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Dewey in the early 1900s said, “We never educate directly, but indirectly by means of the environment (1916, p. 32). He elaborated by suggesting that “education is essentially a social process. This quality is realized in the degree in which individuals form a community group” (1938, p. 58). The concept of a learning community is longstanding -- craft guilds, academic communities, individuals who share a hobby --  learning with others has long been recognized as an effective pedagogy. However, Grossman et al. (2001) observed that “the word community has lost its meaning. From the prevalence of terms such as ‘communities of learners,’ ‘discourse communities,’ and ‘epistemic communities’ to ‘school community’ ‘teacher community,’ or ‘communities of practice’ it is clear that community has become an obligatory appendage to every educational innovation” (p. 54). As Dewey noted community can be a powerful form for learning. Yet as Grossman et al. (2001) observed gathering a group of teachers together does not necessarily lead to improved learning or the formation of a community. This paper will describe a learning community which is very much in keeping with the spirit of community described by Dewey. 
Clare, a professor of Education, was approached by Rania, the principal of Toronto Learning Institute
, one of the most elite (and academic) private schools in the country, to assist with forming a teacher research group. Rania had received funding from the Research Now foundation to start a teacher researcher group. Clare happily accepted Rania’s invitation then invited a current and former doctoral student (Pooja and Shelley) to co-facilitate because they had much to offer and the team approach would model collaboration. The current group consists of 12 teachers/administrators (excluding ourselves) who are conducting a range of research. Over the past two years we met monthly for approximately two hours. This paper reports on our collaborative self-study of co-facilitating this teacher research group. 
Our research questions were: 

1. What processes did we use for developing the teacher-research group? What worked and what did not work? 

2. How did we develop a research community for and with a group of teachers whom we did not know?

Theoretical framework 

This research draws on three different bodies of research: teacher research; self-study; and professional development. Although presented sequentially, we see them having overlapping goals and processes. 
Why Teacher Research?
Teacher research took root in the 1990’s. It has been defined as the systematic “research that is initiated and carried out by teachers in their classrooms and schools” (Shagoury & Powell, 2012, p. 2). Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1990), early advocates for teacher research, felt that, “Those who have daily access, extensive expertise, and a clear stake in improving classroom practice have no formal way to make their knowledge of classroom teaching and learning part of the literature on teaching” (p.2).  Understanding teachers as “uniquely positioned” (Cochran-Smith, 1990; Goswami & Stillman, 1987) to detect patterns in the classroom that others might not recognize (Hubberman, 1996), it is not a surprise that teacher research has developed as a meaningful contributor to research (e.g., Atwell 1987; Miller 2002; Ballenger, 2009). 

The contemporary teacher research movement is defined by two guiding principles: “teacher research is based upon close observation of students at work” and “teacher-researchers depend upon on a research community” (Shagoury & Power, 2012, p. 6). Teacher research communities initially developed in lab school settings; however, in recent years, mostly due to technological advancements, they have found their home in special interests groups in professional organizations such as AERA and NCTE (Shagoury & Power, 2012). Teacher research aims to fill the gap in research, which connects directly to classroom practice. Since teacher researchers use inquiries from their own classroom practices, their research is centered on answering relevant and urgent questions which have the power to inform “systemic reform within individual schools and districts” (Shagoury & Power, 2012, p.6).
Most research on teacher research groups focuses on the teachers in the group; however, by studying the facilitators, who are often key to the process,  we would extend our understanding of the process. Self-study would be appropriate for facilitators to study their work. 
Self-Study

According to Samaras and Freese (2006), self-study involves our personal stories and our teaching stories that arise out of our own challenges, frustrations, and dilemmas.  Conducting our work with a self-study component was important to us because we wanted to look carefully at our work in the teacher-research group to improve our efforts. Hamilton and Pinnegar's (1998) description of self-study as involving “critical examination of the self’s involvement both in aspects of the study and in the phenomenon under study” (p. 240) applies well to our research since we were studying both ourselves and the work of our colleagues. Like Cole and Knowles (1998), we understand there were many layers to this study: ourselves as co-facilitators and the practices of the teachers in the group. With research of this kind, we recognized that we would be moving back and forth between the self and others which makes it very complicated. Samaras and Freese (2006) describe this as: “[T]he purposes are layered and multifaceted with overlapping objectives and with the key purpose of refining, reframing, and renewing education” (p. 14). We sensed that as we engaged in this research, we would be changed by our findings which in turn would require us to modify the way we approached our work as co-facilitators. 

Part of self-study research is understanding your identity – how it is changing or staying the same. Identity, in the field education and beyond, has been conceptualized in many ways. According to Gee (200-2001), there are four ways to view identity. These are:

1. Nature identity (N-Identity), which suggests we are who we are because of our characteristics derived from “nature” such as being a twin or having ADHD.

