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Foreword
By Gene Thompson-Grove

I used to shy away from anything that looked like inquiry. Where would 
I find the time? What did I know about data? How was it different, 

really, from what I did naturally as an educator—asking myself questions, 
reflecting on my practice, paying attention to the challenges of my craft, 
even going public in my critical friends group and asking my colleagues 
for feedback?

And then I participated in a collaborative inquiry institute and, in 
preparation, read the first edition of Nancy Dana and Diane Yendol-
Hoppey’s book, A Reflective Educator’s Guide to Classroom Research. I was 
hooked. Now, I can’t imagine not having a question that guides my think-
ing, a question that helps me determine what kind of data I need and how 
to gather it, a question that helps me look at my assumptions and helps 
me open up possibilities. I am a better educator because I have begun to 
explore questions about my practice in a systematic way.

This second edition is an even richer compendium. There are more 
stories told in the voices of teachers at all stages of their inquiries, and their 
authenticity is palpable. These teachers’ stories and musings are inter-
spersed with practical exercises and strategies. And while the authors add 
their assurances throughout the book that it really is just fine to find your 
own comfort level as you begin, the voices of the teachers—who sound 
just like colleagues—make you think it would be possible for you to do 
what they are doing, too, if only you could find your own question.

Certainly, according to Dana and Yendol-Hoppey, questions propel 
the inquiry. But before the question, the authors suggest, educators often 
begin with something else. It may be a wondering, a sense of “what if?” 
Or they may decide to reconnect to a passion—the reason they became a 
teacher in the first place. Sometimes a dilemma, or a critical incident, or 
a sense of not knowing sets the stage for the inquiry—or they notice that 
something is working and decide they need to know why. And for some, 
it is reading someone else’s research that causes them to want to explore 
their own practice. 
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Dana and Yendol-Hoppey legitimize and give voice to all of these pos-
sible starting points—and they make it seem easy not only to begin, but 
to continue on through the process—finding people with whom you can 
collaborate, developing a plan and integrating inquiry into your practice, 
collecting and generating the data that will provide the most insight into 
your question, analyzing your data, writing up your conclusions and 
going public by sharing your work with others, and assessing the quality 
of your inquiry. At no point does it feel impossible or even overwhelm-
ing; they effortlessly convey that this next step is simply the next logical 
thing to do. 

The dictionary defines inquiry as: 1. The act of exploration and discovery. 
2. To ask questions; to be open to seeing new potentials and possibilities. Indeed, 
the act of teacher inquiry involves searching, exploring, studying chil-
dren, examining one’s own practice, and discovering and rediscovering 
new possibilities. It demands working collaboratively with colleagues to 
guard against, in Peter Senge’s words, “counting as ‘real’ the data which 
confirms what we already believe.” Colleagues provide perspectives and 
insights we can’t possibly have on our own, because wherever we go, 
there we are, looking at the world through our own lenses.

All of this is, of course, requires certain dispositions. It means we 
must, at times, slow down and be reflective. We must develop the intel-
lectual side of ourselves—the place where we can open up to others with 
curiosity and interest, where we can consider options or ideas we hadn’t 
thought of before. We have to develop the capacity to identify and explic-
itly work on the questions that matter most to our students—the questions 
or aspects of our practice that perhaps make us the most uncomfortable. 
When we engage in collaborative inquiry, we become students of teach-
ing and learning for one another, so we have to learn to frame good ques-
tions and develop the habit of taking an inquiry stance toward all that 
we do. We must become comfortable being uncomfortable—and get used 
to being in the place of not knowing more often, with a greater capacity 
for ambiguity. In fact, as Dana and Yendol-Hoppey point out, one of the 
reasons we engage in teacher inquiry is that it honors the complexity 
inherent in all teaching. Inquiry insists that we routinely unearth our 
assumptions—our assumptions about our students and their families, 
our assumptions about our colleagues and ourselves, our assumptions 
about achievement and what constitutes a meaningful education—and 
to examine these assumptions with others—because we believe that the 
most effective schools have adults in them who are the least satisfied with 
their practice. We must be willing to collect and make public the evidence 
from our practice—the data and the student work. We can’t be afraid of 
hard work, or of saying “I was wrong.” And we must find courage in com-
munity, as we hold each other accountable for acting on what we learn. 

At one point, a teacher in The Reflective Educator’s Guide to Classroom 
Research declares, “had I not posed the question, I never would have 
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noticed what was actually occurring!” And so, as we ask and explore 
questions such as “What supports and experiences for teachers new to 
our district make a positive difference in their lives as educators?”, “What 
aspects of the school do families of color experience as supportive and 
effective and how can we build on what works?”, “How can I make each 
ELL student’s story visible in the organizational culture of our school?”, 
“How does kindergarten writing impact literacy in grade 1?”, and “How 
can my students be cultural resources to the curriculum?”, we set off on 
a journey to “make the familiar strange.” In so doing, we echo T. S. Eliot 
when he says, “And the end of all our exploring, will be to arrive where 
we started, and know the place for the first time.”
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