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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 

Finding a Question 
 

 So how do teacher researchers find good questions?  (Seven-year-old Darius, in 

the poem at the beginning of this chapter, asked, “Do you know what space meals 

are?”—a good question that makes us pause and wonder.)  Good questions in teacher 

research do something similar—they arise from ECE teachers’ direct experiences with 

children, families, and teaching colleagues.  They don’t come from other people’s 

experiences, from books, or from research articles.  For example, one teacher asks, “How 

can I help my 3s and 4s be less aggressive?”  Another asks, “How useful are those 

computers the school installed in our rooms?”  And a third asks, “What makes for a 

secure and positive attachment between our young toddlers and me, as their caregiver?”  

These questions come from the teachers’ classroom lives and gradually shape themselves 

into researchable or “doable” questions to address through a study of their practices. 

 The teachers’ questions cited above all identified beginning points that seem 

simple enough, yet in a real sense this staring out is a significant first challenge for 

teacher researchers.  Teachers are surrounded by so much activity every day, and since 

they work with young children, most of the work is physical, immediate, and full of 

emotion.  How do teachers discover their inquiry when conscious planning, analysis, and 

implementation pull at such a different part of the brain than the flow of daily care?  Most 

teachers will find that even here, at the start, there are at least two phases to this search 

for a question: The first is to find an area that provokes curiosity, passion, or concern; the 

second is to set out on a focused plan to collect and analyze evidence—but that’s next.  I 

start by showing how I, and many teachers I’ve worked with, have found our questions. 

 We begin, as often as not, with the child who puzzles us.  Sometimes a child’s 

learning, social, or emotional interactions are the spark.  Most often, such naturally 

arising case studies focus on children who are struggling in one way or another in the 

ECE setting.  Teachers wonder how to reach students who learn in ways not well 

supported by the classroom curricula, materials, or social climate.  In one case, a teacher 

wonders about her role in providing better facilitation for a child who is not learning at a 

pace similar to his or her peers.  In another, a teacher finds she needs to work in close 

proximity to a child who lashes out physically.  Teachers also spend more time and effort 

helping shy and sensitive children adjust to the busy climate of a school or group-care 

setting.  Any of these case study-driven questions can be framed with the general 

question: How can I help […] become more successful in learning and developing in my 

classroom? 

 At other times, teachers find their questions in the teaching environment.  Perhaps 

a teacher’s attention is drawn to how the children use a space, like the block area, the 

science area, or the outdoor play yard.  A space may be underutilized, constantly in a 

state of disarray, or the scene of too many conflicts.  Alternatively, a teacher’s attention 

may be drawn to the complexity of children’s play within a space, the way relationships 

form through a certain kind of play, or the unexpected nature of a child’s invention or 

language usage. 

 Practitioners new to teacher research, and new to teaching as well, often begin by 

focusing on a negative aspect of their experience, and therefore use teacher research as a 
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tool for immediate problem solving.  How do I organize this classroom?  How do I 

support the children’s socialization skills?  How do I communicate with families?  In 

contrast, teachers and administrators with more experience often find questions that 

spring from a deviation from their expectations, or reawaken them from the inertia of a 

job that no longer feels fresh.  Experienced ECE professionals also find teacher research 

useful as a way to evaluate the success of a new curriculum or management approach.  

Projects exploring the effects of those changes are similar to projects of new teachers. 

 Yet in my work with teacher researches, I have seen that experiences and new 

teachers face opposite challenges in developing their questions.  New teachers tend to 

work reactively because they know so little about what may happen next.  Reactive 

responses make for unruly research, and the new teacher, who is also a new teacher 

researcher, must repeat the mantra, “There is no bad data; it is all evidence, I must just 

make sense of what I have found.”  In a positive sense, unruly research can be 

groundbreaking, because the new teacher can be open to how things turn out.  In contrast, 

the experienced teacher often is guided by an educational vision, which lends structure to 

the question and the unfolding project.  Yet the experienced educator must resist asking a 

question he or she doesn’t honestly mean to test, for example, “Is play important to 

young children’s learning and development?”—a question that the teacher who posed it 

had no intention of disproving.  I describe this contrast not to judge the path taken by 

either new or experienced practitioners, but to provide evidence that teacher research is a 

flexible tool that can serve teachers’ needs throughout their career spiral. 

