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Introduction

This book is a complete guide to action research. It is written to help you to
undertake an action enquiry, and produce a quality report for publication and
further dissemination. It explains how to identify a research question, map out
an action plan, use appropriate methodologies, and generate evidence from the
data to test your findings against the most stringent critique. It also explains
why you should do action research and the potential benefits for your own
learning and the learning of others.

There are two main reasons for doing action research. First, you can improve
learning in order to improve educational practices. Second, you can advance
knowledge and theory, that is, new ideas about how things can be done and
why. All research aims to generate knowledge and theory. As a practitioner-
researcher, you are aiming to generate theories about learning and practice,
your own and other people’.

This is a key point. Most of the action research literature talks about improv-
ing practice, but talks less about improving learning as the basis of improved
practice, and even less about how this should be seen as new theory and an
important contribution to the world of ideas. The literature tends to reinforce
the portrayal of practitioners as doers who are competent to be involved in
improving practice, but not as thinkers who are competent to be involved
in debates about knowledge, or who have good ideas about what is important in
life and how we should live. Consequently, in wider debates, including policy
debates, practitioners tend to be excluded, on the assumption that they are good
at practice, but perhaps they should leave it to official theorists to explain what,
how and why people should learn, and how they should use their knowledge.
So strong is this discourse that many practitioners have come to believe it them-
selves, and collude in their own subjugation by refusing to believe that they are
competent theorists, or by dismissing ‘theory’ as above their heads or irrelevant.

We do not go along with this. We believe that practitioners can, and should,
get involved. We also believe that theory itself needs to be reconceptualized,
not as an abstract, seemingly esoteric field of study, but as a practical way of
thinking about social affairs and how they can be improved. This is why doing
action research is so important.You can show how you have learned to improve
practice, in terms, say, of achieving better working conditions or increased
opportunities for learning, and you can also show how this has enabled you to
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produce your own personal theory about why it worked (or didn’t, if that is
the case), and what you need to do differently next time. Theorizing your practice
like this shows that you are producing ideas which can influence the learning
of others.Your practice is the grounds for your own theory.

This view of theory is barely evident in the mainstream literatures, which
largely maintain that theory should be expressed as sets of propositions, or state-
ments, produced by official knowledge creators in universities and think tanks.
Such propositional theories do exist, of course, and are important, for example,
for predicting social trends and keeping track of national economies. However,
this is not the only kind of theory. People’s living theories are just as important
as propositional theories, but they tend not to be seen as such. There should be
room enough for both kinds, and discussions about how one can contribute to
the development of the other.

‘We authors subscribe firmly to Foucault’s idea that knowledge is power. We
urge you to regard yourself as a researcher, well capable of creating your own
theories by studying your living practice.You have important things to say, both
in relation to workplace practices, and also in relation to the world of ideas and
theory. We have written this book to help you to say those things in such a way
that others will listen and want to hear more. The book aims to help you take
your rightful place as a publicly acknowledged competent professional and as
a brilliant knower.

Reading this book

The book is organized as seven parts, which deal with what and why you need
to know, how you learn and test your learning, and how you disseminate your
knowledge for public use. The chapters follow a coherent sequence, and each
deals with a separate issue. The material is organized like this so that you can
see action research as a whole, and also focus on particular issues as needed. The
chapters are reasonably short and snappy, with case stories throughout. We do
emphasize that whenever we present ideas as free standing, this is for analysis
only. Action research is an integrated practice, comprising multiple practices, all
of which contribute to everything else, so it is important to see the holistic
connections and their potentials for generating further connections.

You should note the form of the book as you work with it. We have pre-
sented it as an example of the generative transformational nature of living sys-
tems, which is one of the key themes that underpin our work. This idea, which
is a recurrent theme throughout the history of ideas, is that each living organ-
ism has its own internal generative capacity to transform itself into an infini-
tude of new forms. Each new form is a more fully realized version than the
previous one. Caterpillars metamorphose into butterflies, and acorns into oak
trees. Here we explain how values can turn into practices, and beginning action
researchers into doctoral candidates. The organization of the ideas in the text
also reflects this idea of relentless and unstoppable growth. ‘How to do action
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research’ turns into “Why do action research?” and “What can you achieve for
social good?”We do not stop at how to do the action, but develop into how your
action can transform into the grounds for your own and other people’s new
learning, and what the implications of your work may be.

This transformational process mirrors our own commitments as profes-
sional educators. We believe, like Habermas (1975), that people cannot not
learn. We all learn, potentially every moment of every waking day. What we
learn is at issue, and what we do with that learning. Do we transform our
learning into new learning and new practices that will benefit ourselves and
others? In other words, what educational influence do we have in our own
learning, in the learning of others, and in the learning of social formations?
Do we celebrate our living, in the certainty that one day we will be gone?
‘What kind of legacy will we leave? What do we do, to try to ensure a better
world today for tomorrow?

Working with the text itself can be seen as you engaging in your action
enquiry about how you can learn about action research and generate your own
ideas about how to do it and what some of the implications may be for your
own practice. On page 79 we explain that doing action research involves asking
a range of questions, such as the following:

What is my concern?

Why am I concerned?

How do I gather evidence to show reasons for my concern?

What do I do about the situation?

How can I check whether any conclusions I come to are reasonably fair
and accurate?

How do I evaluate the validity of my account of learning?

How do I modify my practice in the light of my evaluation?

How do I explain the significance of my work?

In the introduction to each part we draw your attention to where you are in
this action—reflection cycle. As you read and work with the ideas, you may
become aware of your own process of becoming increasingly critical, and more
aware of the values base of what you are doing in your real-life contexts.

We invite you to engage with these ideas, and to transform your own under-
standing about how you can make your contribution. While you may be con-
cerned initially with how to do action research, we urge you to think about
what you can achieve through your own enquiry, and how this can benefit
yourself and others.

Writing the book

The book is part of our own writing and dissemination programme, as we pursue
our research into how we can encourage practitioners to believe in themselves
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as they produce their descriptions and explanations (their theories) of practice
and produce accounts that will contribute to new learning. We believe passion-
ately in the right of all to speak and be listened to, and we believe in the need
for individual practitioners, working collectively, to show how they hold them-
selves accountable for what they do. We aim to do the same. Although we do
not appear much in this book as real persons, you can easily contact us and
access our work via our websites, which show how we also test our ideas
against public critique. If you contact us, we will respond.
We hope that this book speaks to your experience.

Jean McNiff and Jack Whitehead

You can contact Jack at A.J.Whitehead@bath.ac.uk. His website is http://www.
actionresearch.net.

You can contact Jean at jeanmcniff@mac.com. Her website is http://www.
jeanmcnift.com.



What Do | Need To Know?

Action research is about practitioners creating new ideas about how to improve
practice, and putting those ideas forward as their personal theories of practice.
This is different from traditional social science, which is about official
researchers producing theory, which practitioners apply to their practice,
so immediately we are into a context of power and politics around the struggle
for knowledge and recognition as a knower.

Part | provides the setting for a discussion of these ideas. It contains the
following chapters.

Chapter 1 What is action research?

Chapter 2 Who does action research?

Chapter 3 The underpinning assumptions of action research
Chapter 4 Where did action research come from?

We said in the Introduction that you could regard working with the ideas in this
book as your own action enquiry into how you can learn about action research
and how to do it. At this point in your action-reflection cycle you are asking,
‘What is my concern?’ You are articulating the idea that you need to find out
what the core ideas of action research are, so that you have a firm grasp of the
basics in order to begin an action enquiry from an informed position.






What Is Action Research?

The action research family is wide and diverse, so inevitably different people say
different things about what action research is, what it is for, and who can do it and
how. You need to know about these issues, so that you can take an active part in
the debates. Taking part also helps you to get to grips with why you should do
action research and what you can hope to achieve.

This chapter is organized into four sections that deal with these issues.

What action research is and is not
Different approaches to action research
Purposes of action research

When to use action research and when not

B WN P

1 WHAT ACTION RESEARCH IS AND IS NOT

Action research is a form of enquiry that enables practitioners everywhere to
investigate and evaluate their work. They ask,“What am I doing? What do I need
to improve? How do I improve it?’ Their accounts of practice show how they
are trying to improve their own learning, and influence the learning of others.
These accounts come to stand as their own practical theories of practice, from
which others can learn if they wish (see McNiff and Whitehead 2002).

Action research has become increasingly popular around the world as a form
of professional learning. It has been particularly well developed in education,
specifically in teaching, and is now used widely across the professions. One of
the attractions about action research is that everyone can do it, so it is for ‘ordi-
nary’ practitioners as well as principals, managers and administrators. Students
can also do, and should do, action research (Steinberg and Kincheloe 1998).You
can gain university accreditation for your action enquiries. Case studies appear
in this book from action researchers who never thought when they began their
enquiries that they would get their masters and doctoral degrees.
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Action research can be a powerful and liberating form of professional
enquiry because it means that practitioners themselves investigate their own
practice as they find ways of living more fully in the direction of their educa-
tional values. They are not told what to do. They decide for themselves what
to do, in negotiation with others. This can work in relation to individual and
also collective enquiries. More and more groups of practitioners are getting
together to investigate their collective work and put their stories of learning
into the public domain.Your story can add to that collection and strengthen it.

This is what makes action research distinctive. It is done by practitioners
themselves rather than a professional researcher, who does research on practi-
tioners, as is often the case in traditional forms of social science research. Social
scientists tend to stand outside a situation and ask, “What are those people over
there doing? How do we understand and explain what they are doing?’ This
kind of research is often called spectator research, and is usually outsider
research. Action researchers, however, are insider researchers. They see them-
selves as part of the situation they are investigating, and ask, individually and
collectively, ‘Is my/our work going as we wish? How do we improve it where
necessary?’ If they feel their work is already reasonably satisfactory, they evalu-
ate it to show why they believe this to be the case. If they feel something needs
improving, they work on that aspect, keeping records and producing regular
oral and written progress reports about what they are doing.

Here are some examples of social science questions and action research
questions to show the difference between them.

Social science questions Action research questions

What is the relationship between teacher How do | influence the quality of teachers’

motivation and teacher retention? experience in school, so that they decide
to stay?

Does management style influence worker How do | improve my management style

productivity? to encourage productivity?

Will a different seating arrangement How do | encourage greater audience

increase audience participation? participation through trying out different

seating arrangements?

Action research aims to be a disciplined, systematic process. A notional action
plan is:

take stock of what is going on

identify a concern

think of a possible way forward

try it out

monitor the action by gathering data to show what is happening

evaluate progress by establishing procedures for making judgements about
what is happening
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test the validity of accounts of learning
modify practice in the light of the evaluation.

(This is a modified version of the plan in McNiff et al. 2003.)

Move in new
directions

observe

modify reflect

evaluate act

\_/

FIGURE 1.1 An action-reflection cycle

In your action enquiry you would identify something of concern, try a differ-
ent way of doing things, reflect on what was happening, and in the light of your
reflections try a new way that may or may not be more successful. For example,
Caitriona McDonagh (2000) tried out difterent reading programmes for her
children with reading difficulties, none of which seemed to help. She realized that
she had to change her pedagogies and teach in a way that helped the children to
learn. Geoff Mead (2001) tells of his professional learning in the police service,
where he transformed personal and institutional constraints into a context in which
he could theorize police leadership as an inclusive, holistic practice.

The process of ‘observe — reflect — act — evaluate — modify — move in new
directions’ is generally known as action—reflection, although no single term
is used in the literature. Because the process tends to be cyclical, it is often
referred to as an action—reflection cycle (Figure 1.1). The process is ongoing
because as soon as we reach a provisional point where we feel things are satis-
factory, that point itself raises new questions and it is time to begin again. Good
visual models exist in the literature to communicate this process (for example

Elliott 1991).
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2 DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO ACTION RESEARCH

Different approaches have emerged within the action research family. While all
action researchers ask questions about influencing processes of change, differ-
ent perspectives ask different kinds of questions. To appreciate the differences,
we need to go back to the idea mentioned above of outsider and insider
research.

Throughout the twentieth century, new forms of enquiry became estab-
lished. A shift took place in some quarters, away from a positivist view towards
an interpretive view. Positivism held that the world was a ‘thing’, separate from
an observer. It was possible to observe and comment on the world in an objec-
tive, value-free way. In the same way, knowledge was a ‘thing’, separate from a
knower, so it was possible also to comment on knowledge in an objective,
value-free way. This view led to a tradition in which the world and its pheno-
mena could be studied, experimented with and analysed, and outcomes could
be predicted and controlled by manipulating variables in the form of objects,
people and practices.

The emergent interpretive tradition, however, held that people were part of
and created their own reality, so it did not make sense to see the world as sep-
arate from the people who inhabited it, or practices as separate from the people
who were doing them. Rather than study the world and practices as separate
phenomena, the focus shifted to understanding how people interacted with
one another and their environment. In many instances, the focus in the physi-
cal sciences has shifted over time to understanding how the world can be sus-
tained, and in the social sciences to how personal and social practices interact
with one another so that people can sustain their own life practices, and, in some
cases, come to understand how these can contribute to sustaining the planet
itself. The purpose of much research therefore has shifted from a wish to con-
trol the environment and human practices by imposing change from without
to a commitment to understanding and improving the environment and human
practices by changing them from within.

These different perspectives can be seen as influenced by the different
values commitments of researchers themselves. People’s values are part of their
ontological perspectives. ‘Ontology’ means ‘a theory of being’, so how we per-
ceive ourselves (our theory of being) can influence how we perceive others
and our environment. If we perceive ourselves as discrete, self-contained iden-
tities, we will tend to see others as separate from us, whereas if we see ourselves
as constantly creating our identities, we may come to see others as sharing our
lives within a shared environment. This does not mean that we relinquish our
uniqueness as individuals. Rather, we see ourselves as unique human beings
who are inevitably in company with other unique human beings. Further,
some people have come to see themselves as so deeply involved in the co-creation
of new identities, and trying to understand how this process of transformative self-
creation can come to influence how they can work collectively for sustainable
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personal and collective wellbeing, that a distinct focus has emerged to do with
how persons understand and accept their own responsibility for accounting for
why they live as they do.

It has to be noted that some researchers still maintain a strictly positivist
stance, while many others prefer to adopt a more reflective attitude. Lively
debates take place in the literature to argue these different perspectives.

Ontological perspectives and boundaries

An understanding of how ontological perspectives influence personal and
social practices is essential to understanding diftferent perspectives in action
research.

Some action researchers maintain an almost exclusive self-perception as
external researchers who are watching what other people are doing. They set
up rigid boundaries that come to act as demarcations between themselves and
others. Standing outside the situation, they observe other people doing action
research and ask, “What are those people doing? How can their practice be
described? How can it be explained?’

Often, however, the researcher becomes involved in the situation, and can
become an insider researcher. Sometimes the researcher gets so involved that
they become a participant. Then they ask, “What are we doing? How can our
action be described and explained?” A good deal of participatory and collabora-
tive action research adopts this perspective. The boundaries between people begin
to dissolve, as people see themselves as united in a common endeavour to improve
their own circumstances. However, this stance can be problematic in the report-
ing stage, because questions can arise about who tells the research story, whose
voice is heard, and who speaks on behalf of whom. In much interpretive
research, the researcher’s voice is usually heard rather than the participants’.
Participants are sometimes viewed as sources of data rather than as actors, so
further questions arise about how power relationships are used, and why.

A new focus on self-study, which is the basis of this book, has emerged in
recent times. Self-study places individual researchers at the centre of their own
enquiries. Researchers ask, “What am I doing? How do I describe and explain
my actions to you?’ The individual ‘T’ is always seen to exist in company with
other individual ‘T’s’, and each asks, ‘How do I hold myself accountable to myself
and to you?” The boundaries begin to dissolve, as researchers come to see them-
selves as sharing meanings, that is, developing a common understanding about
what they are doing and why. Boundaries become permeable membranes (Capra
2003), where meanings and commitments flow between lives, and people per-
ceive themselves not as separate entities, though still unique individuals, but as
sharing the same life space as others (Rayner 2002; 2003; Whitehead 2005).

The idea of self-study has become popular worldwide, and many accounts
show its potential for generating personal, organizational and social change.
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For example, Jackie Delong, working as a superintendent in the Grand Erie
District Board in Ontario, has done much to embed action research organiza-
tionally, so that all teachers have the opportunity of evaluating their work as
the basis for their career-long learning pathways (Delong 2002); and Je Kan
Adler-Collins, a nursing supervisor in the Faculty of Nursing in Fukuoka
University, Japan, is developing a curriculum that encourages nursing practi-
tioners to understand and improve their work (Adler-Collins 2004).

Ironically, some of the new self-study literature adopts a spectator approach.
Some authors analyse self-study in an abstract way, rather than talk from the
experience of their own self-studies. Other practitioners, however, show the
reality of their self-studies by explaining what their values are and showing
whether or not they are realizing them. Madeline Church (2004; Church et al.
2003), for example, a consultant in the development of evaluations in interna-
tional networks, undertook her self-study to explore ways of developing the
work of international networks as emancipatory processes that liberate indi-
viduals to work together for common educational processes; and Mairin Glenn
(2003; 2004), a primary school teacher, investigated her learning as she helped
children and colleagues to come to appreciate their capacity for original think-
ing and creativity.

Personal theories are especially powerful for sustainable educational change.
Sustainable change happens when people create and implement their own ideas
rather than only accept and implement the ideas of others. Existing power rela-
tionships between ‘experts’ and ‘trainees’ are demolished and more democratic
forms of working developed. While an external researcher may make suggestions
about what a practitioner may do, it is for the practitioner to make decisions
and stand over them.

3 PURPOSES OF ACTION RESEARCH

The purpose of all research is to generate new knowledge. Action research
generates a special kind of knowledge.

Action research has always been understood as people taking action to improve
their personal and social situations. Some see its potential for promoting a more
productive and peaceful world order (Heron 1998; Heron and Reason 2001).
A strong new theme is emerging about how action researchers can find more
democratic ways of working for sustainable organizational development (McNiff
and Whitehead 2000). Educational action research is coming to be seen as a
methodology for real-world social change.

