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Chapter 1

Introduction
What will you find in this book?

You have just opened this book, are slowly reading the first lines and 
starting to build up an impression of what may be contained in the follow-
ing pages. How can we give you, the reader, an idea of the book’s impor-
tance for us, what drove us to devote much energy and time to writing 
the first edition, revising it for the second edition, and now rewriting it a 
third time? Wistful thoughts like these invade the consciousness of many 
authors sitting in front of a manuscript that has achieved a certain status—
or at least size—through being written, rewritten, and finally polished. It 
is now to be given the last finishing touch: the introduction, which will 
introduce some key ideas and motivate you to read on.

In the first and second editions of the book, we recounted some per-
sonal experiences that convinced us of the importance of action research—
specifically, research conducted by professionals in order to improve their 
practice, come to a better understanding of it, and share what they have 
learned and done with others. For the most part, we retain this same 
approach to the introduction, even though the events that we recount 
have slid into the past far enough so that they may have occurred before 
you were born. However, to us, they still resonate as the salient experi-
ences that brought us to devote our professional work to the furtherance 
of action research. 

In the early 1980s, three of us (Bridget, Herbert, and Peter) were strongly 
influenced by the work of the Teacher–Pupil Interaction and the Quality 
of Learning Project (TIQL) in which teacher-researchers investigated what 
it means to understand a subject or a topic and how students’ understand-
ing can best be developed through classroom work (see Elliott, 1991). At 
that time, Allan was working as a high school teacher in Philadelphia in 
the US. While he was not aware of the language of action research, he 
engaged in reflective practice and wrote about his teaching (see, for exam-
ple, Feldman, 1981, 1988). In 1989, he began to pursue his doctorate in 
education and was introduced to the literature of action research by his 
advisor, Mike Atkin, who was a friend and colleague of Peter and of John 
Elliott. During that time, he had the opportunity to serve as a critical friend 
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to Bridget, Herbert, and Peter as they prepared the first edition, by trying 
out many of the strategies and approaches with the Physics Teachers 
Action Research Group (PTARG) that he was facilitating (Erzberger 
et al., 1996; Feldman, 1996). These projects were exciting because teach-
ers investigated the development of students’ understanding in their own 
classrooms, shared their experiences, tried to identify and explain com-
mon and contradictory findings, developed and experimented with new 
teaching strategies, and wrote case studies of their work. Although we 
had different connections with these projects—as a TIQL Project teacher 
(Bridget), interested observers of TIQL (Herbert and Peter), and a facil-
itator of the PTARG project (Allan)—for each of us the experience was 
an important landmark in our professional development. The teachers’ 
research provided us with new insights into the process of teaching and 
learning: it paid much closer attention to details and practicalities than 
other kinds of research; and it probed the differences between stated aims 
and actual practice in a way that integrated teaching with research. To 
show you what we mean here are some examples:

In the TIQL Project, Carol Jones (1986), teaching a mixed-age class of seven- 
to nine-year-olds, investigated their understanding of their schoolwork. She 
kept notes of what the children did each day, the tasks she set, and anything 
special about the way in which they carried them out. She soon realized that the 
children understood the tasks in terms of their previous expectations, and had 
developed an idea of the sort of work she, as their teacher, would be expecting. 
Her research then focused on “the extent to which children operate according 
to criteria of their own, rather than according to the intention of the teacher.” 
She enlisted the help of an outsider who visited her classroom and interviewed 
the children. By transcribing and analyzing these interviews she found that 
the children’s criteria for judging the value and importance of their work were, 
indeed, different from hers. For example, when they were asked to observe Puss 
Moth caterpillars, and make drawings and notes of what they saw, they made a 
clear distinction between writing and drawing, “holding writing to be a more 
‘worthwhile,’ or higher status task, than drawing.” In addition, because they 
were used to being given cards to help with spelling, one child had not under-
stood that the work card gave instructions about how to observe the caterpillars, 
and instead said, “it just tells you the spellings.” These data suggested that the 
children were not engaging in the kind of observation and interpretation that 
Carol had intended, but instead had turned the work into “a routine writing 
task.” She also found that the children did not value working in collaboration 
as she did, but instead used the criterion of “liking to have your own ideas” and 
rejected sharing ideas, calling this “copying.”

In addition to developing their own teaching, some of the TIQL teachers 
worked in schools where a number of other colleagues were also engaging in 
research. Thus, it was possible to discuss what they were doing and begin 
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to develop new-shared understandings. This kind of work can be a valuable 
professional development experience for many individual teachers, but in 
some schools, with the support of a member of senior management, teachers 
undertaking research can also make a significant impact on the development 
of the curriculum as a whole. For example, in a large secondary school, Brian 
Wakeman, one of the deputy heads, coordinated a group of teachers who all 
carried out research into aspects of their pupils’ understanding and in this 
way built up a picture of the kind of changes that it might be helpful for the 
staff as a whole to implement. 

(after Wakeman, Alexander, Bannister, Nolan, & Aspray, 1985)

A few years later, Allan worked with PTARG, which was an example of 
a group of teachers who taught in different schools who came together to 
engage in collaborative action research on their practice as physics teach-
ers. PTARG was formed in 1990 and met on a regular basis for three years. 
The teachers continued to meet occasionally through the year 2000.

