the teaching of the innovation could be changed to impact student learning further. This step 
involves receiving feedback from critical friends at the school and the university.  3) Teachers have the 2nd 
cycle of Teaching with reflection, and 4) Teachers participate in a celebratory sharing of their projects with the 
school faculty and interested others, including university faculty and students. The article concludes that this 
cutting-edge PD program is flexible and impactful because it is teacher driven with teachers supported in 
their methodology by university professors. 
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Despite the ample body of research on collaborative action research (CAR) involving K-12 teachers and 
university researchers, there are still some aspects of the practice that have received little attention. First, CAR projects 
typically involve single or a small group of interested teachers and one or two outside researchers who help to 
facilitate the process. There have been few examples of CAR being implemented as school-wide professional 
development. Concurrently exposing all teachers to CAR may have a transformative effect on the whole school. This 
project provides evidence that CAR seems to be particularly impactful if teachers, with general methodological 
support from outside university researchers, are able to focus on innovations of their choosing. Second, there are few 
examples of CAR implemented in urban schools. This study directly addresses these two gaps in the literature on 
CAR by investigating the implementation and outcomes of the year- long, school-wide teacher choice driven CAR 
project in an urban K-6 school.  We believe this matters because urban schools are often the ones that are in need of 
meaningful teacher-driven professional development.  Plus, we see urban schools having unique challenges of 
achievement gaps and much ethnic diversity. This paper reviews research that analyzes two iterations and subsequent 
on-going projects of the Teach-Reflect-Teach model, a specific CAR model.  The iterations, a pilot initiative, and a 
continuing program occurred in an urban school, Oak Grove, a professional development school linked to an urban 
university.  The 2nd implementation of the Teach Reflect Teach model was school-wide (though not mandatory) and 
was teacher choice driven.  
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The implementation involved a collaborative effort between an urban public school and urban higher 
education institution.  The analysis draws from observations of the facilitators, two external interview study 
evaluations for the pilot program and the second iteration, and focused written interviews of the teacher participants 
in a subsequent iteration. The analysis of an exemplary school-wide teacher choice driven collaborative action research 
initiative highlights the lessons learned and the challenges the facilitators faced during implementation.  The writers of 
this article were the organizers and facilitators of the program over the various school years. 

 

1. Collaborative Action Research 
 

Action research (AR) started in the 1940s when Kurt Lewin proposed using research methods to work on 
practical problems and improving practices in schools (Kemmis, 1980; Oja & Smulyan, 1989).  Action research 
projects have three general aims: professional development, improved school practice, and the modification and 
elaboration of theories of teaching and learning (Oja & Smulyan, 1989).  

 

Collaborative Action Research (CAR) is a process where the school community, including teachers or 
administrators, identifies a specific problem in the school; asks questions, collectively plans and implement the plan 
for gathering information, and analyzes data to resolve the problem. Additionally, collaborations often occur with 
university researchers (Bruce, Flynn, & Stagg-Peterson, 2011).  University researchers and K-12 educators contribute 
different expertise and a unique perspective.  The process is not intended to generalize findings, but to solve specific 
problems identified by the school community (Gordon, 2008). 

 

We see the primary goals of CAR to improve teaching practice, improve student learning, empower 
educators, and transform school cultures (Calhoun, 2002; Gordon, 2008).   Further, action research is a form of 
professional development (PD) and a means for practitioners to modify and elaborate theories of teaching and 
learning within individual action research projects (Calhoun, 2002; Oja & Smulyan,1989).   
 