2. Institution-Identity (I-Identity), which suggests that identity is connected to the positions we hold within institutions, such as being a student, or professor at a university. Access to these positions is given to us, not by nature, but by the power within an institution.

3. Discourse-Identity (D-Identity) which suggests that we are labeled as having individual characteristics or traits when we come to be labeled as having those by the people we dialogue with and when we end up accepting this label. For example, Gee argues that someone may come to be labeled as charismatic because other people treat, talk about, and interact with that person as a charismatic person.

4. Affinity Identity (A- Identity) suggests that we are labeled as having a particular identity as a result of being part of an affinity group. By participating or sharing within this group, there is a set of common endeavors and practices. These endeavors and practices create and sustain the group affiliations. Gee suggests that the people within these affinity groups may also be distances apart.

Professional Development 

Professional development (PD) can take many forms. Earley and Porritt (2012) draw on the Training and Development Agency’s definition of PD:  “a reflective activity designed to improve an individual’s attributes, knowledge, understanding and skills. It supports individual needs and improves professional practice” (Training and Development Agency, 2012). Bubb and Earley (2007) state that PD involves both “formal and informal learning experiences” (p. 4). Similarly, Schon (1983) argues that both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action are important forms of professional learning. We do not want to enter into the debate regarding the distinction between PD and professional learning (Hardy, 2012) as we wish to use the term PD to include professional learning of various kinds. 

Forms of Professional Development 

There is an array of PD processes for teachers: completing formal courses, being mentored, pursuing individual needs, joining a research group, and attending conferences (Livingston, McCall, & Morgado, 2009). We have grouped the many processes into three broad categories: formal PD, informal PD, and communities of practice. We recognize this division is somewhat arbitrary and some processes fit more than one category.  However, we have found the framework useful in thinking about PD and weighing the issues. 
Formal professional development comprises structured activities which may or may not be optional. Examples are: attend a conference; conduct self-study research; engage in action research; participate in an organization (e.g., children’s literature association); participate in service work in the community (e.g., outreach groups for LGBQT youth) and/or university (e.g., member of a search committee); formally observe other teachers; or complete a formal course (e.g., course on the teaching of reading). 
Informal professional development is not mandatory and can occur individually or with others. Examples are: reflective practice (e.g., reflect on your teaching); conversations with colleagues, community groups; and team planning and/or team teaching. 

Communities of practice tend to be formalized and structured but not institutionally mandated. They involve "groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger et al., 2002, p. 4). Interest in individuals learning together has a long history. Samaras et al. (2008) understand the power of community and its place in education: 

The notion of community is a conceptually appealing one because it suggests a comfortable, socially supportive context. Yet community can do much more than create a friendly environment. It can support learning. Community is not simply an add-on. Rather, it can be an integral and powerful force in learning (p. xvi).   

The Ontario Ministry of Education (our context) produced the brief Professional Learning Communities (2005) which notes: “Although the term has grown to encompass a wide variety of concepts and practices, a professional learning community (PLC) is always a group of people who are motivated by a vision of learning and who support one another toward that end” (p.1).  The Ontario Ministry of Education draws on Bolam et al.’s (2005), research in summarizing the features of a professional learning community:
•  represents a collective effort to enhance student learning
•  promotes and sustains the learning of all professionals in the school
•  builds knowledge through inquiry 
•  analyses and uses data for reflection and improvement (2005)
The Ontario government has had a “troubled” approach to PLCs. Initially they “mandated” them in every school which truly goes against the spirit of learning communities and from our interactions with teachers we know that had limited “success”. The Ontario Teachers’ Federation took a more invitational approach by offering financial support to individual teachers who wanted to form a PLC. Given the voluntary nature and funding support these have been more successful. For more information and a report on the 33 projects that were completed see http://www.otffeo.on.ca/en/learning/teacher-learning-and-leadership-program/ PLCs have a place in professional development if developed appropriately 
Modes of inquiry 

This self-study research used a grounded theory approach (Punch, 2009), which Punch (2009) explains, is not a theory, but a strategy used to generate theory that will be grounded in the data (p. 130).  The theory is developed inductively from the data using a set of techniques and procedures for collection and analysis (Punch, 2009).  Throughout the analysis, we identified key themes, and then worked together selecting the themes that we felt captured our work.  As Strauss (2003) puts it, “The basic question facing us is how to capture the complexity of the reality (phenomena) we study, and how to make convincing sense of it” (p. 16).

Data Sources: 

· Co-facilitators’ reflections on each meeting  

· Monthly agendas and notes for each meeting

· Co-facilitators engaged in a structured discussion with focused questions twice over the year (e.g., What is working?  What has surprised you?)
· At the final meeting in June, each teacher completed a survey 
· In December of the second year, each teacher completed a short question and answer form. 
Data Analysis

We read over our data a number of times. We then used Gee's (2000-2001) theory of identity as an analytical lens through which to reflect on and understand the development of our identities as supervisors/facilitators of teacher research, the teacher’s growing identities as researchers, and the shift from our initial understanding of ourselves as facilitators for a teacher researcher group (outsiders) towards coming to understand ourselves as an integral part of a research community (insiders). We used two of Gee’s identity lenses, D-Identity and A-Identity, to explore aspects of the growth and development related to our roles as facilitators of the teacher research group, the experiences of the teachers within the group, and the eventual development of the research community.

