
PART I
WHAT IS WRITTEN IN AN ACTION

RESEARCH REPORT?

This part deals with the question ‘What is written in an action research
report?’ It contains Chapters 1, 2, 3 and 4.

Chapter 1 asks, ‘What is special about action research reports?’ It outlines
some key features that distinguish action research from traditional research.
The chapter deals with some theoretical issues that are basic to action research
and that you may wish to refer to as you work your way through the more
practice-based chapters that follow.

Chapter 2 asks, ‘What goes into an action research report?’ and outlines the
main contents of a report.

Chapter 3 asks, ‘What does an action research report look like?’ and engages
with issues of the form of a report.

Chapter 4 asks, ‘How do you produce a quality report?’ and deals with issues
about the practicalities of writing.

Each chapter gives ideas about which criteria are important for the different
aspects, how you can achieve the criteria, and how your work will be judged.
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This chapter explains what is special about action research reports, and how
they are different from traditional research reports. This is because action
research is a different kind of research from traditional research, so their forms
of reporting are also different. To write a good quality action research report,
you need to appreciate what the differences are, and what action research
involves that makes it different.
Furthermore, action research is not just about professional education, or about

doing projects (which is a stance adopted in many mainstream literatures),
though these aspects are important. It is more a philosophical stance towards the
world, an attitude of enquiry that enables people to question and improve taken-
for-granted ways of thinking and acting. Writing a high quality report means
appreciating these deeper issues, and showing your understanding in your writing.
This involves using a certain kind of language, including some key concepts and
key words.
This chapter sets out the main points you need to know, and is organised as

follows:

1. Speaking the language: key concepts and words.
2. What is action research, and what is it not?
3. How is action research different from traditional research?
4. What is special about the content and form of action research reports?
5. How is the quality of action research reports judged?
6. Summary.
7. Checklist of reflective questions.

Note: This chapter deals with theoretical issues that are basic to action
research, which you may wish to refer back to as you work your way through
the more practice-based chapters that follow.

SPEAKING THE LANGUAGE: KEY CONCEPTS AND WORDS

To speak with authority about action research, which is part of the broader field
of educational research, you need to develop confidence in using a certain form

What is Special about Action
Research Reports?11
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of academic language. This involves specific elements, the most important of
which are these:

1. Key terminology.
2. The values and logics of practice.
3. Ideas about theory.

Key terminology

All professions use specific concepts and terminology in their discourses.
Car engineers speak about combustion chambers and wheel axles.
Educational researchers speak about ontology, epistemology, methodology,
and social intent. There is nothing difficult about these words. Here is what
they mean.

• Ontology: This refers to a theory of being, how we see ourselves (different from cos-
mology, which is to do with one’s worldview). You need to think about your onto-
logical stance in action research, because how you see yourself influences how you
see other people. Do you see them as an ‘It’, separate from you, or a ‘You’, an inte-
gral part of your lifeworld (Buber 1970)? 

• Epistemology: This refers to a theory of knowledge (what is known), including a
theory of knowledge acquisition or creation (how it comes to be known). Questions
arise about whether you come to know only through reading books and listening to
other people, or whether you can generate your own knowledge. Do people have to
be told, or can they think for themselves?

• Methodology: This refers to a theory of how things are done. Many traditionalist
researchers see research as the application of a fixed set of methods to the study of
a particular situation in order to achieve a definite solution, whereas action
researchers tend to see research as a creative process of trial and error, working their
way through and arriving at a ‘best for now’ position. 

• Social intent: Research is always political, because it is done for specific reasons and
purposes in a social context. Why do research in the first place? What do you hope
to find out? What will you do with what you find out? Educational action research
is even more political, because it means destabilising the way you think, and this has
consequences for how you act.

The concepts are interlinked, and permeate other discussions, as demonstrated now. 

The values and logics of practice

It can be useful to think of practice – what we do – as influenced by, and influ-
encing (1) a values base (what we value), and (2) a logical form (how we think).
Values, logics and practice are mutually influencing: what we believe in and value
influences how we think; how we think influences what we believe in; and val-
ues and logics influence, and are influenced by our practices (see Figure 1.1). 
The situation is not entirely straightforward, because different people think

about values and logics in different ways. Here are some of the problematics.

What is Written in an Action Research Report?8
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• Values refers to what we value, what we hold as good. However … 

� Some people speak about values as abstractions, such as ‘justice’ and ‘freedom’. They
say, ‘I believe in (this thing called) justice’ or ‘I believe in (this thing called) freedom’. 

� Other people see values as embodied in what they do. They don’t just talk about
what they believe in. They do it. They practise justice and freedom in the way they
live. So the abstract values come alive in real-life practice.

• Logic refers to how we think. There are different kinds of logic because people
think in different ways (contrary to popular opinion that says there is only one form
of thinking and therefore only one kind of logic). 

� Some people think in terms of structures and boxes. They see end points, one-dimen-
sional linear tracks, and only one correct form of thinking. The aim is to achieve clo-
sure and final answers. This is a one-track view that stems from Aristotelian thinking.
It informs a technical rational view that is the basis of many contemporary practices
such as the organisation of labour and a cult of efficiency (Callahan 1962).

� Some people think in terms of ‘both–and’: you can aim to be tidy but are constantly in
a muddle, or you can have great visions, but not have the time to achieve them. This
is a dialectical view that contains the idea of contradiction. It stems from the work of
the dialectical theorists, including the Marxist philosophers such as Ilyenkov (1977).

