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Editorial
Colin Bradley
I started to prepare this first issue of the ALARj for 2017 with an
expected theme of Action Learning and Action Research in
education and personal development. As I find so often, the
underlying theme of the articles is about change.
Noa Avriel-Avni describes the impact of creating a new
curriculum for an environmental education program using a
participatory action research approach (PAR) involving the
teachers of the program. Avriel-Avni points out that focusing on
activity is one of the reasons for new definitions of environmental
education. Such education requires developing critical thinking,
value awareness, problem-solving skills and initiative thinking,
and consequently, the need to change the educational approach.
However, simply exposing students to knowledge is not sufficient
to develop them with the drive and skills to act for a sustainable
future. The students began to demand an integral role in the PAR.
However, empowering students requires the teachers to give up
power, thus producing a significant impact on the teachers'
perception of their role as environmental educators.
The change in teachers' perception of their role coincided
with students' perception of the activities... a prolonged
process of change in classroom management took place. The
customary hierarchical structure changed to a collaborative
learning process of both students and teachers. The new
structure of relationship between teachers and students was
triggered by the students' claim for authority. The teachers'
and students' mutual learning was made possible through
the PAR reflection meetings. (p. 26)

Our second article is from Barry Elsey and Amina Omarova, who
describe a partnership between Insitut Pertanian Bogor (IPB), an
agricultural university in Indonesian Java, and the University of
Adelaide. The project involved education of Indonesian public
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servants, using an Action Learning and Action Research (ALAR)
approach. Elsey and Omarova wrote this article as there appears to
be no research-based studies about ALAR in relation to individual
adult learning within the wider context of international education.
The students commenced their studies for a double Masters degree
in Indonesia, and then completed the program in South Australia.
The students were likely to be familiar with the positivistempiricist research knowledge paradigm, but not the interpretive
one. The ALAR approach was an additional challenge to them.
They had to undertaking these studies in an international and
unknown environment, in a method that was very unfamiliar to
them as they completed a research assignment. The unfamiliarity
of the approach – ALAR – was in marked contrast to their earlier
studies.
The use of a simple eLearning Diary, an assessable part of the
whole programme, proved to be a very effective tool for
communication and reflection, and thus learning.
Avriel-Arni had found that the students wanted more input as a
consequence to becoming self-directed, while Elsey and Omarova
found the ‘ALAR provided just the right amount of structured
guidance, while placing responsibility on the adult students to be
self-directed’ (p. 58).
In the thirds article, Stephen Smith offers seven personal
reflections grounded in the experience of writing two doctoral
theses to ignite creativity and evoke discussion on what may be
helpful to student researchers using an action research approach,
and thus on improve practice in action research. These reflections
include accepting the ‘messiness’ of Action Research, using
storytelling and group sensemaking as means to develop
knowledge and choosing a suitable framework for reflection,
which harks back to Elsey and Omarova’s use of eLearning
Diaries. Smith encourages elements such as triangulation and
multiple cycles of member checking to validate the research and
demonstrate the clarity of purpose, rigour and process.
He emphasises that
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[w]hile the ultimate test of validity may be the usefulness of
the findings, the onus remains on the student to provide
evidence that the research process meets the quality
standards benchmarked across all academic disciplines. (p.
72).

Stephen Duffield, in the fourth article, describes the issues and
challenges encountered during three action research projects that
were researching the application of a conceptual model, termed the
Systemic Lessons Learned Knowledge model (Syllk) model. His
doctoral research program proposed that reconceptualising
organisational knowledge and lessons learned through the Syllk
model can influence organisation learning, although this article
focuses on the general methodological issues and problems of
action research experienced during these projects.
He uses a double, integrated Action Research cycle process, one
focusing on the organisational problem solving activity, while the
other is the research activity, generating new knowledge. Action
Research supports research within a complex learning social
organisation and benefits both the organisation and the project
management body of knowledge. He also notes the differences
between researching and consulting, particularly as consultants are
required to produce empirical results within tight time and dollar
budgets. As with Smith, Duffield mentions the need for
triangulation and cycles of data collection. He then describes each
of the three projects, apologising for the repetition of some aspects,
but which are important to understand the projects and the actions
within the research. He finishes with insights into the role of the
researcher, implications of the dual cycle (parallel) process,
importance of reflection, external constraints, ethics and project
size.
Duffield’s research focused around business change management,
organisational learning and project management. In the final
article, Natalie Holyoake has analysed a wide range of literature to
establish the desired features of successful change management
methodologies or approaches. She then analysed a variety of
approaches for those important features. Her research is very
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important in establishing that each approach has strong aspects,
but few have strong emphasis across all features.
The seven areas considered important to success in change, as
identified in the literature reviewed, are assessment, planning,
action, observation, reflection, evaluation and validation. There are
two broad types of change methodologies;: planned and emergent.
Each of these types has strengths and weaknesses. There are also
methodologies that exhibit characteristics of both: plannedemergent change, which the approaches in which tend to have
some strength in all areas compensating for the weaknesses in
either of the other two types. Examples of the approaches in the
planned-emergent type are Six Sigma, Lean and Work-Applied
Learning, with the latter being strongest in all seven aspects of
successful change.

ALARA is seeking additional reviewers and co-editors for
the ALARj.
The ALARj aims to be of the highest standard of writing from the
field to extend the boundaries of theorisation of the practice, as
well as the boundaries of its application.
ALARA requires the assistance of many reviewers to achieve this
goal for the ALARj. We also encourage experienced practitioners
and scholars to consider being a member of our editorial panel or a
guest editor.
If you would like to assist ALARA, please contact Colin via
editor@alarassociation.org or the Secretary via
secretary@alarassociation.org.
You will find more information about ALARA from page 158 or at
www.alarassociation.org.
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Education for sustainability:
teachers conceptualize their
new role by participatory
action research
Noa Avriel-Avni
Abstract
Education for sustainability calls for a change in the frame of
reference towards the world and therefore a profound change of the
conventional education approach is required. This article presents
a process of change in teachers' paradigmatic conception of their
role: from knowledge-agents to moderators who encourage
learning processes in their classroom, by developing an action
research based curriculum. Analyzing teachers' reflection
meetings and the transcripts of the lessons, revealed the
introspection process teachers went through. It highlights the
unique contribution of the participatory action research approach
to position the person as an integral part of the social-ecological
system; a conception which is a foundation of education for
sustainability. It also emphasizes the need to pay more attention to
teachers' professional development and the challenges they face
when using AR approach to developing social and environmental
activism among their students.

Key words: Sustainability; participatory action research; teachers'
education; professional development.