Then we developed a classification system: 

1. Logistics  

2. Identity 

3. Learning

4. Community

We coded our data under these four headings which were matched to our research questions. 
Findings
Although we have organized our findings into three sections, logistics, identity, and learning, we recognize there is significant overlap among the themes. We have chosen to include findings about community in each section because it was so woven into our findings (as both a process and a product). It would have been hard to present community as a stand-alone finding because we were intentional about building community, the community influenced everyone’s identity, and it supported learning. 

a. Logistics 
All staff of the Toronto Learning Institute was invited by the principal to submit a proposal describing the research they intended to conduct. The principal along with two professors who were members of the school’s Advisory Board (not us) reviewed the proposals, initially planning to select a limited number.  Clare and the principal then discussed this decision but felt it could be divisive on the staff if only some teachers were included. In the end, all teachers who wanted to be involved in Research Now were invited and all accepted the invitation. 

The next hurdle we, the facilitators, faced was figuring out how to actually organize the group. As outsiders to the school we had no sense of the school’s cultural norms or typical processes used for meetings or PD. All three of us had organized PD with teachers (e.g., workshops and courses) but Research Now was different because it was going to be a sustained project using all three forms of PD: informal, formal, and hopefully a community of learners. Adding to our discomfort was not having knowledge of secondary schools since our backgrounds were in the elementary panel. The principal initially wanted us to organize Research Now whereby each participant was assigned a mentor (university professor) and we, the facilitators, would only oversee them. We felt uncomfortable with this model because this structure would not help a community of learners develop, we knew that teachers would receive varying levels of support from their mentors, and all would not get the same “message” about teacher research. We wanted to use a format where discussion among participants was the “driver” (rather than lectures or outside experts). We believed this would be a suitable format because through discussion participants would learn from each other and there was potential for a community to form. 
Using a Discussion-Driven Process

Clare had used a participant/discussion-driven format in her work with a teacher researcher group previously (1999-2004). (For a detailed description of that group see Bell-Angus et al., 2008). This participant-driven process was also used for a course Works in Progress (WIPs) she had taught with Shelley and Pooja as facilitators. The course was designed to help doctoral students with their thesis work. No matter where the students were in the process (e.g., proposal-writing, data gathering, data analysis) they could take the course and would be assisted with their work. This semester-long course was exceedingly popular because it focused on helping each student with his/her work; each year Clare taught the course a very strong supportive and positive community developed. It was very much discussion-based with each student presenting his/her work a number of times and receiving feedback. We believed students learned a tremendous amount about the research process by listening to others’ work and providing feedback. The process of giving sensible feedback seemed to help with understanding their own work. At completion of the course sub-groups always formed (e.g., proposal-writing group, writing group) and many students at completion of their PhD credited WIPs with helping them through the process.  

After much discussion on the structure of the group the Principal, Rania, eventually acquiesced and mid-way through the year was delighted with the format commenting, “Now I get it. I would never have thought such an informal style would work so well.” The Funder, who attended our monthly meeting in May 2014, referred to the, “interactive learning sessions as a means of teaching the research process and providing the teachers with an opportunity to learn and reinforce one another’s progress,” as a significant strength of the group.
After reading the proposals we felt the first step was to help the teachers narrow their topics but we were not sure how to do this without having them (strangers to us) feel threatened or criticized.  Although we were all experienced adult educators we were anxious prior to the first meeting because we did not know the teachers and we suspected giving feedback on their proposals in the first meeting would be too authoritarian. We spent significant time figuring out a format for the initial meeting because we wanted to set a collaborative tone and begin building a research community. At our first meeting, Clare spent time outlining a number of research projects she had conducted. This turned out to be very useful because many of the teachers eventually used modified versions of the instruments she had developed. After the initial meeting Clare noted, “it went well. I felt we got off to a good start.” By the end of the third meeting Shelley commented, 

For those who presented their research, there were wonderful questions/suggestions/ideas from the entire group and the conversation flowed freely and without lulls. After a long day of work for the teachers and even with it being a dark rainy day, there seemed to be great deal of energy in the room as a byproduct of such rich discussion.
Finding a “Doable” Research Topic

We were truly unprepared for how long it would take for the teachers to narrow their topic to a “doable” research project. Clare used her previous experience with the teacher researcher group as a framework but soon realized those teachers all had graduate degrees (some had a PhD.) and all had completed research method courses. In WIPs there was time devoted to helping the doctoral students narrow their research topic but all had taken at least one research methods course. With our Research Now group we did not realize that most were novice researchers. Initially, most of the participants had plans to conduct studies that were so broad they would require many years of data gathering with a multitude of data collection points. As facilitators we quickly had to adjust our expectations for the way Research Now would unfold because we realized we had to teach research methods but we could not be preachy or use the format of a course on research methodology. We needed a different pedagogy and leadership style. 

