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Introduction 
The Action Research Planner is a guide for 
teachers and administrators interested in im-
provement and change in their schools. It pro-
vides a way of thinking systematically about 
what happens in school or classroom, imple-
menting critically informed action where im-
provements are thought to be possible, and 
monitoring and evaluating the effects of the 
action with a view to continuing the im-
provement. Above all, the Planner is designed 
for school communities themselves (teachers. 
parents. students. administrators and others) to 
manage the process of improvement. By using 
the methods suggested here, school communi-
ties can improve not only what they do, but 
also their understanding of what they do.  

A definition  
Action research is a form of collective- self -
reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in 
social situations in order to improve the ration-
ality and justice of their own social or educa-
tional practices, as well as their understanding 
of these practices and the situations in which 
these practices are carried out. Groups of par-
ticipants can be teachers, students, principals, 
parents and other community members, -any 
group with a shared concern. The approach is 
only action research when it is collaborative, 
though it is important to realise that the action 

research of the group is achieved through the 
critically examined action of individual group 
members. In education, action research has 
been employed in school-based curriculum de-
velopment, professional development, school 
improvement programs and systems planning 
and policy development (for example. in rela-
tion to policy about classroom roles, school 
policies about non-competitive assessment, re-
gional project team policies about their consul-
tancy roles, and State policies about the con-
duct of school improvement  programs).  

 
As the title implies, the idea underlying the 
approach is that of 'action research'. The link-
ing of the terms 'action' and 'research' high-
lights the essential feature of the approach: 
trying out ideas in practice as a means of im-
provement and as a means of increasing 
knowledge about the curriculum, teaching, 
and learning. The result is improvement in 
what happens in the classroom and school, 
and better articulation and justification of the 
educational rationale for what goes on. Action 
research provides a way of working which 
links theory and practice into the one whole: 
ideas-in-action.  
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How new is action re-
search?  
The concept of action research has its origins 
in the work of social psychologist Kurt Lewin 
(1946) who developed and applied it over a 
number of years in a series of community ex-
periments in post-world-war America. It was 
tried in contexts as diverse as integrated hous-
ing, equalisation of opportunity for employ-
ment, the cause and cure of prejudice in chil-
dren, the socialisation of street gangs, and the 
better training of youth leaders. Two of the 
ideas which were crucial in Lewin's work 
were the ideas of group decision and commit-
ment to improvement. A distinctive feature of 
action research is that those affected by 
planned changes have the primary responsibil-
ity for deciding on courses of critically in-
formed action which seem likely to lead to 
improvement, and for evaluating the results of 
strategies tried out in practice. Action re-
search is a group activity.  
 
The value of this linking together of collective 
action and understanding was recognised by 
Stephen Carey (1949a, b and 1953) at Teach-
ers College, Columbia University, New York, 
who appl1ed the approach in a number of 
teacher-managed research projects. More re-
cently, it has been used In the United King-
dom by John Elliott and Clem Adelman in the 
Ford Teaching Project (Elliott and Adelman, 
1973 a and b: and Elliott. 1976-7 and 1978) as 
a means of helping teachers to develop en-
quiry learning in their classrooms. In Europe 
and in the United States action research has 
also undergone a resurgence (for example, 
Brock-Utne, 1980: and van Manen, 1984).  
 
In Australia, action research has been an im-
portant part of the school improvement and 
educational research scene for more than a 
decade. Interest in action research in Australia 
stems from two main sources: the growth of 
school-based curriculum review and devel-

opment, and a growing professional aware-
ness among teachers seeking new ways of 
working and of understanding their work. The 
responsibility for improvement of the curricu-
lum rests more heavily on practitioners than 
ever before. The experience of action re-
searchers in a variety of projects has increased 
understanding about the rationale for action 
research and the directions in which it can be 
developed. Australian action research has 
been influential in art1culating the theory and 
practice of action research, both in Australia 
and internationally (Brown, Henry. Henry and 
McTaggart, 1981: Carr and Kemmis, 1986; 
and McTaggart and Garbutcheon-Singh, 1986, 
1987).  
 
Action research can be seen as an approach 
for groups of educational practitioners. Stu-
dents 'parents' and others to live with the 
complexity of real experience while, at the 
same time, striving for concrete improvement 
it is a way of managing complex situations 
critically and practically. The approach Lewin 
developed was tried and improved in ex-
tremely difficult and often conflict-ridden so-
cial situations. In its developed form, it offers 
all participants in the work of education a 
flexible approach to school improvement 
through critically informed action and reflec-
tion which is appropriate to the real, complex 
and often confusing circumstances and con-
straints of the modern school. It provides on 
the one hand a framework for recognising ide-
als in the reality of the work of the school's 
ideas-in- action, and on the other, a concrete 
procedure for translating evolving ideas in to 
critically informed action and for increasing 
the harmony between educational ideas and 
educational action.  
 
This edition of The Action Research Planner, 
has been considerably revised in the light of 
developments in the perspectives of Deakin 
University researchers on action research after 
the last five years - developments stimulated 
by our own action research, by our experi-
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ences in action research projects with co-
workers in schools, colleges and other institu-
tions, and by our participation with a variety 
of colleagues in seminars on action research 
(some with students in our courses. some at 
conferences. and so me in Deakin seminars 
organised for the specific purpose of critically 
examining our developing theories and prac-
tices of action research).  

