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‘Action research is an expression of the democratic spirit in social research’ (Kemmis). Is this true?

 1. Introduction and scope
I am indebted to the title of this essay for getting myself, and my reader, off to an inspirational start. It propels us into a brave new world in which practice and theory unite, democratic principles prevail, and the outcome is that society becomes a better place. However, the ‘messy realities’ (Ball 1991:167) of the conduct of action research are less inspirational, and the imperiled objectivity (Eisner, 1993) of the action researcher complicates a wholehearted assent to the truthfulness of the title. 

In this essay I will examine the claims made by Kemmis (Kemmis, 1993) for action research. Eschewing ‘conceptual parochialism’ (Carr, 1993:166) I will set them in the context of the ‘democratic spirit’ as understood in modern Western democracies. They are the social organization of choice in the world today, offering high levels of prosperity and wellbeing to their citizens. Throughout the world people who do not live in democracies are voting with their feet and trying to become citizens of democratic societies. This essay will analyze the practice of action research and determine the extent to which it expresses the democratic principle and whether it is as equally desirable a form of research as democracies are social organizations.
It is a truism to say that political theories are based on theories of human nature. Broadly, we associate the democratic spirit with an optimistic theory of human nature, in which the individual possesses a number of inalienable rights, and I will argue that action research exhibits a similarly optimistic view of the empowered practitioner and the improvability of educational practices. In the sense that the democratic spirit implies that ‘everyone should have equal rights and be involved in making important decisions’ (Cobuild 1987) I will examine the contribution of action research to the development of good practices. The raison d’ ệtre of the democratic spirit is a rational and just distribution of power, ensuring equal rights, and I will link the democratic view of power relationships to the conduct of the action researcher. 
In democratic societies we expect freedoms of speech, assembly and the press, which in the context of action research can be summarized as freedom of access to, and expression of, knowledge. I will argue that action researchers are both dependent on these values, and contribute to their maintenance. If knowledge is power, the action researcher has power-sharing responsibilities. In this context I will examine methodology and research relationships. Finally, I will argue that although I perceive Kemmis’ view of action research as at times simplistic, politicized and written at a remove from the reality of teachers’ working lives, I am in fundamental agreement with his basic tenets and his conviction that action research is an expression of the democratic spirit.
 2. Action research as defined by Kemmis
‘Action research is a form of research carried out by practitioners into their own practices’ (Kemmis, 1993:177) is the definition given by Kemmis. He is convinced that the practitioner’s research into own social and educational practices yields curriculum development and higher professional standards. The increased understanding of own work situation will form the basis of educational development and better learning environments, supported by practitioner involvement in policy-making. Action research, according to Kemmis is characterized by participation, democratic impulse and commitment to social change. He sees the practitioner engaging in a ‘self-reflective spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting
’ (Kemmis 1993:178).

3. Knowledge is power: the interpretive categories of teachers 
Kemmis regards action research as a ‘way of participating in decision making about development’ (Kemmis, 1993:178). This fundamentally democratic notion – that individuals are responsible for their own actions, and the outcome of these actions, and may make decisions concerning them – is central to his view of the empowering force of action research. The practitioner starts to examine practice and the action research cycle is initiated
. 
3.1 Rationality and justice
Kemmis envisages action research as enabling practitioners ‘to improve the rationality and justice of their own social and educational practices’ (Kemmis 199:177).  Rationality and justice are key democratic values; rationality drives out a view of life as a series of randomized, unpredictable and meaningless events and replaces it with a perspective that emphasizes individual responsibility and control of destiny. Rationality implies intellectual development; serenity and consciousness rather than impulse, turbulence and the dark forces of the unconscious. ‘Educational theory is primarily the domain which seeks to develop rational principles for educational practice’ (Hirst, 1993:150) and here the teacher, applying research insights, can expose bad practices and develop ‘craft knowledge’ (Atkinson et al 1993:23).
3.2 Could try harder: the failures of teacher interpretation