As noted, much educational research (and action research) is written about
from a spectator perspective. Researchers offer conceptual analyses and expla-
nations of action research and its possible uses, which tend to stay at the level
of words. Mill (1985) said that such analyses often produce ‘dead dogma’.
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According to Mill, ideas that stay on a page remain lifeless, because they do not
make the real-world link with action.

The potential of action research becomes real when ideas are linked with
action. People can give meaning to their lives, because they stop talking about
action research and start talking about themselves as action researchers. They
communicate their ideas as theories of real-world practice, by explaining what
they are doing, why they are doing it, and what they hope to achieve. These
personal theories are also living theories, because they change and develop as
people change and develop themselves. The purpose of action research is to
generate living theories about how learning has improved practice and is
informing new practices.

The best accounts show the transformation of practice into living theories.
The individual practitioner asks, “What am I doing? How do I understand it in
order to improve it? How can I draw on ideas in the literature, and incorpo-
rate them into my own understanding? How do I transform these ideas into
action?’ Asking these questions can help practitioners to find practical ways of
living in the direction of their educational and social values. Breda Long (2003)
explains how she influenced people’s understandings of processes of organiza-
tional change; and Alon Serper (2004) explains how he has come to understand
his own ontological being in the world.

4 WHEN TO USE ACTION RESEARCH AND WHEN NOT

You can use action research for many purposes, but not for all.

When to use action research

Use action research when you want to evaluate whether what you are doing
is influencing your own or other people’s learning, or whether you need to do
something different to ensure that it is. You may want to:

Improve your understanding

Relations are strained in your workplace. How are you going to find out
why, so that you can do something about it?

Your students are achieving remarkably high scores. Why? Is it your teach-
ing, their extra study, or a new classroom environment?

Develop your learning

How do you learn to encourage people to be more positive?
How do you learn to improve your own timekeeping?
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Influence others’ learning

How do you help colleagues to develop more inclusive pedagogies?
How do you encourage your senior management team partners to listen
more carefully to employees?

When not to use action research

Do not use action research if you want to draw comparisons, show statistical
correlations, or demonstrate a cause and effect relationship. For example:

If you want to see whether adults who are accompanied by children are
more likely to wait at pedestrian crossings than those who are not accompa-
nied by children, you would do an observational study and include statistical
analyses of a head count.

If you want to see why some male teachers seem reluctant to teach rela-
tionships and sexuality education, you would probably do a survey and
analyse the results.You may also possibly do a comparative analysis of results
from your survey and one you have read about, which aims to find out
which subjects teachers find most attractive.

If you want to show the effects of good leadership on teaching motivation
you could interview a sample of teachers and analyse their responses in
terms of identified categories. You would probably also interview a sample
of educational leaders and get their opinions on the relationship between
their leadership and the quality of teachers’ motivation.

These are social science topics where researchers ask questions such as, “What
are those people doing? What do they say? How many of them do it?” Action
research questions, however, take the form, ‘How do I understand what I am
doing? How do I improve it?’, and place the emphasis on the researcher’ intent
to take action for personal and social improvement.

‘We said in the Introduction that educational research should make room for
all kinds of research and encourage interchange of ideas by researchers work-
ing in different traditions. One way is to show how living theories can draw
on the findings of abstract spectator theories. How do I ...?" questions often
incorporate questions of the form “What is happening here?’ (see page 15, for
example).

This kind of fact-finding can often be the beginning of an action enquiry.
John Elliott (1991) rightly calls it a reconnaissance phase. However, it is neces-
sary to go beyond fact-finding and into action if real-world bullying is to stop
or engaged reading begin.
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‘How do I ...?" questions ‘What is happening here?’ questions

How do | stop the bullying in my class? How many children are being bullied?
Who is bullying whom?
Why are they bullying them?

How do | encourage my students to read? What kind of books do my students read

at present?

How many categories of books are in the
college library?

How much time is given to independent
reading in the curriculum?

This chapter has set out some core issues in action research. It has explained
that, unlike social science, action research places the individual ‘I’ at the centre
of an enquiry. Different forms of action research have emerged over the years,
which prioritize different aspects. Action research can be useful when investigat-
ing how to improve learning and take social action. It is inappropriate for investi-
gations that aim to draw comparisons or establish cause and effect relationships.

The next chapter deals with the interesting and contested question of who does
action research, and who says.
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Anyone and everyone can do action research. You do not need any specialized
equipment or knowledge. All you need is curiosity, creativity, and a willingness to
engage. You can do action research virtually anywhere, in institutional settings, in
homes, and on safaris.

Investigating your work and finding ways to improve it means that you now
become a knowledge creator. This idea has implications for the politics of knowl-
edge, because not all people would agree that practitioners should be knowledge
creators. Some people think that practitioners should concern themselves only
with workplace practice, and not get involved in research or generating knowledge.
Others think that practitioners should credit themselves as working with their intel-
lects and contributing to policy debates. These differences of opinion can be
traced back to differences of interests (see page 249). The question arises: whose
interests are served by perpetuating the mythology that practitioners cannot do
research or think for themselves, or that those currently positioned as knowledge
workers should not see themselves also as practitioners?

This chapter is organized into four sections, which address the following issues.

Who is a practitioner?

Why is practitioner knowledge important?

What is special about practitioners’ theories?

How can practitioners contribute to new practices and new theories?

A WODN P

1 WHO IS A PRACTITIONER?

The contested nature of the territory is well illustrated by a famous metaphor
by Donald Schon about the topology of professional landscapes.

The topology of professional landscapes

In 1983, and later in 1995 (see page 239), Schon developed a metaphor that was
to become an enduring theme in the social sciences and education. He wrote
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High\ground

Swampy lowlands

FIGURE 2.1 The topology of professional landscapes

about the topology (the contours and difterent heights) of professional landscapes,
where there is a high ground and a swampy lowlands. The high ground is
occupied mainly by academics, perceived as official researchers, who produce
‘pure’ conceptual theory about education and other matters. This theory is
regarded as legitimate both by themselves and by practitioners. Practitioners
occupy the swampy lowlands. They are involved in everyday practices and so
create the kind of knowledge that is valuable for conducting everyday lives.
However, it is held both by academics and by practitioners that practitioner
knowledge should not be regarded as theory, nor should practitioners regard
themselves as legitimate knowledge creators. In this metaphor, Schoén returns
us to the issue addressed in the Introduction. The entire research community,
including educational researchers, have been persuaded to believe that there are
‘real’ theorists, whom Schon (1983) calls ‘professional elites’, who produce
abstract conceptual theory, and there are practitioners, those in workplaces,
who create practical knowledge, which is useful knowledge but not ‘real’
theory. The irony for Schon in all this is that the knowledge produced in the
swampy lowlands is the kind of knowledge that is of most benefit to ordinary
people, while the knowledge produced on the high ground is often far
removed from the practicalities of everyday life, and so often does not touch
ordinary people in a meaningful and relevant way. Its remoteness is accentu-
ated by the kind of language used. Professional elites tend to use their own
language to talk to one another. This language can often be obscure and in
code, and, in Schon’s opinion (which is shared by other researchers such as
Jenkins 1992 and Thomas 1998), the elites deliberately keep it that way.
Schén maintained that practitioners in the swampy lowlands should create
their own knowledge through investigating their practice, and submit their
emergent personal theories to the same rigorous processes of testing and critique
as happens in the creation of high-ground theory. This was important if
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practitioners wanted to demonstrate the validity of their arguments, and have
their ideas accepted as bone fide theory by the high-ground research community
and the wider public.

Schon’s ideas were definitely appropriate for former times, and still hold true
for some quarters today, but things have changed considerably with the advent
of action research. The topology is beginning to level out. Many people work-
ing in higher education and managerial positions now perceive themselves as
practitioners in a workplace with the responsibility of supporting people in
other workplaces, while also generating their theories of practice about how
they do this. Self-study as a recognized discipline has legitimized their position-
ing as practitioners who are supporting other practitioners, and who are creating
democratic communities of practice committed to a scholarship of educational
enquiry (Whitehead 1999). Patricia Mannix McNamara (2003), for example,
tells how she regards herself as an academic in a higher education setting,
whose work is to support the enquiries of others, while herself a part-time
PhD candidate. What she learns from her doctoral studies informs her practice
with masters students, and what she learns from them informs her doctoral
studies. She sees her professional identity not in terms of a formal role but in
terms of how she understands her relationships with others. The changing
topology has highlighted the need for all to regard themselves as practitioners and
to study their practice collaboratively, in a disciplined and scholarly way, and to
make their accounts of practice public, so that others in their communities and
elsewhere can learn and benefit.

The implications for recognition and accreditation are considerable. Those
who are not seeking accreditation for workplace learning come to be regarded
as competent professionals. Those who are seeking accreditation come to be
seen as practitioner academics whose studies are supported by academic practi-
tioners. Any previously existing hierarchies of power between academics and
practitioners are demolished, and power is shared among equals for the benefit
of others.

2 WHY IS PRACTITIONER KNOWLEDGE IMPORTANT?

Practitioner knowledge is central to practical and theoretical sustainability.

Practical sustainability

Sustainability refers to the idea that living systems have the capacity for inter-
dependent self-renewal, which is indispensable for continuing development.
Reliance on an external agency means that a system may collapse if the agency
is withdrawn, whereas internal capacity means the interdependent creation of
renewable resources for growth.
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Practitioners’ personal theories constitute these renewable resources. All are
free to stake their claim about what needs to be done to enable themselves and
others to grow in ways that are right for them. This was the idea that first
inspired action research. Lewin (1946), one of the originators of action research
(page 30), believed that if all members of a workforce were involved collabo-
ratively in implementing and testing strategy, the organization itself would
grow. This view is developed in important new literatures. Amartya Sen (1999),
winner of the 1998 Nobel Prize in Economic Science, distinguishes between
an economic theory of human capability and theories of human capital. He
talks about the need to move from seeing capital accumulation in primarily
physical terms to seeing it as a process in which human beings are integrally
involved in the production of their own futures. Through education, learning,
and skill formation, people can become more productive over time, which
contributes greatly to the process of economic expansion.

Theoretical sustainability

Practitioners’ theories of practice are also core to sustainable theoretical devel-
opment, in the sense that educational research needs to show its own capacity
for self-renewal. It can do this by developing new forms that increasingly
demonstrate their capacity for internal transformation. Grand theory, that is,
the idea of a body of knowledge that deals with eternal truths, is now com-
plemented by local forms of theory that celebrate individual narratives. New
‘movements’ such as postmodernism explain how researchers need to regard
themselves as influenced by, and influencing, the situation they are investigat-
ing. Some researchers such as John Law (2004) explain that the stories people
tell about research actually come to inform how they do research in the future.

Action research has this self~transforming capacity. Practitioners can show
how they have contributed to new practices, and how these new practices can
transform into new theory. When researchers claim that they have generated
new theory, they are saying that they have created knowledge that never existed
before. Perhaps pieces of knowledge existed, but what practitioners do with
that knowledge and how they have reconfigured it in relation to their own con-
texts can be seen as their original theorizing. This capacity for ongoing creativity
contributes greatly to sustainability.

3 WHAT IS SPECIAL ABOUT PRACTITIONERS’ THEORIES?

The basis for many practitioners’ research is that they are trying to live in the
direction of their educational values (see page 46). If they hold values of justice
and compassion, they try to live in a way that is just and compassionate. They
make practical judgements about the extent to which they can show that they
are living in the direction of these values.
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For example, Bernie Sullivan, who is a traveller resource teacher in Ireland,
has deep commitments to the rights of traveller children to celebrate their own
culture, dialect, and ways of knowing. Traveller children in mainstream schools,
however, are often required to fit in with the conventions and cultures of the
settled community, a situation which can lead to conflict and distress when, for
example, traveller children are required to speak in a standard dialect, or their
intellectual capacity is judged by means of standardized tests. This situation
denies Bernie’s values of justice and compassion, and she works hard to raise
awareness among her colleagues of the importance of valuing the traditions of
minority cultures such as the traveller community. She also works hard to influ-
ence discourses at a wider level by offering her theories of justice, which are
rooted in her classroom practice, as legitimate ways of thinking about justice
and compassion (Sullivan 2004).

Like Bernie, many practitioners work in contexts where their values of jus-
tice and compassion are denied in practice. Nor are external forces the only
sources of this denial. Most of us often deny our own values by acting in a way
that is contrary to what we believe in. Then we put our best efforts into try-
ing to practise in a way that is consistent with our values, and we assess the
quality of our work in those terms. We gather data and generate evidence that
we believe show instances of ourselves at work with others in ways that can be
understood as in keeping with our values, such as justice and compassion, and
we invite critical feedback on our perceptions. If other people agree that we
are acting in accordance with our values, we can claim that we now know better,
and put forward our claims for public consideration.

This is a rigorous and stringent research process that can be seen as system-
atic enquiry and an uncompromising testing of claims to knowledge. The
account that a practitioner produces contains descriptions of the research (what
was done) and explanations (why it was done and what was aimed for). This
account then constitutes the practitioner’s own theory.

4 HOW CAN PRACTITIONERS CONTRIBUTE TO
NEW PRACTICES AND NEW THEORIES?

Many people believe that ‘theory’ is something mysterious, which it is not. We
often say things like, ‘I have a theory about cats’, or “This is my theory about
the way things work. A theory is a set of ideas about what we claim to know
and how we have come to know. If we can show that what we know (our theory)
stands up to public scrutiny, we can claim that our theory has valildity (has truth
value and is trustworthy).

By doing your research, you can claim to have generated your theory of
practice, that is, you can say with confidence that you know what you are
doing and why you are doing it. You are showing that you are acting in a sys-
tematic way, not ad hoc, and that you are developing a praxis, which is morally
committed practice.
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Your theory of practice may contain other theories, such as a theory of
learning or a theory of management. Mary Hartog (2004), a tutor in higher
education in the UK, created her own theory of learning — her own theory of
education — by showing how she supported teachers who were studying for
their masters degrees in a way that enabled them to learn effectively. Pip Bruce
Ferguson (1999), also a tutor in higher education in New Zealand, created her
theory of educational management by showing how she ensured equal oppor-
tunities for Maori and white practitioners. Moira Laidlaw (2002), a volunteer
worker supporting teachers and administrators in China, has shown how she is
creating a theory of sustainable development by enabling teachers to engage in
new practices that encourage people to take control of their individual and
collective lives for social benefit. All these theories are valid theories, because
they have been demonstrated as having truth value through a rigorous process
of stringent public critique. They are not just a matter of their authors’ opin-
ions. The accounts of practice recount what are now social facts. Social situa-
tions have changed for the better because of these practitioners’ committed
interventions.

This chapter has set out a debate about the politics of knowledge, in relation to
who should be regarded as a practitioner or a member of an elite, and who decides.
It has addressed the questions:

e Who is a practitioner?

e Why is practitioner knowledge important?

e What is special about practitioners’ theories?

e How can practitioners contribute to new practices and new theories?

The point has been made that all should regard themselves as practitioners,
regardless of role or setting, who are involved in learning and influencing the learn-
ing of others.

The next chapter develops some of these ideas as we consider the main features
of action research and its underpinning assumptions.



The Underpinning Assumptions of
Action Research

In order to see how action research is different from other kinds of research, it is useful
to look at the underpinning assumptions, and see how these can transform into differ-
ent kinds of practices. Doing this also reveals the main features of action research.

Action research is one form of research among many. You use different forms of
research to achieve different goals, in the same way as you use different vehicles
for different purposes. You use a tractor to plough a field and a fast car to get
somewhere quickly. You use action research when you want to find ways of taking
action to improve learning with social intent.

We also need to remember that all kinds of research, including action research,
share common features, which distinguish them as research and not just activity.
Those features include the following:

e They identify a research issue.

e They identify research aims.

e They set out a research design (plan).

e They gather data.

e They establish criteria and standards of judgement.
e They generate evidence from the data.

e They make a claim to knowledge.

e They submit the claim to critique.

e They explain the significance of the work.

e They disseminate the findings.

e They link new knowledge with existing knowledge.

(See McNiff et al. 2003: 10-12 for further discussion of these points.)

Where research traditions differ is how they perceive the positioning of the
researcher (ontological commitments), the relationship between the knower and
what is known (epistemological commitments), the processes of generating knowl-
edge (methodological commitments), and the goals of research in terms of how the
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knowledge will be used (social commitments). It is not only action research that is
different from other kinds of research. All research methodologies are different
from one another according to these underpinning assumptions. However, self-study
action research has made a gigantic leap from other research methodologies, in
that the researcher is placed at the centre of the enquiry, and accepts the respon-
sibility of showing how they account for themselves.

This chapter sets out these underpinning assumptions. It is in four sections.

Ontological assumptions
Epistemological assumptions
Methodological assumptions
Social purposes of action research

A OWN P

1 ONTOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS

Ontology is the study of being. Our ontologies influence how we view our-
selves in our relationships with others. The ontological commitments that
underpin action research include the following.

Action research is value laden.

Action research is morally committed.

Action researchers perceive themselves as in relation with one another in
their social contexts.

Action research is value laden

Positivist forms of research are notionally value free. The researcher stays out of
the research, so as not to ‘contaminate’ it, and reports are written in the third
person (‘the researcher did’), which is supposed to reduce bias in the claim to
objectivity. Some social science adopts this perspective, but not all.

Action research is done by people who are trying to live in the direction of
the values and commitments that inspire their lives. You may be passionate
about justice, or about people being free to run their own lives. You may see
your patients as real people who can make decisions about their treatments.
Your values come to act as your guiding principles. Action research often
begins by articulating your values and asking whether you are being true to
them. Cruelty is a value as much as kindness. It is up to you to decide which
values you want to live by and be accountable for.

Action researchers often experience themselves as ‘living contradictions’
(Whitehead 1989) (see page 46), in that they hold a set of values, yet do not
live according to them.You may believe in justice but act in an unjust way. You
set out to find ways of living in the direction of your values. This can be difficult,
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because investigating one’s practice involves other people who have values of
their own, and these may not be commensurate with your own. It is then a
case of negotiating meanings and practices, which is easy to say but difficult to
do (see Chapter 18 for some implications).

