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Action Research Focus
Junior High Schoolwork Motivation
Current state and preliminary questions



I intern in a 7th and 8th grade classroom with course content including history, social studies and reading.  The 7th and 8th grade students at this school have six hour-long class periods each day, and they are grouped by ability level.  So each period contains both 7th and 8th grade students in different combinations all day long.  My mentor believes the majority of the students are polite and respectful to adults, as long as the adults treat them with respect.  Most of her students seem to complete their assignments in a timely manner.  She does not assign homework every single day, but instead she assigns project work they can do in class and at home over a period of time.  I have noticed that even with this structure and timeframe, some students do not complete their assignments, and try to negotiate for more time or less work.


What types of assignments are motivating the 7th and 8th grade students in my class to complete their schoolwork?  Are they using thoughtful, active strategies?  Are they cognitively engaged?  Do they believe their schoolwork is important, or not very important?  

Rationale


I am surprised about the inconsistencies with the students’ apparent lack of motivation about completing their schoolwork.  I see this as a significant challenge for them that could carry forward and continue to impact them into adulthood.  As professional educators, it is our responsibility to provide the highest quality education possible to our students while giving them tools to help them succeed in life.  Arizona’s Professional Teacher Standards state the requirement that, “The performance assessment shall measure the extent to which the teacher: encourages the student to demonstrate self-discipline and responsibility to self and others; and provides a motivating learning environment.”  Professional standard number 5 requires that, “The teacher collaborates with colleagues, parents, the community and other agencies to design, implement, and support learning programs that develop students’ abilities to meet Arizona’s academic standards and transition from school to work or post-secondary education.”  

We know it is vitally important for success in life for our students to apply themselves in school, and to exhibit a level of motivation along the way.  These tools will indeed further support their abilities to go on to college or obtain employment into and throughout adulthood.  As teachers, we want to give students the tools to help them achieve at every opportunity.  But we are very aware that some level of motivation and drive is required for individuals to propel themselves forward into their productive futures.

Woolfolk supports this with:  
“Teachers are concerned about developing a particular kind of motivation in their students—the motivation to learn.  Motivation to learn involves more than wanting or intending to learn.  It includes the quality of the student’s mental efforts.  For example, reading the text 10 times may indicate persistence, but motivation to learn implies more thoughtful, active study strategies, such as summarizing…” (p. 370).  “As teachers, we have three major goals.  The first is to get students productively involved with the work of the class; in other words, to create a state of motivation to learn.  The second and longer-term goal is to develop in our students the trait of being motivated to learn so they will be able ‘to educate themselves throughout their lifetime’ (Bandura, 1993, p. 136).  And finally, we want our students to be cognitively engaged—to think deeply about what they study” (p. 370).


My mentor agrees that low student motivation is an area of concern for all students, but this age-range in particular.  She believes these students are polite and respectful, but she is concerned about their motivation levels and abilities in being able to continue to mature, complete tasks, be professional, and take growing-up responsibilities serious enough to productively function in society.  It is our goal for this research project to produce information we can use to get to know these students better, learn what motivates them, and more effectively communicate with them, thereby targeting and reaching their primary motivation sources.

Literature Review

Focus Question:



What types of assignments are motivating the 7th and 8th grade students in my class to complete their schoolwork?  

Text Review

Woolfolk, A. (2005). Educational Psychology (9th ed.). Pearson Education, Inc.


