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	Aspects of this book that I really like


	Aspects of this book that concern me

	It complements the handbook for action researchers at http://www.jeanmcniff.com
	It doesn’t, and perhaps cannot, do justice to Jack and Jean’s practice as .’practitioners’.

	It justifies why teachers need to undertake some action research in their classrooms
	It prioritises knowledge creation over improving action in doing action research

	Many of the How to sections are excellent 
	There‘s too much ‘philosophising’ in it

	It covers crucial aspects of teacher research
	It tries to do much as a simple guide book

	The cover price and cover are attractive 
	Too many cover claims are misleading

	Teachers definitely need starter handbooks 
	This starter handbook is turgid in parts

	Excellent ideas about forming questions
	The volume of questions is overpowering

	Many teacher research case studies
	Some case studies not sufficiently relevant

	‘How to’ sections use accessible language
	The theoretical sections are jargon-filled

	The guide explains ‘validity’ and ‘rigour’
	The ‘validation groups’ part is problematic

	It alludes frequently to ethical practice
	It glosses over ethical realities in research


Two former colleagues have written this book and so it is more difficult to take the objective view than I have done with other texts I have reviewed.  I offer a personal critical engagement from the perspective of being a lecturer in higher education who works as a research mentor assisting and supporting teachers in classroom based enquiry. I am also looking as a classroom teacher of over 20 years experience in a wide range of schools and with students from age 8 to 18 where I taught modern languages, English, RE, History, Geography, Art and Design, Maths, needlework and environmental science.

I am going to use two criteria as my starting point for a review of Jack and Jean’s book,

Action Research for Teachers.  These were suggested in the recent BERA Practitioner Researcher seminar by Brian Wakeman who convenes this Practitioner Researcher list.

1.  How far might this new book contribute to the quality of practitioner research?  

2.  How might this book enhance the validity and rigour of practitioner research?

1.  How far might this new book contribute to the quality of practitioner research?  

From the first page, there is a strong emphasis on the need for justifying knowledge and to provide evidence to support any claims to know. This is a helpful and aspect of this guide and relates to the Platonic definition of knowledge as ‘justified true belief.’  The authors believe that little in educational research can be justified with absolute certainty. 

Without knowledge, your claim to knowledge could be construed as your opinion or even your wishful thinking’. (p. 2) 

As a teacher of many years’ standing in schools and as an academic where teaching is all too often regarded as a craft rather than a knowledge generating capacity, I can agree:

Teachers are still seen as expert practitioners, not expert knowers (p.3)

I can’t agree wholeheartedly with this statement above as teachers are seen as ‘knowers’ but knowledge they have is sometimes seen as inferior, I perceive a strong hierarchical hold exercised by the Academe in determining how their knowledge is regarded. I hear Jack’s repeated assertion that ‘Too often, the Academy determines what knowledge is’.

The crucial issue in assuring ‘knowledge’ is the process by which it can be justified. I think that the statement that ‘getting recognition means developing confidence in one’s own capacity for doing research’ is partially true.  However, potentially one can be full of confidence and still not be recognized as a teacher researcher who is a knowledge creator.

Confidence is essential, but over confidence is damaging especially in teachers’ research. Academic patronage is likely to ensure that knowledge created by teachers is ‘accepted’ and candidly that is why many teachers seek accreditation as a form of knowledge badge.

Is there a danger in being off-putting in linking an action research guide to philosophy? 

I think there can be and I am rather wary of a definition of theory as What you think (p.4) 

2.  How might this book enhance the validity and rigour of practitioner research?

My feeling is that this book is suitable for teachers who want to seek accreditation for their action research at MA/PhD level and as such it is a beginner’s guide - of a kind. 

It shows you how to create knowledge in a form that is recognisable as knowledge in the Academy but it must be said that the ‘kind’ is not accepted as ‘knowledge’ in all quarters.

The book claims (p. 116) ‘the educational research community has taken up readily ideas propounded by Jack of values used as standards of judgement, but where is the evidence?

The knowledge created by following the steps set out in this guide will still be regarded as too subjective and esoteric by some and there are serious questions about validity here.

Chapter 4 (Monitoring, gathering and interpreting data) seems a suitable place for me to direct my reviewer’s eye as I consider how far this guide ‘enhances validity and rigour’.

‘Remember that research is undertaken to produce new knowledge’.  I personally think the emphasis is wrong here.  Research – action research – is undertake to improve action. 

The review of monitoring data is comprehensive but surprisingly there is no mention of skew in keeping personal logs and diaries though surveys are to be regarded with caution (p. 65) I think the advice to include excerpts from diaries and logs in final reports is sound. ‘The best way to monitor your learning is to keep a learning journal’ p.71. Why?