The topics the teachers wanted to explore were all directly tied to their work so there was strong buy-in. Initially we were a bit thrown by the topics because they were so unfamiliar to us as former elementary school teachers; however, it was apparent the teachers knew their discipline and pedagogy so we did not have to sort out teaching per se. Our responsibility was more on supporting the research process. Using a combination of providing examples of doable and not doable research topics, large-group discussion, individual meetings with teachers, and flow charts of the research process eventually everyone narrowed their research topic. Their topics were: 

· James –using the city as a classroom for his urban geography course 

· Matt – use of a gaming program (Fort McMoney http://fortmcmoney.com/#/fortmcmoney) for his economics course 

· Colleen – use of 3 different web-based programs devoted to wellness/stress she included in her Guidance Program (for 9th grade students) 

· Hope – self-study of her work as a Vice Principal 

· Carlo and Rania – use of MOOCs
· Annetta – computer-based math programs 

· Alok and Maya – an on-line science course to support students entering the school in 9th grade 

· Gord – application process to the Toronto Learning Institute (look at the applications of students who are currently struggling to determine if their were “red flags” which were missed) 

In our first two meetings we had videos and hand-outs on the power of teacher research; however, from reading the “body language” we could tell this was not the way to proceed. The teachers seemed a bit bored with the videos. The three of us decided to forego discussing the teacher research movement and dive into the research. 
Establishing a Format for Meetings

We eventually established a format for each meeting: Shelley led the opening activity where we went around the group with each person giving an update on his/her work and/or his/her thinking about the topic. Colleen, the Guidance Counsellor, provided this feedback on the structure: 

I love the check in - it feels good to hear how others are doing (i.e. haven’t done much since last meeting!) whether it be progress or not.  I definitely have months where I have accomplished little, so getting verification that we are all on a similar page is nice.  And, everyone’s work is so interesting – it’s like being a part of a cool documentary process!  I have found the focus after the check in is always spot on – and that’s because you ladies ask us if doing something for the next session works – so we get a hand in determining what we would like to focus on.  Bingo – that’s awesome (
We recognized that given time constraints often teachers did not have time to actually work on their research between meetings so we invited them to share their thinking about their topic which allowed each person to contribute. James offered his feelings about the organization of our monthly meetings: “Format of the meetings works well and there are some terrific meandering conversations with surprising outcomes and nuggets to learn from everyone’s experiences.” Rania, the principal, identified the features of the meetings she found useful: 

The organization of the meetings works I believe:

1. food

2. timing

3. desk arrangement - circular format

4. starting with sharing and updates

5. focus on a research skill

6. assisting members of the group with their stage/ challenge through feedback

7. the modelling of the facilitators - the constructive comments and building on what the teacher/researcher is doing as a starting point - but not being afraid to offer direction

8. discussion of what worked and what didn't so people are OK if things are not perfect and don't work at first.

Working Through the Research Process

After the updates, we moved to the heart of the meeting where we addressed a specific topic. This proved to be an excellent structure because the teachers were systematically led through the research process which kept them moving forward and the meetings were focused. For example, for the developing research instrument phase we shared with participants various instruments (e.g., interview questions, surveys) we had used in our own research. The Research Now participants very much appreciated these examples. We also showed them some instruments that had not worked well. Rania and Hope noted that our honesty helped the teachers realize that research does not unfold smoothly and that it is acceptable to admit failure and frustration. By distributing samples of instruments that were effective we were able to scaffold their learning in a very non-threatening manner because we encouraged them to “borrow” wording from our instruments. We spent two entire meetings helping each person with his/her particular instrument. As a group we generated a few interview or survey questions for each person (depending on their data collection method and research topic). By doing this work together as a group, the teachers got to be part of the process, guided by the facilitators, and they were encouraged to “borrow” from each other’s instruments. The principal commented that she had never seen such cross-discipline discussion in their faculty meetings. By working on each person’s instruments all had a number of questions formulated and the specific sections identified so they could complete the instruments on their own. At the end of the first year, in their surveys all said they were feeling very positive about their research. John commented, “I feel good – I feel more directed/precise in my research question and audience.”  
By the second year the teachers had collected data so we had to figure out what to do next; however, the next step was not obvious to us, the facilitators. In a meeting Pooja made an impromptu comment “Oh that data sounds interesting. I would like to see it.” This simple comment opened up the way for the next phase of the group -- working on each person’s raw data. Just as we had worked on each person’s instruments we analyzed a section of each person’s data as a group. For example, as a group we analyzed an interview Colleen had conducted with a student regarding her views of the online wellness programs introduced in the Guidance classes. The transcribed interviews were circulated beforehand and in the meeting we identified themes, discussed the richness of the interview, and so on.  To assist Gord, the Admissions Director, we looked at three admissions applications to the school (all 3 students had been admitted but were struggling) to see if there were “red flags” that were not noted at the time of scoring the admission files. Since most of the participants in the group were teaching or had taught these students they could bring their insights to bear in the analysis. We looked at Gord and James’s survey data to find patterns. This collective approach to each step of the research process worked well for the group. Rania noted: “Every researcher in sharing their journey allows all of us to see more clearly the unique challenges and complications that can emerge but also the route through to deeper learning and more sophistication with the research process.” We also invited guest speakers: Clive presented on coding interview data and Elizabeth talked about analyzing survey data. 
When we look over our notes and agendas we can see four clearly defined phases: 