1.1 Characteristics of CAR 
 

As Oja and Smulyan (1989) indicate, CAR has four basic elements: its collaborative nature, its emphasis on 
practical problems and professional development, and its infrastructure of potential open communication. 
Collaboration allows participants to engage in mutual understanding, collective democratic decision-making, 
consensus building, and to then place agreed upon strategies into action. (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Street, 1986).  
Collaboration occurs when participants in a school environment identify practical problems (Cummings & Hustler, 
1986; Ebbutt, 1985; Elliot, 1977; Oja & Smulyan, 1989; Rapoport, 1970).   Oja and Smulyan (1989) state that an 
effective action research project structure consists of at least 4 elements:  1) frequent and open communication among 
participants; 2) democratic project leadership; 3) spiraling recurring cycles of planning, execution, observing, 
reflecting, and revising (Elliott, 1981; Kemmis & McTagart, 1982; Lewin, 1948); and 4) positive relationships within 
the school context of the action research initiative.  Democratic leaders, usually from the university, need to disperse 
their power, sharing control and allowing K-12 educators to delegate and assume responsibility. The university 
facilitators need to set an example as collaborators (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Ebbutt, 1985; Hord, 1981; Nixon, 1981).  
Collaboration is a dynamic process.  During the process, CAR “integrates research with action, action with reflection, 
critique with collaboration, research with democracy, empowerment with accountability, teacher development with 
school development, schools with universities, and schools with larger professional learning community” (Gordon, 
2008, p.1).   
 

Nelson (2008) sees the role of university faculty as critical friends who provide support, challenge, and 
expertise in the proper amounts and at the appropriate junctures to keep the work moving forward.  As an outsider, 
critical friends are trusted persons who lend their expertise to the school improvement process, including asking 
provocative questions, providing data to be examined through other lenses, and offering a critique of a person’s work 
(Gordon, 2008; Oja & Smulvan, 1989). 

 

CAR theoretically has many benefits, including creating a system-wide school improvement mind-set; 
enhancing decision-making; promoting reflection; committing to continuous improvement; creating a positive school 
climate; impacting directly on practice; and empowering teachers and schools (Calhoun, 1993; Gordon, 2008).   
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Additionally, the collaboration between teacher researchers and university researchers could narrow the 
traditional gap between research and practice for both teachers and researchers (Calhoun, 1993; Bruce, Flynn, & 
Stagg-Peterson, 2011).  There are various models of CAR in the literature.  In general, models of CAR typically 
involve a cycle that includes identifying the problem, gathering data to assess progress and revise the plan as necessary 
(Gordon, 2008).  The Teach-Refect-Teach model (explained in detail later) focused in this study, employs the 
aforementioned phases. Our review of the literature on CAR indicates there are very few school-wide action research 
projects, with most of the literature focusing on one or more teachers with projects (Goodman-Scott, Doyle, & Brott, 
2013;  

 

Flessner & Stuckey, 2014).  Most of action research programs concern a single thrust or innovation, such as 
action research on learning preferences. Among growing literature on action research projects, the majority is 
conducted in one school (Banegas, Paverse, Velazquez, & Velez, 2013; Kuntz, Personall, Priola, Tilford, & Rhiannon, 
2013; Vaughn, Parsons, Kologi, & Saul, 2014).  Regarding whether schools are urban, suburban, or rural settings, 
much of the literature does not indicate the nature of the school setting (Kuntz, Personall, Priola, Tilford, & 
Rhiannon, 2013; Vaughn, Parsons, Kologi, & Saul, 2014). The literature on school-wide action research projects 
conducted in urban school settings, especially in a teacher choice driven nature is very limited. 

 

Also, we note that the way CAR as PD has political ramifications within the school (Flessner & Stuckey, 
2014).  In a program, the mandatory participation of teachers, plus teachers not having a choice of who was in their 
collaborative action research teams, exacerbated an already existing disconnect between new and experienced teachers, 
some of whom were “resisters” in the collaborations.  These undercurrents impacted many of the individual action 
research projects. In spite of this, Flessner and Stuckey (2014) concluded “one cannot deny the power of action 
research as a transformative experience” (p.48) and provided interview data to support this statement. 

 

1.2 One CAR Model:  Teach-Reflect-Teach (TRT) 
 

The Teach-Reflect-Teach (TRT) model employed in this program was developed in an urban school district 
(Gove & Kennedy-Callaway, 1992).  This model was used in a small personalized PD focusing on Critical Literacy 
(Gove & Still, 2014).  When engaging in TRT process:  1) Teachers arrive at a research question involving an 
innovation, determine how to collect data, and Teach for a short period. 2) Teachers Reflect on data collected and 
decide how the teaching of the innovation could be changed to impact student learning further. This step involves 
receiving feedback with critical friends from the school and university colleagues.  3) Teachers have a second cycle of 
Teaching with reflection, and 4) Teachers participate in a celebratory sharing of their projects with the school faculty 
and interested others, including university faculty and students. 
 