I find dissonance between messages that I should be aware of unsubstantiated assertions and a number of unsubstantiated assertions about ensuring validity and rigour in research.

What I long for in this book is an invitation to creativity in ensuring validity and rigour! Vital questions are posed (p. 73) to link new knowledge and practice and I very much like the subsection entitled “How will my new learning generate new actions?’ (page 73)

I wonder how many teachers are in a position to convene validation groups as this book suggests? (page 94) If I am short of time to undertake my research how will I manage to ‘convene a validation group.  ‘This is a group of peers, drawn from (my) professional circle, who will judge the quality of (my) evidence and assess whether or not (my) claims to knowledge are justified’. (page 95). I remain uneasy about this aspect of self-study, about peer review

and I wholeheartedly welcome the section on Legitimating self-evaluation which good insights but again it is written jargon-ridden language that I don’t find appropriate here.

I very much like the beginning of Chapter 6 (p. 99) especially the guidance in setting out an action research report. However, by page 104, the style has become less accessible and too full of citations to flow smoothly in ‘Making the Case for Whole School Evaluation’.

Where this guide is at its best – and there are many strong points about it – is where it speaks simply and directly to readers.  At its worst it is a theoretical treatise on research. 

That’s not to say that theorizing about research is unhelpful – it is vital – but this purports to be a beginner’s guide to action research and assumes no prior knowledge of research.

Should I value this book at face value?

There is a saying that you should never judge a book by its cover, but since it would probably be the cover is what would attract my attention in a bookshop I’ll start there. The cover details set out many claims – in reading this book I can expect to learn about action learning – this is the first point that takes my eye as I then read that it will inform me about self-study and reflective practice.   Flipping the book over I can see that I can expect to be provided with a ‘detailed explanation of what action research is and its importance in terms of whole school development. I will need ‘no prior knowledge of research methods and techniques’ as this ‘the perfect companion for teachers at all levels engaged in professional development, who need to enhance their formal reflection skills’

As I read Acknowledgements I perceived a strong message that Jean and Jack focus on personal and professional values as bases for encouraging teachers to undertake research. This is reinforced by the Preface ‘There is no greater power for world sustainability than groups of educators who come together to achieve their democratically negotiated social and educational goals.  We are part of global networks of communities of practitioner-researchers who are working together for a better future today. You can be there too …’

How shall I judge the quality of this book as a basic guide for novice teacher researchers?  I’ll start with the claims made on the cover and move from there to criteria I have used in reviewing other resources, which claim to assist teachers in becoming action researchers.

Claim one: This book will help me understand Action Learning:

P. 2 (only mention in 136 pages) Action research … is different from action learning which tends to focus on action but not always on testing knowledge claims’  Mmmm?

Claim two: This book will help me understand self-study:

The index tells me that self-study is engaged with on pages 9, 30, 34 and 116 

‘Your action research includes a self-study of your own learning’ (page 9) – so all action research is about the teacher’s own practice? There are certainly I’s scattered everywhere in the text … and the table on page 8 tells me that any research questions I ask include ‘I’

What if I am a senior manager and I want to investigate the use of digital projectors, say, across other colleagues’ lessons. Does it mean that I can’t use action research techniques?

As I read this book on action research, I begin to realise it IS only about self-study in fact.

Self-study IS a highly useful approach for teachers to adopt but to say this book provides ‘a detailed explanation of what action research is’ could be construed as very misleading.

Claim three: This book will help me understand reflective practice:

Pages 19-20, 55, 70 and 80. Is that it? I look carefully at pages 19-20 I begin to learn that it’s difficult to reflect, it takes time and needs a quiet space and I am urged to try it while driving my car and gardening’ … but I don’t read a definition of what reflective practice is. Do I want to reflect on what happens in my classroom as I drive or when I’m relaxing?

I want to know how to do it. How do I start, what do I think about and then what do I do?

After all, this book, which costs £15, says I need no former knowledge and it’ll teach me.

Perhaps, in reviewing, I had better move away from considering claims made on a cover. 

I suspect someone other than the authors designed this book cover but I suggest that in the next edition, that both authors ensure that claims printed on the cover are evidenced.

There is no doubt in my mind that Jean and Jack have brought many classroom teachers into action research from novice to doctorate level and that by doing so they have greatly increased the pool of understandings about what ‘good practice’ is and can be in school. I am grateful for Jack’s inspiration in my own work and for the encouragement he gave me during our years of working together as ‘next-door colleagues’ at the University of Bath. Jean’s regular visits to Jack’s Monday evening conversation groups used to be a source of delight and learning for me as I know they were for others and no doubt continue to be. 

