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Abstract

Purpose – This study aims to enable pre-service teachers to cooperate with teachers and to
participate in solving classroom problems with the guidance of academic staff in an action research
(AR) project.

Design/methodology/approach – Eight pre-service teachers took an AR course and simultaneously
participated in a collaborative AR project. While learning about the steps and nature of AR, pre-service
teachers worked with teachers and designed their own project proposals in order to solve classroom
problems. A questionnaire about “doing” an AR and reports prepared by the pre-service teachers were
used as instruments.

Findings – Pre-service teachers worked on different classroom problems together with the teachers
and seven out of eight ARs were presented at a national teachers’ conference. Moreover, all the
pre-service teachers reported that they were eager to apply AR in their future classrooms and they
decided to apply their AR proposals even though the course had finished.

Research limitations/implications – The study is limited by the participants and the instruments
used here.

Practical implications – AR courses enable pre-service teachers to take an active role in authentic
workplaces, thereby encouraging them towards workplace learning.

Originality/value – The study shows that collaborative AR can enable pre-service teachers to
identify and solve classroom problems, thereby providing them with an environment in which to use
their theoretical knowledge gained at university. Hence, AR courses could be integrated into teacher
training programs in order to fulfil the missing link between theory and practice in teacher training.
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Fulfilling “missing links” within teacher education programs is essential to improve
the successes of these programs in terms of training highly qualified contemporary
teachers who are expected to be collaborative, technology-literate and reflective
practitioners as well as competent researchers. In this respect, the “theory-practice link
between school and universities” is considered one of the keystones of a “coherent
conceptual framework for teacher education programs” (Hoban, 2005). However,
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“discontinuities between university courses and school practices” exist, and these
discontinuities are regarded as one of the problems of teacher education (Tom, 1997).
According to Elliot (2001), the main reason of the theory-practice problem is that
teachers often feel threatened by the “theory”. Most of pre-service teachers and
teachers argue that educational theories are not applicable in real settings. According
to the conventional approach, universities present educational theories and schools are
places to apply them. However, it is a common problem that teachers in classes do not
incorporate their practices with theories studied previously at universities.

To combine theory and practice, linking ongoing school practices with the present
coursework of pre-service teachers is recommended (Freese, 2005). In other words, a
reform movement in teacher education is suggested to strengthen the bridge between
schools and universities with the aim of pre-service teachers putting theories into
action. Thus, workplace and college learning, which are similar in many respects, could
be integrated (Hodkinson, 2005; Maaranen et al., 2008). It is also suggested that any
reform should be inquiry-based, learner-focused and field-oriented (Phelan, 2005). In
this respect, a possible solution could be conducting action research (AR) in
collaboration with university faculty, pre-service teachers and in-service teachers in
order to complete the missing link.

Concisely, AR is classroom-based research activities. It is empowered by the
assumption that social change is possible through practitioner research. It involves a
reflective process aiming at the professional development of an individual (Doerr and
Tinto, 2000). So, the role of teachers shifts from a passive object (outsider) to an active
participant (insider) in the research process. This active role involves determining the
research question, hypothesising, collecting and interpreting data and communicating
results. As opposed to the conventional view, in action research, both pre-service
teachers and teachers generate knowledge from their own experiences (Hoban, 2005;
Doerr and Tinto, 2000). In other words, action researchers, teachers or pre-service
teachers “can and do construct knowledge about teaching, learning and schooling”
(Doerr and Tinto, 2000). In this respect, AR is a powerful means to integrate theory into
practice through inquiry and fieldwork.

On the other hand, the emphasis in AR movement is not the production of
knowledge. AR is widely accepted as a means of simultaneously improving both
pre-service teacher training and in-service professional development programs (Catelli,
1995). Moreover, to make academic research relevant, researchers have opportunities
to try out their theories with practitioners in real situations and real organisations
(Avison et al., 1999).