� Other people think in terms of unbounded open spaces. They see moving horizons and
fluid multi-dimensional forms, and different ways of being and doing. This is a
dynamic inclusional view that emphasises ‘being’ rather than ‘having’ (Fromm 1978).
It has been refined most recently in the work of Rayner (2008), who speaks about
inclusionality as awareness of the dynamic and transformational nature of relation-
ships in co-creative spaces.

• Values and logics are not fixed categories: 

� The things people value usually change over time; what you choose to do at 16 may
change once you get to 40. 

� The way you think also tends to change; you learn to see things in a more mature
way over time. 

However, if you see the idea of ‘values’ and ‘logics’ as abstractions, they can
become fixed categories. Some people speak about love and justice all their
lives, yet seldom achieve a way of living that is loving or just. 
These issues are especially important when writing about practice, because, in

action research, practice can be understood as trying to realise one’s values, and this
involves periodically taking stock of what we believe in and how we think. Action
research reports need to make the point consistently that doing action research is
problematic because the underpinning thinking is problematic, especially about
values and logics. 

9What is Special about Action Research Reports?

Figure 1.1  The interrelationships between practice, values and logics
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All these ideas are interlinked. The values and logics of practice are deeply
linked with issues of ontology, epistemology, methodology and intent. The
whole pattern takes on the form of a dynamic, self-recreating constellation of
forms that are also influenced by context.

Ideas about theory

A third key concept is theory, which is interrelated with the ideas above.
Sometimes people get worried about the word ‘theory’, for no reason.

Broadly speaking, ‘theory’ means ‘an explanation’. When you say, ‘I have a the-
ory about something’, you are saying, ‘I can explain how and why that thing
works as it does’. If you say, ‘I have a theory about people who wear red shoes’,
you are saying, ‘I can explain how and why some people wear red shoes’ or ‘I
know why people who wear red shoes act in the way they do’. Your knowl-
edge informs your theory: to explain something, you have to know about it. 
There is no one kind of theory, though some of the literatures try to persuade

you that there is. Different people have different views, especially about the
relationships between knowledge, theory and practice. Here is how they differ.

• Some people take a spectator stance and see themselves as separate from everything
else. They see knowledge and theory as things ‘out there’. They see practice in the
same way, something separate from themselves, which they implement (Figure 1.2).
They see everything as objects; that is, they ‘objectify’ things, or reify them (turn
them into things).

• Other people see knowledge and theory as ‘in here’, embodied in the practice.
‘Practice’ and ‘theory’ become ‘practice-theory’, two sides of the same coin and in
a dynamic relationship with each other. You, the researcher, are also in dynamic
relation with other people and with your entire environment. 

So, with these ideas in mind, let’s move to a discussion about what action
research is and what it is not. 

10 What is Written in an Action Research Report?

Figure 1.2  Person pointing at a ‘thing’ ‘out there’
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WHAT IS ACTION RESEARCH?

Doing action research involves several things, including: 

1. Taking action: what you do in your practice to improve something.
2. Doing research: how you find out about and analyse what you do in your practice,

to see whether something has actually improved.
3. Telling the story and sharing your findings: telling others what you have done and

how you have done it, and why it is important. You make a claim to knowledge that
you have done or learned something that has influenced processes of improvement.

It also involves appreciating that:

4. Ideas about taking action, doing research, and telling stories also need to be prob-
lematised. Below we spell out some of the problematics.

Lawrence Stenhouse wrote (1983) that ‘research is systematic enquiry made
public.’ Action research lends a new dimension, because it is about processes
of improvement, and making claims that something has improved.
Stenhouse’s idea may therefore be extended as ‘Action research is systematic
enquiry undertaken to improve a social situation, and then made public.’

Taking action

There are different kinds of action, including everyday action, social action,
and educational action. Here is how they are different.

• Everyday action, such as watching television or doing the shopping, is about doing
mundane things. 

• Social action is about acting with social intent, doing things in order to influence some-
one somewhere. This is one of the kinds of action involved in action research. According
to Weber (reported in Schutz 1972), social action is action that ‘by virtue of the sub-
jective meaning attached to it by the acting individual (or individuals), takes account of
the behaviour of others, and is thereby orientated in its course’ (Schutz 1972: 29); in
other words, individuals act according to how they perceive their relationships with
other people. Taking social action involves using personal energy to achieve the intent.
This can transform into collective social energy when people come to understand how
their actions actually do influence new thinking and action (see Example 1.1).

Example 1.1 
Here is an example of people taking social action in South Africa (1976) at http://over-
comingapartheid.msu.edu.

• Educational action is the most important kind of action in action research.
Educational action goes beyond (but still includes) social action, because it is
inspired by the kind of life affirming energy that gives a sense of wellbeing, a sense
that our lives are worthwhile. There is a relationship between what you do when

11What is Special about Action Research Reports?
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you enhance the quality of your own life experience, such as when gardening or
listening to music, and what you do when you try actively to influence other
people’s thinking so that they also come to appreciate their life experiences as life
affirming and worthwhile. 

Doing research

The aim of all research is to generate knowledge, something that was not
known before, and to demonstrate the validity, or believability, of this knowl-
edge. This means offering descriptions, explanations and analyses for what is
done and how it is done. The process of offering descriptions, explanations and
analyses is called generating theory. The most significant kind of knowledge in
research is original knowledge, not just the recycling of existing knowledge but
the creation of knowledge that has never been thought of before. (This is a key
distinction between masters and doctoral level research.)

Doing action research

The ‘research’ of action research is about offering descriptions, explanations
and analyses for action. 

• Descriptions show the situation as it is and as it unfolds, what you are doing. 
• Explanations contain the reasons and purposes for actions, why you did what you

did and what you hoped to achieve and your awareness of the significance of what
you have done. They also contain a claim to knowledge, that you have found some-
thing out that was not known before. 