Action research is morally committed

Action researchers choose which values they subscribe to, and they show how
they hold themselves accountable for their choices. Doing your action enquiry
involves explaining what inspires you to do things as you do, and what you hope
to achieve. If you are aiming to improve some aspect of your practice, you are
doing it for a reason, consistent with what you believe to be better practice, which
involves explaining what you understand as ‘good’ and ‘better’, to avoid being seen
as imposing your values on others. This can be tricky, because people hold differ-
ent views of ‘good’. We live and learn in different cultures, which have their own
values system.You have to decide which values system to live by, within your own
culture.You may sometimes choose to seek a cultural transformation because your
values conflict with cultural norms. Whatever you decide, you will aim to make
yours a purposeful, morally committed practice, that is, praxis.

Remember that you cannot hold yourself responsible for other people’s
decisions. They decide for themselves, just like you. It is your responsibility to
hold yourself accountable for yourself, and how you try to influence other
people’s learning. This has big implications. Do you do it in a coercive way,
insisting that people listen to you, or in a more educational way, respecting
others’ points of view but inviting them to consider other options?

Holding these views can get you into trouble within established contexts.
For example, Mary Roche (2003), a primary teacher, encourages her four- and
five-year-old children to think critically and to ask questions about the status
quo. When the children were instructed to form straight lines in the play-
ground during a fire drill, one of them asked, “What’s so good about straight
lines anyway?’ Critical pedagogies that encourage such questions can often get
researchers into trouble if they work in institutions that are run according to
bureaucratic values. The richness of Mary’s critical pedagogy is demonstrated
by the capacity of her young children to question their own and other people’s
assumptions, which is the basis of quality citizenship (see also Roche 2000).

Action researchers perceive themselves as in relation
with one another in their social contexts

An increasingly important perspective in action research is the development of
relational and inclusional values (see also Chapter 25). The idea of establishing
inclusive relationships refers not only to the social world, where we see our-
selves in relation with others, but also to the mental world, where we see how
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ideas are in relation with other ideas. The core idea of transformative capacity
enables us to incorporate the insights of others and transform them as we
create our theories of practice.

Action researchers always see themselves in relation with others, in terms
of their practices and also their ideas, and the rest of their environment. They
do not adopt a spectator approach, or conduct experiments on others. They
undertake enquiries with others, recognizing that people are always in company.
Even when we are alone, we are still in the company of others, who are per-
haps absent in time and space, but their influence is evident. The pen or com-
puter you use was created by someone else. The ideas you express began as
other people’s ideas. What is special is that you have made the equipment and
the ideas your own.You have mediated them through your own unique capac-
ity for creativity, perhaps using your computer in special ways or reconfiguring
other people’s ideas in your own original way. Your beginnings, however, were
in other people.You have transformed those beginnings into new opportuni-
ties and practices.

The idea of never being alone is key. Although the focus of the enquiry
is you, as you ask, ‘How do I improve what I am doing?’, your question auto-
matically assumes that any answer will involve other people’s perceptions of
your influence in their learning. You are also in company with others who are
asking the same question, and who also assume that their answers will involve
other people’s perceptions of their influence in learning. It is not a case of you
as a free-standing ‘I, in the company of other free-standing ‘I’s’, because each
one of you recognizes that you are in company, and that you form a commu-
nity of ‘I’s’, all of whom understand that their claims to educational influence
will be evaluated by others within their range of influence.

Action researchers therefore aim to develop inclusional methodologies that
nurture respectful relationships. This does not mean that everyone has to agree
on how we should live in terms of social practices. Differences of opinion are
understood as the basis for creative engagement. It does, however, mean that
everyone recognizes the uniqueness of the other, even though the other acts
and thinks in ways that are sometimes radically different from oneself, and they
let this attitude inform their practices. The underpinning ethic of inclusion of
the other (Habermas 1998) contains a hope, not a requirement, that the other
will hold the same view. If all sign up to an inclusional ethic, difficulties can be
reduced. The task for action researchers is especially demanding when the
other does not sign up to an inclusional ethic, which means that they have to
find ways of living in the direction of their values within a context of being
with others who do not share the same underpinning ethic of inclusion.

Ontological assumptions at a glance

Given the emphasis on inclusional and relational values:
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Action research is value laden and morally committed, which is a transfor-
mation of the assumption that research can be value free.

It aims to understand what I/we are doing, and not only what ‘they’ are
doing. This demonstrates a shared commitment towards ‘we—I’ forms of
enquiry.

It assumes that the researcher is in relation with everything else in the
research field, and influences, and is influenced by, others. The research field
cannot be studied in a value-free way, because the researcher brings their
own values with them.

2 EPISTEMOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS

Epistemology is to do with how we understand knowledge, and how we come
to acquire knowledge. The epistemological assumptions underpinning action
research include the following.

The object of the enquiry is the T
Knowledge is uncertain.
Knowledge creation is a collaborative process.

The object of the enquiry is the ‘I’

‘The object of enquiry’ refers to the focus of the research. In self-study action
research, the focus of the research is you.You study yourself, not other people.
The questions you ask are of the kind, “What am I doing? How do I improve
it?’, not of the kind, “What are they doing? How do they improve it?” You aim
to show how you hold yourself accountable for what you do.

This idea of personal accountability has big implications. One is that you
cannot accept responsibility for what others do and think, but you must accept
full responsibility for what you do and think. This can be difficult, because it
sometimes means being prepared to let go of favourite positions, which may
even have become entrenched prejudices. Why do conversations stop when
you say something? Are people so impressed with what you say that they are
awe-struck, or could it be that they resist the imposition of your ideas?

Another implication is that you always need to recognize that you may be
mistaken. Testing your ideas rigorously against the feedback of others is not a
sufficient safeguard. Public approval does not necessarily mean that practices
and their underpinning assumptions are socially beneficial, or that claims to, for
example, national security and a safer world are believable. The case of Galileo
is a classic example. Galileo was shown instruments of torture as if they were
to be used on him to make him recant the belief he knew to be true. The most
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stringent safeguard against the hubris of believing that one is right beyond a
reasonable doubt is to take into account the opinions of all whose lives are
involved. In your case, this refers to your research participants. In the case of
governments, it refers to all citizens of the world.

Knowledge is uncertain

Traditional researchers tend to believe that knowledge is certain, and assume
the following (see Berlin 1998).

There is an answer to everything. Knowledge is certain and true, and is ‘out
there’, waiting to be discovered.

Knowledge can be discovered using specific methodologies such as the
‘scientific method’, which aims to predict and control outcomes.

Answers to questions are fixed for all time. All possible answers are com-
patible and commensurable.

This perspective may be valuable when it is a case of genetic engineering or
weather forecasting, but it does not necessarily work in relation to real human
practices, because humans are unique, unpredictable, and make their own
choices.

Action researchers tend to assume the following (see Berlin 1998).

There is no one answer. Knowledge is uncertain and ambiguous. A question
may generate multiple answers.

Knowledge is created, not discovered. This is usually a process of trial and
error. Provisional answers, and the process itself, are always open to critique.
Any answer is tentative, and open to modification. Answers are often incom-
mensurable and cannot be resolved. People just have to live with the disso-
nance and do the best they can.

This means that action researchers do not look for a fixed outcome that can
be applied everywhere. Instead they produce their personal theories to show
what they are learning and to invite others to learn with them. They judge
their work not in terms of its generalizability or replicability, which are social
science criteria, but in terms of whether they can show how they are living in
the direction of their educational and social values, using those values as their
living standards of judgement (see page 149). It also means that it is legitimate
for action researchers to have different aims. In some participatory action
research, for example, the motivation to act is to resolve a common problem,
whereas other researchers may wish to find ways of living in situations where
people disagree, often fundamentally, about how they should live.
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Knowledge creation is a collaborative process

Although the ‘T’ is central, the ‘I’ should never be understood as in isolation. We
all live and work in social situations. Whatever we do in our professional prac-
tices potentially influences someone somewhere. Action research means work-
ing with others at all stages of the process. At the data gathering stage you
(singular or plural) are investigating your practice in relation with others; at the
validation stage you negotiate your findings with others. It is definitely not a
solitary activity. As well as this, the people you are working with are also pos-
sibly doing their action research into their practice, so the situation becomes
one of collectives of individuals investigating their practices, a question of the
‘I/we’ investigating the ‘I/we’ in company with others who are also investigating
their individual or collective practices.

Innovative practices have developed recently, where groups of action
researchers have undertaken their joint enquiries. In this case the focus shifts from
‘T to “‘we’. This is particularly helpful when the aim of the research is to improve
whole organizational practices (see Marshall 1999; 2004). Underpinning such
initiatives is the understanding that groups share certain collective values that
they wish to realize.

For example, a group of faculty at St Mary’s University College in London
decided to form themselves into a research group. At an institutional level they
wished to show how they were research active. At a personal level, they wished
to improve their personal and collective learning about their practice, and
about the processes of collaborative learning. Here is the abstract they submitted
for a symposium at an international conference (Penny et al. 2004).

Accounting for ourselves as we develop a new scholarship
of educational enquiry in our college

In this paper we explain how we are holding ourselves accountable for our educa-
tional practices as a group of ten faculty members in a London teacher training
college who are working to raise our research capacity for the benefit of ourselves
and the teachers we support, and to meet the legislative criteria involved for our
College to achieve taught degree-awarding powers. Because we locate our work
within the new scholarship of teaching, we regard the study of our practice as our
research. By undertaking our self-study action enquiries we show how we are both
influencing professional learning for improving practices, and also developing a
research culture in our College. We aim to test the validity of our claims to knowl-
edge by submitting them to public critique in this conference forum.

We explain that these innovations involve developing new perspectives about the
nature of our work and an acceptance of responsibility for our influence. We hold
ourselves accountable for the production of authenticated evidence in support of
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our claims to knowledge as we ask, ‘How do I/we improve my/our work?’ We also
explain how we are reconceptualizing ourselves as a community of enquiry, and the
considerable implications this may have for redefining what counts as institutional
forms of teaching and learning practice.

We believe that the educational significance of our work lies in our capacity to clarify
the processes we engage in as we explicate the meanings of our lives in educational
relation with others. We believe that we are building new professional relationships
through our emergent community of enquiry, which have considerable implications
for reconceptualizing educational enquiry both as a living educational form of theory
and also as a process by which a community of enquiry is formed and sustained.

Epistemological assumptions at a glance
Given the emphasis on inclusional and relational values:

In action research the object of enquiry is not other people, but the ‘I" in
relation with other ‘Is’.

Knowledge is uncertain. Answers are created through negotiation. Often
answers cannot be negotiated, so people have to learn to live with the
situation. Answers can be in how we live as much as in what we say.
Knowledge is a property of individuals, so it is often subjective and biased.
Individuals have to negotiate their meanings with other knowing individuals.

3 METHODOLOGICAL ASSUMPTIONS

Methodologies refer to the way research is conducted. The main methodolog-
ical assumptions of action research include the following.

Action research is done by practitioners who regard themselves as agents.
The methodology is open-ended and developmental.
The aim of the research is to improve learning with social intent.

Action research is done by practitioners who
regard themselves as agents

The idea of agency is that people are able to, and should, take an active part in
decisions about how they and others should live. An agent, says Sen (1999: 19),
is ‘someone who acts and brings about change, and whose achievements can
be judged in terms of her own values and objectives, whether or not we assess
these in terms of some external criteria as well”.
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The main responsibility of agents is to ask questions, and not accept
complacency or self-righteous justification, their own or anyone else’s. In this
sense, they act as public intellectuals (Said 1994) whose job is to interrupt and
question the status quo. Why are things as they are? Are they satisfactory? If not,
how can they be changed? For action researchers this means that they need
always to ask questions and not accept final answers.

Traditional forms of research assume that the researcher is a neutral, value-
free operative who observes, collects data and generates evidence to support
their findings, but should not influence or be influenced by the research
itself. Action researchers accept full responsibility for exercising influence. This
involves taking action and considering what influence they may be having in
their own and other people’s learning. Therefore, when you ask, ‘How do I
improve what I am doing?’ you raise questions about two related processes. The
first process refers to what is going on ‘out there’, in the social situation you
are investigating. The second process is about what is going on ‘in here’, in rela-
tion to your own learning. You ask critical questions about why things are as
they are. Why do you think as you do? Do you think for yourself, or what
someone else tells you? Who writes your script? Further, how can you show
that your own capacity for critique influences other people’s capacity also to
critique?

The methodology is open-ended and developmental

Unlike traditional social science, action enquiries do not aim for closure, nor
do practitioners expect to find certain answers. The process itself is the
methodology (Mellor 1998), and is frequently untidy, haphazard and experi-
mental. Richard Winter (1998) talks about ‘improvisatory self-realisation in
action research’, where a certain degree of entrepreneurialism is involved; and
Marian Dadds and Susan Hart (2001) talk about ‘methodological inventive-
ness’, where we try multiple innovative ways until we find the one that is right
for us. We look out for what might be a useful way forward, and try it out. One
step leads to another, and one cycle of action—reflection leads to another.
Answers are held as provisional because any answer already has new questions
within itself. This emphasizes the value of being open to new possibilities, and
understanding learning as never complete. Traditional ways of doing research
offer a completed story. Action researchers let their own story evolve. It is as
much about the storyteller as about the story. In a story of the growth of his
educational knowledge Whitehead explains how his educational enquiry
moved through four social science methodologies of the analytic scientist, the
conceptual theorist, the conceptual humanist and the particular humanist
(Mitroft and Kilman 1978) before he evolved an educational research method-
ology for his educational enquiry, ‘How do I improve what I am doing?’

(Whitehead 1985).
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As well as being exciting, this way of working is also risky. Action researchers
constantly stand on the edge. The next moment is unknown. They commit to
the risk of creating a new future. This is a different mental set from traditional
assumptions that knowledge is given. Action researchers anticipate new prob-
lematics. Concrete answers do not pre-exist but are created by real people, in
negotiation with others. This can be destabilizing for people who are used to
being told what to do. Instead of beginning with a hypothesis, which they aim
to accept or reject, action researchers start with an idea and follow it where it
leads them.

The aim of the research is to improve
learning with social intent

Traditional research tends to try to show a cause and effect relationship. It
works on the assumption that if people do this, that will happen. The logic
abides by the law of contradiction that eliminates statements that are contra-
dictory to ‘correct’ thought, even though we can experience ourselves in our
practice as living contradictions. Many workplace and education programmes
work on the principle of cause and effect. Sometimes managers or principals
are expected to ensure that specific inputs are arranged to produce certain out-
puts, which often appear as targets. Many curricula are organized to generate
learning outcomes consistent with official policy. Learners are expected to
internalize messages. They are expected not to think for themselves but to do
as they are told.

If all people have agency, they can, and should, think for themselves and
make decisions. Managers and educators need to provide appropriate condi-
tions for this. They should not be overly concerned with behavioural out-
comes, unless of course the behaviours in question are hindering the educative
process. Their task is to enable people to work with their new knowledge in
ways that are right for them, and help them to create their own new futures.

This idea, however, carries conditions. If people wish to create their own
futures, they have to accept responsibility for the present. This means generat-
ing their theories of practice to show whether the practice is consistent with
their values. They generate theories to explain how they are improving their
own and other people’s learning with social intent, and they subject these
theories to stringent critique, before putting them into the public domain
for further testing and wider consideration about how new practices can be

developed.

Methodological assumptions at a glance

Given the emphasis on inclusional and relational values:
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Action researchers do not do research on others, but do it on themselves,
in company with others. Action research is participatory and collaborative
in the sense that it takes place in social contexts and involves other people.
Action research begins with the experience of a concern and follows
through a developmental process which shows cycles of action and reflection.
It aims to demonstrate relationships of influence.

Action researchers aim to investigate their practice with a view to improv-
ing it. They aim for new beginnings. The idea of closure is transformed into
the idea of one state metamorphosing into another. Change is understood
as people improving learning to improve practices.

4 SOCIAL PURPOSES OF ACTION RESEARCH

Social purpose refers to why we do research in relation to informing and
improving its social contexts. The main social purposes of action research include
the following.

It aims to improve workplace practices through improving learning.

It aims to promote the ongoing democratic evaluation of learning and
practices.

It aims to create good social orders by influencing the education of social
formations.

It aims to improve workplace practices
through improving learning

Action research can be workplace based (see Williams and Dick 2004), not
exclusively higher education based as traditional research tends to be, and is
undertaken by practitioners who regard themselves as researchers, who may or
may not be supported by higher education personnel. The aim is to improve
practice through improving learning. Improved practices do not just happen.
They can improve when people think carefully about what they need to do
differently in relation to others. It is then the responsibility of practitioners to
produce public accounts that show how their improved learning has led to
improved practices. These accounts would contain practitioners’ theories of
practice, which have arisen from within the practice, and now connect with
the accounts and theories of others. As they study what they do and offer these
public accounts of practice, practitioners produce accounts that themselves
come to constitute a body of theory. These are the personal practical theories
of practitioners, which describe and explain processes of working as a living
practice. These living theories are different from the conceptual theories of
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spectator researchers. This is why it is important for you to put your story of
practice into the public domain, because you can show how you are con-
tributing to new discourses about how practice should be seen as a living form
of theory (see Chapter 7).

It aims to promote the ongoing democratic evaluation
of learning and practices

Action research is such a common-sense approach to personal and professional
development that, when people first meet the idea, they often say, “That’s what
I do in any case. What’s difterent?’

‘What is different is that action research insists on justifying claims to knowledge
by the production of authenticated and validated evidence, and then making
the claims public in order to subject them to critical evaluation.

However, evaluation itself is a problematic concept, because different
people have different views about what it entails. While most would agree that
evaluation aims to establish the value of something, what is valuable for one
person is not necessarily valuable for another. Consequently different views
exist about who should do evaluation and why, and what they are supposed to
be evaluating.

Traditional perspectives regard evaluation as evaluating a thing or a product.
Action research, however, is an ongoing process of developing learning and
action, and reflection on the learning and action. The process is generative and
transformational, because the end of one thing becomes the beginning of
something else. All organic systems have their own internal generative capac-
ity to transform themselves into ever more fully developed versions of them-
selves (McNift et al. 1992; McNiff and Whitehead 2000). It is not a case of
working towards a notional perfect end state, because a living system always has
the potential to transform into even more fully realized states. Action research
is this kind of generative transformational process, where claims to improved
learning and practice generate further learning to improve practice.

