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It almost goes without saying that a major reason for promoting closer relations between 
classroom teachers and faculties of education is to improve educational practice in the schools . 
Some educational observers , noting that the process of educational reform in developed societies 
has been extraordinarily difficult, might quip, "we've tried everything else, why not university/school 
collaboration." It is true that reform has been slow . Cuban, after a review of documentary sources 
spanning ninety years concluded that there is ' ' a stubborn continuity in the nature of instruction .'' 1 

And he cites only a few examples of close collaboration between practicing teachers and university 
faculty members in these nine decades. 

Educational Reform in North America 

In the recent past there has been increased public pressure for school reform , or at least for 
improved educational results. In the United States, the spring of 1983 could even be called the 
season of the critical reports. In April and May alone five major reports were issued concerning 
education. 2 They presented a generally gloomy view based on selections of testimony and reports 
prepared by individuals called in as consultants or witnesses by the commissions. 3 Although the 
reports were independent responses to perceived problems in education, the disturbing facts they 
contained received extensive media coverage within a short period and the somewhat alarmist tone 
of some of their rhetoric imparted a sense of cris is . 

These reports viewed the school as the institution to be blamed for the problems of education , 
exhorting parents to " be vig ilant in demanding the best our schools can provide" with little 
attention to ways in which parents might collaborate with schools to improve education. Although 
the poor quality of teachers was singled out for concern , there was little focus on specific ways to 
improve their preparation or performance . In fact , only one out of forty papers commissioned for 
the National Commission on Excellence focussed on teacher training. 

The assumption underlying the majority of these reports is that competition should be relied 
upon as the motivation to promote reform. Students should become more competitive for grades; 
teachers should become more competitive for pay increases; parents should become more competi­
tive to get their children into the best schools; universities and faculties should become more 
competitive with each other for qualified undergraduates. All of these educational reforms should 
result in the United States becoming more competitive economically with other countries . A 
similar set of assumptions about competition has recently received support in parts of Canada. 
Increased competition in education may result in increased productivity . One could conclude that 
there is no role for collaboration and cooperation. In fact , however, research on classroom 
processes suggests that cooperative effort is often more effective than is competition. 4 And where 
programs can bring together those who have basically common goals - such as teachers and 
members of education faculties - it deserves to be tried . 
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Teachers and Educational Reform 

To understand the problems and possibility for educational reform from the point of view of 
teachers, let us examine the roles they play in the classroom . 5 First , the teacher is an instructor -
responsible for imparting information and teaching skills. Closely related to this function is the 
teacher's job as gatekeeper - deciding which students will experience success or failure, which 
will be admitted to university preparatory classes or sent to remedial programs. The teacher also 
plays a role as a citizen- socializing Canadian tradition and culture . Finally, there is the teacher's 
role as helper - developing positive personal relations with students. 

Competitive motivation is likely to be important in the performance of each of these roles. In the 
instructor role, can the class test scores be improved so as to outperform other classes? In the role 
of gatekeeper, can one demonstrate that one' s students are better prepared than others for external 
examinations? As a citizen, can one socialize national loyalty and wean immigrant children away 
from what is often a cooperative mode of interaction into an individually competitive mode? As a 
helper, can one avoid the charge that some pupils are being given more assistance than others? 
Although certain aspects of competitive motivation may have positive results, there are negative 
outcomes as well. There is considerable value in helping teachers to collaborate with each other 
and in fostering collaborative modes of interaction between them and other individuals , for 
example, members of university education faculties seeking to stimulate reform from outside the 
schools. 