Within this framework, the present study aimed to assist pre-service teachers to
combine pedagogical theories with the real-life situations in classroom settings by
conducting a collaborative action research (CAR). Capobianco and Feldman (2006)
stated that a “CAR group must function as both a community of practice and an
epistemic community if both practice is to be improved and knowledge and
understanding is to be generated”. In order to construct a CAR group, eight voluntary
pre-service teachers were matched with eight voluntary in-service teachers to conduct
their own AR designs under the supervision of a faculty member. Therefore, each AR
in this study can be considered as a “CAR” because three parties of education,
including faculty members, in-service teachers and pre-service teachers, actively

JWL
21,6

456



participated in each AR to understand teaching and learning processes (Levin and
Rock, 2003).

As emphasized by Kitchen and Stevens (2008), the context was crucial in
conducting an effective AR. The collaborative team in this study had a common belief
in the main assumption of social change theory. Specifically, it was believed that little
actions in class could create a change in learning environments in a positive way. The
teammembers were well motivated to search for these little possible actions that would
be crucial for the selected problems and conditions. Moreover, the team members were
ready to support and learn from each other. In other words, in-service teachers, who
had workplace experience, were familiar with the problems and the social context,
whereas they were lacking new pedagogical approaches. On the other hand, pre-service
teachers, who were lacking experience in terms of workplace learning, were open to
learn new things about teaching, learning and the learning environment from their
experiences of a real setting. The faculty member supported their systematic approach
while designing and implementing an action research project, thereby integrating
workplace and university learning.

The collaborative action research project (CARP) undertaken started with opening
an elective AR course for pre-service teachers in the team. The course was given by the
university supervisor of the CARP and aimed at empowering pre-service teachers with
the necessary theoretical background and skills to design and apply action research.
Within this framework, pre-service teachers were responsible for writing reflection
papers throughout the term and an AR proposal. They prepared presentations about
their own projects and shared them with their classmates and the eight experienced
teachers in the overall project. During the course, in addition to classroom
observations, pre-service teachers discussed the problems of real classroom settings
related to teaching and learning with the teacher under the supervision of the faculty
member.

In Dick’s (2006) review of action research between 2004 and 2006, he claimed that
the style as well as the quality of action ARs varied. One of the important factors
affecting the quality was the review of the literature undertaken while designing and
implementing the AR. Therefore, in this research pre-service teachers were responsible
for reviewing the related literature under the supervision of the faculty member. The
pre-service teachers generated possible solutions based on the literature. At the end of
the course, the pre-service teachers submitted their AR proposals and were ready to
conduct their own AR projects with their experienced counterparts in schools.

2. Methodology
2.1 Sample
The sample for the study included eight voluntary pre-service science/math teachers
who attended the Primary Science Education Program at a public university in
Istanbul. Two of the pre-service teachers were male and six were females. Moreover, all
the participants in the sample were senior students except one very well motivated
junior student.

2.2 Treatment
A special topic course on AR was opened in the autumn of the 2007-2008 academic year
at Bogazici University. Students on this course were expected to be familiar with
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pedagogical theories, classroom management strategies, and learning approaches to
study collaboratively with an experienced teacher in a classroom setting. For this
reason, only senior pre-service teachers (except one very motivated junior student)
from the Primary Education Department were accepted to attend the course. The
course aimed to ensure that the pre-service teachers had the necessary theoretical
background and skills to undertake an AR project.

With this aim, the course took 12 weeks and included four stages. In the first stage,
the faculty members explained the aims of the CARP as well as the expectations of the
pre-service teachers during the project. Then they introduced the nature and the
processes of AR. Moreover, activities aiming at revealing the pre-service teachers’
opinions about the characteristics of effective and ineffective teachers were conducted.
In addition, an assignment was given about the image of teachers in society. Thus, the
pre-service students had a chance to think about the characteristics of effective
teachers and the expectations of teachers from society. In the light of these activities;
the philosophy, aim and the general framework of AR were discussed.

At the second stage, the pre-service teachers made presentations and discussed each
step of AR in detail in the light of a textbook. The chosen textbook of the course was
McNiff and Whitehead’s (2006) All You Need to Know about Action Research. The book
was very useful in explaining the overall steps of action research and its philosophy to
teachers who wanted to focus on their own practices. Moreover, AR examples, tips and
warnings were presented based on the course textbook. Meanwhile, the eight
pre-service teachers met up with the eight volunteer experienced teachers at two
different primary public schools. Then, each pre-service teacher was matched with one
of these experienced teachers to collaborate in their AR project.