Introduction
Awareness of the growing environmental crisis has led education
systems around the world to develop environmental education
programs since the 1960s. The initial approach of environmental
education, to stimulate environmental responsibility by fostering
empathy for nature, mainly affected those who were already
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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convinced. Therefore, it was necessary to promote other topics that
encourage environmental involvement. Environmental quality,
sustainability and environmental justice, which have evolved over
time, are examples of such themes (Mihaylov and Perkins, 2015).
Accordingly, a new curriculum was developed, using an urban
social-ecological system as the arena for education for
sustainability (Avriel-Avni, 2004). The curriculum was developed
with a participatory action research approach (PAR), along with
the teachers at the school. However, as the research progressed, an
interesting and unique situation emerged when the students
demanded to become an integral part of the PAR. A closer look at
the recorded teachers' reflection meetings revealed the significant
impact on the teachers' perception of their role as environmental
educators. This article focuses on these changes and their causes.
Like PAR, Education for Sustainability (EfS) aims to develop
students’ conception of themselves as an integral part of the socialecological coupled system (Plummer, 2010; Tidbel and Kresny,
2011). It is also an attempt to foster awareness of the complex and
dynamic nature of environmental dilemmas and the major role
humans play in them (Robottom and Hart, 1993; McKeown and
Hopkins, 2003; Tilbury and Wortman, 2004; Chapman, 2000;
Delgado, 2015). Accordingly, EfS aims to nurture responsibility of
the learners in their choices on how to act in the local and the
global environment (UNESCO 2005b; UNESCO, 2007).
The concept of sustainable development is the result of the
growing awareness of the complexity and the dynamic nature of
global environmental problems. It strongly links ecological
integrity (Müller, 2005) and socio-economic issues such as lack of
fresh water, rapid population growth, poverty and inequality, food
shortage, depletion of tropical forests, loss of biodiversity,
pollution and desertification (Ketlhoilwe, 2008). This perspective of
the world could be defined as a new paradigm of the relationship
between humans and their environment (Pickatt, Koasa and Jones,
1994; Berkes and Folke, 2000; Turner, Georgiou, and Fisher, 2008).
In terms of education, the emphasis of this new paradigm is the
role of humans in the social-ecological systems (Plummer and
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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Armitage, 2007; Krasny, Lundholm and Plummer, 2010) and is
related to the perception of being an integral part of the system,
which is fundamental to PAR (Elliott, 2006; Whitehead, 2012;
Zuber-Skerritt, 2012; Burns and Worsley, 2015). The original
inspiration for environmental education was the desire to protect
or conserve the natural environment from human threats; this was
the main motivation for many people (Smyth, 2006). This kind of
goal expresses a positivistic worldview which regards human
beings as outsiders of the natural system (Keiny, 2002; CutterMackenzie, Clarke, Smith and Su, 2006). Education for
sustainability (EfS), on the other hand, regards humans as integral
components of their ecosystems whose actions influence their
entire environment. Due to these interpretive approaches
(Robottom and Hart, 1993) or ecological thinking (Keiny, 2002), EfS
does not focus on solving human-made 'environmental problems'
but instead encourages people to become an active part of their
environment in a way that will make it a healthy system (Smyth,
2006). Thus, EfS aspires to equip students with knowledge, skills
and a desire to act responsibly toward the environment (Fien and
Tillbury, 1996; Tilbury and Wortman, 2004; Berkowitz, Ford and
Brewer, 2005; UNESCO, 2005a).

Education for environmental citizenship
Focusing on activity is one of the reasons for new definitions of
environmental education as education for "environmental" or
"ecological” citizenship (Dobson, 2003). Many see it as a call for
deep change of the entire educational system (Wals and Van der
Leij, 1997; Keiny, 2002; Tilbury and Wortman, 2004; Smyth, 2006;
Sherren, 2008; Krasny, Lundholm and Plummer, 2010). Promoting
environmental and active citizenship should be achieved by
developing critical thinking, value awareness, problem solving
skills and initiative thinking, instead of teaching environmental
behaviours such as recycling or not littering (Wals and Van der
Leij, 1997; Whitehead, 2012; Wood and Govender, 2013). These
goals emphasize the need to change the educational approach.
Exposing students to knowledge is essential but not sufficient for
fostering citizens who have the drive and skills to act for a
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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sustainable future (Berkowitz, Ford and Brewer, 2005). One of the
implications is that when empowering students, as one of the
major principals of sustainable development, someone else has to
give up that power (Smyth, 2006; Burns and Worsley, 2015). It
means questioning the traditional division of authority between
teachers and students and requires a new definition of the teacher's
role (Keiny, 2002).

Action research as an appropriate approach to EfS
curriculum development
Wals and Alblas (1997) suggest Participatory Action Research
(PAR), a research tradition that combines inquiry with action, as an
appropriate means to develop an environmental education
curriculum, due to the local nature of environmental dilemmas
and the need to enable the residents to deal with questions that are
relevant for them. PAR can also be used in order to develop
environmental education programs, especially in the context of
civic science, to meet the needs of scientists as well as the needs of
EE educators and their students (Krasny and Bonney, 2005; Ballard
and Belsky, 2010). As an educational approach, PAR has been
approved as a way to develop ecological literacy (Krasny and
Bonney, 2005) and environmental values in students (Avriel-Avni,
2004; Ardoin, Castrechini, and Hofstedt, 2014). Personal Action
Research (AR) is often recommended as a method for pre-service
training for teachers of EfS (Ketlhoilwe, 2008; Duenkel and Pratt,
2013) and for professionalization of teachers in service (Carr and
Kemmis, 2003). Elliott (1991) stressed the coupling between
curriculum development by AR and teachers’ professional
development, and Whitehead (2012) stressed the importance of
developing a living educational theory in a turbulent world. At the
same time, Zuber-Skerritt (2012), together with the various authors
in her book, brings diverse stories that demonstrate the
contribution of conducting PAR to social-ecological problem
solving, in a in an uncertain world. Burns and Worsley (2015) take
the use of PAR one step forward and demonstrate the contribution
of participatory approach to community education and to solving
social and environmental problems in an international context.
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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Accordingly, recently there have been growing calls for the
integration of PAR into environmental education and EfS in the
urban arena (Delgado, 2015) and as means of developing
leadership and environmental activism (Bywater, 2014; Smith,
Beck, Bernstein and Dashtguard, 2014).
As a research tradition, the PAR approach is deeply anchored in a
holistic and constructivist worldview whereby humans are an
integral part of their environment (Burns and Worsley, 2015).
Thus, it is particularly suitable for the development of curriculum
and for professional development in EfS (Keiny, 2002).
This paper is based on a three-year PAR project carried out by a
group of teachers led by an academic researcher. While the original
purpose of the study was to formulate the principles of
sustainability education based on "Ecological Thinking" (Keiny,
2002, Avriel-Avni, 2004), looking back to the old materials of the
teachers' reflection meetings and the transcripts of the lessons,
enables us to detect changes in teachers' conceptions of their role
and to identify a transition towards a more adequate approach to
EfS.

