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Abstract
Academic engagement is one of the key predictors for success in school. Disengaged
students have a much higher likelihood of dropping out, becoming incarcerated or becoming
dependent on social services in their future. Teacher behavior has a significant impact on the
levels of student engagement in the classroom. Self-determination Theory (SDT) suggests that
when students feel that their psychological needs of competence, emotional connection to others,
and autonomy are met, students will be much more likely to be engaged in school. For
adolescent students, fostering a sense of autonomy seems to be the most important psychological
need. The focus of this action research was to use collaborative inquiry groups to change teacher
practice to become more autonomy supportive in order to increase student engagement in the
classroom. Collaborative inquiry groups have been shown to not only change teacher practice
because they can meet teachers’ psychological needs of competence, relatedness and autonomy,
but also serve as a model of the type of autonomy supportive conditions that teachers can
implement that would lead to increased engagement in the classroom. Teachers followed a
collaborative inquiry model where they spent time defining the problem, conducting research
and gathering data to develop an intervention plan, implementing the plan, reflecting and
refining the plan, and then celebrating and sharing their achievements and learning with the
larger school community. As a result of the collaborative inquiry group, teachers developed a
common understanding of the causes of student engagement, they became more reflective, and
their practice improved and became more autonomy supportive. In addition, all teachers
reported an increase in student engagement in their classrooms as a result of the intervention
strategy.
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Context and Problem of Practice
Oakland Unity High School is a public charter high school in Oakland, California. It
opened in the fall of 2003 with approximately 100 9th and 10th graders. The school has since
expanded to over 300 students in 9th -12th grades. Unity High School’s mission is to prepare all
students for admission to and success in college. The majority of Unity High School students are
the first in their families who will attend college and many are the first in their families to
graduate from high school. A little over 30% of the students are English Language Learners and
42% are Redesignated Fluent English Proficient (RFEP). Approximately 85% of the student
population are Latino, 13% are African American and the remaining 2% of students are two or
more races. Over 80% of the students qualify for free or reduced lunch. Approximately 9% of
Unity’s students receive special education services. In the 2012-2013 school year, Unity had an
Academic Performance Index (API) score of 735 and a similar school ranking of 9, meaning that
Unity’s performance is equal to or better than 90% of all similar schools.
Unity has not chosen to put excessive limitations on teachers, trusting that they are
experts in their field. The benefits of this autonomy are that teachers have been free to
experiment and try new strategies to engage students, many times resulting in a discovery of
practices that have been very effective in raising student achievement. For example, Unity
teachers created and refined a blended learning math program that has resulted in huge gains in
the math CST scores. In 2010, Unity students scored an average of 281 on the 9th grade Algebra
1 CST, with 0% of students scoring Advanced and 9% Proficient. After several years of using
the blended learning program, scores rose to 399 in 2013, with 33% of students scoring
Advanced and 47% scoring Proficient. These impressive gains were the direct result of teachers
having the autonomy to try out new programs and discover what works best for our students.
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However, downsides to this unofficial policy of teacher autonomy have emerged. For
example, teachers who are new to the field or who have not received formal training have often
been left to figure out what works through trial and error. This has resulted in teachers reporting
feeling overwhelmed and frustrated with the demands of the job. This systemic lack of training
and support has also meant that student outcomes at Unity parallel the achievement gaps seen
across the country, with the English Language Learners and students with disabilities scoring
disproportionately lower than other populations at the school. The Academic Performance Index
(API) scores for students with disabilities was 463 and 454 in 2012 and 2013, respectively, while
English Language Learners scored 677 and 698, respectively. In contrast, the school wide API
scores in 2012 and 2013 were 705 and 735.
One possible cause of these gaps is a lack of student engagement at Unity as evidenced
by student surveys and interviews. In a student satisfaction survey in June of 2014, 49% of
students felt indifferent or disagreed with the statement, “I find what I am learning in most of my
classes interesting.” In addition, 65% of students either felt indifferent or disagreed with the
statement “I can connect most of what I’m learning in classes with my own life and
experiences.” Twenty-six percent of the students disagreed with the statement “I enjoy school”
and an additional 28% felt indifferent about the statement. It is clear that students are having
difficulty feeling engaged and motivated in their classes.
Additionally, students have been reporting to teachers that they feel confused about
assignments, that they feel like they want to give up and that they are not capable of doing the
work. Teacher interviews in the Fall of 2014 revealed that several advisors felt that students
stopped trying in certain classes because they no longer felt like they would be able to pass the
class. In a student interview, one student stated, “I don’t understand the way my teacher

3

Reach ILA Action Research
Kara Duros- 2015

teaches. I feel lost and it makes me want to put my head down”. Students are feeling confused
and not competent in being able to complete the work assigned to them and are therefore
becoming disengaged in class.
Teacher behavior can often have a significant impact on improving student engagement.
However, at Unity many teachers tend to place the blame on students. Teachers report feeling
frustrated with student apathy and often say that students are not working hard enough and
taking enough responsibility in their learning. In addition, not having time or support to be
reflective on their own practice has caused teachers to not think critically about their role in the
learning of their students. One teacher reported that she believes that most teachers at Unity
want equity and success for all students, but that often teachers get caught up in the day to day
and lose sight of the lower performing students. This lack of understanding about what causes
engagement and the lack of time and support to be reflective on the effectiveness of their own
practice has inhibited teachers from learning how to engage more students in their curriculum.
Student grades vary dramatically from one class to another, with some teachers having
average grades of A’s and other teachers having average grades of D’s. In 2014, 43% of
students enrolled in Biology for the spring semester failed the course and less than 1% failed
Chemistry. In the social studies department, 22% of students enrolled in World History for the
spring semester failed the course whereas 36% failed U.S. History. Such wide degrees of
variance between grades and the success of students in classes is evidence of a lack of coherence
in terms of grading, instruction and expectations of students. Coherence can only be established
when a school develops a clear model of teaching and instruction and provides adequate support
for teachers to learn and master the skills and strategies valued in the school community.
Because Unity has a tradition of autonomy, teachers are not clear about what expectations should
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be in terms of rigor, instruction and grading. When there is such a wide degree of variation
between classes, students, especially English Language Learners and students with disabilities,
have a much harder time feeling confident in their own ability to be successful. Without a
certain degree of confidence, it is virtually impossible for a student to feel engaged in a class.
In the 2013-2014 school year, teachers began to become more vocal in their requests for
more teacher support and instructional coherence. Teachers recognized that there was a problem
in getting students engaged and wanted the school to provide more professional development
time dedicated to this topic. In response to this call, myself and another instructional coach
designed a professional development arch to move away from the model of autonomy without
support and put into place new model of professional development that used the Critical Friends
Groups (CFGs) protocol to encourage teachers to open up their classroom and learn from their
colleagues. In a CFG, teachers commit to improving their practice through collaborative
learning and structured protocols for interaction. In Unity’s CFGs, teachers focused on planning
curriculum and developing strategies to help students engage in academic conversations in all
classes. We introduced the Understanding by Design (UbD) framework for unit planning and
had teachers use this framework to develop unit plans and then receive feedback from their
colleagues through the CFGs. The majority of teachers responded positively to this support and
we continued this process while having teachers develop assessments and try academic
conversation strategies. Through these sessions, teachers not only reported that their practice
improved and that they felt more supported, but also that they had a more clear idea of what was
happening in other classrooms at Unity. Eighty-two percent of teachers reported finding these
CFG sessions impactful on their teaching and requested continuing this process. Ninety-one
percent agreed that using the UbD template helped them to be more purposeful in their planning.
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Additionally, when teachers were surveyed on their top professional development priorities for
the following school year, the top three priorities were professional development around aligning
curriculum and assessments to the Common Core, professional development around school-wide
instructional practices and individual coaching to increase student engagement. These survey
results demonstrated that teachers believed that while we had made improvements in our
instruction at Unity, this important and meaningful work was still necessary. The CFGs were a
great beginning, but teachers still felt that student engagement was an urgent and pressing
priority that needed to be addressed the following year.
In response to this data from the teachers as well as the student data, we have reworked
the master schedule this year to allow all teachers to have two planning periods instead of one
that we have had in previous years. One of these two planning periods is a common department
planning time. The rationale was that if teachers had more time to dedicate to planning and
collaborating with one another, they would better be able to meet the needs of our students.
Another new change that we have implemented this year is that we have created two part time
Director of Instruction positions. I and one other teacher will be teaching part time and will be
taking on this new role. With the addition of these new roles, we will be able to offer coaching
to all teachers on staff. The new master schedule and the growth in number of students has
meant that we have gone from having 10.5 teachers to a total of 18 teachers, with three part time
and two 80% teachers. Of these 18 teachers, eight are new to Unity and five of those are in their
first year of teaching. In addition, three teachers are in BTSA and are working towards their
clear credential.
With this increase in numbers of teachers new to Unity and beginning teachers, it is even
more important for us to identify the highest leverage student engagement strategies and to
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support the teaching staff in mastery of these strategies. This year the administrative team has
developed two school wide goals based on the feedback from teachers, students, and state tests.
The two goals that were developed are focused on engaging students in learning and developing
assessments in instruction. For this action research, the problem of practice is that even
though teachers are committed to the mission of Unity to prepare all students for admission
and success in college, it is clear that teachers struggle with effectively engaging all students
in their curriculum. Without understanding how to engage students in rigorous curriculum, we
will not be able to meet our mission of preparing all Unity students for admission and success in
college. We cannot expect our students to be motivated to go to college and graduate from
college unless we first have been able to engage them in rigorous curriculum that they have been
adequately supported to master in high school. We will not be able to close the achievement gap
that we passionately talk about fixing unless we first figure out how to get all students engaged
in the curriculum.
Review of Relevant Literature
In California, the average student spends about 9,000 hours in school from kindergarten
to 12th grade. Schools are one of the most influential forces on the education and socialization
of children, which has an enormous impact on their future as well as the future of our society.
Today’s society requires creativity and innovation as well as collaborative critical thinkers who
are life long learners (Prensky, 2005; Tapscott, 1998). Schools have the important task of
preparing students to meet these needs. Schools must educate children as well as promote a
genuine passion and love for learning and accomplishment. In addition, with the Common Core
movement, schools are renewing a strong emphasis on developing critical-thinking, problemsolving and analytical skills that will prepare our children to become college and career ready
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and become positive contributing members in our society. A key component to helping students
reach these important goals is to foster a belief in them that they are competent students. It is
within schools that students can develop a strong sense of personal worth, alongside their active
involvement in education that will lead to the skills highlighted in the Common Core and
required by the 21st century.

Defining Engagement
In the last 30 years, engagement has become an increasingly popular topic of study by
educational researchers. Often, the way researchers have defined engagement has varied greatly
from study to study. However, there have been common themes that have emerged from this
research on engagement of students. Typically, engagement has been described as having two
to three components; behavioral, emotional or affective, and cognitive subtypes (Finn, 1989;
Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2003; Marks, 2000;
Newmann, Wehelage & Lamborn, 1992; Willms, 2003). Behavioral engagement refers to the
positive conduct, effort and participation students exhibit in school. Emotional engagement is
demonstrated by the interest, identification, belonging and positive attitude about learning by
students (Finn, 1989; Marks, 2000, Newmann, Wehelage & Lamborn, 1992; Willms, 2003).
When students are cognitively engaged, students demonstrate self-regulation and an
investment in learning goals (Fredricks et al., 2004, Jimerson et al., 2003). Newmann (1992)
summarized much of this research by stating that engagement is when students are actively
involved in their learning, in contrast to apathy or superficial participation. For the purposes of
this study, I will be defining engagement as when students are actively involved in their learning,
behaviorally, emotionally, and cognitively.

