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Community Action Research – Theory/Practice 

Create a learning community that works together to ‘nurture and 
sustain a knowledge-creating system’, based on valuing equally 
each other and the following three interacting domains of activity:

 Research: a discipline approach to discovery and 

understanding, with a commitment to share what is learned. 

 Capacity-building: enhancing people’s awareness and 

capabilities, individually and collectively, to produce results 
they truly care about. 

 Practice: people working together to achieve practical 

outcomes.

(Senge and Scharmer 2001, 240)



Action Research (AR) - Challenge

• AR entails the integration of theory in and for action (Winter, 1998).

• Reflexivity (Ali et al, 2004), i.e. the capacity to reflect on your role, 
values, theories, actions and relationships with others is a critical 

• While you are busy shaping the AR process, it is simultaneously 
shaping you (Carson & Sumara 1997, Milewski, 2006) i.e. you are a 
variable in your own research (NEARI, 2018)

• Only by engaging in self-transformation can you model and 
encourage transformation in others (Torbert, 2001). 



Working in 

partnership, 

to enable children, 
young people and 

their families 

to develop the 

dispositions, skills 
and knowledge 

needed 

to achieve their 

educational, 
career and life 

goals



Indicative Long-term Evidence of Impact
(Veerman and van Yperen 2007) 

 10,545 children, parents and educators took part in 2017-18 with satisfaction 
rates of 98%

 Children are performing at levels expected of their age. Educational aspirations 
have increased

 Positive impact on the home learning environment of families. Parents are more 
engaged in their children’s development and are developing the understanding, 
skills and knowledge required to support their children’s developmental and 
educational journeys

 Practitioners more skilled in supporting children’s development and are actively 
contributing to the development of quality practice in their setting and 
community

 Ripple effect throughout the community due to the networks of supports and 
knowledge sharing. The social and educational capital of the community has 
increased with more people interested in and knowledgeable about supporting 
children to achieve their developmental, educational and life goals.





Self-transformation through Action Research

Continuous evolving process that 

involves you, 

as an individual, 

monitoring how you are integrating the 

AR goals (Lewin, 1946) in to your own 

practice: 

 progressing knowledge, 

 improving a concrete situation and 

 advancing methodology 

 supporting others to do likewise. 

Quantum Transformation



Has my action research changed me in any way? 
If Yes, how and why? If No, why not?

Do I reflect on my role, values, theories, actions 
and relationships with others? 

If Yes, when, how and why? If No, why not? 



Action Research Practices (Torbert, 2001)

First person practice means taking responsibility for understanding 
and improving myself

Second person practice is how I work collaboratively with others to 
improve each other and a concrete situation. 

Third person practice requires me to contribute to theory and 
practice (AR, Community development, social changes, educational etc.) i.e. 
develop and communicate my living theory (Mc Niff & Whitehead). 

All three practices reinforced one another because each involved 
transformation at the personal, relational, organisational and 

community level respectively.



Main Challenges

 Participants belong to diverse and complex 
organisations with very different systems and 
priorities (Gregory et al 2011).

 Articulating our theories and practices in ways 
that make sense to ourselves and others 

 Understanding and taking all the different mind-
sets, interests and experiences into account

 Balancing external influences with local values, 
knowledge and circumstance

 Retaining intellectual and moral control (Kemmis 
2009)



Key Learnings  

• Being explicit about objectives, values, theories 
and practices

• Build collaborative partnerships to reflect on the 
past, act in the present and envision the future 

• Ensure that everyone’s voice is heard, issues are 
discussed openly and resolved collaboratively

• Faith in and patience with the process and the 
people involved 

• Being flexible, accepting the not knowing, learning 
to let go and being comfortable with the 
uncertainty, chaos and messiness of Action 
Research 



• Whose voice is heard in my research? Whose voice is dominant?

• How do I ensure that everyone’s voice is heard, no matter what their 
views?

• How do I deal with informed consent; acknowledging the contribution 
of others, refusal to engage or only engage in certain areas, right to 
withdraw at any stage?

• How I handle biases, prejudices, blind spots – my own and others?

• How do I retain intellectual and moral control of my research? 



Communication and language 

matters because 

what we call what we do 

affects what we do and how we do it.

It also impacts on how others perceive us 

and their relationship with us.

(Patton 1994)



Being listened to is not the same as being heard. 
There are no guarantees the listener will act on 

what you said



T = (V x C) / R

T= trust. Trust is the oil in the machine 

V=values alignment Find common ground and a way to work forward 
with people

C=credibility No trust without credibility. You must always deliver and 
if you are not sure that you can deliver, you must clearly say so. 
Slow to build, fast to lose. Repetition works – repeat something 
often enough and people begin to believe

R=risk Trust decreases in proportion to the perceived risk of the 
situation



Political Sophistication  
(McNiff and Whitehead 2006)

• Handling powerful professional and political elites (Park, 1999)

• Speaking ‘multiple languages’ (McNiff and Whitehead, 2009), 
including academic and official technical-rational discourses, across a 
range of cultures and spheres 

• Engaging in ‘dynamic conversations’ Schön (1983) 

 Convincing third parties of the authenticity of our claims (McNiff, 2010)

 Dealing with public scrutiny and debate (Chevalier and Buckles, 2013) 

 Coping with an array of multiple and potentially divergent perspectives 
(Gregory et al., 2011)



What is my experience in engaging in dynamic 
conversations?

How do I handle powerful professional and political elites?

How do I communicate my research to others in a way that 
they can understand? 



Education is 
not the 

filling of a 
pail 

but the 

lighting of a 
fire 

(W.B. Yeats)


