
  
    
  


  
    

  


  
    
      Chapter 6


      



      ACTION R ESEARCH — ITS NEED AND


      RELEVANCE FOR QUALITY ECE


      Action research is about putting ourselves in the driving seat of our learning…

    


    Research is a systematic attempt to obtain answer to a meaningful question through the scientific procedure. It seeks to integrate and systematise its findings through objective verification of general theories. Action research is the type of research which aims at improving the existing practice(s) on the basis of self-experience. You may be aware that there are two types of research – Basic research and Applied research. Basic research is conducted to add to the existing stock of knowledge to verify the existing beliefs. It may not provide solutions to the immediate problem faced and it may not lead to implementation of the conclusions by the researcher himself. On the other hand applied or action research is conducted by the practitioner (teacher, worker, parent or any other interested) with a view to fine tune or improve the existing practice. This type of research is very important, especially for teachers who are faced with a variety of challenges in every-day teaching and who need to evolve their own ways of dealing with these challenges. For example, when you enter the class in the morning you find children quite noisy, some are crying, some are sitting alone not being friendly, some are fighting with others over their possessions and so on. The challenge is how to get every child’s attention and how to involve everyone joyfully. You play some interesting music and everybody forgets the business they were involved in. They all start singing, some start acting and some are seen dancing. Before playing music you had a precise exercise, may be unknowingly, that you took a note of the situation and then thought of some solution. This is a small example of action research.


    In fact all of us knowingly or unknowingly are carrying out action research in our personal and professional lives. When we try to improve our quality of living, are we not changing the ways of handling the tasks and settings? In the same way in classrooms when you come across problem which you had not faced earlier, don’t you try to solve it on the basis of your experience and sometimes by your own experiment? This is nothing but simply action research. In a home setting parents also deal with their children in different ways. That is also indirectly a process of action research. It should therefore be understood that action research is embedded into our way of life and it always helps positively in problem situations.


    Earlier chapters in this handbook have been developed to give you sufficient idea about the need for quality ECE and various dimensions of quality early childhood education. Each chapter has been developed keeping in view different settings of ECE centres e.g. private pre-schools, ICDS centres and other types of pre-schools with examples of practical situations. Still there may be different contexts and you may be faced with certain new problems. Action research helps the practitioners to learn from their own actions and with their own understandings. This chapter aims to guide you on following issues in action research:


    • What is action research?


    • How is it different from basic research?


    • Why is it carried out?


    • Who can take up an action research?


    • How is it carried out or what is is the process of doing it?


    6.1 What is action research?


    Action research is research which is conducted by the practitioners for improving their own practices. It is applicable to specific settings and its results are normally utilised by the researcher himself or herself. At best these would be applicable if contexts and conditions are same. For example, in the area of early childhood education some problems and situations are common such as ‘separation anxiety’ when children get separated from their parents for joining the centre, behaviour problems of children, children with different home backgrounds and upbringing etc. In such situations if some teachers build up understanding for specific problems these can be of reference for their colleagues at the same work place or elsewhere.


    As a preschool teacher you might have faced resistance problems from children. An example could be, one day in the class you ask one child to make a round shape. The child says ‘I will not do, you ask once again but he does not budge. You approach another child to do the same task and meet with the same response. This forces you to think because it had never happened earlier. However on the basis of your experience you just understand that children find it monotonous and uninteresting and they want to do something else. You then start thinking on how to divert them from this situation.


    This is the process of action research when you are confronted with a problem and you start thinking in order to solve it. The problem is limited and you can solve it by your own actions or at best with the help of your colleague or a fellow teacher(s). Action research thus entails a process of self-improvement and begins with the discontent on the part of the researcher about his own performance or practice.


    It is important for practitioners to understand the specific characteristics of action research so that hesitations could be overcome. Some of the features of action research which make it different and interesting from other types of research are as follows:


    • The purpose of action research is not theory building, rather it is to solve a problem.


    
      
        Action research is a way of professional development. It is a process where teachers examine their own practices carefully using the techniques of research. In this way you as a researcher are able to refine your skills.

      

    


    • It is always conducted in a specific situation and its findings are not generalised. However, it may serve as a reference in case similar situations are faced at the same level by practitioners.


    • It is carried out on a small sample which the practitioner feels adequate to draw the results.


    • The design of action research is generally simple and flexible, yet it is important to maintain scientific norms in identifying problem, formulation of action research hypothesis and carrying out action research. The researcher is free to make modifications in the design if it is felt necessary during the process of research.


    • The practitioner herself should be able to carry out the research without depending upon outside expertise and financial aid.


    The steps of action research are simple and it is up to the practitioner or researcher to decide about writing of the report. In case you feel that your experience would substantially help your fellow colleague you may write a report and share it upon getting an opportunity. However if you don’t wish to document it you may not. Your experiences through action research can make you a sound teacher as well as a resource in your area.


    6.2 Why Action Research


    Action research is considered to be important for practitioners because through the process of action research–


    • We develop a deeper understanding of our children.


    • We develop a better and deeper understanding of teaching learning processes in preschool settings.


