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The title of this session iz "Speech in Progress,” and that is quite
accurate. Each summer | select a topic that is current in higher educaiion
and that I would 1ike to know more about. | do & ot of reading and try to
organize my thoughts into a speech on the topic. | then deliver variations
ot that theme o professional sudiences during the year, retire the speech
by publishing it in the spring, and start the cycle over again the next
sumimer.

Last summer at 1EM, my "speech in progress” was about--what
elzse?--the educational reform movernent. At the level of higher education,
the reforms were sparked by three major reports-— one called involvement
in Learning, writien by a panel of educational researchers convenad by NIE,

the Bennett report, "To Beclaim a Leqacy,” and the AAC report on “integrity

in the College Curriculum. The problem identified in these three reform

L

reports—-and several more that were 1o come--was the same. Studenis
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weren't learning what they should be learning. The finger of blame was
pointed in several directions, but mostly at curriculum and instruction.

I have long been interested in instruction, especially remedisl
instructien because students who have had trouble learning in the past and
whose skills and attitudes toweard learning leave a lot to be desired, pose

the ultimate challenge to any teacher. So 1abt summer | decided to
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what the recent literature had to say sbout college teaching in genersl. |
tried out my partieliy-formulated ideas on last summer's [EMers, and after
s few iterations during the year, the speech appearad it its final form as
“Taking Teaching Seriously,” which was delivered in March to more than

1000 attendeas at the A&HE Annual Meeting in Chicago.

That speech started with @ basic premise that s pretty well

ﬁccepted in higher education--namely what might be called the Rodney
f Dangerfield syndrome--"Teaching don't get no respect.” Mostly, it plays

!

' second fiddle to research. The speech ended with a plea to stop wringing

our hands about the Tow status of teaching and try to do something about it

| _ipemﬁz ally, my proposal was to train coll ege teachers to conduct

room research. Classroom resesrch is a -HT1§.'!] oncept springing from

|’|‘l
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cla
~ five basic assumptions: that teachers need to know what students are
learning, that the quality of student learning is related to the quality of
instruction, that the research most likely to improve instruction is that
conducted by teachers themse}'-xes, that raising questions and collecting
information about student learning will make teaching more intellectually
satisfying, and that self-improvement i3 the most effective route to the
improvement of instruction |

what | would Tike to do today is to present to you the state of my
current-—and I'm sure tentative--thinking about this subject. Frankly | am
not very far down the road on this one, and this gives me a grest
apportunity to try out some ideas and to get some reactions and ideas from
you. Mygoal is to prepare a booklet or @ book on classroom research
methods, and pehaps to design a graduate course in classroom resesrch

methods.
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I'm going to organize my remarks around three questions: 1) what is
classroom research? 2) what is the retionale for its value to higher
educatiaon, and 3) what are the problems that need to be overcome?

{”W First, what 1z it? although almost any problem faced by a teacher in

the classroom i fair game for classroom research, the basic purpose of

' classroom research i3 to find out "what works” in a given classroom with a

; given class of students. "what works™ in teaching is complicated. What
works inone dizcipline may not work in another. What works for one
teacher may not wark for a colleague. what works one semester may not
work the next. And to make it even more difficult, what works for one

3

student may not work for another in the same class

And yet, even with all these complexities --or perhaps because of

| them-- clazsroom research iz for the teacher rather than for the

g professisnal researcher. The research scientist is seeking general
principles that apply to all learners, andghe needs Lo have some control over
the variables for study. When Leachers, students, and subject meatier are
all zources of infinite variation, the methods of socigl science research,
with their emphasis on sampling, control, and the scientific method--all in

the interest of generalizability--are inappropriate and frequently
irrelevamt to what the classroom teacher needs and wants to know.

- Let me give a concrete example of how a classroom researcher and &
traditional researcher might approach a similer problem. Let us agsume
that a classroom researcher wants to know why a small group of students
always seem to drop out of class about the fourth week of the term. The

research design might consist of interviewing the dropouts, nat necessarily

a rigorously defined sample, but & sufficient number to provide @ range of
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perspective.  The interviews don't need to be structured, transcribed,
alyzed, and tabulated; students can be listened to sensitively for

insights. The next step for the classroom researcher is to try out what he

thinks he has learned. If dropouts decrease, but are not eliminated, he
repeats the process looking for new or further insights into the dropout
problem. The strength of classroom research lies inits situation-
specific setting --a condition scupulously avoided by traditional
rezearchers--and in the opportunity it affords for the investigator to be
directly involved in & continuous cycle of study, modification of teaching,
restudy, further modification, ete.

