Lecture 17: Notes

Action Research

Overview

This lecture discusses the distinctive features of Action Research. Action Research is normally associated with “hands-on”, small scale research projects. It has been used in a variety of settings within the social sciences, but its growing popularity as a research approach owes most to its use in areas such as organizational development, education, health and social care. In these areas it has a particular niche among professionals who want to use research to improve their practices. 

Review points:

1. What is Action Research?

Action research is the combination of action and research. It  renders that action a form of disciplined inquiry, in which a personal attempt is made to understand, improve and reform practice. Zuber-Skerritt (1996 : 83) suggests that ‘the aims of any action research project or programme are to bring about practical improvement, innovation, change or development of social practice, and the practitioners’ better understanding of their practices’.

2. Action research can be used in a variety of areas, for example:

a. Teaching methods: replacing a traditional method by a discovery method

b.  Learning strategies: adopting an integrated approach to learning in preference to a single-subject style of teaching and learning 

c. Evaluative procedures: improving one’s methods of continuous assessment 

d. Attitudes and values: encouraging more positive attitudes to work, or modifying pupils’ value systems with regard to some aspect of life

e. Continuing professional development of teachers: improving teaching skills, developing new methods of learning, increasing powers of analysis, of heightening self-awareness

f. Management and control: the gradual introduction of the techniques of behaviour modiﬁcation 

g. Administration: increasing the efﬁciency of some aspect of the administrative side of school life.

3. Principles and characteristics of action research

a. focuses on those problems that are of immediate concern to practitioners

b.  is participatory

c. frequently uses case study

d. tends to avoid the paradigm of research that isolates and controls variables, 

e. is formative, such that the deﬁnition of the problem, the aims and methodology may alter during the process of action research

f. includes evaluation and reﬂection 

g. is methodologically eclectic

h. contributes to a science of education

i. strives to render the research usable and shareable by participants

j.  is dialogical and celebrates discourse 

k. has a critical purpose in some forms

l. strives to be emancipatory.

m. Action research is participatory: it is research through which people work towards the improvement of their own practices (and only secondarily on other people’s practices).

n. Action research develops through the self-reﬂective spiral: a spiral of cycles of planning, acting (implementing plans), observing (systematically), reﬂecting . . . and then re-planning, further implementation, observing and reﬂecting. . . 
o. Action research is collaborative: it involves those responsible for action in improving that action. . . .

4. Action research as critical praxis

Action research  empowers individuals and social groups to take control over their lives within a framework of the promotion, rather than the suppression of generalizable interests (Habermas 1976). It commences with a challenge to the illegitimate operation of power, hence in some respects (albeit more politicized because it embraces the dimension of power) it is akin to Argyris’s (1990) notion of ‘double- loop learning’ in that it requires participants to question and challenge given value systems.
5. Procedures for action research

There are several ways in which the steps of action research have been analysed. One can suggest that action research can be cast into two simple stages: a diagnostic stage in which the problems are analysed and the hypotheses developed; and a therapeutic stage in which the hypotheses are tested by a consciously directed intervention or experiment in situ. Lewin (1946; 1948) codiﬁed the action research process into four main stages: planning, acting, observing and reﬂecting.
6. The key features of action research here are:

a. It works on, and tries to solve real, practitioner-identiﬁed problems of everyday practice.

b. It is collaborative and builds in teacher involvement.

c. It seeks causes and tries to work on those causes.

d. The solutions are suggested by the practitioners involved.

e. It involves a divergent phase and a convergent phase.

f. It plans an intervention by the practitioners themselves.

g. It implements the intervention.
h. It evaluates the success of the intervention in solving the identiﬁed problem.
