Trigger Questions for Arts Action Research

R. Veon

NOTE:  See the Action Research Guide for Alberta Teachers for a VERY clear, short, easy to understand guide to doing action research. It is excellent—quick and to the point!!
Categories:

There are different categories of action research you may wish to consider. The questions below are “trigger questions” because they will need to be adapted to your circumstances, philosophy, or interests; you will need to refine them into something that can be observed/measured in your situation. In some cases, you may already believe that you “know” the answer to a research question; if so, your research project should be conceived in such a way as to test your assumptions by providing clear data/evidence showing that your assumptions are or are not well-founded.
· Motivation, Interest, and Attitudes: "How is ensemble or group practice affecting students' attitudes toward music?"; “How do museum field trip affect students’ attitudes towards art? What kinds of museum or symphony experiences leave a lasting impression on students?”; "What types of lessons are the most motivating and why?”; "How can I use popular culture to develop a window to music or art content?"; “How can I increase student interest in Jazz, Classical music or Cubist, Abstract, or Conceptual Art?”; “To what extent do my students associate me with arts subject, and does this association lead them to be more or less interested in it?”
· Home-School-Community Links: "How do we get parents interested in promoting their kids' arts learning/talent?"; "How can we promote arts engagement in homes, for example, with teenage mothers?"; "What if there is no one at home that values my arts subject? What can we do?"; “What is the most effective method of getting parents to a performance or exhibition?”; “How do I increase parent volunteerism in my arts program?”; “ What is the most effective way of working with parents to ensure students practice consistently at home?”
· Content Reading/Learning From Text/Functional Literacy: "I'd like to know more about teaching reading and writing through my arts subjects"; “Is there a correlation between improved site reading and reading scores?” 