8

Reach ILA Action Research
Kara Duros- 2015

The Importance of Engagement
If schools are to accomplish the critical task of preparing all students to be college and
career ready when they graduate, they need to ensure that students are engaged learners.
Engagement is one of the key predictors of success in school. When students are passive
learners or disengaged, they have a much higher likelihood of dropping out and not finishing
high school. Students who do not complete high school are more likely to be incarcerated and
experience long-term dependence on social services (Christenson, Sinclair, Lehr, & Hurley,
2000). To further exacerbate this problem, students with less academic knowledge and skills are
more likely to be disengaged in school (Kelly, 2008; Lee & Smith, 1995).
Much like my experience at Unity, many educators report that engagement is one of the
most important factors in student achievement in their own schools and that students with
disabilities, low income students and academically at risk students were the least likely to be
engaged in school. In an April 2014 survey about the perspectives of educators on student
engagement and motivation conducted by the Education Week Research Center, of the 500
teachers and administrators who responded, 87% considered engagement as a “very important”
factor in student achievement. Despite this high rating, only 40% of these educators felt that a
majority of their students were highly engaged. Similar to Unity, the demographics that the
educators felt were the least engaged were students with disabilities, low income students and
students who are academically at risk. The sub population that was rated the lowest on the
engagement scale were students who are academically at risk with only 26% of the educators
reporting that they believed this population was strongly engaged (Sparks, 2014).
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A focus on increasing engagement of students is the best way to break this negative cycle
at it’s earliest stage of students’ disconnection with school (Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong
2008). Engagement is an alterable variable that helps to interrupt this unproductive and
dangerous cycle. This focus helps to shift the attention from variables that are not within the
realm of influence of educators, such as the socio-economic status of students, their learning
differences, or educational background, to variables which teachers have a great deal of
influence over. Instead of focusing on how to reshape these students, the focus must shift to how
to reshape schools to fit the learning needs of the disengaged students (Taylor & Parsons, 2011).
When teachers are able to help students become engaged, students perceive more support from
their teachers and this then leads to a cycle of increased engagement. Much like the saying, the
rich get richer, the more engaged students are, the more engaged they become just by virtue of
their engagement (Appleton et al., 2008).

The Role of Motivation in Engagement
Often when educators discuss the engagement levels of their students, they use the term
motivation interchangeably with engagement. Although these two qualities are interrelated, it is
important to distinguish the differences between the two terms. Motivation can be thought of as
the answer to the question “why am I doing this?” (Maehr & Myeyer, 1997). When students are
motivated it means that they have internalized the purpose or value of the activities they are
being asked to do as well their own competence in the task.
However, students can be motivated, but not engaged. Russell, Finely, & Frydenberg
(2005) described engagement as “energy in action, the connection between person and activity”
(p.1). Motivation is an important component of engagement, but it is not sufficient for
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engagement. Students may be highly motivated to complete a task or assignment without being
engaged. Most teachers have experienced situations when a student is able to articulate why
particular activities or concepts are important to learn, but that same student either does not
complete the task, learn the concept or only superficially engages in the material. Motivation is
an important step to engagement, but engagement is the critical factor that determines how
authentically involved students are in their learning.

Self-determination Theory and Causes of Engagement
The Self-determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Deci et al., 1991) assumes that there
are a number of educator behaviors that can affect students’ feelings towards engagement in
learning. Self-determination Theory (SDT) views people as having three basic psychological
needs: a need to feel competent, emotionally connected to others, and autonomous. SDT
research has shown that when these three psychological needs are met, students are much more
likely to be engaged in school (Appleton et al., 2008; Deci et al., 1991; Park et al., 2011, Ryan &
Deci, 2000).
Similarly, a 2013 analysis by the Center on Education Policy at George Washington
University reported that there are four academic mindsets that contribute to a student’s
motivation and engagement: belief in their own competence, ownership of their own learning,
interest in the subject or at least and an understanding of the value of the subject, and a feeling of
social relatedness to the school community (Sparks, 2014). Park et al., (2011) found that these
context-based perceptions of competence, relatedness, and autonomy affected students’
engagement over and above the effects of students’ race/ ethnicity, gender and prior achievement
level. Being able to meet students’ three basic psychological needs then seems to be a very
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powerful tool to overcome the challenges teachers report with engaging the demographics of
students who have a higher likelihood to become disengaged in school.
The first psychological need, competence is when students understand how to attain
various outcomes and are efficacious in performing the actions required to meet these outcomes
(Deci et al., 1991). It is important to note that students need to feel a perception of their own
competence in order for them to be more likely engaged. Camille A. Farrington, the lead
researcher for the Chicago Postsecondary Transition Project at the University of Chicago
Consortium on Chicago School Research found that the more students feel competent and in
control of their learning,
the harder they work, they better they do and the higher grades they receive. It’s a
feedback loop. Students are constantly in the process of either getting confirmation of
the mindsets they already hold or their mindsets are being changed for the better or the
worse based on their interactions with people in the school environment (Sparks, 2014
p.13).
Closely connected to students’ sense of competence is their perception of their
relatedness with the people in their school. Students’ sense of relatedness is fostered when they
develop secure and satisfying connections with others within the school community (Deci et al.,
1991). Baumeister and Leary (1995) found that “…people seem to need frequent, affectively
pleasant or positive interactions with the same individuals, and they need these interactions to
occur in a framework of long-term, stable caring and concern” (p. 520). These positive
interactions lead to better academic performance for students (Goodenow, 1992), and higher
achieving students seem to reap the most benefits from these relationships (Park et al., 2011).
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Students also need to feel the perception of autonomy in school. Autonomy is when
students have the opportunity to be self-initiating and self-regulating of their own actions (Deci
et al., 1991). In school, this can mean that students have choices about how and what they learn.
It does not mean that teachers give up their control over the content that students learn in their
classes, but that students have choices within the predetermined boundaries set by their teachers.
Assor et al., (2002) described the distinction as not minimizing the educator’s presence with
autonomy supportive strategies, “but making the educator’s presence useful for the student who
strives to formulate and realise personal goals and interests” (p. 273). Students will feel a
perception of autonomy when they share in the decision-making about the conditions of their
learning and when they perceive that their learning is relatively free from external controls
(Connell and Wellborn, 1991; Deci et al., 1991). A lack of structure is not an autonomy
supportive environment, instead a classroom should provide a high degree of freedom alongside
a high degree of structure.

Benefits of Autonomy Supportive Strategies
Autonomy seems to be the most influential factor in helping students become engaged,
especially for adolescent students. Adolescence is a time when fostering a sense of autonomy is
critical while they are working on developing their new sense of identity as they try on a variety
of adult roles (Nota et al., 2011). A teacher’s autonomy supportive behavior not only nurtures a
student’s need for autonomy, but also that student’s need for competence and relatedness (Ryan
& Deci, 2000). By focusing on supporting autonomy in the high school classroom, teachers are
able to hone in on the highest leverage strategy for engaging adolescent students.
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Research has shown that the benefits of creating an autonomy supportive environment are
plentiful. When teachers are able to provide autonomy supportive conditions, student show high
levels of engagement and motivation (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Jang & Reeve, 2005; Park et al.,
2011), cognitive flexibility, self esteem and perceived competence (Deci, Schwartz, et al., 1981)
and are more likely to value the task and experience positive feelings towards it (Grolnick, Ryan
& Deci, 1991). Deci et al., (1991) found that
when significant adults- most notably, teachers and parents- are involved with students in
an autonomy-supportive way, the students will be more likely to retain their natural curiosity
(their intrinsic motivation for learning) and to develop autonomous forms of self-regulation
through the process of internalization and integration (p. 342).
Therefore, autonomy supportive strategies must be the primary focus of teachers who are
attempting to reverse the negative cycle when learners become disengaged in the classroom.

Autonomy-Supportive Instructional Strategies
Autonomy supportive instructional strategies allow students to make choices regarding
what and how they learn (Barfield & Brown, 2007; Cotterall & Crabbe, 1999). In addition,
Sinclair (2000) added that learners need to take responsibility for their learning by making
decisions about their learning goals and the format of the activities and types of assessments. In
an environment of high stakes standardized testing, autonomy supportive teacher behaviors need
to be thought of on a continuum, with complete choice on one end and no choice on the other.
The reality of autonomy supportive classrooms in today’s society is somewhere in the middle,
with the goal of providing as much choice as would be considered reasonable with the federal,
state, and district expectations and requirements (Chalupa & Haseborg, 2014). To best provide
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this type of environment for students, there are five behaviors that teachers can adopt to
maximize student engagement in the classroom. Teachers should: 1) minimize the use of
controlling language, 2) provide choice, 3) encourage active participation, 4) acknowledge
students’ feelings, and 5) foster relevance.

Use Non-controlling, Informational Language
Often teacher’s use directive and controlling language with students. Phrases such as
“get started”; “no do it this way”; “hurry up”; “ you should”; “you must”; and “stop”
communicates to students that compliance, not engagement is the desired goal of the teacher.
Teachers should instead rely on non controlling, informational language (Assor et al., 2002; Deci
et al., 1991; Kusurkar, Croiset & Ten Cate, 2011; Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Reeve, 2006;
Reeve, 2009). Teachers can modify their language to become less controlling by using phrases
such as “could, may, can” to shift the messages to become more flexible and non-evaluative.
Teacher feedback should be directed towards the learning issues, not the student. Teachers must
give positive and constructive feedback so that students understand the gap between their current
understanding and the desired understanding (Kusurkar, Croiset & Ten Cate, 2011, Reeve,
2009). The language teachers use should be information rich and help students to better diagnose
the cause of their poor performance so that they can better understand the actions they need to
take to address the problem (Reeve, 2006).

Providing Choice
When teachers provide choice they are enabling students to choose tasks that they
perceive as consistent with their own personal goals and interests (Deci et al., 199; Kusurkar,
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Croiset & Ten Cate, 201; Reeve, 2006). Students can make choices about the topic, type of
activities, forms of assessment, and modes of learning that they would like to engage in. In a
study of the use of autonomy supportive instruction in foreign language classes at the college
level, researchers found that when students were allowed to make decisions around the content,
format, presentation, and assessment in their course, they were more motivated, engaged and had
more positive learning experiences. Students participated in four week long work cycles with a
choice of topic to study, choice of several types of written and oral presentation assessments,
reflections in their learning journals and at the end of the semester, students created a portfolio
with samples of their work and a reflection paper on their projects. After finishing the course,
one student said,
Being able to make my own decisions only increased my commitment to learn. To use
another analogy, it was something like owning a business. If one owns a business, one is
much more likely to put in more work with more enthusiasm. If I owned a business, I would
not grumble at putting in fourteen-hour days, because it would be mine, and therefore, I
would be devoted in a less begrudgingly way. The freedom to make my own decisions and
to be creative made me invest in learning on a different level than I had previously
experienced, and what I did learn about German culture, history, and language skills will not
soon be forgotten (Chalupa & Haseborg, 2014 p. 74).
In addition, in Australia, where autonomy supportive strategies have been widely adopted by
schools, researchers have found that the most common autonomy supportive strategy is the use
of learning plans or contracts. In a learning plan, the student, in conjunction with the teacher,
creates a plan that identifies particular individualized learning goals and maps out a plan for how
the student will meet these goals (Schuster, 2012). Both of the strategies used in the foreign
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language classes and in Australian schools allows students to exercise their power of choice
within the confines of the requirements for the particular subjects that students are engaged in
and demonstrates that autonomy supportive environments that foster student choice are indeed
possible and able to be very successful.

