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Research to Practice: Bridging the Gap
By Ruth A. Debrot and Tawnya D. Smith

"Oh, East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet.”
(Rudyard Kipling, 1892. Barrack-room ballads)

The impact of scholarly research in education on educational practice in classrooms
remains low (Admiraal, Buijs, Claessens, Honing, & Karkdijk, 2017). As a result, educational
practices in schools remain tied to practical wisdom, rather than educational theories that have
been developed and tested in classrooms. This research to practice gap, as it is widely known, is
attributed to beliefs that scholars in higher education tend to examine problems that teachers in
schools find irrelevant. Classroom teachers contend that because scholars’ primary purpose is to
publish, they tend to aim toward generalizations rather than to focus on the improvement of
relevant educational practice. Gore and Gitlin (2004) argued that existing tensions between
researchers and practitioners may be related to long-standing traditions of framing educational
research in such a way that classroom teachers are positioned as “users” rather than “producers”
of knowledge.

The Purposes and Aims of Collaborative Teacher Research

A viable way to address the research to practice gap and potentially improve teaching and
learning in schools is to encourage practitioners to become more involved in research. Engaging
in teacher research has been shown to increase professionalism and improve educational practice
in classrooms. Teachers who engage in research have expressed ways that research has helped
them evaluate, monitor, and innovate their own teaching practices. In addition, teachers who
design and carry out research projects have the opportunity to publish and give presentations,
which serves to extend the knowledge base in education.

Collaborative research partnerships involve classroom teachers and teacher education
faculty members in universities, or other stakeholders, such as the department of education.
These partnerships can be of great value for both. The value lies in shared resources, bridging the
existing gap between theory and practice, and ensuring that research has practical relevance.
From the teacher education faculty perspective, these research partnerships provide opportunities
to conduct research in prime areas of interests (classrooms are date-rich environments), increase
the researchers’ understanding of the teaching workplace (an insider view of teaching), provide
insights regarding instruction (first-hand), enhance the groundedness and impact of the research,
and provide funding and other resources. From the teacher-researcher perspective, participation
in research provides research training, insights into varying approaches research design, and a
better understanding of research findings. This knowledge informs colleges and universities how



to train pre-service teachers more effectively, and turn informs educational policy and the
betterment of educational practice.

Obviously research involving teachers solves the problem of research being irrelevant for
educational practice. Along these lines, Vanderlinde and van Braak (2010) suggested that
educational organizations should provide increased opportunities for practitioners and
researchers to collaborate, disseminate findings, co-construct ideas of relevance, and generate
common goals for improving educational practice. MMEA has begun this process in the
commonwealth of Massachusetts.

Recently, a panel of area music educators and researchers came together at the request of
Dr. Tawnya Smith, the Leader of the Council for Research and Music Teacher Education. Smith
solicited ideas and suggestions from a panel of teachers and researchers to identify possible
partnerships and to identify research areas of relevance to area teachers. The panel shared ideas,
questions, and curiosities, and engaged in an exciting conversation about the future of music
education in Massachusetts. What follows is a summary of the Research/Practice session that
took place at the MMEA All State Convention on March 2, 2018.

Discussion

The session was attended by approximately 15 participants comprised of music
supervisors, early career teachers, veteran teachers, pre-service teacher educators, and
researchers. The conversation was moderated by Tawnya Smith and Tavis Linsin from Boston
University who recorded information about the conversation in order to determine common areas
of interest and need. There were a wide range of topics that emerged in the development of the
conversation, from research aimed at determining best-practices around the new music standards,
to understanding ways to better meet the socio-emotional and mental health needs of students in
this era of rapid social change.

Early and mid-career teachers communicated a need for relevant professional
development, which was echoed by the music supervisors and others who realized that many
teachers are not supervised or mentored by those with knowledge in the arts. While this is not a
newly identified issue by any means, it was suggested that pre-service teacher educators and
researchers work to fill in this gap by creating various offerings for professional development
that could be accessed by teachers during the times that are allocated for professional
development in their schedules. Specifically, it was thought that pre-service teacher educators
and researchers could present both current research and integrative workshops on many of the
topics raised in this discussion. Music supervisors also reiterated that such experiences are key
to promoting teacher growth. Specifically, they mentioned that teachers need support as they
work to (a) adapt their teaching practices; (b) attempt new types of curricula; (c) adjust their
teaching towards student-directed and collaborative/creative approaches; and (d) expand their
musical skills when approaching new musical genres, improvisation, composition, songwriting,



and other topics previously not as emphasized in pre-certification coursework. This discussion
naturally led to the conclusion that pre-certification coursework needed to more rapidly evolve to
support new teachers so that they are better prepared for these types of music education
experiences in addition to more traditional ones typically included.

Many of the session attendees were concerned about expanding or adapting music
education offerings in order to engage all learners in their schools. Echoing the conference
theme, “Reaching Every Learner,” several participants brought forward concerns related to
social justice and inclusion. Others advocated for community-based action research projects that
aim to actively involve students, parents, administrators, and teachers in partnership in order to
assess and create music programs that better serve the community expectations and needs. Many
of those present acknowledged that new approaches and offerings would be needful in order to
reach learners not already engaged in school music. It was thought that some of the new
standards that place a greater emphasis upon creativity, composition, individual and group
self-expression would be important to explore in greater depth. It was also emphasised that
teachers engaged in more traditional large ensembles also need to reconsider their practices in
light of the new standards. Specifically, participants recommended that conductor-teachers need
to create, test, and determine best-practices related to integrating components of creativity and
composition into the band, orchestra, and choral curricula.

Perhaps the most troubling issue that surfaced in the conversation was that of the
increasing need for teachers to be prepared to adapt educational experiences for students with
mental health challenges. It was noted that the instance of anxiety, depression, as well as more
serious diagnoses is increasing both among school-aged and university-level learners.

Moving Forward

Research and Teacher Education Council would like to invite additional educators to take
part in collaborative partnerships on one of the topics listed below. Once we learn who is
interested in participating, we hope to expand our circle to include teachers, music supervisors,
community stakeholders, and music education researchers at all levels of experience in order to
benefit from diverse perspectives, expertise, and knowledge.

After collaborative teacher-research groups are formed and research projects are designed
or determined, the council hopes to present future research sessions that may address: (a) how to
create a research/practice partnership; (b) collaborative projects that are taking place or may have
been completed; (c) available literature on a research topic that would create an informative
session; and/or (d) research findings from a project that is complete or near completion, and its
implications for music classrooms.

Based on the topics generated at the session, the council has begun to organize around the
following topics. We invite others to join in on the following topics:



e Pre-Service Teacher Education and In-Service Professional Development: Preparing for
the Greater Socio-Emotional Needs of our Students

e Music Experiences for All Learners: Ways to Adapt Current Practices & Create New
Ones in Partnership with Our Students

e Action Research & Teacher Research: Empowering Learners, Parents, & Teachers to
Lead Change
Professional Development & Teacher Evaluation: Key Areas to Promote Growth
The New National Standards: Best-Practices for Ensemble Teachers to Successfully
Implement Curricular Change

Members of the Research and Teacher Education Council are very eager to encourage the
blossoming of a sustainable number of collaborations that will continue well into the future. We
are committed to help facilitate the creation of working groups and support collaborative projects
so that we can enhance a meaningful dialogue between and amongst educators, researchers, and
research-practitioners for the betterment of professional practice.
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