Lewin's approach to ac-
tion research  
Lewin described action research as proceeding 
in a spiral of steps, each of which is composed 
of planning, action and the evaluation of the 
result of the action. In practice, the process 
begins with a general idea that some kind of 
improvement or change is desirable. In decid-
ing just where to begin in making improve-
ments, a group identifies an area where mem-
bers perceive a cluster of problems of mutual 
concern and consequence. The group decides 
to work together on a 'thematic concern'. They 
decide where the struggle to change education 
will be engaged at this moment in history. It is 
a decision on where it is possible to have an 
impact. The general idea prompts a reconnais-
sance of the circumstances of the field, and 
fact-finding about them. Having decided on 
the field and made a preliminary reconnais-
sance, the action research group decides on a 
general plan of action.  
 
Breaking the general plan clown into achiev-
able steps, the action researchers settle on the 
first action step, a change in strategy which 
aims not only at improvement, but at a greater 
understanding about what it will be possible 
to achieve later as well. Before taking this 
first step, the action research group becomes 
more circumspect, and devises a way of moni-
toring the effects of the first action step, the 
circumstances in which it occurs, and what the 
strategy begins to look like in practice. When 
it is possible to maintain the fact-finding by 
monitoring the action, the first step is taken. 

As a step is implemented new data starts com-
ing in, and the circumstances, action and ef-
fects can be described and evaluated by the 
group.  
Group action and the action of individual 
members of the group are subjected to critical 
reflection. This evaluation stage amounts to a 
fresh reconnaissance which can prepare the 
way for new planning. The general plan is 
revised in the light of this new information 
and the second action step can be built on the 
first along with appropriate monitoring proce-
dures. The second action step is then imple-
mented, monitored and evaluated; and the spi-
ral of action, monitoring, evaluation and re-
planning continues.  
 
The cyclic nature of the Lewinian approach 
recognises the need for action plans to be 
flexible and responsive. It recognises that, 
given the complexity of real social situations, 
in practice it is never possible to anticipate 
everything that needs to be done. Lewin's de-
liberate overlapping of action and refection 
was designed to allow changes in plans for 
action as the people involved learned from 
their own experience. Put simply, action re-
search is the way groups of people can organ-
ise the conditions under which they can learn 
from their own experience, and make this ex-
perience accessible to others. The action re-
search process is described in Figure l.  

A thematic concern and 
four 'moments' of action 
research  
Before proceeding to examine a practical ex-
ample of action research let us pause to think 
about the nature of a thematic concern. It is on 
some 'thematic concern' (or educational issue, 
or broad educational question) that the four 
fundamental aspects of action research are 
brought into play.  
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Action research is participatory, collaborative 
research which typically arises from the clari-
fication of some concerns generally shared by 
a group. People describe their concerns ex-
plore what others think, and probe to find 
what it might be possible to do. In the discus-
sion they decide what it is that it would be 
feasible to work on ─a group project. The 
group identifies a thematic concern. The the-
matic concern defines the substantive area in 
which the group decides to focus its im-
provement strategies. Group members plan 
action together, act and observe individually 
or collectively, and reflect together. They re-
formulate more critically informed plans de-
liberately ─as the group consciously con-
structs its own understanding and history. 
  
The thematic concern should not be confused 
with a method which might be used to im-
prove things. It should attempt to raise the 
problematic nature of a particular educational 
concern and not uncrtticaI1y accept or pro-
pose an educational method or way that is 
supposed to be better. We can illustrate the 
distinction between method and the educa-
tional substance of a thematic concern with 
some examples:  
 
1. Thematic concern: Developing the sensi-

tivity of curriculum and teaching to stu-
dents' home learning environments.  
Method: Increasing the educational effec-
tiveness of parent participation. 

 
2. Thematic concern: Developing in students 

a deeper and more active sense of what it 
means to think scientifically.  
Method: Increasing activity learning in 
science.  
 

3. Thematic concern: Developing and sus-
taining a bicultural heritage in an ethnic 
community through education.  
Method: A bilingual, bicultural curriculum 
with community members actively en-

gaged in language and cultural classroom 
activities. 

 
Appendix A offers more detailed advice on 
formulating a thematic concern, and suggests 
a 'method' for reviewing an educational situa-
tion in order to identify and articulate a the-
matic concern (You may wish to skim Ap-
pendix A now, before proceeding; you may 
need to refer to it again after reading Chapter 
2.) 
  
The identification of the thematic concern 
engages the group in the four fundamental 
aspects of the action research. There is a dy-
namic complementarity which links these four 
aspects into a cycle, and ultimately into a spi-
ral of such cycles. To do action research a 
group and its members undertake 
 

 to develop a plan of critically informed 
action to improve what is already hap-
pening,  

 to act to implement the plan,  
 to observe the effects of the critically 

informed action in the context in 
which it occurs, and  

 to reflect on these effects as a basis for 
further planning, subsequent critically 
informed action and so on, through a 
succession of cycles.  