Encouraging Active Participation
Another aspect of autonomy supportive behaviors is encouraging active participation in
the learning activities (Kagan, 2014; Kusurkar, Croiset & Ten Cate, 2011). Active participation
can be encouraged through discussion, group work, and hands-on activities. Teachers can
arrange the learning materials and seating arrangements in such a way that students can
manipulate objects and engage in conversations rather than passively watch the teacher (Deci et
al., 1982; Flink et al., 1990; Reeve et al., 1999). Spencer Kagan (2014) has done extensive
research on how to encourage students to actively process the information they are learning. In
these Kagan Strategies, he has developed four principles of processing symbolized by the
acronym PIES (Positive interdependence, Individual accountability, Equal participation, and
Simultaneous interaction):
Positive interdependence: There must be a relationship in the processing where the success
of one student helps the others in the group and a contribution of each group member is
necessary for success of the group.
Individual accountability: The performance of every student must be required and viewed
by at least one other student.
Equal participation: Structures must be created in order to ensure that all students
participate equally.
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Simultaneous interaction: Structures must be in place so that multiple students can
participate at once.
Kagan’s research has shown that these strategies can dramatically increase the understanding and
retention of content by students. Neuroscience also backs up Kagan’s claims. Active and
frequent processing helps to activate many parts of the brain and therefore allows the brain to
store new content in more places and move this content from short term to long term memory
(Kagan, 2014). When teachers encourage active participation of students through these methods,
students are spending more time engaging with the material and their likelihood of understanding
and retaining the information is increased.

Acknowledging Student’s Feelings
Acknowledging student’s feelings is an important strategy to use when working to
increase the engagement of students. Acknowledging students’ perspectives and feeling and
allowing criticism helps to challenge the teacher to make tasks more interesting or relevant to
students own personal goals, interests, and inner motivation. Allowing students to share their
opinions is an important way for teachers to learn more about the needs and interests of the
students. Teachers can choose to either change course based on student feedback or if this is not
appropriate, they can then use this information to connect the learning task to students own goals
and interests to help the students understand the relevance of the activity.
This behavior is the second most influential behavior for increasing engagement, after
fostering relevance (Deci et al., 1991). Teachers must take the time to acknowledge students
expression of negative affect and then empathize with the students so that the students can feel
heard and valued (Kusurkar, Croiset & Ten Cate, 2011; Reeve, 2009). When teachers do this it
also allows teachers to learn more about what students might be struggling with so that they can
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address this problem. This is not about being permissive to disrespectful behavior or
relinquishing one’s responsibilities as the teacher and authority, it is about acknowledging and
validating student perspective and allowing student voice to have power in the classroom (Reeve,
2009). When teachers do this, students feel heard, respected and are more likely to become
critical thinkers and engaged in the class.

Fostering Relevance
Fostering relevance has been found to be the most influential autonomy supportive
behavior that teachers can do to encourage engagement (Assor et al., 2002; Skinner & Belmont,
1993). Fostering relevance is a direct attempt by teachers to help students to experience the
learning processes as relevant to their self-determined goals and values. In order to do this,
teachers need to understand students interests, values and goals and then be able to link the
school tasks to these interests, values, and goals (Kusurkar, Croiset & Ten Cate, 2011). If
students are able to understand the relevance of a particular task or topic to their own goals or
values, then they will feel more autonomous while they are working.
Often there are activities or topics that teachers are required to complete with students
that students find uninteresting. In these situations it is even more important for teachers to
directly communicate the value in such activities or topics so that students can link these
activities to their own intrinsic motivation. It is important that when teachers are communicating
the relevance of activities that they are not linking the relevance to extrinsic factors such as
grades, positive social image or financial success and instead link it to intrinsic motivating
factors such as self-development. When teachers are able to link the learning and activities in
class to their students own goals as often as possible, students are able to understand why they
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must engage in a task and are much more likely to then become engaged (Assor et al., 2002;
Jang, 2008; Reeve, Jang, Hardre, & Omura, 2002; Reeve, 2009; Taylor & Parsons, 2011).

Changing Teacher Practice
If teachers are to master these high leverage strategies, they will need support from our
school. In the Education Week Research Center survey on engagement, only14% of respondents
agreed that their preservice training provided adequate preparation to help them understand how
to engage students (Sparks, 2014). Sixty percent of the teaching staff at Unity did not go through
a preservice training program prior to beginning their teaching career, which means it is all the
more important to develop effective professional development to support our teachers in
engaging the students at Unity. Research has shown that the continuing development and
learning of teachers is vital to improving the quality of schools (Borko, 2004; Bryk et al., 2010;
Desimone, 2009; Little, 2006). Teachers’ motivating styles with students tends to be stable over
time (Deci et al., 1981), but because teachers behavior is malleable with effective PD, new and
veteran teachers can learn to expand their style to include more autonomy supportive
instructional behaviors. (Assor et al., 2002; Reeve, 2006; Reeve, Jang et al. 2004).

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs)
Extensive research has been conducted to contribute to our understanding of the effective
elements of professional development. From this research, we know that professional
development works best when it's on-site, job embedded, sustained over time, centered on active
learning, and focused on student outcomes (Chappuis, 2007; Little, 2006). One of the ways that
teachers can engage in this type of work is through Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).
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Richard Dufour (2004), an expert in PLCs states that, “To create a professional learning
community focus on learning rather than on teaching, work collaboratively, and hold yourself
accountable for results” (p. 6). These three core principles are what drive professional
development to become more effective and result in lasting change. When teachers engage in
PLCs, they are faced with situations that challenge their way to thinking, talking, and teaching
and require their own practice to evolve and grow. PLCs can be a powerful tool for schools to
create positive change through their own internal capacity (Crowther, Kaagan, Ferguson, &
Hann, 2002).
Dufour (2004) argues that we need to focus on the first core principle, students’ learning,
instead of on teaching. When we identify what we want students to learn, how we will know
when they learn it and how we will respond when a student experiences difficulty in learning, we
are more able to ensure that students are actually learning. Schools need to develop a
coordinated strategy that is based on intervention rather than remediation when faced with the
situation that students are not engaging in the curriculum and learning the necessary content and
skills (Dufour, 2004).
In order to develop this coordinated strategy, teachers need to be organized into teams.
Dufour and Marzano (2009) content that “there is abundant evidence that organizing people into
teams in which they work together to achieve common goals for which members are mutually
accountable is a powerful structure for promoting individual and collective accountability” (p.
67). To integrate change into a teachers practice, they need to not only engage with new
information, but do this in a collective manner (Chappuis, Chappuis & Stiggins, 2009). By
creating a culture of collaboration, teams can work to engage in a cycle of questions that can
promote deep learning. Little’s (2006) research has shown that teacher learning communities
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contribute to teacher growth as well as favorable student outcomes. When teachers work
together they are making their own practice public and creating a sense of share responsibility
for student learning, which is more likely to yield higher levels of learning (Desimone et al.,
2002; Little, 2006).
The last core principle of PLCs, focusing on results, means that student data is critical to
the learning process of teachers. If the focus is on students and what they are doing and learning
in a class, then student data has to be examined in the teams. When teachers are faced with data
about student learning, that is an inescapable and a motivating factor to improve practice.
Elmore (2006) found that,
changing teaching practice, even for committed teachers takes a long time, and
several cycles of trial and error; teachers have to feel that there is some compelling
reason for them to practice differently, with the best direct evidence being that students
learn better, and teachers need feedback from sources they trust about whether or not
students are actually learning what they are taught (p. 38).
This collaborative team structure is a powerful tool to engage deeply with the evidence of
progress towards a collective goal.

Collaborative Inquiry Groups
One example of a PLC is when schools create opportunities for teachers to participate in
a collaborative inquiry process. Collaborative inquiry is a process when teams of educators
commit to exploring and answering compelling questions about their professional practice
through a model of action research (Adams & Townsend, 2014). When this inquiry process
pushes teachers to use the large body of educational research to guide and inform their practice,
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teacher practice and student learning is enhanced. In the collaborative inquiry process, teachers
go through a similar cyclical process of action research, where they first collectively identify the
problem, use outside research to inform the intervention, design an intervention, implement the
intervention and continually reflect and refine the intervention before they asses the
achievements of the inquiry group (Adams & Townsend, 2014; The Literacy and Numeracy
Secretariat, 2010). The inquiry approach helps teachers to not only develop their own inquiry
skills, but also allows them take ownership of the process and deepen their knowledge base of
effective teaching strategies (Jacobson, 2010). Bingham et al. (2006) further corroborate this
assertion by stating that when teachers engage in research, they naturally “begin to acquire the
characteristics of PLCs: self-reflection, shared and lifelong learning, decision making based on
data, heightened expertise, and pride in helping to create a body of craft knowledge” (p. 682). In
addition, educators in Alberta, Canada have been using collaborative inquiry groups as a model
of professional development and have found that it has resulted in enhanced instructional
practices, increased confidence, improved collaborative skills, and heightened empowerment
(Adams & Townshend, 2014). Through collaborative inquiry, teachers develop their own sense
of efficacy and professionalism, which is closely associated with student achievement.
From the experiences of the Alberta educators, Adams & Townsend (2014) outline the
characteristics that enhance the collaborative inquiry process. They found that collaborative
inquiry groups need to be sustained over time, rather than episodic. To be able to achieve lasting
change that improves student performance, teachers need to be able to focus on one inquiry
question over a long period of time. This focus also needs to be something that teachers take a
shared responsibility for. The motivation that drives teachers to do this work should not be
external accountability, but rather a share responsibility for student learning. In addition,
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collaborative inquiry needs to be site specific. For the inquiry to be relevant to the work that
teachers do, it needs to be focused on a site specific problem. The focus of the collaborative
inquiry needs to be differentiated rather than mass-produced PD. The educators involved in
collaborative inquiry groups need to be able to concentrate their learning on aspects of their
practice that are unique to their contexts. Another characteristic is that collaborative inquiry is
inquiry-based. There is no prescribed curriculum that teachers are mandated to adopt. The
collaborative inquiry process is an organic one in which the curiosity and learnings of teachers
shapes the direction and action of the group. Lastly, collaborative inquiry is collaborative by
nature. All participants engage in share learning. When teachers are part of a collaborative
inquiry process that has these characteristics, they are more able to effectively confront
educational challenges faced by their school (Adams & Townsend, 2014).
Conclusion
Increasing student engagement is the most powerful strategy teachers can use to ensure
the success of their students. When students are disengaged they are more likely to drop out of
school or not make the same gains as their engaged peers. Teachers have the ability to alter and
increase the level of student engagement by meeting students’ three basic psychological needs to
feel competent, related and autonomous. For adolescent students, helping students to feel
autonomous is the highest leverage strategy teachers can use to increase engagement because of
their developmental stage. To encourage students to feel autonomous in class, teachers can
employ five strategies in their classes. To foster a sense of relevance, teachers should 1)
minimize the use of controlling language, 2) provide choice, 3) encourage active participation, 4)
acknowledge students’ feelings, and 5) foster relevance. Of the five autonomy supportive
strategies, fostering relevance seems to be the most impactful on the level of engagement of
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students. Fostering relevance is a powerful tool because it helps students connect what they are
doing in class to their own personal intrinsic goals. When students see the link between what
they are doing and their own self-growth and development, they are much more likely to engage
in the curriculum in meaningful ways.
In order for teachers who are not currently using these autonomy supportive strategies to
learn and integrate them into their own practice, they need to participate in effective professional
development. The literature has shown that teacher behavior is malleable by effective
professional development. One model of professional development that has been shown to be
successful in changing teacher practice is to engage teachers in Professional Learning
Communities. PLCs are a process when teachers collaboratively work together to focus on
student learning and use data to hold themselves accountable for results. One specific example
of a PLC is a collaborative inquiry group. When teams of teachers participate in a collaborative
inquiry group, they commit to exploring and answering compelling questions about their
professional practice through a model of action research. When teachers use the large body of
educational research to inform their practice, student learning is enhanced as well as teacher
confidence and ability to self-reflect. Collaborative inquiry groups are designed in such a way
that the three basic psychological needs of teachers, the need to feel competent, related and
autonomous, are met and further the engagement of teachers in these types of settings. Because
collaborative inquiry groups are teacher driven and not meant to impose a set curriculum,
teacher’s sense of autonomy as well as competence is fostered. In addition, the collaborative
nature of the group encourages a sense of relatedness or connection with other educators. If
teachers focus on how to increase student engagement in the classroom in a collaborative inquiry
group, teachers will be much more likely to make lasting change in their own classroom.
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Theory of Action
Problem	
  of	
  
Practice

Literature	
  
Review

Intervention	
  

Literature	
  
Review

Expected	
  
Outcome

Research	
  
Methods/	
  Data	
  
Collection

What	
  is	
  the	
  
context?	
  What	
  
is	
  the	
  problem	
  
in	
  that	
  context?