2. Program Implementation 
2.1 Site and Background 
 

 In 2013, the Teach-Reflect-Teach (TRT) Collaborative Action Research (CAR) PD program launched at a 
Kindergarten-6th grade professional development school, Oak Grove, affiliated with an urban state university. Oak 
Grove, a pseudonym of an urban public school, is located adjacent to the university campus. Students are admitted to 
the Oak Grove by lottery. Sixty-five percent of the students are residents of the school district, fifteen percent are 
non-residents, and twenty percent are children affiliated with full-time students, staff, and faculty of the university. 
Ninety percent of students in the Oak Grove’s home school district are eligible for free or reduced-price lunch. This 
traditional indicator of socioeconomic status masks the range of socioeconomic status reflected in the Oak Grove 
student population. Although over half the Oak Grove students enrolled in 2013 were below the federal poverty line, 
all levels of socioeconomic status are evident in the school population.  In the 2013-14 school year, Oak Grove 
enrolled 366 students and in 2014-15, 470 students, of whom 55.9% were identified as Black, 34.3% as White, 4.0% as 
Asian or Pacific Islander, 2.9% Hispanic and 2.8% multiracial.  
 

At the time of the TRT CAR pilot project, Oak Grove was working toward and received authorization as an 
International Baccalaureate (IB) Primary Years Programme (PYP) World School.  The authorization was the result of 
a two-year process that required cooperation and collaboration among school staff members.  The IB PYP is a 
transdisciplinary curriculum designed, implemented, reflected upon, and revised by classroom teachers.  The 
curriculum emphasizes student inquiry, reflection and concept development.   
As such, the teachers and administrators saw the TRT CAR project goals and processes consistent with Oak Grove’s 
emphases on inquiry, reflection and concept development.  
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2.2 First Year: Pilot TRT CAR Program at Oak Grove 
 

 The initial TRT PD effort at Oak Grove focused on differentiated instruction, which encouraged the teachers 
to identify questions, possibilities or innovations relevant to their individual teaching circumstances. Participation was 
mandatory.  Twenty-three teachers and the principal participated, with a project team of three university professors 
facilitating the effort.   

The project consisted of the four phases: 1) the project team led after school sessions in which the teachers 
articulated their strengths, needs, and desires; 2) project team members introduced and extended teachers’ 
understanding of the differentiated instruction and data collection strategies; 3) teachers conducted action research in 
teams of two or three implementing selected strategies and reflecting collaboratively on this implementation; 4) 
participants shared their efforts at a culminating celebration. 

 

The university facilitating team learned from this whole school PD effort the importance of the Oak Grove 
teachers actively participating in the sessions. As the grant funder’s evaluator visited one of the whole group PD 
session, the evaluator indicated that the session had “too much sit and get.”  The teachers were not extensively 
engaged in this observing session.  Second, through talking with administrators, the facilitators also questioned 
whether participation in the action research should be mandatory. Third, the facilitators decided to expand the options 
of the action research projects from differentiated instruction to any project/question that would improve student 
learning, including school-wide initiatives.  Fourth, the pilot program was squeezed into one semester, so the 
facilitators decided to stretch the program for most of the school year starting in October and ending in April. Fifth, 
several teachers petitioned to work on action research projects alone, saying they had a passion for certain projects 
their colleagues were not interested in. The facilitators reorganized the next iteration of the TRT action research at 
Oak Grove with these considerations in mind (See Table 1). 

 

Table 1.  Differences between pilot action research program and teacher choice driven program 
 

 Pilot Program Teacher Choice 
Driven Program 

Mandatory or voluntary? Mandatory participation  Voluntary participation, all teachers attended 
the group session and final sharing 
celebratory session 

How university facilitators worked with 
teachers, whole or small groups? 

University professors taught whole group 
sessions on differentiated instruction and 
data collection strategies before teams of 
teachers conducted action research. 

After the initial group session, university 
facilitators worked with individuals or small 
groups of teachers. 

How projects were chosen? Teachers were expected to focus on 
projects related to differentiated 
instruction. 