Although the teachers helped each other with their research, each had his or 
her own focus. One of the teachers, Sean Fortrell, had as his starting point 
for research the dissonance that he noted between the students in two differ-
ent levels of introductory physics. He found that those in the “Conceptual 
Physics” class put their effort into attempts to arrive at conceptual under-
standings of physics. Students in his other course, who he thought to be 
more able, were principally concerned with getting the correct answers to 
quantitative physics problems. When he talked about this dissonance at a 
PTARG meeting, one of the other teachers, Andria Erzberger, told of how she 
required her students to write down the “approach” that they used to arrive 
at a numerical solution. This idea, which she had got from a physics text, has 
the students writing down in words the way that they will go about solving 
a numerical problem. Sean began to have his students do the same on their 
homework so that they would begin by describing how they solve problems 
rather than by writing down equations.

At the end of the school year, Sean reported to the PTARG group what 
he had learned from the data that he had collected about using this method to 
encourage his students to think about a problem before attempting to solve 
it: “What I found was that some students were comfortable with this idea of 
writing down an approach and others were not. Those who were not generally 
did not do it very much. Those who were, I found, latched onto it and used it 
pretty much the year through, especially in test situations. Most of them used 
it when the problems were difficult and they were searching around for ‘How 
do I do this?’ They would really sit down and write out their steps. I’m not 
sure how well it necessarily helped them … For those students who were really 
reaching and trying to figure out in writing their approach, it would make very 
clear [to me] that they had no idea of what they were doing. They would write 
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out an approach and you could see, ‘This is what they’re trying to do and it 
doesn’t make sense. That’s not the way it should be done.’ Very rarely would 
you find a problem where somebody wrote down an approach in full and then 
went through and did it all, and did it all right … And so, their approach didn’t 
describe how they would solve the rest of the problem. So, sometimes it really 
helped them, other times it just showed that they didn’t understand what they 
were doing.”

While Sean’s adoption of Andria’s technique did not necessarily give him 
his hoped-for results, as the year went on the other teachers became aware 
through their discussion of Sean’s project of a similar dissonance between 
their goals to teach conceptual understanding of physics and the students’ 
concern with getting the right answer. Ultimately, a concern for students’ 
conceptual understanding led the group to the agreement that their goal for 
the next year would be to develop teaching methods and assessment tech-
niques that would encourage conceptual as well as quantitative learning in 
all students. 

(after Feldman, 1993)

Looking back after all these years we are reminded of the deep impression 
these projects made on us from our different points of view.

·· For Herbert and Peter, as visitors from Austria with experience in 
educational research and teacher education, it was important and 
unusual that the TIQL teachers not only saw themselves as “users 
of knowledge produced by professional researchers” but also did 
research themselves—producing knowledge about their professional 
problems and substantially improving their practice. In their develop-
mental work the teachers sometimes made use of external support (for 
example, in-service training courses and external consultancy from 
the project team) but, on the whole, retained the initiative in the work 
themselves. It was impressive that the TIQL teachers were reflecting 
on their experiences and self-confidently discussing them in public, 
thus successfully overcoming the notorious disregard for teachers’ 
knowledge and the tradition of teachers working alone behind closed 
classroom doors.

·· For Bridget, as a TIQL participant, it was an opportunity to stand back 
after 12 years’ experience as a teacher and analyze the complexities 
of teacher-pupil interactions and their impact on children’s learning. 
For the first time she described, and theorized about, her professional 
practice and found that others were interested. She realized that as a 
teacher she had insights into classroom processes that were of value 
in developing educational knowledge.

·· For Allan, as facilitator of the PTARG project who had himself just 
recently been a high school physics teacher, it was an opportunity both 
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to see how many ways in which teachers similar to him could work 
together to generate new knowledge about their practice and to learn 
about the practice of action research. As we noted above, Allan was at 
that time a doctoral student at Stanford University and was a student in 
a course on action research taught by Peter. In fact, Peter met with the 
PTARG teachers and helped them with the analytic discourse (M4.6), 
and provided the teachers with new ways to think about their learning. 
This can be seen in Sean’s comments about action research:

It reminds me of what Peter Posch was talking about last time, he 
impressed on me the idea that it’s often more useful, especially in 
this sort of stuff [action research], to not give the conclusions but 
to tell the whole story because you can glean so much more from 
somebody else’s experience hearing the whole tale than you can 
if you hear ‘I’ve found that this kind of student conversation is 
good and this is how you should implement.’ It’s kind of empty, it 
loses something. 

(Feldman, 1993, p. 112)

In both of these projects, practitioners understood themselves as “teacher-
researchers” and they are not alone. Through action research networks 
like the Classroom Action Research Network (CARN),1 the Action 
Research Network of the Americas (ARNA),2 and many other around the 
world,3 and through our interactions with practitioners in many schools 
and universities, we have met enough individuals and teams working in 
a comparable way to understand why some people talk about an action 
research “movement.”

This edition of Teachers Investigate Their Work will be published more 
than ten years after the second edition and 25 years after the first, which 
was published in 1993. Since then there have been ups and downs of action 
research, and teachers and other practitioners have had to contend with 
shifts in policies and regulations that constrain their practice. However, 
when we wrote the second edition we noted that action research had 
become much more widely accepted among many professional groups as 
a methodology for supporting development and change. This trend has 
been sustained and therefore we will continue to include in this edition 
examples from a wide range of contexts and professions. Our experience 
has been that drawing on cases from different professional groups is enor-
mously helpful in allowing us to better understand our own practice as 
action researchers. Differences destabilize our assumptions and make it 
possible to ask new kinds of questions about our own cultural norms. We 
invite you to explore whether this is also the case for you, by making con-
scious comparisons between your own professional workplace and those 
described in our examples.