What	
  do	
  you	
  
know	
  about	
  the	
  
problem?	
  
What	
  has	
  been	
  
tried	
  in	
  the	
  past	
  
to	
  address	
  the	
  
problem?	
  What	
  
was	
  successful	
  
and	
  why?

What	
  are	
  you	
  
going	
  to	
  try?	
  	
  
Why	
  do	
  you	
  
think	
  it	
  will	
  
impact	
  the	
  
problem?	
  What	
  
is	
  your	
  
rationale?

What	
  do	
  we	
  
know	
  about	
  
quality	
  
interventions	
  of	
  
this	
  kind?

What	
  do	
  you	
  
think	
  will	
  
change/	
  
improve?

How	
  will	
  you	
  
know	
  if	
  it	
  
changed/	
  
improved?	
  
What	
  data	
  will	
  
you	
  collect?

Unity	
  has	
  a	
  
history	
  of	
  giving	
  
teachers	
  
autonomy	
  
without	
  much	
  
support.	
  	
  

All	
  people	
  need	
  
to	
  feel	
  a	
  
perception	
  of	
  
competence,	
  
relatedness,	
  and	
  
autonomy	
  to	
  be	
  
engaged.	
  	
  

Volunteers	
  will	
  
participate	
  in	
  a	
  
10	
  week	
  
collaborative	
  
inquiry	
  group	
  to	
  
focus	
  on	
  the	
  
issue	
  of	
  
engagement.	
  

From	
  my	
  
research,	
  these	
  
sustained,	
  
differentiated,	
  
site	
  specific	
  and	
  
collaborative	
  
inquiry	
  groups	
  
result	
  in	
  the	
  
most	
  lasting	
  and	
  
positive	
  changes.	
  	
  

As	
  a	
  result,	
  
teachers	
  are	
  not	
  
consistently	
  
engaging	
  all	
  
populations	
  of	
  
students	
  at	
  our	
  
school.	
  	
  

Teacher’s	
  tend	
  
to	
  blame	
  
students	
  for	
  
their	
  lack	
  of	
  
engagement.	
  

Adolescent	
  
students	
  tend	
  to	
  
respond	
  most	
  
favorably	
  to	
  
feeling	
  a	
  sense	
  
of	
  autonomy.	
  

Group	
  will	
  
collectively	
  
identify	
  
problem,	
  
research	
  
solutions,	
  
implement	
  
To	
  learn	
  these	
  
solutions	
  and	
  
strategies	
  
teachers	
  need	
  to	
   evaluate	
  
effectiveness
engage	
  in	
  
effective	
  PD	
  that	
  
also	
  gives	
  them	
  
a	
  sense	
  of	
  
autonomy,	
  
competence	
  and	
  
relatedness.	
  	
  

Teachers’	
  
perceptions	
  
of	
  causes	
  of	
  
engagement	
  
will	
  be	
  now	
  
based	
  in	
  
research.	
  	
  

Survey	
  data	
  
(pre	
  and	
  post	
  
intervention)	
  
Meeting	
  notes

Teacher	
  
reflective	
  
Teachers	
  will	
   journals	
  	
  
consistently	
  
use	
  an	
  
Observation	
  
autonomy	
  
video	
  and	
  notes	
  
supportive	
  
(pre/	
  post	
  
strategy	
  to	
  
intervention	
  as	
  
engage	
  
well	
  as	
  
students	
  in	
  
formative	
  
their	
  
observations)
discipline.	
  	
  	
  
Researcher	
  
Teachers	
  will	
   reflective	
  
become	
  more	
   journal	
  	
  
reflective	
  on	
  
their	
  own	
  
practice	
  as	
  a	
  
result	
  of	
  the	
  
inquiry.	
  

Intervention and Data Collection Plan
In response to the critical disconnect between the stated goals of Unity teachers and
school community and the engagement levels of the students, I have developed an intervention
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plan to help teachers become more autonomy supportive in the classroom. The intervention I
have designed is based upon the research I have conducted on the highest leverage teacher
strategies to increase engagement as well as the use of collaborative inquiry groups and to
change teacher practice. By focusing on engagement in the classroom in an intensive inquiry
group setting, I hope to support teachers in learning about what the research says about
engagement, integrating this knowledge into their teaching practice, and collectively reflecting
on the results of their actions, and finally refining their own practice based on these results.
Intervention Design
The literature strongly supports the use of autonomy supportive strategies in the
classroom as a strategy to help engage students behaviorally, emotionally, and cognitively.
Many teachers at Unity are not able to identify what teacher behaviors are able to increase the
engagement of their students and instead often blame the students themselves. In addition, these
autonomy supportive strategies are not strategies that many teachers at Unity are using on a
regular basis. In order for teachers to learn about the causes of engagement, strategies that can
increase engagement and integrate these strategies in a lasting and effective way into their
practice, they need to engage in effective professional development. Through my research I have
discovered that one of the best ways to engage teachers in effective learning is through the use of
collaborative inquiry groups. Because Unity has a history of autonomy and independence, this
will be a new experience for many teachers. The positive experiences from using the Critical
Friends Groups during the last academic year are a sign that despite this history of independence,
Unity teachers will welcome the opportunity to collaborate on an issue that many teachers
believe is a critical one facing our school.
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To begin the process, I plan to present this research and intervention plan to the staff.
During this presentation, I will share with staff my learnings about the causes of engagement as
well as the autonomy supportive behaviors that can increase engagement. I will also share my
intervention plan with teachers. Following this presentation, I will ask for volunteers to join the
collaborative inquiry group.
Once the members of the inquiry group are established, I will have teachers complete a
pre-intervention survey. The purpose of this survey will to be establish a baseline of what their
beliefs are about the causes of engagement and teachers’ impact on engagement. In addition, I
will conduct a baseline classroom observation of all participating teachers in which I note the
autonomy supportive or suppressive behaviors. This will help me to determine where teachers
currently are in terms of using autonomy supportive strategies to engage their students. I will
also conduct an observation debrief to learn more about the teachers’ perceptions about the
strategies they used to engage students and the effectiveness of their own behaviors.
My research demonstrated the importance of creating collaborative inquiry groups that
are sustained over time, site specific, differentiated, inquiry-based, collaborative, and encourage
a shared responsibility. To ensure that the collaborative inquiry group that I will be facilitating
exhibits these critical characteristics, I will meet with the group on a weekly basis for ten weeks.
During these meetings we will use the model of action research to guide our collaborative
inquiry cycle. In the first session, I will have teachers take a pre-intervention survey where they
share their perceptions about the definition of student engagement, the causes of student
engagement, the level of student engagement at our school and in their classes, as well as their
understandings and perceptions of autonomy supportive teacher strategies. We will then focus
on building community and creating a shared understanding of student engagement.
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The following three meetings will be spent defining the problem of student engagement
at Unity, sharing research and devising an action plan. I will share the research I have found
about the causes of engagement and the highest leverage strategies to increase engagement and I
will ask teachers to engage in the research process as well. From our collective learnings, we
will devise an action plan that outlines a specific autonomy supportive strategy that we will all
commit to using in our classrooms. The literature suggests that all learners need to feel a sense
of autonomy. As a result, I will not be prescribing an autonomy supportive strategy in our
inquiry group, but instead, teachers will be using the research, data they collect from their
classrooms, and their own personal experience to collectively choose one strategy they will all
try. In this way, our process will truly be a site specific inquiry that is collaborative,
differentiated and will foster a sense of shared responsibility in the staff.
For the following four sessions, we will implement the agreed upon strategy, reflect on
the effectiveness and refine our action plan accordingly. Because the focus of my action
research is changing teacher practice, I will be gathering data about how teachers’ are utilizing
the autonomy supportive strategy we decided on as a group. However, the focus of the inquiry
group will be on changing teacher practice in order to increase student engagement. As a result,
in the inquiry group, we will be gathering and analyzing data of teacher practice as well as
student engagement. Teachers will be examining videos of their own and each other’s
classrooms to analyze the effectiveness of the teacher in adopting the autonomy supportive
strategy as well the levels of student engagement as a result of these teacher behaviors. At the
end of all inquiry meetings, I will provide time for teachers to write in a reflective journal in
Google docs to record their thoughts and take-aways from each of the meetings.
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The final two collaborative inquiry meetings will focus on assessing the achievements of
the group, celebrating these achievements and learnings and sharing these learnings with the
larger teaching staff. As Adams & Townsend (2014) found, it is important to take time at the
end of the process to evaluate what has been learned and share these important lessons with the
larger community in order to further instructional coherence and encourage replication on a
larger scale.
At the end of the intervention cycle, I will conduct post-intervention observations and ask
teachers to take a post intervention survey. The purpose of this will be to collect data on how
teachers’ practices and thinking have changed as a result of the intervention.
Overview of Intervention
Component

Activities

Purpose/ Question to be
answered

Data to be
collected

Type of Data
(Process v.
Impact)

Identify focus
group of
teachers

- Presentation to whole
staff about action
research topic
- Allow for a staff
discussion and
questions and ask for
volunteers to
participate

- Share with staff the work I
have been doing
- Find out who the target
group of teachers will be

- Meeting notes
- List of teachers
who volunteered
- Researcher
reflective journal

Process (teachers
who volunteer will
be the ones who
will engage in this
work)

Preintervention
survey

- Computerized survey - What are teachers’
- Likert scale questions
perceptions about the
about perceptions and
definition of student
understandings of
engagement?
engagement and
- What are teachers’
teachers’ impact on
perceptions of student
engagement
engagement at our school?
- What are teachers’
perceptions of the causes
of student engagement?
- What are teachers’
understandings and
perceptions of autonomy
supportive teacher
strategies?

