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Preface

Many educational innovations come and go, but the systematic study of 
teachers’ own classroom practice is a concept that has proven its staying 
power! Whether we refer to this process as classroom research, teacher 
research, action research, teacher inquiry, or some other name, three main 
reasons exist for the longevity of this concept: (1) The process has proven 
to be a powerful tool for teacher professional development (Zeichner, 
2003), (2) the process has become an important vehicle for raising teachers 
voices in educational reform (Meyers & Rust, 2003), and (3) the process is 
a mechanism for expanding the knowledge base for teaching in important 
ways (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). 

Because systematic, intentional study by teachers of their own class-
room practice has proven its worth throughout the years, engagement 
in teacher inquiry continues to peak the interest of both practicing and 
prospective teachers alike as they join the teacher inquiry movement and 
ponder some vital questions: 

What is teacher inquiry and why is it important?
What might teacher inquiry look like?
What is the relationship between teacher inquiry and teacher pro-
fessional growth?
How do schools and universities work together to provide a con-
text for teacher inquiry?

We wrote the first edition of this text to help members of public school 
or university teacher education communities—interns, student teachers, 
mentor teachers, administrators, and teacher educators—address these 
questions. They remain timely questions since we are living in an era 
where prescriptive policies and curriculum created through the political 
process in the name of public accountability are complicating school-
level responsiveness to student needs as well as opportunities for teacher 
knowledge construction (Darling-Hammond, 1994; Whitford & Wood, in 
press). Inquiry by teachers into their own classrooms provides a viable tool 
for “challenging these current assumptions about how teachers learn and 
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about what constitutes a knowledge base for teaching” (Cochran-Smith & 
Lytle, 1993, p. 2). 

Since writing the first edition of The Reflective Educator’s Guide to 
Classroom Research, the era of high-stakes testing and accountability has 
continued to amplify the need for teachers to engage in inquiry to chal-
lenge assumptions about teacher learning and teacher knowledge. This 
era has created a laserlike focus on student learning as measured by 
standardized test scores and other assessment measures. As a result of 
this focus, concepts like differentiating instruction, data-driven decision 
making, progress monitoring, and response to intervention have become 
prominent in discussions about teaching. Hence, in the second edition, 
we have added sections in our first chapter to illustrate the relationship 
between these concepts and teacher research. In addition, to address the 
ready availability and emphasis on standardized test scores, grades, and 
assessment measures in today’s schools, we have added these measures to 
our discussion of the types of data teacher inquirers might collect, along 
with some caution about the ways these type of data are appropriately 
used (and potentially misused) as a part of the teacher inquiry process. As 
these types of data have continued to illuminate the achievement gap that 
many educators continue to strive to address, we have also elaborated 
on our discussion of a teacher’s passion for social justice leading to the 
development of a teacher research question for study. 

In addition to discussions of high-stakes testing and accountability 
dominating education, since our writing of the first edition of The Reflective 
Educator’s Guide to Classroom Research, technology and the meaningful inte-
gration of it into instruction has continued to develop at rapid rates. For 
this reason, we have added three data collection tools teacher research-
ers can use to collect data to this edition—blogs, digital photographs, 
and video. Similarly, the concept of Professional Learning Communities 
(PLCs) has shaped the way teacher professional development is playing 
out in schools across the nation. In this edition, we’ve updated our dis-
cussion on PLCs and the ways engagement in inquiry can fit within PLC 
work, as well as included Critical Friend Group Feedback as yet another 
form of data collection teacher inquirers might employ. 

Similar to the increase in popularity we have witnessed in PLC work 
since the first edition of this text, we have witnessed a dramatic increase 
in the numbers of teachers engaging in teacher research as a form of 
job-embedded professional development. While we are thrilled at this 
increase, we also believe that when a movement grows so quickly, it’s 
important to assess not just the quantity of the work that is happening, 
but the quality as well. For this reason, in this edition, we have added an 
entire chapter devoted to addressing the issue of teacher inquiry quality. 

Finally, since our first writing of this book, our own contexts have 
changed. In the first edition of this text, our teacher inquiry experiences 
had primarily been with elementary teachers. Therefore, the examples of 
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teacher work that was utilized to illustrate each step in the inquiry process 
came from elementary schools. Since that time, we have had the opportu-
nity to work with a large number of teacher inquirers in middle schools 
and high schools as well. While we know that many prospective and 
practicing middle and high school teachers used the first edition of our 
text to guide them through the inquiry process and were able to learn the 
process through the teacher research examples regardless of the fact that 
they mostly took place in the elementary context, in the second edition of 
this text, we wanted to provide some examples of middle and high school 
teacher inquiry so secondary teachers are also provided with examples 
that will more closely resonate with their own teaching experiences. We 
believe the examples of inquiries conducted by middle and high school 
teachers that have been interwoven into the second edition can help all 
educators see the ways the wonderful process of inquiry can translate into 
your teaching practice regardless of your teaching context. 

