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SCHOOL FORUM

Monica Gordon Pershey
ABSTRACT

School speech-language pathologists can rescarch by writing per-
sonal journals, participating in collaborative projects. conducting
formal rescarch studies, preparing publications. or giving presen-
tations. Special needs service seltings are natural “laboratories™
for observation, reffection and inguiry.

Have you ever said to yourselt:

"I see so much progress in o child in my language eroup. This
would make such an interesting case study!™

“Fmobserving unusual speech behaviors in the children who |
work with ina spectal needs class. Pyve Tooked at a lot of research
but T ean™t seem to ind a discussion of this sort of behavior. How
can I establish information about what I'm sccing? How can |
find out it others sce this, two?”

"1 know I'ma good therapist, but 1 can’t seem o articulate my
knowledee. I'm thinking very deceply about my work, but I need
to find & way to gather my thoughts. How can | oreanize my
Knowledge. just for my self?”

“Working with children with communication disorders can be so
emotionally draining. 1 need time to reflect. regain my strength,
and reassess the rewarding aspects ol my work, How can 1 share
my feetings with other therapists so that we can reassess how
affirming our work really is?”

“Ive tested so many kids with language delays! Do these test
results show anything in common in this population” Do the
scores that are achieved on retesting reflect my interventions?”

“Our team works so hard o facilitate inclusion. Twonder if the chil-
dren from regular education realize this? I'd like to find a way (0

document their perceptions of their special needs peers. 1 wonder if

these findings could help us establish a hetter inclusion policy?”

Questions such as these can become the basis for practi-
tioner research. as can the diverse questions that speech-language

Practitioners as Researchers:
Expanding Role for Speech-
Language Pathologists

y Monica Gordon Pershey*

pathologists have about their practices. their carcers, their work
settings, and their own feelings. Speech-language pathologists
who rescarch, cither individually or collaboratively, may acquire
approaches for effective therapy. document phenomena. realize
their own voices, and gain autonomy as practitioners, Any service
setting is a natural “laboratory™ for exploration and rescarch. The

Joy ol discovery through participation in spoken and written dis-

course may be experienced by any practitioner. Observation,
reflection and inquiry can be undertaken by specch-language
pathologists at any stage of their carcers.

Practitioner rescareh has s origins in the feacher as
reseercher movement which is presently popular among Lnglish
(language arts) teachers. Branching off from naturalistic inquiry
and ethnography is action rescarch, rescarch that does not separate
the investigation from the actions needed to solve a problem (pio-
neered by Kurt Lewin in the 1940s. as deseribed by McFarland
and Stansell. 1993). It scems plausible that the successes that
teachers of English have experienced can be shared with and emu-
lated by specch-language pathologists.

WHAT DOES PRACTITIONER AS
RESEARCHER MEAN?

Practitioners who research learn (o see their jobs and profession
through an inquiry stance. Often practitioner research is stimulat-
ad by a need o understand the individuals. actions. events, and
policies that make up one’s work environment (Patterson and
Shannon, 1993). A practitioner rescarcher may wish to examine
her own professional decisions. learn about herself as a therapist.
or learn about the experiences of the persons for whom she pro-
vides therapy. Goals are likely to include a desire o improve ther-
apy practices and therapy environments and to improve career sat-
isfaction and professional development.

*Monica Gordon Pershey, Ed.D. CCC-SLP is an Assistant Professor of Speech and Hearing at Cleveland State University in Cleveland. Ohio. She is the new editor
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Practitioner research differs from clinical research because

of one main element: practitioner research involves personal
reflection on one’s own professional practice. Schon (1988)
describes three ways that reflection on professional practice typi-
cally occurs. First, a practitioner may reflect in action. This occurs
when we see ourselves in the middle of a professional action. For
example, while working on articulation therapy with a child, a
therapist may decide that her decision to move from reinforcing a
sound in the word initial position to introducing the sound in inter-
syllabic position has proven too difficult for the child. She may
decide to continue to work with the child on producing the sound
in the initial position for the rest of the session to ofter the child a
sense of success. When a therapist is carefully watching what is
going on during practice and either maintains or adjusts her pro-
cedure, this 1s reflection in action.

