Author Names, Book Title, Edition Number: Instructor Resource
Instructor Resource
Johnson, Educational Research, 8e
SAGE Publishing, 2025

Lecture Notes
Chapter 3: Action Research for Lifelong Learning
Learning Objectives
3.1 Define action research. 
3.2 Compare scientific research and action research.
3.3 Describe and compare the different types of action research.
3.4 Explain the cycle of action research.
3.5 Compare the strengths and weaknesses of action research.
3.6 Explain action research journaling, the attitude, and how it can be done.
Annotated Chapter Outline
I. Defining Action Research
A. Action research: Studies that focus on solving practitioners’ local problems.
B. Action research is a combination of research and action.
C. Action research attitude: Valuing and thinking like a practitioner and researcher in your job and life.
D. The idea is to identify problems and act in ways that can help “fix” those problems and observe whether the “fix” has worked.
E. Origins of Action Research
i. Most action research historians consider Kurt Lewin (1890–1947) to be the founder.
a. Lewin first coined the term action research and practiced applied social research during the 1930s and 1940s.
b. He tried to link theory with practice, and he spent his career attempting to solve social problems.
c. He emphasized that research and theory be connected and should lead to action, specifically social improvement.
ii. Lewin’s force field theory is helpful for considering change.
iii. Force field theory: Explanation of action and inaction as resulting from driving and restraining forces.
a. According to this theory, where we are right now and what we routinely do in our lives tends not to change very much.
b. We are in what Lewin called a quasi-stationary equilibrium that is the result of multiple dynamic forces operating upon us.
c. Driving forces: Forces pushing for changes from the current state.
d. Restraining forces: Forces resisting change and supporting the status quo.
iv. Some types of forces include:
a. Physical forces (e.g., physical abilities, school buildings, technology.
b. Psychological forces (e.g., our desire for change or our resistance to personal change because of habit, personality, beliefs, or fear).
c. Group forces (e.g., school cultures, community cultures, parental values and beliefs, social and group institutions, and social attitudes such as stereotypes of groups of people).
d. Any other forces that affect us (e.g., gravity!).
v. Force field analysis: Identifying and understanding the driving and restraining forces present in a situation.
a. In your current equilibrium state, you will probably find that these two sets of forces are about equal.
vi. Lewin’s change theory: A theory of change that includes a three-step process for producing change in human settings:
a. Unfreezing: Identifying and removing the resisting forces.
b. Changing: Creating an unbalance of forces such that the driving forces are greater relative to the resisting forces.
c. Refreezing: Reaching a new equilibrium state.
vii. Another major influence on action research, especially in education, was the work of John Dewey (1859–1952).
a. In the late 19th century, he critiqued stimulus-response (S-R) psychology that viewed human behavior as merely the result of stimuli and responses pairings.
b. He was the earliest advocate for S-O-R psychology. He inserted the thinking and acting organism (O) into the observed stimulus-response relationship.
c. For Dewey, the scientific method was just another name for inquiry.
viii. Deweyan inquiry: Problem solving that relies on reflection, observation, and experimentation, described as having five phases:
a. An indeterminate situation in which a difficulty is felt.
b. The institution of a problem; its location and definition.
c. Hypothesis of a possible solution.
d. Reasoning out of the bearings of the suggestion.
e. Active experimental or observational testing of the hypothesis.
II. Scientific Research and Action Research
A. It is helpful to contrast action research with more basic scientific research.
i. Action research falls on the applied end of the basic-versus-applied research continuum.
ii. In basic or regular scientific research, the primary goal is to produce knowledge and principles that work broadly.
iii. Action research has a focus on the local and the particular, rather than on the national and the general.
B. Mixed methods research is especially important because it brings together the insights of both quantitative and qualitative research.
C. Education will be served well by bringing together national and local experts, as well as both academic researchers and local practitioners.
i. National education policy should emphasize that we help our students to think intelligently (in Dewey’s sense).
ii. This requires that we empower students to become lifelong thinkers and learners and contributors to their community and society.
D. Translational research: Studies focused on converting scientific research into easily understood language and procedures.
E. Key values that we recommend you consider are:
i. Learning from others.
ii. Active listening.
iii. Tolerance.
iv. Diversity.
v. Deliberative democracy.
III. Types of Action Research
A. Action research is a local form of applied research, producing local knowledge, but that knowledge can and should work its way up and inform the entire field of education.