 
But isn't this what every practitioner does? To 
a degree, of course, this is so: But to do action 
research is to plan, act, observe and reflect 
more carefully, more systematically, and more 
rigorously than one usually does in everyday 
life: and to use the relationships between these 
moments in the process as a source of both 
improvement and knowledge. The action re-
searcher will carry out the four activities col-
laboratively, involving others affected by the 
action in the action research process. Let us 
consider each 'moment' separately. 
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Figure 1: The action research spiral 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The plan is constructed action and by defini-
tion must be prospective to action -it must be 
forward looking, it must recognise that all 
social action is to some degree unpredictable 
and therefore somewhat risky. The general 
plan must be f1exible enough to adapt to un-
foreseen effects and previously unrecognised 
constraints. The action prescribed by the plan 
must be critically informed in two senses. 
First, it must take account of the risks in-
volved in social change and recognise real 
constraints, material and political, in the situa-
tion. Second, critically informed action should 
be chosen because it allows practitioners to 
act more effectively over a greater range of 
circumstances, more wisely and more pru-
dently. It should help practitioners to go be-
yond present constraints (to some extent at 
least) and to empower them to act more ap-
propriately in the situation and more elec-
tively as an educator. It should help practitio-

ners to realise a new potential for education 
action. As part of the planning process, par-
ticipants must collaborate in discussion (both 
theoretical and practical discourse) to build a 
language by which they must analyse and im-
prove their understandings and action in the 
situation.  
 
Action in the sense intended here is deliberate 
and controlled ─it is a careful and thoughtful 
variation of practice, and is critically in-
formed. It recognises practice as ideas-in-
action ─and uses action as a platform for the 
further development of later action, action 
with a critically informed educational intent. 
Action is guided by planning in the sense that 
it looks back to planning for its rationale. But 
critically informed action is not completely 
controlled by plans. It is essentially risky. It 
takes place in real time and encounters real 
political and material constraints (some of 
which arise suddenly and unpredictably as 
consequences of changes in the social and 
political life of the setting). As a result, plans 
for action must always have a tentative and 
provisional quality; they must be flexible and 
open to change in the light of circumstances. 
Critically informed action also recogn1ses 
that it is to some extent bound by prior prac-
tice (what has been done before, previous 
ways of working), but prior practice also has 
only a tentative grasp on the realities of the 
present. Action is thus fluid and dynamic, re-
quiring instant decisions about what is to be 
done, and the exercise of practical judgment. 
The implementation of action plans will as-
sume the character of a material, social and 
political 'struggle' towards improvement. Ne-
gotiation and compromise may be necessary -
but compromises must also be seen in their 
strategic context. Modest gains may do for the 
time being. Later critically informed action 
can be based on previous ga1ns.  
 
(We will have more to say about action and 
improvement in Chapter 2, 'Improving educa-
tion through action research', where we iden-
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tify more closely the relationship between 
educational action research and the 
1mprovement of society.)  
 
One of the ways in which action research dif-
fers from action in usual situations is that it is 
observed. The actors aim to collect evidence 
about their action in order to be able to evalu-
ate it thoroughly. In order to be prepared for 
evaluation they give thought before they act to 
the kinds of evidence they will need to evalu-
ate their action critically. (Suggestions about 
the kinds of techniques action researchers can 
use for monitoring their action and its effects 
are presented in Appendix B.)  
 
Observation has the function of documenting 
the effects of critically informed action ─it 
looks forward, providing the basis for reflec-
tion now, but more so in the immediate future 
as the present cycle runs its course. Careful 
observation is necessary because action will 
always be limited by constraints of reality 
─and all of these constraints will never be 
clear in advance. Observation must be 
planned, so that there will be a documentary 
basis for subsequent reflection, but it must not 
be too narrow. It must be responsive, open-
eyed and open-minded. Peripheral vision must 
be sensitised to pick up the unexpected. Ob-
servation categories (and measurements) 
planned in advance will be insufficient. Like 
the action itself, observation plans must be 
flexible and open to record the unexpected. 
Action researchers should always maintain a 
journal to record observations additional to 
those collected in planned observation catego-
ries.  
 
Action researchers need to observe the action 
process, the effects of action (in tended and 
unintended), the circumstances of and con-
straints on action, the way circumstances and 
constraints limit or channel the planned action 
and its effects, and other issues which arise. 
Observation will always be guided by the in-
tent to provide a sound basis for critical self-

reflection. Observation foreshadows the 
achievements of reflection. In this way, it can 
contribute to the improvement of practice 
through greater understanding and more criti-
cally informed strategic action. However, its 
subject matter will always be the action, its 
effects, and the context of the situation in 
which the action must be taken.  
 
