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Part 3
· Action research
· Values, beliefs and Action Research
· Problems with Action Research
· Problems, puzzles and exploratory teaching

Action research
The term ‘action research’ originates with the social psychologist Kurt Lewin (1952), and is seen by Burns (2005:57) as

“a means towards creating meaning and understanding in problematic social situations and improving the quality of human interactions and practices within those situations.” 

A major aim of action research (AR) is therefore to bring about change to an unsatisfactory situation, based on sound research and on the understandings which this research will have produced. Burns (2009a) calls it an ‘action-driven and interventionary’ approach to research, and sees the outcomes of AR as leading potentially not only to the construction of knowledge and theory, but also to political action. 

A model of action research proposed by Lewin and developed by others (e.g. Carr & Kemmis 1986, and Kemmis & McTaggart 1988) has had a great influence on the development of current teacher research. The key elements are those of action, observation, planning and reflection. Typically AR starts with an idea, observation, puzzle or focus and is a cyclic series of steps or actions which  provide the basis for personal reflection (perhaps as well as planning and reading) on the process and its outcomes. There are then further steps and reflection as the action research ‘cycle’ is repeated. 

Burns (2009b) and Elliot (1991; chapter 6) provide useful practical guides to doing AR. You may also find Kemmis et al (1981), Nunan (1993) and Allwright (1993) useful starting points for clarifying what might be involved. 

	Task 8
Look at these stages of an AR project. In which order do you think they should be done?

· identification of an idea or focus

· reconnaissance (observation) and data collection

· reflection on classroom experience

· construction of a plan (series of steps or cycles) 


The stages listed above are the core elements.  It is likely that, in conducting AR, these elements will be present. However, there is no necessary or correct order. There will be action steps and (at the same time, before or in-between) planning, reflection and observation/data collection. AR is not an area which has hard and fast models of `how to do it'. Several units in the Methodology materials have at least one example of a real AR investigation. These examples demonstrate that there is no one way to conduct action research. We are not advising, therefore, that you adopt any model of AR and stick with it. `Models' of AR are here, at this stage, to clarify what might be involved and to highlight possible choices. 

Strickland (1988: 76) outlines the following steps in an AR cycle:

	1. identify an issue, interest or problem

2. seek knowledge

3. plan an action

4. implement the action
	5. observe the action

6. reflect on your observations

7. revise the plan




In terms of step 2, we have already identified three forms of knowledge (received, experiential and invisible) which might all have a legitimate place in this cycle. It would be worth looking at these categories again to consider sources from where we may 'seek knowledge'.

We have said that the use of the term 'invisible' knowledge suggests that when we tap our experiential knowledge we need to bear in mind that some of our teaching behaviours may be unconscious. Video-recording a class or peer observation are powerful ways to reveal this invisible knowledge. This is one obvious way of getting a perspective on practice.

At this point it would be worth introducing another type of knowledge which may well play an important part in our professional contexts, and therefore in any research we may do, namely ‘local knowledge’.  Canagarajah (2002:243) describes how local knowledge can be interpreted at different levels; for example, in the anthropological sense it refers to “the beliefs and orientations emerging from the social practices of a community”. He adds to this “the official knowledge informing the policies and procedures of various institutions”, and the professional knowledge which practitioners generate “in our daily contexts of work about effective strategies of language learning and teaching”. Language teaching and the knowledge which teachers accumulate are therefore firmly rooted in local contexts, and  Kumaravadivelu (2006:69) points out that “by monitoring their teaching acts, teachers will eventually be able to devise for themselves a systematic, coherent, and relevant theory of practice.” Locally situated action research is probably the only hope of keeping theory and practice connected. 

For Nunan an important defining aspect of action research (AR) is the controlling role of the teacher: 


For me the salient distinction between AR and other forms of research is 
that in AR the research process is initiated and carried out by the 
practitioner. (1993: 42)

AR can be seen as a way for teachers to integrate theory and practice, and, in the words of Burns (2009a), to produce ‘theory for practice’. 

Values, beliefs and Action Research

Somekh (1993) sees AR as an essential tool in increasing a teacher’s understanding of his or her capacity to routinize action and, furthermore, that this process may reveal the strong ties between a teacher’s actions and his or her values and beliefs.

	Task 9
Do you think it is easier to articulate your actions in the classroom than the values and beliefs that lie behind them?


There is probably only a personal and individual response to this one. In the sense that you can at least video tape a class and make a fairly detailed account of your actions, the first is probably easier for me. Kumaravadivelu (2006:71) quotes Johnston’s (2003:1) comment that “ language teaching is a profoundly value-laden activity”.  The difficulty here, as Somekh points out, is that our values and beliefs are only partly conscious and explicit:

Our  explanations of what we think we do and say, and why, rarely tally exactly with what an observer sees who observes what we actually do and say. Much of what we do and say is guided by either half-known (what Elliot calls `tacit') or sub-conscious values and beliefs. (1993: 35)

In addition to routinisation, then, there are related values and beliefs.  They are mutually creating. One of the benefits of a Master’s is that it enables us to look closely at some of the things we do as a matter of routine. We are then in a better position to 'understand our tacit and sub-conscious theories and beliefs' and 'develop our value system'.

Edge (1996) argues that we are all engaged in the development of TESOL culture ‘which also reflexively encultures us’ and through which our values are expressed. This is an article that is worth reading in full, as it reflects on the degree to which we recognise and value diversity, inquiry, cooperation and respect:

...these are not merely abstractions: these values are made operational in the TESOL class every time a teacher says, “I want you to get into groups.” Or, to put that more carefully, the strategic and contextually sensitive use of groupwork is one way in which a teacher can communicate a respect for diversity of learning process and learning outcome, while encouraging co-operative inquiry. (1996: 12)

This module aims to provide input and tasks to help in this process of increased awareness. It is likely that you have incorporated techniques and classroom procedures and adopted ideas and concepts in ELT that have helped shape your values and beliefs. At the same time you have chosen classroom procedures in accordance with your values and beliefs. Obviously, there is a chicken and egg relationship here.

