What's the next step? How will you set up your research?

· Experimental Research 

· Action Research

· Ethnographic Research 

· Narrative Research

In each of the above sections, you will be asked to critically analyse a research paper representing one particular research approach. Use the following guidance to support you in this process:

http://www.library.cornell.edu/okuref/research/skill26.htm
 Experimental approaches 

One very important approach to research is the experimental tradition. This differs from approaches to research which are non-experimental in one crucial way, summarised by Lewis-Beck (1993: ix):


"Simply put, experimentalists manipulate variables suspected of producing an effect, while non-experimentalists observe them."

The essential difference between experimental and non-experimental approaches is how the researcher deals with the variables of the research situation. In an experiment, an important first step is to identify the key variables. Then you must go on to decide which variables you will change in order to investigate their impact on the situation you are investigating. Sommer and Sommer (1991:94) put this very neatly:


"An experiment involves the creation of an artificial situation in which events that generally go together are pulled apart."
Pre-experiment

In the pre-experiment an initial observation is made of a sample (see glossary) and after this has been completed the researcher must change ONE feature of the situation being investigated. The features which could influence the research situation are called causal factors. The sample is again observed and the researcher now looks to determine what effects (if any) the change has had through comparing the two observations.


An example may help to explain the procedure; though you should recognise that things are never as simple in most research investigations.


A personnel manager is concerned about staff absences, feels that they may be due to staff stress in dealing with customer service enquiries and is considering the introduction of flexible working times as a way of minimising the problem. One way of proceeding would be to determine the rate of absences, introduce the new working practices, and finally check absence levels at a later date.


Obviously there would be deeper questions to resolve here, for example timescale and numbers, but the design is representative of the pre-experiment.


We must however recognise the limitations of this approach. A major one is that the pre-experiment does not allow judgements to be made about the impact of other causal factors. How do we know the employees were not influenced by other factors such as staff counselling facilities, or perhaps a decrease in the level of customer complaints? 

In order to address these issues you must consider a tighter design. 

The experimental tradition 

The experimental tradition is most strongly associated with investigations in the physical sciences, although it is also widely used in psychology, economics and health-care. In educational research, for most of the 20th century, the dominant models of were the natural science model based on the agricultural-botany research paradigm [Fisher 1935] used in the physical sciences in which experiments are conducted on samples of populations, usually with an "experimental" and a "control" group. The findings are then generalised to the whole target population. 


The difficulty of identifying all the key elements of a social situation involving many and complex variables has led, over the last 25 years, to an increased currency of interpretive research models within educational and other social and professionally-based enquiry. Interpretive research aims to discover, describe and understand the perspectives of individuals involved in social and professional processes. The aim, as with agricultural-botany research is still to generate theory, which goes beyond the individual cases studied.

The True Experiment 

"True" experiments meet the following criteria: 

1. the experimental group comprises an unbiased sample; 

2. the control group is matched with the experimental group; 

3. the control and experimental groups are observed before the experiment commences using procedures which are reliable and valid; 

4. the experimental phase is conducted in a manner which is consistent with the requirements of a true experiment - ie all variables are controlled except one; the independent variable; 

5. the control and experimental group are observed after the experiment has been completed. 

If all of these criteria are met then: 
a difference between the control and experimental group observed on completion of the experiment is a consequence of the researcher's intervention. 

You will have started to think about the methods useful for carrying out research.

Please allow around 30 minutes for the following activity:

· Reflect on the activities you’ve carried out so far.

· Group together methods for data-gathering & data analysis.

· Which methods can be used to test against an initial hypothesis?

· Which might be used to create new theory?

 

Transformation of information in research process
Wallace (1971) cited in Brynner and Stribley (1986: 4) purports that the research process is a transformation of five informational units. These “units” include, theories, hypotheses, and decisions to accept or reject hypotheses, observations, and empirical generalisations. 
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The principal informational components are represented by rectangles. Methodological controls are represented as ovals, with information transformation as arrows. The process could form a complete circle beginning and ending with “theories”. However, in practice two paradigms of research, which, polarise each other, are represented in figure 1. Starting with “observations” at the bottom and rising up the left hand side is the phenomenological paradigm whereby theory is induced from empirical data. In opposition is the positivist paradigm whereby “theories” are deduced from initial “hypotheses” by testing them against research data. 

Brynner, J & Stribley, KM, (Eds.), (1986), Social Research: Policies and Principles, 3rd ed., Harlow: Longman

 

Wallace, W, (1971), An overview of elements in the scientific process, The Logic of Science in Sociology, pp. 16-25, Chicago: Aldine-Atherton

The quasi experiment 

This term is used to describe an approach which adopts the procedure of the experiment but fails to meet the stringent criteria listed in the previous section. Most research undertaken in the workplace setting or in the social sciences generally, attempts to follow a strict "scientific" approach but, realistically it is impossible to recognise and control all the variables. People and work situations are very complex!
In practice it is often very difficult to meet these criteria but it does not follow that designs which fall short in these terms must be abandoned. If that were the case progress within the general field of the human sciences would have been far less well developed than it is. However when reporting the findings of "quasi experiments", researchers must acknowledge the limitations of their work.


Setting up an experiment in human sciences

A major problem confronting the setting up of an experiment in the human sciences is that researchers are often challenged to compare samples, which cannot be precisely matched. In medicine for example hospitals often specialise and a researcher interested in comparing (say) the success rate of a new treatment with a well-established one (often a key issue) might experience difficulty in selecting matched groups. Patients about to receive different treatments might for example be located in different hospitals; and given the existence of the private sector the social mix of the groups might be biased. In a true experiment these independent variables, and others, would be tightly controlled. 


An appropriate strategy for investigating this scenario would be to choose matched samples from a batch of patients, one of these about to receive the new treatment (the experimental group), the other the standard treatment (the control group), and then, following treatment, to compare the respective outcomes. Any interpretation of these findings would take careful account of the quality of the matching of the experimental and control groups. 


Unfortunately a quasi experiment cannot yield an unequivocal answer to a specific question but within recognised limits it can support a particular line of development; and in that sense it has the potential to be useful.