The question therefore arises, who evaluates what? In traditional interpre-
tive approaches, which work from a spectator’s point of view, an external
researcher makes judgements on what other people are doing. From a self-
study perspective, the researcher evaluates their own work. If action research is
a process in which the ‘I’ studies the ‘" in company with other ‘I’s’, then eval-
uation can be seen as the ‘I’ making judgements about what the ‘T" is doing in
relation to others. This calls for considerable honesty, and the capacity to listen
to and act on critical feedback. It also calls for the articulation of standards of
judgement that, consistent with the idea of Sen (see page 19), draw on the
practitioner’s own values and objectives, as explained throughout the work of
Jack Whitehead (see page 46). This discussion continues in Chapter 15.
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It aims to create good social orders by influencing
the education of social formations

In action research, the situation changes from an external person studying
‘them’, to an individual studying ‘me’, or a collective of individuals studying
‘us’. Each person asks, ‘How do I improve what I am doing for my own and
others’ benefit?” Each person is seen as an agent with the capacity for influ-
encing their own and others’ practices. A collective has the potential to influ-
ence wider social change.

In Part VII we discuss fully the idea of the education of social formations and
how this can be a contributing factor in the creation of good social orders. In
summary, the idea is to do with how social groupings learn to work together.
This tends to be much more difficult than it sounds, because working together
means working in a way that regards all as legitimate participants whose differ-
ent traditions and ways of thinking need to be valued. This may be straightfor-
ward in contexts where all share more or less the same values base and come
from more or less the same tradition, but can be problematic in contexts where
parties hold different values perspectives and come from radically different tradi-
tions. Further, in politically contested contexts, where one party is dominant, that
party may mobilize their resources to continue subjugating the other. The sub-
jugated party then comes to be seen, and sometimes to believe, that they are not
worthy of being regarded as a legitimate participant, but remain as peripheral and
subservient. In many cases, the oppression leads to such frustration that feelings
spill over into violence. How;, then, do social groupings learn to see the other as
a valuable participant whose opinion and voice may be difterent, but who needs
to be listened to if the dialogue is to go forward? How do the Democratic
Unionist Party and Sinn Fein learn to understand the other’s point of view? How
do Palestinians and Israelis learn to listen, so that they can talk as equals?

In action research, people begin by holding themselves accountable. They do
not make judgements on others without first making judgements on them-
selves, and they do not expect others to do anything they are not prepared first
to do themselves. The education of social formations begins with each partic-
ipant learning to recognize themselves as other to the other (McNift 2005),
and subject to the same conditions of entry to a community that they wish to
enforce for others.

Social purposes of action research
assumptions at a glance

Given the emphasis on inclusional and relational values:
Action research can be workplace based, which raises questions about who

is seen as a worker, and what is seen as a workplace. It can also take place
within non-work based relationships in the family and community.
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Practitioners evaluate their own work in relation to their values. They do
not need ‘external” evaluation, but they understand the need for stringent
testing and evaluation at all stages of the research, which involves the critical
insights and judgements of others.

Practitioners constitute their own social orders, and need to learn how to
change their thinking in order to improve their practices. The capacity of
individuals to think for themselves and to hold themselves accountable for
their educational influence can act as the grounds for the creation of good
societies.

This chapter has set out some of the main features of action research and its
underpinning assumptions. The assumptions are ontological, epistemological, method-
ological, and to do with social purpose.

The main ontological assumptions are that action researchers see themselves as
trying to live in a way that is consistent with their values. These values are to do
with the need to see oneself as in relation with others, and how inclusional and
relational practices can strengthen those relationships.

The main epistemological assumptions are that knowledge is always in process, so
it is impossible to create final answers. Processes of knowledge creation involve
social processes, so while knowing may be a property of the individual knower, all
answers should be regarded as provisional and subject to social critique.

The main methodological assumptions are that action research is done by practi-
tioners who perceive themselves as agents, regardless of their social and institu-
tional contexts. Their methodologies are open-ended and developmental as they
ask how they can learn to improve social practices.

The main assumptions underpinning the social purposes of action research are
that learning can be improved in relation to all social practices, and that the way
societies operate can be improved if their members reflect on what they are doing
and hold themselves responsible for their own thinking and actions.

We now turn to an outline of the historical development of action research. To
appreciate the significance of this, have a look at Part VIl to see how the under-
pinning assumptions of action research are being realized as social practices. If
Chapter 4 sets out what action research is about, and where it has come from,
Part VII sets out what its achievements are and where it may be going.



Where Did Action Research Come From?

This chapter traces the emergence of action research from its beginnings in the
1930s and 1940s to its current position of world importance. It discusses the
historical journey of action research through social science and educational research,
and places it within the emergence of different paradigms. The chapter is organized
into two sections, which discuss these questions.

1 Where did action research come from?
2 Where is action research located in different research paradigms?

This chapter has implications for the question, ‘Where is action research going?’,
which is dealt with fully in Part VII.

1 WHERE DID ACTION RESEARCH COME FROM?

Action research has been around for some 70 years. It has always been linked
with social change for social justice. Noftke (1997) says that the term ‘action
research’ appeared in a 1961 speech by Martin Luther King. An emphasis on
learning by Whitehead (1976) shows how people can learn to act in ways that
improve learning while connected to democratic processes of evaluation.

It is generally understood that action research began with the work of John
Collier in the 1930s, acting as commissioner for Indian aftairs, and Kurt Lewin
in the 1940s. Lewin, a Jewish refugee from Nazi Germany who worked as a
social psychologist in the US, believed that people would be more motivated
about their work if they were involved in decision-making about how the
workplace was run. He researched what happened when people did become
involved (Lewin 1946). Lewin’s original ideas have remained influential, and,
following his ideas, many researchers organize their work and reports as a cycle
of steps: observe — reflect — act — evaluate — modify. This cycle can turn into
another cycle. Figure 4.1 shows this process.

In the 1950s action research was taken up in education, specifically by the
teaching profession, and Stephen Corey’s (1953) book Action Research to Improve



WHERE DID ACTION RESEARCH COME FROM?

FIGURE 4.1 A cycle of action-reflection cycles

School Practices became influential in America. This could also be seen in the
context of the free schools and progressive education movements of the 1960s
(Miller 2002), in which the emphasis was on education for the promotion of
democratic practices that would enable all people to take a full and active part in
political life. Education came to be seen as about the production of thoughtful
and responsible citizens.

Action research went into decline in America during the late 1950s because
of the focus on the need for technical excellence after the launch of Sputnik
and the emergence of new research and development models. It did, however,
begin to take hold in Britain, mainly through the influence of Lawrence
Stenhouse, who was working in contexts of teacher education. Departing from
the previously dominant disciplines approach to education, in which teachers
studied the psychology, sociology, history and philosophy of education, Stenhouse
advocated a view of teachers as highly competent professionals who should be
in charge of their own practice. He maintained that professional education
involved:

The commitment to systematic questioning of one’s own teaching as a basis for
development;

The commitment and the skills to study one’s own teaching;

The concern to question and to test theory in practice by the use of those skills.
(Stenhouse 1975: 144)

Stenhouse believed that teachers in classrooms should be supported by higher
education personnel: ‘fruitful development in the field of curriculum and
teaching depends upon evolving styles of co-operative research by teachers and
using full-time researchers to support the teachers’work’ (1975: 162). Full-time
researchers should therefore continue to have primary responsibility for report-
ing the research. This situation was ironic, because the same power relationships
that action research sought to combat were evident within contexts of the
professional education of teachers.

The work of Stenhouse was developed by a group of action researchers who
were situated in and around the Centre for Applied Research in Education,
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some of whom later went their separate ways and developed ideas in other
contexts. Stephen Kemmis, for example, became active in Australia, and has had
worldwide influence by developing ideas with a participatory focus.

This theme of teachers being in charge of their own practice was developed
specifically by two prominent researchers, but from different perspectives. John
Elliott, a colleague of Stenhouse’s at the University of East Anglia, developed an
interpretive approach (page 11), and Jack Whitehead, at the University of Bath,
developed a self-study perspective (page 11).These different perspectives had impli-
cations for how professional education should be understood and conducted, and
also for how action research itself could be seen as fulfilling its own values of social
justice. In general terms, action research became known as a form of practical
research that legitimated teachers’ attempts to understand their work from their
own point of view. Instead of learning about the disciplines and applying theory to
themselves, teachers were encouraged to explore what they were doing and pro-
pose ways of improving it. In this way, the practical wisdom of teachers was
awarded greater status, as well as their professional standing. Action research is now
widely accepted as a form of professional learning across the professions.

Creating your own living educational theories

The issue remains, however, about who is competent to research practice and
make judgements about it. It would seem that, if action research is about social
justice, action research itself should promote just practices, that is, do away with
hierarchies of power in relation to who knows, and recognize that practition-
ers themselves should be acknowledged as the creators of their own knowl-
edge. This view has been relentlessly developed by Whitehead. He has said
consistently that teachers should both study their own practice and regard their
practice as the grounds for the generation of their own personal theories of
practice (Whitehead 2003). They then make their theories available for public
critique and testing. Action research should be seen as not simply about prob-
lem solving, but about learning and creating knowledge. The kind of knowl-
edge created can contribute to personal and social wellbeing.

This is a powerful stance. A living theory perspective places the individual
practitioner at the heart of their own educational enquiry. Individuals under-
take their research with a view to generating their own living educational
theory, which would be an account containing the descriptions and explana-
tions of practice that individuals offer as they address the question, ‘How do I
improve my practice?” (Whitehead 1989). It is the responsibility of the indi-
vidual researcher to hold themselves accountable for their potential influence
in the learning of others.

In the 1980s, Jack Whiteheads work was complemented by the work of
Jean McNiff, who developed the idea of the generative transformational nature
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of evolutionary processes. In this view, all living systems are in constant
transformation, and each new transformation holds within itself its next poten-
tial transformation. This idea, together with the idea of living theories, has
implications for inclusive and relational practices, which are part of the foun-
dation of social justice. Although the individual researcher is placed at the heart
of their own enquiries, the researcher is seen as in company with others in the
research and in the wider community. People are always in relation with other
people and with the rest of their environment. The quality of the relationship
is important for sustainable development, because sustainability depends on the
freedom of the individual to make decisions about their own lives. Freedom,
however, comes with responsibility. The individual action researcher has to
accept that they have a responsibility to others, and, in their educational rela-
tionships as professional educators, to place the interests of the other above
their own. Action research therefore may be undertaken by individuals, singly
or collectively, but it is always a participative and collaborative exercise, not
individualistic. The methodologies of living enquiry are both rigorous and
scientific, and always grounded in care and consideration for the other, while
still maintaining the integrity and unique capacity of the individual to know
and make judgements about the validity of claims to knowledge.

2 WHERE IS ACTION RESEARCH LOCATED IN
DIFFERENT RESEARCH PARADIGMS?

If you are studying for higher degree accreditation, you need to know where
action research is located within different methodological and epistemological
developments.

Most research methods texts draw on difterent theories of scientific and
social progress to explain the emergence of new paradigms. A paradigm is a set
of ideas or theories appropriate to a specific context. These different theories
see progress in different ways. The work of Kuhn and Lakatos, for example, is
often cited when discussing models of progress. Kuhn (1970) maintained that
paradigm change was often a case of replacement, whereas Lakatos (1970) saw
progress as the incorporation of old ideas into new ones (see Losee 2004 for
an excellent overview). You should make up your own mind about how
processes happen, but try to avoid assuming a cut and dried sequential process,
because paradigm shifts often involve a good deal of overlap, repetition and
back-tracking. Also one paradigm may borrow from another, and sometimes it
is difficult to see where one paradigm begins and the other leaves off.

Many research methods texts (see, for example, Hitchcock and Hughes 1995;
Usher 1996) explain that understanding educational research means under-
standing that it involves diftferent paradigms. Some authors (for example Ernest
1994) specifically identify the following:
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technical rational (often called empirical) research
interpretive research
critical theoretic research.

Each of these paradigms, or approaches, has difterent views about the nature of
knowledge, how it is acquired, and how it is used.

Technical rational (empirical) research
This form of research assumes that:

The researcher stays outside the research field to maintain objectivity.
Knowledge generated is uncontaminated by human contact.

There is a cause and effect relationship throughout: ‘If T do this, that will
happen’, more generally, ‘if x, then y’.

Results are generated usually through statistical analysis, and remain true
for all time.

The results can be applied and generalized to other people’s practices, and
will be replicable in similar situations.

Technical rational research is used throughout scientific enquiry, and has led to
massive developments in technology, medical care and space travel. However,
many rational researchers assume that the methodologies of the natural
sciences can be applied to human practices, so they tend to view humans as
machines, or as data. Stringent critiques say that rational research is a myth
(Thomas 1998), and objectivity is unattainable. Some ask what is so special
about objectivity anyway.

Interpretive research
This form of research assumes that:

Researchers observe people in their natural settings, and offer descriptions
and explanations for what the people are doing.

Analysis of data tends to be qualitative, in terms of meanings of behaviours.
The people in the situations offer and negotiate their own understandings
of their practices with the interpretations of external researchers, but it is
still the external researcher’s story that goes into the public domain.

Interpretive research is used widely in social science and educational research,
often taking the form of case study. The aim 1s to understand what 1s happen-
ing in social situations and negotiate meanings.
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Critical theoretic research
This form of research assumes that:

It is important to understand a situation in order to change it.

Social situations are created by people, so can be deconstructed and recon-
structed by people.

Taken for granted situations need to be seen in terms of what has brought
them into existence, especially in terms of relationships of power.

Critical theory emerged as a critique of existing forms of research, on the basis
that research 1s never neutral, but is used by a researcher for a specific purpose,
which is often linked with the desire to predict and control. It is important, in
this tradition, to understand the human interests involved both in social situa-
tions (page 249) and in the means used to find out about them.

IMPORTANT NOTE! FORM OF THEORY

The chapter so far has set out what different approaches say. It is important
also to note how they say it, that is, the form of logic used, and to consider
the form of theory generated.

The stance of researchers working in these traditions remains external.
They speak about research and ideas as things ‘out there’. What is known is
assumed to be separate from a knower. Reality, and ideas about reality, are
turned into free-standing things, which can be studied, taken apart, and put
back together in new ways. Many researchers working in these traditions do not
seem to appreciate that they are part of the same reality they are studying.

This tendency has been exported into many forms of action research.
People talk about action research, but do not always see themselves as living
participants, doing action research.

Some implications are developed in the next section.

Action research

Action research developed out of critical theory, and went beyond. Critical
theory asked, ‘How can this situation be understood in order to change it?” but
aimed only for understanding, not for action. Action research went into action
and asked, ‘How can it be changed?” Some researchers, however, still like to
locate action research within a broad framework of critical theory, emphasiz-
ing its participatory nature to combat relations of power.

What distinguishes a living theory form of action research is that it is
grounded in the ontological ‘I’ of the researcher, and uses a living logic, that is,
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researchers organize their thinking in terms of what they are experiencing at
the moment. While many research approaches still tend to adopt an external-
ist stance, using a form of thinking that sees things as separate from one
another, action researchers working with a living theory approach use a form
of thinking that sees things as in relation with one another. The aim of the
researcher is to hold themselves accountable for their learning and their influ-
ence in the learning of others.

This has important implications for how action research is conducted in the
world, and also how it is theorized. Currently a lot of work goes on that is
called action research, but is actually social science research, when an official
researcher observes, describes and explains what other people do. Adopting this
stance does not do much to move people to develop inclusional or relational
practices. Instead, it reinforces a view of aristocrats and subservients, and asym-
metrical relationships of power.

Power sharing happens when all parties perceive the other as powerful,
potentially able to speak for themselves and exercise their own agency, and
agree to talk with one another on those terms. It happens because people see
themselves as in relation with one another, as participants who are creating
their life world. They may even sometimes feel that they are in a combative
relationship with the other, but at least the recognition of a relationship is
a start, which can be developed. The worst point is when one party perceives
the other party as a non-person, which is no basis at all for the development
of life-aftirming human practices.

This chapter has given a brief summary of where action research has come from.
We have traced its development from its beginnings in social science in the 1930s
and 1940s, through its use in the work of Lawrence Stenhouse and his idea of
‘teacher as researcher’, and on to its most up-to-date position in the work of Jack
Whitehead and his idea of living educational theories and, together with Jean
McNiff, in our idea of ‘practitioner as theorist’. We have set out its location within
different research paradigms, while emphasizing that living theory approaches
have made a leap into new forms of thinking about research and its underpinning
logics and values.

As well as considering where it has come from, it is also important to ask, ‘Where
is it going?’ Where it is going can be seen in the reality of multiple interconnected
branching networks of communication, all of which recount stories of action
researchers using their best efforts to ask, ‘How do | improve my learning? How
do | improve my work?’, and holding themselves accountable to themselves and
one another for what they are doing. These themes will be developed in Part VII.



Why Do | Need To Know?

Part Il sets out why you should do action research. The emphasis shifts from
what action research is to why it is important. It contains the following chapters.

Chapter 5 Why do action research?
Chapter 6 Learning to improve practice
Chapter 7 Contributing to new theory
Chapter 8 Evaluating your research

At this stage in your own action enquiry, you are asking, ‘Why am | concerned?’
By asking the question, you show how you are engaging with the underpinning
values and commitments of action research (Chapter 5). These are to do with
the ideas of freedom, democracy and accountability. You exercise your creative
capacity as you learn to improve your practice (Chapter 6); you show your
capacity for collaborative and negotiated forms of working as you contribute to
new forms of theory (Chapter 7); and you demonstrate your accountability as you
evaluate your own research (Chapter 8).






Why Do Action Research?

We said on page 1 that action researchers undertake their enquiries for two main
purposes:

e to contribute to new practices (this is the action focus of action research)
e to contribute to new theory (this is the research focus of action research).

Both aspects are intertwined and interdependent.