• Analyses say what the significance of the research is for new learning and new discourses. 

As an action researcher, you hope to claim that you have found new ways to
improve your learning, so that you can contribute to improving your personal
and social circumstances. This has involved rigorous processes of observation
(watching what is going on), reflection (thinking about whether it is good and
why, and how it can be improved if necessary), and monitoring and data gath-
ering (keeping track of what you and others do). It has involved testing your
provisional claims to knowledge (asking other people to look at your work, lis-
ten while you explain why you think it is good, and give you feedback about
whether you need to rethink some aspects). In this way you have created new
knowledge of your practice, and you can explain the significance of your
research for the new learning and growth of yourself and other people. 

Differences of perspective in action research and traditional research

This action research stance is different from traditional research. In traditional
research, a researcher stands outside a research field and observes, describes
and explains what is happening ‘out there’ (Figure 1.2). The aim is to test a
hypothesis and to produce knowledge and theories about an existing situation,
with a view to generalising the research findings, which can then be applied
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and replicated in other similar situations. Action research is about improving
knowledge about existing situations, each of which is unique to the people in
the situation, so the knowledge cannot be generalised or applied, although it
can be shared. A key aim of action research is to share knowledge and the
learning that led to the creation of that knowledge.

Telling the story and sharing your findings

Telling the story is an integral part of all research, and different kinds of
research tell different kinds of stories. 
All research stories:

• say what has been achieved (they contain a claim to knowledge) 
• describe and explain how it has been achieved (generate theory) 
• seek critical feedback about what they are saying (test the validity of the theory),

so that the story may be believed
• outline the significance of the research in relation to its rigour and original contributions

to new forms of thinking and acting, so that it may be legitimated in the public domain. 

The story you tell contains your claim that you have done and learned some-
thing new about your practice. No one else does your practice, so no one else
can claim that they know it. This is your original claim to knowledge. The
research story is about how you are testing the validity of that claim by show-
ing that the story is true in the sense that it has stood up to critical evaluation
and should be believed; and you are also demonstrating the significance of the
claim so that it can be accepted.
To summarise so far. Action research stories explain the procedures involved

in making a knowledge claim, in terms of what you did and what you learned;
what was involved in testing the validity of the claim, about how you gathered
data and generated evidence to show why people should believe you when
you say you have improved your practice; and how you have explained the sig-
nificance of your claim for new forms of learning and practice. 
Most action researchers agree about this. Where they tend to disagree is

about what kinds of action are important, who does the action and who does
the research. Most importantly, they disagree about who generates the theory,
whose theory it is, and who says so. 
We deal with ideas about theory in the next section. Here, we address some

of the problematics around forms of action. 

Problematics about action

Here are some problematic questions about action. 

a. What kinds of action are important in action research? 
b. Why should action research reports be reports about research, and not just about action?
c. Who does the action, and who does the research?

13What is Special about Action Research Reports?

McNiff-3822-Ch-01:McNiff-3822-Ch-01.qxp 11/24/2008 5:18 PM Page 13



What kinds of action are important in action research?

The action that counts in action research is the action you take in the work-
place. ‘The workplace’ can be anywhere where productive living is done,
including the office, the home, or queues in a supermarket. Your action is
taken with educational intent, so it is about helping people learn how to
improve the conditions and processes of their own living. Your practice aims
to become praxis, morally committed action. It is moral in that you don’t tell
people what to do, but enable them to make decisions that are right for them-
selves, in company with others who are doing the same, including yourself. You
are the centre of your action research, so you deconstruct your own thinking
and action in order to help others to do the same. As a manager, you question
whether you are supporting democratic forms of communication; as a health-
care worker, you question whether you consult patients in relation to their
own treatment. You take steps to introduce new ways of acting that consider
others’ wellbeing. 

Example 1.2
At mms://wms.bath.ac.uk/live/education/JackWhitehead_030408/jackkeynoteictr280308 
large.wmv you will see how the speaker pauses in the middle of a sentence to invite a par-
ticipant into the conversation, so that the participant can explore their own thinking and
test it against the critical feedback of others.

This has implications for what goes into your report, because you will be
judged on the quality of the action you took, whether you tried to enable oth-
ers to learn for themselves. You will not be judged, however, on whether you
succeeded. You may not have been able to do what you intended because of
other forces at work, but provided you show that you tried, and explain why
you tried (but failed), you can still produce an excellent action research report.
You should explain what you learned, how you dealt with the situation, and
possibly changed direction in light of your learning. 
You will especially be judged in relation to whether you reflected on what

you were doing, or just went ahead and did it anyway, without testing your
own judgements against the critical feedback of others. This emphasises that
action research reports need to be reports about research and not just reports
about action. 

Why should action research reports be reports about research, and not
just about action?

The action becomes research when you decide to investigate what you are
doing, explain how and why you have improved your practice (or at least
tried), and what your purposes were. This shifts the focus from improving
practice to making a claim, from describing the action to explaining the
action. The claim is that you have taken action with social intent; the focus
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shifts from your capacity to improve practice to your capacity to test the validity
of the claim and explain its significance. This is where many action researchers
come undone, because they stop at descriptions of action, without showing
the processes that have led to articulating the claim to knowledge, or offering
explanations; or without saying why these processes are important. 
Your claim, which is your explanation for how you have improved your

practice, is the starting point of your report. You state your claim right at the
beginning. You describe what you did, and explain how and why you did it, so
the description becomes embedded within the explanation. The practice
remains practice, but it now becomes research-based practice. 
Showing how your practice is research-based means spelling out the steps

involved in doing the research. These were as follows.