The impact of the researcher

You need to remember too that the researcher always impacts on the research situation. Whatever you observe is changed by your observation. The perspective from which you observe any phenomenon is going to materially influence your view of that phenomenon. When asking questions, or designing investigations, it is essential for researchers to acknowledge their own perspectives.
Your own interests, principles and attitudes will inevitably influence both the subject of a question and the actual words used to ask it. This is because we carry ideological, cultural or even physical baggage as our perceptions of reality called ontology. It is impossible to avoid bias or influence in your research - the important thing is to acknowledge it and to make this explicit as you present your findings. 

All findings from all research are provisional - research doesn't "prove" anything, but "proof" is not really the point. Research into professional and work-based contexts can illuminate a situation or problem, can give insights which are, if not generalisable, then at least relatable to others in that people might recognise and respond to elements of their own situation in the findings. 

1. Can the fact that subjects age during the course of an experiment be ignored?
If members of control and experimental groups are 'matched', the fact that they age during the proceedings is of no consequence because this variable affects both groups in the same way. 

2. Should subjects be informed when they are involved in an experiment? 

 It is unethical to involve subjects in a procedure which might disadvantage them. Again, if subjects know they are taking part in an experiment they might respond differently due to the 'Hawthorne effect' (see glossary). The solution would seem to be, for example:

To seek their consent in staff consultation meetings;

To advise all staff that they are taking part in an experiment;

To reassure them they will not be disadvantaged (knowing that is true); but 

To avoid telling them precisely what the experiment is about until it has been completed.

3. Does it matter how the groups are selected?

 If the data is unreliable the findings will be of limited value.

 Care must be taken in selecting the groups. Choosing the samples randomly is a reliable approach but this is not always possible - when for example the researcher has access to a limited number of cases. 

5. Would it matter if some subjects might drop out of the experiment?

Members of carefully selected groups all contribute to the matching. If membership cannot be sustained there may be implications in this for the reliability of the findings. However it is not essential that the control and experimental groups are of equal size.

  Concluding remarks 

For the individual small-scale researcher, the "journey" of carrying out research is perhaps as important as the "destination" of the results themselves. Maybe the most valuable thing for people researching their own practice is not to find a definite answer, but to develop insights into the situation investigated and perhaps to generate more questions, whose investigation will further increase their expertise and understandings.
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What is action research? 

Many investigations into practice by practitioners are identified as 'action research', an approach which is currently very popular with researchers undertaking small studies, particularly in the area of social science. Sometimes the terms 'evaluative research' or 'applied research' are used for such activity.


Cohen and Manion [1994:218] see a need for the terms to be distinguished because of what they identify as 'important differences between them'. These are principally to do with scale and generalisability, seeing applied research as concerned with testing theories and therefore needing to study a large number of cases in order to generalise findings, while action research is seen as focusing on 'a specific problem in a specific setting' and applying scientific methods less rigorously than applied research. 

However, Walker [1985:195] specifically chooses NOT to make such a distinction:

'I have deliberately used the terms 'applied research', 'action research' and even 'evaluation' as virtually interchangeable ... in order to hold to a rather loose and generalised conception of what I took to be an identifiable approach ... not wishing to be drawn too closely into fine distinctions between different approaches within that overall research direction.' 


Stringer (2006: 7) defines action research as:


“a systematic approach to investigation that enables people to find effective solutions to problems they confront in their everyday lives.”

'Action research' is a commonly used term and there are a number of definitions of action research in the contemporary literature. The accessibility and apparent directness of some of these definitions should not be taken as a sign that 'action research' is a term about whose meaning there is general agreement and which can be regarded as a 'given' and therefore unproblematic. There is currently, and has been since its beginnings, a good deal of on-going debate about the concept of 'research' closely allied to 'practice'.

Definitions of Action Research:
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*Action research is a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by
participants in social [including educational] situations in order to improve
the rationality and justice of a) their own social or educational practices, b)
their understanding of these practices, and c) the situations in which the
practices are carried out.”
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*Action research might be defined as the study of a social situation with a
view to improving the quality of action within it. It aims to feed practical
judgement in concrete situations, and the values of the 'theories' or
hypotheses it generates depends not so much on 'scientific' tests of truth,
as on their usefulness in helping people to act more intelligently and
skilfully. In action research 'theories’ are not validated independently and
then applied to practice. They are validated through practice.'
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. a type of applied social research differing from other varieties in the
immediacy of the researcher's involvement in the action process."
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*Action research starts with ... defining a particular problem and its
dimensions in some detail, looking carefully at the relevant facts of the
situation. This leads to the formation of an action plan to meet the situation
which is then implemented. The outcomes of the implementation are then
evaluated, leading to further planning and action."
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. there is a clear understanding that action research is research
undertaken by those in the field: field workers, teachers, administrators or
supervisors in order to change and improve their own practice. It is,
moreover, usually thought of as a group process which enables co-operative
work to influence both thought and action among group members.'
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. essentially an on-the-spot procedure designed to deal with a concrete
problem located in an immediate situation."
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*Action researchers try to close [the] gap between research and practice by
creating a situation in which practitioners define research problems and
conduct research in such a way that the outcomes are directly useful to
[practice] situations."
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. a major aim of action research is to develop the practical wisdom of the
practitioner researcher ...'





Some theoretical perspectives of action research 

The term 'action research' was coined in the 1940s by the American social psychologist Kurt Lewin. Lewin saw action research as essentially a group activity concerned with action and the consequences of action and comprising the four phases of planning, acting, observing and reflecting.


Action research for Lewin began with group discussion and identification of problems in a social or workplace setting followed by a group decision on how to respond. This response would include members of the group exploring and investigating the problems that the group had identified. Based on the results of the investigation, the group would make a decision about what action to take and would monitor and keep a record of the results of this action, regularly reviewing progress. The group would evaluate the success of a particular course of action and, from this analysis, 'spiral' into a second round of the process. 


Lewin's research, although it stresses group action, and had, as its ultimate objective 'independence, equality and co-operation' [Lewin 1946] was conceived as being directed by professional researchers whose role was to involve participants in the process. 


