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BACKGROUND & RATIONALE
Over the past four years at Catholic 
Education Melbourne, we have been 
working to understand and strengthen 
school research engagement, with a 
particular focus on two components:

•	 school engagement in research (i.e. 
schools participating in research 
projects led by external researchers)

•	 school engagement with research 
(i.e. schools using the findings from 
external/academic research).

Another component of research 
engagement that is both in the 
literature, and often becomes part of 
conversations with schools, Catholic 
Education Melbourne staff and other 
jurisdictions, is schools doing their 
own research or inquiry. While we 
acknowledge this is considered to be 
an important component of school 
research engagement and is happening 
in practice in many of our schools, we 
have kept this outside of the scope 
of our work so far. This is mostly 
because we have been responding to 
an emerging policy rhetoric and goal in 
Australia that schools need to be more 
evidence-informed, to ultimately improve 
school and student outcomes. That is, 
schools should engage with and use 
research evidence to inform their school 
improvement efforts, not necessarily do 
their own research. 

Schools (i.e. mainly teachers) doing 
their own research seems to attract 
different views and opinions, but what 
does the literature say? Is it a worthwhile 
improvement strategy for schools to 
be conducting their own research, or 
is it better to help schools engage with 
and use good quality research that 
already exists? Or should we be helping 
schools do both? What is the relationship 
between schools/teachers doing 
research, and using research?  

This paper aims to answer these 
questions by capturing the key themes 
in the literature (both national and 
international), and to help Catholic 
Education Melbourne have an informed 
view on the topic of ‘schools doing 
research’. The literature search that 
informs this paper was not intended to 
be extensive or exhaustive, but rigorous 
enough to extract major themes and 
key messages. Fourteen research 
articles were chosen for their recency 
and relevance to the topic, including 
half that are located within the research 
engagement and evidence use literature, 
and half that are focused specifically on 
teacher research and action research. 
There are certainly some repeated 
themes across the articles, but also 
some competing perspectives, so 
the review gives a well-rounded and 
informed view on teacher research. 

Also as part of the process, Monash 
University’s Quality Evidence Use 
Project (i.e. the Q Project) team were 
contacted because of their interest 
and expertise in ‘quality evidence use 
in schools’. Associate Professor Mark 
Rickinson, Mandy Salisbury and Dr 
Jo Gleeson were generous with their 
preliminary thoughts on the topic and 
provided some references that had links 
to schools/teachers doing research. 
While teacher research is not the focus 
of the Q Project, they acknowledged 
its relevance to ‘quality evidence use’, 
and the importance of further exploring 
the connections between the different 
components of school research 
engagement.  

OVERARCHING INQUIRY 
QUESTIONS

1.

https://www.monash.edu/education/research/projects/qproject
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1.	What do we mean by schools/
teachers doing research?
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activity for teachers’. Ravitch (2014, p. 5) 
also positions practitioner research as a 
professional development exercise as it 
‘extends professional knowledge, skills, 
ideas and practices’, and provides an 
opportunity to critically and deliberately 
reflect on one’s work and practice. In 
addition, Cain (2019) suggests teacher 
research is an important form of 
professional development because its 
aim is to improve teaching and learning.

To summarise, the following themes 
stand out in the literature regarding what 
is meant by teachers doing research: 
the research is focused on addressing 
a context-specific problem, changing 
practice and/or making improvements; 
it is led by teachers (individually or 

https://www.cem.edu.au/About-Us/Research-in-Schools/School-Research-Engagement/Research-Leads
https://www.cem.edu.au/About-Us/Research-in-Schools/School-Research-Engagement/Research-Leads
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own research. ‘Teachers should not 
conduct their own academic educational 
research independently of any assistance 
… because the conduct of educational 
research is a highly demanding and 
specialised occupation which requires 
different kinds of know-how from those 
required for teaching. It is not fair to 
expect teachers to take on such a role’ 
(p. 143). So, what seems to be common 
among these three authors is that 
teachers doing their own independent 
research without support is actually 
unreasonable, potentially risky and not 
feasible as part of day-to-day practice. 