Cluster 9:  Social Cognitive and Constructivist Views of Learning

Module 24, Social Learning and Social Cognitive Theories 



Module 25, Constructivism and Situated Learning


Cluster 10: Motivation in Learning and Teaching



Module 28: Goals, Interests, and Emotions


Cluster 11: Creating Learning Environments



Module 32: Maintaining a Good Environment for Learning


Cluster 12: Teaching for Academic Learning



Module 34: The First Step: Planning



Module 35: Teacher-Directed Instruction and Teacher Expectations



Module 36: Student-centered Teaching in Content Areas & Inclusive Classrooms

In Cluster 9, Woolfolk discusses the importance of learning from modeled behaviors and skills.  Students are likely to mimic and learn the behaviors and skills they see people they respect performing.  Children look up to enthusiastic, competent, prestigious models in their lives.  They also learn to focus their attention on the objects and the actions involved during the process of observing models.  This is an important part of knowing how to design types of assignments that will keep students motivated and engaged.  Additionally, Woolfolk discusses constructivism as the “view that emphasizes the active role of the learner in building understanding and making sense of information” (p. 315).  Constructivist theories hold that people “construct” their own cognitive structures through their own first-hand experiences.  Some theories claim that constructivist learning, or student-centered learning, is very effective in content learning and knowledge retention due to the personal nature of the learning experiences.  These experiences should be authentic and challenging with students’ ownership in the understanding and learning process.

Woolfolk supports that information processing and learning are affected by emotions in Cluster 10.  Therefore, for optimal learning to take place, learning tasks should be interesting and engaging.  Students remain engaged and focused with activities about which they have positive emotions, which would result in higher overall learning outcomes.  Research shows that the highest middle school failure rates are related to lack of interest in the topic.  Students will be more likely to retain information from material that has generated an emotional response, attachment, or a personal interest for them.

In Cluster 11, Woolfolk illustrates that structured, interactive learning environments motivate students to remain on task and engaged in the lesson from beginning to end.  Tasks requiring a high level of teacher involvement keep 97% of the students engaged.  Additionally, tasks which require continual prompts for next steps or further directions from the teacher also keep students actively working on assignments.  And activities with clear, well-planned out steps have the highest levels of student involvement.  Another component in keeping students on task is planning assignments very thoroughly and always having all of the necessary materials available.

Teaching for Academic Learning is Woolfolk’s topic in Cluster 12.  Here she discusses examples of effective constructivist planning in a manner that promotes student school work through ways that respect their individual abilities and interests.  Integrated units and thematic plans are an effective way to keep students engaged in their school work.  Because all of the lessons are inter-related in a thematic unit, the students’ interest levels remain high as the teacher continues to build upon their prior existing knowledge throughout the thematic unit.  Students are often very interested in seeing how a topic can be carried across the curriculum through multiple subjects such as science, social studies, math, language arts and reading. 

Seat-work is defined as “independent classroom-desk work” and Woolfolk holds that it is overused.  Seat-work should not be a primary mode of instruction.  It works as a follow up procedure for a new lesson to give students the opportunity to practice new material with teacher supervision.  In order to keep students actively engaged in the lesson, there needs to be a level of frequent interaction between the teacher and the students.  Homework is another schoolwork assignment tool.  Homework, or independent practice as it is sometimes called, is an effective tool to help students absorb new content material.  However, this is only effective if the assigned work keeps the students actively engaged throughout the learning process.  The text shares that the most important aspect of assigning schoolwork is to be sure the students are clear about the directions and completed work expectations.  One way to help solidify new content material is for the teacher to facilitate group discussions.  This is a strong way to keep all students actively engaged in processing and synthesizing content information.  The students pose questions and answer them collectively while performing authentic tasks in student-centered instruction environments.

Article Review

Chen, P. & McGrath, D. (2004). Visualize, Visualize, Visualize, Designing Projects for 

Higher-Order Thinking. Learning & Leading with Technology, Vol. 32, Num. 4. 

International Society for Technology in Education.

The authors hold that project-based learning often best supports students that do not function well with traditional types of school assignments.  Learning through the completion of projects provides cognitive, metacognitive, social, and affective domain positive affects.  Project work seems to naturally motivate students and maintain their level of active involvement and persistence in the work they are doing.  The authors point out that the effects of the projects the students complete vary depending on the type of project and how it was coordinated.  The focus of the article is to encourage teachers to thoughtfully and carefully design project-based learning assignments to promote higher-level thinking skills for their students.  They call this cognitive Project-based Learning (PBL).”  The goal of PBL is to “move learners toward greater understanding and ability to apply that understanding” (Chen & McGrath, 2004, p. 54).