Justice and rationality are indeed essential in democratically organized communities. Experience leads to the conclusion that teachers who are unfair and unreasonable in their treatment of learners demotivate them and set a bad example. Likewise, there is evidence that prejudiced teacher expectations lead to underachievement. Thus the teacher who expects that ethnic minority students are incapable of academic excellence (Gitlin et al 1993), girls have no aptitude for science (Measor, 1983) and slow learners are only capable of menial work (Atkinson et al, 1993) is perpetuating a dangerous downward spiral of self-fulfilling prophecy. Kemmis, in his insistence on the use of the interpretive categories of teachers, ignores the fact that teachers also get it wrong, and endows the action researcher with an autocratic status which runs counter to democratic principles. 
Whilst subscribing to the significance of rational and just educational practices, I am not convinced of the role of action research in promoting them. Every teacher, and not just those involved in action research, should strive for these virtues. The view of action research as ‘self-reflective enquiry’ (Kemmis 1993: 177) dilutes the significance of research as a knowledge creating activity. The diffuse and uncritical evaluation of the activity of teaching may lead to better teaching in the individual teacher, but makes no contribution to a body of knowledge or a critical tradition (Phillips, 1993). 
However, and most damningly, the view of teachers as autonomous laws unto themselves belies the reality. If not forced by the disruptive pupil or the noisy classroom to examine practice, the teacher is impelled by the set curriculum and the examination system, the enquiring parent, the concerned head teacher and the external accreditor to scrutinize performance. Education is a social process, and closely linked to acculturalization processes, and it is naïve to suggest that the educator possesses autonomy.  ‘Classroom processes reflect many aspects of larger scale political relationships’ (Ball, 1991: 170)
4. We shall overcome: distortion exposed
Kemmis charges the action researcher with the responsibility for bringing about social change. Although he admits that action research is not the only form ‘capable of bringing about stable transformations of…..educational arrangements in contemporary society’ (Kemmis 1993:189) he regards action research as the primary means to tap into the energies and insights of an increasingly professionalized teaching profession. The action researcher, as participant, has access to knowledge not available to the academic. Part of the problem and part of the solution, Kemmis elevates the action researcher’s role. Teachers are able to reveal interests at work in their work situations to an extent denied to the academic. Kemmis is perhaps at his most democratic in his insistence on the value of the practitioner’s research contribution.

 Kemmis unashamedly advocates a prescriptive view of research applications. The action researcher should view research as a way of exposing ‘ideas and interpretations which are systematically distorted by ideology’ (Kemmis 1993:179) and replacing them with ‘theoretical accounts which enable teachers (and other participants) to become aware of how they may be overcome’ (Kemmis 1993:179). The action researcher has ideological responsibilities and our educational system, which is the starting point for a lifetime of participation in democratic society, is the place to actualize them. Thus the action researcher’s contribution is practice; ‘Research that produces nothing but books will not suffice.’ (Lewin, 1946)
4.1Those who can, teach. Those who can’t, research

The democratic spirit implies general involvement in the decision making process. This leads to the dilemma of defining the contribution of the expert and the layperson, the insider and the outsider, the academic and the practitioner, to educational decision making. Kemmis privileges the insights of the practitioner as being grounded in a way denied to those of the academic; a fundamentally democratic view of the value of the research contribution. However, Kemmis’ elevation of the action researcher exposes the ambivalence of the educational researcher’s position. If action research is so worthwhile, why don’t they abandon other research forms and teach?