 Not surprisingly, most people find the experience of selecting a question for 

research anxiety provoking.  Choosing a starting point is hard, because it rules out the 

infinite universe of other possible starting points.  Teacher researchers have described 

this stage of the research project like feeling a door closing just as you rush through.  A 

choice made means infinite choices not made, yet because teacher research is focused 

around a qualitative research methodology, the spiraling process of data collection and 

analysis allows the researcher to discover the full nature of the question within the 

process.  Therefore, the initial decision, while significant, does not so much represent the 

action of a door shutting as of a traveler setting out on a path. 

 Indeed, this “setting out” represents the second major step in the process in 

undertaking a teacher research project.  A case study child, a curricular innovation, an 

environmental focus—each provides a start, yet every project needs greater specificity 

and detail, all building to analysis that is coherent and deep.  Setting out begins this 

journey, ant the research question matures as the teacher researcher collects, organizes, 

and begins to analyze data. 

 There are parallels between the focusing of a teacher research project and the 

focusing of a project-based curricular unit.  Teachers new to project-based work face the 

need to make their curriculum child-centered and wonder how to select project topics that 

will work, or “have legs.”  As a project choice begins to gel, the children become 

collaborative researchers, exploring their topic through observation, data collection, 

asking questions, and making representations of their findings.  Of course, the children 

can take only a part of the responsibility.  Much more responsibility lies with the 

capacities of the educational environment to support child-centered inquiry, and the skills 

of the teachers in supporting the children’s memory of events and awareness of their own 

ideas, and in providing questions, materials, and activities that push children to extend.  A 
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project, then, takes shape not simply because of an initial interest, but due to sustained 

interest that the teacher provides in conscious, creative, and caring ways. 

 So, teacher research has many parallels to project-based work, and teachers 

engaged in teacher research find this synergy gives them the impulse to do their research 

on emerging projects.  Yet teacher research goes beyond a description of a project-based 

curriculum.  Teacher research, like a strong project, is conscious and intentional, and 

involves planned methods of data collection and analysis.  Teacher research goes beyond 

the chronological description of a project.  Instead, teacher research strives to answer a 

question or paradox that stimulated the research or that arose in the course of the teacher 

research process.  While a teacher research project is rich with description of events, 

these descriptions must narrow to tell a particular story that answers a question.  The 

simple chronology of a project can seldom accomplish real inquiry. 

 

What Kinds of Questions Work Well? 
 

 Teachers and ECE administrators ask all kinds of questions about their work with 

children.  Teacher research should be engaged, focused, and systematic, but at least at 

first, unlike in traditional experimental research, the question need not be narrow, form 

the basis for a controlled experiment, or have a testable hypothesis (if…, then…).  

Teacher researchers also do not need to be experts on the academic theory and research 

of the chosen topic.  As teacher researchers work on their inquiry, they will need to 

develop some, but not all, of these elements.  For example, most teacher research studies 

are not designed as controlled experiments.  The classroom rarely affords us those 

conditions, and even if it might, it is rarely ethical for a teacher to run an experiment on 

his or her students.  If there is a teaching approach that we believe will benefit our 

students, we cannot withhold it from some so that they can serve as the traditional 

“control group.” 

 The question itself also will change.  Indeed, many teacher research questions 

have a habit of undulating, growing from narrow to broad and back again.  This shifting 

happens because as research unfolds in the complex world of a childcare center or school 

that is filled with young children (each with his or her own agenda), a single question has 

the nasty (or exciting) habit of splitting into multiple questions.  Then a teacher 

researcher must begin to focus on a subset of those.  Yet as inquiry unfolds, even new 

questions come into focus.  Although this multiplicity may feel unsettling, the shifting of 

focus and gradual zooming in on the “what” of the research are the norm for all kinds of 

naturalistic research.  The teacher’s goal in undertaking inquiry is not to better control the 

environment and the children, but to understand them better to gain flexibility and 

insight. 