Many practitioners would probably feel at ease with the idea that they are con-
tributing to new practices, but perhaps fewer would immediately see their work as
contributing to theory or new ideas or new knowledge. In fact, practitioners are often
suspicious of the idea of theory and research, some having had the experience of
being researched on by officially appointed researchers. However, it is vital that
practitioners do see themselves as both practitioners and researchers. The public
acknowledgement of practitioners as practice innovators and theory creators is a
key factor if practitioners are to be seen as legitimate participants in public debates
about what is worth striving for in life, and which lives are important. However, pub-
lic acknowledgement begins with the private acknowledgement of practitioners
themselves. It is no good expecting someone else to value your work if you don’t
value it yourself. You need to appreciate the importance of your work in relation to
your capacity to generate both new practice and new theory, and to see how this
ties in with policy formation and implementation.

This chapter deals with these aspects. It is in two sections.

1 The importance of seeing yourself as a capable practitioner
2 The importance of seeing yourself as a capable theorist
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1 THE IMPORTANCE OF SEEING YOURSELF
AS A CAPABLE PRACTITIONER

In Chapter 2 we set out Donald Schon’s ideas about the topologies of professional
landscapes. Schon was, as we are here, making the point that practitioners should
be regarded as competent professionals whose practical knowledge is key to
developing human capabilities, their own and other people’s.

This idea of developing human capability is core to action research. Sen (1999)
describes capabilities as people’s ability to think for themselves, and to make their
own decisions about how they wish to live their lives. He also makes the point
that realizing these capabilities requires people to be free, and, in turn, to exercise
their freedom to ensure the continued development of their own capabilities and
the capabilities of others. This is done, he says, by ‘support in the provision of those
facilities (such as basic health care or essential education) that are crucial for the
formation and use of human capabilities” (1999: 42). The task for practitioners then
becomes how they can exercise their own capability to think for themselves and
make decisions about their own lives, and also to encourage others to do the same.
Because practitioners are also professionals, they do not assume that this is just
happening, but carry out stringent tests to see whether it is. The values that inspire
their work are to do with their own and other people’s capacity to think for
themselves and make decisions about how they live their lives, so they check
whether they really are living in the direction of those values.

These ideas can provide a useful background context for starting an action
enquiry.

Starting an action enquiry

People have difterent reasons for starting an action enquiry. You may feel that
your current practice is really good, and other people can learn from you.You
evaluate your work to explain how you can claim that this is the case. Sometimes
you have a hunch and you ask, ‘I wonder what would happen if ...?” Perhaps
something could improve, and you may want to try out a new style or strategy.
This means also evaluating what happens. Is it working? Should you change
something? For example, as a chef you want to know how customers respond
to a new menu. As a care service manager you want to evaluate the effective-
ness of new work schedules. This involves asking, ‘How do I understand what I
am doing? How do I improve it?’, and generating evidence to support any claim
that you have improved practice by studying it systematically.

Experiencing oneself as a living contradiction

Many action researchers begin their enquiries on the grounds that they want
to improve certain aspects of their work or work situation, in order to live
more fully in the direction of their social and educational values. Sometimes,
in Jack Whitehead’s words, they experience themselves as ‘living contradictions’
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when their values are denied in their practice. By this he means that we hold
values about what is important in life, which act as our guiding principles, and
we try to live accordingly. Sometimes we do, and sometimes we don’t. Many
people are guided by the principles of fairness and equity, and try to work in
a way that is fair and equitable. Often they succeed. Caroline Muir (2004)
showed how she involved people in credit unions in workplace decision-making,
and how this participative working influenced people’s economic and personal-
social wellbeing. Thérese Burke (1997) tells how she involved children with
special needs in planning their own curriculum, and the beneficial influences
in school and family life.

Sometimes, however, we do not live according to our values. Perhaps we
have built up habits over the years. Perhaps, like Mary Geoghegan, a principal,
you find that you tend to run business meetings yourself, even though you
believe in participative working. Mary explains how she experienced herself as
a living contradiction by denying her values in her practice during staff meet-
ings. She introduced a rotating chair system, which meant everyone had the
chance to lead. She explains (Geoghegan 2000) how some people developed
confidence in their capacity for leadership, even to the extent of questioning
Mary’s decisions. Mary could claim that she was living in the direction of her
values, and realizing them in some cases.

Often we do not live according to our values because external circumstances
stop us. Margaret Cahill (2004), a special needs resource teacher, works in an
education system that espouses the rhetoric of equity and entitlement, yet these
values are consistently denied when some children are labelled by terms such
as having ‘special educational needs’. These children are bright and articulate,
many with significant visual or kinaesthetic intelligence (Gardner 1983).
Because numerical and verbal intelligence are valued in the education system,
and verbal and kinaesthetic intelligences are less valued, the children are relegated
to lower status. Margaret shows how she lives in the direction of her values in
her own class context, yet is prevented from doing so in wider contexts. The
conflict of values (Sowell 1987) that such situations create can lead to emo-
tional dissonance for the people involved. Margaret’s research question became,
‘How do I create contexts of fairness and democracy for the children in my
care?” (Cahill 2004). She shows how she transformed an existing situation,
where marginalization was practised systematically, to one of fairness and
democracy. Thousands of such stories are now available (you can access some
on www.actionresearch.net and www,jeanmcnift.com).

What goals do action researchers wish to achieve?

Traditional social science tends to describe and explain the status quo, to main-
tain and reproduce it. Social science researchers ask, “What is happening here?
How can we predict and control future outcomes?’ Their ideas make up a body
of theory that practitioners can apply to their practices, if that is what they want
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to do. Action researchers also describe and explain the status quo, often drawing
insights from the social sciences, and show how and why they are changing it.
They ask, “What is happening here? How do we ensure that it manifests our
commitments to the capacity of all to think and act responsibly?” Action research
is rooted in the ideas of social and intellectual freedom, that people can think
for themselves, can make their own life decisions, and will come together on an
equal footing to negotiate their life plans. The goals of action researchers include
supporting public institutions that will safeguard people’s social and intellectual
freedom and the exercise of those freedoms. When people ask, ‘How do I/we
improve what we are doing ..." they imply ‘... for our benefit?’ In answering
these questions, they generate their theories of human capability (Sen 1999) that
encourage sustainable forms of personal and social development, rooted in
freedom, and they use that freedom to support new freedoms. They make their
theories public through their research accounts, which others can access and
learn from, if that is what they wish to do.

For example, Winnie Hignell (2004) explains how she and others worked
collaboratively to enable so-called ‘disabled’ people with physical and mental
trauma to be part of the social economy in a special way. Winnie’s job was to
ensure that the ‘disabled” were included in other people’s activities, and also
developed their own capacity for creative work. She tells how she and her col-
leagues supported groups to set up their own businesses to produce texts and
videos designed to inform the public about disability, explaining that disability
should be reconceptualized not as a property of people with trauma but as a
social practice of people who construct disabling terms such as ‘disability’. She and
others developed sustainable work practices that were committed to enabling
people to decide for themselves what to do and take responsibility for the
consequences of their actions.

2 THE IMPORTANCE OF SEEING
YOURSELF AS A CAPABLE THEORIST

When you tell other people about your work, whether orally or in a written
report, you are showing two things. First, you are showing how you have devel-
oped innovative practices. Second, you are showing how these ideas about
practice are brand new.You may have adopted, or incorporated, other people’s
ideas into your own work, but the work is yours, an original contribution.
Other people can now learn from you, and adapt or incorporate your ideas if
they wish.You explain that you are contributing to the practical life world by
adding your story of practice, and you are contributing to the intellectual life
world by offering your explanations for practice, your theory of practice. The
idea of contributing to the intellectual life world is important. Edward Said
(1994) talks about professionals as public intellectuals. Perhaps all practitioners
should be seen as potentially public intellectuals. Many shopkeepers and pop
singers have as worthwhile contributions to make as professional elites. The fact
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remains that as a professional you are in a privileged position where you can
use your voice. Unless you use your voice and profess your status as a public
intellectual, you will not be heard. If you are not heard you will continue to
be marginalized and not be taken seriously.

Here is an example of this situation from the teaching profession. Although
the issues are about teachers, they are relevant to all practitioners.

Getting recognized

In the United Kingdom, and following the reforms of recent years, teachers are
now recognized as the best judges of their own practice, and best placed to take
main responsibility for the initial education of those entering the profession, as
well as the ongoing professional education of those already in service. This new
explicit recognition of the professional expertise of teachers has done much to
enhance their status as professionals, and is manifested in a variety of ways, for
example, in terms of the changed relationship between themselves and higher
education institutions (HEIs). Whereas previously the work of HEIs was to pass
on received wisdom about practice to teachers, teachers themselves are now
seen as in charge of their own practice.

However, these changes are happening largely at the level of practice, and
not so much at the level of theory. Although the professional competence of
teachers is recognized, they still tend to be seen as competent practitioners,
whose professional knowledge is about work in schools and classrooms. They
are not widely recognized as competent theory generators, whose theoretical
knowledge can inform policy. While these issues are aspects of debates about
what should be the work of teachers and the extent of their capacity for influ-
ence, the issues are actually rooted in debates about what kind of knowledge
should be seen as theory, and who should be regarded as a knower. Should
practice be seen as a form of applied theory, or should it be seen as the grounds
for theory generation? Should teachers be seen as appliers of other people’s
theory, such as academics in HEIs and business, or should teachers themselves
be seen as practitioner-theorists?

These are core issues for the teaching profession, because the directions the
profession takes are decided mainly by policy. However, as noted earlier, policy
formation and implementation tend to be informed not by research-based
theory but by the values-based political commitments of politicians, who use
research-based evidence selectively to support their politically motivated policies.
Furthermore, the kind of research-based theory that politicians take seriously
tends to be of the kind generated by professional elites, that is, academics in
HEIs, business, and think tanks, and also in the civil service and quangos, many
of whom subscribe to neo-liberal and neo-conservative agendas (Furlong et al.
2000), and some of whom articulate a determination to keep teachers out (for
example Gorard 2002; Mclntyre 1997). Teachers, so the story goes, may cer-
tainly be recognized as best placed to make professional judgements about
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practice, and to look after the internal affairs of the profession, but they should
not aspire to be seen as theorists whose ideas will actually inform policy. Given
the market orientation of many governments in the developed world to secure
power and privilege for themselves, frequently driven by the values of self inter-
est, and given the educational goals of many teachers to work for social regen-
eration, frequently driven by the values of democratic ways of working, it is not
surprising that the clashes of the underpinning values manifest as clashes of
policy and political will. Consequently, and given that governments are kept in
power by the publics who elect them, it then becomes a question both of whose
ideas are more powerful and acceptable in public perceptions, and also of whose
voices are most persuasive in making a case for their own positions.

The issue is highlighted by John Furlong who, in his 2003 Presidential
Address to the British Educational Research Association, made the point that
teachers also still tend to regard their action research as a form of professional
development that can lead to school improvement, and seldom make the link
to the need to produce texts that will stand as quality theorizing (Furlong 2004).
He has also made the point that teachers do not yet take themselves seriously
as practical theorists, which involves ‘learning how to assess evidence, and
address the values implicit in different courses of action; learning how to utilise
such knowledge to inform practical judgements; fostering the abilities and dis-
positions to undertake practical theorising in relation to one’s work’ (Furlong
2000: 13—14). These are core issues. Unless teachers are prepared to engage in
these processes, their work will continue to be seen as a form of applied theory,
and they will continue to be regarded as practitioners who are implementing
other people’s ideas rather than knowledge creators themselves.

So what does it take to turn your practice into a form of theorizing? It takes
mainly two things:

showing how you are learning to improve your practice
showing how your learning can stand as a contribution to new theory.

These issues are discussed in the following two chapters.

This chapter has addressed the question, ‘Why do action research?’, and has put
forward two main reasons, to do with the importance of seeing yourself as both a
competent practitioner and also a competent theorist. Currently, practitioners tend
to see themselves as working in a practice context but not in a knowledge context,
and action research tends to be seen as a form of professional development rather
than a form of practical theorizing. In order to have your work taken seriously as a
potential contribution to wider debates, including policy debates, you have to
regard yourself as contributing to both practice and theory. These two issues are
addressed in the following two chapters.



Learning To Improve Practice

As a practitioner-researcher, your real work is to improve learning, both your own
and others’, in order to improve practice. Improvement is not something done by
one person to another, but is a matter of influence. You do not set out to impose
change on people and their ways. Change imposed by an external agency does
little for sustainable renewal. Change that comes from within, and in accordance
with people’s own felt wishes, does. Your work is to contribute to your own and
other people’s capacity to think independently and decide how you wish to live,
recognizing that individuals are always in company with others. How do people
learn to live responsibly? How do you influence their thinking about these things?
This chapter deals with these issues. It is in two sections.

1 Understanding influence
2 Exercising influence to improve practice

The chapter includes a case study by Liu Xia, who shows how she learned to exer-
cise her educative influence to improve her own and others’ practices.

1 UNDERSTANDING INFLUENCE

People sometimes think influence is sinister and negative. This is not so. We are
all influenced all the time. We learn how to think and act and make choices.
This doesn’t just happen. We learn from our books, families, friends and
colleagues, according to the specific traditions of our particular culture. Some
people choose not to be influenced by social norms, and do their own thing,
but this choice is itself influenced by other voices. Our relationships of influ-
ence are multidimensional. They are horizontal, in terms of who we are inter-
acting with at the time, and vertical, existing through space and time. Most of
us are influenced by what went before, and by visions of the future.

As well as being influenced by others, each person has the capacity for influ-
ence. What we say and do potentially influences others, whether we realize it
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or not. This has enormous implications for you. How do you ensure that your
influence contributes in a life-affirming way? How do you help yourself and
others to grow? In which direction do you want to grow — towards critical self-
reflection or towards reinforcing prejudices?

Visiting other theorists

Some visits to the literature can help. Some theorists such as Rousseau and
Hume believed that a child is born as a ‘blank slate” or an ‘empty vessel’ into
which learning, usually information, is poured. They seemed to believe that
people have to learn to become human. On the other hand, Chomsky (1986)
says that people have an infinite capacity for knowledge generation as part of
their genetic make-up. On this view, we have unlimited potentials to learn an
infinite amount of new knowledge. Polanyi (1958) says much the same, also
maintaining that we know more than we can say. We know how things are, but
cannot always explain why, and we know how to do some things without
knowing how we do it — riding a bike, for example. Polanyi calls this personal,
or tacit, knowledge.

Processes of coming to know (learning) are complex. One view is that we
raise our deep tacit knowledge to an explicit level. This idea can be linked with
Chomsky’s (1965) and Goethe’s (1988) ideas about generative transformational
capacity, a developmental process that enables a present form to emerge as a
new form.

Combining these ideas gives rise to a theory of learning that accepts the infi-
nite capacity of humans to create an infinite number of new forms of knowl-
edge, and to transform their existing knowledge into new improved forms. This
means that each person should be recognized as having the capacity for creative
choice and for making original contributions.

Now let’s link this with an idea from Habermas (1975), that people are not
capable of not learning, that is, we must learn as part of our genetic make-up.
The question arises, how do people decide what to learn? This has implications
for practitioners with agency. Do we exercise our influence in ways that respect
each person’s uniqueness of mind and unlimited capacity for unlimited acts of
creation, or do we aim to influence so that we deny those opportunities? Do
we give others the choice to exercise their capacity for choice?

Influence does not ‘just happen’, although it can appear to. A vegetarian
friend said that she bought a can of chicken sauce from watching a TV advert.
Accepting or rejecting influence is a matter of choice. We hear voices every-
where. Which ones we attend to is up to us. We are all able to exercise our criti-
cal judgement when deciding what to think and how to think. Having said
this, it has to be recognized that some people choose not to think for them-
selves, and other people are persuaded to believe certain things. This is a case
of insidious influence. More will be said in Chapter 18.
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It is a matter not only of you influencing others, but also of how you are
influenced. What you do and how you do it is your choice. Choosing is one
of your freedoms. While imprisoned in a concentration camp, Victor Frankl
(1963) chose to adopt life-affirming attitudes, and Etty Hillesum (1983, quoted
in Todorov 1999) chose to forgive her persecutors. Most of us are able to
choose, even though we may live in prisons of one kind or another. Retaining
this capacity is sometimes impossible when a direct assault is made on control-
ling our minds.

Choices frequently involve tension, which can be both creative and obstruc-
tive. Try choosing between two equally attractive pairs of shoes. Choices are
also not simply a matter of right and wrong, but often a question of choosing
between competing rights. A trade union of postal workers has currently chosen
not to deliver what they see as racially charged political leaflets. Their choice,
as part of their contractual rights, not to deliver the post, denies their legal
obligations and customers’ rights to receive their post. Most moral debates
are about choosing between rival claims to rights and knowledge. Often these
cannot be settled, so unless we choose to resort to force, we have to learn how
to negotiate a way through so that all can live as we wish in company with others
who want to do the same.

2 EXERCISING INFLUENCE TO IMPROVE PRACTICE

You can show how you are improving practice by exercising your influence to
improve learning, in other words, how you are exercising your educational
influence. Does your account of practice show you thinking for yourself and
encouraging others to think for themselves? Do you create the kinds of rela-
tionships that will encourage people to feel safe enough to critique? This means
they can also critique you. How do you show that you are influencing in an
educational way and not cleverly manipulating?

Sometimes these matters are too complex to resolve, and we have to go on
trust.You can, however, do some things that will help people to trust you. If they
have reason to trust you in some things, they will be more likely to trust you
in the intangibles.

Trust can be established when you show that

you are committed to your own knowledge, and
you produce evidence to support what you are saying.
Making a commitment to your own knowledge

Polanyi (see above) says that any act of knowing involves commitment, a
personal faith that the knowledge we create is potentially right. It can be
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difficult, he says, to make such a commitment while also accepting the
possibility that one might be mistaken. Nevertheless, this should not prevent
each one of us from making our claims to knowledge with universal intent
(Polanyi 1958: 327), that is, saying that we have learned something, with
the intent of helping others to learn from our learning. We must also be
open to ongoing critique, so that we can refine our learning in light of the
critique.

Here is an edited version of Thérése Burke’s (2001) proposal to study
for a PhD through action research, which shows how she is prepared to

do this.