Collaboration as a mode of reform could address some problems identified in teaching as a 
profession. Lortie notes that teachers rarely have the opportunity to see themselves as 
" colleagues .. . sharing a viable, generalized body of knowledge and practice, and hence do not 
develop a common technical or professional culture .' '6 Fullan, writing about educational reform in 
the U.S. and Canada, also notes the problem of teacher isolation , supported by a norm of privacy 
about what happens in each classroom. He concludes that teachers need the opportunity " more 
simply to converse about the meaning of change. " 7 

It is not just a problem of isolation or loneliness, however. It is also the absence of interchange 
between teachers that limits their opportunity to reflect or be analytic about educational practice or 
problems. Lortie notes that " the preparation of teachers does not seem to result in the analytic turn 
of mind one finds in other occupations whose members are trained in colleges and universities . .. One 
hears little mention of the disciplines of observation, comparison, rules of inference, sampling, 
testing hypotheses. " 8 A survey of faculty and students in eleven English speaking faculties of 
education in Canada asked for an assessment of the importance attached in their institutions to a set 
of goals and also how much importance should be attached to each of them. The goal "preparing 
teachers who can integrate theory and practice'' was believed to be addressed by only about thirty 
percent of students and faculty; about ninety percent believed that this goal was very important. 
The discrepancy on this goal was greater than in any other of the nine goals included. 9 

The collaboration of university education faculties with teachers in designing and conducting 
classroom research has a unique potential for addressing the problems of isolation, lack of 
reflection, and the failure to integrate theory and practice. This article will focus on possibilities 
for such collaborative research . An Australian and a Canadian have described research by teachers 
as follows: 

Emphasis is placed on the nature of the research act , that is , on disciplined inquiry, rather than on 
specialized research design and methodology; the interrelationship between teaching and research is 
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strengthened by enabling the teacher to see hi s or her normal teaching activity as one that includes research 
activity. 10 

Thus to the teacher roles described above we should add the cross-cutting role of " teacher as 
researcher. " 

Classroom Action Research: The Cambridge Institute of Education Network 

One of the places where research by teachers has been ecouraged and documented most 
thoroughly is the Cambridge Institute of Education in England. Through the work of John Elliott a 
Classroom Action Research Network has been instituted with regular publications . 

About ten years ago, in an attempt to move away from the process-product teaching model in 
which the teachers' behavior was seen as the cause of student learning, a new approach was tried 
with a group of forty teachers who were working on inquiry/discovery teaching . The classroom 
was assessed from several points of view in order to reflect reciprocal influences. 11 Teachers were 
encouraged to participate in the collection of data about their classrooms from at least three 
perspectives , namely , field notes kept by teachers with reflections on classroom events; classroom 
observations, either by other teachers or by project observers; teacher interviews, sometimes 
prompted by a video or audio recording of part of the observation; and student interviews or 
written surveys. Some teachers kept field notes in preference to being observed , while others 
participated in several kinds of data collection; some took part in identifying salient patterns in 
their teaching , sometimes with the observer alone and sometimes with other teachers; some 
developed teams to observe each others' classes . The project leaders noted that teachers adopted 
methods which provided illuminating but not overwhelming data. However, over the course of the 
project , the large majority of teachers seemed to become more responsive to feedback from 
students and to become more effective monitors of their own practice. 

The classroom action research method seemed especially well suited to helping teachers under­
stand how they led discussions. What did they do that might constrain students ' expressions of 
opinion? Did they change topics abruptly , leading students to conclude that all possible opinions 
had been expressed? Did they call for premature consensus or react to some opinions as if they 
were correct and belittle others as uninformed? 

Elliott and his co-workers do not see classroom action research as a way to provide generaliz­
able empirical research findings but rather as a way to help teachers generate and examine 
explanations for their own teaching behavior. On the basi s of this experience he draws the 
following conclusion about the problem of relating theory to practice: 

One does not first understand a theoretical principle about education and then apply it in an analysis of 
practice ... Theoretical knowledge contributes to the learning of a practical skill onl y after a certain level 
of practical knowledge has first been acquired ... Teachers learned new techniques on the basis of their 
perceived instrumentality , congruence with existing practice , and cost in time and effort , rather than on the 
basis of a knowledge of underlying theoretical principles. " 12 

Thus , the introduction of classroom action research seems to have enormous potential as a source 
of training for teachers after they have spent several years in the classroom. It is also a useful way 
to reconnect them with members of the education faculty, especially those who are interested in 
educational innovation and renewal . 