Website with background about Lewin and Action Research:


http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-lewin.htm#actionresearch
Critics of Lewin's approach [for example, Carr & Kemmis 1983, Hopkins 1985] object to what they perceive as its functionalist nature and to the fact that Lewin's research interventions were externally initiated and did not develop organically from those involved in the process under investigation. Elliott's well-known and often quoted [1991:53] observation that: 'A felt need on the part of practitioners to initiate change, to innovate, is a necessary precondition of action research.' is not seen to be at the forefront of Lewin's approach. Or rather, the practitioner focus is not the prime motivator of the research; the 'felt need' to change comes from the researcher or the client who calls in the researcher.


Not all action research has been carried on by groups. Although Lewin's approach was predicated on the involvement of a group, the procedures of planning, acting, observing and reflecting could be applied to individuals investigating their own practice and it could be argued that an appropriate focus for practitioner research might be individual reflexivity, drawing on Schon's [1983] notions of the reflective practitioner. In 'reflection-in-action' professionals undertake a 'reflective conversation with the situation' which involves identifying a problem, defining it and then identifying and drawing on a range of potential action strategies. 

 

For some commentators though, individual reflection such as this is not enough. 
'What has ... been lost sight of in the more recent emphasis on individual reflection has been the essential inclusion of group and institutional relationships.' Adelman [1993:21] 


Kemmis [1988:185] is also less than enthusiastic about the lone action researcher, viewing action research as:


'... essentially participatory in the sense that it involves participants in reflection on practices. ... And it is collaborative, wherever possible involving co-participants in the organisation of their own enlightenment in relation to social and political action in their own situations.' 


Carr and Kemmis [1983] distinguish between action research which is 'practical' and that which is 'emancipatory'. They argue that individuals' understandings of their professional practices are inevitably determined by wider societal power structures. Consequently, such understandings are ideologically distorted and cannot, by themselves, fulfil the 'emancipatory' function of action research because individual judgement is contaminated by culturally determined assumptions which are 'uncritical'. In other words, if action research is individual or focuses solely on practice situations without taking into account a broader picture of institutional and state power structures, then it cannot effectively bring about change because a 'critical social science' will not be involved. Without such a link to critical theory, it could be argued that action research cannot bring about radical change, but can only serve to improve 'practical' performance in accordance with the existing goals of the management of the institution or the state. 


Elliott [1993:197] offers an alternative view:

'I cannot see why practical reflection, which is interested in how to act consistently with the values embedded in our social traditions, need not require us to think critically about values.' 

Characteristics of action research 

Many writers [for example, Cohen & Manion 1994, Hart & Bond 1995, Somekh 1995] offer a range of characteristics which are associated with action research investigations, all of which, to a greater or lesser extent, draw on, modify, extend or interpret Lewin's basic cycle of activities of: 

· identifying a general idea; 

· reconnaissance; [fact-finding and initial analysis] 

· general planning; 

· developing the first action step; 

· implementing the first action step; 

· evaluation; 

· revising the general plan; 

THEN: 

· developing the second action step; 

· implementing the second action step; 

· evaluation; 

· revising the general plan; 

THEN: 

· developing the third action step; ... and so on. 

The action research cycle
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Characteristics of action research 

Cohen & Manion [1994:217] suggest that action research is: 


'SITUATIONAL - concerned with diagnosing a problem in a specific context and attempting to solve it in that context; it is usually [though not inevitably] COLLABORATIVE - teams of researchers and practitioners work together on a project; it is PARTICIPATORY - team members themselves take part directly or indirectly in implementing the research; and it is SELF-EVALUATIVE - modifications are continuously evaluated within the ongoing situation, the ultimate objective being to improve practice in some way or other.' 


Hart & Bond [1995:37/8] identify seven 'criteria' which, when operating in what they call 'dynamic interaction', distinctively mark action research as different from other forms of investigation.

 

'Action research: 

1. is educative; 

2. deals with individuals as members of social groups; 

3. is problem-focused, context-specific and future-orientated; 

4. involves a change intervention; 

5. aims at improvement and involvement; 

6. involves a cyclic process in which research, action and evaluation are interlinked; 

7. is founded on a research relationship in which those involved are participants in the change process.' 

Somekh [1995:340/342] offers a distinctive, but related set of characteristics:


'... first ... action research starts from ... practical questions arising from concerns in ... everyday work. The investigation takes place in the workplace and no effort is made to 'control' the research context or design an 'experiment' 


... second ...the findings of action research are fed back directly into practice with the aim of bringing about change... Its aim is to deepen practitioners' understandings of the complex situations in which they live and work, so that their actions are better informed.


... third ... action research has a highly pragmatic orientation ...


... fourth ... [it] is grounded in the culture and values of the social group whose members are both participants in the research field and researchers.'


... fifth ... knotty ethical questions. The researcher is a practitioner and the research involves an investigation into his or her own practice and that of colleagues.' 

 Methods of action research 

Action research does not employ a specific set of research procedures. Rather, its approach is eclectic and it draws upon various strategies as they have a relevance for the issue under investigation. Action research strategies are drawn often, but not exclusively, from interpretive research. 


Altrichter [1993:40] makes clear that:


'Action research is not a method of data analysis. Neither is it characterised by specific methods, but rather by integrating various methods in a methodologically consistent strategy.' 


Somekh [1995:341] is more specific in saying that action research: 


'... uses many of the same methods and techniques as traditional qualitative research.' However, she too stresses the importance of context and situation in aiming 'always to make the best possible use of these tools within the constraints of the workplace'. 


Kemmis [1988:184] identifies focused diaries, audiotape records, group interviews as common methods of gathering data in action research and content analysis of documents as an often-used method of analysing it, but again says that these are not at all exclusive to action research and that its distinguishing feature is:


'... the notion of a spiral of self-reflection [a spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting]' 

 

which takes us back to Lewin's original vision of the activity. 


Most commentators see action research as a collaborative enterprise, although there are those who see value in individuals undertaking rigorous examination of their own professional practice within the tradition of the reflective practitioner. 


Other debates are to be found in whether action research is presented as simply functionalist - perhaps just another management tool to improve the effectiveness of operatives within a system whose strategic direction and structures of power are not susceptible to the influence of individuals, or whether the aims and purposes of action research should be altogether more democratic or emancipatory and rooted in critical social theory. 