    • We understand our role better and know exactly how to deal with the educational lives of children.


    • We are able to explore and investigate our own practices in a new and innovative way depending on the needs of individual children as we observe the children closely and understand what they actually do, how they learn and what we should do.


    • We are able to decide what works best in different situations.


    • We are more committed to actual transaction and implementation of an ECE programme in the classroom.


    Remember, action research is an on-going process rather than a programme and its principles can be applied equally to all the fields of education. It calls for improvement on a regular basis on the basis of self realization by the practitioner. It should be an integral part of a quality ECE programme.


    6.3 How is Action Research different from Basic Research?


    As already explained, fundamentally research may be classified into two categories - basic research and applied research. There are some inherent differences between these two types of research which are as follows:
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          Figure 6.1


          Teacher observing a group of children

        

      

    


    Generation of knowledge: The objectives of basic research are adding to the existing knowledge or verifying the existing beliefs. However action research primarily attempts to improve the practices. It does not aim at generation of further knowledge.


    Influence on educational practice: Action research has a greater and more relevant influence on the educational practices than basic research. The reason is that in case of basic research, a researcher may not be the practitioner but in case of action research researcher and practitioner are the same.


    Research Design: In case of basic research, research design is somewhat rigid and researcher is expected to adhere to it until the investigation is complete. In case of action research design is not rigid. The definition of the problem, the hypothesis to be tested and methods employed undergo modifications as interim results are validated or invalidated in practice.


    Criteria of Quality: The value of basic research will be judged on the basis of the amount and quality of dependable knowledge it adds to the existing knowledge. In case of action research it is determined primarily by the extent to which findings lead to improvement in practices.


    Generalisations resulting from research: The results arrived on the basis of basic research can be generalised for large population if conditions of population representation and random sample are met. However the purpose of action research is never to establish generalizations.


    Research as a cooperative activity: Basic research is normally a team activity but action research is carried out either by individuals or at best by a small group of practitioners.


    Time frame: Basic research is generally planned for a longer period of time as it involves rigid design, number of tools, more geographical area and relatively complex data analysis plan. However action research is a quicker activity as its aim is to provide solution to the immediate problem(s).


    6.4 How to Carry out Action Research (Process of Action Research)


    The process of action research can be understood by following diagram:


    The steps of action research are given below:


    (a) Identification of Problem
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    Identification of problem is the first important step. Sometimes a problem is stated quite generally, e.g. a teacher complains that indiscipline is a general problem in the class. However when the effort was made to collect evidence it was discovered that only 10 percent children were creating problems and largely it was not a problem. Thus the magnitude of the problem turned out to be quite small in comparison to what was expected. Before attempting the solutions it is important to pinpoint the problem. You will be able to design and carry out action research only after clear identification of the problem.


    (b) Identification of causes of the problem


    There can be many reasons for a problem to occur. It is important to identify the real causes before planning any action. Let us take an example. A teacher trainee during her internship realises that she has a good knowledge of all types of approaches and theories of ECE, yet in the classroom she is not able to implement these approaches and deal with the children as effectively as she would like to. She discusses the problem with the supervisor who points out that she is generally in a hurry and she has her own goals while taking the class. She is not able to handle the classroom according to the response of the children and this may be one of the causes for her feelings. She must observe the children, take a note of their responses and then proceed patiently. She plans certain strategies, for example, interacting with the children during activities, add new activities, encourage children to participate in classroom happenings, and implement them one by one. The process continues till the teacher trainee reaches a level where she feels satisfied. This is the process of action research. Thus action research gives the teacher or the practitioner enough opportunities to solve their problems but without knowing the causes strategies cannot be thought of.


    (c) Formulation of action research hypothesis


    Formulation of action research hypothesis refers to searching possible alternatives that would eliminate some of the causes. Action research hypothesis provides you with the premise on the basis of which improvement in practice is anticipated. Let us understand that there is always an element of uncertainty in a hypothesis or you may say that hypothesis formulated may or may not work. That is why it is important to test it in order to verify its applicability in the context. There can be more than one hypothesis and we go on experimenting one by one till we find an optimum solution. However it must be built up around the main or central causes. There are some causes which are beyond our control, for example, a teacher finds that the students who are first generation learners are not good in learning English. If action hypothesis is to make their parents literate, perhaps it will not deliver results immediately. However if remedial teaching or extra attention is planned, the results will be better. This becomes an important consideration while designing action research hypothesis.


    (d) Development of tools for collection of evidences


    The next action after designing the hypothesis is development of necessary tools for collection of evidences. Since action research is for the consumption of the practitioner only, the tools should be kept simple. They may be user friendly and may not involve too much statistics related analysis. The basic characteristic of the action research is that it should be carried out by the teacher or practitioner with minimum resources and out of the time available to her/him. Keeping this in mind tools should be developed. While developing the tools two important considerations may be – what type of data is required and how it would be collected. Suppose the problem lies within the classroom processes, classroom observation can be an important tool. If the problem is related to the time planning, time activity chart may be helpful. If the problem is with regard to parent-teacher involvement, a questionnaire or a structured interview schedule may be prepared for collection of evidence or information.