PBL lessons guide learners to push past the basic information they are given to give them a deeper meaning and emotional attachment to their own cognitive learning processes.  A tool to help them accomplish this is through lessons designed utilizing technology.  For example, through the use of Inspiration software, students can concept map their thinking processes about specific projects.  This helps them to identify patterns or potential misunderstandings.  Placing their thought processes into literal formats helps students learn to be deliberate thinkers with effective, process-oriented thinking strategies.  Higher-level project based lessons should incorporate tools for inquiry, communication, construction, and expression.  Effective teaching methods include “modeling, coaching, scaffolding, articulation, and reflection.”

Article Review

Richards, J. (2006). Setting the Stage for Student Engagement.  Kappa Delta Pi Record. 

Winter 2006.

In this article, Richards illustrates several key issues to maintain student engagement in school assignments, thereby increasing student success.  State standards and a great deal of research supports the importance of student engagement.  Therefore, student assignments should be carefully planned to maintain maximum student involvement and achievement.  Assignments should be developmentally appropriate for students.  If the work is cognitively too easy or too difficult, students will lose interest, slow or stop working on academic work, and busy themselves with other interests.  

While teacher knowledge and skills are certainly important, several other factors are key to maintain student engagement.  Lessons should be planned with an ample amount of time to complete it.  It should not be too long to bore students and lose their interest.  Also, research supports that students can better handle information given in smaller, more manageable amounts.  Assignments should also be a combination of cognitive, social and kinesthetic experiences in order to best keep students engaged at all of these levels.  Another issue which affects student engagement is space.  Desk arrangement should promote student group work and engaging content discussions.  Students should be able to move around easily for kinesthetic components of learning.  Time wasted moving around or making room for an assignment’s activity loses the momentum and enthusiasm of learning.  The teacher’s space in relationship to the students also affects the completion of assignments.  Teachers should consistently move around the room in order to keep all students included and active in the learning process.  Materials required for an assignment should always be ready and available for students to utilize.  Hands-on materials and manipulatives should be incorporated into assignments whenever possible.  Perhaps the most important component of learning has to do with relationships and the teacher’s relationship with the students.  A teacher’s personality is a strong influence on his/her students.  Things such as what is said, actions, smiles, encouragement, or lack of encouragement, are loud signals for students.  High achievers believe that their teacher “enjoys teaching and genuinely likes them” (Richards, 2006).  Consequently, the way a teacher delivers a lesson and assigns schoolwork greatly affects student motivation and attention to academic responsibilities.

Action Research Data Collection Methods
Focus Question:



What types of assignments are motivating the 7th and 8th grade students in my class to complete their schoolwork?  

Participants:


The participants in this Action Research study are the 7th and 8th grade students in my internship classroom.  Most of them are 13 and 14 years old.  Gender data is approximately even at half boys and half girls.  Specific gender data will be gathered from the teacher along with student artifact information during the data collection process.  These students attend a Kindergarten through 8th grade, low-income socioeconomic status school. This school is located in a low-to-middle income neighborhood.  Some of the homes around the school are well kept, but others are small and run-down.  This student population is very diverse including Hispanic, African-American, White/Caucasian, Middle-Eastern Indian, and Native American students, along with a high population of immigrant and refugee students.  To best evaluate these students’ motivation levels, I will gather several types of data related to their schoolwork, which types of assignments they prefer, and how they feel about schoolwork in general.  The data collection process will involve approximately 50 students and Mrs. E, the regular classroom teacher.

Data Collection Methods:

The first portion of my data collection process will be to complete an observation in the classroom.  This will represent the “do” aspect of my data collection triangulation as I observe what the students “do.”  I will be a non-participatory observer as I watch the students while working on their schoolwork including independent work, and partner/group work.  I will also watch the students complete worksheets and work on projects.  I will record anecdotal field notes to capture these observations for later analysis.  I will be careful to record details such as how they remain on task, whether or not they finish early or need more time, and what their attitudes seem to be about the work, if noticeable.


The second portion of my data collection process will be to listen to what the teacher and the students say.  I will fulfill the “say” aspect of my data collection triangulation by conducting a private interview with the teacher to obtain her perspectives on various aspects of what motivates the students in her classroom.  In addition, I will conduct student surveys in the classroom in order to learn first hand from the students what factors affect their motivation about their school assignments and what types of assignments they prefer.  I will then compare and contrast what the teacher says with the students’ responses to further analyze all of these factors.