• You identified the research issue, which was how to improve your practice.
• You said why this was an issue, and why it was important to improve your practice.
• You formulated a research question, asking a question of the kind, ‘How do I

improve my practice?’
• You gathered data to show the situation as it was, using a range of data gathering

techniques.
• You took action to improve the situation, first by improving your understanding of

what was happening, and then by bringing that learning to bear on your actions.
• You monitored your actions, and gathered more data to show the situation as it

developed.
• You generated evidence from the data, to produce a strong evidence base; you did

this by setting criteria and standards of judgement that would enable you to extract
key pieces of data that would now become evidence.

• You came to certain conclusions about what you were doing, and subjected these
to the critical scrutiny of others for their feedback.

• You articulated the significance of what you did for your own learning and the
learning of others.

• You modified your ideas and your practice in light of this evaluation. 

This process is a rigorous action research methodology that can lead to the
generation of living theories of practice (real-life explanations for practice).
Your report will be judged both for the quality of your practice, and the qual-
ity of your research. It will also be judged in terms of how clearly you com-
municate the research story (see Chapter 4). 

Who does the action, and who does the research?

There have been enormous shifts of opinion recently about who is able to do
research. In traditional research, it is standard practice that the practitioner
takes action, while a researcher observes them and writes up the story. The
practitioner therefore becomes data for the researcher. The researcher describes
and explains what the practitioner is doing, because the researcher’s job is to
generate theory about the practitioner. This theory can then (supposedly) be
applied to other practitioners and their contexts.

15What is Special about Action Research Reports?
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These kinds of practices are about power relationships, and have implications
for who is regarded as capable of creating knowledge. In many traditional research
contexts, official researchers are seen as those with the knowledge, while practi-
tioners are seen as those without it. This is also unfortunately the dominant view
in many action research contexts: practitioners take action to improve their work,
watched by a professional researcher who writes an official report about them,
which is a contradiction of the democratic values of action research. 
However, new stories are emerging (like this book) that say it need not be

like this. It is now widely accepted that practitioners can and should research
their practice, and demonstrate their professional accountability. Action
research does not require professional training, though you need to develop
research capacity through engaging with ideas, literatures, and your learning on
the job. You can develop your capacity without too much difficulty, and pro-
duce high quality reports. 
Some examples of these kinds of reports are as follows:

Example 1.3: From the UK
Graham Lloyd’s (2003) MA Educational Enquiry assignment on ‘How do I/we help the
students in Key Stage 4 improve their learning if they are in danger of underperforming?’
can be accessed at http://people.bath.ac.uk/edsajw/module/glee0203.pdf 

Example 1.4: From China
Action research reports from China’s Experimental Centre for Educational Action
Research in Foreign Languages Teaching can be accessed at http://people.bath.ac.uk/
edsajw/moira.shtml 

Example 1.5: From Ireland
Action research accounts from Ireland, supported by the University of the West of
England, the University of Limerick and the National University of Ireland can be
accessed from http://www.jeanmcniff.com/reports.html

Example 1.6: From Canada
Seven volumes of action research reports from teachers supported by Jacqueline
Delong and colleagues in the Grand Erie District School Board can be accessed from
the ‘Passion’ section of the action research page of http://www.actionresearch.ca/

This shift has also sparked debates about the quality of research, and how to nur-
ture it, and the problematics of traditional forms of research. When an official
researcher, usually from a university, undertakes research on a practitioner’s prac-
tice, some troubling effects have been observed: the practitioner becomes depro-
fessionalised through delivering the researcher’s knowledge; quality practice is
assumed to be the researcher’s responsibility, not the practitioner’s; and a culture
of learned helplessness settles in. A blame culture becomes accepted, so when
things go well, the researcher is congratulated, but when things do not go so well,
the practitioner gets blamed.
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Increasingly, however, with the legitimisation of self-study action
research, as the ‘I’ studies and takes responsibility for the ‘I’, a culture of
mutual co-responsibility is developing where university-based people support
practitioners, and learn how to support better. All are competent practitioners,
with different roles and responsibilities, and all offer explanations for their
work. The epistemological base has shifted from ‘I study you’ to ‘I study me,
in company with you’. In some places it is beginning to shift to ‘we study us’. 
To get to this point, however, means developing your understanding of what

is required in the production of quality accounts, as we go on to explain now. 

HOW IS ACTION RESEARCH DIFFERENT 
FROM TRADITIONAL RESEARCH?

Remember that the aim of the action in action research is to improve a personal
or social situation; the aim of the research is to offer explanations (generate theory)
for the action; and the aim of the story is to communicate the significance of the
action research for public legitimation. Although it is possible to analyse action
and research separately, as we do here, in reality taking action and doing research
happen together, in the action. The theory is in the action. 
So the differences between action research and traditional research means

that they are different in terms of:

1. What is studied, how it is studied and represented, and why it is studied.
2. Where the practitioner-researcher is in the research.
3. Forms of theory.

What is studied, how it is studied and 
represented, and why it is studied

This section asks the questions:

a. What is studied?
b. How is it studied and represented?
c. Why is it studied?