However, there is general agreement on the essential organising idea of a cycle or spiral and the elements of planning, acting, observing and reflecting within this structure.

An example of action research 

A non-technical example of action research is provided by van Mesdag 1998, whose article provides an insight into the processes of action research undertaken in a commercial context. Its principal interest lies in the fact that the paper discusses a piece of action research in which the author participated 40 years earlier before he was aware of the concept.

 

Mesdag's article appears on the following pages; when you have read the article complete the activity that follows it and read the feedback. 

Viewpoint: an unscheduled meeting with action research 

Martin van Mesdag

Partner, Halliday Associates, Burnham-on-Crouch, Essex, UK

Marketing Intelligence & Planning 

16/7 [1998] 443–445   © Martin van Mesdag [ 444 ]
Provides an insight into the processes of action research. Refers to a case 40 years ago, long before the term “action research” was coined. The process was used to redesign a company’s marketing effort in Sweden. Discusses a team approach to bringing about change. Describes how the team had members from three levels of management, how all the knowledge generated was treated as collective knowledge, how anyone at any time could and was expected to contribute, how criticism was invited and conflict recognised and how both was substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team. Discusses the benefits of teamwork and action research. 

 

No experience 

It all started soon after I got my first job, straight out of university. I was among the first few graduates my company had ever hired. Some of the older managers in the company, it soon turned out, were not fond of freshly-grown graduates. I was keen to learn a lot about our company’s business and asked these elder statesmen a lot of questions about why the company did certain things a certain way. Their response quite often was that I would not understand until I had gained considerable experience. “That will take many years”, some would add, by way of encouragement. To be fobbed off with this “experience” bromide, I found grossly unfair. I needed a defence mechanism. Experience, I reckoned, contained many things, including “something” which helped one to run a business successfully. That something was relevant knowledge. With four years behind me messing about with relevant knowledge, I felt I had found the base for my defence mechanism: gathering information and organizing it into knowledge. Gradually, I became able, now and then, to demonstrate that there were things the company could usefully do differently or could start or stop doing. My contemporaries, an increasing number of graduates among them, were beginning to team up and do things together, each of us from our different functional and personal perspectives. The Swedish problem was an early example of such an approach: more was to follow. 

 

The Swedish problem 

For me, this was the earliest example of the team approach to bring about badly needed change. Change was needed in the conduct of our business in Sweden. I had been given complete responsibility, a pitifully small budget and complete freedom of action. To say I was motivated is a gross understatement. I had been told that our agents in Sweden were “one of the most reputable firms in Sweden”. Ploughing through our files, I soon discovered that there was years of monotonous correspondence between the agents and ourselves, in which the agents always asked for lower prices and we usually said they could not have them. I also discovered that we knew absolutely nothing about the Swedish market. Our ignorance of the country was perfect. 

 

A team 

It was the massive need for knowledge that made me realize I required help from others. I also realized that to re-design our marketing approach to the market we would need more than just marketing people. We would need input from production, design, packaging, finance and legal people. And so we put a team together. The brief for the team was simple: our business in Sweden is in decay. We need to re-build it and make it profitable and growing. We can do anything we think will be helpful except for spending money, of which we have little. Apart from that, there must be nothing to stop stretching our available resources to breaking point. Our main resource is us: our knowledge and know-how, our minds, our ideas, our tenacity and our skill in sharpening up each other’s and our own thinking. For all of us, work emanating from what we cook up in this team will come in addition to the regular jobs each of us have; we will not use clocks. Oh yes … we know nothing, absolutely nothing about Sweden. Anyone who prefers not to go up this blind alley can stand down now; there will be no recriminations. No one stood down. 

 Discovering structure 

Starting from perfect ignorance, I wanted as little structure to our efforts as was compatible with the possibility of achieving results. Good ideas live in funny nooks and crannies; I wanted none of those blocked out. Only when we were getting towards some sense of direction would we consider concentrating our concerns somewhat. It was obvious from the start that we needed to work on the eradication of our ignorance straight away. We set ourselves the task of collecting and constructing all the possible relevant knowledge at home before.  
Setting foot in Sweden for further detailed information mining

We did this for two reasons: to save (travelling and accommodation) expense until we could derive the maximum benefit from it, and so that we could be very specific with our inquiries once we got to the country. We were learning that the willingness of people to give you truthful, relevant and accurate information increases with the measure of precision you can put into your questioning. 

 

Our company had a culture of relatively open communications, but the traditional managerial hierarchy – with titles and all – did exist. In our team we had people from three levels of management. We decided that all the knowledge generated would be treated as collective knowledge, that anyone at any time could and was expected to contribute, that criticism was invited and conflict recognized and that both would be substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team. We would tolerate no hidden agendas. 

 
The team met frequently, but only on demand (from any member of the team and agreement from the others). The purpose of every meeting was to get feedback from every member; to assess its value; to re-direct or formulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase. We were surprised how quickly this process – a spiral process rather than a cyclical one – allowed the team to home in on the vital knowledge that would help to shape the re-design of our marketing effort in Sweden. Here are a few examples of the sort of things we learnt during the first few months (and before any of us set foot in Sweden): We knew the volume, value and growth rates of the main product categories of interest to us; we knew who the main players in each main product category were; we had analysed and value-engineered each of the main products from each of the main players in the market; we had a good picture of the structure of the relevant wholesale and retail trades; we had the complete framework of the legal requirements governing product composition and weights; labelling; pricing and discounting; promotion and advertising; we were getting the gist of the promotion and advertising platforms of what would be our main competitors. We knew a lot more besides. 

 

It worked 

Following the “homework” done by the team, two of us went to Sweden to do store checks and meet several dozen people with whom appointments had been made from our home office well ahead of our trip. From each we gained invaluable information in response to our very precise questioning. A few weeks later, two other members from the team went to Sweden to meet a further number of people and discuss alternative advertising and promotional activities with some of them. 