    (e) Collection of Evidence


    Research activity cannot be completed without collection of required data and its analysis. It is important to gather the data appropriately. What is data? The observations recorded and the interview inputs become data when we draw findings based on that. The data is information coming from different sources, helping the researcher to draw conclusions scientifically. The quality and usefulness of the inferences are highly affected by the quality of data gathered. The researcher should never lose sight of the objective throughout the process. At the same time s/he should be patient while collecting the information.


    (f) Analysis of the data


    Analysis of data would suggest the action to be taken. This will also indicate whether the action hypothesis was accepted or not. However, during the process, if at any point of time it was felt by the researcher that hypothesis needs correction it should be carried out at that time only (Refer Table 6.1 with different examples given at the end of this chapter). The analysis will help the researcher to draw conclusions and come out with action for implementation. It is also possible that final action is a combination of more than one action hypothesis.


    (g) Putting results into practice


    Analysis of data yields the action to be implemented to improve the practice. The researcher finally applies the results of the action research in actual settings and verifies how far they are helpful to him.


    It is important to understand that action research is flexible. It depends upon the level at which it is being carried out and type of the problem. Problem could be at micro level or at macro level. In case the action research problem is related to the classroom and class teacher is doing it, the scope of study would be limited to that class only. This would be identified as micro problem. However, for the Head-teacher the area may be relatively larger if her concerns are like, how to build up healthy partnerships with parents or how to distribute the tasks amongst the work force or how to ensure quality in the institution etc. The Head-teacher may design a proper research methodology in order to evolve specific strategies. Thus, action research permeates short term planning and daily schedule. It can precisely be defined as a reflection to solve a problem in a community. In a classroom, community action research is often used by the teachers to improve student performance and behavior. Teachers who have used action research say that it becomes a way of life in their daily teaching.


    Table 6.1


    Some Examples showing Action Research Problems and Approaches


    
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
        
          	
            S.


            No.

          

          	
            Identification of a Problem/Topic

          

          	
            Probable causes

          

          	
            Formation of Hypothesis/ alternative solutions

          

          	
            Development of tools

          

          	
            Collection of Evidence

          

          	
            Analysis

          

          	
            Strategies and Approaches

          
        


        
          	
            1.

          

          	
            Child is not willing to play on the slide.

          

          	
            • After interaction, I discovered that the child is scared to go up the ladder as she has never done it.

          

          	
            -take the child near the slide and encourage her to climb


            -show the child other children sliding


            -give child a low height slide and put him with a small friendly group of children

          

          	
            Observation schedule

          

          	
            The teacher would apply all these alternative solutions and take down the observations for each solution.

          

          	
            The teacher analyses observations in different situations and tries to find out the best solution by her systematic understanding.

          

          	
            The teacher decides “In such a situation I shall provide the child with a low height slide and put the child in a small friendly group”.

          
        


        
          	
            2.

          

          	
            Child is active and happy but hesitates in interacting with the teachers and other children.

          

          	
            The child is bilingual – the language spoken at home is ‘Bangla’ which is different from the one spoken at ECE centre. She does not enjoy the other language.

          

          	
            -continue talking with the child, using actions and print rich environment, at a slow pace. While talking, reinforce the correct vocabulary and encourage the child to speak.


            -make the child sit and play more in small group activities


            -give more opportunities of storytelling and music sessions

          

          	
            Observation schedule

          

          	
            The teacher would apply all these alternative solutions and take down the observations for each solution.

          

          	
            After analysing alternative hypothesis and analysing observations it was found that all the strategies had positive effect on the child. However first strategy seemed to be more appropriate.

          

          	
            The teacher decides “In such a situation I should talk to the child intimately, provide her with print rich environment and give her confidence that she can speak very well in the language spoken at the centre”.

          
        


        
          	

          	
            Identification of a Problem/Topic

          

          	
            Course for a Problem

          

          	
            Formation of Hypothesis/ alternative solutions

          

          	
            Development of tools

          

          	
            Collection of Evidences

          

          	
            Analysis

          

          	
            Strategies and Approaches

          
        


        
          	
            3.

          

          	
            Sahil often kicks the block building structures developed by other children in groups.

          

          	
            -he is hyper-active and his physical energies are not properly channelised.

          

          	
            -interaction with the parents to know his behavior and routine at home.


            -involve the

          

          	
            -interaction schedule (with the parents)


            -Observation schedule

          

          	
            The teacher would apply all these alternative solutions


            

          

          	
            The teacher analyses observations in different situations and tries to find

          

          	
            The teacher decides “I will interact with the parents to understand

          
        


        
          	

          	

          	
            -he is attention seeker and does not get attention adequately either at home or at the centre.


            -he is an extra-pampered child at home.

          

          	
            child along with other children in making classroom rules and set limits for behavior.


            -provide such materials and toys to the child so that his physical energies are positively utilised and then he gets ready to sit for quiet activities

          

          	

          	
            and take down the observations for each solution.

          

          	
            out the best solution by her systematic understanding.

          

          	
            child’s natural behavior and help the child to channelise his physical energies properly”.
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