What is studied? (This involves matters of ontology and epistemology)

In all research, what is studied (the unit, or object, of enquiry) is the
researcher’s claim to knowledge. The purpose is to test the validity of the
claim. If you say, ‘I know what I am doing’, you can expect the response, ‘Show
me, explain to me why I should believe you’. The research is conducted to
generate this explanation. 
In traditional research, the researcher studies and makes claims about what

is ‘out there’, separate from themselves. They adopt an outsider, or spectator,
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perspective to generating propositional theories about the world. These theories
can be called ‘E-theories’, where ‘E’ stands for ‘external’. What is studied is the
claim to know the world ‘out there’, and to test the validity (truthfulness,
believability) of the claim. 
In action research, the unit of enquiry is the researcher’s claim to know their

own practice. The researcher studies and makes claims about what they are
doing, in relation with others, and generates their living theory of practice.
These theories can be called ‘I-theories’, where ‘I’ stands for individual, or
internal (see Chomsky 1986 for the original idea of ‘E-’ and ‘I-theories’). The
validity of the claim is then tested through the critical feedback of others. 

Example1.7
In the report of Claire Formby at http://www.jackwhitehead.com/tuesdayma/cfee3 
April08.htm, you can see Claire explaining what she does and why she does it, as she
expresses her educational responsibility in an educational relationship.

How is it studied and represented? (This involves matters of methodology)

A popular set of questions for conducting an action enquiry is this (see also
above, p. [00]):

• What is my concern? (I identify a research issue and formulate a research question.) 
• Why am I concerned? (I explain my concerns in relation to how my values are being

denied in my practice.)
• What kind of experiences can I describe to show the situation as it is? (I gather data

to provide descriptions of what is happening in my contexts.)
• What do I do about it? (I imagine possible improvements.)
• What kind of data do I gather to show the situation as it unfolds? (I gather data on

an ongoing basis to show the unfolding situation. This includes what may turn out
to be disconfirming data, which shows that things are not going as I wish them to.) 

• How do I ensure that any conclusions I come to are reasonably fair and accurate?
(I generate evidence from the data, and submit my explanations of educational
influences in learning to rigorous validation processes.)

• How do I modify my ideas and practices in light of the evaluation? (I evaluate and
transform my practices on the basis of critical feedback.)

• How do I explain the significance of my research for my own learning and the learning
of others? (I explain the importance of my contribution.)

• How do I modify my ideas and practices in light of my evaluation? (I transform my ways
of thinking and acting through my critical analysis of what I am thinking and doing.)

Asking questions like these enables you to offer your personal living theories
of practice. You do not have to follow the questions slavishly, or in this order.
However, your research account must address all the issues in order to be
judged as good quality, because the questions outlined are key to doing rigor-
ous and systematic research. 
This idea of ‘living theories of practice’ is the main difference between action

research and traditional forms of research, because it raises questions about the
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origin, nature and use of theory. We deal with this idea shortly. First we discuss
ideas about multimedia, which is an area of special importance.

Multimedia forms of representation
New digital technologies are enabling action research reports to get closer to
communicating the nature of professionals’ practices than words on a page. A
key idea is that video data can communicate the explanatory significance of
flows of energy with values in practitioners’ educational influences in their
own learning and in the learning of others. 
Video data are especially important, because many practitioners resist

engaging with traditional forms of research. This has nothing to do with not
being able to engage with abstract propositions. It is more about how people’s
own experiences give meaning to their lives, and how these meanings can be
distorted when they appear in traditional journal articles and books. Plain text
cannot adequately communicate the value-laden flows of energy of practi-
tioners as they seek to give meaning and purpose to life. If you look at Mary
Roche’s PhD thesis at (http://www.jeanmcniff.com/MaryRoche/index.html)
you will see how she communicates the meaning of her work with children
through the use of multiple videoclips. Mary and others are addressing Elliot
Eisner’s (1997) call to develop new forms of representation to communicate
understandings of educational practices. These ideas are especially relevant to
the next section, about why an issue is studied. 

Why is it studied? (This involves matters of social intent)

Traditional research aims to show a causal relationship between variables in
a situation – ‘If I do x, then y will happen’. The aim is to produce results
that will test and explain a given hypothesis. Explanations can then be
applied to any and all like situations. The idea is to apply theory to practice,
and ensure that the practice fits the theory. Propositional theories are usu-
ally grounded in factual and procedural knowledge, from an objectified
stance. The main kinds of questions the researcher asks are, ‘What is hap-
pening here? How can it be explained?’ The quality of the research is
judged by the rigour of its methods, and whether an analysis of the data
(often statistical) produces sufficiently robust evidence to justify its repli-
cation. The wider purpose of this kind of research is to predict and control
the future. 
Action research is conducted by researchers who wish to improve their

personal and social situations. They focus first on improving their learning by
asking, ‘How do I/we learn how to improve? How do I/we offer explanations
for what I am/we are doing?’ They improve their capacity to do research, and
create personal practical knowledge. Theory is embodied within their prac-
tices, and is generated through their practices. The quality of the research is
tested by:
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• how rigorously it has been conducted
• the validity of the new knowledge, by showing the researcher living their values,

which become a means to judge the quality of the research
• whether it has been tested against the critical evaluation of others. 

This kind of enquiry can take the form of action-reflection cycles, where:

• people observe what is going on
• think about how they can improve it
• act
• gather data to show the transformational nature of their actions
• test and modify their existing thinking and practices
• communicate the significance of what they are doing
• try new ways of acting, which leads to a new action-reflection cycle.

This becomes evaluation in action. The overall intent of the research is to learn.
The purpose of the research is to improve the future by acting on the present. 

Where the practitioner is in the research

We said on pages 22–3 that in traditional research, a researcher stands outside
a research field and observes, describes and explains what is going on; whereas
in action research, the practitioner-researcher positions themselves as the
research field, within a social context, and observes, describes and explains
what is going on in their own learning, in relation to themselves and the social
context. This means that the ‘I’ studies their own ‘I’, in relation with other ‘I’s’
who are doing the same. 
This has implications for what counts as theory, and raises issues about dif-

ferent forms of theory. 