Methodology and methods
The PAR was held in a junior high school in the town of Mitzpe
Ramon. The town has 5,000 residents and is located in the Negev
desert of Israel. The town is situated 80 kilometres (50 miles) from
the nearest city and is surrounded by a wide nature preserve. This
location has observation points offering spectacular views. All
essential resources: water, energy (electricity and gas), food, as
well as social and cultural services, must be brought to the town
from a considerable distance. The population consists of
immigrants from different countries and diverse social-economic
status. Because of the limited size of the town, its residents have
inadequate health services and limited job opportunities. In
addition, the educational and cultural possibilities are limited. As a
result of these limitations, there is a great deal of mobility among
the residents, including that of teachers. The PAR manifested goal
was to construct an inquiry-learning based curriculum termed 'The
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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Town as an Ecosystem'. Although initiated by a researcher, the
study was led by the school principal, who was inspired to
develop inquiry learning in the school. In the first year, the student
population consisted of a 10th grade class, selected by the school
principle. In the next two years, the participation in the program
was voluntary, instead of following their usual "inquiry learning"
lesson. A group of 25 students aged 14-15 participated in the
project, in different cohorts each year.
A team of school teachers, including one of the researchers,
participated in the PAR and served as the study population.
Participation in the group was voluntary. Notably, most of the
participants were enthused by the idea of developing inquiry
learning and not necessarily by EfS development.
In the first year, the team consisted of four teachers: a physics
teacher, the homeroom teacher who was also a geography teacher,
a history teacher and a photography teacher. The researcher herself
holds a biology teaching certificate although has not actually been
taught. In the following two years, the history teacher and the
photography teacher left the team. In their place, two new
participants joined the team: a tourism expert and a literature
teacher. Three other staff members, the principal of the junior high
school, the art teacher and the computer teacher, participated on a
casual basis.
In accordance with the PAR principles (Carr and Kemmis, 2003)
the teachers’ team met weekly for two hours, for reflection on their
last week's classroom activity and for planning the next one. Prior
to the meeting teachers received transcripts of the classroom
activity and the last reflection meeting, both were recorded and
transcribed by the researcher. The transcripts were used as a basis
for discussion on the activity: what was successful; what should be
changed; and what are the current questions for the PAR.
All teachers' meetings were recorded and transcribed. In addition,
private conversations between the researcher and members of the
teachers' team were documented in her research logbook,
alongside her observations.
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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During the last two years of study, when students' participation
was on a voluntary basis, the students asked to become real
partners in developing the program. As a result, we started
recording the classroom activity. The transcriptions were available
for students in the school library and were often used as a basis for
classroom conversation and for making joint decisions about the
group operation. For the current research, the students' voice was
added to the research data and allowed us to analyse the
emergence of a new fabric of teacher-student relationship.
In order to follow the changes of the teachers' conceptions during
the PAR process, we used the "thick description" approach (Geertz,
1975). Rereading of the materials allowed a full report of events
and behaviours as well as the roots of action. Content analysis of
the transcripts of the teachers' reflection-meetings and the
classroom activity, as well as the research logbook, served as
references for the description. Teachers' comments about the
process, which were included in the reflection scripts, in addition
to their direct references, served as validation of our interpretation.
Semiotic analysis (Kim, 1996) was employed to follow up the
teachers' change of key concepts that emerged from the rereading
of materials. Semiotics analysis is a research approach which
examines the creation of signs and the connotations and meanings
given to them, beyond the dictionary or their usual meaning.
In such analysis, a sign consists of three elements: Sign = Signifier
+ Signified.
The signified is a mental, abstract concept arising in the mind,
where the signifier is the vehicle, an image that came from the
outside world. The connection people make between the signifier
and the signified reflects their perception and the cultural context
(Saussure, 1983). In this respect, the signifier has no natural
connection with the signified. Accordingly, there is a gap between
the formal dictionary definition of sign (word, in our case) and the
personal perception and interpretation of it. Text analysis using the
semiotic approach, or looking for the meaning of signs, is actually
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an inquiry into ones' conception or narrative and knowledge
development.
Kim (1996, p. 108) suggests the following diagram to illustrate this
process.

For example, the signifier of the sign: "environment" can be a
picture of (or talk about) a natural forest, which points to a
narrative of the environment as places that are not affected by
humans. In contrast, one can talk about the long supply lines that
provide resources for the city. This spider-like shaped signifier,
signifies the environment as a social-ecological system.
In order to analyse the discourse and understand the narrative
related to a particular concept, we had to find sentences in the text
that illustrate the connotations participants have about this
concept. This method allowed us to follow changes in the teachers'
narrative over the study period.
The context of the study is essential to understand the process that
the teachers underwent, and therefore cannot be concealed. For
this reason, it is impossible to mask the identification of the
teachers. To overcome this problem, we requested and acquired
the teachers' permission to publish the analysis. However, the
analysis is of the discourse changes, rather than personal
transformation. Therefore, there was no need to refer specifically to
the teachers.
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Results
Changes in the perception of the role of teachers
throughout the action research
The first year of the AR opened with the question: How to promote
students' system thinking and understanding of themselves as an
integral part of their town ecosystem? Although this question may
express ecological thinking, the data show a more complex picture
as demonstrated below.
Inductive vs. deductive teaching
Arousing the students' interest to study their local municipal
system was a real challenge. In a series of personal interviews held
before the beginning of this project, students articulated a negative
opinion of the town. Phrases like 'This is a boring town, suitable
for seniors only" or 'The moment we are old enough we shall fly
away', were frequently expressed. In light of this, the teachers’
team decided to begin the study by encouraging students to ask
questions that stem from their reality. Inductive learning, i.e.
learning through experience, was declared as an objective of the
teachers at the beginning of the process. The idea was to encourage
the development of system thinking by promoting authentic
research questions, which reflected the students’ understanding of
themselves as a part of the ecosystem. To their great surprise, the
students' reaction was of sheer reluctance, claiming 'We know
everything about the town where we were born and raised -- no
point in researching the known'.
The reaction of the teachers to this resistance was reflected in their
weekly meetings:
I look at our town in order to understand it as a system. But
they [the students] do not see it this way. They sit in the
class and see us giving them many new concepts and telling
them to begin to explore these concepts and find out some
general ideas such as a system. But they don't know what
'system' is because they have no background!
(October 27, 1999)
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A month later, the teachers decided to reverse their teaching from
an inductive to a deductive mode and to start from the abstract
rather than the concrete; to teach ‘urban ecosystems' theoretically:
[We need] 2-4 theoretical lessons in order to explain …the
basic concepts, to introduce the concepts into their lexicon
in a sort of 'brainwashing', only then they can begin to
experience the system.
(November 29, 1999)

Later that year, one of the teachers worded it more explicitly:
… I am also not sure that we have to work by this
[inductive] way. I mean we can, in some manner, 'spoon
feed' them. Whenever we do it in an informal lecture, we
still do what we desired to do.
(May 29, 2000)

The beginning of the action research was characterised, therefore,
by relatively fast departure from the idea of inductive learning and
back to the familiar and safe pattern of deductive teaching. The
transferring knowledge approach was also reflected in the setting
of the lessons.
Collaborative learning vs. hierarchically teaching
Faithful to the idea of exploring the real questions with the
students, the teachers decided to sit in the classroom among the
students. This decision reflected a collaboration attitude which is
consistent with ecological thinking. Yet, teachers had difficulty to
give up their power in classroom. For example, the next excerpt
taken from the teacher-student activity in the classroom
demonstrates that despite the new setting, the relationship
between the teachers and the students continued to be based on
hierarchy:
Teacher: We will split the meeting today into two parts. I
shall open the first part by some general remarks and in the
second part we will pay attention to the learning activity
that was today. I don't mean to develop a discussion about
it but I want to ask short question and to hear some
answers. [He writes on the blackboard: "embarrassment";
"confusion". Is it bad?]
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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Student 1: Depends.
Student 2: It is very bad.
Teacher [asking another student]: What do you have to say?
Student 3: It depends on the situation.
Teacher: Why do you think it is not necessarily bad?
Student 3: Because confusion can also lead to positive
things.
Teacher: Good. It means that confusion can induce beautiful
ideas. Are you confused because of our project?
(September 8, 1999)