 

Within six months we were ready to implement the plan we had devised: We fired our “reputable” agents. We appointed two new agencies, having drawn up and agreed firm rules about performance, controls, credit terms, marketing strategies, stock levels, lead times and reporting procedures with each of them. We raised prices substantially. We trebled our range of products. We re-designed our packaging and started to advertise on a very modest scale. We put Sweden in the charge of one of the team members (from the Foreign department) and insisted he meet and keep in touch with the main buyers as well as with the agents. It worked. The number on the bottom line almost immediately changed from red to black and then started to grow. 

 

On reflection 

Before the whole thing started, I had already become convinced of the value of knowledge (I hold that conviction to this day). I doubt whether I could ever have imbued others with such conviction; it was the members of the team working on this project who themselves learnt about the value of relevant knowledge. I had obviously been concerned whether a team of diverse people working on an unknown task from a base of complete ignorance would work; so I was relieved to see that it did. During our meetings I had noticed how people felt challenged and eager to get involved and I was surprised at how much they knew. Not just about their functional area in the business, but as whole people. In their work as a team, they seemed to grow as individuals. 

 

That last sentence is written with hindsight. In our company, working with teams gained acceptance and was, on the whole, successful. But it took me almost another decade before I came to realize that working as a team has two aspects, rather than a single one. There is not just the purpose which it is the team’s job to pursue, but also the process which goes on within and among the minds of the members of the team. It is the process which makes people grow and it is the process which gives people the pride of ownership of a purpose fulfilled. I have had the great good fortune of involvement in team activity throughout my career. I have become a great believer in its merits. If it is change you are looking for, I know of no better way of bringing it about. I know that business organizational structures are becoming flatter, that multi-disciplinary teams are becoming more common and, co-incidentally, that businesses for their survival are becoming more dependent on the generation and management of their knowledge.

Why am I boring you? 

The Swedish problem happened exactly 40 years ago. So why am I boring you with it now? First, because it was a new process for me and has remained significant. Second, because just a few months ago I bumped into something called action research of which I had never heard before. And when I did, I thought: “Wait a minute, I know this stuff ! It looks just like what I call purpose and process in teamwork”. Coincidence? I am not going to give you a long list of citations on action research. I am not even going to tell you why I think “action research” is not a very good name for a very good thing. I will pick out just a few quotations to set you thinking and, if the editor will wear it, I will add a list for “further reading”. 

 

Academics on action research …

it seems that traditional management theories have under-estimated the power of knowledge which already exists within individuals in organizations, as well as overestimating the power to introduce change through planned, top-down initiatives. 

 

…due to the fact that participatory action research does not primarily focus on individual change, but on the contribution of individuals to organizational change, the main focus of participatory action research is to include this individual focus of development in the development of the whole organization. The dialogue organizes the different points of view into a whole: participants in dialogue begin to identify the “collective nature of thought” (Somekh and Thaler, 1997). Action research [then] proceeds with the empirical process of asking a fuzzy question to get a fuzzy answer to ask a less fuzzy question. Through this cyclic process of asking general and then progressively more focused questions, the researchers start to identify some crucial relationships (Swepson, 1998). 

 

Co-operative inquiry not only focuses on the experiences and explanations of the individuals concerned, it also involves them in deciding in the first place what questions and issues are worth researching (Reason, 1988). 

 

Participatory action research visualizes a “research-action” process in which some of the members of the organization participate in the process from project design through data gathering, analysis, and report writing on to the implementation of conclusions emerging from the research (Dash, 1998). 

 

Variety of opinion is necessary for objective knowledge. And a method that encourages variety is also the only method that is compatible with a humanitarian outlook (Webb, 1995, citing Feyerabend). 

 

A prediction 

There is no doubt in my mind that action research – if that is what you want to call it – is here to stay. 

Martin van Mesdag 
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	Question 1 

Van Mesdag's article adopts a functionalist perspective on action research. His article sees the approach as a management tool to improve the effectiveness of operatives and operations within a system whose strategic direction and structures of power are not susceptible to the influence of the action researchers. Although it is not stated explicitly, no evidence is presented which views the aims and purposes of action research as democratic or emancipatory and rooted in critical social theory. The project reported in his paper might be seen to reflect the characteristics of the action research process as identified by various commentators as follows: 

 



	


 

	LEWIN
	Van MESDAG

	identifying a general idea;
	Change was needed in the conduct of our business in Sweden. 

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	reconnaissance; [fact-finding and initial analysis]
	We knew absolutely nothing about the Swedish market. We would need input from production, design, packaging, finance and legal people.

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	general planning; 
	… as little structure as possible, compatible with the possibility of achieving results …We decided that all the knowledge generated would be treated as collective knowledge …

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	developing the first action step; 
	It was obvious from the start that we needed to work on the eradication of our ignorance straight away 

	implementing the first action step; 
	We set ourselves the task of collecting and constructing all the possible relevant knowledge at home 

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	evaluation;
	Criticism was invited and conflict recognised and … both would be substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team 

	


	revising the general plan; 
	… to get feedback from every member, to assess its value; to re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase. Following the "homework" done by the team, two of us went to Sweden 

	


	THEN: developing the second action step;
implementing the second action step;
evaluation;
revising the general plan;
THEN:
developing the third action step;

..... and so on.
	… within six months we were ready to implement the plan we has devised … 

· We fired our "reputable" agents … 

· We appointed two new agencies .. 

· Agreed firm rules about performance … 

· We raised prices 

· We trebled our range of products 

· We re-designed our packaging 

· … and started to advertise … 


 

	COHEN and MANION 
	Van MESDAG

	SITUATIONAL – concerned with diagnosing a problem in a specific context and attempting to solve it in that context
	Our business in Sweden is in decay. We need to re-build it and make it profitable and growing. 

	


	COLLABORATIVE - teams of researchers and practitioners work together on a project 
	It was the massive need for knowledge that made me realize I required help from others- production, design, packaging, finance and legal people. 

	


	PARTICIPATORY - team members themselves take part directly or indirectly in implementing the research 
	*To get feedback from every member, to assess its value; 

* To re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase.

	


	SELF-EVALUATIVE – modifications are continuously evaluated within the ongoing situation, the ultimate objective being to improve practice in some way or other. 
	Criticism was invited and conflict recognised and both would be substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team.

	



	HART and BOND 
	Van MESDAG

	educative 
	The members of the team working on the project learnt about the value of relevant knowledge. 