Mow let me describe how a traditionsl researcher wouid go about
investigating the problem of dropouts. First, she gets a representative
sample of dropouts and persisters, usually across a range of classrooms,
both because she needs an adequate number of students in her sample snd
because she is studying the "dropout problem,” and wants to avaoid
cantaminating her conclusions with specific situations that may be
peculiar to & given classroom. She then determines the differences

between dropouts and persisters, inevitably concluding that dropouts come

n)

from lower sociceconomic backgrounds, made lower high schocol grades
vrark more hours of f campus, are commuters, and have lower educational
expectations.

while her findings are verified so frequently by researchers that we
have to canclude that those are indeed factors in dropping out of college,
all of the factors she has identified are what Ben Bloom would call
"unalterable variables.” There is nothing that the average classroom

teacher can do to change any of them. Maybe public policy could do
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something about them, but so far it hasn't.

Let us return now to our classroom researcher who finds from
interviewing students that a certain amount of discouragement sets inas
the semester's work beging to build. Moreover, he usually starts one of the
mast difficult units in the fourth week. He thinks that he might do
something in his own classroom to reduce needless dropouts--perhaps give
an especially satisfying assignment about this time, maybe rework or
rezchedule the difficult unit, offer special encouragement, make a referral
for help, give a call, drop a note, schedule an interview. He may encourage
pthers in hiz department to observe dropout patterns in their clesszes and to
conduct some classroorm research of their own. 1t is not inconceivable
that a group of teachers conducting their own investigations on commaon
problemns might make a significant dent in problems that have been
resistant to the "laws” of social science. Furthermore, they might
experience collegiality as they find constructive solutions, and might grow
more invelved and more interested in the challenges of teaching

That is ohe kind of classroom research. Other projects for study
might concern learning problems--perhaps consistent misunderstandings of
particular concepls, in which case, one research method might be to have
students "talk through” their understanding and misunderstanding with
teachers taking careful note of the sticking points. An in-depth
understanding of one student’s problems is more likely to shed light on
learning probilems than the average of 100 students’ learning problems.

In yet another type of classroom research project underway now at
Los Medanos College in Califarnia, teachers are attempting to determine

through & variety of methods, the prerequisite skills for success in a
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caurse, with the intention of redesigning some of the learning units or
teaching strategies to reach more students {Letter from Kate Brooks,
‘16/86)
With that brief introduction o what classroom research is, let me
talk a bit about the rationale for it
The cancept of classroom research came from my analysis of the
educational reform movement last summer. The reports certainly pointed
Et sorme problems and managed to get people excited about them, but the
| olutions seemed to address largely symptoms. There weare few
r::or‘:za’r.rucme recommendations for change at the point where instruction
takes place--in the classroom. Most of the implementstion of reform so
far has been in the nature of the grand gesture--statewide testing, higher
admissions requirements, and modest curricular reforrm. But the problem
that the reporis identified and that we are presumebly trying to sddress

i5 the quality of undergraduste learning. | suspect that most of us believe

that the guality of learning i3 intimately linked to the quality of

A mmuutmn but we don't seem to know what to do to improve that. True,
we are mere rigorous in granting tenure today, but that is due more to the

% laws of supply and demand than to educational reform, and the criteria for

tenure are moving more toward the reward of research and measureable

~ scholarly productivity than toward the recognition of good teaching.

.

If we want to improve learning, we have to find ways to get reforms
into the classrooms. The aggregated impact of thausands of changes in the
classrooms across the nation is potentially ever so much mare powerful
than the statewide changes that are being legislated today. If we want

change, we're gaing to have to involve classroom teachers in teaching and



et |

its improvement.
Most college teachers teach as they were taught. By and large, they

have no training for their profession of teachmg} and Tew are ever exposed

1) 1'3
(310

to the findings of educational research. Mareover, the culture of acad
disdains learning about teaching methads, and experts in teaching methods
get little respect from their colleaues in other departments.

