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eacher research is a relatively
new and exciting addition to
research and teaching in early
childhood education. Also known as
practitioner inquiry, action re-

search, participatory research, and
reflective practice, teacher research
is a process in which educators
undertake sustained study of some
aspect of their work with children.
The process can be formal, using
a course of study or research
related to one’s teaching, or infor-
mal, creating a journey during
which the focus becomes clearer as
the undertaking evolves. The
research can start with a question,
such as What strategies will in-
crease children’s involvement in
literacy areas? or with queries that
make one curious or puzzled: How
do younger and older toddlers
interact? Why has increased
documentation not enriched a
classroom’s project work? Teacher
research can be as brief as a month
or continue for a year or more. The
process can be carried out indepen-
dently or in collaboration with
others, either in person or through
e-mail and other com-
munication strategies.
Above all, teacher
research is about
educators taking control
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of the total process of research and
inquiry into teaching and learning
in their own settings. This process
also can be an enriched form of
staff development as we examine
aspects of our work that truly
matter to us. And as we present the
findings of our research process to
colleagues through the Internet,
conferences, and periodicals, we
extend the value of our teacher
research for others in our field.

Formation of our teacher
research group

The four authors of this article—
Evangeline, Manuel, Norma, and
Daniel—formed a teacher research
group to learn more about our
children’s language and literacy
development. Over the course of
two years and with the aid of a
grant, we carried out our research
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Above all, teacher research
is about educators taking
control of the total process
of research and inquiry
into teaching and learning
in their own settings.

project at four child development
centers in the San Francisco Bay
area. This article describes the
formation of our group, the value of
teacher research for understanding
children’s language, and the overall
lessons we learned that enhanced
our personal and professional
development.

We came together as a group
because of our interest in children’s
language learning and the potential
of teacher research as a form of
professional development.
Evangeline Espiritu, an English-
Tagalog bilingual educator, is a
primary caregiver for toddlers and
an administrator at a private,
corporate child care center. Daniel
Meier teaches early childhood
courses at a university and is a
literacy specialist with African
American and Latino preschool
children in an urban community.
Norma Villazana-Price, a Spanish-
English bilingual early childhood
educator, teaches Latino, African
American, and Asian children at a
junior college preschool. Manuel
Kichi Wong, a curriculum specialist,
supports preschool teachers who
work with three- to five-year-old
Mandarin-speaking children at a
public preschool in a large urban
school district. We were a diverse
group not only in personal and
professional backgrounds, but also
in terms of the four centers in
which we worked. This variety of
professional roles and positions
proved valuable as we learned from
and with one another.
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The teacher research process:
Our organizational structure

Writing a grant proposal and
receiving funding was a critical first
step in the formation of our teacher
research group. The process of
thinking about and writing the grant
proposal, as well as the challenge of
answering the grant evaluator’s
subsequent questions, sharpened
our focus on children’s language
and the organization of our teacher
research process. The funder also
asked for periodic progress reports,
which further helped us to examine
and assess our accomplishments.
The grant also paid for books,
research materials, travel funds for
conference presentations, and
access to a support system of other
teacher researchers.

We knew that we wanted to
design a project to strengthen
individual observational and
research skills at our respective
centers, as well as promote a
research collaboration and dialogue
across our four sites. Determining
how to maintain meaningful contact
with one another was the most
challenging aspect of our research
design. We used the following eight
components to create an efficient
and effective structure for building
our research capacity:

1. Individual research focus—a
particular language focus for each
of us to research and study

2. Monthly meetings—times to
share, discuss, and reflect on
observations, data, and insights

3. Case study children—research
subjects (two children per group
member) from whom we collected
data on language and literacy
learning

4, Field notes—our individual
notes about children’s language and
literacy involvement

5. Cross-visits—two visits by each
member per year to each of the
other three members’ centers

6. Readings—articles and books
that we all read and discussed at
monthly meetings

7. Conference presentations—
presentations of our research
findings at two national educational
research conferences

8. Written dissemination—this
article about our project for the
early childhood community

In devising this structure, we kept
in mind our overall focus on
children’s language, our desire to
learn how to do teacher research,
and our interest in becoming col-
laborators and co-researchers. We
further explain the first five of these
organizational components next.

Individual research focus. We
each selected an individual re-
search focus related to children’s
language learning:

* Evangeline examined toddlers’
first attempts to speak and how
primary caregivers at her site
helped in this process.

e Manuel looked at ways to improve
the classroom environment so teach-
ers could strengthen children’s op-
portunities for literacy involvement.

* Norma studied the critical stages
her Spanish-speaking preschoolers
went through as they used their

home language and learned English.

e Daniel looked at children’s
strategies for making sense of
dictation during a journal drawing
and writing activity.

Our research topics allowed us to pursue relevant interests at

our respective centers and helped broaden the group's knowl-
edge and inferest in other areas of language learning.
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