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Introduction 
 
Social action research was born in the basement of the University of Idaho’s School of 
Education in 1975. It was created by Dennis Sandow who taught in the basement’s 
preschool for children with significant developmental delays. We preschool teachers 
studied the children’s language development. In doing so, we would create experiences 
designed to elicit children’s language, or recursive coordination of action. In the 
presentation of the experiences, we would collect data on the languaging of the children. 
At the end of the school day we would meet together and review the data we had 
collected for each child. We did not do so to identify the problem child but to identify our 
teaching practices that could be improved and lead to the children’s development and 
happiness. Today social action research creates reflective conversations on how social, 
biological and financial wellbeing are created in self-organizing collaborative social 
systems. The reflective action created at the University of Idaho preschool in 1975 
remains a central practice of social action research today. 
 
Inviting students to the reform 
 
In 1990 the United States was the world’s largest debtor nation. Concerns arose about her 
competitiveness [1]. In Oregon, the Governor and the state legislature, framed a strategy 
for Oregon to become competitive in the global economy [2] and a Progress Board for 
creating a vision and measuring our progress [3, 4]. The strategy was a human investment 
strategy maintaining that the future of high paying jobs belonged to the best educated 
students and workers in the world. A workforce development strategy was created using 
Oregon’s community colleges [5]. In the domain of education a education reform law 
was passed to help prepare students for high skilled jobs [6]. As a research assistant at the 
University of Oregon practicing social action research I became curious- were we 
inviting students to participate in the reform? 
 
Sheldon High School Eugene, Oregon 
 
I studied Oregon Benchmark data developed by the Progress Board [3, 7] and it validated 
that the county I lived in, as well as the state, was seeing growth in teen pregnancies, 
homelessness, high school dropout rates and juvenile arrest rates. I compiled this data in 
the form of trend line graphs and went to visit Jim Ford, the principle of Sheldon High 
School. I told him that I would like to learn what the students had to say about the future 
of education. Many if not most educators would have kindly escorted me out the office. 
But Dr Ford invited me to meet with his senior history teacher Ernest Louden. When 
Ernest heard of my interests he invited me to join his three class periods of seniors. 
 
I shared Oregon Benchmark data on teenage pregnancy rates, high school drop out rates, 
homelessness, juvenile arrest rates in our community and US debt balances and then 
asked each of the three classes to create a new educational system. I also quickly shared a 
common quality improvement tool known as a fishbone analysis. The students spent the 
remainder of the class working in groups to discuss the features of a new educational 
system. 
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Period 1. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Features of new
education system

Up to date systems
Study other countries

school systems

Strong elementary
schools

Students teaching
other students

No grades

More of a
devotion toward

learning

Hands on experience

Learn education by 11th grade
and make 12th grade a career

year in learning a job skillMore vocational
training in schools

Career development
classes

Trade oriented classes

Go out to community to
work with professionals

Work study opportunities
with business

First hand learning
(not books, instead

experience)

In depth
training

High tech
training

Choice

More choice

Specialized
curriculum

Less
restrictions

Discipline

Emphasis on
attendance

More
discipline

less freedom

Closed campus for
9-11 grades

More structural
requirements

More
classes

required

Classes
separated by sex

Classroom
structure

Ratio of one
to fifteen

More
teachersSmaller

classes more
teachers

Make classes
more interesting
so kids want to

learn

Grading system

Work on
study habits

Make our own
curriculum

Emphasis on
learning  not grades

No grades
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Period 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Features of new
education system

Individualized work

Individual
motivation classes

Less time in school

Personalized
curriculum

Destroy special caste
system so you can learn

as a group

Better
assessment/

placement of
studies

Shop

Math and
science
classes

Individual
projects

Things that you
need to know to
prepare you for

the future

Real world classes

Thought provoking
classes, like this one

(classes about real life)

More real world classes that
have application in the

community and world

Block classes (relate
classes to each other and

real world)

Go out into the
community to find
out what its like

More job
based

programs

Group
work

More  job
experiences

Have classes
about basic

functions

Learn how to
lead and

follow

Be able to get
point across so
you can change
things in the

world

Restructuring

Start over with school
system, get more
advanced stuff.

More classes
that deal with

human
relations.

 Classes on the
governments system
and how we can fix

or change it

Try to end any
racial or gender
stereotypes- get
rid of biggotted

ideas

Better use of
time

Get rid of
nonessential

office
employees

More money
for schools Much more money for

teachers and people
who work with

children and instill
values in them

Fewer
people in

class

Learn to
think

Brainstorming
classes

More creative
classes (art,
music, etc.)

Thinking about
the future

New  motivated
teachers

More
interaction
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Period 3. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Features of new
education system

Eliminate old
process

Restructure the
hierarchy

School systems should be
more local, individually

based on students
individual educational

needs

Eliminate the
memorization and

regurgitation process

Eliminate the
emphasis there is upon

grades, SAT’s, ACT’s
etc

Text books should
be updated

Do away with student
teachers in college

Taking classes you will
never use is a waste of

time.

Focused education

Different
classes

scheduled daily

Variety of
courses

Vocational training
available for

students
Student

experimentation with
different fields.

Have engineering
programs brought into
the school system to

teach kids how to use
hi-tech machinery

Make learning
an enjoyable

process

The curriculum would be
specific, swift and rapid so

that the young students could
get into a career at a young

age.

Prepare students
for trade school

education or
other higher

education

Equal power

Involve students in deciding
what happens to their own

school

Make the students control the
teachers “if they don’t like

them fire em”

Classes taught by students but
led by teachers “you learn

from teaching”

Balance between student
and administration power

Teachers and students
shouldn’t be so seperated

intellectually

Students strive to learn
more when they are

treated as intellectually
creative beings- not

children

Teachers and students
should share decision
making and be a more

balance of power.

Variety/interesting

School should teach in a
hands on way

Higher balance of written
semantic education vs. visual

3D and auditory work

Making classes
interesting

Re-establishing
the desire to

learn!

Lazy boy chairs
in all rooms

School taught in
the community

Community
activities outside of

school

Choice/education

Students learn at there
own pace

Come to school till
class work is over

Students should
see a purpose to
their learning

Majors should be
more focused

during the high
school years

Give students a
choice as to

what to learn
and let them

choose
Establish

background
young then

concentrate in
fields of interest

Stregthen ties
between the

family and the
child’s learning

Creative
thoughts in

teaching
developing more

right brain

 
Summary 
 
In education students learn (or do not learn) the content being taught and the culture of 
education. In lectures, teachers teach students that education is a unidirectional 
relationship where the students passively receive the content be transferred to them. The 
Biology of Cognition explains that living is knowing and that knowledge is not 
transferred but realized in a flow of action [8]. Education reform occurs in a consensual 
coordination of coordination of actions in a closed social network of conversations. In 
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this social action research project at Sheldon High School we invited graduating students 
to reflect on education reform as legitimate participants of education reform. 
 
From this experience we learned that education reform occurred in a network of 
educators, administrators and legislators that did not include students. This results in a 
system designed for but not by students. We believe involving students can improve both 
the efficacy and productivity of education reformation. This work must be approached 
carefully and slowly. In the next social action research series I will present our validation 
of the student’s features of a new educational system. 
 
 
 
Please address comments or feedback on this social action research series to Dennis 
Sandow at dsandow@earthlink.net. 
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