Let’s look at some other criteria I can employ as I engage with the content – readability, fitness for purpose, suitability for intended audience, terms of engagement, comparability with other texts on the market, areas of concern and its overall strengths and weaknesses.

Readability:

There’s been a concerted effort to make the language accessible for classroom teachers. You have only to look at many of the papers on Jack’s website to realise that such simple, straightforward talk is the exception rather than the rule in much of his own writing and some of the students who work with him.  Perhaps it is unkind to say I hear Jean’s voice as a schoolteacher of many years experience rather than Jack’s as a 30+ year lecturer …

On the whole I found reading the book quite straightforward though references back and forward to other sections, which I guess, were to indicate rigour (?) became distracting. What I did find very of-putting was the sheer intensity of the section on ‘Thinking about what you need to do’.  I think I counted some 100 questions in 19 pages – I was reeling!

Leo Rigsby’s PowerPoint does it better at http://gse.gmu.edu/research/tr/TRaction.shtml
I like his stepped approach to framing good quality (and manageable) research questions As a research mentor, I find that school teachers need the step from How can I improve? towards forming a much more tangible and accessible question ‘How can I assist Wayne, Linda and Leticia in my special needs class in year 10 to use PowerPoint in their lessons.  How might PowerPoint help them to learn the present tense of ‘ser’ and ‘estar’ this term?

I think Jean and Jack are right in spending time on forming questions but they labour this.

There is a certain amount of duplication in the text and I suggest that closer collaboration between the authors would have ironed this out. For example a focus on ethics is spread widely across several chapters instead of being handled concisely and well in one section.

 Personally I find Chapter 5 is ‘dense’ and smacks of a certain arrogant ivory-towerness’ it loses its intended audience of novice researchers in its lengthy treatise on legimitation.

‘In 1962 Raymond Callahan wrote his seminal Education ad the Cult of Efficiency.  He explained that, throughout the twentieth century, education had been greatly influenced by Frederick Taylor’s theories of scientific management, which spoke of the need for efficiency in industry and business and later in schools.  The mechanisms of scientific management were that people performed to a stopwatch, getting so much achieved in so much time (reviewer’s aside – not much has changed then – think National Curriculum!) in the interests of greater productivity 

How different from the simplicity and directness of chapter 2 Drawing up Action Plans. - 

Fitness for purpose:

Might this book help me to become an action researcher if I have no prior knowledge of action research?  Yes – I think so.  I have reservations about it and personally I wouldn’t buy it (I’d download an excellent free guide for action researchers from Jean’s website!)

I think this book is not as well written as the free guide.  Let’s look at some extracts …

‘The idea of self-reflection is central. In traditional forms of research – empirical research – researchers do research on other people. In action research, researchers do research on themselves. Empirical researchers enquire into other people’s lives. Action researchers enquire into their own. Action research is an enquiry conducted by the self into the self. You, a practitioner, think about your own life and work, and this involves you asking yourself why you do the things that you do, and why you are the way that you are. When you produce your research report, it shows how you have carried out a systematic investigation into your own behaviour, and the reasons for that behaviour. The report shows the process you have gone through in order to achieve a better understanding of yourself, so that you can continue developing yourself and your work.

Action research is open ended. It does not begin with a fixed hypothesis. It begins with an idea that you develop. The research process is the developmental process of following through the idea, seeing how it goes, and continually checking whether it is in line with what you wish to happen. Seen in this way, action research is a form of self evaluation. It is used widely in professional contexts such as appraisal, mentoring and self assessment.’

Suitability for intended audience: 

If the intended audience comprises newcomers and potential newcomers to the ‘global networks of communities of practitioner-researchers who are working together for a better future today.’ then I begin to understand why the three cases are multi-national. However, I simply don’t understand, given the enormous range of case studies that Jean and Jack might access why two out of three are set in China and only is set in the UK.  This book is supposed to be for classroom teachers and whole school development isn’t it?  That’s what the cover says. Some of the smaller case studies are from schools across the UK;  Kevin Eames, Moyra Evans, Mark Potts, Simon Riding (his wife) Karen Collins and these are superbly researched and relevant studies though I would have expected that there would be more current examples of classroom –focussed research cited in this book. I am not sure why Mary Hartog’s work as a lecturer in HE is included. Is this for ALL teachers in which case the scope is too large for a smallish guidebook.  Is it appropriate to focus so much on writings by teachers who are writing for accreditation at PhD level?

Terms of engagement, 

‘You can be there too …’ urges the preface as it welcomes us all into global networks of practitioner researchers. I am not sure I want to be ‘there’ as a novice researchers – I want to know simply and clearly how to do action research step by step without being lectured at and made to feel small because I have never heard of Taylor or Callaghan (Chapter 5).