· Assessment: "Self evaluation-how can kids evaluate themselves?"; "How can I assess risk-taking?" “What does developing an unusual, unique, or innovative viewpoint mean in the context of my art class? What do these words mean to my kids and what do I need to do to help them develop such a viewpoint? What constitutes basic, proficient, and advanced creative thinking in the context of my school and my particular group of students?”
· Technology: "How can I use technology as an expressive medium? How does using technology in this way impact student motivation and learning?”; “How much do my students really know about technology? What are their real technology skills?”; "My students love I-phones and other gadgets. How can I use personal technology and social media to better teach my arts subject?” 
· Diversity: Linguistic, Racial, Cultural: "Communication levels among students with different backgrounds and races-how can we promote broader tolerance and understanding? How do the arts interact with this process?"; "How do we deal with an ESL child who is neither fluent in English nor his first language?"; “How can art help an ESL student learn?”; “I have a partially blind/deaf child in my arts class; what accommodations can I make to help them learn my subject and how do I assess the effects these have?” "What effects will corresponding with a pen pal about music representing various cultures have upon students' racial attitudes, cultural awareness, and ethnic identity?"
· Instructional Strategies and Interventions: “What happens when I ask open-ended questions (such as: “What strategies can you use to match your pitch to that of others in your class?” “How might you describe music sung or played without changes in dynamics?” “What happens when we perform some pitches without taking the key signature into consideration?”) Does it improve learning, engagement, or inquiry? What strategies can I use to coach students in answering open-ended questions without “feeding” them the answer?"; “What is the impact on student learning if I emphasize postmodern principles of art-making? Will their use of the elements and principles be more meaningful to them and, if so, how do I know?”; “What effect on learning does using a choice-based art class model have?”; “Does regular use of a sketchbook (and teaching students how to use them) result in students being more articulate about their art? Does it result in more original or personally meaningful imagery?”; "Can peer tutoring impact skill acquisition and arts learning?"; "How will students who are given an opportunity to participate in generating their own curriculum respond? How will involvement in this activity affect their motivation to learn?"; "How does analyzing transcripts of videotaped critiques of art, music, dance, or drama result in informed reflection on second-grade students' thinking, listening, and reading and on eighth-grade students' metacognitive thinking?"; "What can I do to prompt genuine conversation about the arts, and does that conversation change if the partner is a peer rather than an adult? Does it change if it is a parent rather than a teacher? What if it is an online discussion (blog or video) with a peer from another school?"; "How will in-class discussions and activities designed to focus on key thinking skills influence aptitude scores, learning attitudes, and the ability to engage in general academic tasks demonstrating problem solving skills and strategies?"; "Will at-risk ninth graders practice more and improve their attitudes toward the disciplined study of music if they can choose the music that interests them?"
· Disciplinary Master/Thinking Like an Musician or Artist/Arts-Centered Learning: “How well do I communicate the creative process to my students? Apart from principles of design and procedures for using media, what do my students know about the creative process? What do they need to know? What part of the process do they need to practice?” “Have I taught my subject so well that they can apply their arts learning successfully to an age-appropriate problem or challenge that they have never seen before, but which can be answered using the skills I’ve taught? If not, what do I need to change about my instruction so that they can generalize and apply their learning to new situations?” "Does developing confidence as an musician or artist encourage confidence as an arts, and how does being an musician/artist affect student learning? Will becoming part of an adult community of musicians/artists enable us to help children when they encounter problems with their arts endeavors?"
· Pink: You can focus action research around Pink’s Six Senses. The action research can be about using the 6 Senses to change how you teach or about developing the 6 Senses in your students. Examples: “Can I use stories as an instructional strategy for demonstrating creative thinking, and, if so, what kind of stories result in more unique, innovative artwork?”; “What kinds of stories can I use when interacting with students that result in them practicing more at home?” (Story); “If I use more emotionally evocative words, stories, or metaphors, do my students play better—and, if so, in what ways?”; “Does dramatic role-play increase the emotional expressiveness of student art?” (Empathy); “I give my students the following assignment: create a rondo [ABACADA form] using a familiar song as the repeating A section, and compose short rhythmic or melodic materials for the B, C, and D sections using pitched or non-pitched percussion instruments, found sounds, recorders, or body percussion. What strategies and skills do students actually (as opposed to those skills the “theoretically” use, such as higher-order thinking) use to complete it? Do they collaborate, ask the class expert or other authority (such as the teacher), look for information in books or the web, use trial and error? What kinds of standards do they apply as they work on their own?”; “How can I design my room and instructional strategy to take advantage of my students’ interests, sense of fashion, or sense of humor in ways that result in increased student engagement?”; “What unusual experiences can I design that will result in my students seeing my subject in a new light?”; “How can I ensure that my students apply previous design knowledge and skills to new  design-challenges in art?”; “Using game-making software, can I design a video-game that results in students’ learning better?”  (Design); “Which games can I use or make-up that result in retaining what they learn?”; “How does using humor in the classroom contribute to students’ willingness to take risks?” (Play); “In what ways does the pressure of public performances/exhibitions contribute to students actively making connections between concepts and skills that they have learned?”; “Apart from my insistence that they use the principles of design, what are the standards that students really use to determine when an artwork is done? On their own, what things do the feel satisfaction in when they decide that an artwork is done?”; “Does letting middle school students take turns conducting help them see the interconnectedness of the different parts in a musical composition?” (Symphony); “How do students’ interpretations of a song change from reading the lyrics without music to reading and hearing the lyrics with music? Does this exercise affect they way the understand or value the music?”; “Does the Feldman model of art criticism or the Visual Thinking Strategies method make artworks more meaningful to students? Which helps them tell more about an artwork?”; “Will emphasizing contemporary art practices/projects motivate my students and lead to greater engagement and learning?” (Meaning).
OTHER: Does pop culture imagery, defined as the visual culture prevailing in commercial media, when used in the art class room increased student/teacher relationships and student achievement across disciplines? The research generated data which includes student questionnaires, observations and analysis of student work before and after the use of pop culture imagery, specific to a popular commercial icon, Pokemon. (Pepin-Wakefield, Yvonne)
HOW CAN I AS A TEACHER ENCOURAGE MY STUDENTS TO BECOME A COMMUNITY OF WRITERS? (Based on Maureen McCarty Murray’s Writing Action Research Project) A teacher using the creation of a class gallery/museum as a vehicle to improve the artistic ability of Grade 3 students. Notes from parents, comments from students and teacher observations provide evidence of increased ownership of the art making process as the students planned, produced and exhibited shows in their gallery.
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Developing a Research Question
Where do research questions come from? Simply put, action research questions originate in a teacher’s reflections. Everyday there are situations that cause you to reflect later. You might ask yourself...
Sentence Stems
Focus on your classroom or role in the school and complete the

following sentence stems.
One thing I would like to change is...

Why did it happen?

What was different?

How can it be changed?

What should I do next?

My practice could be improved by...

The students I work with need...

I would like to know...

I wonder why...

The most important thing about teaching is...

The best learning environment for students is...

I need to learn how to...

My students would do better if...

Strategies you can use to develop a research question

Keep a journal for at least one week, preferably two

✐ Set aside 10 minutes to write at the end of each day.

✐ At the end of two weeks, read your journal, looking for significant ideas and themes.
✐ Brainstorm a list of things that you would like to investigate.

✐ Review the list and write a first draft of your question.

✐ Write a paragraph of supporting rationale for your question.

✐ Reflect on your question.

(Patterson et al 1993, 23–25)
Affinity charting (for collaborative action research)

➜ Brainstorm issues of concern or interests relating to your educational context. Record each item on a separate note.

➜ Group your items using affinity charting. Place the most diverse statements on the table in a row. Place items that have a common theme or focus in each column.

➜ Review and reflect on the placement. Do some items fit better in a different column?