	


	deals with individuals as members of social groups 
	People felt challenged and eager to get involved. In their work as a team, they seemed to grow as individuals. 

	


	problem-focused, context-specific and future- orientated;
involves a change intervention;
aims at improvement and involvement
	Our business in Sweden is in decay. 
We need to re-build it and make it profitable and growing. 

	


	involves a cyclic process in which research, action and evaluation are interlinked;
	To get feedback from every member, to assess its value; to re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase. 
We were surprised how quickly this process - a spiral one rather than a cyclical one - allowed the team to home in on the vital knowledge that would help to shape the re-design of our marketing effort in Sweden.

	


	
	

	is founded on a research relationship in which those involved are participants in the change process.'
	We decided to get feedback from every member, to assess its value; to re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase.


	SOMEKH 
	Van MESDAG

	action research starts from ... practical questions
arising from concerns in ... everyday work. The investigation takes place in the workplace and no effort is made to 'control' the research context or design an 'experiment'
	Change was needed in the conduct of our business in Sweden.
… as little structure as possible, compatible with the possibility of achieving results. 

	


	
	

	the findings of action research are fed back directly into practice with the aim of bringing about change... Its aim is to deepen practitioners' understandings of the complex situations in which they live and work, so that their actions are better informed.
	We were surprised how quickly this process - a spiral one rather than a cyclical one - allowed the team to home in on the vital knowledge that would help to shape.

	


	
	

	action research has a highly pragmatic orientation
	The re-design of our marketing effort in Sweden.

	


	
	

	grounded in the culture and values of the social group whose members are both participants in the research field and researchers.
	Input from production, design, packaging, finance and legal people.

	


	
	

	knotty ethical questions.
	The researcher is a practitioner and the research involves an investigation into his own practice and that of colleagues.
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	Question 2 

The journal in which van Mesdag's article appears identifies as one of its aims "to bridge the gap between academic research and practice" and to offer "in-depth practical analysis of leading marketing theory and conceptual work". Its editorial policy suggests that articles based on experiences and evidence - rather than just philosophical speculation - will be particularly considered for publication. 

The author is a marketing professional who, before he became aware of any theoretical or research perspectives on action research had encountered and employed action research processes as pragmatic approaches to specific problems of practice. Given this, and given the journal's expressed intention to be "positioned right at the academic/practitioner interface", it seems clear that van Mesdag's article is targeted at a professional, rather than an academic readership. His intention is to alert such a readership, who may or may not be involved, as he is, in marketing to the benefits of tackling problems located in practice through an approach which incorporates some of the processes associated with action research. 
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Ethnographic research 

Research has developed in a number of significant ways over the last 40 years. One of the most significant of these is the development of a tradition known as ethnography. Borrowing many of the techniques of sociological and anthropological investigation, this important development in research is characterised by the following: 

· A search for shared meanings. 

· A desire to investigate phenomena in their natural settings. 

· A recognition of the influence of the researcher on the research. 

· A development of theory from data: an inductive process. 

· A need to give as detailed a description as possible of the phenomena, in order to capture the complexities of social processes. 
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Look at the following examples of ethnographic research:

http://www.eric.ed.gov/ERICDocs/data/ericdocs2sql/
content_storage_01/0000019b/80/23/19/ef.pdf
 

http://akira.ruc.dk/~magnusn/docs/Workplace_studies_revisited.pdf
 

They will give you a flavour of this type of research. Further examples are available by searching the internet using a search engine and the phrase 'ethnography of the work place'.


A useful PowerPoint may be found at:


http://www.cs.nott.ac.uk/~tar/DBC/dbc-lecture3.pdf
 

A more detailed analysis will be undertaken of the following example from a context, which may not be familiar to all of you.

http://www.leeds.ac.uk/educol
You should search for the following article in the on-line search engine on the above site.

Jeffrey, B. (2000): Primary pupils' perspectives and creative learning.

Ethnographic research 

Ethnographic research attempts to investigate the social context of a particular situation, and the participants' own understanding of the processes operating on them. The researcher, invariably one of the participants of the situation, seeks to investigate his or her own situation, with the advantage of their insights developed from knowing the situation intimately.


However, this approach is not without its problems, because it is difficult to know the extent to which your own research findings are typical or atypical. There is a further danger that your own perspectives can cloud the interpretation of the situation, so that research becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy. 


Peter Woods (1986) suggests that in order to make researchers more open to the views of others, there is a need for


"…a certain 'washing clean' of ones own thought processes coupled together with the need to make [the situation] 'anthropologically strange'. We may then become more open to others' views."


Ethnographic approaches to research are common in the public services (and increasingly in other work contexts), and it is important that you are to recognise the features of such an approach. Especially if you are not working in an educational context, you will be able to bring the same sense of objectivity to the research, as an ethnographic researcher must in an unfamiliar situation.


The following summarises Jeffrey (2000):


Whereas much recent government inspired and funded research has tended to examine education from the perspective of the curriculum and attainment of the pupils, ethnographic research has often investigated learning from the perspectives of pupils in 'real' classes: with the aim of understanding the pupils' understanding of their educational experience, in its wider context. This is such an example. In fact it is worth considering the concluding comments to the research, as these indicate the supposed qualities of an ethnographic approach: 

Researching pupil perspectives through the individual engagements, social relations and reflective evaluation is productive in that we are able to extend our range of understanding as to how children engage with their learning environment. Researching pupil perspectives in creative climates gives us some indication of not only the success of these practices but it also gives us an opportunity to ascertain how far children are able to bring their creative learning to the educational context.


Jeffrey, B. (2000: 18): Primary pupils' perspectives and creative learning. 


In the following section, you will investigate this paper in more detail. The analysis will be systematic, identifying ethnographic characteristics of the research. This exercise will provide a model for an assessment activity in which you will analyse a piece of research from a similar tradition. 

 Intended purpose

An investigation of pupil perspectives of learning in the primary (5-11 years) classroom. 