6  Introduction

In this book we attempt to collect and present in concise form the various 
ideas, methods, and strategies for research that have been developed by 
European and American action researchers in recent years—in particu-
lar, in the fields of in-service education of teachers (Feldman, Bennett, & 
Vernaza-Hernández, 2015; Kayaoglu, 2015; Reed, Davis, & Nyabanyaba, 
2002), initial teacher education (Capobianco & Ní Ríordáin, 2015; Cochran-
Smith, Barnatt, Friedman, & Pine, 2009), staff development in higher edu-
cation (Zuber-Skerritt, 2015), curriculum innovation (Somekh, 2006; Tan 
& Atencio, 2017), and environmental education (Kyburz-Graber, Hart, 
Posch, & Robottom, 2006).

The purposes of action research

John Elliott, whose work has been influential in the action research move-
ment, gave this well-known definition of action research:

Action research might be defined as “the study of a social situation with 
a view to improving the quality of the action within it” (original italics). It 
aims to feed practical judgment in concrete situations, and the valid-
ity of the “theories” or hypotheses it generates depends not so much 
on ‘scientific’ tests of truth, as on their usefulness in helping people to 
act more intelligently and skillfully. In action-research “theories” are 
not validated independently and then applied in practice. They are 
validated through practice. 

(Elliott, 1991, p. 69)

This definition directs attention to two of the most essential purposes for 
doing action research: the improvement of professional practice and situa-
tions, and the development and testing of the practical theories that guide 
one’s own practice and can be shared with others. 

Action research is intended to support practitioner researchers in cop-
ing with the challenges and problems of practice and carrying through 
innovations in a reflective way. Experience with action research for nearly 
50 years has shown that teachers, nurses, social workers, community sup-
port workers, and other professionals are able to do this successfully and 
can achieve remarkable results when given opportunities and support. 
Teachers, for example, have not only carried out development work for 
their schools but have also broadened their knowledge and their profes-
sional competency. They have passed on this knowledge to colleagues, 
pupils, and parents, and, in written and other forms, to the wider pub-
lic. They have shown that teachers can make an important contribution 
to the knowledge base of their profession. And they have demonstrated 
that they can engage successfully with professional problems without 
recourse to external direction. When practitioners have engaged in action 
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research they have gone beyond developing and testing new routines by 
constructing new theories about their practice, including a critique of its 
educational and social contexts.

These practitioners are “normal” teachers, nurses, social workers, and 
community support workers who reflect on their practice to strengthen 
and develop its positive features. They are not prepared to blindly accept 
the problems they face from day to day, but instead reflect upon them 
and search for solutions and improvements. They are committed to build-
ing on their strengths and overcoming their weaknesses. They wish to 
experiment with new ideas and strategies, rather than letting their prac-
tice petrify.

We believe that action research as we describe it above is exemplified 
in the definition that Allan uses, with reference to Lawrence Stenhouse 
(1981, 1983):

Action research happens when people are involved in research-
ing their own practice in order to improve it and to come to a better 
understanding of their practice situations. It is action because they act 
within the systems that they are trying to improve and understand. It 
is research because it is systematic, critical inquiry made public. 

(Feldman, 2007, p. 242)

Through our book we aim to encourage all professionals to investigate 
those aspects of their practice that they want to improve and develop in 
their daily work and their relationships with colleagues, clients of all ages, 
and managers or administrators. We want to provide a range of methods 
that can help them to gain a more comprehensive view of their situation, 
develop action strategies to bring about improvement, and evaluate the 
outcomes of their efforts.

We want to encourage professionals to share their experiences and, by 
this means, to give a degree of publicity to the professional knowledge 
that informs their practice. The book contains some suggestions to make 
this possible. We believe that sharing ideas with colleagues, and keep-
ing the public well-informed about professional concerns and endeavors, 
can contribute to raising the self-confidence of professionals and, thereby, 
improving both performance and job satisfaction.

Finally, the book is intended to stimulate the various professional 
groups to recognize the value of their work to society as a whole, in 
particular by taking control of the development of their organizations, 
and of the identification and resolution of crucial professional problems. 
The current period of rapid social change, even as professional prac-
tice becomes more regulated, offers exciting possibilities to build a more 
dynamic culture across the social services. This implies a need, however, 
for professionals and their leaders, individually and collaboratively, to 
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reflect upon their practice, analyze the functioning of their organization 
and its strengths and weaknesses, develop perspectives for the future, 
translate them into actions and structures, and monitor their impact on 
real situations.

Getting started: learning to be a 
researcher by doing research

Familiarity with action research can develop in various ways: one way 
is to read about practical methods and theories, another is to study what 
other practitioners actually did in order to reflect on and improve their 
practice. The wealth of examples in this book as well as collections of 
action research case studies, for example, Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993), 
Mohr (2004), and Kyburz-Graber et al. (2006), among others, and journals 
such as Educational Action Research, Action Research, International Journal of 
Lesson and Learning Studies, Journal of Research in Nursing, and International 
Journal of Nursing Studies may enable you to do this. However, the best 
way to learn to do it is to do it. That is why we have structured this book as 
a guide and resource for doing action research, while providing along the 
way insights that we and others have developed about the methodology. 
We like to think of this as two parallel strands—practice and theory—tied 
together through the engaging in the doing of action research. Therefore, 
we have structured the book so that, first, it includes a wide variety of 
practical suggestions that have been developed by action researchers for 
investigating and introducing innovation into their practice and practice 
situations. To do this we use many examples drawn from studies by prac-
titioners. The book does not contain any complete case studies written by 
practitioners, but if you are interested in reading this kind of outcome of 
action research you can find them in the sources that we cited above and 
throughout the book. 

