
THE HISTORY OF ACTION RESEARCH 

© Janet Masters 1995 

This article may be cited as: 
Masters, J. (1995) 'The History of Action Research' in I. Hughes (ed) Action Research Electronic Reader, 
The University of Sydney, on-line  http://www.behs.cchs.usyd.edu.au/arow/Reader/rmasters.htm 
(download date 00.00.0000)  

 

 The origins of action research are unclear within the literature. Authors such as Kemmis and 

McTaggert (1988), Zuber-Skerrit (1992), Holter and Schwartz-Barcott (1993) state that action 

research originated with Kurt Lewin, an American psychologist. McKernan (1988 as cited in 

McKernan 1991) states that action research as a method of inquiry has evolved over the last 

century and careful study of the literature shows "clearly and convincingly that action research is 

a root derivative of the scientific method' reaching back to the Science in Education movement 

of the late nineteenth century." (McKernan 1991:8) 

McKernan (1991:8) also states that there is evidence of the use of action research by a number of 

social reformists prior to Lewin, such as Collier in 1945, Lippitt and Radke in 1946 and Corey in 

1953. McTaggert (1992:2) cites work by Gstettner and Altricher which has a physician named 

Moreno using group participation in 1913 in a community development initiative with prostitutes 

in Vienna. Freideres (1992:3-4) asserts that the concept of participatory research emerged in the 

1970s from development work in low income countries and mentions names such as Fals-Borda 

and Freideres. 

Despite the clouded origins of action research, Kurt Lewin, in the mid 1940s constructed a 

theory of action research, which described action research as "proceeding in a spiral of steps, 

each of which is composed of planning, action and the evaluation of the result of action" 

(Kemmis and McTaggert 1990:8). Lewin argued that in order to "understand and change certain 

social practices, social scientists have to include practitioners from the real social world in all 

phases of inquiry" (McKernan 1991:10). This construction of action research theory by Lewin 

made action research a method of acceptable inquiry. (McKernan 1991:9) 

HISTORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL FOUNDATIONS 

Movements that have had historical and philosophical influences on action Research are: 

1. The Science in Education Movement of the nineteenth and early twentieth century in 

which the scientific method was applied to education, notably in the work of Bain (1979), 

Boone (1904) and Buckingham (1926) (McKernan 1991:8).  

2. The Experimentalist and Progressive educational work, especially of John Dewey, "who 

applied the inductive scientific method of problem solving as a logic for the solution of 

problems is such fields as aesthetics, philosophy, psychology and education" (McKernan 

1991:8).  

3. The Group Dynamics movement in social psychology and human relations training. This 

movement was used in the nineteenth century to address the social problems of this era 

through qualitative social enquiry. (McKernan 1991:9). It was again utilised in the 1940s 

to address some of the problems (such as the onslaught of World War II, inter-group 

relations, racial prejudice, and social reconstruction) being experienced at this time. One 
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of the noted researchers of this time was Kurt Lewin. He discussed action research as a 

form of experimental inquiry based upon the groups experiencing problems. "Lewin 

argued that social problems should serve as the locus of social science research. Basic to 

Lewin's model is a view of research composed of action cycles including analysis, fact-

finding, conceptualisation, planning, implementation and evaluation of action. 

(McKernan 1991:9) In the fifties and early sixties action research was used in the study 

of industry, it developed a committed following in the USA at the Massachusetts Institute 

of Technology, and in the UK at the Tavistock Institute. (McKernan 1991:10)  

4. Post-war Reconstructionist Curriculum Development Activity. Action research in 

education was utilised in this era as "a general strategy for designing curricula and 

attacking complex problems, such as inter-group relations and prejudice through large 

curriculum development projects (McKernan 1991:10). Generally the research was 

carried out by outside researchers with the cooperation of teachers and schools 

(McKernan 1991:10). Noted researchers of this era were Corey (1953), Taba (1949) and 

Brady and Robinson (1952) (McKernan 1991:10). However by the end of the 1950s 

action research was in decline and under attack (McKernan 1991:10). Sanford (1970, as 

cited in McKernan 1991:10) suggested that the decline was directly related to the split 

between science and practice which was supported by the movement, and to the shift 

towards the establishment of expert educational research and development laboratories. 

This shift highlighted the separation of theory and practice Professional researchers were 

insulated from the teaching ranks and were prevented from studying problems in the field 

(McKernan 1991:11).  

5. The teacher-researcher movement. This movement originated in the UK, with the work 

of Stenhouse (1971, 1975) and the Humanities Curriculum Project. Stenhouse felt that all 

teaching should be based upon research, and that research and curriculum development 

were the preserve of teachers. (McKernan 1991:11) Other significant teacher-researcher 

developments include the Ford Teaching Project, and the Classroom Action Research 

Network.  

ACTION RESEARCH: WHAT IS IT? 