- Response to
Likert scaled
questions
- Open ended
responses to
reflective
questions
- Researcher
reflective journal

- Process (survey
responses
informs
intervention)
- Impact (survey
responses
establishes a
baseline for
intervention)
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Activities

Purpose/ Question to be
answered

Baseline
observation

- Scripted observation
of teachers
classrooms looking
for autonomy
supportive or
suppressive
behaviors and
indicators of students
engagement
- Post observation
debrief of instruction

- To determine where
- Scripting of
teachers are before the
observation
intervention in terms of
- Teacher
using autonomy supportive
responses
strategies and engaging
- Researcher
their students
reflective journal
- To determine what teachers
own perceptions are around
the strategies that they
used to engage students
and the effectiveness of
their own behaviors

- Process
(observations
informs
intervention)
- Impact
(observation
data establishes
a baseline for
the intervention)

Inquiry group
meetings with
regular
reflection on
process

- Inquiry protocols to
identify problem,
research and explore
solutions, implement
solutions, and
evaluate their
effectiveness using
video observations

- What does engagement
look like?
- What are the causes of
engagement?
- What strategies can we use
to increase the engagement
at our school?
- How can we support one
another in moving our
practice forward?
- How can we align our
practice as a inquiry team?

- Agendas
- Meeting notes
- Observation
videos
- Researcher
reflective journal
- Teachers’
reflective
journals

- Process
(discussions
lead the team to
the next steps in
the research)
- Impact (the
inquiry group will
hopefully move
the group to a
new level of skill
in engaging our
students)

- How have teachers’
practices changed as a
result of this work?
- How have students’
engagement changed as a
result of this work?

- Observation
notes
- Researcher
reflective journal

- Impact (teachers’
practice is the
target of this
intervention and
this will be used to
compare to the
baseline
observation at the
beginning of the
process)

- Reflective surveys at
the end of each
meeting

Data to be
collected

Postintervention
classroom
observations

- Observations of
participating teachers’
classrooms

Postintervention
meeting and
survey

- Final inquiry meeting
- Meeting notes
- To see how teachers’
to debrief the
- Survey data
perceptions about the
learnings and process
causes of engagement and - Researcher
- Computerized survey
reflective journal
their agency around
- Likert scale questions
encouraging engagement
about perceptions and
have changed over the
understandings of
course of the intervention.
engagement and
- To see how teachers’ report
teachers’ impact on
that their own practice has
engagement
changed as a result of the
intervention
- To see how teachers’
perception of student
engagement has changed
over the course of this
intervention.
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Data Collection Plan
Expected Change Data Source

What will this data tell me?

Teachers’
understanding of
the causes of
engagement will
be rooted in
research.

Pre and post intervention
survey
Teacher reflective
journals
Collaborative inquiry
meeting notes
Coaching notes
Researcher reflective
journal

Process: From meeting to meeting,
this will show how teacher’s
perceptions of engagement are
evolving over time

Pre and post observation
video and notes
Formative video
observations
Coaching notes
Teacher reflective journal
Collaborative inquiry
meeting notes
Pre and post intervention
survey
Researcher reflective
journal

Process: Observations, reflective
journals, and meeting and coaching
notes will reflect how teachers’
practice changing over time

•
•
•
•
•

Teachers will
consistently use an
autonomy
supportive strategy
to engage students
in their discipline.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Teachers will
become more
reflective on their
own practice as a
result of the
inquiry.
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Teacher reflective journal
Collaborative inquiry
meeting notes
• Coaching notes
• Researcher reflective
journal
• Pre and post intervention
survey
•
•

Impact: Pre and post surveys will
show changes of teachers’
understandings resulting from
intervention

Impact: Pre and post observations
and survey will show how teacher
practice has changed as a result of
the intervention