In this typical script, one teacher led the discussion by the
traditional "ping pong" manner, in which the teacher posed
questions and the students supplied answers. The three other
teachers sat passively among the students and their voices were
not heard. Despite the declared intention of collaboration, it seems
that the teachers tended to stick to the usual top-down
relationships between students and teachers. Moreover, in private
interviews, students told the researcher that the location of the
teachers among them in the class only made them nervous because
they felt more controlled.
The teachers’ concern of losing control came up in their reflective
meetings:
Today I felt that we reached an egalitarian condition. I
mean, students can say: I have the same right to vote as you,
so who said you know better than me? Who said you can
decide for me? This for me is a very difficult situation.
(November 29, 1999)

A participatory approach, which is essential for EfS, proved to be
a challenge for teachers at the beginning of the process.
From teaching to supervising
The summer vacation was used for deep reflection on the teachers'
teaching activities. The lesson learned was that the students have
no interest in studying their town and that they conceive the entire
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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curriculum as an extra burden. For this reason, the second year of
the AR cycle opened with the following question: ‘How to
motivate students to study their own town ecosystem?’ The
proposed solution was to design a meaningful experience that later
got the name "Unfreezing Experience". The idea was to start the
curriculum with a three-day excursion around the town in order to
observe and to experience the town from unusual points of view,
to meet different people in the area and listen to their narratives
and to overnight in special nearby tourist sites; an experience that
would give the students a new perspective of their own town.
Responsibility becomes a key concept in the teachers' meeting. It
was seen as an expression of the students' perception of
themselves as part of ecosystems. In order to develop students'
responsibility, it was decided to let the students organize all the
food for the trek with minimal help from the teachers.
Examining the teachers’ reaction to the tour in their meeting and in
the following classroom activities reveals profound effects on the
teachers' conception of their role. These deep influences can also be
described as an "Unfreezing Experience".
As a result of heated discussions with students, teachers began
doubting the traditional division of authority between teachers
and students. It seemed that the small step of giving the student
the responsibility to organize the food generated a flood of claims
about authority and responsibility. Essential questions such as:
'Whose authority and whose duty is it to keep to the schedule of
the journey?' were discussed in depth. In a discussion that dealt
with the problem of students arriving late to class, the students
claimed that 'If you want us to be on time, we want to take part in
the scheduling process'. Some students insisted that 'You have to
trust us that this program is important for us like it is important for
you [the teachers], so we should be trusted as responsible people
who have a good reason for coming late'.
The changes in the students’ conception of their role in the learning
process demanded similar changes in the teachers’ conception of
their role.
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However, the new, shared authority between students and
teachers was not easily accepted by the teachers. Their
ambivalence is clearly expressed in the following excerpts. On the
one hand, they said: 'Developing the students' responsibility is the
main goal of the curriculum.'
On the other hand, there were worries about the students
achievements, or as one of the teachers worded it: '… we need to
put more emphasis on the outcomes of the curriculum'.
(November 26, 2001).
Description of classroom activities reveals that when students
demanded shared responsibility for their action, the teachers
tended to stick to their traditional role.
The first lesson after the three-day trek made it clear that the
students had a very meaningful experience. They spoke excitedly
about it but when they were asked to list inquiry questions about
the town, teachers found out that they have new roles:
1.

To help students translate their emotional experience into a
subject for inquiry.

2.

To help students define a researchable question.

3.

To help create research teams around common questions.

The result was more than 60 questions suggested by the 20
students, saying that they found it difficult to choose only one
question for their inquiry.
An interesting outcome of this process was that the students
insisted on inquiry learning that involved actions for improving
the town ecosystem. Instead of asking about the system, students
formulated questions such as ‘How can I adapt the landscaping
style of the town to the desert conditions?’ ‘How can I help to
reduce the impact of the town on the environment?’ As a result,
some of the research projects combined action and gradually
teachers began to understand their role as supervisors of students'
AR.
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Partial concession of the teachers' authority
Alongside students' inquiry projects in the small teams, the whole
group had a weekly plenary meeting where the inquiry teams had
the opportunity to present their progress, to share knowledge and
to ask for help from the other teams. Occasionally, teachers
brought new subjects for the group's discussions and gradually the
students began to perceive the town as a system.
Analysis of the conversations indicates a change from the "Ping
Pong" pattern of the first year. Instead of the lesson being led by
one teacher who pre-determines the direction as well as the
output, the lessons were much more open and cooperative.
Teachers let the students lead parts of the meetings and the
conversation became more like a network structure. The next
excerpt shows part of a discussion that developed from an article
brought by one of the teachers about the September 11 attack. His
aim was to develop a discussion about how fragile the reliance of
modern human ecosystems on artificial facilities is, but soon one of
the students (S1) took the lead, directing the conversation to a new
venue:
S1: I wanted to share with you some of my thoughts. If there
is evil in the world, it is in humans. There is violence in
animals, but animals are not directed by evil or bitterness
and such things like us. They kill to survive and not as a
cause of evil. They have no natural evil like we have.
S2: I have something to say. This is natural, because we are
more developed.
S3: I wish we weren't.
S2: I didn't say no but this is natural. Maybe animals do not
have the ability to be evil.
S4: It is true that there are good and bad feelings, but
animals do not understand anything. They know just that
they have to eat and continue the generations. We know
that we have to leave something behind us so that the next
generations will know that we have been here. We have to
develop and build our place to make it better for them.
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S5: Yes, but who will pay the bill?
S6: I agree. Who will pay the bill?
S4: That’s it. This is our mistake when we think we can
survive 'on the house'.
S7: We survive 'on the house' on all the animals and
actually, the whole world and we never
(September 16, 2001)

The discussion began to deal with hatred directed by humanity
and at this point, the teacher stopped the conversation since it
seemed to veer far away from the original subject. It demonstrates
another new role of the teachers: keeping the time and subject
matter framework robust yet flexible enough to allow sidetracking
from time to time. This excerpt also shows alternating roles in the
discussion between students and teachers. The new roles and skills
that were required from the teachers and formulated in their
reflective meetings are listed in Table 1.
One more interesting contribution to this list can be seen in the
students' response to the co-facilitation of two or more teachers,
saying that it encouraged them to voice unpopular ideas and thus
understand that often there is no one 'true solution'. That was due
to the fact that the teachers allowed themselves to argue in front
the students, something they would not dare to do before.
Table 1: Teachers' new role, as formulated in their reflective
meetings

New
questions

Roles

Skills and orientation



Broad environmental
knowledge
Creative thinking
Identification of complex
environmental dilemmas



Initiate provocative
learning experiences that
cause a fresh look on the
environment and trigger
new questions
Help students focus and
express their emotional
experience in researchable
questions
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New
knowledge

Roles

Skills and orientation



Contribute relevant
knowledge to the learning
process
Contribute their learning
skills to the collective
learning process
Focus on the process
rather than on outcomes

Well-versed in many
subjects
Open minded

Extend the context of the
inquiry
Expose inter-relations
between different inquiry
questions
Help students
conceptualize system
principals out of their
inquiry experience

System thinking




System
thinking






Critical
thinking






Class

management




Learning instead of
teaching

Question students who are Critical thinking
quick to jump to
conclusion
Suggest alternative
solutions
Disclose the students'
underlying values
Encourage diversity
Help individuals word
their own ideas in the
team and develop
collaborative assemblages
of aspirations
Collaborative learning
Keep elastic framework of
time and subject matter
that is robust enough to
allow flexibility without
losing direction.