Schon (1988) also describes reflection on action. A com-
mon example of this happens during the daily drive home from
work, as we reflect on the day’s events and plan for the next day:
“We had great participation in the preschool language group, |
think I’'ll use the same approach to maintain their attention tomor-
row . . . the kindergartners are ready for medial /s/ . . . I need to
think of something new to try with the second graders ”
Reflection after practice has occurred is reflection en action.

A third type of reflection is reflection on practice. When a
practitioner considers larger issues that affect her own practices as
well as that of other practitioners she has reflected on practice.
These include concerns such as departmental budgets, policies to
place children out of district, school assignments for district SLPs,
governmental regulations that affect district inclusion policies, or
caseload size legislation,

INFORMAL REFLECTIVE RESEARCH

In response to these forms of reflection, a practitioner may choose
to research informally by engaging in further reading, talking, and
writing about professional practice. The research may include solo
written reflection, such as keeping a personal journal, creating a
professional portfolio, or writing memoirs. Or it may involve writ-
ing and group reflection, as in a dialogue journal or polylog (a
notebook for collaborative reflection on practice, passed from
therapist to therapist). Through these means therapists think about,
learn from, and analyze their professional experiences in order to
optimize growth for themselves and facilitate clients™ progress.
Subjectivity as well as objectivity are valued. This reflective
inquiry may be an end in itseltf or may serve as a preliminary stage
to preparing essays or presentations that share one’s own reflec-
tions or to formulating more formal research questions.

Basic to most ethnographic research is a journal that is
kept by the researcher to record observations, events, and retlec-
tions. As Isakson and Williams (1996) describe, journals can have
various “jobs” such as:

Bookkeeper: to keep track of what one has done and aims to do better,
e.g.. enhancing service
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Mentor/friend: for self-reflection, confiding thoughts and feelings

Peer learner: to serve as an example to others and see their examples
(dialogue, polylog)
Detective: searching to see what makes sense in therapy practices; seek-
ing the answer to phenomena in the environment
Cheerleader: 10 keep one going when feeling down. losing sight of
progress—to maintain one’s self as a practitioner
Story teller: the story of trying something new; the story of a child or
family: the story of how a child learned or made progress;
autobiographies
Think books: write reflectively and repeatedly on a certain topic with later
analysis and editing for recurrent themes

WHAT (OR WHO) ARE THE
SUBJECTS OF MORE FORMAL
PRACTITIONER RESEARCH?

Reflective inquiry may guide speech-language pathologists to
research people and events in their own settings or those of others.
A dccision on the degree of subjectivity and objectivity that is
appropriate for a given study needs to be made. In general, school
therapists are likely to explore:

Therapy practices—(malerials, strategies, models. interventions. curricula);
Children—single children or populations of any number (to generate
numerical data or anecdotal observations of performance):

Environments—(therapy settings., classrooms, schools, districts, peers or
teams, policies, families, communities);
Program evaluation—(outcomes, supervision and/or evaluation practices,
time usage and scheduling patterns, data sets like test scores);
Artifucts—(items in the therapy environment, such as curriculum guides,
policy statements, children’s work sampies or portfolios, IEPs,
also building layout, room arrangement, contents of therapy
room; other documents on hand).

WHAT ARE SOME OF THE MOST
COMMON FORMS OF RESEARCH
USED BY PRACTITIONERS?