Process: Journal entries and and
meeting and coaching notes will
show how teachers’ reflection on
how their own behaviors impact
student engagement are evolving
over time
Impact: Pre and post surveys will
demonstrate the changes in
teachers’ ability to reflect on their
own practice as a result of the
intervention
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Research Methods
After presenting to the entire staff about my proposed action research, I had several
teachers express interest in joining the collaborative inquiry group. The collaborative inquiry
group consisted of six teachers, one teacher-administrator, one administrator and myself.
Participant A is a first year teacher who completed a teacher education program and has a Master
of Education. Participant B is a teacher with six years of teaching experience who has been
teaching at Unity for the last four years and earned his credential through a district intern
program. Participant C is a former Teacher for America teacher who has been teaching for the
last three years at Unity and earned her teaching credential in an intern program. Participant D is
a third year teacher who just joined Unity this year and earned her teaching credential through a
teacher education program. Participant E is a fourth year teacher who began her teaching career
as an after school tutor at Unity and received her teaching credential through an intern program.
Participant F is a first year teacher who is currently in an intern teacher credential program.
Participant G is an eighth year teacher who earned her credential through a teacher education
program, has a Master of Education and is currently in the process of clearing her administrative
credential. She is also a part-time administrator at Unity. Participant H is former teacher at
Unity who is now an administrator at the school. He is currently in the process of earning an
administrative credential and Master of Education and expressed an interest in participating
because he wanted to learn more about strategies that can be leveraged to engage students and
also because he was intrigued by the inquiry process as a possible strategy to help improve
teacher practice at Unity. He did not implement the autonomy supportive intervention strategy
because he is not currently a classroom teacher.
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I recorded and transcribed 13 collaborative inquiry group meetings and asked all
participants to complete a reflective journal after each meeting. I also completed a reflective
journal after each of our sessions. I scored a baseline video observation of all teachers at the
start of the intervention and another observation at the end of the intervention for how effectively
they were implementing the agreed upon structures of the autonomy supportive strategy the
inquiry group decided to implement. In addition, I collected qualitative and quantitative data
from the pre-intervention survey at the start of the first inquiry group meeting and a postintervention survey at the last inquiry group meeting.
I started first by coding the qualitative data from the participants’ reflective journals, my
reflective journals and inquiry meeting notes to be able to monitor the participants’ progress and
be able to adjust the meeting agendas accordingly. I created a set of codes based on my expected
results around teachers exploring the causes of engagement, reflecting on their own practice,
planning their intervention strategy, and reflecting on the success of the strategy. In addition, I
also created codes for teachers reflecting on the inquiry group and process as a whole. When
analyzing the data, I looked for the frequency of codes to note trends in participants’ thinking and
practice. I organized the data by the three areas of expected change as well as the additional
learnings about the inquiry process and levels of student engagement.
I then looked at the pre and post-intervention qualitative data from the surveys and
observation videos. I tallied the frequency of teacher behaviors in the observation videos and
responses of quantitative data from the surveys to compare the changes in teacher thinking, selfreported teacher behavior, actual teacher behavior and teacher perceptions of student engagement
before and after the intervention. I also coded all of the qualitative survey responses with the
same codes used for the meeting notes and reflective journals.
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Analysis and Findings
The problem of practice that I was examining is that even though teachers are committed
to the mission of Unity to prepare all students for admission and success in college, it is clear
that teachers struggle with effectively engaging all students in their curriculum. I had three areas
of focus that I expected would change as a result of this action research: 1. Teachers’
understanding of the causes of engagement would be rooted in research, 2. Teachers would
consistently implement an agreed upon autonomy supportive strategy to engage students in their
classroom, 3. Teachers would become more reflective of their practice as a result of the
collaborative inquiry process. In addition to learning about these three areas, I also developed a
clearer understanding about the importance of collaboration in the collaborative inquiry process
and the levels of student engagement as a result of autonomy supportive strategy that the
participants selected to implement. I have organized my findings into these five areas below.
Expected change: Teachers’ understanding of the causes of engagement will be rooted in
research.
During the meetings and in the participant reflective journals teachers spent a great deal
of time working to come up with a common definition of engagement that reflected the research
on engagement and the experiences and goals that teachers had in their own classrooms. I had
intended for this process to take one inquiry group session, but because teachers were coming
from varying perspectives on what constitutes engagement, the process was extended to four
inquiry group meetings. The root of the debate was around the cognitive aspect of the definition
of engagement. Teachers grappled with the idea that if a student does not reach mastery of the
content, then was this student truly engaged. One teacher, Participant B, felt very strongly that if
a student does not reach mastery of the content or skill, then we cannot say that they were
engaged. Most of the other participants did not feel that mastery is a defining feature of
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engagement. These teachers were concerned that all students have different learning abilities
and are coming in with different skills sets. They argued that students might not reach full
mastery because of their learning difference or prior education, but that if they are engaged in a
task, they will demonstrate growth in their learning. This debate caused some heated discussions
and several teachers reported feeling frustrated by the discussions in their reflective journals.
Eventually, the teachers agreed to define the cognitive aspect of engagement as actively
participating in the tasks and persevering until there is demonstrated growth towards mastery.
This disagreement in how to define engagement also showed up in the survey data. In
the pre-intervention survey, participants defined engagement in a variety of ways that included
emotional, behavioral and cognitive aspects. Most definitions were unique with the only
unifying component was that 6 out of 7 teachers said that engagement involves participating in a
task. However, in the post-intervention survey, participants were more unified in their
definitions. All participants defined engagement by using cognitive aspects of the definition
whereas before the inquiry group 71% defined using this component. One teacher described
engagement as, “Students focusing in on a task and committing to figuring it out, even if it
means they have to try multiple times, and even if it takes them a while.” Another said that,
“Engagement is when a student is actively participating and taking ownership of his/ her own
learning”. Most teachers said that engagement is when students are actively engaged in a task
and are willing to persevere in the face of challenge.
Participants also shifted their beliefs around the causes of engagement in the classroom.
Prior to the intervention, participants varied in their responses to the question, “From your
experience in the classroom, what do you believe are the factors that most significantly cause
student engagement?” Teachers ranged in their responses from saying that the student’s ability to
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complete the task causes engagement to the relationship they have with the teacher or peers to
how interesting or relevant the student finds the task. Fifty-seven percent of the participants said
that engagement was caused by an alterable variable such as relationship with the teacher or the
structure of the task itself and the remaining participants felt that engagement is caused by either
a combination of alterable and non-alterable variables. The types of non-alterable variables that
participants believed cause engagement ranged from student’s ability level to their own intrinsic
goals and whether they were aligned with the goals of the course or the school. After the
intervention, 83% of the participants described the causes of engagement as being an alterable
variable that teachers have control over. Most teachers stated the biggest factor that causes
engagement is the structure of the task that teachers design. Many teachers now agree with the
research that shows that when teachers create an autonomy supportive structure in their class,
students are more engaged (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Jang & Reeve, 2005; Park et al., 2011).
Many teachers described that when teachers design a relevant, appropriately rigorous and group
worthy task, that student engagement will increase. One teacher stated,
A factor that significantly increases engagement is group work. Specifically,
group work that is genuinely group worthy— where every member of the team feels and
is valued and needed to complete the task. I think that students are the most engaged
when the task feels personal to them or if it is high stakes.
Another described, “Making things high stakes with high expectations and then offering
appropriate levels of support. Being intentional about WHAT students will be doing and WHY
they will be doing those things”.
In addition to developing a common understanding of engagement, teachers developed a
common understanding of autonomy. In the pre-intervention 29% of participants attributed
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autonomy to being an activity that is learner-centered, but by the end of the intervention, 83%
participants defined autonomy supportive strategies as being learner-centered. Participants were
also more likely to say that autonomy supportive strategies should be highly structured and
monitored by the teacher after the inquiry group than before. Fifty percent of the teachers said
that autonomy supportive strategies should be highly structured and monitored by the teacher
post-intervention, whereas only 14% said this was the case pre-intervention.
Interestingly, participants were slightly less likely to agree that encouraging autonomy in
the classroom can increase student engagement. Teachers’ average rating in response to the
statement, “Encouraging autonomy in the classroom can increase student engagement” decreased
from 3.57 in the pre-intervention survey to 3.42 in the post-intervention survey with 4
representing strongly agree and 1 representing strongly disagree. This slight decrease might be
due to the fact that prior to the intervention, teachers had not intentionally planned and
implemented autonomy supportive strategies and therefore were not aware of the potential
challenges and obstacles they would face in planning and implementing the strategy. Teachers
reported in debrief conversations during the inquiry group meetings that they did not realize how
difficult crafting a strategy that met all of the requirements of active participation would be.
Many believed that although the engagement in their classroom increased, it would have
increased even more if they had been able to successfully meet all of the requirements of the
strategy. Teachers’ responses to this question might be a reflection of their more in-depth and
realistic understanding of what it takes to plan and execute an autonomy supportive strategy
rather than their belief that it is less likely to increase engagement.
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Expected change: Teachers will consistently use an autonomy supportive strategy to engage
students in their discipline.
Participants made the decision that they wanted to use the active participation strategy
from the five options of the autonomy supportive strategies. Teachers decided that this strategy
would be the most effective in increasing the engagement of the population of students at our
school site and that it would be the most realistic to implement in the time frame that had been
allotted. In order to implement the strategy, participants first needed to develop a common
understanding of what active participation consists of. For two meetings, teachers spent the
majority of the time defining what they meant by active participation. They decided to use the
PIES components that Kagan (2014) describes in his research and added in that the task must be
collaborative and group worthy. Their agreed upon definition states that,
Students are actively participating in their learning when they are collaborating with
their peers. Students should not be passively watching the teacher. The task that students
are asked to engage in must be a group worthy task, meaning that there is a clear benefit
for students to be collaborating rather than completing the task independently and it must
have structures in place that allow for positive interdependence, individual
accountability, equitable participation of all students, and multiple students participating
at once.
Once they had agreed upon the definition, they spent time in the meetings planning how they
would implement the strategy and receiving feedback from their peers. Every participant
implemented a 1.0 and a 2.0 version of their strategy. The 1.0 version was planned in the
meetings and teachers participated in a modified Critical Friends Group (CFG) protocol to
receive feedback from their peers. After they had implemented the 1.0 version of their strategy,
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they brought back data they had collected from their classroom formally and informally and
participated in another round of CFG to refine and revise their strategy in order to create their 2.0
version of the strategy. Consistent with the research of Chappuis, Chappuis & Stiggins (2009),
teachers reported feeling that engaging with the new strategies in a collaborative manner helped
them to integrate these strategies into their practice. At the end of the each of these meetings, the
majority of the feedback that teachers gave was that the time planning with their peers was
extremely useful in helping them not only understand the strategy, but in also thinking of new
ways to design their strategy that would best meet the needs of the students. During the meetings
and in their reflective journals, all participants except for one, Participant B, referenced how they
were integrating the feedback from their peers anywhere from three to five times. Participant D
stated in her reflective journal that
I also really appreciated being able to work with [Participant E] on my
engagement strategy. There were potential problems that she helped me reflect on early
(such as, how students would evaluate each other) that will hopefully smooth the roll-out
of this strategy.
Participant C similarly reflected that
Today I discussed my strategy of having students share feedback via google docs.
My co-workers came up with some great ideas to mitigate a common problem I’ve been
having which is low-skilled students leaving adequate feedback for their peers. They
gave the suggestion of generating and sharing “student work” that I leave comments on
and sharing them so students can have a model of what appropriate comments look like.
I can also use that technique to give students sentence starters.
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All participants except for one, Participant B, reported that they used feedback from their
peers to refine and improve their strategy. Participant B was reluctant to choose any of the
autonomy supportive strategies. In one of the inquiry group meetings, when asked what strategy
he felt would be the highest leverage, he stated,
Participant B: Telling the students how they feel. I like that one the most, although my
application might be different than others. That is the one that I use all of the time. I think it
has amazing leverage. It isn't so much acknowledging their feelings as it is giving them
honest feedback. They know sort of how they think they feel, but it is going in a lot deeper
and exploring a lot of different issues. As in, you all say you want to go to college. You're
working on a problem, you feel a little bit anxious, and then you're going to stop. Let's go
back to the point about where you want to go to college. How bad do you want to go to
college? Do you understand that you care, but not enough to spend 20 seconds on that
problem... It’s almost like holding up a mirror and they say I didn't realize I was feeling that
way.
Other participants began to share ideas of what strategy they thought would be the highest
leverage strategy to try out. Later in the discussion, Participant B raised his concerns again.
Participant B: Are we all going to be doing the same strategy? Is that the idea?
KD: Yes, we need to all be doing the same thing.
Participant B: Well then I gotta keep talking about this. I really think that what I am
describing is quite different than any one of these [strategies] and gets to the heart of what I
see to be the problem… It is a different perspective from what I am seeing here and it is
some variation of acknowledging students feelings, but is getting a little deeper- not rough,
but honest. It is not really fostering relevance, in some ways it is telling them that this is not
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relevant to your life. I want to foster relevance for a life you don't know yet and so I am
doing things that are different than this.
After he shared these perspectives, Participant G started to push him to see if he was willing to
try something that he was not currently already doing.
Participant G: Are you willing to try something new?
Participant B: Maybe not… I guess you could say this. I am doing a lot of things in my class
right now and I am going to keep doing what I am doing. Right now my calculus kids are
studying videos and they’re picking ones out and really getting down to watching them, but
that is a relatively minor aspect of what I am doing. I am certainly not fostering choice.
Participant A: Can I ask a question? You keep talking about that line of disengagement and
you want to get them back engaged. Isn't that one of our terms of engagement, that they
persevere?
Participant B: But perseverance isn't one of these strategies.
Participant A: But there is a strategy that you are using to get them back.
Participant B: But it is not giving them choice. I am actually taking away their choice. You
can't quit- that is not a choice. And I am not letting them choose the easy problems and I am
telling them to work on the hard problems.
Participant G: Just to dig a little deeper, are you willing to try something that you are not
already doing?
Participant B: I always try stuff I am not already doing and sometimes I reject it. I have
actually spent time looking at a variety of these over the years and decided they really weren't
a good approach to get a good really high level achievement that I want to get. So I don't
know. I would be interested in seeing what you come up with, but I do have that concern.
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Participant G: I just wanted to cut to the chase a little bit more in terms of these things are in
the scope of what we have been talking about, which I know you haven't totally been in
agreement all of the time. Are you comfortable with us saying we are going to try this thing
and you trying it too or not?
Participant B: It will depend on the or not. It will depend on what it is.
After continuing the discussion a while longer and other participants shared their perspectives, it
became clear that the participants had narrowed their choices down to fostering relevance and
active participation. Despite having a unanimous anonymous vote for active participation,
Participant B became increasingly uncomfortable with the active participation strategy that we
had selected. In later meetings, as the inquiry group began to define the active participation
strategy, he brought up that he was uncomfortable with trying a strategy that involved group
work or having students work in partners and was resistant to peer feedback on the strategy that
he shared with his group. During the share out after a CFG group he stated that in his group,
“We talked about pair share and other things like that. Things that I am physically allergic to. I
just don't like to do that stuff in the classroom.” This was the last inquiry group meeting that he
attended. When I followed up with him later, he said that he was not comfortable with the
approach we had taken, that he appreciated the experience and that the comments other
participants had made helped to shape his thinking, but he was going to stop participating in the
group because he felt he might be making the experience negative for others. I will address the
learnings I had from this issue in a later section titled “Fostering Collaboration in Collaborative
Inquiry Groups”.
Because Participant B did not implement the strategy or stay for the entire arch of the
inquiry group, I was not able to collect data on his practice from observations, surveys or
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reflective journals. The following data on teacher practice only includes the remaining
participants. The remaining participants all reported that they agreed or strongly agreed that
their practice improved after this process. In the post-intervention survey, the average response
to the statement, “My teaching practice improved as a result of the work that I did in this inquiry
group” was a 3.14, with 4 representing strongly agree and 1 representing strongly disagree.
When describing how their practice improved, one participant stated that, “I have become much
more experimental and creative in the classroom, all towards helping students be more
autonomous and engaged.” Research shows that when teachers engage in research and
collaborative inquiry, they begin to acquire the characteristics of PLC’s by recognizing the value
of self-reflection and decision making based on data (Bingham, Parker, Finney, Riley & Rakes
2006). One participant exemplified this when they stated, “I feel that through this process I
really learned the value of choosing an area of focus and then implementing different strategies
and then evaluating how successful those strategies are.” All participants described that they
tried something new in their classroom.
When looking at the observation data, it is clear that all teachers improved their ability to
plan and implement a strategy that would meet the criteria for active participation. When
teacher’s baseline videos, which were taken when the inquiry group meetings began, were
evaluated for the autonomy supportive strategy of active participation, the average score that all
participants received for all components of the strategy was 1.11, with 0 representing never
present, 1 representing sometimes present, and 2 representing always present. The lowest score
that the group received was in positive interdependence, where the success of the group depends
on the success of the individuals in the group. The average score for this category was .50. In
the last video of the 2.0 intervention strategy, the average score for all participants on all of the
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components was 1.67, which is an increase of .56 (Figure 1).
Change in Teacher Behavior:
Active Participation Autonomy Supportive Strategy
Baseline Video
Intervention 2.0 Video
2

2.00
1.83

1.83
1.67

1.5

1.67
1.50

1.33
1

1.17

1.17
1.00

1.00

0.5

Group Worthy Task

Multiple Students
Participating

Equitable Participation

Individual Accountability

Positive Interdependence

0

Collaboration with peers or
partners

0.50

Figure 1

In addition, the area where participants scored the lowest in the baseline video is also
where they grew the most. In the 2.0 intervention video, the average score for positive
interdependence was 1.33, a growth of .83. The two teachers who grew the most in their practice
were Participant C and D, both of whom are in their third year of teaching. Participant D’s
average score increased by 1.0 and Participant C’s score increased by .83. Possibly this can be
attributed to the fact that both teachers are in their third year of teaching. Because they have
already been through their first two years of teaching, they have worked out the basic logistics of
running a classroom and might be at a point where they are able to really benefit from focusing
and reflecting on one area of their teaching practice. The two teachers who had the least amount
of growth were Participant G and Participant F. Participant F, who is a first year teacher and is
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in a intern credential program, grew by .17 and Participant G did not grow at all. This might also
be attributed to where these teachers are in their teaching career as well. Because Participant F is
learning the basics of what it means to be a classroom teacher and is working out systems and
routines that work for him, he may not be ready yet to integrate new strategies into his classroom
yet. Participant G is a veteran teacher who is transitioning out of the classroom to become a fulltime administrator. She spent more time reflecting on the inquiry process as a tool to change
teacher practice and giving other teachers feedback and suggestions to improve their strategies,
but did not spend as much time reflecting on her own practice. Her transition to become a fulltime administrator might have lessened her drive and diverted her attention from focusing on her
own teaching practice and instead she spent more time being metacognitive about the
effectiveness of the inquiry process as a strategy for professional development. As a result of
approaching the inquiry group from her lens as an administrator and not one of a teacher, she did
not see as much change in her practice.
However, it is clear that as a result of this inquiry group, the majority of teachers did
improve their practice and that the changes in their practice are likely to continue even after the
inquiry group has wrapped up its work. In the post-intervention survey, teachers had an average
response of 3.57, with 4 representing strongly agree and 1 representing strongly disagree, when
asked if they were likely to use the active participation strategy in their classroom again.