The third portion of my data collection process will be to review student artifacts and confidentially record their grades (with the teacher’s permission).  Because this is primarily a behavioral study, I am not certain that the students’ grades will provide insightful, relevant information for the purpose of this study.  However, I do not want to rule this out without first collecting and analyzing this data and comparing it to the other data results, if relevant.  Therefore, this element will fulfill the “outcome” aspect of my data collection triangulation by helping me collect this additional data for analysis. Whether or not it will prove relevant to this study remains to be seen.


A sample of each of these data collection methods is included in this packet.

Rationale:


I chose the data collection methods of observation, teacher interview, student survey, and review of student artifacts in order to best capture a complete, multi-faceted picture of the factors and types of assignments that may affect the students’ motivation about their schoolwork.  The observations I conduct will be objective contributions, in that I do not know the students well personally, so I will not consider my personal opinions about them or their past performance as I record their activities.  The teacher interview and the students’ survey responses will both provide invaluable perspectives.  These responses can be analyzed and cross-referenced with the student artifact and grades review to pinpoint any valuable similarities or differences.  They will also be compared to my observations about student assignments.  Data collection from this variety of sources will provide a sound research base for this study.


These data collection methods align with my focus because they are interrelated and relevant to this study.  Because they all share commonalities, they also serve as a cross-reference and double-check of one another.  Each method provides a crucial perspective with regard to my focus.  I am researching what types of assignments or other factors may affect the student motivation in my internship class.  Classroom observations, teacher input, student opinions, and student outcomes all represent layers around the focus of this study.

Action Research Data Collection – Observation 
Observation Protocol for Field Notes:  Focus:



What types of assignments are motivating the 7th and 8th grade students in my class to 

complete their schoolwork?  

Date and Time:

Setting:

Observer:

Role of the Observer:

Length of the Observation:

Description:




Reflective Notes:

Action Research Data Collection – Interview 
Interview Protocol:  Focus:



What types of assignments are motivating the 7th and 8th grade students in my class to 

complete their schoolwork?  

Date:





Time of Interview:

Place:





Interviewer:

Interviewee:




Length of Interview:

Questions:

1.  Please tell me about the strengths and weaknesses of your students working independently on their schoolwork.  Please share some examples?

With a partner?

In small groups?

2.  Which do you feel are the strongest motivating factors for your students, intrinsic motivational factors, or extrinsic motivational factors?  Why?  Please share some examples.

3.  Do you feel that certain types of assignments students receive at school create undo pressure for them?  Please share examples of how students respond to different types of assignments.

Action Research Data Collection – Student Survey
Your name: ______________________________________ Today’s Date_____________ 
 Circle your grade: 7th   /   8th     Your age: __________  Circle one:  Male  /  Female
Please mark how much you agree or disagree with each of the following statements by circling only one answer at the end of each statement.  

	SA

strongly agree
	A

agree
	D

disagree
	SD
strongly disagree


	1.
I work best on school assignments with a partner.


	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	2.
I care about getting better grades in school because I know it will affect my future.
	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	3.
I like project assignments at school the best.

	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	4.
I care what other kids think about my grades.


	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	5.
I think creative assignments are best for learning.


	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	6.
I actively apply myself to all of my school work.

	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	7.
Rewards would inspire me to do my school assignments.

	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	8.
I like learning. 

	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	9.
I like worksheet assignments the best.

	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	10.
I want my family to be proud of me about school.


	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	11.
I want to prove to others that I can do school assignments as good as they can.
	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	12.
I am motivated to do my school work.

	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	13.
I work best on my school assignments alone.


	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	14.
I want my teacher to be proud of me, so this is why I do my best on my school work.  
	SA
	A
	D
	SD

	15.
I feel like my mind is challenged in a good way by the work I do in school.
	SA
	A
	D
	SD


Thank you so much!  Please share any additional comments you have below regarding your motivation about your school work:  ______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________
Action Research Data Collection – Student Artifacts

Artifact Protocol:  Focus:  What types of assignments are motivating the 7th and 8th grade students in my class to complete their schoolwork?  
Directions: Collect and maintain confidentiality of the students’ grades.  Compare and contrast student achievement with student survey and teacher interview results.
Student Artifact Evaluation Log
	Student

	Grade:

Exceeds, Meets 

or Falls Below
	Motivation:

Intrinsic?