‘My own unwillingness to be a teacher was born out of the absurdly messianic, rather egotistical yet probably basically accurate realization that a sound knowledge base which influenced teacher practice would affect more children than I could ever have hoped to reach in classrooms by being a teacher’ (Reynolds 1991:202) is how one researcher justifies his choices.
Kemmis, in his advocacy of action research is aware of the tension between academic and practitioner research. There is a well-documented gap between the groves of academe and the chalk face; ‘the perceived irrelevance to the concerns of practitioners of much contemporary educational research’ (Kemmis 1993:181). Reporting research findings may need a different presentation for a wider, non-academic audience (Tizard & Hughes, 1991). Certainly, research findings are occasionally unwelcome, especially when politically sensitive (Walford, 1991), and teachers may even feel ‘betrayed’ (Reynolds, 1991:203) by researchers. He is aware of the risk that academic researchers function as ‘legitimating authority’ or ‘process facilitator’ (Kemmis1993: 187) using the practitioner at an operational level for their own research objectives. The antidote to these conflicts of interest is to be found in empowered action researchers, and the professional groups in which they operate; ‘the group itself takes responsibility for its own emancipation’ (Kemmis 1993:187). In section 5.2 I will further discuss collaborative action research and the role of methodology in maintaining validity, and conclude that Kemmis’ reliance on the group in ensuring research hygiene is naïve, and the conflict with his sense of the autonomy of the action researcher is not addressed. 
Kemmis is convinced of the practical use of action research. However, what is practical, and practicable, in my classroom might not be in yours. By emphasizing the significance of the local and particular Kemmis underestimates the necessity for generalizability (Schofield, 1993). Kemmis believes that the individual practitioner’s insights into her own work situation are sufficient unto themselves, and need not be replicated in other’s work situations. If this is accepted, it negates the value of research as a knowledge constructing activity. Kemmis substitutes exposure of bad practice as a higher objective, linking it with the creation of a better social order. This begs the question of whether exposing bad practice inevitably leads to improvement. There is some evidence that making people aware of their disadvantaged state leads to depression rather than liberation; ‘the false assumption that revealing social inequalities to people will necessarily bring about change’ (McKinney 2003:196). 
5. Two cheers for action research: research and the researched
The very act of engaging in research implies an assumption of a powerful role. The researcher defines what is to be researched, and even if theory develops from data and ‘thick description’ (Research Methods in Education, 2001) is employed, the researcher determines what is significant. A triumvirate of interests is involved in the research activity: the researcher, the research audience, and the researched. Kemmis imbues the researcher with the power to make ‘validity claims’ (Kemmis1993:185), and includes the ‘community of practitioners’ (Kemmis 1993:183) in a peer review process characterized by democratic impulse, but denies a voice to the researched. In a situation in which the practitioner researches own practice, ethical issues are unavoidable. A teacher who is involved in allocating learning tasks, assessing learner output and has a duty of care – who is legally in loco parentis – incurs ethical responsibilities when embarking on a research activity. The situation is rendered more complex when the researcher’s classroom becomes the research setting, as in action research.
5.1 Underdogs and guinea pigs
Action research is not by definition linked to any set of research techniques, according to Kemmis, although he indicates that ‘the techniques employed by interpretive researchers’ (Kemmis 1993:184) are more suited to gathering and analyzing evidence about practice. Qualitative research, derived from ethnographic perspectives, is characterized by ‘a focus on natural settings, an interest in meanings, perspectives and understandings, an emphasis on process, inductive analysis and grounded theory (Research methods in education, 2001). ‘The researcher’s self is the main research instrument’ (Research methods in Education, 2001). What protection does this offer to the object of the research activity? Let me clarify this point: here I am referring to our children, and indeed everybody who is on the receiving end of education. We may accept inclusion in a research activity, but we will demand high ethical standards. Kemmis describes a number of research projects – focused on questioning strategies, remedial reading, curriculum design and assessment practices ( Kemmis 1993: 183-4) – yet he says nothing about the methodology employed or the ethical issues encountered, although considering the nature of action research, this is crucially important. Whilst more likely to be used by quantitative researchers, experiments have been designed which depend on withholding a perceived benefit, or deceiving the research subject. In a sense, the ethnographic researcher who employs “fly on the wall” techniques or “goes under cover” and submerges himself or herself in a group (Mairtin Mac an Ghaill, 1991) is also engaging in a form of deceit, or is at least not being completely truthful. Ethnographic researchers have observed teacher behaviour initiating cycles of disadvantage (Gitlin et al, 1993) and because they felt constrained about disturbing the research setting, remained silent. Researchers, in their desire to uncover the truth, may confront the researched with painful subjects and ‘overstep the mark’ (Ball 1991:181). Lack of familiarity with the research process may lead practitioner researchers to overlook the requirement to obtain consent and negotiate access (Nias, 1991).The research process may generate anxiety or tension in the research subjects. The research activity is particularly problematical when young children are involved, where subjects are dependent on the researcher, and where the researcher enjoys a position of authority, as in the case of the action researcher. In such situations, the research subject does not really volunteer to take part in the research, and in the classroom setting the anonymity of the subject is difficult to protect
.  Kemmis is vague about research hygiene, and although empowering the practitioner and the community around her, forgets the legitimate rights of the researched. A true commitment to democratic spirit includes and protects the underdog – those who are researched.   
5.2 Fooling most of the people most of the time 
Collaborative action design is put forward by Kemmis as an ideal form for the conduct of action research, and also for its evaluation. He sees participatory structures as ideal and incorporates the democratic freedoms of association and expression in his research model. Returning research ownership to practitioners and their peers is fundamentally democratic. 
However, the perils of “groupthink” are well-documented. Colleagues, working together over a period of time, sharing a commitment to the same organization and working methods, tend to start thinking alike. This danger is compounded when the process of peer review is ‘informal and convivial’ (Kemmis, 1993:186). Research could also become “institutionalized”. Only topics sanctioned by the organization might receive attention, and what began as research could end up as consultancy. Pressure to conform could be exerted by employers and other stakeholders in the research process. It is unlikely that a practitioner perceived as being a member of the “awkward squad” would be allowed research opportunities.
Even for practitioners not sharing an employment situation there are only limited safeguards of quality of research output. It is difficult to apply critique to a fellow practitioner’s efforts. There are concerns about hurting feelings or appearing critical or superior. There is a lack of rigour. On the other hand, if conformism is a danger for the practice community, tolerance for differing views is equally problematical. People care passionately about education, and the expression of that concern and commitment will almost certainly generate conflict.   
The strength of a democracy lies in the degree of participation in its processes. Thus if action research is to make a contribution to a body of knowledge, becoming involved in critique is the responsibility of all practitioners, and structures need to be developed to enable this process. Internet offers wonderful opportunities for this sort of professional communication, which should be imbued with the principles of reciprocal altruism. 
6. The eye of the beholder: objectivity and action research
Kemmis is convinced that the separation of facts and values is flawed; 