Reflection recalls action as it has been re-
corded in observation, but it is also active. 
Reflection seeks to make sense of processes, 
problems, issues and constraints made mani-
fest in strategic action. It takes account of the 
variety of perspectives possible in the social 
situation and comprehends the issues and cir-
cumstances in which they arise. Reflection is 
usually aided by discussion among partici-
pants. Through discourse, group reflection 
leads to the reconstruction of the meaning of 
the social situation and provides the basis for 
the revised plan. Refection has an evaluative 
aspect ─it asks action researchers to weigh 
their experience ─to judge whether effects 
(and issues which arise) were desirable, and 
suggest ways of, proceeding. But there is also 
a sense in which reflection is descriptive ─it 
allows reconnaissance, building a more vivid 
picture of life and work in the situation, con-
straints on action and more importantly, of 
what might now be possible, for the group, 
and for its individual members as actors 
committed to group goals.  
 
Action research is a dynamic process in which 
these four moments are to be understood not 
as static steps, complete in themselves, but 
rather as moments in the action research spiral 
of planning, action, observing and reflecting. 
Improvements in understanding will appear at 
first as a better developed rationale for the 
practice. The rationale is developed by being 
tested by the group in practice; each proposi-
tion in the rationale can be checked against 
practice and against other parts of the ration-
ale. In the long term, these propositions will 
develop into a critical perspective on the prac-
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tice and on education itself, becoming a criti-
cal theory which includes consideration of 
such matters as how students learn and how 
the message systems of the school (curricu-
lum, school organisation, teaching and learn-
ing activities, and assessment practices) create 
meanings for students.  
 
The importance of the group in action re-
search cannot be overemphasized. Activities 
where an individual goes through cycles of 

planning, action, observation and reflection, 
cannot be regarded as action research. Action
research is not individualistic. To lapse into 
individualism is to destroy the critical dy-
namic of the group 

 
Figure 2: The individual aspect in action
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

and to risk falling victim 
 the fallacious liberal notion that all educa-

tional practices and the values which they 
purport to realise are equally defensible 
(McTaggart and Garbutcheon-Singh. 1987).  
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The individual, the culture 
nd the collective in ac-
ion research  
 Figure 2, the abstract description of the 
ewinian spiral has been fleshed out in an 
bviously simplified example. It is important 
ot to be misled into thinking that what is por-
ayed is action research. It is not action re-
arch because it is individualistic ─there is 
ference to a concern, but it is not the the-

al 

 in 

relate in the process of edu-
ation, and the ways their relationships are 

i-
 

-

 
es 

p 
in 

 
Action research does not rest content with 
analysing or improving language understood 
as the utterances of individuals, activities un-
derstood as the actions of individuals, or so-
cial relationships as understood from the one-
sided perspective of particular individuals. 
There are other approaches to research which 
go no further than these individualistic per-
spectives. Action research, by contrast, recog-
nises that human beings are social beings, and 
that language, activities and social relation-

t analyse them as social 
rocesses, formed through histories of inter-

e 
e 

 

ng (not unilateral individual deci-
on making).  

 

f 

-
 

language, 

a
t
In
L
o
n
tr
se
re
matic concern of a group. And there is no ref-
erence to the commitment the group of critical 
friends who can participate in the intellectu
work associated with the four moments of 
action research.  
 
The example can be misleading in another 
sense, too. In action research we look for 
changes in three different aspects of individ-
ual work and the culture of groups: changes
the use of language and discourses ─the ac-
tual ways that people identify and describe 
their world and work; changes in activities 
and practices ─what people are actually doing 
in their work and learning; and changes in 
social relationships and organisation ─the 
ways people inter
c
structured and organized in educational inst
tutions to achieve consistency between the
principles and practices of educational ad-
ministration and teaching and learning: (We 
will have more to say about these three as-
pects of individual work and the culture of 
groups in Chapter 2.)  
 
But we can learn something about action re
search from the example in Figure 2. While 
the group is the focus of action research as an
activity, individuals are committed to chang
in their own personal practice as a means of 
advancing the collective interest of the grou
─the improvement of educational practice 
general.  

ships are socially constructed (see  
Berger and Luckman, 1967). In order to un-
derstand them, we mus
p
action between people, and in order to chang
(or reconstruct) them rationally and justly, w
must do so as a matter of informed group de-
cision. In action research, the research proc-
ess, like the educational action being studied,
is regarded as socially constructed and as a 
matter for collective and collaborative deci-
sion maki
si
 
Action research is concerned equally with 
changing individuals, on the one hand, and on
the other, the culture of the groups, institu-
tions and societies to which they belong. The 
culture of a group can be defined in terms o
the characteristic substance and forms of the 
language and discourses, activities and prac
tices, and social relationships and organisation
which constitute the interactions of the group.  
 

 The individual is a bearer of 
but 'comes to' language, as it were, 
finding it pre-formed as an aspect of 
the culture or a group or society: lan-
guage 'contains' expressive and com-
municative potential, and the way we 
use language can only be changed by 
also changing social 'agreements' 
about how language is used ─patterns 
of language use which are a first as-
pect of the culture of the group.  
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 The individual is an actor, but his or 
her acts are framed and understood in 
a social context of interaction; chang-

o 

e a 

ships is to be understood against the 

ns 
-

 

ch 

 
Action
belong
─active
concret
structin
ships w
culture of the groups of which we are mem-
ber
alone o
broadly -
ers, thr
and pat l 
relationships which characterise groups and 
interac
researc
collabo
dividua
 
Educat  re-
search 
tory change both on the side of the individual 
and on the side of the culture of the group (or, 

more b
society e face of it, be-

ond the reach of individuals; in action re-

s, 
in 

n 

al 

s 

ce and the 
rowth of understanding. Let us suppose the 

c-

 in 
p with 

e help of the group, I must develop more 

 
 
n 

 

 do 

ing social action usually requires als
changing the ways others interact with 
us ─patterns of interaction which ar
second aspect of the culture of the 
group. 