Time flexibility
Co-moderation skills
Self confidence
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Semiotic evolution of “students' responsibility” as an indicator
for conceptual change
References to the word responsibility appeared from the very
beginning of the AR in teachers’ reflection meetings. Analysis
(Kim, 1996) of students' responsibility as signifier indicates semiotic
evolution of this key concept. One month before launching the
program it came up:
In principle, this is a group of teachers that learn together
with their students. …once we split the class into groups,
every one of the teachers will have a responsibility to
conduct one field of knowledge.
(August 31, 1999)

This excerpt clarifies that at the beginning of the AR project the
teachers felt they must lead the program namely 'to deliver
knowledge'. "Students' responsibility" was signified by 'doing
what the teachers told them':
… They forgot about the task we gave them and today I told
them that because of that their trip is postponed. I told them
that the responsibility [for progress] is theirs, not only ours.
(February 7, 2000)

This attitude began to change following the tour around the town.
The next excerpt was taken from one of the teachers' reflection
meeting, a short time after:
We are trying to lead a process that is totally opposed to
what the [school's] system believes in; yet we still use
[school] system's tools like "schedule", which is something
they know how to deal with. They know how to shirk and
to give excuses. They know how to avoid any difficulty. If
we want to develop 'self responsibility', we can't use
means of control.
(February 5, 2001)

The signifier: students' responsibility began to be signified by: ‘self
managed learning’ and ‘productive participation in the inquiry
team’, as worded in the next citation:
For me, the results are less significant. I am looking on the
process they [the students] have undergone these last
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months Taking responsibility for the inquiry groups, the
mutual learning, asking questions and learning to doubt
answers, learning how to get help from others and how to
help them . This is the great process of development they
have gone through. In my opinion, this is the basis for
learning.
(February 5, 2001)

A few months later, students' responsibility acquired yet another
new meaning: 'to initiate action to improve the environment' as
one of the teachers said:
I am speaking about some thing bigger, about the ways to
encourage them to take responsibility for actions or for the
community.

And another teacher added:
Even if this is not the declared goal of the program, it looks
to me that the idea of observing the relationships between
humans and the place where they live, and then to combine
it with some practical project; the by-product of this
program will be strengthening of self-responsibility and
empowering the student as someone who can improve
one's life.
(September 26, 2002)

Using our approach to discourse analysis, we understood the
alterations in the connotations to responsibility (as a signifier) as
indicators that reflect the deep change in teachers’ conceptions of
their role and of their desired relationships with students.
Self-reflection as a participant and a researcher
As one of the participants in the AR as well as a researcher, I used
my self-experience as another source of information that can
illuminate the process of the teachers' conceptual change. I believe
that authentic and open self-reflection enhances the researcher's
insight to something that could not be gained by observing others.
Analysis of the data clarified some unexpected aspects of my
behavior as a teacher. First was my commitment to the 'formal
schedules' and to an imaginary 'external framework' that in many
occasions directed my reactions as a teacher in a classroom. This
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commitment, which I believe is the outcome of a long-term
relationship with the educational system, in this case contradicts
the idea of a flexible framework that supports the students'
learning. Another aspect was my difficulty to participate and to
share the emotional aspects of being environmental activists with
the students, in spite of my awareness of the importance of
affective experiences for fostering intellectual curiosity and the
significance of modeling activism for nurturing environmental
citizenship. This, I suppose, was the result of my training as a
teacher and the tendency to keep a distance from students. I can
guess that such restraints have prevented other teachers from
bringing themselves as whole person, teacher and activist, to the
educational arena.