Second, we also want to provide readers with the theoretical back-
ground of action research that underpins the methodological suggestions 
and gives them meaning. We do this from time to time as part of the pro-
cess of clarifying the various research strategies, as well as in Chapter 10, 
which offers a theoretical grounding.

Carrying out research is a project and like any other project it requires 
good organization and a combination of prior planning and on-the-job 
adjustments to the plan, moving from the initial starting point to some 
kind of conclusion. As a professional teacher, health worker, or manager 
you already have skills in planning a complex project and carrying it 
through; and this book is designed to help you experiment with more spe-
cific research skills in data collection and methods of analysis, so that you 
will learn to develop tentative explanatory theories about your working 
practices as the basis for developing action strategies. Researching one’s 



Introduction  9

own practice is immensely interesting and rewarding and, rather than 
thinking of research skills as something to be acquired in advance, we 
recommend you engage in small-scale research activities immediately and 
learn through experience.

The key to being a good researcher is not, however, just a matter 
of acquiring skills; it is important to understand the research process 
as an art to be continuously perfected rather than a set of procedures 
that can be applied unproblematically. There is never one clear, right 
answer to matters relating to human behavior, and research into social 
situations always involves uncovering the unexpected. To be a good 
action researcher you need to learn to reflect on what you do, speculate 
on the possible implications of every situation, and generate theories 
to be tested in action. Figure  1.1 presents action research as an itera-
tive process that integrates theory with practice, through reflection and 
action planning.

Quick start guide in nine steps

In the dialogue that bears his name, Meno asked the following question 
of Socrates: 

And how will you enquire, Socrates, into that which you do not 
know? What will you put forth as the subject of enquiry? And if you 
find what you want, how will you ever know that this is the thing 
which you did not know? 

(Jowett, 1892, p. 80)

You may find yourself asking a similar question, “How can I learn to 
do action research by doing it if I don’t know what it is?” Rather than 
respond to you the way that Socrates did to Meno, we will rely on a 
technique developed by the educational psychologist David Ausubel.  

Figure 1.1  The circle of action and reflection.
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He showed that learning new material is enhanced when students have 
a framework on which they can construct their new understanding. He 
called this type of framework an advance organizer: “I define advance 
organizers as introductory material at a higher level of abstraction, gen-
erality, and inclusiveness than the learning passage itself” (Ausubel, 
1978, p. 252). The way that we provide you with this is with a quick start 
guide to action research so that you can get an overall sense of the whole 
process as nine components. Because they are all interrelated and not 
necessarily sequential we present them as a bulleted rather than num-
bered list. 

•	 Identify a research support group

If possible, you need to establish yourself as part of a group that can 
share experiences and provide mutual support. Often a research support 
group is made up of people who are not all from the same workplace. 
The important thing is for all members of the group to be involved in 
their own research, and to agree to meet regularly and be good listeners 
for one another. There are various strategies described in the book, such 
as analytic discourse (M4.6), that help groups to provide each other with 
high-quality support. In addition, Chapter 3 includes some of the different 
ways that action research can be done by groups.

•	 Identify your collaborating research partners

These are usually people directly involved in the situation you will be 
researching. They might be colleagues or clients (children if you are a 
teacher). When you are choosing them, remember that the more closely 
involved these partners are in your research the more powerful it is likely 
to be in terms of bringing about change, but the less control you will have 
over the direction of the change.

•	 Begin keeping a record of your research activities

This is often called keeping a “research journal” and Chapter 2 provides 
a lot of ideas about different kinds of research diaries, their purposes, and 
how to make them most useful to you. The key idea is to build up a record 
of all the impressions and ideas that come to you in the course of your pro-
fessional activities so that you can think back on these over the weeks and 
months to come. On the day itself and the one or two days following, these 
are vivid and powerful but they are only held in short-term memory and 
will soon be lost if they are not written down. As you are more and more 
involved in researching your practice, the focus of your research journal 
will shift to more explicit recording of research activities.
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•	 Decide on the starting point for your 
research and begin investigating it

This is discussed in Chapter 4. Starting points can be of many different 
kinds. There may be some aspect of your professional practice that you 
find problematic and would like to investigate in order to understand it 
better. You may want to develop a new approach to some aspect of your 
practice in order to improve it. You may have a very specific question you 
want to investigate, but more likely you will just have a general area of 
interest. One of the reasons that we call it a starting point is that you are 
likely to change or refine your area of interest once you start researching. 
So how you start is not nearly as important as starting.

•	 Clarify your starting point

This is the process of progressively refining your area of research through 
beginning to collect data and analyze it. It is discussed in the latter half of 
Chapter 4. You may find that your original focus is considerably changed 
during the early stage of your research. Sometimes this stage can be frus-
trating because data analysis is an important skill that you need to develop 
over time, so you may not immediately see anything very significant in 
your data. However, this stage can sometimes be very exciting as you 
begin to see things from new points of view. There are several methods 
and strategies (Ms) in Chapter 4, some to be carried out alone, and others 
involving your support group in giving mutual help with this process.

•	 Collect data systematically

Data collection has already been an important part of your research in 
the components described above, but Chapter 5 gives a lot of ideas for 
different methods of collecting data more systematically. It is important 
to experiment with different approaches and learn how best to collect 
rich data. For example, interviewing is a complex process and different 
approaches to interviewing will result in very different accounts from 
the same interviewees. Some data are in this sense richer than other data. 
But what counts as rich will vary and is very much a decision for you to 
make. Comparing different kinds of data and discussing how they were 
collected and what makes them more or less rich is always a very useful 
focus for the research support group.