Expected change: Teachers will become more reflective on their own practice as a result of the
inquiry.
The last expected change that I had as a result of the collaborative inquiry group was that
teachers would become more reflective on their own practice. In the post-intervention survey
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teachers responded with an average of 3.14, with 4 representing strongly agree and 1
representing strongly disagree, in response to the statement “As a result of this inquiry group, I
have spent time reflecting on my own teaching practice in new ways.” In a follow-up question
that asked teachers to explain how they have reflected, teachers discussed how they reflected on
the specific intervention plan they had implemented and the learnings they had around the
success of the strategy and what types of refinements they might make when they implement the
strategy in the future. On participant stated,
The journals after the weekly sessions were extremely helpful in merging the
conversations we were having in the group discussions with my own practice and
strategy. I also thought about how I want to do at least 1 group worthy task that provides
structured autonomy and includes active participation for every unit. I think these group
worthy tasks will have lasting effects in both the students learning and investment in the
classroom. They may even look forward to them!
Another participant described,
I have realized how helpful the active engagement strategies can be, when done
right, but I don’t use them nearly often enough. That is something I want to improve
upon in my teaching practice. I also have pushed the boundaries of autonomy in the math
classroom (at least at this school) and have developed new ideas and methods for helping
students be more successful at understanding their own learning needs and advocating for
them.
One other participant reflected on the active participation strategy she implemented,
Throughout this semester, I have really learned the value of peer feedback. On
the one hand, and this is the way I started thinking about this topic initially, peer-to-peer
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feedback makes it much easier for me to do my job because it allows students to receive
feedback without me needing to grade and comment on 100 essays. However, I found
through this inquiry process that the even bigger benefit is that by allowing students more
autonomy, and by giving them responsibility over one another’s work, they will be much
more engaged. Engagement, as I said, is caring enough to persevere even when the work
is challenging. What I found through providing students with rigorous, relevant work
and by asking them to workshop their writing autonomously, was that writing improved
and that is my ultimate goal.
The inquiry meetings and reflective journals are further evidence of these types of
reflections occurring on a regular basis throughout the collaborative inquiry process. The
reflections that teachers engaged in revolved around exploring refinements to their intervention
strategy, reflecting on the success of the strategy, reflecting on the challenges they faced in
implementing the strategy and reflecting on their own impact on engagement rather than
variables out of their control. The majority of these reflections focused on exploring refinements
to the intervention strategy and the success of the strategy. During one of the collaborative
inquiry group meeting, Participant A reflected on both the success of her strategy and also on
how she would refine it in the future,
My takeaway [of my 2.0 intervention strategy] was unique in that it was basically
an assessment of my 1.0. It was the same type of task, but a different scenario. Almost
no one was disengaged motor, all completed the task. It was limited in time and
everyone completed it. The only thing that I wanted to change is to make sure the task is
group worthy. If I were to do this again, and this is from feedback from Participant G
and Kara, that I would have them work together to actually write the procedure before

48

Reach ILA Action Research
Kara Duros- 2015

doing the task. That way they have to talk to each other before they even begin because I
embedded questions within the procedure and I am not sure if that was effective. Some
partners of course did talk, whether or not all did is unclear. The partners worked
together to share data because they had to, but there wasn’t that collaboration of why are
we doing this together and what is this modeling to help them in the individual part which
is the report that they would give to their chief.
In her participant reflective journal, Participant E reflected on her previous two versions of her
intervention before she implemented it a third version,
Tomorrow will be chaos in the auditorium. I think it will be interesting to see
how the students do in a new location with the group activity. I think it will be better in
terms of space, but I am not sure how the atmosphere and sound levels will be. I’m
hoping, since each group and each individual has a deliverable, that the accountability
will be there to make sure students are doing what they need to be doing. I also told them
yesterday that this was happening, and that the groups would be pre-determined
purposely so that they could help each other with the skill. I’m hoping that will smooth
over any angst as far as groups are concerned. I say this, because the 1.0 activity went
great, but my 1.5 activity was a bust, because they flat out refused to get up and move
and work with others. Maybe it was the moving around 2 days in a week that was the
biggest problem (I hope!) so tomorrow won’t be an issue. They aren’t moving, but they
may choose to stand… Yay for possibly disastrous experiments!
All participants spent a significant amount of time in their reflective journals and during the
meetings reflecting on their practice and all participants agreed that this reflection is what helped
them to improve their own practice. When the whole staff was surveyed at the end of the year
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about suggestions for how to improve the professional development at Unity, 100% of the
participants in the inquiry group requested that we continue the collaborative inquiry group
process in the next school year because they felt that it gave them the structure, support and
accountability to reflect, refine and improve their practice in ways that they did not do on their
own.

Fostering Collaboration in Collaborative Inquiry Groups
Although it became clear that collaborative inquiry groups have the potential to change
teacher practice and thinking and increase the quality and frequency of reflection, it also became
apparent that managing the personal dynamics in collaborative inquiry groups are critical to
fostering collaboration. This collaborative inquiry group was unique in that teachers volunteered
to be part of the group and were willing to give up their own time to take part in this process.
This meant that all participants were open and excited to learn from their colleagues. Despite
this, Participant B decided that he was going to stop attending the meetings because he was
uncomfortable with the direction the other participants were moving in and was not willing to try
the strategy that the group agreed on. Leading up to his decision, Participant B and the other
participants spent much of our inquiry group meetings challenging and digging deeper on each
other’s ideas. These exchanges were respectful and did not seem to impact the working
relationships between the participants, but they did cause frustrations both on the part of the
other participants and on the part of Participant B. Many participants reflected in their journals
that they felt frustrated by how slow the process was moving in the beginning because of how
much time was spent engaging in debates that they felt were not moving anywhere. Participant
D noted in her reflective journal that, “I am rather disappointed with today’s meeting. I felt like
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we spend a lot of it discussing tangents that we had already discussed or that weren’t progressing
us toward our goal.” Participant E also noted in her reflective journal that,
I am still frustrated that some people feel we should be evaluating all students
against the same measuring stick. I keep imagining in my head that cartoon where a
group of animals are told they all need to pass a test, and the test is climbing a tree. Of
course the monkey and the snake can do it no problem, but it is a lot harder for the
elephant. Our students don’t come to us all the same, and I really believe in more
individualized learning, which means individualized measuring sticks. I don’t know if I
can agree to anything else.
In my reflective journal, I spent significant amounts of time reflecting on my own
facilitation skills and how I could encourage a more positive collaborative culture. I wanted to
encourage a dialogue that lead to common understandings that would lead to consensus that all
participants would feel comfortable with. I also wanted to create a culture that minimized the
frustration of the participants and build a trusting space that might encourage or allow Participant
B to feel safe enough to try new strategies. I planned community building activities to build a
common sense of purpose and foster trust as well as agendas for the meetings that structured the
decision making and discussion process, but it was still a challenge for me to facilitate successful
collaboration between the group members. It is clear that there is an art of fostering
collaboration and facilitating collaborative inquiry groups and that more time should be given to
studying this process.
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Changes in Student Behavior
An additional finding that resulted from this process is that all teachers and students
reported that student engagement increased as a result of the strategies that teachers implemented
in their classrooms. This held true especially for the focus students the teachers selected for their
classes, who were selected for their historic lack of engagement in their classes. The focus
students were students that often were the lowest skilled students in the class, special education
students or were ELLs. When students were surveyed by their teachers, all teachers saw the
average engagement scores increase in their classes after the implementation of their 2.0
intervention strategy. Consistent with the research that shows that meeting the need for students
to feel autonomous in the classroom can affect student engagement over students’ prior
achievement and other unalterable variables, teachers found that the focus students they selected,
rated themselves as more engaged and often preformed at higher levels after the intervention
strategy was implemented (Park et al., 2011).
Teachers also agreed with this assessment of their own students’ engagement. In their
post-intervention survey, teachers’ average rating in response to the statement “Students in my
classes are highly engaged” moved from 2.14 prior to the intervention to 2.86 after their
implementation of the 2.0 strategy, with 4 representing strongly agree and 1 representing
strongly disagree. All but one teacher answered agree to this question after the intervention and
prior to the intervention, all but one teacher answered disagree. Some teachers noted that the
engagement levels also seemed to continue when they transitioned on to other units and
assignments in their classrooms, while other teachers noted that the engagement levels dropped
after the strategy was finished. It is evident that the collaborative inquiry process focused on