 The individual defines himself or her-
self partly through his or her relation-
ships with others, but the nature and 
significance of these social relation-

fabric of social relationships which 
characterise wider groups, institutio
and societies; changing social relation
ships usually requires that others also 
change their perspectives on the ways
we relate to them and how our rela-
tionships with them lit in to the 
broader fabric of relationships whi
structure society -patterns of relation-
ship which are a third aspect of the 
culture of a group.  

 research recognises that we are social 
s, and that we are members of groups 
 participants in the living, local and 
e process of constructing and recon-
g the language, activities and relation-
hich constitute and reconstitute the 

s. To change the culture of our groups (let 
f whole institutions or society more 
), we must change ourselves, with oth

ough changing the substance, forms 
terns of language, activities and socia

tions among their members. In action 
h, we aim to do this collectively and 
ratively, as a matter for conscious in-
l and group decision.  

ional improvement through action
entails explicit analysis and explora-

roadly, society). Changing a whole 
 and culture is, on th

y
search, groups work together to change their 
language, their modes of action, and their so-
cial relationships and thus, in their own way
prefigure, foreshadow and provoke changes 
the broader fabric of interactions which char-
acterise our society and culture. In the sloga
made famous by the environmental move-
ment, they 'think globally, act locally'.  
 
By working through the Planner with a group 
sharing a particular thematic concern in a re
case, the reader will not only appreciate its 
meaning but also develop a sense of the quirk
and distractions of the real case which put it 
beyond neat formulation. Nevertheless, the 
example in Figure 2 does provide a guide to 
one aspect of improving practi
g
teacher concerned is a member of a group 
working on the thematic concern implicit in 
the teacher's words and use the example to 
highlight some of the features of the process.  
 
In the first place, action research addresses 
issues in educational practice ─that is, in a
tivities which are regarded as 'well formed' 
educationally, as critically informed and so-
cially and educationally justified. The exam-
ple stems from the recognition that enquiry 
questioning can develop only by a change in 
practice: trying it out. There is a gap between 
the idea and the reality of enquiry teaching
my own classroom. Recognising this ga
th
critically informed action if improvements in 
this kind of questioning are to be achieved. 
The gap expresses itself as part of a puzzle-
ment or perplexity about what I do and its ef-
fects on student learning. It suggests the need
to change an aspect of what is happening: to
explore possibilities. I have begun to define a
aspect of the thematic concern where I can
exert an effect personally. Equally, I could 
begin by gathering data on what I presently
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and discuss what it means with my action re-
search group (refection and reconnaissance)
In either case, a plan is beginning to emerge. 

. 

 will take time to learn what can be done: in 
e-

 

 

 

 

 

nteractions.  

n res
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the mean time it is reasonable to proceed car
fully, think strategically, record effects and 
reflect on them with others who are working
individually and collectively on similar and 
related projects. The idea takes form and sub-
stance as it reaches out into the real work of 
what can be done in the classroom. In the ex-
ample described, the exact nature of 'enquiry 
questioning' can only be described in the con-
text of action in the classroom in which it is 
enacted as a teaching strategy. The work can
only become more critically informed as I 
discuss its educational potential with others 
who are working with me on similar issues 
which are aspects of the shared thematic con-
cern.  

 
Any individual in the action research group 
will participate in many processes like the one
encapsulated all too cryptically in Figure 2. 
The cycles of work of a teacher for example, 
will intersect with the action research the 
group does on its own learning and on its col-
lective action to change the educational work 
of the school, system and community. The 
teacher's work will also intersect with cycles 
of work of student is engaged in action re-
search into their own learning, with parents
and with any other people working for im-
provement in the area of the shared thematic
concern. In Figure 3 we suggest the nature of 
these i

 
Figure 3: The essential collective in actio
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The general form of the question an action 
search group has at the beginning of an ac-
on research cycle is thus:  

We intend to do X with a view of improving 
”.  

he question implies some shared understand-
g of what is happening already: it assumes 
at improvement can be monitored in some 
ay: and most important of all, it envisages 

n evolution of understanding in concert with 
e improvement of practice as collective ac-
on is implemented and refined in practice.  

eciding on a thematic concern also requires 
 judgment about what might be done to im-
rove matters (defining the field of action). 
ut several alterative action aspects could be 
entified in response to a single general area 

f perplexity. In relation to a general perplex-
y about students' apparent view of science, 
elds of action could be defined in relation to 
ch other things as amount of laboratory 
ork, the emphasis on problem-solving in 

ssessment, and so on.  
 