•	 Analyze data

The most fascinating, but also initially the most difficult, part of the research 
process is data analysis. Typically, new researchers find it difficult to “see” 
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what is significant in their data, but there are a number of techniques that 
are very helpful and the methods and strategies (Ms), as well as the more 
detailed theoretical discussion of the process of analysis, in Chapter 6 
should make this stage of becoming a researcher particularly interesting 
and rewarding. Once again, involvement of your support group and/or 
research partners will make an enormous difference to how quickly you 
can acquire the necessary sensitivity to data to become good at analysis.

•	 Developing action strategies and putting them into practice

In practice, as soon as you begin recording your impressions and reflec-
tions in your research notebook you will feel the urge to start taking action. 
This very immediate feedback from research into practice is one of the 
great benefits of professionals getting involved in action research. When 
you are beginning to develop greater competence as a researcher, you will 
be able to plan action strategies more systematically on the basis of practi-
cal theories you have developed. This process is described in Chapter 7. 
When action strategies result in the improvements you aimed for, it takes 
your research one further step forward by demonstrating the utility of 
your practical theories for improving practice situations.

•	 Make your knowledge public

Lawrence Stenhouse (1975, p. 142) defined research as “systematic 
inquiry made public,” and however powerful your research is for your 
own professional development or the improvement of your practice situ-
ation, we believe that, following Stenhouse, for it to be research it must be 
shared with others. In Chapter 8 we discuss the many different ways that 
professionals can make their research knowledge public, and the reasons 
why this is important for both the status of the professions and the benefit 
of clients (students, patients, etc.). In practice, action research is never a 
“finished” process because each set of “findings” gives rise to new ideas 
for action strategies, and another cycle begins. However, it is important 
to decide on a cut-off point and write up the research and/or present it 
formally to an interested group (for example, peers, parents, adminis-
trators, or policy makers). When accounts of multiple but related action 
research studies are brought together for cross-case analysis, the findings 
become increasingly stable and capable of informing the action strategies 
of other professionals working in comparable settings (Somekh, 2006).

An important cautionary note is that much of what is written about action 
research, including this book, may give the impression that it is a step-by-
step method that follows a set pattern called the “action research cycle.” 
For example, the nine components of our quick start guide above proceed 
from data collection to data analysis to the development of action strategies, 
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and finally to the implementation of those strategies. Unfortunately, when 
action research is represented as a step-by-step cyclical process it may 
then be implemented as such by practitioners. As a result, we may hear 
them making statements such as “I’m in the reconnaissance stage of my 
first action research cycle” or “I’m getting ready to start my second cycle.” 
This rigid interpretation of the methods of action research can get in the 
way of reflection and action on reflection on a continuous basis (see the 
discussions of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action in Chapter 10). 
Unlike those engaged in more academic research in which it is possible 
to spend months or even years on the collection and analysis of data, and 
then making the results public, practitioners engaged in action research 
need their inquiries to be useful within the time frame of their practice 
(Feldman & Atkin, 1995). For teachers it could be the next class and for 
nurses or social workers the next patient or client. Instead of this rigid 
model of what it means to engage in action research, we think of it being a 
process in which these steps happen almost simultaneously in a continuous 
set of “mini” action research cycles as the doing of research and engagement 
in practice interact seamlessly with one another. As you read on through 
Chapters 2–8, keep in mind this notion of mini-action research cycles and 
how they constitute the larger action research cycle. 

Features that distinguish action research 
as presented in this book

There are many different conceptions of action research, or more broadly, 
practitioner research (see, for example, Feldman, 2017; Lytle & Cochran-Smith, 
1990; Zeichner & Noffke, 2001). In writing this book we draw most closely 
on the traditions of action research deriving from the work of Elliott and 
Stenhouse, which in turn draws heavily on the work of Dewey and Bruner. 
We present our stance on action research in the following five principles: 

1	 Action research is carried out by people directly concerned with the 
social situation that is being researched. In the case of the social situ-
ation of a classroom this means in the first place teachers who take 
professional responsibility for what goes on in the classroom. While 
action research will usually be initiated by individual practitioners 
(teachers, nurses, social workers, etc.), sustainable improvements 
will rarely be possible if other concerned persons do not become 
won over to its purposes. According to the problem being inves-
tigated, these might include in the case of teachers: students, par-
ents, administrators, or representatives of the local community. In 
the case of nurses, they might include patients, their families, phy-
sicians, and health insurance administrators. Thus, the long-term 
aspiration of action research is always a collaborative one. In cases 
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where action research begins as a more private and isolated concern, 
external consultants are often involved, for example, from higher 
education institutions. However, we strongly believe that in these 
cases the role of the outsider is to provide support and not to take 
over responsibility and control over the direction and duration of 
the project.

2	 Action research starts from practical questions arising from everyday 
professional practice. It aims to improve the practice situation, the 
knowledge and skills of the action researchers, and to make this new 
knowledge available to others.

3	 Action research must be compatible with the educational values of 
the workplace and with its working conditions (see Chapter 5 for a 
more extensive discussion of this point). However, it also contributes 
to the further development in the direction of increased social justice 
for all involved.

4	 Action research offers a repertoire of methods and strategies for 
researching and developing practice that is characterized by a sensi-
ble ratio of efforts to results. Methods are tailored to what is achiev-
able without overly disrupting practice or placing too large a burden 
on the action researcher and other participants.