Discussion
The teachers' perception of their role in EfS was the focus of this
research. The PAR in Mitzpe Ramon (Avriel-Avni, 2004) was used
by a group of teachers and the researcher to develop EfS inquirylearning curriculum aimed to understand the town as an socialecological system (Pickett, Koasa and Jones, 2003), to develop a
perception of the students as an integral part of their system and as
such, responsible for the results of their actions. Unusually for such
processes, the students became real partners in the design of the
program and insisted that their voice be heard in its design. In this
situation, the challenge to the traditional role of the teachers was
particularly high. Back to the transcripts and analysis of the
process indicates transformation in teachers' perception of their
role, from ‘knowledge agents’ towards partners of meaningful
learning, while maintaining a flexible classroom framework (Table
1).
Though the initial enthusiasm of the teachers' team was to develop
skills of inquiry learning, as the PAR advanced, additional aims
rose: to develop practical wisdom, habits of thinking and the
ability to put one’s civic and ecological knowledge into an action
that supports the celebration of being part of the social-ecological
system (Berkowitz et al., 2005; Delgado, 2015). Redefinition of goals
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and the teachers' role created more congruence between the
content taught and the way of teaching (Whitehead, 2012). The
change in teachers' perception of their role coincided with
students' perception of the activities. The three-day trek, the
"unfreezing experience" of students, symbolized the beginning of
the teachers' change and led them to cast doubt on the present
teaching methods and on the desirable relationships between
teachers and students. As a consequence, a prolonged process of
change in classroom management took place. The customary
hierarchical structure changed to a collaborative learning process
of both students and teachers. The new structure of relationship
between teachers and students was triggered by the students'
claim for authority. The teachers' and students' mutual learning
was made possible through the PAR reflection meetings, as was
found also in the study of Sales, Travera, and García (2011). It was
termed the "grandfather clock metaphor" after Keiny, (2002).
Unlike the conventional clock, the mechanism of the grandfather
clock is exposed, revealing a set of cogwheels that rotate one
another. By using this metaphor, we can relate the clock system to
the educational system, where each cogwheel represents a
subsystem (e.g. students, teachers, researchers, policy makers, etc.).
Each subsystem is thus actively rotating while being rotated by the
other subsystems. The students' learning process is rotated by the
teachers' cogwheel. Yet at the same time, it rotates the teachers'
understanding of how to orchestrate the learning classroom (ibid).
This process of perception change was neither continuous nor
consistent. Throughout the PAR project, teachers expressed
ambivalence about their roles. Despite understanding the
importance of delegating responsibilities for developing
environmental citizenship, they had great difficulty in giving up
their authority and implementing their insights in the classroom.
Cutter-Mackenzie and Smith (2003) identified that in-service
professional learning of environmental education had a
significantly greater influence on teachers’ environmental
education practices than pre-service learning. The challenges that
teachers face in environmental education has been clearly
explained in the past by Posch (1994). For example, the need to
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develop critical and systemic thinking rather than to provide
agreed knowledge. The call to develop youth social and
environmental activism by PAR approach (Bywater, 2014;
Delgado, 2015; Smith et al., 2014) greatly increases the challenge
because it contests teachers' traditional role. Analyzing our case
study strengthens this point and demonstrates the significance of
involving the teachers in PAR. The effectiveness of the change was
due to teachers' confrontation with their role conception, both as
teachers and as citizens, as well as their conscious and critical
reflections on their function in the classroom. By inquiring into
their teaching behavior (theories in use) and confronting it with
their explicit goals (exposed theories), they were able to realize the
gaps between the two and change their teaching behavior (Schön,
1983; Keiny, 2002).
Table 1 clearly illustrates the teachers' new role, attitudes, skills
and teaching methods, namely inquiry learning. Developing these
skills can contribute to teachers in all disciplines (Keiny, 2002) but
is critical for EfS due to the local and dynamic nature of
environmental issues (Posch, 1994, Tidball and Krasny, 2011;
Whitehead, 2012) and thus lacks a canon of knowledge (Sherren,
2008). The list, which emerged from the teachers' own process of
learning, closely matches the pre-requirements for the 'ideal
educator for sustainability' (Fien and Tilbury, 1996 after Wilke,
Peyton and Hungerford, 1987; UNESCO 2005a). The effective EfS
teachers, according to this definition, should be competent to take
positive environmental action and be able to investigate
environmental issues, evaluate alternative solutions and develop,
select and/or implement curricular materials and strategies which
will develop similar competencies in their students (ibid.). The
ability to lead positive environmental activity was advocated, as
well as the ability to deal with multi-disciplinary environmental
issues, value awareness, critical thinking and with a constructivist
approach for learning (Ketlhoilwe, 2008). The skills listed in Table
1 include awareness of the significant aspect of students'
conceptual change and its impact on the students' ability to express
their emotional experience in researchable questions. These
insights indicate an experiential conceptual change (Keiny, 2007)
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and an identity change which goes beyond a cognitive change
(Wenger, 1998).
The locality and the uniqueness of every educational experience
were emphasized by environmental education theorists (UNESCO,
2005b). This was evident in our three-year research. Each year was
characterized by a new cohort of students as well as different
social-environmental conditions. Such differences prevented a
direct simple transformation of the new teaching methods that
were developed, demanding us instead to continually adapt the
teaching methods to the changing reality (Sherren, 2008). This
flexibility, we believe, was gained due to the teachers' involvement
in PAR. In becoming critical and reflective, teachers are able to
conceptualize themselves as integral parts of their reality and have
the confidence and authority to incorporate their own
understanding in order to improve their performance (Whitehead,
2012). Similar results were found in studies of teachers that took
part in PAR in other fields (Magos, 2007; Sales, Traver, and García,
2011; Duenkel and Pratt, 2013). Elliott (2006) pointed out the
connection between action research and the democratic way of life.
We see the new role that teachers have undertaken as an indication
of perception of themselves as an integral part of their
environment, classroom and socio-ecological system. This
highlights the ability of PAR, when used to develop the EfS
curriculum, to lead to greater coherence between the educational
activity and the philosophy of sustainability. But it also highlights
the need to pay more attention and resources to teachers'
professional development and the challenges they face when using
PAR approach to developing environmental activism among their
students.
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The application of ALAR to
facilitate the adult learning
experiences of Indonesian
international students in an
Australian university
Barry Elsey and Amina Omarova
Abstract
There is a clear challenge to ensure that the learning experiences of
international students are significant as well as successful.
Generally, they have to adapt to different ways of thinking and
learning, with greater emphasis placed on self-direction and
personal empowerment. This was the case with a cohort of earlycareer Indonesian public servants employed by the Ministry of
Industry. This paper reports the findings of an action research
project that was undertaken to support Indonesian post-graduate
students’ learning in an Australian university. The paper
concentrates on the application of Action Learning Action
Research (ALAR) to structure students’ new learning experience
while doing the applied research assignment. During the process,
their learning experiences were documented through an
interpretive investigation. Their positive learning outcomes
underlined the value of ALAR as a tool for facilitating both group
and individual learning. ALAR emerged as an effective means of
enabling international students to competently manage a new
learning environment. In particular, two hallmarks of andragogy,
self-direction and personal empowerment, were evidenced in
students’ reflections.

Key words: action learning, action research, adult continuing
education, international students, double-degree Master’s
programme, eLearning Diary
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Introduction
The paper reports on Action Learning Action Research (ALAR) as
an approach for facilitating adult learning. In particular, we focus
on the application of ALAR to facilitate and structure a key aspect
of international students’ learning experiences in an Australian
higher education and socio-cultural environment. The adults, in
this case, were a cohort of international students who were
undertaking a double-degree Master’s programme. The
programme was partnered by the Insitut Pertanian Bogor (IPB), an
agricultural university in Indonesian Java, and the University of
Adelaide (UofA) in Australia.
The students came to Australia in the second half of the course.
Transitioning to study in a foreign country presented some
challenges for the students. From an adult and continuing
education (ACE) perspective, the Indonesian students provided an
ideal opportunity to link theory to practice by introducing them to
new and challenging learning experiences. This was done in three
main ways. First, the students were exposed to what might
reasonably be described as the challenges of being international
students living and studying in a different cultural context than
Indonesia. Second, they were required to quickly and successfully
adapt to a different learning environment, especially thinking
independently and critically, asking questions and largely taking
part in open discourse with academics and student peers. Third,
they had to manage a small-scale, applied research assignment (on
downstream product development of Indonesian agricultural
goods and services) based on a case study approach and within the
interpretive knowledge paradigm. All three experiences provided
big challenges to thinking and communication habits and to their
ways and means of adult learning.
The whole research assignment was new to the students and they
had to deal with several challenges to their competence and selfconfidence. It was therefore important that proper attention was
paid to ensuring their learning experiences were actively
supported. The research assignment itself was modelled on a
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classic adult education process, based on leading andragogy
principles (Knowles, Holton and Swanson, 2014). Particular
emphasis was placed on developing confidence and competence in
becoming a self-directed learner, one of the hallmarks of
andragogy. Our focus, though, is how ALAR was applied to
facilitate the research learning process. The ALAR approach was
deliberately intended to provide a strong structure to support their
learning by combining the action part with ample reflection and
planning. The customised design of a web-based eLearning Diary
complemented the continuous experience of managing small-scale,
case study research within the interpretive paradigm.
There appears to be no research-based studies about ALAR in
relation to individual adult learning within the wider context of
international education and the role of universities in adult
continuing education and professional/workforce development.
The paper generally brings together ideas from adult continuing
education (ACE) with emerging ones about workforce
development, with particular connection to the professional
learning of Indonesians undertaking higher degree studies in an
overseas university with everyday exposure to a different sociocultural environment from their native country.

The structure of the paper
Attention is first paid to generally describing the double-degree
Master’s programme. Some background details about the IPB
students is given, notably because they were not just international
students but employees of the Indonesian Ministry of Industry
with particular career expectations to meet during their Master’s
level studies. This is followed with more information about the
ideas behind the research assignment, which is where ALAR was
applied to facilitate student learning. Short explanations about the
meaning and nature of ALAR and Andragogy follow. This reaches
the heart of the paper in which detailed attention is paid to how
ALAR was applied to facilitate the individual and group learning
of the Indonesian student cohort. Extensive use is made of visual
models to simplify what would be a complicated explanation in
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words. The observations arising from this process draws on
comments made by the students about their learning experiences
and what impact it had on them in various ways. The paper
concludes with some general remarks about the application of
ALAR to facilitate adult learning for a cohort of early-career,
young professional workers as international students in an
Australian university.