· narrowing to a doable research question 

· creating instruments 

· analyzing data 

· preparing for dissemination 
Perhaps these phases should have been obvious to us in the beginning but they were not. Perhaps we had so internalized the research process that we took it for granted or did not think about the overall steps we would need to follow. In addition to not seeing the obvious steps of the process, we had underestimated how much time would have to be devoted to each phase and how much individual attention each person would need.  We regularly received emails asking us to look over an instrument or some raw data. The teachers’ initiative and commitment truly demonstrated how invested they were in the process but we had not envisioned providing this level of individual support. 

Interestingly, looking at our data we can see that working as a group on each phase (e.g., as a group analyzing data) and on each person’s project provided support for individuals to work on their own data outside of the formal meeting. Working as a group through each step of the process kept the momentum, reduced anxiety, led to sharing, and helped form the community. In the feedback, teachers noted that having a monthly meeting ensured their research did not get put to the side – knowing they had a monthly meeting made them feel accountable (but in the gentlest way). We noted that those members whose attendance at the meetings was less consistent made less progress with their work, perhaps they did not feel as “accountable” and they missed the learning opportunities in the meetings (e.g., sharing of instruments). 

As facilitators we too were a community; our bonds of friendship and as professional colleagues were strengthened through our involvement in Research Now. We recognized each other’s talents and valued working together. We were in agreement with processes and shared the workload evenly. Our many informal conversations were helpful and seemed to be a way to manage what proved to be a demanding process. Since we are on other research teams together we had many times between Research Now meetings to talk together (e.g., informal PD). Two common themes in our discussions were: wanting to help the teachers be successful with their research and to be proud of their work. The shared value -- wanting teachers to conduct quality research -- was a solid foundation; therefore, there was no inclination to retreat when the workload increased or when we faced a hurdle. We wanted the teachers to be proud of their work and to disseminate it to the larger educational community. We never wavered from this commitment.  
Over time our Research Now group became a community. This happened in a number of ways: we made personal connections through informal discussions we had pre-and post our meetings; and each person sharing updates on his/her work during every monthly meeting ensured everyone’s voice was heard. The group meetings were serious and focused yet there was a lot of laughter. The funder praised our work noting both the rigour of the research being conducted and the sense of community among the group members.  She commented, “it is interactive learning par excellence and the members are learning from one another as well as from the expert.” Hearing an outsider acknowledge the sense of community we created was validating. 

b. Identity As an Analytical Lens
Growing Identity as a Research Community
Applying Gee’s (2000-2001) identity framework lens allows us to consider how our understandings of ourselves as part of a growing research community was shaped and informed by our interactions with each other and with the teacher researchers. Together our Discourse-Identities (D-Identities) and our Affinity Identities (A-Identities) were formed and reinforced as a result of our ongoing work together. As Gee suggests, a D-Identity places a particular importance on discourse and dialogue, while an A-Identity places importance on participation and common practices within a group.  Through ongoing discourse before, during, and after our monthly group meetings with the teachers, each of us was reminded about the ways we and the Toronto Learning Institute  teachers were beginning to identify as part of the research community. Over time, it also became apparent that the teachers began to identify themselves as competent researchers. We began to talk about and interact with each other and the teachers in a way that was establishing us as a research community as opposed to a group of teachers from a school and a group of facilitators from a university. We also interacted with the teachers and invited them to interact with us as authentic researchers. As Gee (2000-2001) suggests, the recognition of ourselves as part of a community and the teachers’ understanding of themselves as competent researchers were not, “a matter of course” (2000-2001, p. 113). It was through ongoing exchanges with and amongst each other over an extended period of time that we came to identify ourselves this way. 