In the process, it is usual to find that the prac-
tical issue, concern, or problem which takes 
shape as a shared thematic concern will 
change as it is described more closely and as 
the action strategy exerts its effect. It is im-
portant to recognise that the initial general 
plan and the successive action steps will be 
modified in the light of experience. Each criti-
cally informed action step will conserve the 
strengths of previous steps and reach out fur-
ther towards 1mprovement and understanding. 
The aim of implementing enquiry-questioning 
strategies seems relatively simple in principle. 
But it is not until we begin to act, to take the 
first action step in the context of a real class-
room that we begin to discover the constraints 
imposed, for example, by previously unques-
tioned habits of class control. The language 
we use to describe what is happening will 
probably need development and change, and 

the organisation of the classroom and school 
may need to be reworked to make even this 
modest change possible. Through observation 
and refection in the action research group it is 
possible to begin to see the lrnpl1cations of a 
change in questioning technique. The overall 
plan of developing enquiry questioning might 
then be revised (and perhaps tematically and 
strategically suspended) until the most appro-
priate next step is taken and its effects consid-
ered. The group itself may change the focus of 
1ts own activity in order to support your ef-
forts. The group acts as a collective to voice 
the need for some timetable revision, for ex-
ample.  
 
The third thing to notice at this early stage is 
the need to plan observation, to devise ways 
of monitoring the process (see Appendix B for 
a description of techniques for monitoring). in 
the example, tape recordings provide data 
about the kind of questions actually asked, 
and the actual student responses. A diary pro-
vides further data on my response to the way 
the lessons went. The important point is that 
the means used to monitor the action step and 
its effect is selected to match the problem. 
This kind of enquiry never latches on to a 
monitoring technique and then tries to find an 
issue to fit the niceties of the techn1que. Solv-
ing the problem of how and what to record is 
part of the process of learning in action re-
search groups.  
 
The final point to be emphasised here is the 
need for participants in the process to discuss 
the changes in their work: to engage in dis-
course in order to articulate plans and reflect 
on the effects of their actions (see Appendix C 
for suggestions about a 'charter' of principles 
of procedures for action researchers). Lewin 
recognised this need when he encouraged col-
laborating groups of people to work on prob-
lems of mutual concern and consequence. For 
teachers engaged in action research, commu-
nication with other action researchers and oth-
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ers affected (other teachers. parents and stu-
dents) is essential for a number of reasons: 
 

 It makes it clear from the outset that 

explicit investigation of the relation-
ships between individual action and 

f 
a-

e 
under investigation, and for others re-

s 
 a 

  

's 

ral support and to see 
the limits of support (others may not 

 
come 

ety 
 

 

 

 
itions of life, as able to be more effec-

tive in making their histories and condi-

-

on 

f 
ately be treated as 

'things'); action research also concerns the 
ts 

ch 
 

-

 

 

the action research process involves 

the culture of the group ─investigation 
which analyses and systematically ex-
plores individual and group patterns o
language use, activities and social rel
tionships.  

 It encourages the collaborative devel-
opment of the rationale for the practic

lated to it.  
 It helps allow the enquiry to be seen a

a collaborative 'project' rather than as
personal and introspective process.  

 It helps to clarify unforeseen conse-
quences and ramifications of the work.

 It makes defining the issues easier be-
cause explaining the project to others 
demands clarifying each individual
own thinking.  

 It helps to get mo

be so captivated by the project as are 
members of the collaborating group). 

 It allows others to help, and to be
involved in a constructive participa-
tory way.  

 It aids reflection by providing a vari
of critical perspectives on the effects
of action and the constraints experi-
enced.  

Four things action re-
search is not  
1. It is not the usual thing teachers do when 

they think about their teaching. Action re-
search is more systematic and collabora-
tive in collecting evidence on which to 
base rigorous group reflection.  

2. It is not simply problem-solving. Action
research involves problem- posing. not 

just problem-solving. It does not start 
from a view of 'problems' as pathologies.
It is motivated by a quest to improve and 
understand the world by changing it and 
learning how to improve it from the ef-
fects of the changes made.  

3. It is not research done on other people. 
Action research is research by particular 
people on their own work, to help them 
improve what they do, including how they 
work with and for others. Action research 
is research that treats people as autono-
mous, responsible agents who participate 
actively in making their own histories and
cond

tions of life by knowing what they are do-
ing, and as collaboratively potent in the 
construction of their collective history and 
conditions of life. It does not treat people 
as objects for research, but encourages 
people to work together as knowing sub
jects and agents of change and improve-
ment. 

4. It is not 'the scientific method' applied to 
teaching. There is not just one view of 'the 
scientific method'; there are many. Acti
research is not just about hypotheses-
testing or about using data to come to con-
clusions. It adopts a view of social science 
which is distinct from a view based on the 
natural sciences (in which the objects o
research may legitim

'subject' (the researcher) him or herself. I
view is distinct from the methods of the 
historical sciences because action resear
is concerned with changing situations, not
just interpreting them. Action research is a 
systematically evolving, a living process 
changing both the researcher and the situa
tions in which he or she acts; neither the 
natural sciences nor the historical sciences
have this double aim (the living dia1ectic 
of researcher and researched, see Carr and
Kemmis. 1986).  
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Key points about action 
research  
1. 

ing  
from

2. Act
sea
war
tice
ple'

3. Action research develops through the self-
-

nin
ser  
then re-planning, further implementation, 

beg
lect l 

t, 
and

exp
hap
fined plans for action. In both cases, issues 

the
vel
sea

tem p 
crit

4. 
vol
pro
gro hose most directly involved to 
as many as possible of those affected by 

ishes self-critical 
 participating and 

 

 to 
e rela-

d 

 

t 

6. ic learning 
, 

s 

ty 

7. s-

-

s. 

les for practices. We may develop 
 

ork 

8. 

