
Introduction

This book is about doing and writing action research. It is written for practitioner-
researchers studying on initial and continuing award-bearing courses, and their
supervisors and providers, and it responds to several needs.
The first need stems from the commitment of many governments to arrange

for widening access to higher education and the accreditation of initial training
and continuing professional learning in the workplace. Some professions, such as
chiropody, insist that their members should engage in ongoing learning; and some,
like teaching, aim to create an all-masters or, in higher education, an all-doctorate
profession. However, these aims need to be placed in context, especially regard-
ing issues of maintaining quality. If high quality is to be maintained, the aims can
be realised only through the deep commitments to achieving quality by the
people in question, as well as through the provision of appropriate resources and
supports to help them do so. The book addresses these issues of quality. It raises
key questions about what is involved in producing a quality report, such as, ‘What
does a report look like at a specific level?’, ‘How do you write one?’ and ‘How is
its quality judged?’ Also, given the increasing demand by practitioners for courses
offering accreditation for workplace-based learning, there is a parallel demand for
supervisors and tutors to support those practitioners’ studies, which also involves
supporting the production of reports. This can be problematic, because, some-
times, existing higher education or workplace-based personnel are required to
teach on award-bearing courses without appropriate preparation in higher degree
supervision themselves. ‘I have marked my student teacher’s MA assignments’,
said a schools-based mentoring teacher recently. ‘I had to learn the job on the job.
It has inspired me to go on and get my own masters.’
The second need stems from the growing popularity of action research, espe-

cially the view communicated in this book, of the practitioner, individually or
with others, studying their practice and showing how they hold themselves
accountable for it. This again becomes a matter of quality, in relation to produc-
ing reports that demonstrate originality, rigour and significance, generally recog-
nised as the criteria for the accreditation of higher awards and degrees. It is also,
however, a matter of politics, in relation to what is said in the public domain and
who is allowed to say it. Too often, action research is still seen only as a powerful
means for professional development, but not as a means of knowledge creation or
theory generation. This view is frequently promoted both by the professions
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themselves, and also by the still traditionalist Academy, whose purposes are
served by fostering a view of practitioners as capable of telling good stories but
not of creating knowledge, and by not putting in place the means to enable prac-
titioners to be recognised as competent theorists. Practitioners are encouraged to
‘tell their stories’ but are not required to offer explanations and critical analyses
of those stories, which, on Foucault’s (1979) analysis, is a means of keeping them
in their place as products of a power regime. Simply ‘telling our stories’ contin-
ues to position practitioners as capable of offering descriptions, but not explana-
tions (theories) of why they do what they do. Furthermore, practitioners
frequently collude in their own subjugation.They say, ‘Don’t tell me about theory.
I am happy just telling my story’, a sign perhaps of the invisible all-pervasive dis-
ciplinary power of elitist forms that keep people quiet.While democracy may be
alive and well in relation to the rhetoric of widening participation, it continues to
struggle in relation to the deep epistemological apartheid that is a feature of many
contemporary knowledge systems.
This has implications for you, as a practitioner, whether you are studying or

supervising on an accredited programme. You need to become proficient in
debates about knowledge and knowledge creation if you are to have a voice in
those debates. It is no use leaving it to someone else, because there is no one
else. However, if you are to speak for yourself, you need to know what you are
talking about, and how to say it. If you are to produce a report that will be
agreed by the academy as of high quality, you need to know what this involves
and how to achieve it. This book will help you do so. It will help you to pro-
duce a high quality action research report that will stand, on its own terms,
alongside the best reports in other research traditions, and contribute to a
knowledge base where all voices are represented, and demonstrate its capacity
for social and cultural transformation.