Three of the many definitions for action research are: a "systemic inquiry that is collective, 

collaborative, self-reflective, critical and undertaken by participants in the inquiry" (McCutcheon 

and Jung 1990:148). "a form of collective self-reflective inquiry undertaken by participants in 

social situations in order to improve the rationality and justice of their own social or educational 

practices, as well as their understanding of these practices and the situations in which these 

practices are carried out" (Kemmis and McTaggert 1990:5). "action research aims to contribute 

both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic situation and to the goals of 

social science by joint collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical framework" (Rapoport 

1970:499 as cited in McKernan 1991:4). 

Within all these definitions there are four basic themes: empowerment of participants; 

collaboration through participation; acquisition of knowledge; and social change. The process 

that the researcher goes through to achieve these themes is a spiral of action research cycles 

consisting of four major phrases: planning, acting, observing and reflecting (Zuber-Skerrit 

1991:2). 

Grundy and Kemmis (1981 as cited in Grundy 1988) state that there are three minimal 

requirements for action research. "These requirements incorporate the goals of improvement and 

involvement which characterise any action research project. The conditions which are set out 

there as individually necessary and jointly sufficient for action research to exist are: 



1. the project takes as its subject-matter a social practice, regarding it as a strategic action 

susceptible to improvement;  

2. the project proceeds through a spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing and 

reflecting, with each of these activities being systematically and self-critically 

implemented and interrelated; and  

3. the project involves those responsible for the practice in each of the moments of the 

activity, widening participation in the project gradually to include others affected by the 

practice and maintaining collaborative control of the process (Grundy and Kemmis 1981 

as cited in Grundy 1988:353).  

TYPES OF ACTION RESEARCH 

Grundy (1988:353) discusses three modes of action research: technical, practical, and 

emancipatory. Holter and Schwartz-Barcott (1993:301) also discuss three types of action 

research, that of a technical collaborative approach, a mutual collaborative approach and an 

enhancement approach. McKernan (1991:16 -27) also list three types of action research: 

Type 1: the scientific-technical view of problem solving; 

Type 2: practical-deliberative action research; and 

Type 3: critical-emancipatory action research. 

McCutcheon and Jurg (1990:145-147) discusses three perspectives of action research: a 

positivist perspective, an interpretivist perspective and a critical science perspective. 

TYPE 1: Technical/Technical-Collaborative/Scientific-Technical/Positivist 

Early advocates of action research such as Lippitt and Radke in 1946, Lewin in 1947, Corey in 

1953, and Taba and Noel in 1957 put forward a scientific method of problem solving. 

(McKernan 1991:16) The underlying goal of the researcher in this approach is to test a particular 

intervention based on a pre-specified theoretical framework, the nature of the collaboration 

between the researcher and the practitioner is technical and facilitatory. The researcher identifies 

the problem and a specific intervention, then the practitioner is involved and they agree to 

facilitate with the implementation of the intervention. (Holter and Schwartz-Barcott 1993:301). 

The communication flow within this type of research is primarily between the facilitator and the 

group, so that the ideas may be communicated to the group (Grundy 1982:360). 

Technical communication (Grundy 1982:360) 

 

Grundy (1992:355) has developed a model describing technical action research. 



 
(Grundy 1982:355) 

Techne being the skill of action research, the idea being how the event will occur, the event is 

the taking of the idea and the thoughts that the researcher has about the event and making them 

happen. 

A project guided by technical action research will have the following characteristics: the project 

would be instigated by a particular person or group of people who because of their greater 

experience or qualifications would be regarded as experts or authority figures. Technical action 

research promotes more efficient and effective practice. It is product directed but promotes 

personal participation by practitioners in the process of improvement. "It fosters the disposition 

characteristic of the artisan within the participating practitioners" (Grundy 1987:154). This 

approach to action research results in the accumulation of predictive knowledge, the major thrust 

is on validation and refinement of existing theories and is essentially deductive (Holter et al 

1993:301). 

TYPE 2: Mutual-Collaborative/Practical-Deliberative-Interpretivist Perspective 

In this type of action research project the researcher and the practitioners come together to 

identify potential problems, their underlying causes and possible interventions (Holter et al 

1993:301). The problem is defined after dialogue with the researcher and the practitioner and a 

mutual understanding is reached. "Practical action research seeks to improve practice through the 

application of the personal wisdom of the participants" (Grundy, 1982: 357). 

The communication flow in this type of action research must be unimpaired between each 

member of the group and the facilitator. (Grundy 1982:360) 

 

Practical and Emancipatory Communication (Grundy 1982:360) 

This design of action research allows for a more flexible approach, not available in the positivist 

paradigm. "Indicative of this flexibility is the frequent use of 'interpretive' as an umbrella term 

that comfortably accommodates interactive and phenomenological perspectives" (McCutcheon 

and Jung 1990:146). 



McKernan (1991:20) feels that the practical model of action research trades off some 

measurement and control for human interpretation, interactive communication, deliberation, 

negotiation and detailed description. "The goal of practical action researchers is understanding 

practice and solving immediate problems" (McKernan 1991:20). The practitioners involved in 

the mutual collaborative approach to action research gain a new understanding of their practice, 

the changes implemented tend to have a more lasting character. However the changes tend to be 

connected to the individuals directly involved in the change process, and therefore the 

interventions tend to be short lived when these individuals leave the system or there is an influx 

of new people (Holter etal 1993:301). 