At the third stage, a questionnaire in line with the general steps of AR was
developed. This questionnaire was used by teachers and pre-service teachers as a
guideline for designing and implementing a CARP. The questionnaire consisted of
three parts. In the first part, they were asked to clarify the problem that they wanted to
deal with. The second part aimed to develop a proposal to solve the problem. The last
part was related to the outcomes of the research after the implementation. Details of the
questionnaire are given in the Appendix.

While dealing with the first part of the questionnaire, the pre-service teachers
performed classroom observations for at least one hour in order to be familiar with the
learning environment. Then, the problems to be studied were determined together with
the in-service teachers. During the course, the pre-service teachers discussed their
research problems and possible solutions in the light of the second part of the
questionnaire. The pre-service teachers were also responsible for justifications of their
proposed solutions in the light of their literature review. These discussions allowed
them to share their AR projects with their classmates and develop a deeper
understanding about AR. Moreover, in these discussions they were exposed to
different problems and various styles of AR and became familiar with their
workplaces.

At the end, the pre-service teachers were supposed to submit a report about their
finalised AR proposals. The name, grade level of the eight AR projects, research
problems and coping strategies based on pedagogical theories are listed in Table I.

After approval of the proposals, pre-service and in-service teachers volunteered to
implement their action research projects. They also completed the third part of the
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Information about the AR
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questionnaire to discuss the outcomes of their projects. This step was out of the scope
of this study and therefore the outcomes of each project are not included in this paper.

2.3 Instruments
The pre-service teachers were expected to submit a project report at the end of the
term. The reports included:

. reflections about the course and what they learnt about AR;

. a course diary that included notes about what was done in each class;

. the timetable of the proposed AR project;

. reflections on classroom observations and meetings with teachers;

. theoretical frameworks of the problems and coping strategies;

. materials designed for the proposed projects (like role-playing texts, concept map
samples, behavior questionnaires, etc.); and

. a plan for the steps to be followed in the following term.

In addition to these project reports, a questionnaire, which consisted of six open-ended
questions, was prepared to reveal the pre-service teachers’ views about the course and
gains from the process of developing an action research proposal. The questions were
related to:

. the reasons why they took the course;

. changes in their knowledge about the studied subject-matter;

. changes in attitudes towards the studied subject-matter;

. the relationship with the experienced teacher;

. whether they would recommend such a course to other pre-service teachers; and

. whether they would conduct an AR in future.

3. Results
Based on the reports and the responses to the questionnaire, it can be concluded that all
of the pre-service teachers were glad to take the course and to participate actively in
developing an AR proposal. Most of them stated that a contribution to their
professional development was the main reason for taking an AR course. At the end of
the course, the pre-service students expressed that:

. they actively participated in determining a real classroom problem and
developing a solution for this problem within a theoretical framework;

. they enjoyed being part of a team as well as developing a sincere relationship
between the team members;

. they did not waste their time;

. this experience contributed to their professional development; and

. they took responsibilities in a real educational setting.

However, one pre-service teacher also stated that taking responsibility was stressful.
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In this respect, all participants recommended other pre-service teachers to
participate in such an AR course. All except one suggested that an action research
course like this one should be a required course in teacher training programs. The one
who suggested that the course be elective instead of required raised concerns about the
quality of projects. He stated that the quality of the projects would be better if
participation was voluntary.

Regarding the theory and practice link in developing solutions to real class
problems:

. Six of the pre-service teachers stated that the theoretical framework which they
chose and worked on was among the topics of their previous courses. Therefore,
in this course, they had a chance to apply a theory with which they were already
familiar, in a real classroom problem.

. On the other hand, two of the pre-service teachers chose theories that were not
part of their previous coursework. However, one was very familiar with the issue
due to her personal interest. The other pre-service teacher chose a topic with
which she was not familiar. However, she explained that she realised the
importance of the issue while observing the class, and therefore decided to put
extra effort in to learn the theory.

. Five of the pre-service teachers stated that generating solutions in the light of
related theory led to changes in their attitudes or/and knowledge levels.

Hence, it seemed that it was effective to encourage pre-service teachers to refer to the
related theories in developing their project proposals.