Practitioner researchers explore their worlds through a variety of
means which may include:

Case studies: Observations of a child, a group of children, a
class, or a school are recorded and analyzed. The researcher may
be an outside observer or a participant in the setting where the
study 1s taking place. Data collection should entail more than one
form of observation and address how observations correlate. For
example, video tapes of a child’s behaviors are analyzed and cor-
related with pertormance on certain test items. Comparisons of
two or more cases may yield additional information.
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Opinion research: Interviews. discussions, conferences, sur-
veys, questionnaires, opinionaires, and inventories are conducted
to document how students, parents, peers, and other professional
associates perceive issues and practices. The findings arc analyzed
and reflected upon by the researcher.

Developing and implementing new models of therapy:
Speech-language pathologists, either alone or on a team, establish
a model that they believe they'd like to adopt. Imtial consultation
with users and researchers of this model may take place.
Therapists may read about the model and attend conferences or
workshops; electronic news groups may be consulted to solicit
other views: parent input may be considered. Minutes of meetings
and summarics of interactions and readings are kept. The strength
of these data will suggest whether the decision to implement a new
model is based on well-founded nformation. Presentations to
administrators or parent groups should be solid. This is persuasive
as well as informative evidence that can lead to program design,
development, and implementation. (See Donahue, 1996.)

Materials analysis: To evaluate the utility of new material(s),
practitioners prepare a summary of interviews with children, par-
ents, and other practitioners which describe their impressions of
the materials. This may be done prior to adopting new materials or
may be a pre-post usage comparison.

Vignette writing: Persons who have participated in an experi-
ence designed to bring about some torm of development or
enhancement write out a short vignette that recounts a key episode
in this experience and reflect on what this event has meant to
them. For example, participants in a parent group write a vignette
about the most important thing they learned in parent group, how
they felt on that day, and why it made the parent group meaning-
ful. Researchers analyze the vignettes for common themes and use
this information to enhance future programming.

Outcome data analysis: A collection of data is analyzed and
overall comparisons and trends are determined. For example, an
intervention team meets to review children’s test and retest scores
over the past three years. Gains in a particular arca, for instance,
receptive vocabulary, are noted since special needs teachers have
started using a computer-based reading-writing program. Team
members review published research on this program and compare
all of their outcome data with published reports, noting overall
comparisons and trends.

Manuals, therapy materials, websites, etc.:  Speech-language
pathologists may develop innovations to enhance practice and
make these available to a wider audience via publication or inter-
net posting.

Single subject experimental research (Neuman & McCormick,
1995):  This form ot research differs from a case study in that the
researcher deliberately manipulates conditions, for example alter-
nating treatments, to generate causal or correlational information.
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Historical studies: These comparison of past and present prac-
tices, issues. beliefs, cte. may shed light on present day cvents.

Literature reviews: A synthesis of published rescarch on a
given topic or question to offer a summary of current information.

Focus groups: Practitioners who arc invested in an issue, prac-
tice, or plan meet for discussion and preparation of a monograph.
report, position paper., or article on the matier. This is informative
rather than persuasive writing and may require that the rescarcher
include opinton rescarch, hiterature review. data analysis. or case
information to complete their report.

QOutreach: Newsletters, letters to the editor, articles in the pop-
ular press, and posting internet information on important speech-
language topics require considerable rescarch and preparation (o
achieve accuracy and provide information value.

HOW DOES ONE FIND AND FRAME A
RESEARCH QUESTION?

Hubbard and Power (1993) suggest that practitioner researchers
wander to get in touch witl wondering. Thinking freely, allowing
curiosity lo lead to exploration. and reflecting on action and on
practice alone or in conversation with colleagues may lead a prac-
titioner to discover a question that he or she would like to try to
answer. A practitioner may journal or note take for a while and
look for themes that keep coming up. Questions may gradually
and take on different forms as they are reconsidered over time.
Pointers to stimulate retlection may include:

1. Observe a situation and ook for trends that may lead to
research.

b

Consider a current dilemma; think about what is causing
tension.

3. Acknowledge questions that arise regarding models of prac-
tice, testing, inclusion, materials usage, writing [EPs, cle.