5	 Action research is characterized by a continuing effort to closely inter-
link, relate, and confront action and reflection; to reflect upon one’s 
conscious and unconscious doings in order to develop one’s actions; 
and to act reflectively in order to develop one’s knowledge. Both sides 
will gain thereby: reflection opens up new options for action and is 
examined by being realized in action.

The contents of the book and how it might be used

Our intention in writing this book was to introduce readers to action 
research. It is primarily for professionals who want to engage in innova-
tion and improvement in their practice situations. The most rewarding 
use of this book will be for those who are prepared to engage in an action 
research process alongside their reading. They can make immediate use of 
the suggestions and proposed strategies while, at the same time, critically 
examining and further developing them. In this way, the book is intended 
as a source of practical support for those engaging in research, without in 
any sense being prescriptive.

Notes
1	 CARN is an international network linking all those interested in action research 

through regular conferences and publications. See the CARN website for up-to-
date information: https://www.carn.org.uk
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2	 “ARNA was initially organized in 2012 by five ‘network initiators’ with a vision 
to support and promote a wide variety of forms of participatory research that 
would be shared to increase knowledge production, knowledge dissemination 
and knowledge democracy for critical, social, educational and environmental 
issues in the Americas and beyond” (ARNA, 2017). See the ARNA website for 
up-to-date information: http://arnawebsite.org/

3	 For information about the many different networks see Part III Action Research 
Networks in Local and Global Contexts of The Palgrave International Handbook of 
Action Research (Rowell, Bruce, Shosh, & Riel, 2017).



Chapter 2

The research journal
Companion to the research process

Much of what is written about action research, including this book, 
suggests that it is a step-by-step method that follows a set pattern called 
the action research cycle. However, while this pattern is a useful way to 
talk, write, and learn about action research, the practice of action research 
is often more complex because it is research on ongoing practice. That is, 
even as we collect data, we are immersed in the practice we are studying. 
The collection of data affects our practice directly and indirectly because 
as we collect data we become more knowledgeable about our practice, 
which changes the way we talk about it and the way we choose to act in 
our practice situations. The converse also occurs—as we engage in our 
practice we become aware of new aspects and contingencies that affect 
our choices of starting points and data collection methods.

What this suggests is that as we go through an action research cycle, 
we are actually going through many “mini” action research cycles as our 
doing of research and our practice interact with one another. As we pro-
ceed through Chapters 2–8, we will return to this notion of mini-action 
research cycles and show how they constitute the larger action research 
cycle. We begin with the research journal. 

The research journal is one of the most important research methods and 
is very commonly used by practitioners doing research on their practice. It 
also makes a good way into research. We want to suggest that you regard 
it as a companion to the whole research process, rather than simply as a 
means of collecting data or recording analysis. Our suggestions for writ-
ing and using research journals are based on personal experience as well 
as experience of working with others keeping similar journals. At the end 
of the chapter we provide some exercises that should make it easier to start 
a research journal. For the most part our experience has been with either 
paper journals or ones using computers to type into text documents. In the 
ten years since the publication of the previous edition of this book, various 
types of social media using Web 2.0 applications on all types of devices, 
including smart phones and tablets, have changed the conception of how 
one would keep a journal. We believe that much of what we have to say 
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The research journal

below, which is based on our and others’ experiences with paper journals, 
also applies to ones kept using new technology. The most significant dif-
ference is that journals can now be interactive in real time. It is no longer 
necessary for people to physically come together to read, reflect, and com-
ment on each other’s journal entries. We provide some examples and sug-
gestions as to how this can be done in the M exercises later in this chapter.

The role of journals in research

There is a long tradition of using journals for research and scholarship. 
“From the very beginning of European culture texts have been written 
with the aim of increasing self-understanding, becoming aware of self-
delusions, and articulating and reducing pain” (Werder, 1986).1 Journals 
in which the self and its surrounding conditions were investigated include 
Saint Augustine’s Confessions, The Country Diary of an Edwardian Lady, The 
Diary of Lady Murasaki, The Diary of a Young Girl, and Twelve Years a Slave. 
Published accounts like these stand out in a sea of anonymous journals 
by writers whose reflections on themselves and on their everyday lives 
remained unpublished. At first sight, such journals may appear to us as 
self-reflective or introspective texts or as “literature” but only rarely as 
research. This does not mean, however, that introspective journals cannot 
lead to important insights or that they are necessarily self-indulgent. 

In many disciplines, journals hold a central position in which research-
ers recall the fruits of their daily observation in the research field: for 
example, in zoological field research, DeVore’s (1970) journal containing 
his observations on the behavior of apes; or in ethnographical research, 
Malinowski’s (1982) use of a journal to record his detailed observations. 
Qualitative sociological research makes intensive use of research jour-
nals in building up thorough insights into the functioning of institutions 
through participant observation and through conversations with key 
informants: for example, the famous studies of the Chicago School, such 
as Whyte (1955) and Cressey (1932). Whether they are called journals, log-
books, field notes, or laboratory books, these records are important com-
panions to the research process.

There is also a tradition of using research journals in qualitative educa-
tional research as a result of the influence of ethnography and sociologi-
cal field research. Examples include the highly readable ethnographies by 
Alan Peshkin (1988). An early example of this qualitative school research 
is Philip Jackson’s Life in Classrooms. In this book, the author tried to “move 
up close to the phenomena of the teacher’s world” (Jackson, 1968, p. 159). 
As a participant observer he had to use a mixture of methods and perspec-
tives since “classroom life ... is too complex an affair to be viewed or talked 
about from any single perspective” (p. vii). More recently, Jackson had 
turned to autobiographical methods to reflect upon his experiences as a 
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pupil and a teacher to delve into the complexities of teaching and learning 
(Jackson, 1992).