Although it is common to blame the attitudes of college faculty for
their failure to use what is known about teaching and learning in the
practice of their profession, there iz also the simple fact that the
questions that interest researchers on learning have 1ittle relevance to the
daily world of classroom teachers (Bolster, 196 2. For one thing, learning
theory is descriniive whereas theories of instruction are argscsinliva
A description of the responges of learners in g carefully controlled
environment requiring the temporary suspension of real-1ife variables
offers little guidance to teachers whao are constantly coping with a
raelstrom of variables, few of which can ever be held constant. Putting
together a plan for action from research findings about individual
componerts, studied while concomitant events are heid in abeyance, iz like
trying tomake a rabbit cut ot rabbit stew.

There is much concern about "bridging” the chasms that exist betwes
researcher and practitioner. Critics complain that researchers don't ask
relevant guestions and practitioners don't take the trouble to Yearn about
researchfindings. The solutions for the past twenty years, at least, have

been to propose greater collaboration between teachers and researchers.

3

Framkly, | don't think that solution ig as workable as it sounds. The

(X}

problems in the application of reesearch to practice are far deeper than
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cooperation and cormmunication can solve. Let me give an example of what |
ran into in my reading this summer. Since there is very little research an
teaching at the college level, | used the extensive research base of

elementary education to see for myself why research seems not to affect
practice.

Here, in g vastly condensed nutshell, is what | concluded about some
of the best-established findings from educational research.

1} That findings that are generalizable are so close to cormmon sense
that one wonders why we spent milllions of dollars discoving them. For
example, time-an-task has been one of the most talked-about discoveries
about learning in recent years. The discovery is that the more time

N\ students spend on the learning task, the higher their achieverment
Apparently the garch zhows such high agreement that we can assume it
5 & principle of learning that can be implemented with good results in
almost any tearning situation. Scunds reszonable enocugh to me, but hardly
what | would call & breakthrough.

2) My zecond gleaning from the literature is that findings that don't
confirm cormman sense are 50 specific that there is frequently conflicting

evidence and/or findings are so hedged with qualificstions thet it iz
yirtually impossible to advise Ms X on what she should do with her fifth
grade class. Ressarch shows that low-SES children respond to different
teaching strategies than high SES; math calls for different approaches than
reading; high level cognitive learning makes different demands than
memorization, and Ms ¥ is far too busy to keep all the formulas
straight--especially when the findings are mixed and just barely

statistically significant.
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3} Finally, the conclusion for now from the experts seems to be that
teachers should not attempt to apply the individual findings from research
without taking into consideration the context in which the research was
done (Fenstermacher, %ol 17, No. 2). Personally, | can't see how that can
be accomplished short of doing the research aneself or being heavily
involved in the conceptualization, all of which makes research findings
extremely limited in their application.

Thiz 15 not to say that knowledge atmut general principles of teaching
and learning is not helpful in the long run. 11 15 to say that 1t 15 highly
unlikely that even teachers steeped in the research literature of cognitive

psychology will get much help from the research in improving their owr
teaching from that literature-- as many students sitiing in the classes of
psychology professsors will attest

The goal of classroom rezearch 15 Lo increase both the credibility and
applicability of research for practice. If teachers do their own research in
the context of their own classrooms on questions of interest {o them, the
likelihood of research affe::tmg practice will be greatly incressed.

& second reazon for proposing classroom research as an aggregation
of small steps toward educationsl reform 15 to address the question of
faculty demoralization . College faculties, especially those in teaching
institutions are, according to a recent Carnegie study "at Fisk" and "deeply
troubled” They are dizaffected, we are told, for a number of reasons:
because there is little collegiality or identification with the campus,
because of heavy teaching loads and poorly-prepared and poorly-motivated
students, because there is little faculty mobility today and the route to

pramotion seems paved with publications in which most feculty profess



little interest. Studies on teacher burnout contend that it 13 not hard work
or even disappointment that causes burnout. Rather, it is the feeling that
what one does makes no difference.
For the past decade, attention in higher education has been directed
gely toward policly and management {ssues--budget, survival, access,
marketing , recruitment, and & host of other izsues in which faculty
participate but have little real involvement. Curricular issues have had