➜ Develop a draft research question that reflects the key issue in each column.

➜ Choose the question that most interests you and is possible to study.

Points to consider in developing a good question

Studying this question will enhance my professional practice.

This question will be of value to my classroom, school and/or

colleagues.

The climate of my classroom and school will be supportive of this

question.

The question focuses on an important issue.

The question can be studied in the time available.

I can access literature or other resources that will provide

background information.

The data needed to answer this question is accessible.

The question is of personal interest to me.

11-step process
David Townsend, a professor in the Faculty of Education at the University of Lethbridge, has made extensive use of an 11-step process with teachers in Alberta.

1 ➢ Define the Focus or Problem

• Ask the right questions.

• Reflection begins.

2 ➢ Collect Information

• Read the literature, consult colleagues, talk to experts.

• Reflection continues.

3 ➢ Make Sense of the Information

• What is relevant?

• What is doable?

• What can be modified and adapted to suit the circumstances?

4 ➢ Share the Information

• Share your preliminary conclusions with your team.

• Be prepared to deal with conflicting information.

5 ➢ Plan Action

• Share individual intentions with members of the team.

• Build personal commitment and group support.

• Develop a plan of action.

6 ➢ Take Action

• Start putting your plan into effect.

• Begin to think otherwise about what is happening and why.

• Reflection in action and on action will make your efforts more purposeful.
7 ➢ Collect Information

• Let your students see you as a learner.

• Gather data to answer your research question and document carefully.

• Meet regularly to share your experiences and re-focus as necessary.

8 ➢ Analyze

• Use the collective knowledge of your group to make sense of what’s happening and why.

• Compare the pre- and post-intervention data.

9 ➢ Assess Your Achievements

• Think about evidence-based practice.

• Your conclusions are supported by the data collected.

10 ➢ Publish

• Commit yourself to making conclusions about the impact of your efforts.

• Share these conclusions with the group.

• Be prepared to disseminate your report beyond your group and beyond the school.

11 ➢ Future Action

• Celebrate. Relax. Reflect. Take time to consolidate your learning and before you start something new.
Sources of Data:

You may need more than one source to adequately test your research hypothesis/question. 

Document analysis

❏ student achievement data 

❏ diagnostic assessment
❏ self-evaluation
❏ samples of student work 

❏ attendance records 

❏ anecdotal records 
❏ files




❏ standardized test scores
❏ behavior records 
❏ literature review


❏ web research 

❏ journal

❏ lesson plans 



❏ portfolio


❏ activity reports 
❏ pre-test and post-test  

❏ Other?? 

Observations

❏ checklists 



❏ anecdotal records

❏ video tapes
❏ sociograms
 



❏ rubrics


❏ Other
Interviews

❏ students 



❏ teachers

❏ administrators 


❏ parents

❏ experts 



❏ focus groups

❏ surveys 



❏ questionnaires

❏ Other
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On Sociograms: http://www.behavioradvisor.com/Sociogram.html
The Ontarion Action Researcher:

http://www.unipissing.ca/oar/index.htm
�   A sociogram is a teacher-made device that is used to provide additional information regarding a student and how s/he interacts with peers.   It is a valuable tool for determining how a student is viewed by his/her classmates.  Students respond to a teacher-provided direction such as "List the two classmates with whom you would most like to sit", "Write the name of  the person with whom you would enjoy working on a project.", "If you were going on a vacation, which of your classmates would be nice to have along, and why?"  You might also assess interaction and social perceptions using negatively worded statements or questions such as "Who would you not want to play with during recess?"  (Although this variation has been shown to have no long term effects in preschoolers, it would probably result in hurt feelings for older kids.  Besides, why not do a positive version?)  The results are then tabulated to determine how many times each student was chosen and by whom.   This information is graphically plotted to identify social isolates, popular students, disliked youngsters, and changes in interaction patterns over time.  The sociogram can be useful in a number of ways:   Allowing a student to work with a chosen peer may be a motivational tool.   Social isolates (those not selected by others) could be placed in interaction situations with accepting peers or could be made the center of attention in positions such as charades leader or team captain.   Those who are negative perceived by others could be provided training in social skills.  By developing good rapport with class leaders, you could be more influential in convincing them (and by extension, their followers) to comply with directions.   Additionally, interaction and friendship changes, and a student's progress in becoming more acceptable to others can be monitored via frequent administration of the sociogram technique.  Caution and professionalism are vital when using this technique.  We do not want to harm any youngster's self esteem. 


    The question might arise: "Why bother doing this type of evaluation?"  Yes, perceptive teachers will already know most of the interaction patterns and preferences of their students.  However, some useful information might be gained.  This procedure can also provide documentation (though somewhat "fuzzy") that can be useful in program planning, setting of IEP goals, etc. 