Given this tradition of the use of research journals in educational 
research, it is not surprising to find articles and books that argue for their 
importance and provide methods for keeping a journal. Valerie Janesick 
(1999) provides a particularly persuasive argument. She sees research 
journal writing as providing an opportunity for us to reflect on the words, 
beliefs, and behaviors that we include in our journals. It also provides 
a way for us to question our assumptions, assertions, and conclusions. 
This is important because, as Janesick reminds us, when we do qualita-
tive research, we are the research instrument. In addition, through journal 
writing and reflecting on what we have written we can clarify through the 
reflection and the writing process involved in journal writing the roles of 
the researcher and participants.

Another qualitative researcher, Simon Borg (2001), has written about 
what he has learned about doing research on language teaching through 
the process of keeping a research journal. Borg defines a research journal 
as “a form of reflective writing which researchers engage in during a pro-
ject and through which they document their personal experience of the 
research process” (p. 157). As a result of analyzing his own journals, he 
found that by keeping it, it helped him to better understand his research 
situation and write up his report, and to assuage anxiety and deal with 
negative feedback. In addition, Borg’s research journal served as an edu-
cational archive (Holly, 1989) of his research experiences that he analyzed 
retrospectively. By treating his journal as data, he found that he benefited 
from having kept the journal in the following ways:

1	 It served as a reminder of past ideas and events that guided subse-
quent action. 

2	 It provided a record of plans and achievements that facilitated  
evaluation.

3	 It supplied an account of events and procedures that allowed a more 
detailed write up of the study.

4	 The journal allowed me to recall and to reproduce the thinking behind 
key decisions in my work.

5	 The research journal comprised an instructive narrative of my profes-
sional growth.

6	 The journal provided physical evidence of progress that gave me a 
sense of achievement and motivated me.

7	 The journal provided an account of experiences and ideas that, when 
returned to, often sparked off further insights. 

Action research has drawn upon this tradition of journal keeping in edu-
cational research. Research journals containing observations, ideas, and, 
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plans (Attard & Armour, 2005) have been increasingly used during the 
past years by those interested in action research (for example, Glover, 
1993; Strieb, 1985). For example, Fuller (1990) and Williams (1990) made 
a journal the basis of their data collection to investigate ways of enabling 
children to become more autonomous learners. Similarly, Griffiths and 
Davies wrote critical autobiographical journals of their experience con-
ducting a series of action research cycles into aspects of equal opportu-
nities in the classroom (Griffiths & Davies, 1993). It is important to note 
that its legitimacy as a research method has increased dramatically in the 
past ten years as narrative forms of inquiry, including autobiography, 
memoirs, and autoethnography, have become accepted forms of educa-
tional research (Attard & Armour, 2005; Carless & Douglas, 2010; Elbaz-
Luwisch, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Quicke, 2010). In fact, for some, 
journal writing has become synonymous with practitioner research (for 
example, Griffiths, 1994). In North America, this has been due largely 
to the influence of the Writing Projects (Jago, 2003; Lieberman & Wood, 
2002). These local collaboratives of teachers of writing and of literacy 
practices have made teacher research a central part of their work, with 
the process of journal keeping and reflecting in and on it being the prime 
research method (Holly, 1989). As Holly has noted, “keeping a journal 
can facilitate observation, documentation, and reflection on current and 
past experiences, including one’s life history and the social, historical, and 
educational conditions that usher in the present” (p. ix).

We believe that journals have a special role in action research, in addi-
tion to all that we described above.

1	 Writing a research journal builds on an everyday skill of many practi-
tioners. In this sense, writing a research journal is simpler and more 
familiar than other research methods, such as interviewing. In addi-
tion, journal keeping is easier to organize than most other research 
methods. It is always possible to make a journal entry, on paper or 
electronically, if time is available, whereas to carry out an interview 
you need to set up a meeting with the person who is willing to engage 
in a dialogue with you, using questions that may or may not have 
been prepared in advance. 

2	 A research journal can also contain data collected by other research meth-
ods. For example, it is a good place to record notes from unstructured 
observations or the description of the context and conditions of an 
interview just carried out. In this way, the research journal becomes 
similar to the laboratory notebook kept by scientists. Scientists’ labora-
tory notebooks contain their hypotheses and research questions, their 
research design, the data that they collect, and their data analysis. 
They also make records of their discussions with colleagues and any 
ideas that come to them during the course of the research. In short, the 
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laboratory notebook is as much as possible a complete record of the 
research endeavor. Although you may not want to use your research 
journal in this way, the point that we are making is that it can be used 
for much more than purposes of reflection.

3	 Short memos or ideas about the research issues can be recorded fre-
quently in a research journal. Because of this continuity a research 
journal can develop a quality that makes it more valuable than other 
research methods: it becomes a companion of your own personal 
development through research; it links investigative and innovative 
activities; it documents the development of perceptions and insights 
across the different stages of the research process. In this way, it makes 
visible both the successful and (apparently) unsuccessful routes of 
learning and discovery so that they can be re-visited and subjected to 
analysis (Borg, 2001; Holly, 1989; Janesick, 1999). 