Above all, all the pre-service teachers clearly stated that they would make use of AR
steps to solve possible problems in their future classrooms. Moreover, two of them
claimed that they had already adapted these steps to solve problems in their daily life.
According to the participants, these steps helped them to be systematic, creative and
organised.

Finally, as a concrete outcome of the study, it was observed that all of the
pre-service teachers were eager to finalise their AR proposals even in the absence of
any obligation to do so.

4. Conclusion
This study can be considered as an attempt to fulfil the missing link between theory
and practice in teacher training. Based on the feedback from the participants, it can be
said that they learned more about pedagogical theories while developing AR proposals
collaboratively even if those theories were part of their previous courses. The
pre-service teachers experienced a shift in status from being an intern to being a
member of a research team. In this respect, they took responsibilities and actively
participated in problem-solving processes. In other words, they did not only follow the
guideline but also determined and shaped the research proposal in a practical
working-life context. As Cornett (1990) assumes, they are expected to determine and
shape the curriculum through AR when they become teachers.

However, the missing link between university and work life is a complex issue. As
emphasised by Saarnivaara and Sarja (2007), knowledge, skills and competences do
not guarantee a satisfactory transition from university to workplace life. Particularly,
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the new social context in the school environment makes this transition complicated for
new teachers. During the formal education of pre-service teachers, taking
responsibility, experiencing problems and working towards solutions in their future
workplace might enhance their readiness for their new social context, namely the
school environment. As stated by Etalapelto and Saarinen (2006), having the
possibility of an active participatory role is crucial for the professional development of
pre-service teachers. In the present study, CAR provided pre-service teachers with the
possibility of an active participatory role because they had an opportunity to put their
knowledge, competency and skills into practice in an authentic workplace. Within this
framework, CAR in schools could be helpful in pre-service teachers’ professional
development as well as in making a successful transition from university life to
working life.

In the literature, it is stated that the quality and success of CAR rely on forming a
team that can act both as a community of practice and as an epistemic community. The
basic dimensions of community of practice include mutual engagement, a joint
enterprise and shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998). In the present study, in order to
provide these dimensions, it was important to ensure that all the members participated
voluntarily and were open to negotiation of meanings. In periodic meetings, which
were open to all the team members, and during the discussions on the course, all kinds
of contribution in pursuit of improvements in practice were welcomed and encouraged.

Regarding the epistemic community, researchers argue that the production of
knowledge in AR is a side effect of improving practice (Lave and Wenger, 1991).
However, the primary aim of the epistemic community is “to create and warrant
knowledge” (Capobianco and Feldman, 2006). In this respect, the steps of AR must
grounded on an appropriate research methodology. Therefore, in the present study,
critical issues for designing research, such as sampling, validity, reliability and
limitations of the proposed solutions, including the instruments to gather data, were
also presented and discussed for each AR proposal in the light of McNiff and
Whitehead’s (2006) textbook.

Furthermore, in order to support production and dissemination of knowledge, team
members were encouraged to share their workplace learning experiences in an
academic environment. As a result, seven of the action researches have recently been
presented at a national teachers’ conference, which, we believe, is a crucial solid
outcome of the project in pursuit of being a part of the “epistemic community”.

Finally, this paper has focused on the benefits of the CARP to pre-service teachers.
Therefore, learning outcomes related to teachers were not evaluated. However, at the
end of the project, all of the in-service teachers who participated in this study stated
that they looked forward to continuing with new AR projects. This observation
supports that teachers are open to workplace learning. Therefore, it is suggested that
further studies are carried out in order to examine the effectiveness of CAR on the
workplace learning of both novice and expert teachers.
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Appendix. Questionnaire for the CARP
Part 1

(1) What is the problem on which you want to work during the project?

(2) Why do you think that this problem is important?

(3) Would you please clarify the problem with an example from your class?

Part 2

(1) What are the possible solutions that you can think of? Make a literature review.

(2) Which one of the solutions is more plausible and applicable?

(3) How would you collect data (video recording, questionnaires, interviews, etc.)?

Part 3

(1) What are the impacts of the project on students? Justify your answer with data.

(2) What are the impacts of the project on your own understanding of learning and teaching?
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