"Practical action research fosters the development of professionalism by emphasising the part 

played by personal judgement in decisions to act for the good of the client" (Grundy 1987:154). 

This mode of action research "promotes autonomous, deliberative action - ..praxis" (Grundy 

1987:154). Grundy's (1982:357) model for this type of action research is detailed below. 

 

(Grundy 1982:357) 

Grundy (1982:356) discusses three types of knowing. The first is techne or knowing-how, the 

source of skilful action. The second is episteme, the source of scientific action or knowing that. 

The third type of knowing is phronesis, the knowing-why, the source of moral action which is 

often called practical judgment. Techne, as occurs in Type 1 action research results in a making 

action, it is product related. While phronesis results in a doing-action or praxis, and is therefore 

product centred. The 'Idea' in the interaction is personal, subjective and never fully formed, 

rather it is constantly being formed and being influenced by the situation (Grundy 1992:357). 

TYPE 3: Enhancement approach/Critical-Emancipatory Action 

research/Critical Science perspective 

Emancipatory action research "promotes emancipatory praxis in the participating practitioners; 

that is, it promotes a critical consciousness which exhibits itself in political as well as practical 

action to promote change." (Grundy 1987:154) There are two goals for the researcher using this 

approach, one is to increase the closeness between the actual problems encountered by 

practitioners in a specific setting and the theory used to explain and resolve the problem. The 

second goal, which goes beyond the other two approaches, is to assist practitioners in identifying 

and making explicit fundamental problems by raising their collective consciousness (Holter et al 

1993:302). 

Jurgen Habermas, a critical social theorist presents a theoretical model for understanding 

emancipatory action research. (Habermas 1972 as cited in Grundy 1982) Habermas presents a 

framework within which social critique may be developed. "It is through the development of 

critique that the mediation of theory and practice is possible. The development of action-

orientated critique has three phrases: theory, enlightenment and action" (Grundy 1982:358). 



Emancipated strategic action follows from the disposition of critical intent. (Grundy 1982:358) 

Critical intent is the disposition which motivates action and interaction at all stages of 

emancipatory action research and is particularly important in the development of the theoretical 

perspective which informs and underpins a project (Grundy 1982:358). 

Critical intent is not "the intention to be rigorously discriminating only with regard to one's own 

practice. It has a social consciousness as well in that it is a disposition toward the critical 

assessment of the extent to which the social milieu impedes the fostering of the good" (Grundy 

1982:358). This mode of emancipatory action research does not begin with theory and end with 

practice, but it is informed by theory and often it is confrontation with the theory that provides 

the initiative to undertake the practice (Grundy 1982:358). The dynamic relationship between 

theory and practice in emancipatory action research entails the expansion of both theory and 

practice during the project. 

When a person reflects upon theory in the light of praxis or practical judgment, the form of 

knowledge that results is personal or tacit knowledge. This tacit knowledge can be acquired 

through the process of reflection. The interaction of theory and practical judgment through the 

process of reflection, with the input from critical intent leads to critical theorems (Grundy 

1982:359). 

The second function which Habermas distinguishes in the mediation of theory and practice is the 

organisation of the process of enlightenment in which critical theorems are applied and tested in 

a unique manner by the initiation of processes of reflection carried out within certain groups 

towards which these processes have been directed. These group processes of reflection will give 

rise to enlightenment in the form of authentic insights (Habermas 1972 as cited in Grundy 

1982:360). The facilitator must not attempt to direct the outcome of the deliberative process by 

attempting to thrust enlightenment on the participants, but must allow symmetrical 

communication to occur from which enlightenment will flow (Grundy 1982:360). 

The third function which Habermas distinguishes is the organisation of action. The organisation 

of enlightenment has its focus upon the past while the organisation of action is future orientated 

(Grundy 1982:361). The form of strategic action resulting from enlightenment is a form of praxis. 

"Whereas action which resulted from phronesis was also a form of praxis, the development of 

'critical theorems' and the process of enlightenment result in the true praxis for it is action which 

is freed from the dominating constraints of the environment" (Grundy 1982:361). 

Grundy (1982:363) has a diagrammatic representation of the above discussion. 
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It is not in the methodologies that the three modes of action research differ, but rather in the 

underlying assumptions and world views of the participants that cause the variations in the 

application of the methodology (Grundy 1982:363). 

"The differences in the relationship between the participants and the source and scope of the 

guiding 'idea' can be traced to a question of power. In technical action research it is the 'idea' 

which is the source of power for action and since the 'idea' often resides with the facilitator, it is 

the facilitator who controls power in the project. In practical action research power is shared 

between a group of equal participants, but the emphasis is upon individual power for action. 

Power in emancipatory action research resides wholly within the group, not with the facilitator 



and not with the individuals within the group. It is often the change in power relationships within 

a group that causes a shift from one mode to another (Grundy 1982:363). 
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