Moving from “Outsider to Insider” Identities
Over the carefully planned year-long process, Clare, Pooja, and Shelley experienced a shift in our understanding of our identity related to this group. In the early stages of Research Now, we identified more as "outsiders" because we were working with a group of teachers who were colleagues from the same school and because we were unknown to them, and them to us. As Clare stated just a few months into our meetings, “we are outsiders at Toronto Learning Institute   but I am feeling more and more comfortable with every meeting” (May, 2014).  We also had some concerns, initially, about working with a group of secondary school teachers because our experience was primarily at the elementary level. We wondered whether a dearth of experience at the high school level would impact how the teachers would respond to us as facilitators. This further fit into our notion of being outsiders.
Over time, we eventually shifted towards coming to view ourselves as “insiders” and as part of a growing community of researchers at Toronto Learning Institute. As Clare remarked at the six-month point of the Research Now program, “we have come such a long way as a group – I felt we were truly a research community. There was camaraderie, joy, expectations help will be provided, and a sense of purpose” (June, 2014). Although we were not familiar with the particular high school content areas (e.g. physics, urban geography etc.) it turned out that knowledge of subject matter was not necessary in order for us to successfully guide the research process for the teachers. Having been classroom teachers proved to be much more essential because we could talk the language of teachers.  This was affirming for all three of us. As Clare commented, “you can tell from their body language that they are more relaxed about us, the process… I think they know their time will not be wasted, they are respected, and they are working on something important to them.” 

Teachers’ Growing Identities as Researchers
The teachers in the Research Now group and the school principal also noted their appreciation of the growing research community. The community-identity seemed to grow out of the regular and ongoing opportunities teachers had to share and learn with us and each other within the monthly meetings. As Pooja commented, “many [teachers] made comments about how they appreciated the collaboration and hearing about their colleagues’ work.” As the teachers became more comfortable with the process - with giving suggestions and feedback to their colleagues, and with being open to learning from us and each other -  we also noted shifts in their understanding of themselves as researchers. In the initial meetings, the teachers saw themselves more as tentative researchers; over time, they eventually learned to view themselves as more competent researchers. Their enthusiasm for the research also grew as they became more confident. As Colleen said, “I really had no identity as a researcher before… as I learn more about how to research I am gaining momentum and courage to move forward even if there are mistakes.” What is also encouraging is that many of the teachers reported feeling their classroom practice have been positively influenced as a result of their participation within the Research Now project.  As James said, "I think I have become more reflective of my practice, more thoughtful and self-critical – I’m learning a lot from my peers’ research and practice and then applying it to my own.” 

 As facilitators, we were particularly pleased to learn that the collaborative group experience was positively impacting the teachers’ understanding of and engagement with research and their individual teaching practice. As Shelley commented:
After hearing Rania and Carlo share their research, Gord reflected on his experience of this sharing process by letting us know that he had written an entire page of notes of ideas for his own research based on listening to theirs. It was great to have the value of this [learning with and from each other] reflected back to the group by one of the teachers.
Rania, the school principal, shared her perspective on Research Now’s influence on her role and on the teachers’ professional growth. She said:
We use the term professional growth frequently but the Research Now experience actually makes it real. The group is so collaborative; I am seeing the true power of collaboration as a teacher. Also, further related to professional growth as a teacher, I believe that I am experiencing greater thinking and engagement with the research process and that is changing how we all view our work – [we’re] more analytical, more thoughtful, more collaborative.

c. Building Community and Mutual Learning  

Focusing on building community was key in developing a strong teacher researcher inquiry group. With all of us having classroom teaching experience in elementary contexts, we wondered how the teachers from Toronto Learning Institute, all secondary school teachers, would receive us. Feeling like “outsiders”, we wondered if we would be able to create a research inquiry community with people who were virtual strangers to us. Would they trust us? Would they trust each other? Focusing on developing a community was our way “in.”

By the third meeting we were well into discussions on research topics. We began the practice of “check-ins” to help the teachers talk about their research. Shelley explained, “We are in the stage of clarifying our research focus, it’s important to spend a lot of time thinking about, conceptualizing and refining. Talking about it often (even briefly) helps us to refine and become more comfortable with our research.” (April 2014). Although this practice was initially meant to help teachers refine their research focus, we felt it helped to cultivate community, and so the “check-in” became a regular practice at the start of each of our meetings. 

Approximately six months after Research Now began (six meetings), we were still doing check-ins at beginning of the sessions, but noticed that the nature of the check-ins had changed. The teachers were more confident. The questions they were asking were more pointed and focused. Clare, in her monthly reflections commented:
As we went around the group each person reported updates on his/her research but more importantly each person had questions for the group. These questions were focused on their research, which indicated they know where they are going and they anticipated that the group could help them. And everyone did help. So many folks in the group responded to the questions and raised other concerns. This showed: their comfort level in talking about research; their knowledge of research; and their support of their colleague. (Clare, September 2014)

Being Transparent
As facilitators, we learned that modeling helped to break down barriers, and in turn contributed to building community. In regards to the research process, all three of us were very honest and transparent. We openly discussed our own research projects including what had worked and what went wrong. For example, in the April 2014 meeting, Pooja shared how she started with an unrealistically broad research focus for her doctoral research. She then explained how she was able to narrow it down to something “doable.” Similarly, in another meeting focused on data analysis, Clare and Pooja presented both the positive and negative experiences they had with NVivo, a qualitative software program. Hope, Toronto Learning Institute’s VP, commented, “Clare and Pooja were careful to balance praising the advantages of using Nvivo with pointing out some of the challenges and issues with using it.  They were transparent about their own frustrations and struggles, which contributes to a supportive climate in which people are willing to take risks”  (Hope, November 2014).