DOCTORAL RESEARCH PROPOSAL

| have taught in second level schools since the early seventies, amid change and flux. | am
particularly interested in the purpose of schools. Has school become a function of our eco-
nomic culture which deskills as it produces conformists? | am also interested in the role of
the teacher as ‘gatekeeper’ of knowledge (Spender 1981). Equally | am attracted by ‘the
emancipatory possibilities of teaching and learning as part of a wider struggle for democ-
ratic life and critical citizenship’ (Aronowitz and Gadotti 1991: 189).

It has been my experience as a teacher that the education system as | knew it was dis-
advantaging and debilitating for many young people. | want to be part of a system that
values all learners equally, where each child is helped to find her or his special way to learn.
My belief in the value of education as emancipatory and the uniqueness of the individual has
been consistently denied. In order to address the changing needs of students, it is neces-
sary to examine what | know about knowing, as well as ways of knowing myself and the
world. | find Giroux’s idea of teacher as transformative intellectual who empowers students
to participate in their own self-formation particularly provocative. However the important
question whether emancipatory education is possible or just a utopian vision remains to be
explored.

| intend to examine and challenge my practice as an educator. Am | an emancipatory
educator? How can | best promote an emancipatory style of education? How do | resolve
the contradiction that currently exists between my educational values and the educational
system within which | practise? Like Polanyi (1958), ‘Having decided that | must understand
the world from my own point of view, as a person claiming originality and exercising [her]
personal judgement responsibly with universal intent’ (p. 327), | intend to find ways to
improve my practice and test my findings against public critique.
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The evidence base of your claim to knowledge

The idea of evidence is crucial in all research, not only in action research.
Research is a process of finding out in order to create new knowledge. If you
say you now know something that you didn’t know before, you can be rea-
sonably sure someone will say, ‘Prove it” While you can’t ‘prove’ it, nor should
you even get into using such language, you can produce reasonable evidence
to support your claim to knowledge (see Chapter 15). At this point we want
to return to the question of how you can demonstrate how you are exercising
your influence to improve learning for improving practice.

When you produce your research report you will make the claim that you
have improved your practice by improving your learning, and you have encour-
aged others to do the same. The others in question would be people such as
your students, colleagues, peers, and those in senior positions. Perhaps a signif-
icant triumph would be if you could say you had influenced policy makers to
improve their learning about these things.

Your claim to improved learning would be supported by validated evidence
(see Chapter 15 for generating evidence).This can be problematic. It is straight-
forward enough to produce illustrative material to show people in action, but
it is a far more rigorous process to produce evidence, which is about extract-
ing from your data instances which you believe are manifestations of your values
in practice. For you, your commitment to learning is a value that inspires your
work. How to produce evidence of learning?

Producing evidence of your own learning is not difficult.You can, for example,
show your learning journal, and point to instances when you really did learn
something new, and were able to articulate what you had learned, and the
significance of that learning for you.You can produce memos and letters when
you seemed to be saying new things, influenced by new learning. These also
could stand as evidence of learning.

Producing evidence of other people’s learning is more problematic, and
means producing instances also of them saying and doing difterent things. You
can surmise that they are doing this because of their learning, but your evi-
dence would be much more robust if you could get their testimony that this
actually was influenced by their learning. This means asking the people them-
selves to say what they have learned, and how their learning is significant for
them. You would need to ask them, “What were you thinking when you did
this? What had you learned?” Their accounts of what they were learning would
stand as evidence of their learning, and could also supplement images and
descriptions of them in action. In this way, it is possible to show how learning
enters into action, so action is shown to be purposeful and committed and not
just spur of the moment reaction.

A fturther step is needed, however, if you want to produce evidence of your
influence in other people’s learning. Again, this means asking them, using your
own form of words, ‘Have I influenced you? How? The fact that they may learn
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to copy what you say, or use your language, is no evidence that they have
learned to think for themselves. You can produce, say, video clips of people
debating and using their capacity for creativity, but to claim that they are doing
that because of your influence means getting their testimony that this is the case.

Producing evidence of your educative influence can be difficult, but it can
be done. Here is an example from the work of Liu Xia, a teacher in the Guyuan
Teachers College in Ningxia Province, the People’s Republic of China. This is
an edited version of her report, which you can access at http://www.bath.ac.
uk/~edsajw/moira/LiuXia.htm.

HOW DO | HELP STUDENTS TO DEVELOP SELF-CONFIDENCE
THROUGH RESPECT AND ENCOURAGEMENT?

Context

| work as a teacher in Guyuan Teachers College. | undertook my action enquiry to promote
learning through respect and encouragement. | wanted to help students to develop confi-
dence in learning in order to improve their English, and my report shows how | helped them
to believe in themselves as learners. Further, it shows how | took this new pedagogical
knowledge into my family to help my nephews and my own son in their learning of English.
My new educational knowledge enables me to make recommendations about the conditions
for teaching and learning a foreign language.

Why did I choose this topic?

My first reason for choosing this topic is to do with my educational values. | believe that
love and respect are essential to human welfare. | was concerned that students in my
classes said they lacked self-confidence, even though they acknowledged its importance to
their sense of self-worth.

strict with their students. Beating is a kind of love, they say. Being strict with your students
is necessary, they say.

My second reason was that our Chinese traditions tend to suggest that teachers must be

Here is a conversation with an English teacher colleague in a middle school.
‘Every time | go to my classroom, | take a long stick in my hand,’ she said.

‘What do you do with it?’ | asked.
‘To deal with the students who don’t study hard,” she answered.

(Continued)
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‘Do you really beat your students when they haven’t done well?’

‘Not really. | just threaten them by knocking my stick on the desk.’

‘Does this work?’

‘Sometimes it really works, but not always. The students will repeat their mistakes
after ten days. | don’t think this is a good way to teach, but | have no better method.’

On the other hand, some theorists believe that teachers should be kind to their students. | agree.
| wanted to help my students develop their confidence through respect and encouragement.

My third reason was my introduction to action research, through a meeting with Moira
Laidlaw [read about the work of Moira Laidlaw on page 196]. | was especially moved and
influenced by Moira’s words in a public lecture (Laidlaw 2004):

| have been consciously influenced in my life by humanitarianism and liberalism, and
most recently, by Christianity. | don’t believe life is simple and without problems.
However, as far as | can see, striving to overcome adversity is a way to grow.

What did | do to use this idea in my practice?

| undertook an action enquiry into my own practice as an English teacher. My practice con-
text was my class of Mixed Western and Chinese Medicine.

| tried various strategies to encourage self-confidence. My first was to say ‘thank you’ to
students who answered my questions in class. When | was a college student a warm-
hearted English woman, Susan, impressed me deeply by saying ‘thank you’ every time |
answered her question. | felt my answer was important to her, so | struggled to answer her
questions. | had never heard Chinese teachers saying ‘thank you’ to their students, so when
| became a teacher | never forgot to thank my students. After my words, students invariably
blushed a little, but next time willingly answered my questions. Saying ‘thank you’ is not
difficult, but to have such a sense in oneself when this is not a cultural norm is not easy.

My second strategy was to praise students when they got an answer right. After receiv-
ing praise, one of the students, Wu Jiandong, said to me, ‘I was greatly encouraged by your
words. | know | made many mistakes, but you and my classmates didn’t laugh at me, which
is different from my experience in high school. | feel | earned your respect.’

My strategy seemed to work, because the quality of spoken English improved consider-
ably. Furthermore, some of them attested to the importance of my influence. Here is a written
comment from Yu Li Bin:

‘When | was in high school | didn’t like studying English because my teacher
always insulted me and called me stupid. | was angry but | dared not say a word
because he was the teacher. | didn’t get a high mark in the Entrance Examination.

(Continued)
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Hence | am in Guyuan Teachers College, where | have been fortunate to meet you.
It was you who let me realise that | was not so stupid. | could do what others did.
I could even do it better. Failure cannot defeat a person. The most important thing
is to have confidence. | have become a real student through your encouragement.’

Four of my students have gone on to take the National Proficiency Examination in English,
in the second term of their first grade. No matter what results they achieve, this is a really
exciting development.

Giving written praise

| tried giving written praise. Zhang Ling was once the monitor in his class. However, he was
consistently absent or late to arrive, so he was demoted, and after that his absences increased
and he showed little interest in study.

In one class, | set an assignment, which Zhang Ling accomplished. On reading his work,
| found that the quality of his English was in fact rather good. | wrote in his exercise book,
‘You are clever. Don’t waste your intelligence.’

Wonder of wonders, his attendance improved, and he began to hand in homework. In the
second term of 2003-2004, he was second in class. | never praised him in public, because
| knew that with a reputation of being a ‘bad boy’, he would feel embarrassed. | did continue
encouraging him through my written comments: ‘You have really made progress. Well done.’

Offer constructive criticism to some good students publicly and privately

This is a most important point. | was reminded by one of my students, Mu Feng Xia, that students
did not always wish to be praised publicly, when she said: ‘If | am always praised by the teacher
| will ask myself, “Am | so excellent? Am | really worthy of such praise? Did the teacher make a
mistake?”” | worried whether praise may encourage some good students to begin to feel arro-
gant, and whether constructive critical feedback may be a better route to encouragement. The
nature of the feedback would be crucial. For example, when handing back examination papers to
aclass | said, ‘Itis a pity if someone falls behind just because of careless mistakes. Although per-
haps a student is usually in the top grades, this should be a warning sign.” This was said specif-
ically for Xu Baifang, who had always been in the top five but had made some careless errors in
her examination. She made an opportunity to talk with me later and assure me that she would
not take her excellence for granted but would continue to make every effort in her studies.

Widening the range of my educational influence

| decided to widen my range of potential educational influence. This shift was prompted by
conversations with students. When | asked them, ‘Do you think it is important to improve

(Continued)
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your confidence as children?’ they responded with a definite yes. | therefore decided to shift
the emphasis to personal-life action research. Here is what | mean by this idea and how |
put it into practice.

Education is everywhere. In my view, it is not only in classrooms, but extends to all life
contexts. This realisation was brought home to me during the winter holiday of 2004, when
my two sisters asked me to help their sons to study English. | willingly agreed to do so,
thinking that this would also help me to understand how | could widen the scope of my
action research.

The next morning | called my nephews and my son. ‘Gentlemen, get up! We are going to
play basketball in the school playground.’

They got ready in a surprisingly short time. Before we began playing | said, ‘Anyone who can
say “baskethall” in English gets to choose his partner.” What a surprise. All answered correctly.

‘Another word. Who knows what “Cao Chang” means in English?’
‘Playground,” from Song Chenwei.

‘Do you two want to learn this word?’

‘Yes, of course,’ they responded.

‘Right. Listen and repeat ...’

| taught them at least fifteen words and five simple sentences. ‘Tomorrow we will play foot-
ball. Those who know about football in English will get special treatment. Those who can
remember today’s words will get a present from me.” The next day the three boys got up
early without being asked, did their English preparation, and waited patiently until | had dis-
tributed my gifts of rulers and pencils. Bai Chenguang said, ‘Aunt, you must be the person
who encourages me most. My teachers never play games with us. Some people force me
to learn. They sometimes beat me when | don’t obey. You never scold me. | think | am more
interested in English now.’

This was the beginning of a long and intensive educational conversation between us.

Because of this experience, | became aware of the needs of my own son. | was often so
busy with my work that | neglected his requests for us to speak more together. One day,
looking very downhearted, he asked, ‘Mother, can you please spare just a little time to have
a talk?’ Shocked into attention, | responded,

‘Of course, dearest, you are my sunshine. Of course | will talk with you.’
‘Thank you, Mother. Can you talk with me every day?’

‘Yes. How about a regular conversation just before we go to sleep?’

Our conversations often took unexpected turns. | not only got to know his thoughts and feel-
ings, but we also probed important aspects of life. Here is such a conversation.

(Continued)




ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT ACTION RESEARCH

My son:  Mother, will everyone die one day?

X Yes, it's natural. All beings will die some day.

My son:  Will you also die?

. Yes.

My son:  What will | do if you die?

X You will grow up and become a man. You will need less and less
care from me.

My son: | will need your care for ever.

X Maybe you can do something to postpone my death and the death
of others.

My son. What can | do?

X If you study hard you may develop a new medicine to prolong life.

Some people devote their lives to this kind of work. Also, studying
English will help you to achieve this.

My son: How?

I Because many scientific studies are reported in English. You can
access them by learning English.

My son:  Mother, is English difficult?

X Not at all. You are so clever, and such a lovable person, that | am
sure you will succeed. We can learn it together at any time and any-
where, but you do need to have interest and confidence.

My son: | want to learn English. Can you help me?

I With pleasure. Let’s begin now by saying, ‘Let’s have a good sleep,’
and do as we say.

Our conversations continued. One day | told him, “Your Chinese teacher told me that she
admired you because you answer questions in class. She was happy to see you making
such good progress.’

He was proud, but asked, ‘Why didn’t our teacher tell me that herself?’

‘They are not used to giving praise in front of students,” | responded.

Yes, in China, teachers tend not to express their real feelings in front of students, for
fear of losing their dignity as a teacher. This attitude is because of our long tradition of
feudal society. Yet humanitarianism and liberalism do seem to be entering the Chinese
mind. More and more teachers are accepting these ideas and incorporating them into their
own teaching pedagogies, as part of the New Curriculum and its emphasis on opening up
opportunities for education in China. Local education authorities are organising training
courses for teachers to help them learn from advanced person-centred education methods
from America and England. More needs to be done, and action research can help.

Here are some of the ways in which | have evaluated my own action research, and come
to some conclusions about whether | am exercising my influence in an educational way.

(Continued)
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o | observed students in my class. Most students’ behaviours changed for the better. They
became more active in role play, in pair work and group work, and in answering questions.

e | asked students to assess themselves. Their self-assessments revealed that they
tended to have a higher opinion of themselves than before.

o | set tests and assignments. | was able to gather information about their improved
capacity for knowledge creation.

| was greatly assisted by Moira Laidlaw and other colleagues in Guyuan Teachers Centre.
Moira developed her own strategies for offering support, one of which was to praise one of
my papers in public, saying it was ‘groundbreaking’. She further convened a meeting,
including the Dean, Dean Tian Fengjun, and both senior and junior members of department.
They offered helpful critical feedback. For example, Zhao Xiaohong said, ‘As an action
research report, it lacks sufficient evidence. It should be written in a systematic way.” Others
commented on the lack of references and substantive evidence for the claims | made. This
was most useful advice, which | accepted gratefully. | subsequently improved and expanded
that paper into the one you are reading now.

What have | learned from the process?

| have learned many things from the experience, including the following.

Things don’t always run smoothly. Encouragement and respect sometimes don’t work in
a systematic way. My experience of working with one particular student brought this home
to me. The student in question is often absent. | knew that his parents had divorced recently,
and, according to the law, he therefore has to live with his father. He doesn’t get on well with
his stepmother, and he is the butt of his classmates’ scorn because of his loss of face. He
prefers to stay away from school and spend his time in internet cafés. | did my best to per-
suade him to study hard, but he just offered me a hopeless smile, without saying a word. |
said to him, ‘Everyone has the power to choose their own life. We should all live a free and
happy life. You have the right to choose a hopeful future. | can help you at any time.” He gave
me an indifferent smile. He continued to stay away. Conversations with other educational
leaders revealed that they had also tried to encourage him, but to no avail.

This experience led to my conviction that I, like other action researchers, should involve
myself in all aspects of society. Educational action research should not be confined to teachers
and students, but has the potential to be concerned with different sections of society. Just as with
that boy. | could spare only a little time for him during class, because of my responsibilities to
other students. | had no other time to talk with him. But he was already feeling unworthy of
others’ concern. If everyone neglected him he would neglect himself. This would be a tragedy,
and we have had so many tragedies. Shall we continue to see children going forward towards a
hopeless future? | call for the concern of all those people around him. These children need very
little — only respect and encouragement. We can do this, if only each one of us believes.

(Continued)
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Conclusion

| believe there was a generally changed attitude in my class over the course of my action
research project. Students became more active and successful, and many said that it was
because of their enhanced self-esteem. Some took part in competitions, including the
American and English Cultural Knowledge competition. No matter what results they achieved,
their courage deserved praise.

My nephews and my son said they were also greatly encouraged. They were able to write
and talk to me in English, and seemed to have confidence in me and in themselves.

| learned that to be successful, you have to adopt a professional attitude to your work,
and, more importantly, you have to understand that everyone needs respect and encour-
agement. Once people feel respected and encouraged their potential will tend to emerge in
some way. Respect and encouragement can work wonders. They can make a coward into a
hero. Further, anyone who respects and encourages others, also earns respect and encour-
agement. My students now regard me as their friend. Some call me just to have a chat. This
has also enabled me to develop confidence. | need encouragement too.

To appreciate the quality of Moira Laidlaw’s educational responses to Lin Xia,
see: http://www.bath.ac.uk/~edsajw/moira/mlliuxia80605.htm

This chapter has talked about improving your learning to improve practice. It has
particularly looked at ideas to do with the nature of influence, and how you can
exercise your own educative influence to improve practice. Doing action research
emphasizes the need to exercise influence in a way that is educational. The case
story of Liu Xia shows how this can be done.

This chapter has talked about improving learning. The next chapter deals with
contributing to theory.



Contributing To New Theory

While you remain a practitioner, your main concern is to improve practice. As soon
as you become a researcher, your main concern is to generate new ideas, knowl-
edge and theory. As a practitioner-researcher, your concern is to show how you are
connecting both your educational theorizing and your practice in the process of
working to improve your practice.

In Chapter 5 we began to make the case that practitioners need to become
involved in theory generation. This chapter develops ideas about why you should,
and how you can do so.

The chapter is in two sections.

