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We Need You!


As professionals who work with students who are blind or visually impaired, we are creative and innovative! Not a teaching day probably goes by that you are not solving a new problem, contemplating how to best help your students improve their skills, or figuring out a new way to provide equal access. Your creative teaching ideas and experiences with students (children or adults) who are blind or visually impaired can make a significant contribution to our knowledge base about best practices in education. Despite our different regions, and unique challenges, we also share commonalities in our efforts to provide effective and quality education. 


You probably already engage in discussions with other professionals about what is working or not working when trying to help students reach their full learning potential. This can be a beneficial exercise in coming up with new ideas, trying out teaching strategies and supporting each other. But, how do you determine if the strategies you are using are working as well as you hoped? And how can you contribute to best practice by spreading the word about your teaching successes in a format that helps professionals in other settings consider how your idea might work with their students? The answer to all of these questions is:  Action Research! 


Often we base our decisions of student success on professional observation and sometimes gut feelings. Our perceptions of teaching successes become stronger and more applicable to other professionals when we have data supporting our feelings. By being systematic in planning our teaching interventions and collecting data on those interventions, we can contribute to the research base in the field of visual impairment, help other professionals working on similar problems, and inform our own practice at the same time. In fact, action research is not very different from being a reflective and diagnostic teacher. You may discover you are already an action researcher!

What is Action Research?


Action research is the systematic process of investigating a question you have related to teaching your own students and can be conducted on a single student or a group of students. It begins with you, the practitioner, identifying a question or a situation that you want to answer or improve. These questions come from your reflective teaching practice. How much impact is your instruction having on student improvement or what challenges do your students face in the learning environment? For example, you may be noticing that your student is not reading braille as fluently as he should, and you want to do something to change that. You notice that his hand movements seem smooth, but that he does a lot of backtracking over words that cannot be sounded out. 


After identifying the problem or situation, the next step is to come up with a plan. What action will you take? For the braille student, you may decide to create a warm-up sheet or set of flashcards for the student that contain thirty or forty words that frequently occur when reading, but cannot be sounded out. Your action plan drives the research question: Does daily exposure to flashcards of frequently occurring words improve my student’s fluency when reading?


The key to turning teaching into action research requires that you are very systematic in the third step: Evaluation. How will you know if your action plan is working? Coming up with a clear plan for collecting data that will answer the research question will keep your research strong and will help you make decisions about your instruction. For the braille student who is warming up every day with the flashcards, you might decide to take a reading rate from the book the student is currently reading every third day in order to collect data on improvement of fluency. And, since fluency involves more than just speed, but also expression, you may also decide to make some qualitative observations on expression using a checklist you made. You should also have in mind how long you will collect data before evaluating if the action plan is working. Depending on the intervention and the data collection methods, different research questions will need different amounts of time before a change would be expected.


The following graphic (Figure 1) shows how the process of action research is circular (adapted from Hendricks, 2006). You reflect and identify a need, take action by creating a plan and formulating the research question, evaluate the action by collecting meaningful data, and then return to reflecting. How well did it all work? Did the student improve his fluency in braille? If yes, will you continue the intervention of the flashcards? If no, will you add something onto the flashcard intervention or try something different? Whatever the decision, collecting data to document progress or what happens when changes are made is important.
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Figure 1.  Action Research Process

Tips for Success: Setting up an Action Research Project:


In addition to the general process of doing action research, there are some specific tips you should keep in mind when setting up your own action research project in order to ensure success (see also Figure 1):

1. Take baseline data before beginning! The data you collect to answer your question will provide better insight if you know where the student started from, or know what the starting conditions are of the situation you are investigating. For the braille student working on fluency, the teacher would want to have taken several days of reading rates that establish a pattern (or an average) from where the student is starting. If the expression checklist is also going to be used, it should be filled out along with those initial reading rates in order to have comparison data once the intervention starts. 

2. Be sure to formulate an actual research question before selecting your data collection methods. It is important to match the data collection to the question you are trying to answer. Having that question in mind will help with your selection process.