9. 

lysing our own judg-

Action research is an approach to improv-
 education by changing it and learning

 the consequences of changes.  
ion research is participatory: it is re-
rch through which people work to-
ds the improvement of their own prac-
s (and only secondarily on other peo-
s practices).  

reflective spiral: a spiral of cycles of plan
g, acting, (implementing plans), ob-
ving (systematically), reflecting … and

observing and reflecting. One good way to 
in an action research project is to col-
 some initial data in an area of genera

interest (a reconnaissance), then to reflec
 then to make a plan for changed ac-

tion; another way to begin is to make an 
loratory change, collect data of what 
pens, reflect, and then build more re-

and understandings, on the one hand, and 
 practices themselves. on the other, de-
op and evolve through the action re-
rch process ─but only when the self -

reflective spiral is thoughtfully and sys-
atically followed in processes of grou
ique.  

Action research is collaborative: it in-
ves those responsible for action in im-
ving it, widening the collaborating 
up from t

the practices concerned.  
5. Action research establ

communities of people
collaborating in all phases of the research
process: the planning, the action, the ob-
servation and the reflection; it aims to 
build communities of people committed
enlightening themselves about th
tionship between circumstance, action an

consequence in their own situation, and
emancipating themselves from the institu-
tional and personal constraints which limi
their power to live their own legitimate 
educational and social values.  
Action research is a systemat
process in which people act deliberately
though remaining open to surprises and 
responsive to opportunities. It is a proces
of using 'critical intelligence' to inform our 
action, and developing it so that our edu-
cational action becomes praxis (criticali
informed, committed action) through 
which we may consistently live our educa-
tional values.  
Action research involves people in theori
ing about their practices ─being inquisi-
tive about circumstances, action and con
sequences and coming to understand the 
relationships between circumstance, ac-
tions and consequences in their own live
The theories action researchers develop 
may be expressed initially in the form of 
rationa
these rationales by treating them as if they
were no more than rationalizations, even 
though they may be our best current theo-
ries of how and why our educational w
is as it is. We subject these initial ration-
ales to critical scrutiny through the action 
research process.  
Action research requires that people put 
their practices. Ideas and assumptions 
about institutions to the test by gathering 
compelling evidence which could con-
vince them that their previous practices, 
ideas and assumptions were wrong or 
wrong-headed.  
Action research is open-minded about 
what counts as evidence (or data) ─it in-
volves not only keeping records which de-
scribe what is happening as accurately as 
possible (given the particular questions 
being investigated and the real-life cir-
cumstances of collecting the data) but also 
collecting and ana
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ments, reactions and impressions about 
what is going on.  

10. Action research involves keeping a per-

ut the 

 

t 

t 

12.

-

 

 
e-

of educational perspectives and 
-

e 

tively in the re-
e 

r 

fill-

13.
through changes which even a single per-

 

and prac-

14.  
g 

15.
 the start, but widens the 

16. s 

17. ws us to give a rea-

w 

d 
we 

g developed such a ra-
 to 

sonal journal in which we record our pro-
gress and our reflections about two paral-
lel sets of learning: our learnings abo
practices we are studying (how our prac-
tices are developing) and our learnings
about the process (the practice) of study-
ing them (how our action research projec
is going).  

11. Action research is a political process be-
cause it involves us in making changes 
that will affect others ─for this reason, i
sometimes creates resistance to change, 
both in ourselves and in others.  
 Action research involves people in making 
critical analyses of the situations (class-
rooms. schools. systems) in which they 
work: these situations are structured insti-
tutionally. The pattern of resistance an ac
tion researcher meets in changing his or 
her own practices is a pattern of conflicts
between the new practices and the ac-
cepted practices of the institution (ac-
cepted practices of communication. deci-
sion making and educational work). By 
making a critical analysis of the institu-
tion, the action researcher can understand
how resistances are rooted in conflicts b
tween competing sets of practice, compet-
ing views 
values, and competing views of educa
tional organisation and decision making. 
This critical understanding will help th
action researcher to act politically towards 
overcoming resistances (for example, by 
involving others collabora
search process, inviting others to explor
their practices, or by working in the wide
school context towards more rational edu-
cational understandings, more just proc-
esses of decision making, and more ful
ing forms of educational work for all in-
volved).  
 Action research starts small, by working 