4. Ponder what is important to one’s service delivery—
address a felt need.

5. Think about visions of change.

6. Think about comparisons that can be made.

7. Consider big issues as well as smaller. more specific
problems.

8. Explore what staft development initiatives are happening
at work? What aspects of staft development matter most
at this worksite?

9. Does a professional assoctation have rescarch needs?

10. Think about what is effective practice and what is not—
how is this documented and described?

I'l. Are there relationships between events that can be exam-

ined?

12. What new approaches might be tried as an experiment?
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13. Are there problems for which solutions might be found?

14, What training or skills might be acquired—how might a
practitioner write about this process?

5. Think about questions that have more than “yes™ or “no”
answers.

16. Draft questions using good openers: “What happens
when .. 7 "What is the role of .. 7 “How do .. 7 "What
procedures .. What is the difference L.

And then ask yourselt:

Does the question it with local conditions?

What sort of workplace support is there for this inquiry”? Time?
Money? Assistance”? Hquipment?

Specitically. how broad or narrow is the question? What ace the
parameters ol the investigation” What is bevond the scope of this
mvestigation?

Are these questions somewhat proximal to your current level of
fearning? Does your knowledge, by and farge. approach what you
will need to know to begin?

Are your expectations reasonable—not (oo big?
Daoes your inguiry pose any risk”’
How will you celebrate vour benchumarks and successes?

Who can vou get to review and react to your work while it is in

progress or when s completed?

How and where will you shuare your findings?

THIS SEEMS LIKE A LOT TO TAKE
ON—WHY ARE PRACTITIONERS
BECOMING RESEARCHERS IN THEIR
OWN ENVIRONMENTS?
As the saying goes, knowledge is power. The benefits of practition-
er rescarch are many. but foremost a practitioner researcher may
find new understanding, contribute to the knowledge base of the
profession, and participate in the discourse of the profession. (See
Mohr, 1996.) Professional growth, career satisfaction. and credibil-
ity in the eyes of education administrators and community members
appear to be three mam reasons why practiioners are engaging in
research. A practitioner rescarcher’s goals may include:
Projessional grosth and career satisfuction

To collaborate to achieve success: 1o work together to achieve
outcomes that are more ditficult o achieve alone

To build a reflective professional environment

To be empowered 1o ask why (or how. what, ¢te.) on one’s own
terms

To make a difference

To enjoy work more—workplace enhancement
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To engage in lifclong learning and model this to children. to col-
leagues, 1o parents

To renew inspiration—a need for rejuvenation

To bring variety. challenge. growth

Credibiliry

To find voice, communicate, and be heard in a school commuatty
To enhance visibility for speech-language pathology in the eyes
ol the administration and/or community

To altect burcaucratic and policy decisions

To foster change and utilize new approaches

To examine the elfects of practices

To evaluate professional performance of one’s selll peers. subor-
dinates, or superiors

To critique practices and policies

To document outcomes.

WHAT RESOURCES (ARTICLES,
BOOKS, AND OTHER PUBLICATIONS)
CAN BE CONSULTED TO LEARN HOW
TO BECOME A PRACTITIONER
RESEARCHER? WHAT SOURCES OF
SUPPORT EXIST FOR PRACTITIONER
RESEARCH?

ERIC has published tens of thousands of entries that, in some
way, address practitioner research in educational environments. It
15 also possible to: Form consultation networks with peers: enroll
in college courses: attend seminars and conferences: join profes-
stonal organizations and help meet their research needs: seek
research awards and grant funding at the local level: access infor-
mation electronically through websites, newsgroups. c-mail list
SCrVes.

Practitioner rescarch can improve both the practices used
with children with speech and language needs as well as the learn-
ing environments in which these children are recetve services. It can
improve job satisfaction for you and for your colleagues. 1t can
serve to verify efficacy of treatment for other clinicians. for admir
istrators, for the gencral public. In short. it may provide just te
intellectual and affective renewal that's needed to Keep the clinician
looking forward in the challenging environment of today’s schools.
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