Forms of theory

To repeat, ‘theory’ broadly means ‘an explanation’. Action research enables
you to give an explanation for your actions and how you give meaning to your
life. You claim, ‘I know what I am doing and I know why I am doing it’. You
claim that you can offer a personal theory of practice. Because you are alive,
and your practice is living, this becomes your living theory of practice. You are
living theory in action. Your living theory may change as you develop new
insights; you and your theories are dynamic and transformational, because you
are developing within a developing context. This view is different from a tra-
ditional view of theory as a set of propositions, as set out by Pring:

‘Theory’ would seem to have the following features. It refers to a set of propositions which
are stated with sufficient generality yet precision that they explain the ‘behaviour’ of a
range of phenomena and predict what would happen in the future. (Pring 2000: 124–5).
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Example 1.8
Look at the video-clips at of Jane Renowden speaking about how she generates her
own living theory of accountability, and the significance of her research for her per-
sonal and professional life.

(a) http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=yND2Ra7vdhQ
(b) http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=QSK1lI3sMVE
(c) http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=kBOKMlVPDRo
(d) http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=sIpJsXyhvm4
(e) http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=tg42056St-0
(f) http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=VllNe1NjQYQ

The idea of ‘living theory’ is well established in the literature, so it is impor-
tant to differentiate between ‘theory’, which refers to propositional forms of
theory about the way things are, and ‘living theories’, about practitioners’ per-
sonal theories of practice. You do and live theory through your practice.
These ideas inform the content and form of action research reports.

WHAT IS SPECIAL ABOUT THE CONTENT AND FORM OF ACTION
RESEARCH REPORTS?

Action research reports are special in both content and form. To appreciate
what they look like, let’s consider first some ideas about writing.
We said in the Introduction that ‘writing’ is about ‘making a mark’ to com-

municate a message, whether on a page, screen or a mind (Derrida 1981; see
also Deutscher 2005: 11). In semiotics, the study of signs and symbols in com-
munication, ‘sign’ refers to what is communicated, and ‘signifier’ refers to how
it is communicated. The message may be about an idea, a feeling, an instruc-
tion, or a piece of news. Todorov (1990) says that ‘discourses’ may be better
than ‘writing’ because communication happens through discussion. Writing is
a way to make a message public through using one’s voice (questions arise
about who speaks and who is listened to). So writing has two roles – what is
communicated, and the means of its own communication. 
Most writing can be classified into different categories, called genres, such as

poetry, narrative, or drama. Each genre has its own traditions and rules about
the content and form of the writing (Barry 2002). A love letter would not usu-
ally take the form of a formal essay nor would a philosophical argument be
presented as a handbook. 
Here is an excerpt about what traditional writing in philosophy should look like:

Contemporary philosophical writing is largely impersonal and technical in style. It proposes
definitions, makes arguments, criticizes other arguments, corrects previous infidelities and
imprecisions in a position, and situates it all in a context of issues current in the discipline. …
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The writing of philosophy is now measured by professional standards. Those standards specify
that, even where a text is not yet presented in a clear, impersonal and argumentative form, it
should, in principle, be translatable into one. (Mathien and Wright 2006: 1, 3)

The book you are reading also contains many philosophical ideas. It shows phi-
losophy in action, used for social improvement; the multimedia evidence base
shows people doing philosophy, not just talking about it – see especially Mary
Roche’s (2007) thesis at http://www.jeanmcniff.com/MaryRoche/index.html
Many experimental writers do cross the boundaries of genres, but most writ-

ers tend to stay within genres that are recognised through an existing body of
work (the canon) that communicates the rules, norms and standards of the
genre, and the writer picks these up by example. In action research, these rules
often get broken. You can experiment with the form you use, including your
use of multimedia. Dadds and Hart (2001) speak about ‘methodological
inventiveness’, the need to develop new forms in communicating research,
while recognising that the work will be judged by academic standards: 

[As supervisors of higher degree studies], we have shared our unease, paradoxically,
when practitioner researchers chose to go ‘out on a limb’, wondering if they would depart
too radically from the academic criteria on their Masters’ course and fail to achieve the
quality standards set by the institution. More importantly, we have also shared a common
sense of inspiration when practitioner researchers have reached out for exciting, unortho-
dox ways of doing and reporting their research and, as a result, taxed the mind of the
academy, demanding new thinking about what constitutes legitimate practitioner research
at Masters’ level. (Dadds and Hart 2001: 8)

So, while you can experiment, your content and form must fulfil the criteria
of quality research, especially in terms of demonstrating its originality, rigour
and significance. These issues are addressed in later chapters. 
Action research reports tell a story, about how and why the research was

undertaken, and what new knowledge was discovered or created. Many stories
mix genres. Larter (1987) presents his work as a dialogue. Spiro (2008) uses
poetry and creative writing. Many reports include visual metaphors, such as
pictures and diagrams, and others include multimedia, while candidates with
difficulties in writing may submit tape-recorded reports. Furthermore, there
are different kinds of story.

Different kinds of story

Stories are distinctive because they contain, among other things, people, actions,
a plot and a script. The plot has a visible form, an architecture. This architecture
is sometimes linear, where the action goes from start to finish, as in a Bauhaus
building, and sometimes it is dynamically transformational, where different ele-
ments emerge at different times, as in Gaudí’s cathedral in Barcelona. Sometimes
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the narrative uses flashbacks and future projections. One scene transforms into
another scene, to communicate the moving picture of the story.
This idea of dynamic transformations distinguishes action research reports

from traditional reports, which follow rules about two-dimensional transfor-
mations, where the scenes are linear and follow a specific sequence. These are
rules about conforming to an established order. The rules of action research are
about communicating the creative nature of the research. The transformations
involved are multi-dimensional, generative and dynamic. They are rules of cre-
ative design, showing disciplined enquiry through a creative form. 
All these issues inform decisions about how the quality of action research

reports is judged.