Context: describing the double-degree programme
and IPB students
The Ministry of Industry in Indonesia strategically decided that
their early-career agricultural scientists (the student cohort) needed
a broader higher education and continuing professional
development experience. The long-term thinking was to prepare
these early-career public servants for changing leadership and
management roles in the future with greater exposure to the crosscultural currents of a global communication environment. In that
sense, the entire research project might be regarded as an
illustrative case study in workforce development, reported
elsewhere (Elsey, Omarova and Grill, 2016).
A competitive selection process which tested 60 candidates was
conducted from which 7 females and 11 males were selected. All
students had a Bachelor degree, generally in engineering or
sciences and they were aged between 23 and 33. The students came
from different Indonesian regions: 12 from Java, 4 from Central
Java and 2 from East Java, which generally represents the
population of Java.
The selected students enrolled in Masters level courses,
undertaking study in both their homeland, Indonesia, and cross
culturally at the University of Adelaide, South Australia. A
research assignment was a core feature of the second half of the
programme, Master in Applied Innovation and Entrepreneurship
(MAIE) provided by UofA. This was seen to complement their
studies in IPB on technology and science aspects of agricultural
development.
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With regard to the Indonesian international students, especially
government employees on a contractual scholarship, the pressing
imperative and future vision is to successfully complete a
demanding higher degree programme and return to the family,
neighbourhood, employer and country with heads held high. This
is the story of most international students in western universities,
irrespective of being employees with contractual obligations
(Kinnell, 1990, Harman, 2005).

The research assignment on downstream product
development
Students selected an applied research topic for research six months
before they departed to Australia (early- to mid-2014). The applied
research assignment enabled both IPB and Entrepreneurship,
Commercialisation and Innovation Centre (ECIC) academics to
collaborate as co-supervisors. The decision was made to focus
attention on doing small-scale, case study type research with a
qualitative and interpretive emphasis. It was deliberately intended
to be a new learning experience on the grounds that the IPB
students would be familiar with the positivist-empiricist research
knowledge paradigm but not the interpretive one. ALAR was
chosen as the method for conducting the research assignment. The
application of ALAR as an interventionist organisational change
management strategy in different contexts has been widely
reported over many years. Moreover, the literature about ALAR
underlines the point that it has been understood and used in other
ways than change in business organisations (Smith and O’Neil,
2003). As a tool of change, research has shown that at the
organisational, group or team level, ALAR is a useful method for
making things happen. We provide an overview of the ALAR
approach later.
We considered it sensible to ask the students to locate their
research topic, which was first and foremost chosen by them, with
some assistance from IPB academics, on the Indonesian
agricultural economy in general and focus in particular on
‘upstream’ to ‘downstream’ product development of a range of
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commodities. Some students chose other topics, such as the
performance of government supported and agriculture related
research and development services. Rather than adversely affect
personal motivation it was decided to allow these topics to go
ahead. Some of the research topics were:


Designing the strategy to improve productivity and
effectiveness in ministry of industry’s research centers: a
case study of the best practice



Downstream product development of cocoa industry: the
role of SMEs and government



An analysis of innovation network performance on palm oil
industry in North Sumatera.

An indication of the research topics is shown below:


Topics include seaweed, fruit chips, cocoa, coffee, sting-ray
leather, and crumb rubber, dairy and other downstream
products. Other topics included waste-management;
lowering non-tariff barriers, better servicing industry by
agricultural research bodies, supply chain improvement and
other strategy/policy-practice ideas.



Frequent concepts used included ‘value-adding’,
management ‘mindset’, ‘bottom up’ change, industrygovernment collaboration, innovation-adoption, social
network analysis, action learning as a change strategy,
sustainable ‘clean and green’ strategy implementation and
other leading ideas.



With every topic, the emphasis was first on describing what
is going on? (WIGO) as the basis for analysis by seeking
information and insights from three main types of
informant: (1) owner-managers or professional managers at
the operational level, (2) industry consultants and advisors
(which in the Indonesian context seemed to be confined to
university academics) and (3) government officials (like the
students at IPB, employees of the Ministry of Industry). The
initial WIGO focus was on identifying a problem of
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organisational performance and seeking ways and means,
both through the subjective interpretations of the three kinds
of players noted above and the academic, research-based
literature, of improving business and management
outcomes. This approach was given the term ‘seeking room
for improvement’. An underlying assumption was that
many Indonesian downstream products could be upgraded
to add value and eventually enter the international
marketplace on a competitive basis.
Research assignment was a challenging self-managed task as the
students were required to devise a research idea located in
Indonesia and focused on SMEs, one way or another involved in
downstream product development of local agricultural produce.
They had to start the research assignment in the six months prior
to leaving for study overseas, return to Indonesia a few months
later to collect data, mainly from interviews with SME ownermanagers, government officials and industry consultants. Upon
returning to Adelaide, they spent the final six months processing
and analysing data and producing a minor dissertation as the
template for a journal publication later, after formal academic
assessment.
In addition, there were the usual academic tasks associated with
desk research; finding comparable, ‘need to know’ literature
sources, comprehending and incorporating them into a review,
describing the contextual background of the downstream product
and the SMEs involved, and applying concepts, models and
theories to provide a ‘big picture’ explanation of their case study
findings.
The assignment project management together with the explanation
and justification of the research methodology, as well as various
written iterations of the final report as a minor academic
dissertation, had to be presented to peers and facilitators on a
regular basis through visual slides and written handouts. All of
these presentations were delivered in their second language of
English and defended through questions and answer discussion.
Over the entire programme in the UofA setting, they presented at
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least twenty times. This was what was meant as taking
responsibility and ownership of their largely self-directed learning.
This effort was supported through the regular research-based
forums as well as distance learning support from IPB academics
plus UofA staff on a tutorial basis.
Below we discuss literature on ALAR and Andragogy as well as its
application to the research assignment of the double-degree
programme.