Extrinsic?
	Special

Circumstances?
	Gender

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


Action Research Data Analysis
Junior High Schoolwork Motivation
Focus Question:



What types of assignments are motivating the 7th and 8th grade students in my classroom to complete their schoolwork?  

Data Collections:

TEACHER INTERVIEW AND STUDENT SURVEYS

(March 30 – April 6, 2006)

The inquiry (say) portion of my research data triangulation was to interview the teacher and the students to obtain each of their perspectives about which types of assignments motivate 7th and 8th grade students.  The teacher interview was conducted during the lunch break in her classroom.  Two other grade-level teachers were also present, and provided valuable input to the interview questions.  This was appropriate because the junior high students rotate to these different teachers for different subjects throughout the day.  Therefore, the teachers were commenting on all of the same students, which they all instruct an equal amount of time throughout the day.  

I also solicited ‘say’ responses from the students.  I conducted survey response sessions with 87 students during four different class periods.  The surveys gave the students an opportunity to respond to various questions in a confidential format about what types of assignments motivate them.  I had no difficulty obtaining this data.  The respondents were candid and cooperative.  Their primary classroom teacher was out of the room while they completed the surveys.

OBSERVATIONS

(March 28 – April 4, 2006)


The ‘do’ portion of my research data triangulation was accomplished by observing the students on six different days.  I observed to see what the students ‘do’ in a variety of different types of assignment settings.  For example, I observed them work on individual worksheets as well as projects and later present them in front of the class.  I also observed them working in small groups for an economics lesson activity.  Additionally, I observed them interacting as a whole class with the teacher during a Civil War Jeopardy game.  

OUTCOME


The third portion of my research data triangulation was completed by confidentially reviewing student work artifacts and their grades from various types of assignments.  Because this represents the ‘outcome’ portion of my research, I wanted to explore it in detail, even though this study is more behavioral in nature.  I collected this data with the goal of comparing it collectively with the interview and survey responses as well as the observation notes to ascertain whether or not there are any relationships among them.  This data was collected and evaluated over a period of three weeks.

Data Analysis:

TEACHER INTERVIEW AND STUDENT SURVEYS


The collection of interview responses and student surveys were analyzed after they were compiled into a chart.  I looked for commonalities among the responses as well as any glaring differences.  This compare and contrast exercise helped to categorize the responses.  To ensure that this data was valid and reliable, I used my personal experiences with the teachers to guide the conversation and keep it focused on the specific interview questions.  I did not personally comment at any time during the interviews, nor did I agree, or disagree.  I remained an objective note-taker throughout the interviewing process.


During the four student survey sessions, I served in a proctor role, impartially giving instructions on what the survey was, why it was important, and ensuring the students their responses would be kept confidential.  I did not guide their answers in any way.  I simply administered the survey and collected the copies upon completion.  To ensure this data is valid and reliable, I conducted the surveys without the classroom teacher present.  The students felt more comfortable being honest on the surveys with reassurance that their teachers would never see them.

OBSERVATIONS


The data collected from my observations were paraphrased and compiled altogether to compare similarities and differences.  To ensure that this data was reliable, I relied on my personal experience in this classroom to maintain an objective position while I was recording the data.  I do not know most of the students very well, because they change classes throughout the day.  This lack of a personal connection made it easier for any potential personal biases to arise.  Additionally, I used the triangulation of data method to ensure that all of my data collected were of higher validity.  

OUTCOME


Reviewing the students’ work artifacts as well as confidentially reviewing their grades helped paint a mental picture for me in relating which types of assignments they do better on because they are motivated to complete them in the first place.  Samples of independent student work were ‘bare-minimum’ quality and grades, while partner and project work was of much higher quality and consequently earned higher grades.  I ensured reliability and validity throughout this analysis process by only reviewing the students’ actual assignments and their overall grades.  This was a completely objective process with no room for subjective input.  Because the students’ actual work was used as well as their actual grade reports, the data were collected from authentic documents.