some attention on some campuses, but classroom instruction takes a back

fl‘l

2at to slmost everything else--mostly because we don't know what to do
about 1L
{t seems to me important that we get faculty invalved in something
that matters to them, that we restore the feeling that what they do makes
a difference, and that we find ways to boost both the prestige and
intellectusl challenge of teaching. These issues are related not anly to the
the morale of faculty, but to the preservation of the diversity of higher
education.
This brings me to the third reasan for promoting the concept of
classtomm research. The current prestige hierarchy of academe with
rezearch universities st the "top” and community colleges at the "bottom”
is counterproductive, as is the prestige accorded research over teaching
expertise on individual campuses. We should be alarmed by recent studies
showing that colleges whose major mission is the teaching of
undergreduates are beginning to actively recruit research-ariented faculty.
They are encouraged in this direction because the push for "acadernic
excellence” is frequently {and mistakenly) equated with the scholarly

productivity of faculty rafher thars with the scholarly gains of students,
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and because in the currently depressed market for college teachers,
Neges thet formerly concentrated on teaching compete quite favorably

for research-oriented faculty members. Some good state colleges ar

[y o]

finding that they can court and attract young research-oriented zcholars
frorn outstanding research universities, not necessarily because their
interests fit the interests and missions of the college, but because the
image brings prestige to the institution. If we continue to grant the
research model of excellence singular prestige, we mey soon find thet our
strongest teaching institutions have become our weakest research
institutions.

One of the goals of classroom research is to add intellectusl

challenge to the routine of teaching class after class, year

I...(‘

ter year.
accepted way of dealing with the presumed boredom and routine of teaching
is to offer teachers temporary escape from it--through sabbaticals,
through discipline-oriented research projects, and other activities that
give teachers a "rest” from teaching. | have no quarrel with the notion that
renewsl frequently reguires doing something different for awhile, but
renewsl also comes from meeting new challenges and becoming
intellectually involved in continuing study. The whole purpose of
classroom research is continuous study and self-improvement Instead of
offering a diversion from teaching, classroom research hopes to enrich and
make more intellectually challenging the task of teaching and teaching
impravernent.

So far in this "spesch in progress,” | have been selling the concept of
classroom research by extolling its virtues. No ane in this sudience, | am

sure, will be left with the impression that classroom research is the
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panaces that will bring excellence to higher education. | am convinced
that there are some good reasons for giving classroom research a try, but if
it iz to wark, the problems with the concept must be just as thoroughly
examined a5 its merits. 'd 1ke to use this opportunity to get your reactions
ta zome of the problems with the concept and 115 implementation.

The big problem that | see is getting the attention and interest of
college faculty members in classroom research. Three canditions are
necessary: 1) that engagement in the process of classroom research be
intellectually challenging and interesting, 2) that the results of classroom

research be valid and useful in the classroom, and 3) that the efforts be

.;n

rewarding and rewarded.

In meeting the first requirement, classroom research ha

[y

some
built-in advantages. The pursuit of questions that we raise ouselves and
for which we want answers s inherently interesting. whether it is
challenging and useful depends on the knowledge base. The knowledge base
for classroom research would seem to e in the aszessment of student
learning and in course and teacher evaluation--fields of study that are not

well-developed as yet. Much of the knowledge base will undoubtedly co

from the disciplines of psychology and educational measurement. Such a
natural relationship to traditional research, while desirable, also pozes the
risk that classroom research will lose its distinctiveness and become
simply @ poor imitation of traditional research.

Traditional research, as practiced today in the social sciences, puts
heavy emphasis on methods and the replication of findings and 1ess an
asking important questions and making significant applications. In fact, a

trivial question with & sophisticated design is frequently preferred aver an
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important question invalving messy methodotogqy. Classroom research is
the opposite. The practitioners of classroom research should be encouraged
to ask important questions and to cast findings in a mode suitable for
implementation. Scphisticated design iz not 95 important as in traditional

research b & classroom res

|‘x_|
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Toallk arch is not searching for eternal verities
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that hold across all conditions. It iz searching for improvements ina

specific situation, subject to congiderable conral by the investigator
Moreover, solutions can be tried and modified as information is

accumulated. The aim is not to make a contribution to knowledge through
publication; it iz to gradually add to one's own store of knowledge about

what works with the classes and students of a known teacher in whom the
research investigator has great confidence.