We learned that our transparency and willingness to talk about obstacles in research created space for the teachers to speak about their own challenges. In her reflections, Clare noted:
Honesty is so important. Folks need to hear from researchers about research that did not go well. This shows that we are human and we can console them when they have glitches with their research. Sincerity is essential but not the schmaltzy stuff but real sincerity (Clare, May 2014)
Setting a tone for open and honest discussion led to mutual learning for all members of Research Now including the teachers, administrators, and facilitators (us). As the meetings progressed, the teachers shared their progress including their accomplishments and difficulties. When presenting difficulties, we as a research community worked though possible solutions. For example, James, a humanities teacher, presented the group with a problem he was facing with data collection. His survey had unexpectedly gone out to more students than it was intended to. He was unsure how to proceed. As a group, we brainstormed possible next steps (e.g., have the intended students re-do the survey, possible ways to determine which students were in his class, etc.).

Over time there was significant buy-in from the group. Clare commented after our fourth session, “The participants seem to have a much higher comfort level than they did in January. You can tell from their body language that they are more relaxed about us, the process…I think they know their time will not be wasted.” From the teachers’ surveys we identified a number of other reasons why the teachers’ commitment grew: each teacher’s research was addressed monthly; using the language of research helped them see themselves as researchers; and learning about other disciplines helped them make connections with teachers outside their subject areas. 


As the teachers settled into the research process and had “doable” research questions, we wanted to emphasize to the teachers they were doing credible research. However, we struggled to find a way to effectively convey this message. By laying out a timeline for the research projects, with the end point being knowledge dissemination (e.g., conferences), we sent the message that their research had value. To overcome anxieties of writing, we also discussed the advantages of having each teacher submit an Interim Report. Although most liked the idea of the Interim Report, several teachers expressed concern about the length. Clare reassured them that they would have plenty to say, and in fact, would have trouble keeping it short. This put many at ease and gave them a boost in confidence; they learned a lot and had a lot to say. In regards to dissemination, we started to create a master list of conferences and journals relevant and appropriate for the teacher researchers. 

Being Reflective Practitioners
We learned that being reflective on our practice was crucial if we wanted to be effective facilitators of a research community. We reflected on our practice in a number of ways: monthly written reflections; informal discussions; and formal meetings. After each meeting one of the facilitators would write a one to two page written reflection about the monthly meeting. This task would rotate each month among the three facilitators and Hope, the Vice Principal. The reflections included comments on attendance, participant dispositions, topics covered, interesting comments made, as well as questions or concerns we had for future meetings. The written reflection was then e-mailed around to the three facilitators and Toronto Learning Institute administrators, Hope and Rania. We also engaged in many informal discussions as a means of reflection. Often, after each meeting, the facilitators would informally de-brief for 15-20 minutes. We discussed what we thought went well and what could be worked on for future meetings. Lastly, we scheduled formal meetings every few months to examine the structure of our meetings and next steps (e.g., applying for AERA, collecting data from participants).

After the first meeting in early 2014, we quickly learned that the teachers’ voices would have to be central to the meetings if we truly wanted to build a research community. Using the monthly written reflection, Clare outlined her thought process on decision-making during the meeting. She remembered having to make a decision on whether the group should engage in discussion (teachers talking) or review researching tips (facilitators talking). This transparency was helpful to the other facilitators because it provided them a glimpse into Clare’s decision-making process, and guided future practice. An excerpt from Clare’s reflection:

I was torn whether to open up the floor to discuss the video or not. On the one hand it would have been good to get the discussion started to show this will be a discussion-oriented group but on the other hand I wanted to give them in-put on research design (helpful hints). With the weather being so nasty I wanted to finish early so I knew that we could not do both. I think it was a good choice to go with in-put than discussion. I did say I would never talk this much at a meeting. MUST be sure to be more discussion-oriented for the next meeting. (Clare, February 2014)

After reading the reflection and having an informal discussion on talking time, we became very cognizant of “air-time” during the sessions. We organized our sessions so that the teachers were doing more of the talking. To reflect more formally on our practice, we handed out feedback forms in our June 2014 meeting, the last meeting of the school year. We asked questions such as: How are you feeling about your research study? Regarding our Research Now monthly meetings, what worked for you? What would you like us to work on or do next year? (suggestions for future meetings). We used the responses to better understand teacher’s perceptions of our teacher researcher group, and ways to improve our practice for the following school year. 