It is interesting to note that some individuals have written both practical guides to doing research 
in one's classroom and reflective essays about the conceptualization and value of such a process in 
teacher emancipation. 13 
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Research, enqui ry , self- monitoring are all aspects of a similar acti vity, because they all require systematic, 
se lf-conscious and rigorous refl ection to be of any va lue. The problem is that psychological research with 
its emphas is on stati stical manipulation has captured the educati onal imag inati on so much that most people 
cannot think of research in any other terms . . But such criteri a as validity , reli ability, and generalisabili ty 
are necessary if we are to escape the sent imental anecdote that often replaces research designs in education 
and gives teacher research such a bad name ... Teacher research(ers) need to establish standards and 
criteri a that are applicable to their area of activ ity , rather than assume (and then reject) criteria des igned for 
d ifferent procedures . 14 

Essential Features o f Research in Classrooms 

There are three essentials of research which should probably be preserved as criteria in class­
room research . 

First, one should seek objectivity . That does not necessarily mean a quantitative approach, but it 
does mean trying at some point in the process to identify assumptions and possible barriers to 
objectivity . Objectivity does not necessarily mean the use of a standardized or multiple choice test, 
but it does mean that the interpretation of an observation or scoring of an open-ended response is 
checked out with others to avoid an interpretation which is meaningful only to the individual who 
constructed it. 

Second , one attempts to communicate to colleagues the major steps in the process of des igning 
the research and analyzing its meaning. That process helps to fulfil! the objecti vity criterion 
detailed above. When one must take the perspective of someone else in communicating, a more 
reflecti ve examination of the problem often results. 

Third , one searches fo r alternatives. In measurement that means the kind of triangulation of 
methodology discussed by Elliott in his group - for example, giving surveys to students or 
scoring their open-ended responses to questions, having another teacher observe a lesson , and 
keeping field notes. Because it is impossible to control all the important fac tors in a study in a 
school setting , the generation of alternative ex planations fo r findings is also important. 

These three criteria of classroom research are more important in teacher research than strict 
rules about random assignment , attempts to fully assess internal or external validity, or access to 
large samples. Perhaps there will come a day when faculties of education devote equal time to 
instruction in teacher action research fo r the purposes of stimulating reflection and innovation and 
to more traditional research methodology for the purpose of generalization of findings . 

Team Research In volving Teachers and University Faculty in the 
United States 

Tikunoff and Mergendoller have described programs designed to develop research skills as a 
stimulus to profess ional growth in urban, rura l and suburban settings. 15 Teams were constituted 
consisting of at least one teacher, one research specialist, and one specialist in staff development 
(in most cases several teachers were included). In this process: 

teachers are encouraged to acqui re new ways of thinking about the ir own classroom prob lems. Through 
direct involvement with teachers, researchers can learn to identi fy new research procedures and methods 
and become aware of critical research issues they had not previously considered . Similarly , the trainer/ 
developer may acquire new skill and insight into classroom functioning from extended work with teachers , 
and may be ab le to des ign more appropriate in-serv ice education programs. 16 

Evaluations of the work of these teams suggested that teachers became able to think through 
problems and select strategies for inquiry into solutions; team members acquired skill s in collabora-
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tion and discussion; part1c1pants became more interested in the results of inquiry and more 
interested in trying out innovations in their classrooms . 

Participants began to rel y less on conventional wisdom and more upon prior research and/or expert 
testimony .. . Team members (espec iall y the teacher members) began to question one another regarding 
the empirical accuracy of statements, reports , and hypotheses. 17 

ln general the working relationship between univers ities and schools benefitted from these experiences . 