 Some teacher researchers working from the tradition of action research (e.g., 

McNiff, Lomax, & Whitehead, 1996) ask questions that begin with the phrase, “How can 

I…?”  This questioning strategy puts the self squarely in the center of the inquiry and 

allows the teacher researcher the greatest chance for effecting an immediate change in the 

situation.  Shelly Swanegan (Stackwood, 2001) put herself in the center of a study in 

which she described and evaluated a culturally relevant curriculum for character 

development that she had developed for her kindergartners.  In another study where the 

instructor’s teaching was at the center, Christine Olsen (2001) worked to describe and 
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assess the effectiveness of applying an active constructivist teaching practice to students 

studying to become early childhood teachers. 

 Other teacher researchers prefer to put a child or children in the learning 

environment in the center of the question, asking a question such as, “How useful are 

computers in this preschool (ages 3-5) classroom?” as posed by Lori McGaughey (2001); 

or, “How do my African American kindergartners develop literacy in ways that reveal a 

foundation in home language (Ebonics) and a shift to standard forms?” posed by Jennifer 

Day (2003).  Others foreground the adults within their programs, for example, doing 

studies that assess the quality of attachment between young toddlers and their caregivers 

in early childhood settings, a question researched in different ways by three teacher 

researchers.  Cathy Richardson (2001) combined observation and interview to compare 

teacher responsiveness (Arnett, 1989) with the security of the child’s attachment ot the 

caregiver (Waters & Deane, 1985).  Jessica Fickle (2003) used memoir and photography 

to understand how her identity and artistic sense allowed her to form strong attachments 

that allowed her toddlers to stretch away from her and grow.  Roxanne Latif (2006) used 

narrative inquiry to frame key moments in her semester as she formed new attachments 

with the toddlers in her care. 

 Within teacher research, the content and the passion behind a teacher’s question 

matter a great deal.  However, the form, the focus, and the nature of a research question 

will evolve over the length of the study.  The first round of evolution begins as teachers 

ask, “What kinds of data can I collect to document and test my question?”  The next 

section moves on to look at kinds of data one might collect, and how teachers can deal 

with these in two contrasting ways, first by counting and then by creating documentation 

panels. 

 

How Do Questions Develop? 
 

 After teacher researchers pose a question, they then see the complexity of what 

they are asking and how to work with that complexity in generative ways.  Here are some 

ways that teacher researchers have taken their overarching questions and fleshed them out 

in more focused and practical ways. 

 

Cathy Richardson’s study (2001) began with her assessing toddler-caregiver 

attachment in her classroom, yet also asked: 

 

 How can I measure a child’s level of attachment to a caregiver?  How can I 

measure the overall effectiveness of the teacher?  What are the comparisons 

between these two measures? 

 

Lori McGaughey’s study (2001) began with finding a way to measure the usefulness 

of computers in her ECE setting, yet also asked: 

 

 How do children respond to the computers?  Is more socially driven play replaced 

by individual play on the machines?  What do the parents think about having 

computers in the classroom?  How do the teachers respond to and make use of the 

computers? 
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Shelly Swanegan’s study (Stackwood, 2001) began with her developing a culturally 

relevant curriculum for character development in her public school kindergarten, yet 

also asked: 

 

 What values are important to this parent group and how can I assess that?  What 

kinds of lessons and homework can I develop to help the children build an 

awareness of their own characters?  How do I respond to eruptions of negative 

behavior even within the course of this extended unit?  How do I measure overall 

effectiveness of the unit, especially from the perspective of the parents? 

 

Christine Olsen’s study (2001) began as an application of active constructivist 

practices to her preservice ECE teachers, yet also asked: 

 

 How do my teacher training methods during our intensive training sessions match 

my intentions for my students’ repertoire of practice?  How do different students 

respond to the training sessions?  How do the teachers show they have understood 

and can apply social-constructivist methods during their work in the semester in 

the lab school?  What assurances do I have that their training will affect their 

practice once they graduate? 
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