YES, BUT … ACCORDING TO MANY 
With the exception of the three examples 
discussed above, overall the literature 
is more positive about teachers doing 
research and suggests teacher research 
and inquiry is a worthwhile professional 
learning activity. However, it is not 
without its challenges! A common theme 
in response to ‘is teacher research a 
worthwhile endeavour?’ seems to be 
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high quality CtP research can do both. 
This may indeed be the case and give 
practitioner research a higher standing 
among the academic community, but 
how many teacher research projects 
are potentially excluded from the ‘high 
quality’ category because they do 
not make an ‘original contribution to 
knowledge’? 

Cain (2019) challenges the need 
to judge the quality and validity of 
teacher research in the same ways 
as traditional academic research. He 
cleverly questions the need for rigorous 
scientific methodology as compared with 
academic research, because teacher 
research is focused on improvement in a 
particular context, not on the generation 
of original knowledge for the purposes of 
generalisability to other settings. 

First, the prime aim of Teacher 
Research is not to generate original 
knowledge which can be generalised 
to lots of different settings, but to 
improve practice in a particular school 
… Generalisability is not terribly 
important; what matters is that the 
situation at the end of the research is 
demonstrably better than it was when 
the research started, and that the path 
to improvement is itself a matter of 
improving … So perhaps the appropriate 
question to ask of the research is not, 
‘Is it sufficiently rigorous to generate 
‘generalisable findings?’ but ‘Is it 
sufficiently rigorous to show and explain 
‘genuine improvement in this setting?’ 
(p. 136)

To summarise, the following themes 
stand out in the literature regarding 
whether school/teacher research 
is a worthwhile endeavour. Overall, 
teachers doing research in schools can 
be beneficial, but they need adequate 
support and research skills (that are 
developed, not assumed) to ensure 
the research is both a meaningful 
professional learning activity for 
teachers and leads to context-specific 
improvement. While the research needs 
to be adequately rigorous to understand 
and justify the findings, perhaps 
practitioner inquiry does not need to be 
judged with the same validity criteria as 
traditional academic research.

3.	 What is the relationship 
between doing and using 
research? 

Firstly, it is important to confirm that 
both of these activities can be worthwhile 
in their own right. There is evidence 
to support the link between research 
engagement and evidence use, improved 
teaching practice, and positive student 
outcomes (e.g. Bell et al. 2010; Scott 
& McNeish 2013; Sharp 2004), so we 
know teachers using research is a good 
thing. In addition, from the literature 
reviewed in this paper, there is clear 
evidence that teachers doing their own 
school or classroom-based research 
can also be beneficial. But what is the 
relationship, if any, between doing and 
using research in schools? This is the 
hardest of the inquiry questions to 
answer because, to our knowledge, it is 
not directly or extensively addressed in 
the literature. Teachers both doing and 
using research are sometimes grouped 
together under the banner of ‘research 
engagement’ (e.g. Cornelissen, McLellan 
& Schofield 2017; Petretti 2018), but then 
they are often discussed as separate 
activities. Similarly, school staff doing 
and using research are both features of 
a ‘research-engaged school’ (Godfrey 
2016), but again the relationship between 
them is not explicit. Nonetheless, 
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DOING RESEARCH (WELL) SHOULD 
INVOLVE USING EXISTING RESEARCH 
A key part of conducting research is 
knowing where the issue, phenomenon 
or problem sits within the existing 
evidence base. Engaging with relevant 
literature helps to answer questions 
like: What is already known about the 
research topic? What are the gaps in 
knowledge? Is it a research project 
worth pursuing, or can existing evidence 
be used to help solve the problem? Are 
there other theories or frameworks 
that can help to make sense of the data 
and understand the research findings? 
What can be learned from others who 
have explored similar lines of inquiry? 
These questions are not necessarily 
specific or unique to academic research. 
Even if teacher research is focused on 
local improvement, and is not intended 
for broader publication, engaging with 
relevant research and asking such 
questions seems likely to help guide and 
strengthen practitioner inquiry. However, 
when reviewing the literature on teacher 
inquiry and action research for this 
paper, it was surprising to find the role of 
using existing research was not evident 
at all in some papers, mentioned briefly 
in others, and only highlighted strongly 
in two articles. In one example, Ellis 
and Loughland (2016) clearly believe 
using existing research is important 
in action research, but note the lack 
of engagement – ‘research was often 
conducted without knowledge of the 
relevant theory so that a theory/practice 
divide prevailed. Although academic 
partners did on occasion provide 
selected literature, teachers tended to 
only scan through this material citing 
they were time poor’ (p. 132). 