Characteristics of the Interaction of Faculty and Teachers 

Collaborative research between university faculty members and teachers has been tried on both 
sides of the Atlantic and seems to have some simil ar characteristics. Day from the University of 
Nottingharn 18 and Oja from the University of New Hampshire 19 have arrived at remarkably similar 
conclusions about the roles played by univers ity faculty members who collaborate with classroom 
teachers. First , especially at the beginning of a project, the facu lty member serves as a knowledge 
broker , filling in gaps of informat ion often about research methodology. Second , the university 
collaborator throughout the project promotes group and interpersonal processes by helping to 
define goals, asking c larifying questions, raising issues about the context in which the research is 
conducted, re flecting and acknowledging uncertainty on the part of participants , and recognizing 
blocks to progress . This is an especiall y important ro le because teachers are not always experi­
enced in the kind of planning invo lved in research. Third , uni versi ty collaborators serve an 
important functi on as symbols of the importance of the research endeavor and as models of 
research objectivity and problem solvi ng strategies ; they provide reassurance that experimentation 
and reflection is valuable and that solutions can be found to perplexing problems. Finally , the 
university collaborator serves as a detecti ve, helping to fit divergent pieces of information together 
from the perspective of an outsider. These ro les are no easier fo r some educational research 
specialists to adopt than the ro le of researcher is fo r some teachers. 

The benefi ts to teachers of doing research in their classrooms include increased colleagueship 
and enhanced opportunity fo r reflection about practice which can lead to a less passive role in 
educational improvement and an enhanced sense of professionalism. Field based research exposes 
university facu lty members , even those who do not regularly superv ise student , to classroom 
realities. Experience in collaborati ve research efforts make it more likely that teachers will feel 
comfortable seeking advice from education facu lty because they fee l that their own problems are 
better understood . Finally , collaborative research allows access to types of data which may be 
difficult or impossible to obtain under other circumstances . 

Unique Advantages to Bi-national Collaborative Research 

In addition to attempting to advance collaborati ve research between teachers and university 
faculty , there are unique advantages to expanding collaborat ive re earch on a bi-national basis . To 
focus this , let us return to one of the roles played by the classroom teacher (discus ed earlier). The 
teacher-researcher in the role of citizen , or perhaps more accurately the role of sociali zer of 
citizenship , can best be understood in a bi-national context. National fee ling in Canada is widely 
believed to be less chauvinistic than in the U.S. , havi ng even been called " hesitant nationali sm. " 20 

Understanding national identity is a vital part of under landing social and political attitude development , 
and collaborative studies are needed to understand the differences which exist between Western 
democracies as well as their similarities. Another issue open to comparative investigation is 
understanding the influence of the British heritage of Canada, with its particular symbols and 
orientation . In particular , what ro le does the different conception of individual ri ghts pl ay, and 
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what impact does Canada' s history as a member of the British Empire have on it? What are the 
unique aspects of Canadian society which the teacher as a socializer of citizenship should be aware 
of? 

Approaches to values and moral education in the school seem to differ between the U.S. and 
Canada also. A recent survey found Canadian teachers to be more comfortable with directive 
approaches and less comfortable with techniques such as values clarification, when compared with 
teachers in the United States. 2 1 Should that be explained as a result of more familiarity with 
hierarchies of authority? ls the more explicitly recognized role of the church in education impor­
tant to this difference? What are the implications for values education practice? 

Bi-national research between Canada and the United States provides a unique opportunity to 
look at the influence of regionalism on social values. Some recent work suggests that this is much 
more important a fac tor for Canadian than for U.S. adults. 22 Is this also true for young people? If 
so, what are the implications for the teacher as a socializer of citizenship? 

Conclusions 

There is much to be said for collaboration as a motive for improving education. This coopera­
tive effort has two specific manifestations for Canadians - research involving members of 
university faculties of education in a collaborative effort with teachers and research involving 
individuals from Canada and the U.S. The mechanisms for doing this can vary widely. The 
common product should be enhanced opportunities for reflective analysis of problems, improve­
ments in educational practice, a better blend of the strengths of education faculties and teachers, 
and a stronger sense of professional self-worth among teachers. 
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