Clearly, from the opening statements of the paper there is a desire to investigate the children's own perspectives on learning. Indeed Jeffrey comments that the learner has often been overlooked in much recent educational research. 
We also feel that it is important for pupils' voices to be heard in matters concerning their own learning. 
(p.1) 


Audience

Academic paper published by the British Education Research Association, for an academic audience. However, there are many quotes from children, and the paper is written in a way, which is likely to make it accessible to teachers, as well: there are many extracts from interviews with pupils which depict the reality of the classroom situation in which the research took place. 


Research Techniques

There is explicit reference to an ethnographic research methodology. 
We began, as with much ethnography, observing and recording written field notes, not just because this was epistemological appropriate but because we knew that this approach was to be an essential part of researching the perspectives of children who are verbally immature. 
(p.1) 

· The research examined two cases: one situated in a mixed school and another in a largely Bangladeshi community. 

· The researchers clearly played an important part in the case themselves: they spent some time in the classes, and consequently developed a relationship with the pupils and the teachers. The pupils themselves were also considered as researchers: a case of the observed becoming observers. 

We engaged children in conversations in the classrooms and in small groups to discuss their learning experiences. We also used them as 'researchers' to analyse relevant photographs of teaching and learning situations. 
(p.2) 


Analysis of the data

· The data in common with much ethnographic research is discussed in context. 

· Extracts from field notes and transcriptions of classroom observations are used to highlight the different meanings and mechanisms for understanding learning in the classroom. 

We have identified three 'lenses' that can be used by researchers to gain children's perspectives, which at the same time provide evidence of creative learning. The three lenses are individual interpretations, social interactions and reflective evaluations.
(p.2 & 3) 


Evaluation of the research

· Though this is a fairly small-scale study there is a description of the complex learning processes at work in the classrooms observed. As with all ethnographic research, no claims are made about the wider 'generalisability' of the research. However, 'thick descriptions' of the research are sufficiently detailed in order for the research strategy to be replicated in other similar settings. Essentially, this is intended to guard procedural objectivity in the research. 

· 
Researchers use their theoretical framework to show that children's individual interpretations, social interpretations and reflective evaluations are important 'lenses' for investigating creative learning. 


In these situations, individual children take the lead and organize someone else or a group, relying on their experience or their imagination as a rationale. I asked some Yr. 2 children to give me some stories about situations in which their innovative ideas had been taken up by their family or by the class. 


Owen tells me about going shopping on Mother's Day and how he suggested to his father that they buy a Mother's Day card and hide it in a newspaper on the way home. Another told me how they hid some chocolates in a Mothercare bag and then hid them in a lockable cupboard at home. Another explained how she had suggested that they go to Center Parcs for their holiday and the family had agreed. 
(Field Note Memo) 
(p.10). 


The above extract demonstrates a dilemma faced by all ethnographic researchers. Given that they are interested in the understandings of those who they are observing, what degree of influence does the researchers own understanding, prior knowledge and bias have on the interpretation of the data. There is significant criticism of researchers' own bias in ethnographic research. This can only be countered with a very explicit reference in the discussion of the research methodology, highlighting the mechanisms for maintaining procedural objectivity. Jeffrey does not offer an explanation of how the reliability of the data was secured. Did a second and a third researcher reanalyse the data come to the same conclusions as a first? This may well have happened but it is not stated in this paper. 
 Introduction to narrative research 

At the centre of qualitative research is the relationship between the knower and the known (Bakhtin, 1990). By this, researchers in the broad field of qualitative methods mean that there must be a relationship established between the subject or subjects of the research (the person or persons about whose experience the research is focused) and the researcher. 


Bakhtin, himself a phenomenologist and cultural studies theorist, refers to this relationship as a dialogue between these two principal actors in any research enquiry. Such dialogue is mutually affecting - an interactive relationship. The result of such interactivity between these two actors is narrative.


To this basic model of narrative being at the very centre of qualitative research, others have suggested complicating dimensions. The educationalist, Jerome Bruner, for example, in his Jerusalem-Harvard lecture series (1990), suggests all actors act on dynamic intentional states (such as beliefs, or commitments, or desires). The intentions of those involved in any narrative research activity, therefore, have to be understood as a directing component within the research enquiry itself. 


Where do such views leave the notion of meaning within qualitative research? Meaning depends on shared understandings, at least on a working or 'good enough for now' basis. Bruner argues that narrative is essential to meaning-making, the result of shared encounters. Qualitative research depends upon the shared - or public - meanings embedded in narratives, and which are therefore accessible to examination through research. 


Further, narratives, precisely because they are shared and thereby understood, are rooted in culture. In order to understand the subject or actor who is at the centre of the research encounter, the researcher must also find connection with the culture in which the subject is immersed.


Approached in this way, narrative research is best understood as a 'reading of a situation', as an effort to identify or define a situation through the story account offered by the subject, and thereby to define that situation. Narrative research is dependent on reflective thinking. 

 

Characteristics of narrative research 

The narrative research process requires that two distinct yet inextricably linked strands be woven together: the agenda of the subject (person or persons) whose life (or lives) is being enquired into, and the agenda of the researcher. 


In his paper, 'The Teller, the Tale and the One Being Told', the Norwegian researcher, Sigrun Gudmundsdottir (1996: 293), argues that both strands are illustrated within the "interactive and structured context" of the research interview. Gudmundsdottir also argues in this paper that the interview is the principal research tool for not only narrative researchers, but is also "especially important in ethnographic and phenomenological research." 


Whenever used, interview informants "grab a narrative niche" (1996: 297) in order to make sense of and talk about their experience, often for the first time. 


Equally, in Gudmundsdottir's view, the researcher must make an interpretation of such narrative niche accounts based on her or his understanding of what the informant is trying to say. Both actors in this act of research dialogue - informant and researcher - draw on the same set of "structures that are pervasive in our culture - the narrative structures" (1996: 303).


Let us turn our attention, then, to identifying what these cultural structures might be, and how they begin to articulate with the research process itself. The activity that follows begins with your being asked to match statements about narrative researching. 


By doing so, your own understandings of what I have so far been arguing in the section should become clearer to you. 


At the same time, you will be helped to prepare for a reading of the Michael Erben paper (1998) that this Activity is based upon. Erben's paper is important, yet challenging. 


Do the first part of the Activity, before attempting to read Erben's paper in full, even though the full text of it is provided within the Learning Resources associated with this course of study. 