Problems with Action Research
Considerable criticism has been aimed at the notion of teacher-initiated research, including that conducted within a framework of Action Research. Concerns have centered on teachers’ lack of skills as researchers, and on the validity, reliability and generalizibility of classroom-based research. Canagarajah (2002:244), in talking about teachers’ professional knowledge, states that “it may not enjoy professional or scholarly recognition”, and McDonough (1995:15) speculates that education change through locally conducted research 'may be a pipe dream'.  Burns (2005:67) counters some of the criticisms by pointing out that the goals of AR may differ from those of other types of research in that it will tend to seek understanding of local conditions, and provide “rich descriptions and practical solutions that might have resonance for other practitioners in comparable situations.” 

Nunan (1993), whilst being very positive about the possible benefits of AR, takes account of the main problems that teachers face when conducting this research. For example, one of them is the fear of being revealed as an incompetent teacher. The possible problems and solutions are included below: 

	Action Research - Problems and Solutions                     Nunan 1993



	Problems


	1. Lack of time

2. Lack of expertise

3. Lack of ongoing support

4. Fear of being revealed as an incompetent teacher

5. Fear of producing a public account of their research for a wider (unknown) audience



	Solutions

	•
Someone ‘on the ground’ to ‘own’ the project.

•
Individuals with training in research methods available to provide assistance and support to teachers.

•
Release time from face-to-face teaching during the course of their action research.

•
Collaborative focus teams are established so that teachers involved in similar areas of inquiry can support one another.

•
Adequate training in methods and techniques for identifying issues, collecting data, analysing and interpreting data, and presenting the outcomes of their research. 




The MSc course itself provides (potentially) four of the five solutions. The other (lack of time) is forever a challenge!

Some views of action research are, perhaps, unduly pessimistic and in our continuing discussion of methodology and methods it will become clear that it may put too much of a focus on change rather than a first stage of description. Naidu et al (1992) talk of recovering experience in order to improve practice. They also affirm that as teachers we


...possess a vast repository of classroom experience, which when shared 
with other teachers can lead to a body of theoretical insights and practical 
procedures. (1992: 162)

Interestingly, although pessimistic, McDonough does go on to say, of action research, that

...given the general perception of other kinds of language learning and teaching research as irrelevant, inaccessible, and often too late, it may be the only way forward. (1995: 15)

Problems, puzzles and Exploratory Teaching

Lack of time and the potential burden of combining teaching with research were some of the issues which led Allwright (1992, 2003, 2005) to propose an alternative model for teacher-led, classroom-based research. His view of practitioner research is not so much centred on the idea of revealing problems:

The term ‘puzzle’ is  deliberately chosen in preference to the more usual ‘problem’ to avoid the potential threat to self-esteem that admitting to having ‘problems’ might represent, and to capture the important possibility that productive investigations might well start from poorly-understood successes just as much as from poorly-understood failures. 
(1993: 132)

His use of the term ‘puzzle’, then, appears more inclusive of positive, as well as negative, classroom events. His initial concepts and suggestions are outlined below, and you may want to consider how, or if, these differ from the cyclical process presented by Strickland earlier on. 

	The basic concept of ‘exploratory’ teaching  (and learning)

based on Allwright (1993)

	· is a practical way of bringing the research perspective properly into the classroom

· does not  add ‘significantly and unacceptably’ to teachers’ workloads

· can contribute both to professional development and to theory-building within and across the profession’.

· help investigate teacher and learner ‘puzzles’.



	The procedures



	Step  1  
Identify a puzzle area

Step 2  
Refine your thinking about that puzzle area

Step 3  
Select a particular topic to focus upon

Step 4  
Find appropriate classroom procedures to explore it

Step 5 
Adapt them to the particular puzzle you want to explore

Step 6  
Use them in class

Step 7        Interpret the outcomes

Step 8  
Decide on their implications and plan accordingly
See Allwright 1993 for more detail.


	Classroom procedures for exploring puzzles



	1.
Groupwork discussions.

2.
Pair work discussions.

3.
Surveys.

4.
Interviews.

5.
Simulations.

      6.
 Role-plays.
	7.
Role-exchanging.

8.
Diaries.

9.
Dialogue journal writing.

10.
Projects.

11.
Poster sessions.

      12. Learner to learner correspondence 




 Özdeniz (1996) provides a good example of Exploratory Practice in action. 

Since 1993 Allwright has further developed his principles for Exploratory Practice (EP) and has distanced himself somewhat from AR on the basis that it is too ‘technicist’ an approach to be useful for teachers. Instead he advocates understanding of classroom life as the main aim of research, saying:

What we are against is so prioritizing improvement that looking for ways to  improve takes precedence over the prior need to understand the situation needing improvement in some way.      (Allwright 2005:361)

Despite the possible problems listed above, almost all MSc participants find action research stimulating and rewarding. Before starting your own research, you may want to consider the questions below relating to the purposes and outcomes of AR. 

TASK  10
1. Is AR mainly a vehicle for practitioners’ personal and professional development, or can it also have a role in the production of knowledge of the field ? 
2. Can AR activity in language teaching also address broader issues of curriculum development, social justice and educational political action, thus contributing to the greater sustainability of effective educational practices ?

(Burns 2005:70)
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