To sum up, on the one hand, research journals can contain data that are 
obtained by participatory observation and by conversations and inter-
views in the field, sometimes enriched by explanatory comments and 
photographs; on the other hand, they can contain written reflections on 
research methods and on your own role as researcher (perhaps similar to 
the conversation of the ethnographer with him or herself in a foreign cul-
ture). In addition, ideas and insights can be noted that lead to the devel-
opment of the theoretical constructs that in turn can be used to interpret 
the data and guide action. Keeping such a research journal ensures that 
data collection is not artificially separated from reflection and analysis, 
nor from your actions as a practitioner. Corbin and Strauss (2015) have 
emphasized that analysis accompanying such data collection should be 
actively used for the further development of research: preliminary results 
of an analysis show which data are still necessary to fill in the gaps in a 
theoretical framework and to evaluate intermediate results through fur-
ther investigation. In addition, the regular keeping of a research journal 
in which you record data and reflections and other interpretations results 
in an almost continuous stream of the mini-action research cycles that we 
discussed above. 

Some suggestions for writing research journals

In this section, we present some ideas and suggestions for writing research 
journals. These are based on our own experiences, some of which have 
been positive and others frustrating, but all of which have deepened our 
understanding of journal keeping as an instrument for action research. 

Writing a research journal is an individual matter. In due time, every 
journal writer develops a style and idiosyncrasies that are an important 
part of making journal writing valuable as a research method. For this 
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reason, our recommendations are offered only as suggestions that you 
should adopt or reject after due consideration. Many of them are similar 
to those suggested by Progoff (1992) in his intensive journal workshop 
and those of Rainer (1978) based on the workshop that she taught with 
Anaïs Nin.

Getting started with your journal

1	 Journals should be written regularly, at times that fit in with the kind 
of research question being investigated, for example, after each les-
son in which a particular teaching strategy has been implemented, 
or after each meeting with a “difficult class.” Some people find it is 
useful to reserve specific periods of time for this activity by writing 
them into their timetable, to prevent journal keeping being drowned 
in the whirlpool of daily necessities. These “journal times” can then 
be complemented and expanded by irregular recording of relevant 
scenes, experiences, and ideas.

2	 People who are not used to journal keeping often experience some bar-
riers to establishing the habit. Sometimes it is necessary to go through 
a difficult period before journal keeping becomes personally satisfy-
ing. When deciding whether the exercise is worth the time and effort, 
it is worth considering its side effects. For example, regular journal 
keeping generally increases the quality and speed of one’s own writ-
ten articulation. We found journal keeping easier if we collaborated 
with a research partner to whom we could read extracts from our text 
and talk about them. This, in turn, had spin-offs in terms of increased 
understanding that enriched the whole research process.

3	 The above suggestion, however, does not take away from the confi-
dential nature of a journal. The decision to make parts of it available 
to other people should always remain with the author. It is particu-
larly important to stress this again and again in projects, courses, and 
workshops in order to prevent the recurring subtle, social pressure 
to go public, on the principle, “I have said something, now it’s your 
turn.” The assumption that entries in a journal are confidential gets 
severely tested when Web 2.0 applications like blogs and wikis are 
used. We discuss this below. 

4	 Feel free to disregard considerations of style or punctuation while writ-
ing it. Self-censorship often disturbs the free flow of thoughts; this can 
come later if the results of your research activities are to be published. 
Again, this recommendation may need to be modified for web-based 
journals. You may want to have a two-step process in which you first 
write freely in the style suggested by Peter Elbow (1998) in M4.5, and 
then refine it for posting on a website. In any case, remember that 
because it is your journal, you need not share it with anyone.
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How to keep a research journal

5	 For the most part we have handwritten our journals in notebooks 
(of more than 40 pages). We have found that these become more and 
more “elegant” the more we enjoy journal writing. With the advent 
of highly portable devices like tablets, some may find it as convenient 
to keep their journals electronically. Some people use a computer to 
keep their journal. While this makes it easier to do subsequent data 
analysis and to include non-textual material such as photographs, 
videos, and audio files, computers are not as portable or accessible as 
a notebook or tablet. 

Other researchers write their notes on loose leaves that they can 
file later under different categories. An elementary school teacher, 
who focused on introducing innovative methods of teaching read-
ing, wrote her journal notes on colored sheets that she put between 
the white sheets of her lesson notes. In this way, she obtained a good 
record of the relationship between plans and the experience of putting 
them into action. Find a form to suit yourself—the most important 
part of keeping a journal is writing.

6	 No matter what form you use to record your journal entries, it is 
important to be able to record changes, additions, or references to 
other parts of the research journal or to other data, at a later date. This 
is especially helpful for the analysis of journal data (to which we will 
return in Chapter 6). Notes (from single words to sentences) can be 
entered indicating the meaning or interpretation of a journal sequence 
within the framework of your research aim. Having a way to revisit 
and make notes and comments is also important for coding and for 
identifying examples to illustrate particular concepts (see M6.2).

When we write in our notebooks we leave a wide margin on each 
page for this purpose. Generally, we use different color ink to record 
provisional codes or analytical commentaries on journal entries, 
because it contrasts with the ink of the normal text and catches the eye 
more easily. This can, of course, be done using the applications that 
you would use on a digital device by using highlighting, comments, 
strikethroughs, and other reviewing tools. This process is illustrated 
in the journal extract that follows in the next section. 

7	 Each entry should be accompanied by the following information:
·· the date of the event (and date of the written record if it took place 

on a different day),
·· contextual information, such as time, location, participants, focus 

of study, and anything else (such as unusual weather or a fire 
drill) that seems important for the research. 

If this is ordered in the same manner for all entries, it is likely to be 
easier to “read oneself back in” to the data at a later date. 