Teachers chose the innovation focused in 
their action research study; the action 
research projects included two school-wide 
projects 

Time Frame? Occurred within one semester 
 

Spanned the school year 

Teachers working in teams or singly? Teachers worked in teams of 2 to 4 Teachers worked individually or in teams of 
2 or 3 

 

2.3 Second Year: Teacher Choice Driven TRT CAR program 
 

After reflection, the program moved from traditional whole group teaching to a differentiated instruction 
(individualized small group mentoring) during the second year.  To encourage teachers’ active participation, the 
program reduced the large group PD sessions.  The full staff only met twice: 1) roundtable discussion at mid-point to 
receive feedback concerning what they learned from their first data collection process to plan “how they could impact 
their students' learning further”; and 2) the final sharing/celebratory event. During the school years, university 
facilitators met with teachers in small groups either at their planning or lunchtime, following the 4 phases described 
above.   

 

The second major change was that program participation would be voluntary. To the project team’s surprise, 
75% of the teachers and administrators volunteered to participate in the second-year program.  The formal incentives 
offered included 1) they could report the inclusion of their action research efforts in the district PD, and 2) those who 
chose to could write an academic paper about their action research and pay a reduced rate to receive university 
credit(s).  
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A third change was that the teachers chose the innovation they could work on rather than only focusing on 
differentiated instruction alone.  Thus, the types of action research projects expanded.  For example, an action 
research project during the Pilot Program, “How will coding increase students’ sequencing ability of Kindergarteners?” focused on 
differentiated instruction.  In the second year Teacher Choice Driven Program, a project featured school-wide 
intervention, “How does implementing Comfortable Cafeteria Strategies change the lunchroom environment?” developed due to the 
teacher choice nature.   
 

2.4 Third Year to Present 
 

In subsequent iterations of the AR program (2015 to present), university facilitators expanded beyond Project 
team leaders.  University faculty from different colleges are paired with teachers based on the topic of the action 
research project.  For example, two kindergarten teachers wanted to investigate teaching coding to their students and 
these teachers were paired with an engineering professor in College of Engineering. Additionally, the number of 
partnering K-12 schools increased.  As of 2018, six K-12 public schools participated in this PD program. 
 

3. Analysis of Feedback Data 
 

The overall analysis draws from observations of the facilitators, external interview evaluations, and focused 
written interviews of the teacher participants in a subsequent iteration.  First, the teachers embraced AR as helpful in 
enriching their practice and saw action research as valuable professional development.  Participants found their 
projects to be of value in terms of having a positive impact on teaching in their classrooms, allowing them to discover 
new ideas through their partnership with university faculty, as well as improving their students’ learning/behavior and 
even the engagement of parents.  Second, the results strongly suggest that a future area of improvement to the 
program should focus on its timing and duration, with greater attention to providing professional development and 
guidance at the small group level.  Third, it appears that the project helped frame the research process as something 
that is not so foreign, esoteric, or belonging solely in the “ivory towers” of academia.  Teachers were pleasantly 
surprised by how applicable and doable action research is within a natural setting like a classroom.  Finally, time was a 
huge challenge.  More time is needed for the projects, which need to be initiated at an earlier point in the school year.  
What is not so clear is the extent to which this repeated concern can actually be remedied due to various factors that 
are outside of the control of Oak Grove or the university (e.g., inclement weather, conflicting schedules, test days, 
competing priorities).  It is also possible that some teachers are reporting this concern, even if provided with more 
time, were not genuinely interested in their action research and would not dedicate their time and effort to such a 
project.   

 

Overall, the teachers, valued this professional development process and their involvement and their 
collaboration with university faculty. The evaluation brought the issue of how to fit the AR process into an already 
packed schedule of school activities and whether some of the action researchers were not able to dedicate the time 
and effort needed for the project. 

 

4. Lessons Learned 
 

We believe that having the university professors take a facilitative role rather than a teaching role has made a 
major impact on the success of this action research program.  The program held three sessions with university faculty 
where professor’s facilitative role was emphasized.  The facilitators observed that take flexibility on the part of 
university professors, a willingness to “change roles” from being the expert to facilitating the teachers’ idea concerning 
the action research project.  We also wonder to what extent professors need to be assertive concerning “how to’s” of 
data collecting and execution of the innovation focused on in order to increase the quality of the action research 
conducted.    