This second edition emerges from our understanding of the literature 
in the area of professional development, action research, teacher research, 
qualitative research, and the process of change as well as our collective 
experience working with practicing and prospective teachers engaged in 
inquiry since the mid-1980s. What we have learned from these teachers 
about how and why they inquire provides insights into the power teacher 
inquiry holds to transform classrooms and schools to places where teach-
ers’ voices contribute to the knowledge that is generated about teaching 
and learning. 

ABOUT THIS BOOK 

Using a journey metaphor, in this text we take you through the process 
of inquiry step by step. You begin your journey with a brief introduction 
to teacher inquiry in Chapter 1 and then move to Chapter 2 to define 
your first inquiry. This chapter, appropriately entitled “The Start of Your 
Journey: Finding a Wondering,” gets you started on an inquiry by engag-
ing you in a series of exercises designed to help you cut through all of the 
intricacies and complexities of teaching to “focus in” on one area that you 
are passionate about studying. We define eight passions as places where 
you may locate your wondering. The passions we cover are inquiring into 
an individual child’s academic, social, and/or emotional needs; a desire 
to improve curriculum; a desire to enhance content knowledge; a desire to 
improve or experiment with teaching strategies and teaching techniques; 
a desire to explore the relationship between your beliefs and your class-
room practice; an investigation of the intersection between your personal 
and professional identities; issues of social justice; and understanding 
the learning context. As we explore each passion, we utilize examples 
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from teacher-inquirers we have worked with to illustrate the ways their 
wonderings emerged from the intersection of their real-world classroom 
experiences and one of the particular passions defined in Chapter 2. 

In Chapter 3, we explore the importance of collaboration with other 
educators and define four possible structures for inquiry collaboration that 
might support your inquiry work. At the close of this chapter, you will be 
ready to begin data collection, a process that is explored in Chapter 4. In 
this chapter, we discuss a dozen common strategies for data collection 
utilized by teacher-inquirers (field notes, document analysis, interviews, 
focus groups, digital pictures, video, reflective journals, blogs, surveys, 
standardized test scores and other assessment measures, critical friend 
group feedback, and literature). Throughout our discussion, we point to 
the ways each of these strategies connects to what you already do in your 
life and work as a teacher. We do this because we want you to see how 
teacher inquiry is a part of, not apart from, the work you do as a teacher. 

In Chapter 5, we explore what we have found to be one of the most 
difficult steps for teacher-inquirers—data analysis. If you enjoy jigsaw 
puzzles you will particularly enjoy your journey through this chapter, as 
we fully develop this metaphor to describe the data analysis process step 
by step. In addition, we use the work of one teacher-inquirer to illustrate 
what data analysis might actually look like in practice. 

In Chapter 6, we look closely at the “writing it up” process as a way to 
extend the learning that has occurred during data analysis. One teacher-
inquirer’s work is shared in its entirety to illustrate four basic components 
of any teacher’s inquiry write-up. 

In Chapter 7, we discuss the ways engagement in inquiry is connected 
to every individual teacher becoming the best he or she can be! One part 
of becoming the best you can be is reflecting on the quality of the teacher 
research you produce. Chapter 7 offers five quality indicators and ques-
tions you can ask yourself as you reflect on your own and your colleagues’ 
research. 

Finally, in Chapter 8, we bring closure to your first inquiry journey by 
discussing the importance of sharing your inquiry with others and help-
ing you identify outlets for your work. 

Across the nation, prospective and practicing teachers vary greatly 
in their experience with teacher inquiry. Perhaps you are brand new to 
teacher inquiry. Perhaps you have been engaged in inquiry for years and 
wish to further the development of teacher inquiry in your school. Perhaps 
you wish to make teacher inquiry a more visible or meaningful part of your 
teacher education program. Perhaps you seek to mentor other profession-
als in their first inquiries. Wherever you may be in your inquiry journey, 
we hope this text provides the impetus for you to take the next steps along 
the pathway of simultaneous renewal and reform. Happy Inquiring! 