3. Pick data collection methods that are meaningful, but also doable! You are a busy teacher, make sure what you choose to do is something you can actually do systematically. 

4. Consider ways you can get reliable data. For some types of data collection measures in particular, such as observational checklists (for behavior, etc.), having a second person also fill out the checklist for at least some of the data collection sessions will give you information on how reliable the observation data is (meaning that you get the same answer every time you collect the data). This is called inter-rater reliability, or inter-observer agreement. Do both you and the other person observe the same thing? If yes, then the measure shows strength in being reliable. If not, consider what might be the reasons and change your procedure accordingly.

5. Keep other factors constant! When you are investigating whether a certain intervention, teaching strategy or environmental change creates improvement, it is important not to change other things at the same time or midway through your data collection. It will be hard to know if the data are related to the intervention you are investigating if other changes are also occurring. If you decide to do a couple of things at the same time, then be sure to note that it is the combination of strategies you are investigating.


Along with the above tips, in order to make the research you do interpretable for other practitioners, it is important to be specific about the student and the context in which the research is taking place. Since action research with your own students is within the context of your teaching environment, it may be more applicable to some practitioners than others, depending on their own teaching context and the characteristics of their students. The strength of action research comes from being specific about context so that others can judge how well the same intervention might work for their situation. If you write up your action research to share with others, or just talk about it with others, be sure to include information about the following:

1. Student characteristics (without using the student name or other identifying information, of course!). For example: What level of vision does the student have? What educational background does the student have? Does the student have additional disabilities beyond having a visual impairment? Think about the characteristics that are important to the research project. 

2. Instructional environment. For example: Where is the research taking place? Is the student working one-on-one with you? Is the student in an inclusive setting with a classroom of peers? When does the intervention take place? What materials and supports are available related to the research?

3. Information about how well the plan was carried out. Action research is subject to glitches. Students can be absent; an emergency situation might lead to a change in data collection schedule. While you want to be as systematic as possible, things happen. It is important to note deviations from your research if they do occur. These details will be useful to you and to others who are interpreting your results and considering your methodology from the perspective of their own teaching environment. 
An Action Research Example


Mrs. Sanchez teaches at a school for the blind and has one student who is congenitally blind, Olivia, who attends morning classes across the street at the local elementary school before coming to her in the afternoon. She has worked with the classroom teacher at the elementary school to help make adaptations to the curriculum so that Olivia can participate meaningfully. What Mrs. Sanchez is noticing, however, is that Olivia is not very motivated to attend the other school, because she complains that the students just ignore her. Mrs. Sanchez wants to improve the social situation for Olivia and decides to do some action research. After speaking with Olivia, some of her peers, and the classroom teacher, Mrs. Sanchez reflects on what might be the major factors contributing to Olivia’s feeling of social isolation. Among other factors, Olivia’s peers expressed that they did not think Olivia could do anything they were interested in, and Olivia expressed being afraid to ask to participate with her peers because they might say no. Mrs. Sanchez decides to focus on these two aspects to start. She does some reading about strategies for social inclusion and decides to try a combined intervention that focuses on peer awareness and social strategies for Olivia. 


Mrs. Sanchez’s action plan is to hold an inservice for Olivia’s peers with Olivia participating. Part of the inservice will be to highlight Olivia’s interests and have her demonstrate how she plays games and other skills when adaptations are needed. Mrs. Sanchez hopes that this portion of the intervention will help peers be more open to Olivia participating with them because they see that she can indeed do things. Mrs. Sanchez also will work with Olivia by practicing strategies for initiating social interaction with her peers. She will teach strategies through role playing and have Olivia create a list to remind her of these strategies. Based on her action plan, Mrs. Sanchez identifies the following research question: After conducting a peer inservice and practicing strategies with Olivia, do peers initiate interaction with Olivia more frequently and does Olivia also increase her attempts at initiating interaction?