I am more concerned with Wayne and Lind and Leticia and how they can learn verbs …!  I love the idea that my work will have global significance by helping other teachers to access it and learn alongside me – but this book doesn’t tell me how to achieve this aim.  It says I can belong to this clique/network but how, if I don’t study with Jack and Jean? Who is going to want to hear what I say and where do I get funding for cover so I can write up what I research?  Can I post my beginning research on actionresearch.net too???

The preface makes the whole process sound so welcoming and easy so why am I left feeling a bit adrift at the end of this book? Why am I left thinking, Am I good enough?

Comparability with other texts on the market;

This book potentially fills a fertile niche in the growing market for accessible guides for teachers to undertake action research in schools.  It doesn’t refer to current legislation in the UK and if this is the intended audience, it should.  It certainly needs to address the move towards teaching and learning priorities in schools and peer-supported continuing professional development.  There is a danger of course that this would lead to outdating the content but to exclude it is unwise.  Compared to order texts on the market it is a great deal shorter than Lanksheer and Knobel’s A handbook for Teacher Research (2004) and therefore likely to get more attention on book shop shelves from school-teacher researchers.  It is written by two highly distinguished and internationally renowned authors whose Action Research Principles and Practice has become a deservedly seminal text for many practitioners.  I don’t find it has the ‘brillo’ or sparkle of Geoff Mills (2003) Action Research: A Guide for Teacher Researchers’ I invite you to consider this: 

‘As you embark on your action research journey and data collection efforts remember that you are ultimately condemned to freedom in matters of ethics (Eisner 1991, p.226) There are few absolutes.’ ‘respond in a professional, personal and caring fashion’  (p.95)

Mills’ writing is more elegant and less evangelical – it encourages me to reflect caringly.

There’s something slightly outdated about Jack and Jean’s book already ‘Example 1 (page 103) 1974-6 although I can see that there is an attempt to show the history of action research for teachers.  I think it a lost opportunity that neither author engages with other authors’ work in initiating and supporting teachers research – Mills, Stringer, Lankshear and Knobel, Mohr et al,) could it be that this book’s authors are a little too self-focusing? 

Areas of concern:

I fear this book might demoralise beginning teacher researchers though there is much of value and relevance to school-based practitioners, versed in the art and craft of teaching. The ‘we know’ you don’t syndrome isn’t one that appeals to me – and as for a classroom teacher rather fed up of being directed I think the style of writing may be off-putting too.  In my opinion it is dishonest to say this book is ‘a perfect companion for teachers at all levels engaged in professional development’ – it is useful but I find it niche-marketed.  Teachers who already know about Jack and Jean’s wonderful work especially in the early 1990s will certainly purchase copies and this title will ensure that it will be purchased as a set text. But I am concerned.  This isn’t all teachers need to know about action research Maybe Jean and Jack’s forthcoming book (2005) will address and complement shortfalls.

Overall strengths and weaknesses:

I have offered a very personal critical insight into my feelings about this new handbook. That it exists at all is welcome – when I was teaching I was firmly informed I pay you to teach not research! That teachers can develop enquiries into their own practice is a much-needed perspective in their professionalism. I really like the fourth chapter on monitoring, gathering and interpreting data as it has a more realistic feel about it and I can relate it to classrooms I taught in and continue to visit regularly. It’s a bit on the directive style; ‘Do this, Do that’ but it is after all a ‘Practical Guide’. I appreciate this advice in the section on synthesising and it is often omitted or glossed over in handbooks on teacher research:

‘When you produce your report you will also find that to a certain extant you present things in an analytical way, but it is important to realise that the practice you are reporting is holistic and integrated’ (p. 75)

The tone of the book certainly sets out to be user friendly though as I have mentioned it sometimes defeats its own objective. The areas addressed throughout the Practical Guide are appropriate to UK teacher researchers and though I find an over emphasis on what it is happening in China (which is not to say for a moment that I don’t hold this work by Moira Laidlaw, Dean Tian and colleagues in profound respect – their work is crucial).

I think there are missed opportunities which include assisting teachers by showing how examples of action research have been undertaken step by step and how web-based technology can assist ion dissemination.  The complete lack of photographs, diagrams and the blocks of monotonous grey and white back grounded font make for a ‘flat’ text that is tiring to read. I welcome the sections about using multi media in teacher research especially still photography. To be honest, I don’t feel this book does justice to the scope and expertise of the authors with whom I worked for many years, but then I am biased.  I have had the pleasure and inspiration of working at first hand with both Jack and Jean…