52

Reach ILA Action Research
Kara Duros- 2015

autonomy supportive strategies not only improved teacher practice, but also lead to higher rates
of student engagement.
Implications and Conclusions
The results of this action research suggest that collaborative inquiry groups can be an
effective tool to change teacher practice and help teachers to become more reflective on one area
of their practice. Through this collaborative inquiry group participants developed a deeper and
more thorough understanding of engagement and autonomy. In addition, through the rich
discussions that were had in the inquiry meetings, teachers became more aligned in their
definitions of the causes of engagement and how to define engagement and autonomy. This
brought a level of coherence in the inquiry group that had not been achieved at our site before.
Because we are a site that has emphasized the autonomy of teachers we have often lacked a
coherent understanding of the elements of effective teaching and through the process of this
group, teachers developed a much more aligned and coherent vision of what strategies encourage
student engagement.
Teachers also saw improvements in their practice. Teachers had the opportunity to
receive feedback from their peers through Critical Friends Groups and all integrated the feedback
that they received from their peers into their practice. As a result, all teachers became more
autonomy supportive. They became more skilled as designing structures that encouraged active
participation and grew the most in creating systems that required the positive interdependence of
all group members. Teachers reflected that when students’ felt important and that their group
role had value, they were more likely to engage in the task. This new knowledge and
understanding helped teachers to become more motivated and purposeful in developing tasks that
gave importance and meaning for all group participants. It should be noted that where teachers
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are in their teaching career might influence the amount of growth that they will experience
through participating in an inquiry group. Third year teachers tended to grow the most, whereas
beginning teachers and veteran teachers tended to grow the least.
Teachers also became more reflective on their own practice. Teachers were given time at
the end of each meeting to reflect on their learnings and all teachers took advantage of this time
and reported that they found this to be helpful to improving their practice. Teachers spent the
most amount of time reflecting in their journals and with their peers in the meetings about the
success of the strategies and ways that they could refine the strategy as a result of the data they
were collecting. It was interesting to note that during the reflections, most teachers referenced
data that they had collected either formally and informally and often discussed how they
continued to see more opportunities to collect additional data to get an even more clear picture of
what might be going on in their classroom. Through these reflections, teachers seems to
appreciate more deeply the power of data driven instruction and how data can be used as a tool to
improve teacher practice and therefore student growth.
In addition, similar to Little (2006) and Desimone’s et al., (2002) research, teachers
discovered that when they work together in a collaborative learning community, students have
more favorable outcomes. Because teachers were working together, making their practice public
and developing a shared responsibility for student learning and focusing on developing
autonomy supportive strategies in the classroom, students became more engaged and had higher
levels of learning. These results held true even with students that had in the past been some of
the most disengaged students in teachers’ classrooms.
An implication for middle and high schools that are exploring strategies to engage the
chronically disengaged students, should be to consider implementing an autonomy supportive
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strategy like active participation. Our findings show that even with strategies that incorporate
some of the elements of active participation, engagement levels of all students, including
students who are low skilled, special education students, and ELLs. The more that the strategy
implemented met the criteria of being a group worthy task, having positive interdependence,
individual accountability, equitable participation of all students and multiple students
participating at one, the more likely students were to be engaged. However, even when teachers
were not able to ensure that all criteria were implemented, student engagement still increased. It
is evident that when adolescent students feel more in control of their own learning and have the
autonomy to be self-initiating and self-regulating, they become more engaged and invested in
their learning and preform at higher levels. Because the teachers in this action research often
reported how difficult it was to develop a strategy that met the criteria of being active
participation, it is clear that these types of strategies are not something that most teachers can
create without support or guidance.
In order to support teachers in the development and implementation of an autonomy
supportive strategy like active participation, school leaders should consider the power of
collaborative inquiry groups when designing the professional development at their site. Inquiry
groups are a relatively inexpensive way to leverage teacher leadership and also foster a culture of
learning at a school site. To effectively implement collaborative inquiry groups, school leaders
will need to insure that adequate time is allocated to these inquiry groups not only for the length
of the meetings, but also for the duration of the inquiry group. We dedicated thirteen weeks to
the inquiry group, but many teachers still reported feeling rushed. Teachers also requested that
meetings last longer than the hour that we had scheduled because they felt that as soon as we
were able to start making progress on a topic, the meeting was coming to a close. Unity will be
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implementing this structure next school year on a school wide basis and will allow inquiry
groups to work on their selected topic for the entire school year. We will build in time in our
professional development schedule for inquiry groups to meet twice a month for 90 to 120
minute blocks of time.
Another element of the inquiry group that seemed to be important for teachers was that
they felt a sense of autonomy in not only choosing the topic that they were studying, but also in
that they got to choose the intervention plan. All group members volunteered to be in the group
because they felt passionate about the topic. While, this may not be feasible when it is
implemented on a school-wide model, consideration should be made as to how to meet the
psychological need of teachers to feel autonomous. Teachers need to feel that the inquiry is truly
authentic, that all participants are learning together and not that there is a prescriptive solution
that they are being mandated to implement mindlessly. Unity will be having four teacher-led
collaborative inquiry groups next year. All teachers were invited to lead a collaborative inquiry
group around a topic of their choosing based on what they believe is the most pressing student
need at Unity and four teachers decided to step into this leadership role. These teacher
facilitators will be presenting the topic they have selected to the staff and staff may choose which
inquiry group they would like to participate in. This does not allow for the same degree of
choice that was present for the action research, but it will allow teacher facilitators to feel
passionate about the area they are leading the group to study, which will hopefully help keep the
momentum of the group strong and will allow teachers a certain degree of choice in that they can
choose which inquiry group they would like to be apart of.
One last and very important implication in planning for collaborative inquiry groups is
that significant training and support should be given to the facilitators in order to foster this
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collaborative culture. Despite having an all-volunteer participant group for this action research,
there was still some difficult group dynamics that I was not able to overcome to prevent one of
the participants from leaving the group. It will be very important for school leaders to be
purposeful about who is chosen to facilitate the inquiry groups and how they will offer support
for the facilitators. Unity will be providing monthly training and support meetings for all inquiry
group facilitators to not only help them plan out the scope and sequence of their inquiry group,
but also to develop and refine their facilitation skills. They will be learning facilitation strategies
and will be getting feedback and support from their colleagues.
One limitation of this study is that the participants in the collaborative inquiry group were
all volunteers. The results that were obtained from this action research may not be replicated in a
situation where teachers are required to participate in a collaborative inquiry group, which may
not be realistic at most school sites. When Participant B expressed resistance to participating in
the intervention strategy and eventually decided to opt out of the group, there were no negative
repercussions for the structure or integrity of the inquiry group because it was voluntary. If the
inquiry group was required for all staff to participate in, this would have posed a very difficult
problem because Participant B would not have had the option of leaving the group. The success
and positive results of the inquiry group might have been compromised if we had continued
without addressing this challenge. My next steps are to conduct further research on how to
overcome difficult dynamics in collaborative inquiry group settings and how to foster a culture
of learning where all team members feel valued and safe enough to be vulnerable and grow their
practice.
Despite the challenges and limitations faced, it is evident that creating a PLC with a
collaborative inquiry group is an effective way to not only change teacher practice, but to also
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increase student learning and growth. Implementing a collaborative inquiry group takes careful
planning, but can pay off with positively impacting the culture of learning and growth with the
staff and students. It can be a relatively inexpensive model of professional development that
builds on the knowledge and expertise that teachers bring their profession and has the potential
to have dramatic results on student performance if implemented with fidelity.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Pre-Intervention Survey
1. How would you define student engagement? (Open ended)
2. Students at this school are highly engaged in their classes. (Respond with Strongly Agree,
Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
3. Students in my classes are highly engaged. (Respond with Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree,
or Strongly Disagree)
4. From your own experience in the classroom, what do you believe are the factors that most
significantly cause student engagement? (Open ended)
5. Autonomy in the classroom means that students have the opportunity to be self-initiating
and self-regulating in their own actions. What types of teacher behaviors would encourage
students to exhibit these qualities? (Open ended)
6. Encouraging autonomy in the classroom can increase student engagement. (Respond with
Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
7. I encourage students to be autonomous in my classroom. (Respond with Strongly Agree,
Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
8. If you chose agree or strongly agree above, in what ways do you encourage autonomy in
your classroom? (Open ended)

Appendix B: Post-Intervention Survey
1. How would you define student engagement? (Open ended)
2. Students at this school are highly engaged in their classes. (Respond with Strongly Agree,
Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
3. Students in my classes are highly engaged. (Respond with Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree,
or Strongly Disagree)
4. After participating in this collaborative inquiry process, what do you believe are the factors
that most significantly cause student engagement? (Open ended)
5. How would you define student autonomy in the classroom? (Open ended)
6. What teacher behaviors best encourage student autonomy? (Open ended)
7. Encouraging autonomy in the classroom can increase student engagement. (Respond with
Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
8. Using the active participation strategy was effective in increasing student engagement in my
classroom. (Respond with Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
9. I encourage students to be autonomous in my classroom. (Respond with Strongly Agree,
Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
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10. This inquiry process was effective in improving my practice as a teacher. (Respond with
Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly Disagree)
11. What I appreciated most about this process was… (Open ended)
12. What I would like to improve about this process is… (Open ended)
Appendix C: Baseline Observation Template

Teacher Name:

Date:

Class:

Grade:

Objective of lesson:
Student Behavior Note Taking Form
Time

Active
engagement

Passive
compliant/
attentive
behavior

Disengaged
motor

Disengaged
verbal

Disengaged
passive

0-5
minutes
6-10
minutes
11-15
minutes
16-20
minutes

Teacher Behavior Note Taking Form
Active Engagement Indicator
Students are collaborating with peers
in groups or in partners
Positive interdependence (success of
group depends on success of
individuals)
Individual accountability
Equitable participation of all students
Structure in place so that multiple
students can participate at once
Task is group worthy

65

Present ✔

Description of how teacher structured this component
of strategy

Reach ILA Action Research
Kara Duros- 2015

Appendix D: Post-Intervention Observation and Debrief Template
Intervention 2.0 Observation Tool
Step 1: Teacher shares relevant background information about class (grade, course, topic
being studied), who the focus students are and why they were chosen. (2 minutes)
Step 2: Observers ask teacher any clarifying questions. (2 minutes)
Step 3: Observers and teacher watch video and take notes in the graphic organizer below (20
minutes)
Step 4: Observers and teachers share and discuss notes (10 minutes)
Student Behavior Note Taking Form
Paying specific attention to the focus students, note student names and behaviors as you see
them occur in the appropriate categories.

Teacher Name:

Date:

Class:

Grade:

Objective of lesson:
Time

Active
engagement

Passive
compliant/
attentive
behavior

Disengaged
motor

Disengaged
verbal

Disengaged
passive

0-5
minutes
6-10
minutes
11-15
minutes
16-20
minutes

Teacher Behavior Note Taking Form
Active Engagement Indicator
Students are collaborating with peers
in groups or in partners
Positive interdependence (success of
group depends on success of
individuals)
Individual accountability
Equitable participation of all students
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Structure in place so that multiple
students can participate at once
Task is group worthy

Appendix F: Collaborative Inquiry Group Sample Agenda Template
Date:

Members Present:

Unity High School Staff Interaction Norms:
• Respect time by starting on time and ending on time
• Demonstrate collegiality and mutual respect by assuming best intentions
• Cultivate a growth mindset to achieve high expectations
• Be willing to be in the "brave" space by stepping up, stepping back, and embracing
challenges and shortcomings
• Practice honesty, empathy and open-mindedness
• Honor the work with undivided attention
Meeting Objective:
• Build a common understanding of the purpose, process and intended outcomes of the
collaborative inquiry group
• Develop community
• Construct a common understanding of engagement
Approximate
Time

Meeting Action

12-12:10

Overview of purpose, process
and intended outcomes of
collaborative inquiry group

12:10-12:25

Pre-intervention survey

12:25-12:40

Community building: Why did
you decide to join this inquiry
group and what are your hopes
and dreams for our students?

12:40- 1:00

Defining engagement: How do
we know if a student is
engaged? What does an
engaged student look like,
sound like, and act like?

Action
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Appendix G: Teacher Reflective Journal
Teachers will be completing a reflective journal in Google docs after each collaborative inquiry
meeting and coaching session. The following questions are to help guide teachers to reflect on
the impact and process data I am seeking to collect and are not meant to limit teachers from
writing about other relevant topics.
1. Based on this session, what are your next steps?
2. What questions do you still have?
3. How has your thinking changed as a result of this session?
4. How would you describe the current level of student engagement in your classroom? What
do you attribute this level to?

Appendix H: Researcher Reflective Journal
I will be completing a reflective journal in Google docs after each collaborative inquiry meeting
and coaching observation and debrief. The following questions will help guide me to reflect on
the impact and process data I am seeking to collect and are not meant to limit me from writing
about other relevant topics.
Post-observation
1. How effectively did the teacher use X autonomy supportive strategy?
2. What teacher behavior changes were noted in the observation?
3. How effective is the observation template in capturing the autonomy supportive strategy?
4. What changes would make this tool more useful?
Post-coaching session and post-collaborative inquiry meeting
1. Were the goals of the session met? How effectively?
2. What next steps were planned?
3. What changes to the structure of the session would make this a more effective use of time?
4. Other notes related to teacher ability or attitude toward x autonomy supportive strategy.

Appendix I: Active Participation Critical Friends Protocol
1. Presentation (3 minutes)
• The presenter has an opportunity to share the context:
1. Relevant background information about the students and/or the class- grade, subject,
baseline survey/ observation data, challenges and strengths of students
2. Intervention: describe the intervention you have designed
3. Successes and challenges noted so far: describe what has been going well and what
could be going better
• Participants are silent; no questions are entertained at this time.
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2. Clarifying and Probing Questions (2 minutes)
• Participants have an opportunity to ask “clarifying” questions in order to get information that may
have been omitted in the presentation that they feel would help them to understand the context.
Clarifying questions are matters of “fact.”
• Participants should then ask “probing” questions should be worded so that they help the presenter
clarify and expand his/her thinking about the dilemma presented to the group.
3. Warm and Cool Feedback (5 minutes)
• Participants share feedback with each other while the presenter is silent. The feedback generally
begins with a few minutes of warm feedback, moves on to a few minutes of cool feedback
(sometimes phrased in the form of reflective questions), and then moves back and forth between
warm and cool feedback.
• Warm feedback may include comments about how the work presented seems to meet the desired
goals; cool feedback may include possible “disconnects,” gaps, or problems. Often participants
offer ideas or suggestions for strengthening the work presented.
• The facilitator may need to remind participants of the presenter’s focusing question, which should
be posted for all to see.
• Presenter is silent and takes notes in their reflective journal.
5. Reflection (2 minutes)
• Presenter speaks to those comments/questions he or she chooses while participants are silent.
• This is not a time to defend oneself, but is instead a time for the presenter to reflect aloud on those
ideas or questions that seemed particularly interesting.
• Facilitator may intervene to focus, clarify, etc.
Participant Note Taking Guide

Presenter:
Focus
Question:
Context:
Clarifying
Questions:
Warm
Feedback:
Cool
Feedback and
Suggestions:
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