  

Read the whole of Erben's text, which can be found at the URL below.

http://depot.derby.ac.uk/courses/pe4tcw/course_content/resources/erben.pdf
 

Narrative has long been a tool in education- i.e through story-telling. 

 

McCloskey (1990) suggests there are two dominant ways by which people come to understand a topic- by metaphor or narrative (models or histories.)

 

Narrative has a broader significance than education. It has been shown that experts in any field tend to embody knowledge in the form of narrative (Schon 1983). It can be argued that to become knowledgeable in a domain is to become familiar with its narratives, and to construct your own relevant ones.

 

Fisher (1987) has proposed a “narrative paradigm” where he suggests stories are the method by which people impose order and reason on the world.

 

All of these studies, in often diverse areas, indicate that the narrative form is pervasive and has a fundamental appeal.

 

The familiarity of the narrative form acts as something of a comforter when a new student is faced with the double impact of being new to study and new to the technology. This allows often relatively inexperienced learners to focus on the content or the task semantics, and avoid the problem of getting sidetracked by navigational and technological issues.

 

Plowman (1998) suggests it is at the “foci of interactivity” that the narrative thread is disrupted. This can lead to the user becoming sidetracked where the task of navigation itself becomes the focus of attention rather than the content of the material. Laurillard et al. (2000) refer to focussing on the task syntax, rather than the task semantics in this case. In Laurillard’s terms the task syntax becomes dominant, rather than the task semantics, that is students focus on navigation issues rather than the content.

 

At the start of the paper three issues were raised for which it was suggested narrative could provide at least partial solutions:

 

· The first of these was to produce a broad appeal course whilst teaching the appropriate material. The student profile seems to suggest that the course does have broad appeal, and it has been suggested that the use of narratives allows the course team to teach the appropriate technical material, by providing an inherently motivating and interesting context for students in which to place the material.

· The second issue was that of providing a coherent structure to guide students through web-based material. As has been mentioned there is a potential for the user to become lost or engage in superficial learning when confronted with non-linear learning material. Structure was provided by the web site design and through the use of regular study guides, which were sent to students as e-mails. Narrative in the form of set texts also helps to provide guidance by giving an essentially linear structure, from which the web material can then branch out.

· The last issue was that of accommodating a range of experience and backgrounds. This was partly accomplished by providing optional preparatory material which students could study before the course started.

Narrative is a familiar process for young children and adults. It is therefore an important tool for new learning and change. It is often used in conjunction with metaphors or models to enable people to understand a new topic. Its very familiarity provides a comfortable environment in which to understand new learning. 

We could go a step further in saying narrative is the best evidence that new learning and ideas have been fully understood, i.e. there is no need for jargon if the author fully understands her subject.

 

Do you agree with Weller’s views on how students make use of narratives in order to come to terms with web-based learning environments and resources? Do his views mirror your own experience since starting this course of study?

Using Narrative Research 

There is an abundance of research into professional practice concerned with efforts at 'improvement', 'greater effectiveness', 'managing change' (Louden, 1991). 
However, the literature is also groaning under the weight of evidence showing that such efforts usually end in failure and frustration. Such 'improvements' flourish, perhaps, for a short time. But for every professional attracted by them, there is another (often, more than just one other) for whom the reform of practice held no attraction, to whom it failed to appeal. 


Narrative research: Its key question

Narrative research is concerned to understand the process by which change comes about. It begins from the premise that to understand professional practice and change first requires that the researcher tries to understand the existing practice, or its reform from the point of view of the individual practitioner. The key question to ask is , 'How does this teacher, this social worker, this trainer, this developer (who so ever she or he may be) understand and make sense of her or his work?' 


Narrative research and professionals

Every practitioner operates within a professional culture, developed over time and enduring. In other words, all professional practice contains a main element of continuity. Such continuity is both powerful and important. 'Powerful' because it shapes professionals' understandings of their work and role. 'Important' because it is often based on common-sense understandings and professional insights. In large part, all of us live our lives with this sense of continuity. We do not easily give it up. It is so ingrained that we often take it for granted, are not consciously aware of it. 

To understand professionals and their practice, research must take account of this theme of continuity. 


Yet research must also recognise that every professional reflects on her or his practice all of the time: 'reflection-in-action' (Schon, 1987), which is often unconscious, intuitive. Additionally, though perhaps less frequently, professionals make use of 'reflection-on-action'. Narrative research is a tool for exploring and examining both of these forms within the broad theme of teacher reflection. 

Personal and professional histories

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, narrative research takes account of the personal and professional history of the individual professional as a means of gaining insight in to how the individual practitioner (subject, actor) resolves the various and many problems and challenges presented by professional situations, and wider events on a daily basis. Narrative research argues that such responses are shaped by the personal and professional history of the individual, that they settle in to patterns of response, and that this represents what Louden (1991: xii) has termed an 'horizon of understanding'. With each new problem posed and resolution found, this horizon is changed, new professional understandings are made by the individual. It is a shifting horizon, not a static perspective.


So, how have researchers made use of narrative research procedures in their own work? 


The Activity which follows tries to illustrate this to you with one example. It is an account of course design and delivery from the point of view of the academic course tutor. It is about students learning through web-based resources, similar to what you are doing now as you read these pages. 


It offers a view on 'narrative' which both follows the pattern I have already outlined to you, but which also argues that 'narrative' is an experience shared by tutor and student alike. 


'Narrative research' procedures are used to make sense of how this example of new educational practice is understood by tutor and student alike. 
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Read Martin Weller's paper on 'The Use of Narrative to Provide a Cohesive Structure for a Web Based Computing Course'. I have edited some parts of the original paper, because they refer to details about the specific course which are not necessary for our purposes. 

 

Martin Weller's paper is available here:

http://depot.derby.ac.uk/courses/pe4tcw/course_content/
resources/narrative_reading2.pdf

As you read, make notes on what seem to you to be the main ways in which Weller argues that 'narratives' are an essential means of coming to understand the process of new learning and of change.

Do you agree with Weller's views on how students make use of 'narratives' in order to come to terms with Web-based learning environments and resources? Do his views mirror your own experience since starting this course of study?
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