1 The need to contribute to new theory
2 How to contribute to new theory

1 THE NEED TO CONTRIBUTE TO NEW THEORY

Most literatures on professional education tell you how to be good at your job.
Important though this aspect is, being good at your job does not get you rec-
ognized as competent to make decisions about your job, or, further, about
directions your profession should take and what to attend to as its matters of
professional concern. An otherwise excellent book Learning to Teach in an Age
of Accountability (Costigan and Crocco 2004) ofters plentiful advice about how
teachers can survive during their first few years of service, and go on to
become mature, experienced teachers. The book offers advice about coping
strategies, including strategies akin to what Barry MacDonald (1987) called
‘creative compliance’ (see page 179 of this book). Nowhere, however, is the case
made that teachers should actually begin to investigate how they can acquire
the power to make decisions about the nature and purpose of their own pro-
fession, and how this can contribute to wider debates about the nature and
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direction of the society we wish to live in. This idea seems not even to have
occurred to anyone. Instead, we are told how to survive within an oppressive
bureaucratic system. By colluding in the oppression, by not seeing the need to
challenge, or even entertaining the idea that it is possible to challenge, practi-
tioners agree to continue to be seen as worthy practitioners who can talk about
practice, but not as highly competent theorists who can talk about the need to
explain practice and specify what practice is for and whose interests it should
serve. Nor does this process happen by accident. Practitioners are systematically
persuaded to believe that they are not capable of thinking for themselves or
contributing to theory.

This is how it works.

Manufacturing consent

Throughout his political writings, and especially in a wonderfully accessible
little text called Media Control: the Spectacular Achievements of Propaganda (1991),
Noam Chomsky explains that ordinary people are persuaded to believe that
they are not capable of thinking for themselves. This is achieved via a sophis-
ticated propaganda system. At the root of it all is the desire on the part of priv-
ileged minorities within the corporate business community to keep ordinary
people from questioning the messages they are given, and not to aspire to get
involved in debates about how countries should be run or what kinds of soci-
eties are worth living in.

Chomksy speaks of two models of democracy. The first is participative
democracy, where people take an active part in running their own affairs. The
second, which is the current orthodoxy, is what he calls spectator democracy,
where people elect representatives to run their affairs for them, and then stand
back and watch. Those who represent are seen as aristocrats, both by themselves
and by the people who elect them. The rest are seen as serfs, whose job is to
get the representatives into power and then let them get on with it without
question. To keep ordinary people under control, the privileged elites use
various strategies to frighten them. One such strategy is to produce bogey-
men. A recent bogey-man may have been Saddam Hussein. Another is to per-
suade people of their own inadequacy in the shadow of more intelligent
others, to instil the proper subservience.

This system works well in professional education. One strategy is to
present theory as an esoteric discipline that is conducted only by a privileged
group with specialized skills, which it is not. Another is to persuade practi-
tioners to see themselves as not capable, which they are. These mythologies
are made real by aristocrats, and also practitioners themselves, who are per-
suaded to collude in their own subjugation. Privileged persons in elite insti-
tutions produce books and papers that present theory as an abstract discipline
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(Pring 2000). They also communicate messages that practitioners are not able
to do research (Mclntyre 1997). Practitioners come to believe these messages,
and so develop informal discourses, that enter into professional discourses,
about how they are not interested in theory because it is irrelevant and above
their heads.You can hear these discourses everywhere, and they are reinforced
by the fact that most books on professional education simply do not men-
tion the idea of theory generation, or that practitioners should get involved
in it. The subject rarely exists as a subject for discussion. Which is where we
came in.

We are saying in this book that you do need to get involved in it. You are
not a spectator democrat who is content to have other people run your life for
you, but an activist democrat who is prepared to take control of your own life
and make statements about what your work is about and how it can best serve
the interests of others. Your job is to generate your own educational theories
of your own learning as a way of accounting to yourself and others for the life
you are living in relation to your values.

Here is how you do it.

2 HOW TO CONTRIBUTE TO NEW THEORY

First, consider what inspires your life. According to Fromm (1956), what
gives our lives meaning is our ability to enjoy loving relationships and pro-
ductive work. What are the values that give your life meaning? Articulating
values can be difficult, but it is important to do so.

Second, consider whether you are living in a way that is consistent with
your values. If you are, how can you show it? If you are not, what can you
do about it? Again, articulate this in some way so that people can access the
descriptions you give for what is happening, and your explanations for why
it is happening.

Now show how you address this issue, again offering descriptions of what
you are doing and explanations for why you are doing it. This will involve
you in gathering data, and later generating evidence from the data to sup-
port your claim that you have addressed the issue. You will also have to
validate your evidence by testing it against other people’s opinions.
Finally, write a report of what you have done and give it to someone to
read. Or produce a multimedia presentation and show it to colleagues in
your workplace.

Although this process has been disciplined and systematic, it has been entirely
achievable and not too difficult. It has in fact been a process of generating
theory. Your descriptions and explanations of your learning as you work to
improve your practice are your theory. There is nothing esoteric about this.
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It is a systematic procedure for accounting for your practice, why you do what
you do. Furthermore it shows that you are not just doing it in a haphazard way,
but you are thinking carefully and responsibly about your actions and their
influence in other people’s lives. Further detailed advice is given in Part III,
which takes you through action enquiry processes.

Now let’s tie this in with ideas about the need for you to believe in your-
self, and not be persuaded that generating theory is difficult or that you are
incapable of doing it.

Be aware of what is going on. Be aware of the messages you are hearing.
Which ones are true?

Be aware that you are more likely to believe false messages and retain
existing biases when you are on your own. Access some of the work
already in existence and you will soon see that you are not alone and that
other people also wish to overcome inappropriate biases and do not want
to believe false messages. Plenty of practitioners are putting their theories
of practice into the public domain, and other people are learning from
them.

Be aware that other people need to hear that they are not alone either, and
should take courage, perhaps from accessing your work. You have some-
thing important to say.

So how are you contributing to new theory? You are contributing in the
following ways.

You are empowering yourself as a researcher.You are constantly generating
valuable theories, and modifying them to keep up to date with your devel-
oping practice.

You are reconceptualizing yourself as a researcher, not only as a shopkeeper,
steel worker or secretary. Your practice is a form of research, and your
research is a form of practice. Other people can learn from your example
and empower themselves.

You are refusing to be relegated as ‘just a shopkeeper’, ‘just a steel worker’,
‘just a secretary’.You are creating a new professional identity as a practitioner-
researcher, and you are developing new professional discourses with others
who also regard themselves as practitioner-researchers.

You are getting involved in debates about the nature of practice and its
uses. You are not prepared to accept other messages that your work is to
deliver a service, or a curriculum. Your work is to influence learning for
improving practice.

You are contributing to the wider body of knowledge, within a tradition
called the new scholarship.
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The new scholarship

This idea began within the field of education, specifically teaching and learning.
In this book we are saying that the idea needs to be expanded to include all
practitioners who are involved in educational and development work, and
should be redefined as a new scholarship of educational enquiry (Whitehead
1999) for the advancement of practice. It is now the task of other professions
also to promote the idea of the new scholarship in their own contexts. First,
let’s look at what the new scholarship involves.

In 1990 Ernest Boyer, then President of the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, spoke about the need to develop a scholarship of
teaching, that is, the systematic, high-level study of teaching practices. This
would not simply be study of the actions of teaching, which could be under-
stood by asking questions of the kind, “What skills and techniques is the teacher
demonstrating?’, but study of practice from within the practice, that could be
understood by asking questions of the kind, “What am I doing to encourage
learning? How am I evaluating my work?’ A scholarship of teaching in this sense
would be undertaken by those who regarded themselves as research-active
teachers as well as teaching-active researchers. Professional education would no
longer be ‘tips for teachers’, offered on one-off in-service days and only in
school settings, but an ongoing discussion across sectors, phases and disciplines
about how practitioners can study and theorize their teaching and pedagogies.

This idea has profound implications for all practitioners, including teachers,
in terms of how they understand their work and their professional identities,
and what they see as the object of educational research. Like other practition-
ers, teachers in schools usually have no difficulty in seeing themselves as prac-
titioners but are often reluctant to see themselves as scholars, whereas many
higher education people tend to see themselves as scholars rather than practi-
tioners. For all parties, the issue of what is studied is of key significance.
Dominant traditions say that people should study their subject matter, rather
than their practice (Lawlor 1990). Boyer’s (1990) idea of a scholarship of teach-
ing was grounded in the idea that teaching itself is a form of scholarship, whose
findings need to be made public so that other people can learn from them.The
findings that teachers generate from studying their practice can contribute to
a knowledge base that is created by teachers for teachers, or, in the wider sense,
by practitioners for practitioners. The fact that this development work is going
on in the teaching profession signals to other professions that they also need to
develop a new scholarship of practice.

It may be helpful briefly to outline how the new scholarship differs from
traditional scholarship. (Some researchers refer to ‘new paradigm’ and ‘old
paradigm’ research. Reason and Rowan’s Human Inquiry 1981 is a classic that
explains the origins of some of the different perspectives.)
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CHARACTERISTICS OF TRADITIONAL SCHOLARSHIP

In general terms, and regardless of subject matter, scholarship refers to a
process of enquiry that involves study, generating evidence to support findings,
and testing one’s findings in the public domain. Traditional scholarship is a
process of study of a particular subject matter. The usual aim is to support or
refute a hypothesis, by conducting experiments, and manipulating variables to
test the relationship between them. Knowledge tends to be regarded as an
object, and findings are disseminated through written accounts. In profes-
sional learning contexts, the assumption is that theory can be applied to other
people’s practices.

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE NEW SCHOLARSHIP

The new scholarship refers to newer holistic forms of enquiry, where a practi-
tioner investigates their own work in order to generate theory from within the
practice. Practice itself becomes the context for research, and contains its
own theory. Knowledge is developed through the exercise of creative imagina-
tion and critical engagement. In professional learning contexts the assumption
is that theory is always in process, and can contribute to new thinking about
new forms of practice.

You are contributing to a new scholarship of educational enquiry by showing
how your practice stands as a process of rigorous theorizing. It simply does not
matter that your context of practice is a shop or a factory. You are potentially a
valuable practitioner-researcher wherever you are. It is up to you to show it, and
to stake your claim to your rightful place among the community of scholars.

This chapter has continued to emphasize the idea that you are a theorist as well
as a practitioner, a knowledge creator in your own right. This involves challenging
dominant messages that you should keep your station as a practitioner and not
aspire to engage with theory. Advice has been given about how to contribute to new
theory in terms of engaging with the new scholarship. The task now becomes how
to show the value of what you are doing. This is the focus of the next chapter.



Evaluating Your Research

Evaluation is about establishing the value of something, its worth and usefulness.
In educational research this means demonstrating its validity and trustworthiness,
both methodological and epistemological, and also in personal and social terms.
These issues will be dealt with further in Chapter 16. This present chapter focuses
on the generic issues of what evaluation involves and how and why you should eval-
uate your own work. The chapter is organized to address these two questions:

1 What does evaluation involve?
2 Evaluating your own work

1 WHAT DOES EVALUATION INVOLVE?

We said earlier that when you make a claim to knowledge someone is bound
to say, ‘Prove it You cannot ‘prove it’. The language of ‘proof” is disappearing,
as even the natural and physical sciences recognize that the natural world works
not so much through cause and effect as through relationships and connec-
tions. We are only now emerging from the grip of a powerful empiricist tradi-
tion, and gradually developing a new language that includes the idea of
reasonable evidence. This can be seen even in many legal systems.

Doing evaluation is never a neutral process. While evaluation is generally
understood as establishing the value of something, different people prioritize
different values, and use those values to inform their approaches to evaluation.
Evaluation processes are always politically constituted and involve the exercise
of power. Action research is about developing social justice, so evaluation in
action research, like all its other processes, needs to demonstrate egalitarian
values. This immediately raises questions:

Who evaluates?
What is evaluated?
How is it evaluated?
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Although the questions are discussed here as separate issues for analysis, they
should be seen as interdependent with much overlap.

Who evaluates?

In the 1920s, Frederick Taylor introduced the idea of scientific management,
an idea that was going to be influential for the entire century. The idea was
that people’s work could be judged by a manager carrying a stopwatch. A
worker could achieve so many units of work in so much time. The prevailing
attitude was that people were automata, whose output could be judged in
terms of designated targets. This idea has filtered into many social systems. Its
influence is evident today, in places such as the UK and US, in fields like edu-
cation, where people’s capabilities and learning are judged in terms of how
many targets they achieve in how much time. The quality of people’s lives in
many ways has become standardized. Apart from the obvious implications of
deskilling and deprofessionalization, more insidious elements of centralized
control are evident.

When this view enters evaluation, implications include the idea that an
external evaluator makes judgements about other people’s practices. In some
places, the stopwatch has been exchanged for a checklist, but it is still visible in
target setting practices, achievement tests and appraisal systems.

In many professional contexts, evaluation takes the form of inspection. In the
UK, schools are regularly inspected, as are teachers. Most professions operate
regulatory appraisal schemes, many of which take the form of inspection rather
than consultation. In work that is submitted for higher degree accreditation,
there is still a view that the examiner’s decision is final and not open to question
or negotiation.

New paradigm work has introduced new systems, which work from a
different values base. Because of the underpinning values of justice and democ-
racy, practitioners are able to exercise their own voices about who should
evaluate, and on whose terms this should be done. This raises further questions
about whether a practitioner is competent to judge their own work, how they
will demonstrate its validity, and how they will assure the watching public that
their findings are credible and trustworthy. These issues are especially impor-
tant in current times of increasing calls for accountability and attempts to steer
education processes through bureaucratic control to meet centralist political
agendas.

Therefore if practitioners want to establish and retain the right to self-
evaluate, they need to demonstrate publicly that they know what they are doing
and that their own judgement can be trusted. This means that practitioners have
to make their evaluation processes visible, show that these are rigorous and robust,
and produce strong evidence to show that they as practitioner-researchers are
competent and capable.
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What is evaluated?

It becomes clear that evaluation is about demonstrating not only the researcher’s
claims about the validity of the work, but also the validity of the researcher’s
claims that they are capable of doing the job.

In recent years shifts have been taking place in evaluation practices. In his
Personalizing Evaluation, Kushner (2000) explains how the emphasis has moved
from programmes to people. Many problematics remain, however, especially in
assumptions about how practitioners are viewed, and what is evaluated.

Practitioners still tend to be viewed as peripheral. This is demonstrated in
books such as MacBeath (1999) and Cousins and Earl (1995), where arguments
are made for including practitioners in evaluation processes, on the assumption,
however, that, although a professional evaluator seeks their valued opinion, the
evaluator is still in charge and practitioners are subordinate. The view is rein-
forced by influential books such as those by Lave and Wenger (1991) and
Wenger (1998), who speak about central and peripheral voices. Practitioners’
participation is seen as ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ (Lave and Wenger
1991), and Wenger’s (1998) ‘communities of practice’ seem to be organized in
terms of hierarchies of voices, and, implicitly, hierarchies of knowers. There is
nothing peripheral about practitioners. They are central. They are doing the
work and they should be held accountable for the work, but this should be
done by themselves, not by external judges who operate from their own sets
of standards that are often unrelated to the work in hand.

So the question remains: if personalizing evaluation means shifting from an
emphasis on evaluating programmes, does this mean that it shifts to evaluating
people? This returns us to the issue of who evaluates, how competent they are
to make judgements, and whether this can be seen as a practice that realizes the
values underpinning the celebration of human capabilities.

How is it evaluated?

Most contemporary evaluation practices work on an apprenticeship model.
This calls into question what kind of pedagogies are used and what form a
curriculum takes. The experience of many professionals is that they listen to an
expert, take notes, and write an essay (or do something equivalent), which is
assessed by the expert in terms of what the expert expects to see, often a regur-
gitation and reinforcement of their own ideas. This can be seen as a closed shop
mentality that perpetuates what Popper (1966) calls a closed society. To test out
this perception, check with a school student how many times they have been
asked in their entire school career what they know and what they think they
should learn. Furthermore, pedagogies tend to be didactic, or at least delivery
oriented. Many practitioners in organized education settings are heard to com-
plain that they have to cover the syllabus, finish the textbook, or deliver the
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curriculum. The emphasis is on getting a functional job of work done, and
delivering an artefact, rather than about working with people with real lives.
Callahan’s book Education and the Cult of Efficiency was written in 1962, but it
represents the reality of practitioners’ experiences in many quarters today.

Pedagogies are rightly related to how curriculum is perceived. Bernstein
(2000) speaks about how knowledge is pedagogized, that is, formed as specific
pedagogic structures that often work as symbolic forms of the control of
knowledge and identity. Technicist approaches view curriculum as an accumu-
lation of information. The task of the educator is to get this information across
to trainees. Pedagogies that emphasize delivery to the passive masses reinforce
the perception of the differing status of experts and apprentices, them and us.
Pedagogies control identities.

Action researchers see limitations in these technicist views. Like Habermas
(1987), action researchers believe that all are participants in communicative
action. Like Senge (1990: 4) they believe that “The organizations that will truly
excel in the future will be the organizations that discover how to tap people’s
commitment and capacity to learn at all levels in an organization’ (emphasis in
the original). This means that all should be prepared to evaluate their own
practice, in relation to what they are doing with other people, and test their
findings against the critical scrutiny of the public world. This can be uncom-
fortable for those who like to be positioned as experts and managers. It can,
however, be liberating for others who do not wish to be so positioned, and who
wish to remove the constraining identity of an aristocrat and be seen as a person
doing a worthwhile job of work in company with others who are doing the
same. To make this shift demonstrates considerable courage and vision, and fre-
quently involves engaging with institutional politics, but it is essential if the
values underpinning a view of human capabilities are to shift out of the rhetoric
and become reality.

2 EVALUATING YOUR OWN WORK

If you want to be seen as capable and competent to evaluate your own work
(which you are), you have to fulfil certain conditions. Here is a summary of the
conditions.

Explaining how you see your work as a rigorous
research process, and what this implies

Research is a matter of identifying an issue of practice, formulating a research
question, and then systematically addressing that question by generating evi-
dence from the data to show that you are answering the question (see page 74).
The question for most action researchers is, ‘How do I improve my practice?’
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You are required to show how you are improving practice in relation to a
specific area of your work with others, and to show the significance of what
you have learned from the research (your findings). This can be how your
learning from the specific research area can inform other areas of your work,
and also how others can learn from what you are doing. In other words, you
show how your work has improved through learning from your research, and
also how other people’s learning can be improved by accessing your research.
It is important to recognize, however, that actions may not go as planned and
that sometimes we have to accept that we have made a mistake. Our actions do
not always lead to improvement, but even when they don’t, we can still pro-
duce a good quality action research report by showing that we have learnt from
our mistakes.