HOW IS THE QUALITY OF ACTION RESEARCH REPORTS JUDGED?

This section sets out how your report is judged. It deals with these issues:

1. What is judged? 
2. Who judges it?
3. How is it judged?

What is judged?

Research aims to generate knowledge. The object of an enquiry is the
researcher’s claim to knowledge; the purpose of the research is to test the valid-
ity of the claim and articulate its significance. Therefore, judges want to see
whether you have: (a) made a claim to knowledge; (b) tested its validity so that
it does not appear simply as your opinion; and (c) explained the significance of
the research. These are three standard criteria. So you need to be clear about: 

a. What making a knowledge claim means.
b. What validity means and what is involved in testing the validity of a knowledge

claim.
c. What the significance of a knowledge claim means.

Also,

d. You need to be clear about which criteria and standards you are speaking about –
criteria and standards of practice (this section); criteria and standards of research
(p. 00); or both. 

What a claim to knowledge means

A claim to knowledge means that you say you know something. If you say,
‘Today is Friday’, you are saying, ‘[I know that] today is Friday’. We make
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knowledge claims all the time without realising it. Knowledge claims can be
small – ‘Here is the bus stop’ – and large – ‘The Prime Minister has said that
today will be a public holiday’. The evidence for a knowledge claim is some-
times observable: you can see the truthfulness of the claim ‘It is raining’ by
looking out of the window. You cannot however see the truthfulness of the
claim ‘I have toothache’. This business of demonstrating the validity of knowl-
edge claims is often the grounds for vigorous debates about what counts as
knowledge and who counts as a knower. 

What the validity of a claim to knowledge means

The idea of validity means that something is true, and can be believed. When
people say, ‘That’s a valid point,’ they mean that the point is relevant, mean-
ingful and believable. 
When you make a claim to knowledge you say you know something to be

the case. This means it has to be demonstrated as valid, i.e. it can be believed.
In practical terms, it communicates that you have done what you say you have
done. The well-known paint advertisement slogan, ‘It does exactly what it says
on the tin’, is a claim to knowledge whose validity can be tested by seeing
whether the paint sticks as well as you expect. The claim you are making and
testing in your report is that you have improved what you are doing and you
know how and why you have done so. 

What the significance of a claim to knowledge means

When you say that what you know is significant, you are saying that it has
meaning, for yourself and other people, and should be recognised as such. You
need to spell out what the significance of your work is, so that it can be taken
seriously and pronounced legitimate in the public domain. Issues of validity
and legitimacy are always linked; this was a key theme in the work of Foucault
(1980), who emphasised the always–already relationship between knowledge
and power. You need to have confidence in the significance of your work if you
expect others to do so. 
You are therefore also claiming that you have achieved identified criteria

and standards in your research. These include both criteria and standards of
practice (below) and criteria and standards of research (p. 00).

Criteria and standards of practice in action research

In action research you explain how you have achieved specific standards in
your practice, grounded in your values and commitments. Your practice shows
these values in action, through your commitments to the following (drawn
from Winter, 1989):

• Improvement: You try to live your educational values of, for example, justice, free-
dom, inclusion and independent thinking in your practice. 
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• Learning: You learn from doing the action research, with and from others.
• Collaborative enquiry: You take other people’s ideas into account, while taking

responsibility for your influences in learning.
• Risk: You appreciate that nothing is certain. You go on the journey nevertheless.
• Reflexive critique: You deconstruct your thinking in light of new learning from

experience.
• Dialectical critique: You understand how you and your circumstances have been

influenced by history and culture.
• New beginnings: You understand that the end of one action reflection cycle will

become the beginning of a new one. 

You explain how you have addressed all these issues and have made judge-
ments about how well you have done so. 

Who judges it?

Your work is judged by different people looking for specific things and using
specific standards of judgement (standards of judgement refers to how some-
thing is judged). They want to see whether you test and establish the validity
of your claims to knowledge. The people are:

• Yourself: you judge the quality of your work on an ongoing basis.
• Other people:

� Your critical friends and validation groups, who make formative assessments on an
ongoing basis, and give you critical feedback about possible modifications.

� Your assessors and examiners, who make summative assessments and final recom-
mendations about your accreditation.

How is it judged?

An action research report is judged in relation to how well it demonstrates an
understanding of the processes involved in testing the validity of a knowledge
claim. These processes include showing understanding of:

a. What the validity of a claim to knowledge involves.
b. Which criteria and standards are involved in doing research.
c. How academic judgements are made about the quality of research.

What showing the validity of a claim to knowledge involves

Showing the validity of a claim to knowledge involves two validity checks. The
first relates to your capacity to test the validity of your knowledge claim
against your personal criteria and standards of judgement. The second relates
to how well you communicate it so that other people can test it in relation to
objective criteria and standards of judgement. These processes are known as
personal validity and social validity. 
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Personal validity
Personal validity begins with articulating the values that guide your work. These
become your criteria, what you expect to see; for example, do you demonstrate
justice, can you produce examples of you acting fairly? The validity of your
claim is in the extent to which you have realised your values, or at least tried.
Your values come to stand as both criteria and standards of judgement.