‘If it is only practitioners who can research their own practice, a problem seems to arise about whether the practitioner can understand his or her own practice in an undistorted way – whether understandings reached will be biased, idiosyncratic (some would say “subjective”) or systematically distorted by ideology. This problem is illusory. ‘(Kemmis 1993: 183)

Reality is always viewed from an individual’s objective, practice is studied in terms of what it brings about, and language itself is subject to interference by values and interests; ‘What we come to see depends upon what we seek, and what we seek depends upon what we know how to say’ (Eisner 1993:52). This acceptance of multiple interpretations is troubling. All our certainties seem to slip away, and nothing is left that is definite. Kemmis solves this problem by breezily stating; ‘The question of its (research’s) truth will be determined by the way it relates to practice’ (Kemmis 1993:180). In other words, the proof of the research pudding is in the eating. In a sense, Phillips, in his refutation of the relativism of Eisner’s work, confirms that the proof is not only in the pudding, but also in the recipe. He advocates ‘the presence of a critical tradition’ (Phillips 1993:69) – knowledge of methodology, blind peer review and self-scrutiny - as a way of approaching the unachievable. Certainly for the payrolled employee, with commitments to the organization, the attainment of an objective researcher stance is more complicated.
7. The worst form of research except all the others  

Like a snake with its tail in its mouth, this brings us back to the question asked in the title of this essay. Is it true that action research is democratic? My conviction is that the question of truthfulness is the essential concern of all researchers. It is what makes research so tricky and so important. I have discussed the ways in which action research is inclusive, egalitarian and empowering, and outlined the ways in which it falls short of these ideals. At its best action research can infuse the practitioner’s everyday routine with meaning, and offer opportunities for the practitioner to grow and develop. At its worst it is ineffective and self-congratulatory. In my introduction I suggested that democracy is an admirable form of social organization, and I conclude that action research offers a paradigm of both its strengths, and its weaknesses. 








Nicole H. Renou-Kirby
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� This cycle is reminiscent of the Deming cycle – Plan, Do, Check, Act - beloved of quality control analysts (Deming 1986).


� Thus Stephen Ball reports ‘a sense of frustration’ (Ball, 1991:166) with his teaching material as the motivation for his investigation of schools as socio-political organizations. Jennifer Nias wanted to evaluate the course she tutored when she started researching primary school teachers. (Nias, 1991) 


� I encountered this problem when undertaking practitioner research into ethnic minority learners. I identified one of my respondents as Iranian, which ensured that colleagues reading my report could immediately identify the only Iranian in our cohort of first year students.
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