Summary of Findings:

	Data Source
	Type
	Conclusion Drawn
	Evidence

	Teacher Interviews

(sample attached)


	Say
	The teachers believe that independent assignments best meet the needs of students.

The teachers also believe that more than half of the students are overwhelmed with their school assignments.
	Higher achieving students are not frustrated by working with lower students, and lower students are not left behind when working with high students.

More than 50% are below grade level in reading. They do well with short, hands-on assignments; they do not complete longer, more-difficult assignments.

	Student Surveys

(sample attached)


	Say
	Students prefer working with a partner on shorter, hands-on assignments.  

Students are motivated to do their school assignments.


	80% of students work better with a partner. 60% really do not like project work. 64% do not like worksheets.

45% work best on assignments alone.

74% are motivated to do school work.

	Observations

(sample attached)


	Do
	The students remain engaged in their assignments if they are interesting and interactive.

The students all actively participate in partner work and lesson activities.


	In Civil War Jeopardy, the students remained engaged and attentive the entire period. “Mrs. E., pick me, pick me!” one of the contestants pleaded.

During a cooperative learning economics group activity, the students each fulfilled their group roles in their entirety and finished all their work.

	Student work artifacts and grades

(sample attached)


	Outcome
	Students achieve higher grades on assignments in which they enjoy and remain engaged.

Students struggle with lengthy assignments due to their ability levels.
	Partner work and collaborative group work yielded overall higher grades.

47% of 8th grade students read at grade level.


Sample Data Compilation and Analysis Chart 

Student Survey Responses Table – 87 total respondents 

	Question
	24 replies
	21 replies
	20 replies
	22 replies
	AGREE
	24 replies
	21 replies
	20 replies
	22 replies
	DISAGREE

	1
	20
	16
	15
	19
	70
	4
	5
	5
	3
	17

	2
	23
	20
	20
	21
	84
	1
	1
	0
	1
	3

	3
	7
	12
	8
	9
	36
	17
	9
	12
	13
	51

	4
	5
	6
	7
	4
	22
	19
	15
	13
	18
	65

	5
	18
	19
	18
	15
	70
	6
	2
	2
	7
	17

	6
	15
	15
	17
	18
	65
	10
	6
	3
	4
	22

	7
	16
	18
	12
	18
	64
	8
	3
	8
	4
	23

	8
	19
	15
	19
	15
	68
	5
	6
	1
	7
	19

	9
	12
	6
	8
	5
	31
	11
	15
	12
	17
	56

	10
	22
	20
	19
	22
	83
	2
	1
	1
	0
	4

	11
	18
	13
	16
	19
	66
	6
	8
	4
	3
	21

	12
	16
	14
	17
	17
	64
	8
	7
	3
	5
	23

	13
	17
	10
	12
	9
	48
	7
	11
	8
	13
	39

	14
	16
	14
	12
	15
	57
	8
	7
	8
	7
	30

	15
	17
	16
	16
	16
	65
	7
	5
	4
	6
	65


Intervention Plan
Research Question:



Will more varied, engaging, structured assignments increase 7th and 8th grade students’ motivation as evidenced by assignments completed in a timely manner and increased student achievement?

Data Collection Findings and Analysis Results Summary:

· The teachers believe that independent assignments best meet the needs of students.

· Students prefer working with a partner on shorter, hands-on assignments.  

· Students are motivated to do their school assignments.

· The students remain engaged in their assignments if they are interesting and interactive.

· Students achieve higher grades on assignments in which they enjoy and remain engaged.

There seems to be a disconnect between what the teachers feel are the best types of assignments to keep 7th and 8th grade students motivated in their schoolwork, versus what the students feel are the best types of assignments to keep them motivated in their schoolwork.

The teachers said they believe independent work best meets the needs of the students. They assign many individual project-based assignments because they feel this gives all the students an opportunity to work at their own pace and learn at their own level.
However, 80% of the students prefer working with a partner on shorter, more hands-on assignments and 60% really do not like project work.  The students are motivated to do their school work, and student achievement is much higher on assignments they enjoy and in which they remain engaged.