Learning Through Collaboration 

As facilitators, we were constantly collaborating and learning from each other and the group.  Clare and Pooja learned about a number of computer programs that they could incorporate into their own practice (e.g. Fort McMoney), while Shelley deepened her understanding of developing a community of inquiry with teachers. Pooja gained greater insight into research practices through the monthly meetings. For example, we had the pleasure of an experienced professor from OISE speak about the coding process. The session was organized to provide the teachers an alternative to using qualitative software (which we had presented the month earlier). Clive, a professor from OISE, presented on how he hand coded transcripts. Not only was this learning for the teachers, Pooja learned a great deal from this session. Listening to Clive’s rationale behind his codes and coding techniques had her reflect on her own coding practices. The facilitators’ collaboration and learning were intertwined throughout each session. Clare commented on the collaborative process during the session with guest speaker,

I really liked the way the four of us interacted – we worked well as a team, building on each other’s responses but in a gentle way. It was not oppressive or arrogant (we know it all) tone rather we talked as a group of researchers. It was obvious to me that we had had these types of conversations among us many, many times. We are used to collaborating as researchers – as equals. (Clare, January 2015)

We learned that our effective collaboration was due largely to our similar facilitation approaches. We each valued each other’s opinions, as well as the teachers’. We also “freely chimed in” during discussions to make for organic and stress-free meetings. Shelley commented:
I think, however, our ability to be consistent and similar in our approaches if one of us is missing is a testament to our similar approaches due, in part, to our prior work together.  For example, having all been a part of Works in Progress (Clare, Pooja, Shelley and Hope), we are comfortable with how to support research agendas in a way that is open, helpful, and that invites and values all comments, suggestions, and feedback from everyone within the group.  (April 2014, Shelley)

Discussion

Looking over our data, we can see that we did not have a clear vision of how the process would unfold for the Research Now group. Research Now members were not like WIPs’ students who were all doing a doctorate and already had many research skills. Although we had a broad sense of the research cycle we had not thought through facilitating each phase of research for classroom teachers and that each step would require different leadership and in-put from us. For example finding a doable research topic was more discussion-oriented while developing instruments required us to share our instruments and analyzing data required us to move beyond our comfort zone (e.g., the admissions process at the school was very unfamiliar to us). From our data, we see that we made adjustments to the processes immediately. Since the three of us had a very good personal and professional relationship we could be very nimble in revising next steps, organizing the next phase, and so on. Without a strong relationship among the facilitators we probably would have had to spend more time negotiating the next steps whereas we were on the same “wavelength” and trusted each other, we simply changed tactics without bruised egos or excessive discussion. 

Returning to the three forms of professional development we can see that we and the participants used all three forms – informal, formal, and community of learning. The teachers talked informally with each other about their research, all attended conferences, and a learning community formed. We the facilitators had many informal conversations about the group. However, the community of learners that formed does not conform to the professional learning community envisioned by the Ontario Ministry of Education (described on page 4) for two reasons: firstly, there was not shared leadership to any great extent because we, Pooja, Shelley, and Clare, were the unspoken leaders. We took the teachers through the research process and chaired the meetings. Given that each person had a different topic, it would have been too difficult for a teacher, new to research, to facilitate the group. It was demanding for us, experienced researchers, to enact this role especially given the range of methodologies (quantitative, qualitative, and self-study).  Now that all of the teachers have been through the entire research cycle and have much stronger research skills, there would be opportunities for them in the future to have a greater leadership role. Secondly, all of the participants’ research did not focus directly on student learning as determined through improved test scores which seems to be a key component of the government’s conceptualization of PLCs. For example, Hope was doing a self-study of her work as a vice principal and Gord was looking to improve the admissions process. It could be argued that the insights derived from their research would improve their work. We take the stance that all of the research done  improved practice which in turn will improve student learning.
Returning to Dewey who strongly advocated community as a form of learning, we feel that our Research Now group became a community where a great deal of learning occurred. The teachers learned about research in general and their colleagues’ topics; they truly owned their projects and were proud of them. The discussion-driven model was appropriate. The community did not form automatically; rather, we had to be intentional about building it and in finding ways for learning to be centre-piece. It was not just a social group or a community in name as described by Grossman et al. (2001) – the genuine interest and support for each other created bonds that supported learning.  

Facilitating a teacher research group requires both research knowledge and interpersonal skills. Building a research community required us to be intentional and it was essential for us to be part of it. Taking the teachers through the research process systematically required us to offer examples and provide feedback in a supportive and concrete manner. Creating a space for discussion allowed participants to learn from each other and required the facilitators to be confident they could lead the discussion in a productive manner. 
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