ABOUT WRITING

The book is about doing and writing action research. The two are indivisible,
contrary to much public opinion that says you do the action first and then you
do the writing.Writing is itself a form of action. Finding ways to improve your
capacity for writing is itself a form of action research – you research your prac-
tice of writing. Doing action research therefore becomes multi-layered: it is
about improving the quality of practice in the workplace, and also about
improving the quality of the practice of writing, at the workplace of your desk,
about your action in your other workplaces.
We take the view,with Derrida (1997), that writing is ‘the inscription of a com-

municated idea’ (in Deutscher 2005: 9), a making external in a recordable form
that which is internal. Writing can take the form of letters and words, film and
video, performance, cave paintings, graffiti, or thinking.When you write youmake
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your physical mark. You also make your political mark, your mark of symbolic
power, in that you claim the right to make your mark, a right that is too often
claimed only by those sufficiently privileged to know already how to do so and
what kind of mark is acceptable in the dominant system of knowledge.You claim
your own kind of distinction (Bourdieu 1984), in different ways. In your writing,
you write your life, as a person who can make a quality contribution to the world.
The aim of this book therefore is to help you to produce an account that

will be understood immediately, so that the originality, rigour and significance
of your work will be properly appreciated. It is about communicating the
quality of your work through ensuring the quality of the text itself. Medium
and message are inseparable, and quality in one reflects quality in the other.

DISTINCTION AND SYMBOLIC POWER

These issues are key in relation to whether practitioners’ research will be
respected to the extent that it will command academic legitimation, especially
in the form of funding. Currently, most government money, allocated from
exercises such as the Research Assessment Exercise in the UK, or its successor,
and their equivalents in other countries, goes to top education research institu-
tions, often working from a social sciences perspective, that tend to focus on
doing research into education using traditional forms of scholarship.
Practitioner groups often find it difficult to secure strong funding because the
funding system leans strongly in the direction of the establishment, not surpris-
ingly since it is created and maintained by the establishment. Derrida (1997)
notes that it is difficult to overturn a hierarchical system when one is forced to
abide by the rules of the hierarchy itself. So if you wish to get recognition, you
have to produce a report that will meet the criteria of the establishment, albeit
in its own way. You have to produce a report that will immediately impress
your reader through its originality, rigour and significance, and its capacity to
explicate these issues.Too often practitioner-researchers think that a reader will
see immediately what they are getting at, without any further explanation,
which is seldom the case.The first thing a reader knows about you is what they
see on the page. So if you do not explain to your reader what you wish them
to read, or present yourself as not well disciplined through careless referencing
or vague language, your reader will assume that you are unaware of the impor-
tance of these things, and reject your work, or, worse, read someone else’s. This
is serious. To get accreditation and subsequent recognition, you must present
yourself as a person who knows what they are talking about, with confidence,
and with the authority of your own experience and scholarship.
This book goes some way to helping you to do this. It will not replace the sheer

hard work of study and writing. You have to work with the ideas themselves in
order to write. The book will give you advice about how to make a fire, but you
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have to make your own fire if you are to set anyone’s imagination alight.You can
do it. The book gives you ideas about how you can do it and supports for the
process.

ABOUT US AUTHORS

We authors, Jack Whitehead and Jean McNiff, have been working and
researching together for almost 30 years. Between us we have supported nearly
50 doctoral programmes, hundreds of masters programmes, and countless
workplace-based programmes. The written accounts of practitioners now
make up a globally influential knowledge base (see www.actionresearch.net
and www.jeanmcniff.com), to which you can contribute through writing your
report. You and we can continue to exercise global influence through making
our marks, for a more peaceful and productive world, in which everyone’s
voice may be heard. We hope you will participate in this most joyous and
worthwhile project. It does mean effort, tenacity and courage, but so does any-
thing worthwhile, and life is short.
Be confident that you can contribute to the many conversations of humankind

(Geras 1995) going on around the world, about how we can all show how we
hold ourselves accountable for our work and our lives. Please contact us for fur-
ther information about how to contribute. We promise that we will respond,
perhaps not immediately, but we will.
We thank you for reading this book.

Jean McNiff: please contact Jean at jeanmcniff@mac.com

Jack Whitehead: please contact Jack at edsajw@bath.ac.uk
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