 

Second, though the program was introduced to all the teachers and administrators and all were expected to 
come to the final sharing event, conducting an action research project was voluntary.  Even though participation was 
voluntary, 75% of the teachers and administrators participated in the second-year initiative and subsequent program. 
Having action research participation as voluntary is supported in the literature. 

 

Third, most of the practices investigated in individual action research projects became part of the routines of 
the teachers and administrators involved. In the interviews, the teachers expressed an intention or plan to continue 
their action research project beyond the period of the program.   
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To illustrate this theme, one teacher stated, “I will definitely use it again next year; it really kept me 
organized.”  Likewise, another participant said, “I continue to use mine every day.  It is part of their intervention 
block right now, or every day that I see kids, I should say.”  From this perspective, participants across all seven focus 
groups indicated having positive experiences about their desire to institutionalize or maintain their projects after the 
action research process was completed.  This theme was the most recurrent one that emerged in the data in the 
second external study conducted. 
 

Fourth, the Pilot Program was centered around expanding differentiated instruction (DI), so the teacher 
researchers were to design their action research around DI.  In the following iterations, the choice of action research 
question became open-ended and teacher driven.  We believe this is unusual for school professional development 
programs that tend to have one focus chosen by others than the classroom teacher.  Further, we believe this aspect is 
a major reason the teachers and administrators appreciate this program. 

 

Fifth, we were gratified to realize that TRT was flexible enough so that administrators and teachers decided to 
use this process to achieve school-wide goals.  Some examples include developing a school-wide writing program, 
encouraging students' voice, and in a subsequent iteration, to develop a restaurant-like atmosphere in the school 
cafeteria. 

 

Finally, though the facilitators work with the teachers and administrators, they became aware that the teachers 
and administrators knew about each other’s projects.  For example, a teacher who focused on increasing oral reading 
fluency knew about a different action research project from two years previously. The project “built on” concepts 
used in the earlier project.  Other projects were school-wide projects and we “institutionalized” or became part of the 
school’s daily routines. We see this as evidence that the action research program positively enhanced the culture of 
Oak Grove. 
 

Two challenges were identified by the facilitating team. Teachers have difficulty finding adequate time to 
pursue their action research projects in already hectic schedules of the public school.  We see great importance for a 
project such as this one to remain grounded in the knowledge of the stresses that public school personnel face, 
particularly those imposed on them by the assessment systems.    

 

The second challenge grappled with is the desire of the university professors to get exemplary individual 
action research projects into the professional conversation.  Though we are aware that collaborative action research is 
designed to solve local practical school issues and not intended to produce generalized knowledge, we think that some 
of the projects are of such quality that they need to be shared within the professional literature.  On two occasions, 
Oak Grove teachers presented their projects at the national conferences. In 2017, an individual action research project 
was accepted for publication.  This was an action research project in the pilot study and was conducted with 
refinement the following year.  The project and the refinement action research was conducted primarily by the Oak 
Grove second grade teacher.  However, the writing of the article was a collaboration of the teacher, a university 
professor, and the university liaison between Oak Grove and the university.  To foster the scholarship, we see that the 
university faculty needs to take the lead on organizing the conference presentations and writing articles to disseminate 
the projects into the professional community, even though the individual projects were teacher chosen and led. 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

Despite the ample body of research on CAR involving K-12 teachers and university researchers, the literature 
on school-wide AR projects conducted in urban public school settings, especially in a school-wide teacher choice 
driven nature is limited.   

This article examined the utility of an urban school professional development with the Teach-Reflect-Teach 
action research model, a specific CAR model.  We conclude that TRT is adaptive, and thus impactful to teachers’ 
professional growth, mainly because teachers can focus on innovations of their choosing, with general methodological 
support from university faculty facilitators.  We observed that concurrently exposing all teachers to CAR had a 
transformative effect on the whole school. Administrators and teachers also used the flexible CAR structure to 
investigate and focus on school-wide concerns, not just classroom teaching concerns.  Thus, the CAR model, in this 
case, TRT, is adaptive enough to accommodate school-wide implementation with voluntary and teacher driven 
participation in action research projects.  As Flessner and Stuckey (2014) state, “one cannot deny the power of action 
research as a transformative experience” (p.48).  The evaluation data provided in this paper support this statement. 
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