Explaining that you are offering both descriptions
of practice and also explanations for practice,
and what this implies

Your accounts contain both descriptions of what you did, and also explanations
for why you did it and what you hoped to achieve. This means articulating the
values that inspired your work, and how you are hoping to realize those values
in your practice. It also means engaging in some discussion around why you
have identified those values and not others. It may involve explaining how your
personal or work contexts promote or deny the realization of your values, and
what you have done to celebrate or compensate.

Linking these ideas to the ontological values base
of your work and what this implies in terms of your
epistemological standards of judgement and their
transformation into pedagogical practices

Your ontological values are what give your life meaning and purpose. These
values are embodied: they are within your living body. Your epistemological
standards of judgement are the critical judgements you use to test the validity
of a claim to knowledge. In the action—reflection process, your embodied
values become clear as they emerge through your enquiry. As you live in a just
way, your embodied value of justice becomes visible through the way you act.
As you communicate your embodied values to others, you transform them into
your living epistemological standards of judgement. When you say, ‘I believe in
justice, and I am trying to live in a way that is just, you explain how you use
justice as a standard by which you can judge your actions. Action researchers
who believe in the values of justice, freedom, democracy and entitlement try
to live their embodied values as fully as they can.You transform your values and
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commitments into pedagogical practices that show how you value the capacity
of all to think for themselves, and how you ask critical questions to promote
and sustain your own and others’ critical thinking. You show how you do not
supply answers, but demand of people that they come up with their own
answers, while also providing justification for those answers.You also show how
you test your own ideas against those of others, to ensure that you are not slipping
into complacency or seeking to justify your own prejudices.

Validating your claims to knowledge through the
production of authenticated evidence, and relating these
to identified criteria and standards of judgement

You make clear the processes you have gone through to monitor practice,
gather data and generate evidence from within the data.You explain how you
relate your evidence to specific criteria, and use standards of judgement that are
related to your values. If your values include the ideas of freedom and partici-
pation, you need to show how your evidence contains instances from practice
of you encouraging freedom and participation.You need both to produce such
evidence, and also to state why the evidence should be seen as evidence and
not simply illustration. This means articulating the standards you use, and saying
why you are using these standards and not others.

Testing your claims by making them and their
evidence base available to public scrutiny

Producing authenticated evidence is still not enough to have your claims pro-
nounced valid. You also have to subject your claims and their evidence base to
the public scrutiny of others, such as your critical friends and your validation
group. If these groupings say your claims are reasonable, you can proceed with
some confidence to put your claims into the public domain for further testing
(but see also next paragraph).

Being open to requests to modify claims if they are
shown to be wanting by justified critique, or standing
firm if the critique itself appears to be unjustified

You need to state that you know your claims are always provisional, and open
to further testing, critique and modification. When you make your claim you
do not present it as a final answer. It is always a temporary position, your
present best thinking, that will probably change in light of further reflection,
evaluation and feedback. In traditional scholarships, uncertainty tended to be



EVALUATING YOUR RESEARCH

taken as a sign of weakness. In new scholarships, it is a sign of strength, a statement
that you are always open to learning and modification of your own ideas.
Traditional scholarships aim for certainty and closure. New scholarships aim for
creativity and transformation.

What happens if people’s feedback tells you to rethink your position, while
you believe your position is justified? In this case you go back and check.
Check the accuracy of your data. Check that you have produced authenticated
evidence to support your claims to know. Check that you have tested your own
stance. Are you reinforcing a prejudice? Is your thinking clear? If you feel that
your position is justified, go ahead in spite of the feedback, but be very aware
of the critique, and take it as an indication that you need to be even more rig-
orous about demonstrating the validity of your position. Be aware that in a
process of democratic evaluation it is possible for the majority to be mistaken
in their beliefs, so be undaunted, but be cautious.

Self-evaluation is not a simple option. It is not a question only of reflecting
on what you have done in practice and writing a report. It is an extremely rig-
orous and scholarly process. However, although it appears rather intimidating,
in terms of what is written here, it is actually straightforward and achievable.

The potential rewards are high. By producing your own self-evaluation
report you are contributing to a public body of knowledge on evaluation prac-
tices, and reinforcing the legitimacy of practitioners as capable and competent.
Your hard work sets important precedents. The stronger the evidence base, the
easier it will be for others to achieve what you have done, and public percep-
tions will be strengthened about the rightness of practitioners judging their
own work.

This chapter has set out the need for you to evaluate your own work. Self-evaluation
raises political questions about who does evaluation, what is evaluated, and how.
Evaluating your own work is a rigorous process that involves the testing of any
claims that you put into the public domain.

Now, in the next part, we deal with the practicalities of doing action research.






How Do | Find Out?

This part deals with the practicalities of doing action research. It contains the
following chapters.

Chapter 9  Feasibility planning: what do you need to think about first?
Chapter 10 Action planning: how do you develop an action plan?
Chapter 11 Doing action research: carrying out your action plan
Chapter 12 Examples of action research projects

The chapters contain practical advice about how you can set about doing action
research. They are meant not as definitive guides, but as useful ideas that can
get you started. At all times, you are encouraged to develop your own ways of
doing things.

At this point in your enquiry into how and why to do action research you are
asking, ‘How do | address my concern?’ In asking, ‘How do | find out?’ you
signal your intent to take action by learning and using the learning to inform
your practice.

The case studies in Chapter 12 show how two practitioners worked their way
through the action plans they drew up.






Feasibility Planning: What Do
You Need To Think About First?

Previous chapters have spelt out how action research can support personal and
social improvement, and why you should do it. However, there are hidden pit-
falls, which you need to be aware of before you commit yourself. Therefore,
even before you begin planning, do a small preliminary feasibility study, that is,
identity some of the opportunities and constraints, and do an audit around
what resources you may need.This will help you decide whether it makes sense
to go ahead with your planning. Also bear in mind that problematics are bound
to arise, and part of the process is learning how to negotiate difficulties and
transform them into new possibilities.

Link your feasibility study to your proposed action plan, which will look
something like this (see next chapter for details).

What is my concern?

Why am I concerned?

What experiences can I describe to show why I am concerned?

What can I do about it?

What will I do about it?

What kind of data will I gather to show the situation as it unfolds?

How will I explain my educational influences in learning?

How will T ensure that any conclusions I come to are reasonably fair and
accurate?

How will I evaluate the validity of the evidence-based account of my
learning?

How will I modify my concerns, ideas and practice in the light of my
evaluations?

Now, assess realistically whether you can address the questions, in terms of your
current circumstances and contexts, and the resources you need.You also need
to consider ethical issues, about how you are going to involve others in your
research.
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This chapter is in three sections.

| Thinking about the practical aspects of each step
2 Thinking about resources
3 Thinking about ethical issues

1 THINKING ABOUT THE PRACTICAL ASPECTS OF EACH STEP

Work your way through the questions in your action plan, asking whether you
will be able to address each one in relation to your current circumstances.

What is my concern?

You have a concern about an aspect of practice, but is it realistic to focus on
this aspect? Can you actually do something about it? Will you be allowed to?
‘What would happen if, say, you wanted to investigate how you could improve
relationships among different religious groupings in your workplace? This
would involve you establishing to what extent your workplace already encouraged
good relationships, or whether prejudice was possibly structured into practices.
Or perhaps you want to find ways of encouraging greater staft participation in
decision-making. This may upset some managers, who may try to block your
enquiry. Will you be able to counter these obstructions? Will you personally be
able to cope with the fallout? What if you are a teacher working in situations
that consistently deny access to educational opportunity to some students? You
can’t change the system. What do you do?

Common-sense advice in such circumstances is to keep the project small,
manageable and focused on your own practice and learning, and then plan
accordingly. If you work on a part-time basis, do not enquire into how you can
develop quality relationships with an entire departmental staff, but focus instead
on your relationships with only one or two persons. If you want to encourage
religious understanding, focus on how you do that with one or two colleagues
or students. If you want to increase participation, find ways of participating
more yourself, or encourage one or two colleagues to get more involved.
Keeping it small gives you a greater chance of having some influence, and also
showing how organizational change works.

Why am | concerned?
We said on page 46 that many action researchers begin their research out of a

sense of frustration that they are not living their values in their practice.
Sometimes they themselves are doing something contrary to what they believe in.
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They may say they want to put it right, but the cost is often too high.You can
check this out for yourself, by, for example, setting up a role-play situation and
inviting someone to play you. Or you could videotape yourself in action and
see yourself as others see you. These are risky strategies, and can lead to some
destabilization, so be careful. They can also be powerful in helping you to see
where you need to take action and resolve to do so.

More often, however, institutional circumstances are the obstruction. Many
institutions, for example, engage with the rhetoric of participation, but when it
comes down to it, they do their best to prevent participation. Is yours an insti-
tution that is open to learning, and that will allow you to investigate how to put
an unsatisfactory situation right? Too often sad stories are told about whistle-
blowers and broken lives (Alford 2001). If doing your action research requires
you to blow a whistle, will you do it? Again, common-sense advice would be
to focus on your own self-study, which no one can prevent you from doing.

What experiences can | describe to show
why | am concerned?

Producing evidence means gathering data and generating evidence from the
data to support (or refute) a claim that you have learned something new. Gathering
data means observing yourself in relation with other people. Will you be able
to do this? Will you have access to the people you need? Will you be able to
negotiate with people to help you in your enquiry? (See below under ‘partic-
ipants’ for further discussion.)

What can | do about it?

Asking this question means that you intend looking at your options for
action. Will you have options? Do you need to ask someone’s opinion, or get
clearance, or go through a permissions process? Will you meet with opposi-
tion? Geoff Suderman’s classroom research was blocked by a university’s ethics
committee, an experience that has been shared by others. He demonstrated
what Barry MacDonald (1987) calls ‘creative compliance’, that is, finding
other ways through without compromising the original research intent,
and studied his own learning in the process of seeking ethical approval
(Suderman-Gladwell 2001).

What will | do about it?

This question implies that you will take action with intent. Will you be able
to implement your decision? Will you be able to carry through a project in a
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systematic way? Will you have the stamina, and time, and resources, and
support of family? What will you give up in order to put your research in? Will
you maintain the moral conviction that you are doing something worthwhile
when you have to miss the match on Saturday to go to a validation meeting?

What kind of data will | gather to show
the situation as it unfolds?

This means gathering more data to show how people are learning in response
to your influence. Will you be able to gather data on this ongoing basis? Will
you have sufficient time and equipment? Sometimes people get the impression
that you are researching them, rather than researching yourself. How do you
prepare for this and cope with it? Sometimes key participants leave, or with-
draw from the research. Parents refuse to sign permissions slips, and managers
want evidence of progress. Sometimes principals want you to show how your
research is changing students’ attitudes and behaviours, which is often impos-
sible. How do you persuade them that your learning is a vital piece of improv-
ing others’ learning?

How will I explain my educational influences in learning?

Furthermore, how will you show that your own learning is influencing further
learning? For example, you can influence your own learning by deciding to
question your own assumptions and change them where necessary. You can
influence the learning of others with whom you work, and you can influence
what we term in this book the education of social formations, that is, you can
influence groups of people to learn new ways of working together. How will
you gather data and generate evidence to show these things?

How will I ensure that any conclusions | come
to are reasonably fair and accurate?

You will need to find critical friends and convene a dedicated validation group
who are prepared to offer you constructive critique about your evidence and
claims to knowledge. Will you be able to find such a group, and will they be
willing to meet with you on several occasions? Organizing meetings takes
enormous amounts of time and energy. Are you up for it? Will you have the
personal resources to deal with any adverse critique? Will you have the courage
to rethink your position and challenge your own prejudices in light of their
feedback?
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How will | evaluate the validity of the evidence-based
account of my learning?

When you produce your accounts, such as your progress and final research
reports, you will make a claim to knowledge, that is, you will say that you know
something now that you didn’t know before.You have learned something new,
both about practice and about your own learning. Making a claim to knowl-
edge includes difterent aspects: making the claim, establishing criteria and stan-
dards of judgement, and generating evidence from the data in relation to the
criteria and standards of judgement. Will you take every care in the detail of
these procedural aspects, recognizing that they are essential for demonstrating
the validity of your evidence-based account of learning? Will you develop your
own understanding of these issues to the extent that you can make clear what
you have done and why you have done it?

How will | modify my concerns, ideas and
practice in the light of my evaluations?

Will you be open to new learning according to what the data reveal? Sometimes
data show us things we would rather not see. Are you prepared for this, and to
modify your own behaviour in light of the evidence?

The chapter so far could easily read as ‘The perils and pitfalls of action
research’. However, while it is true to say that you need to be aware of some
of the possible difficulties, this must not deter you from undertaking your
study. Although there is sometimes resistance to people who challenge existing
systems and want to introduce new thinking, those people are the ones who
influence social change. Your new insights are essential to helping others to
learn, and you develop those insights by studying your own practice and
improving your capacity to learn.

2 THINKING ABOUT RESOURCES

Resources can be understood as time, equipment and people.

Time

Will you be able to make time for your project? Some organizations encour-
age practitioner action enquiry and make time for it within the working day.
Most higher education institutions expect their personnel to undertake research.
Some allocate research time, but not all. Many schools and organizations also
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give study time or meeting time to practitioners. Be aware that doing your
project will probably take more time than you are granted. Regardless of the
depth of your research, it will involve some amount of reading and reflecting,
meeting with people to negotiate access, gathering data, validating the evi-
dence, producing progress reports, and writing the final report. Putting your
research into your life means putting something out. Do you need to negoti-
ate this with family, friends and colleagues? What is negotiable in your life and
what is non-negotiable? Do not underestimate the extra time and effort you
are going to commit, but at the same time be aware that it will be most worth-
while. Sometimes people become obsessed with their research so that it takes
over their lives. Avoid this wherever possible. Time out for recreation and relax-
ation is essential, and you must keep family and friends in clear focus. Whatever
you decide about these things, be aware that you will need to dip into your
private time, and don’t complain later.

Equipment

Equipment means money, so check beforehand whether you can use your
organization’s equipment or have to buy it yourself. What data gathering
equipment will you need? Stationery, camera, video? You will definitely need
a computer. Will you use the organization’s, or your own? What about repro-
graphics and photocopying? Draw up a list of what you may need and check
availability in advance. Also be aware that the ideas of others can be accessed
through many influential texts online, and many research journals are now
available in e-forums. A Google search on the topic of your enquiry is often a
good way to see what others are thinking about it.

You will need four or five key books, perhaps more, depending on how
deeply you want to get involved in developing the scholarly aspects of your
work. Be prepared to buy these yourself, unless your organization has a policy
of supporting professional learning. Perhaps you can suggest to a manager that
they decide — or decide yourself, if you are the one with the money — to
develop a staft library, which could include subscriptions to journals such as
Educational Action Research and Reflective Practice. This would be a good invest-
ment for the future.

People

Although the centre of your research is you as you investigate your individual
‘I’, you are never alone.You are always in company with others who are also
studying their individual T’s’.

The people you need to involve are those who will work with you as
participants, critical friends and validators, and interested observers.
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Participants

Remember that your research participants have the same status in your research
as you. They are not objects of enquiry, or somehow subordinate. They are
research equals. Your research is about studying you, not them, and investigating
the quality of your influence in their learning. This means that you have to
check how they are responding to you as you interact with them.You ask, “What
am I doing in relation to you? What am I learning with and from you? What
are you learning with and from me? Your participants mirror yourself back.

Critical friends and validators

The aim of your research is to make a claim to knowledge, in your case that, in
your enquiry into improving practice, you actually have learned how to improve
practice. This claim has to be justified, otherwise it could be seen as your opinion.
If you say, ‘I have influenced the quality of relationships in my business, or ‘I have
helped students improve their motivation, you need to produce evidence to
show that this really is the case and you are not making it up. This public testing
is a core feature of all research, and is especially important in educational action
research, where claims to knowledge are grounded in subjective experience.You
need to submit your data and findings to rigorous critique at all stages.

One of the ways to do this is to get critical friends to give you feedback on
your data and your ideas. These persons can be drawn from your circle of pro-
fessional colleagues and can include other colleagues, parents, clients, students
or anyone else who is going to give you a sympathetic but critical hearing. You
may have one or several critical friends, depending on your needs.

Validation groups

You will also form a validation group for the duration of your project. This
group will number about three to ten, depending on your own circumstances.
Their job is to meet at crucial stages of your project, especially at the report-
ing stage, to scrutinize your evidence and to listen to your claims to knowl-
edge, and agree or not whether your claims and their evidence base are
coherent and believable. Researchers are of course looking for positive feed-
back at these events, but should be prepared for people to raise questions about
taken for granted aspects, which means going back and thinking again.
Validation groups meet with you of their own free will, so never abuse their
goodness of heart. Thank them properly, and acknowledge them in your report.

Interested observers

These are people who are interested in your work, but not directly involved,
such as your manager or the parents of the students who are your research
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participants. Treat them with the greatest consideration. Again, they don’t have
to put their time and energy into being involved with you, so thank them
properly and let them know they are valued.

3 THINKING ABOUT ETHICAL ISSUES

Involving other people in research demands a consideration of ethical issues.
In our current climate of sensitivity to abuse, this is a matter not just of cour-
tesy but also of the law. Involving children and vulnerable people is especially
important. If you involve children in your research without getting prior
permission or clearance, it could cost you dear.

Ethical considerations involve three aspects:

negotiating and securing access
protecting your participants
assuring good faith.

Negotiating and securing access

You must negotiate and get permission to do your research before you begin.
This means formally seeking permission in writing. You should organize letters
for all participants. For those persons who cannot read, still give them a letter
and read through its contents with them. In the case of children or vulnerable
people, seek and get permission from parents or legal caregivers, as well as from
the children themselves. Keep permissions letters carefully for reference. Place
a copy of your letters to participants as an appendix in your report, and have
your original permissions letters available if your readers want to see them.
Producing these permissions letters is a matter of sensible negotiation in research
projects that deal with sensitive issues, where you may decide on limited dis-
closure. To repeat, this is not just an issue of courtesy. It is a matter of avoiding
potential litigation.

An example of a letter of permission is on page 87.You can modity this for
your own purposes.

Protecting your participants

Make sure that you do not name or otherwise identify your participants, unless
they wish. Many participants in action enqui