Intervention Plan of Action:


An important component for these 7th and 8th graders is ownership.  They want to feel invested in their own learning process.  Therefore, the first step of my intervention plan is for the classroom teacher to solicit specific assignment suggestions from her 87 students in each of the four classes.  The teacher will explain the general research project results to the students, sharing that she respects and appreciates their active participation in their learning community.  She will display on the overhead the types of assignments she has used over the past 9-week grading period.  She will also display on the overhead what percentage of the students preferred the different types of assignments in the research study.  The students will jot down notes about the types of assignments they have been doing, and the types of assignments they responded that they prefer to do.  They will then have one week to discuss this information among themselves, before the class formally discusses this topic again.  Because the majority of them prefer hands-on, engaging partner or small group activity assignments, their challenge will be to come up with creative suggestions for engaging assignments for the class to try in the future.


After the one week time period, the class will formally discuss their suggestions for varied types of assignments.  The teacher will explain that while their input is valued, she cannot incorporate all of their suggestions, and ultimately, they are bound by the confines of the school district’s policies.  However, she will commit to them that the new assignment structure will represent a complementary blend of their preferences along with high student achievement best practices strategies.


One week later, the teacher will suggest an assignment structure that incorporates fewer independent assignments, and more partner or small group based hands-on, engaging activity assignments.  For each assignment, the teacher will model the assignment expectations for the students.  This assignments structure will be implemented and followed for the next 4 week time period.  During this time period, the teacher will record and track the types of assignments the students are working on, time on task comments, and student achievement results.  At the end of this 4-week period, the teacher will re-evaluate all of this data to see if students did indeed remain motivated and engaged in more varied, hands-on partner assignments, and if their achievement increased as a result of this.  Based on the final intervention plan analysis and evaluation, the types of assignments used will be modified as needed.

Rationale:


Research shows that students learn best from viewing enthusiastic, competent models.  Additionally, they remain engaged and focused with activities about which they have positive emotions, which results in overall learning outcomes.  Student achievement is also increased in constructivist learning environments in which the students take an active, hands-on role in their learning to make sense of new information.  Tasks involving a high level of teacher involvement keep 97% of students engaged.  While project-based learning is overall a very positive learning experience for the majority of students, these students need less independent project work and more of a variety of partner or small group engaging, hands-on assignments in general.  Research also supports that assignments should be of a combination of cognitive, social and kinesthetic experiences in order to best keep students engaged at all of these levels.  This intervention plan meets these criteria.

Reflection:


This project has contributed to my professional development in that it has clarified the importance of research-based action.  There are often many issues and concerns in professional environments.  Employees may be aware of the challenges and opportunities for improvement, but they may not be able to come up with solid proposals for change or resolution.  Action research empowers us as educators to be able to objectively evaluate an issue affecting our students and our learning communities.  Through this objective evaluation with triangulation of data collected to maintain validity and reliability, we are able to bring clarity to the true elements involved in the issue, and create a more relevant, appropriate proposal for intervention, change, and resolution.  


As professional educators, it is our responsibility to provide the highest quality education possible to our students while giving them tools to help them succeed in life.  Arizona’s Professional Teacher Standards state the requirement that, “The performance assessment shall measure the extent to which the teacher: encourages the student to demonstrate self-discipline and responsibility to self and others; and provides a motivating learning environment.”  Professional standard number 5 requires that, “The teacher collaborates with colleagues, parents, the community and other agencies to design, implement, and support learning programs that develop students’ abilities to meet Arizona’s academic standards and transition from school to work or post-secondary education.”  This intervention plan will propel these students into higher achievement, thereby meeting the Arizona State Standards.


This was a powerful learning experience for me because I was surprised to see how far apart the teacher’s frame of mind was from the students’ frame of mind.  I was also pleasantly surprised by the students’ authentic responses throughout the research process.  This made the project so much more meaningful.  I shared the student survey results with the lead teacher in the form of general percentage responses per question, and she was shocked at the results. She said it was very eye-opening for her to see this information in such a different light.  The teacher is actually using the student feedback from this research project to customize her teaching methods to better meet student learning objectives and increase student achievement.