In short, the priarities and emphases of classroom research are quite
different from traditional educational research, and it would be
unfortunate if claszroom research gained the reputation as a haven for
weak methodologists rather than an activity for intelligent designers and

s of research.

f[l

s

e

This concarn came home to me recently when an involved teacher who

was investigating & reslly interesting question via classroom research,
zaid to me apologetically. "Of course, | know that my research isn't very

sophisticated, but I'm really interested in knowing why these things
happen, and what if anything can be done Lo change things.”

we've seen this problem before. In the 1960°'s, an excellent case was
made for the Doctor of Arts in Teaching degree to replace the research PhD
for the majarity of future college teachers who would do & 1ot of teaching

but very ¥ttle research in their disciplines. The rationale was sound,
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enthusiasm was high, funding was secured, doctoral programs were
launched, good students were recruited. But the Doctor of Arts degree
foundered on the shoals of the entrenched status hisrarchy of scademe,

I'm not sure how to prevent the same fate befalling classroom
research. The ultimeale proof, of course, lies inits usefulness. If
classroom researchers find that they do become intellectually engaged in
the investigation of interesting problems, if they build satisfactory
networks for comrmunication with one another, if their questions for study
are real and their implermentations workable, end if classroom research and
good teaching are recognized in promation and tenure decisions, then | think
classroom research has ah advantage over the i11-fated Doctor of Arts
degree because classroom resesrch depends more on the mndum‘ it delivers
than on the status it conveys. That means, however, that classroom
research has to work,

Dezpite what | have said about the relatively low dependence of
clagssroom research on refined methodology, it is clear that classroom
research will have to develp the methods thet make it useful. One of the
immediste problems concerns the breadth of the knowledge base. There are
many goals of good teaching and good teachers. Classroom resaarch will
have the task of assesaing student learning, however that is defined by the
classroom teacher

F‘l

Fast research has shown that college teachers have different learning
goals inmind for their students. Two research studies of teaching done in
the 19705 turned up virtually identical typologies for college teachers.

One done as @ doctoral thesis at Michigan State by Hardy and described in

Paul Dreszel's 1963 book on Teaching and Learning in College reported four
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teaching "orientations.” The first, they label Discipline-Centered
Teuchmg It concentrates on mastery of subject matter. The measure of
student learning would be the traditional test of subject matter mastery.
In the second orientation, called Instructor-Centered Teaching, the goal is
to present to sfudents a maodel of how a well-educated person handles
learning and knowledge. The messure of student Tearning here is the extent
to which the student understands and can demonstrate the skills of the
master. The third and fourth orientations are both student centered, one
focused on the development of the higher level cognitive skills such as
analysis, reasoning, and the effective use of language; the other
emphasizing affective dimensions and the development of the whaole person.
the messurement of these accomplishments is more difficult, but the
critical thinking rmovement is developing measures of the higher level
cogritive skills, and studies of student development are involved in the
assessment of student growth on personal and social dimentions. -

Joe Axelrod found essentailly the same four types of teachers in his
1973 study of humanities teachers scross a number of colleges.  He
devised easily-remembered mottos for each of the arientations. For the
teacher interested in the mastery of subject matter, the motto is "] teach
what | know.” For the teacher interested in demonstrating how a scholar
handles his discipline, the motto is I teach what | am.” The motto of the
teacher interested in cognitive growth is *l train minds,” and for the
teacher interested in the development of the whole person, the motto is 7l
work with students as people”

while | doubt that there are many teachers wha can be considered

pure models of these prototypes, Axelrod certainly found individuals who

!._El
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fit their prototype very well and whose goals for teaching were
dramatically different from one another,
Since the major goal of classroom research is to provide feedback to
teachers on what students are learning in their class, it is going to be
necessary to provide assessments for a rather wide range of teaching
goals.

| think this can be done, and it may be a more fruitful division of
labor between researchers and teachers than what presently exists, where
rezearchers tend to be the "experts” and teachers tend to be the
"collaborators.” Let us put teachers in the role of classroom resedrchers,
who define their nesds far measurement, while maintaining ownership of
the questions for investigation and the interpretation of the findings for

practice.
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