Taking into account her research question and the type of data that she needs, Mrs. Sanchez decides on a data collection procedure that Olivia can do herself. She wants to see an increase in the number of interactions that occur both when peers approach Olivia and Olivia approaches her peers. She realizes that each day may have different opportunities for interaction (some days more than others), so just counting the number of interactions each day might not give an accurate account and may also be difficult to do consistently. So, Mrs. Sanchez decides that she will record the data each week, with at least one interaction per day being a success. Per week, then, there could be up to five days when peers initiated interactions and up to five days when Olivia initiated interactions. Mrs. Sanchez gets a jar and some popsicle sticks. She cuts some of the popsicle sticks in half and labels them “friend” in braille. She leaves some popsicle sticks whole and labels them “Olivia.” For data collection, Olivia, at the end of each morning, will put a “friend” stick in the jar if one of her peers initiated an interaction with her at least once during the morning. Olivia will also put an “Olivia” stick in the jar if she initiated at least one interaction with her peers. At the end of the week, Mrs. Sanchez and Olivia will count the sticks and graph the number of interactions by peers and Olivia separately. Mrs. Sanchez has also made a checklist for the classroom teacher to record the same information at least twice during the week for reliability information.


Prior to beginning the intervention (peer inservice and role-playing strategies), three weeks of interaction data were taken by the classroom teacher as baseline. After the peer inservice was conducted and the role-playing sessions were finished with Olivia, Mrs. Sanchez had Olivia start to keep track of her interactions with peers using the popsicle stick system. Mrs. Sanchez set a six-week mark for when she would first analyze the data to see how things were going. 


The following graph (Figure 2) shows how Mrs. Sanchez and Olivia recorded data for both baseline and then the first six weeks after the intervention. The dotted vertical line indicates the intervention, with baseline data indicated before the intervention. Two lines are shown on the graph, one for peer-initiated interactions (line marked by diamond-shaped data points) and one for Olivia-initiated interactions (line marked by square-shaped data points). The vertical y-axis ranges from 0-5 to indicate the number of days within a week when an interaction occurred. The horizontal x-axis shows the weeks. Based on the graph, Mrs. Sanchez is pleased to see for the first six weeks of data collection that there was an increase in interactions from baseline by both peers and Olivia, but notices that the interactions decrease a bit over time on part of the peers. Mrs. Sanchez will think about what might be the reasons and whether it is cause for concern or consideration of additional intervention. If Mrs. Sanchez decides to add another factor she’ll put another dotted line on her graph to indicate that a change in intervention is occurring. She might also decide to continue collecting data for a few more weeks with the current intervention to see if interactions stabilize. Mrs. Sanchez will continue to be a reflective practitioner as part of her action research project. 
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Figure 2.  Olivia’s Social Interactions

Dissemination Ideas


Well-conducted action research has the power to help us all improve our instructional practices and success with students. It has the power to help us build evidence about best practices when working with students with visual impairments. The power is only there, however, if the information is disseminated! Sharing with your colleagues with whom you work is the first step, but the following are some ideas for reaching a broader audience: 

1. Present your project at conferences that professionals in visual impairment attend. These could be local, regional, national or international conferences, including ICEVI conferences.

2. Write an article about your project and submit it to a research to practice journal or magazine that practitioners in visual impairment read. Some options might include the ICEVI Educator, The research report section of the Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness (JVIB), the British Journal of Visual Impairment, and the Council for Exceptional Children’s (CEC) Division of Visual Impairment (DVI) quarterly newsletter.

3. Be creative in coming up with other means for dissemination. Perhaps you can link up with your ICEVI regional chair to set-up an on-line means to interact with others in your region or across regions to share action research results. Your creativity can help generate ideas for dissemination!
Conclusion


Remember, you are needed.  You know what is and is not working with your students, and that information can support teachers around the world.  Action research is one method for creating evidence for a particular strategy that seems to work for you.  Disseminating your action research contributes to best practice by spreading the word in a format that helps professionals in other settings consider how your idea might work with their own students.  By being systematic in planning our teaching interventions and collecting data on those interventions, we can contribute to the research base in the field of visual impairment, help other professionals working on similar problems, and inform our own practice at the same time. 
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