In their review of CtP research, including 
practitioner inquiry and action research, 
Wyse et al. (2020) argue the projects 
that were deemed high quality had a 
strong theoretical underpinning and 

explanation of the research methodology. 
In contrast, the low quality projects 
lacked a comprehensive literature 
review and deep analysis of the findings 
against relevant theory. Not only do 
the researchers see these issues as 
barriers to teacher research contributing 
to the broader evidence base, but they 
suggest the lack of theorisation may also 
undermine the potential learning and 
usefulness of an action research project. 
They claim that in the best examples, 
CtP researchers ‘know how theory can 
be applied in a particular context in 
order to help broaden understanding 
about practice’ (Wyse et al. 2020, p. 
16). So perhaps more important than 
meeting certain quality criteria of 
academic research, teachers engaging 
with relevant theory and literature as 
a key part of inquiry processes can 
enhance their own learning and the 
potential value of their research. Winch 
(2017) goes even further, intimating 
that teachers engaging with research 
is not just a good idea, but perhaps a 
necessity – ‘Educational theory is part of 
the world of teachers whether they like it 
or not. It is far better to master it than be 
mastered by it’ (p. 142). 

USING RESEARCH (WELL) COULD 
INVOLVE DOING RESEARCH/INQUIRY
There is currently limited knowledge 
and evidence on what teachers using 
research well looks like, hence Monash 
University’s current five-year project on 
Quality Evidence Use (i.e. the Q Project). 
The research engagement and evidence 
use literature is peppered with initiatives 
aimed at improving the use of evidence 
in schools, some including teachers 
participating in cycles of inquiry (i.e. 
doing research). But there is still no 
clarity on which are the best models 
or ways for teachers to use research. 
Perhaps one of the most effective 
approaches for integrating research 
evidence into a particular setting is 

for teachers to conduct some form of 
research or inquiry. Without it, how will 
teachers reflect on changes they have 
made that were informed by research, 
and the impact of those changes? In 
saying that, using research well might 
not require teachers to do a full end-to-
end research project per se, but doing 
research may just involve using research 
skills as part of day-to-day professional 
practi0 0 9 3dd51I[(r (en-GB)/MCID 1081 >>BDC 
B(es1tifesearaonal )]</Labe)5.1 (y mang (en-GB)/MCID 1079 >>BDC 
BT
9 0 0 9 396.889 726.6477 Tm
[(made that w610.1 (er)30 (gal nosearMC 
/Spanues1t)5 f)15 a,n <<ifesearg (en-GB)/MCID 1079 >>BDC 
BT
9 0 0 9 396.889 714.1477 Tm
(and the impa614 (s r)30 (efl)10.1 (searp)30 (ch ))/MCID 108s(e )]TJ
ET
EMC)15 alu
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SUMMARY 
Exploring and wrestling with the 
literature on teachers doing research 
has been a challenging, but worthwhile 
exercise. While there are not necessarily 
clear and straightforward answers to 
the inquiry questions, we now have a 
better understanding of how teacher 
research fits within the broader school-
research-engagement puzzle. Not 
only can teachers doing their own 
research and inquiry support ongoing 
professional learning and local-level 
change and improvement, it may also be 
an important enabler for using research 
well. It is often distinct from academic 
research in that teacher research is 
improvement-focused and context-
specific, and therefore the researchers 
(i.e. teachers) have the most to learn 
and gain from the findings. Because 
generalising the findings and publishing 
in academic journals are not usually 
what motivates teachers to conduct their 
own inquiry, perhaps the frameworks 
used to judge teacher research should 
be reconsidered. According to Wilkins (in 
Brown, Flood & Handscomb 2020):