son (myself) can try, and works towards 
extensive changes ─even critiques of ideas
or institutions which in turn might lead to 
more general reforms of classroom. 
School or system-wide policies 
tices.  
 Action research starts with small cycles of
planning, acting, observing and reflectin
which can help to define issues, ideas and 
assumptions more clearly so that those in-
volved can define more powerful ques-
tions for themselves as their work pro-
gresses. 
 Action research starts with small groups of 
collaborators at
community of participating action re-
searchers so that it gradually includes 
more and more of those involved and af-
fected by the practices in question.  
 Action research allows us to build record
of our improvements: (a) records of our 
changing activities and practices. (b) re-
cords of the changes in the language and 
discourse in which we describe, explain 
and justify our practices. (c) records of the 
changes in the social relationships and 
forms of organisation which characterise 
and constrain our practices, and (d) re-
cords of the development in our mastery 
of action research. 
 Action research allo
soned justification of our educational 
work to others because we can show ho
the evidence we have gathered and the 
critical reflection we have done have 
helped us to create a developed, tested an
critically-examined rationale for what 
are doing. Havin
tionale, we may legitimately ask others
justify their practices in terms of their 
theories and the evidence of their critical 
self-reflection.  
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Ge
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3. 
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5. 
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6. 
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7.  
te 

8.  

 
 which you can demand evi-

9. 
ool 

 is usually a slow social process re-

10.

c-
 

t).  

g 
u 

at is 

, 
e 

al 

k 

12. t only with the par-

e a 

13. s 

14. -

t (collecting your obser-
vations, reflective writing, re-planning) 
and at the various 'endings' your project 
has (the end of a stage, the end of a term, 
the end of a year). You may even brag a 
little.  

tting started: Some 
observations from ex-

rience  
Get an action research group together and 
participate yourself ─be a model learner 
about action research.  
Be content at the start to work with a sma
group. Allow easy access for others. Invite
others to co
them will be discussed.  
Get organised: get things started by ar-
ranging an initial launching, identifying a 
nucleus of enthusiasts, negotiating meet-
ing times, and the like.  

4. Start small ─perhaps offer simple sugges-
tions to get people started. (For example,
about who talks in your classroom and 
who controls the development of knowl-
edge in your classroom group.) Work on 
articulating the thematic concern which 
will hold your group together and estab-
lishing agreement in the group that the
thematic concern is a shared basis for 
laborative action.  
Establish a time line ─set a realistic trial 
period which allows people to collect da
reflect and report over two or three simple 
cycles of planning, acting, observing and 
reflecting.  
Arrange for supportive work-in-progress 
discussions in the action research group
Be tolerant and supportive ─expect people
to learn from experience and help to crea
conditions under which everyone can and 
will learn from the common effort.  
Be persistent about monitoring ─collecting
compelling evidence is essential to ensure 
that people are learning from what their 
experience actually is. Be suspicious of 
claims made without evidence (by mem-
bers speaking either about their own work 
or about others' efforts). Develop a group
cl1mate in
dence and respect for the value of rigor-
ously gathered and analysed evidence 

─you must be able to show and defend 
evidence to convince others.  
Plan for a long haul on the bigger issues of 
changing classroom practices and sch
structures. Remember that educational 
change
quiring that people struggle to be differ-
ent. Change is a process, not an event.  
 Work to involve (in the research process) 
those who are involved (in the action), so 
they share responsibility for the whole a
tion research process (not just their own
parts of i

11. Remember that how you think about things 
─the language and understandings that 
shape your action ─may need changin
just as much as the specifics of what yo
do. If language names the world, what is 
the world your language names? Wh
the power and what are the limitations of 
the language you use? If, as the philoso-
pher Wittgenstein believed, the limits of 
your language are the limits of your world
only critical friends (perhaps people insid
your action research group, perhaps 
friendly 'outsiders', or perhaps the 'critic
friends' of a research literature) can help 
you find the limits of the ways you thin
now.  
 Register progress no
ticipant group but also with the whole 
staff and other interested people. Creat
reputation for success by showing what is 
being done.  
 If necessary arrange legitimising ritual
─involving consultants or other 'outsiders' 
who can help to show that respected oth-
ers are interested in what the group is 
achieving for education in the school.  
 Make time to write throughout your pro
ject Write at the beginning (planning), 
during the projec
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15. Be explicit about what you have achie
by reporting progress. For example, 
can write up an account of your acti
search project 
understand yo

ved 
you 

on re-
for others. Invite them to 
ur educational theorizing, to 

sted in the educa-

whom you have 
at 

r 

t, 

-

16.
and schooling (remind-

d 

 concrete and practical proc-

 

 
of 

n-

17.
 

 

 

 

Notes 
try the practices you have tried, and be-
come part of the widening community of 
action researchers intere

NOTA IMPORTANTE 
Este material de lectura es de uso exclusivamente aca-

ico, por lo que su reproducción requiere del permi-
xpreso de sus autores. Si encuentras cualquier error
misión en el documento, te agradeceremos nos lo
comuniques en

tional issues you are addressing. Remem-
ber that oral reports will sometimes be as 
effective as written reports in explaining 
your work to others with 

dém
so e  

u o  
viando un correo electrónico a: face to face relationships. Remember th

written reports can be especially effective 
because they require you to compose you
thoughts deliberately and they give others 
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 time to reflect as they read. Circulate writ-
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 Throughout, ask yourself whether your 
action research project is helping you (and
those with whom you work) to improve
the extent to which you are living your 
educational values.  
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