B. Participatory action research: Studies in which team members and participants jointly frame and conduct research, producing knowledge about a shared problem.
C. Critical action research: An openly transparent form of ideology-driven research designed to emancipate and reduce oppression of disadvantaged groups in society.
D. Feminist action research: Studies that provide a feminist lens to help eliminate various forms of sexism and empower women in society.
E. Action science: The science of practice, with the aim of making theories in use explicit and producing a learning organization.
F. Learning organization: Organization in which members work together and grow over time, continually improving the organization as a whole.
G. Espoused theory: The theory or explanation we provide for our actions.
H. Theory in use: The theory or explanation that explains what we actually do.
I. Single-loop learning: “Fixing” a small problem to get the immediately desired result.
J. Double-loop learning: Learning how a problem relates to the system it resides in so that a more satisfying solution can be found.
K. Appreciative inquiry: Finding the best in organization members and working with them to achieve a jointly constructed and shared purpose, vision, and goal.
L. Individual action research: Action research that is planned, designed, and conducted by one primary person, such as a teacher.
M. Collaborative action research: An action research study in which a team designs and enacts research on one part of an organization.
N. Systemwide action research: An action research study in which all organization members work to produce systemwide change.
IV. The Cycle of Action Research
A. The cycle may be entered at any point.
B. The cycle is continuous, and it is possible to circle back to earlier phases within a cycle.
C. Many action research projects require multiple cycles.
D. Planning phase: Articulation of the action research project plan.
i. Consult the research literature to see what has worked for others.
ii. Seek advice from people who have been successful with the problem.
iii. Discuss ideas with your colleagues.
iv. Ask a critical friend to carefully observe your practice and make suggestions for improvement.
v. Critical friend: A person whom you trust to be open, honest, and constructively critical of your work.
vi. Who does what, when chart: A useful chart showing what is to occur during the study.
vii. Action plan: A synonym for the research proposal that is used by action researchers.
E. Action phase: A step in the action research cycle in which one conducts an exploratory-descriptive study or an experimental-intervention study.
i. Trying new actions to see how they work is important in action research.
ii. When you conduct your experiment, stick to your plan and record any deviations.
F. Observe phase: A step in the action research cycle in which one collects data and obtains evidence about the success of actions.
i. Collect quantitative data to measure what you are interested in studying.
ii. Collect qualitative data to help you understand the meanings of what takes place and to hear what your participants think in their own words.
iii. Use more than one source of evidence and use more than one method of data collection.
iv. Measure and listen to different perspectives and different vantage points regarding your action.
v. Be on the lookout for any unanticipated outcomes.
G. Reflection phase: A step in the action research cycle in which one thinks about the results, considers strategies for improvement, and begins future planning.
i. Questions to consider include:
a. What conclusions should you draw?
b. What should be done next?
c. Did your intervention work?
d. What worked and what didn’t work?
e. Can your intervention be improved so that it will work better next time?
ii. Self-reflection is something that you should do throughout your career: Do it every day; do it from moment to moment.
V. Strengths and Weaknesses of Action Research
A. Strengths:
i. Can be conducted by local practitioners.
ii. Produces lifelong learners.
iii. Integrates theory and practice.
iv. Is committed to democratic social change.
v. Empowers practitioners to contribute to knowledge.
vi. Describes the complexities of local situations.
vii. Improves practice at the local level.
B. Weaknesses
i. Often involves a small-scale study that produces a limited and delimited amount of information and knowledge.
ii. Produces small-scale results that are difficult to generalize to different and larger contexts.
iii. Tends to have less scientific objectivity compared to regular education science.
iv. Is often based on weaker research designs, compared to regular education science.
v. Does not lend itself to making strong general statements of cause and effect.
vi. Often lacks rigor in terms of traditional measurement and research validity criteria.
vii. Presents difficulties for institutional review boards (IRBs), which evaluate the ethical practice of the research.
VI. Action Research Journaling
A. Start working now on a reflective journal.
i. Think about what you learn.
ii. Try to relate that material to your individual improvement and professional practice.
iii. Record your thinking/reflections as you read.
B. Action research journal: A place where one records learnings and reflections.
C. The purpose of your action research journal is to help you to make the material relevant to your career and your life.
D. This also will help you on your tests.