It is essential that evidence-informed 
practice becomes the norm across the 
teaching work of a school. A teacher 
not research-engaged would be like 
a driver not looking at road signs: but 
that does require a re-think about 
‘research’ because the kind of research 
that is needed for professionalization 
is professional research rather than 
academic research. The key distinctions 
between the two are that professional 
research operates within a different 
ethical framework, counts professional 
judgement as valid evidence, and stands 
separately from academic levels of 
assessment (p. 147).

SNAPSHOT OF KEY LEARNINGS 

1.	 WHAT DO WE MEAN BY SCHOOLS/
TEACHERS DOING RESEARCH?

•	 Teacher research is led by teachers 
in schools, is context-specific, 
focused on an issue of practice, and 
conducted systematically. Because it 
is locally-driven, the researchers (i.e. 
teachers) are often more invested in 
the research problem and findings. 

•	 Teacher research and inquiry is often 
distinct from academic research in 
that it is improvement-focused and 
context-specific, and the findings are 
not intended to be generalisable or 
for broader publication. 

2.	 IS SCHOOL/TEACHER RESEARCH A 
WORTHWHILE ENDEAVOUR?

•	 Some authors think teachers doing 
their own research is unrealistic, 
unreasonable and potentially risky, 
especially if done individually and 
without academic guidance. Instead, 
they believe teachers should be 
supported to engage with existing 
high quality research. 

•	 More authors think teacher research 
can be beneficial for local change 
and improvement, and as a useful 
professional learning activity. 
However, it still has its challenges. 
Teachers need to have research skills 
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CONSIDERATIONS
Many inquiries and literature reviews 
lead to more questions than answers, 
and this is no exception. When 
considering the key learnings above 
and their implications, the following 
questions are proposed to encourage 
further reflection, discussion and 
action within the education community, 
particularly at the jurisdiction-level. 

1.	 Given teacher research is 
improvement-focused and context-
specific, the findings are often not 
generalisable, nor intended to be. 
There are often conversations within 
and across jurisdictions about how 
to better share the findings from the 
many research projects conducted  
by teachers and leaders in 
our schools, usually as part of 
postgraduate study. However, 
rather than sharing context-specific 
learnings from individual research 
projects (i.e. the what), perhaps there 
is more to be learned and gained 
from understanding the process  
(i.e. the how).  

	 How can we learn more about, and 
share, the different ways teachers/
leaders have conducted successful 
research projects in their schools, 
and what helped make their projects 
successful?  

2.	 Even though there is evidence 
to support teacher research as 
beneficial, there are still a number 
of issues and criticisms raised in 
the literature, as summarised in this 
paper. Teacher research should not 
be considered an easier alternative 
to academic research, as there needs 
to be adequate support, capability 
building and scaffolding (e.g. time, 
academic guidance and high-trust 
school cultures) for teacher research 
to be successful.  

	 How can we develop teacher 
research skills more deliberately 
and ensure jurisdiction projects and 
initiatives that include an element of 
teacher research, inquiry or action 
research have adequate scaffolding? 

3.	 There is more to be learned about the 
relationship between teachers doing 
and using research, but it is likely 
they are mutually-reinforcing, and 
both support ongoing learning and 
improvement. Even though the long-
term goal might be to embed them 
as part of teachers’ daily professional 
work, we still need to understand 
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