Social validity
It is not enough only to say that you have lived your values in your practice.
You have to test the claim against the critical feedback of others, and they need
guidance about what to look for. If you tell them to look for examples of your
values of justice and freedom in your practice, they will look for this, and make
judgements accordingly. 
They do this deliberately and rationally, according to identified procedures

that enable them to reach intersubjective agreement, such as those set out by
Habermas (1976), as follows.

• Is the claim comprehensible? Does it make sense to the reader?
• Is it truthful? Is the researcher telling the truth? Do they provide a firm evidence

base against which to test the claim?
• Is it authentic? Does the researcher demonstrate their authenticity by showing, over

time and through interaction, that they have committed to living as fully as possi-
ble the values they explicitly espouse?

• Is it appropriate? Does the researcher show that they understand how historical and
cultural forces form a normative background to the claim?

Here is the original text from which these ideas are drawn:

I shall develop the thesis that anyone acting communicatively must, in performing any
speech action, raise universal validity claims and suppose that they can be vindicated (or
redeemed: einlösen). Insofar as he [sic] wants to participate in a process of reaching under-
standing, he cannot avoid raising the following – and indeed precisely the following –
validity claims. He claims to be:

1. Uttering something understandably;
2. Giving (the hearer) something to understand;
3. Making himself thereby understandable; and
4. Coming to an understanding with another person.

The speaker must choose a comprehensible expression (verständlich) so that speaker and
hearer can understand one another. The speaker must have the intention of communicating
a true (wahr) proposition (or a propositional content, the existential presuppositions of which
are satisfied) so that the hearer can share the knowledge of the speaker. The speaker must
want to express his intentions truthfully (wahrhaftig) so that the hearer can believe the utter-
ance of the speaker (can trust him). Finally, the speaker must choose an utterance that is right
(richtig) so that the hearer can accept the utterance and speaker and hearer can agree with
one another in the utterance with respect to a recognized normative background. Moreover,
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communicative action can continue undisturbed only as long as participants suppose that
the validity claims they reciprocally raise are justified. (Habermas 1976: 2–3)

Demonstrating validity also shows certain commitments, grounded in your
values (see Polanyi 1958), and these come to act as your criteria and standards
of research, as follows. 

Criteria and standards of research 

You show a commitment to the following:

• Rigorous research: You test the validity of your ideas within a disciplined method-
ological and epistemological framework.

• Scholarly enquiry: You hold your ideas against the ideas of people in the literature.
• Truth: You go through rigorous validation procedures, and do not expect people

simply to take your word for it.
• Your personal knowledge: You see your claims as worthy of merit.
• Courage and tenacity: You get your claim validated and legitimated through

informed debate. 
• Provisionality: You believe that you are right, but you acknowledge that you may be

mistaken.
• Living values in practice: You are prepared to stand up for what you believe in. 

Making academic judgements

Your report also has to address criteria of academic validity, as set by the
accrediting higher education institution. Although these vary among institu-
tions, they tend to include the following:

• The work contains a claim to knowledge and makes a contribution to knowledge of
the field.

• The work demonstrates an ability to undertake an educational study or enquiry in
an appropriately critical, original and balanced fashion in a particular subject. 

• The work demonstrates an understanding of the context of the research.
• The work shows improvement in the practice described, or explains what may have

constrained improvement.
• The work is written in an appropriate form.
• The work contains material of peer-reviewed publishable merit.
• The work is error-free and technically accurate with a full bibliography and references.

(These criteria are adapted from the University of Bath 2008)

These are generic criteria, and important. We refer to them as appropriate in
different chapters, and as relevant to the levels of achievement expected at dif-
ferent levels. These levels are different in undergraduate, masters and doctoral
levels, and are explained in Chapters 6, 7 and 8. As well as observing these insti-
tutional criteria, you can also ask your reader to judge your work in terms of
your own criteria and standards. These issues are also addressed in the relevant
chapters. 
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SUMMARY

This chapter has covered the following points. Doing action research is about taking
action in the workplace, finding out about how and why it has been successful (or not),
and sharing findings through research stories. It involves thinking about underpinning
logics and values, and being aware of what counts as theory. Action research is different
from traditional kinds of research in terms of its epistemologies and methodologies,
and is communicated using different forms of representation. The main aim of action
research is to make a claim that you know how and why you have improved your
practice, and to test the validity of the claim through rigorous validation procedures. 

CHECKLIST OF REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

Here is a checklist of reflective questions. These should help you to focus on and
develop confidence in the key points in the chapter.

Am I confident in using academic language?

• Do I use key terminology such as ‘ontology’, ‘epistemology’, ‘methodology’ and
‘social intent’?

• Do I show that I am clear about the relationship between practice, values and logics?
• Do I communicate my understanding of the difference between ‘theory’ and

‘living theory’?

Do I show that I know what doing action research involves?

• Am I clear about what kinds of action are involved in action research?
• Do I explain the relationship between action, research, and telling the story?
• Do I demonstrate appropriate kinds of commitment?

Do I show my understanding of what is studied, how it is studied and represented,
and why it is studied?

• Do I make clear the centrality of theory, and how theory can emerge from within
the action?

• Do I show my understanding of the importance of articulating the significance of
my action research?

Do I communicate my understanding of ‘validity’?

• Do I articulate the difference between personal validity and social validity? Do I
say by which social criteria my story may be judged?

• Do I show that I appreciate the kinds of academic judgements that will be made
about my work?

If you can say ‘yes’ to all the above, you are well on your way to achieving an
outstanding piece of action research and writing an impressive report. 

Now let’s turn to the practical business of writing, specifically what goes into an
action research report (Chapter 2), what it looks like (Chapter 3), and how it is
written (Chapter 4).
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