Literature review: ALAR and adult learning
approaches
A short note about ALAR and its application
Historically, Action Research preceded Action Learning but to a
large extent the two ideas are overlapping, hence ALAR as a
shorthand expression. There are plenty of textbooks and papers
defining and describing ALAR separately and together (for
example, Raelin, 2008; McMurray, Pace and Scott, 2004; ZuberSkerritt, 2002; Gill and Johnson, 2010; Burns, 1994). We simply
identify some key features of ALAR that influenced our approach
to facilitating the learning of the Indonesian student group
engaging with the research assignment.
What gives ALAR distinctiveness is the emphasis placed on
developing practical knowledge in a systematic way through
learning-by-doing, with the intention to improve desired
outcomes. These can embrace organisational goals through to
empowering groups and individuals. Our interest is with the
application of ALAR to personal change, not with organisational
development. Another key feature of ALAR is the idea of change
occurring through progressive cycles in which learning is
synchronised with planning, action and reflection. In other words,
learning rarely occurs in one leap but is more likely to naturally
develop in small steps. This idea is relevant to doing research and
writing results into a five chapter dissertation. Moreover, ALAR
usually takes place through group activity. Whether it has natural
or managed leadership, the group or team is expected to be selfALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
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motivated and to largely autonomously learn, act and review
through the various stages of a change process. A third feature of
ALAR, implied in the emphasis on group learning, is the value
placed on active participation by all those involved; not just the
shakers and movers, but ordinary workers and community
members. In our study, participatory action means the learning
experiences of the early-career students developing Master’s level
competencies through doing the applied research assignment.
From an adult learning perspective, participatory action equates
with the idea of personal empowerment. More about this theme
emerges later.
Taking these key ALAR features together, we made practical use of
the leading ideas of experiential, learning-by-doing; the natural
learning cycles of plan-act-reflect-revise and continue, the importance
of questioning (in the case of more reserved Indonesians at least
answering questions), the value of reflective thought arising from
action, the importance of group learning and sharing, and other
well-known aspects of ALAR. We did not set out to engage with
theory building but simply followed a pragmatic course of
practical application for a specific purpose. Among the various
authors writing about ALAR, we found one systematic model for
progressing through the cycles useful for our purpose useful as a
general guide (Zuber-Skerritt, 2002). However, in keeping with the
spirit of ALAR, we largely fashioned our own approach.
For our purpose, ALAR is generally regarded as an interventionist
strategy, purposely to bring about change of one kind or another.
In the context of organisational change management, the common
imperatives are about the need to survive and adapt, usually
translated into programmes to improve effectiveness and
performance, often to stay in business in a constantly changing
competitive environment (Senior, 2002; Elsey and Leung, 2004;
Elsey and Suek, 2007; Elsey and Tse, 2007).
Our interest in ALAR was about group and individual adult
learning, not directly with organisational development. What is
clear is that ALAR is applicable to both kinds of change
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management process with a high learning content. That is our core
assumption driving the paper.
Where ALAR relates closely to the particular cohort of Indonesian
international students, notably their employee status in the
Ministry of Industry is expressed in several ways. First, as
Indonesians, there was the expectation they would be good
ambassadors for the country and competent future nationbuilders. Second, they were also expected to learn competencies
associated with higher degree studies and demonstrate the
capability for continuing professional development and key
management and leadership positions in the future. These
expectations weighed on the minds of the Master’s students and
although they had already been through a demanding selection
and performance process in IPB, they were aware of the challenges
to be faced in adapting to Australian higher education and a
different socio-cultural context.
All things considered, these motivational imperatives prepared the
ground for new learning endeavours in Adelaide. As a cohort of
young, early-career Indonesians, they naturally formed a
continuing learning and support group. They understood that the
applied research assignment was entering new learning territory,
with different knowledge and skill competencies to be learned
doing small-scale, case study research within the interpretivequalitative domain. All this amounted to a new learning
experience.
In ALAR parlance, they intuitively understood the expectations
about being active learners, especially researchers, both as an
entire group and individually. As they were dealing with new
learning experiences, it was necessary for them to plan carefully
and reflect often upon what they were doing with regard to
managing a small-scale research assignment through all the
iterative stages of development, from an initial idea through to
completion.
None of the students knew anything about ALAR before
embarking on the research assignment, nor were they given any
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instruction in connection with the research assignment. Instead,
they were guided into the ALAR process by the facilitators
through the way the learning was organised. The application of
ALAR to the management of the research assignment emerged as a
practical way to provide the students with a structured as well as
an empowering learning experience. The remainder of the paper
concentrates on explaining how this learning experience was
designed and implemented, with discussion about outcomes in the
conclusion.

A note about andragogy as an approach to adult learning
An inherent part of the ALAR approach is principles of adult
learning known as andragogy. Andragogy is recognised as a
serious attempt to theorise about adult learning, essentially
searching for ways that dovetail with experiential learning and
what they already know from engagement with their everyday life
and times. Andragogy is considered different in kind from the
education of children (Knowles et al., 2014, Brookfield, 1986). It has
been written about and debated endlessly. Without going too far
into the background of the theory, it is sufficient to note some
leading characteristics, explained briefly below. The point is that
the theory represents an approach to adult learning that recognizes
some important aspects of being an adult and a learner. It also
represents a set of assumptions that comprise an effective
approach to facilitating adult learning. These are the key features,
with comment about the relevance to the Indonesian students
(Figure 1):


The adult learning approach has its origins in European
thought but largely championed in the USA and UK.
Generally, this learner-centred approach is not practiced
much in Indonesia, which is mainly more teacher-centred
than process orientated.



Adults do new learning by connecting to what they know
through lived experience. They learn new things from an
experiential foundation, which means that learning is
regarded as a mix of action followed by reflection. The IPB
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 45

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 35-60 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association Inc.
www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

students were science trained agriculturalists and welldisciplined in their work and study habits. They were
encouraged to connect the research assignment to existing
work-related knowledge and experience.


Adults are curious to answer why, what, how, who, where
and when questions if they see the relevance to them. They
like to address ‘need to know’ real-life problems. This is not
so often the case with more socio-culturally reserved
Indonesians but they understood that was a new learning
behaviour expectation in Australian universities and the
wider society.



Adults like to be self-directed and autonomous. This was
also a new learning experience and a key rationale for the
research assignment.



The motives to learn are a mix of intrinsic worth and selfdevelopment, including instrumental ones like career
advancement. The IPB students were clearly career
motivated but were encouraged to use the learning
experience for personal development.



The teacher or learning facilitator is appreciated as a ‘guide,
philosopher and friend’ in an equal partnership. Generally,
this was another new learning experience, although relations
with their Indonesian academics appeared comfortable. Our
approach was to help them relax into the new learning
culture by encouraging them to offer opinions and seek
informal support as required.



The leading ideas are represented in the model below.
However, it needs to be emphasised that they were applied
as a general guide to designing and facilitating the learning
experience, not as some kind of dogmatic belief about how
adults learn best or better.
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Figure 1: Andragogy principles

In the context of the research assignment, no attempt was made to
debate adult learning theories and which are more effective. Our
approach was to simply adopt some of the main assumptions
about the nature of adult learning, essentially shifting the central
responsibility from the teacher to the learner.
In that regard, we followed the usual core assumptions of what
might be termed the Andragogy school of thought. These were
that the Indonesian students as well as early-career professional
workers would benefit from an adult learning experience with an
open spirit of inquiry that encouraged and supported question and
answer type discussion, required a great deal of library based or
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desk research to find useful conceptual ideas to underpin the
fieldwork findings and integrate theory with practice. The students
were obliged to largely self-direct their studies, with tutorial
support in IPB and UofA. We drew upon their existing knowledge
as agricultural scientists by focusing the research on Indonesian
upstream and downstream products, which they selected as the
assignment topic. Finally, they were required to continuously
report on progress by giving seminar style presentations and
respond to feedback through the eLearning Diary.
What was in mind was an approach to learning that differed from
the didactic traditions of Indonesian universities. More than that, it
was driven by the idea that at the level of a Master higher degree,
with a significant research component, what should be mastered
was the competency of independent, self-directed learning. To
reach that level of independence, it was important to foster a
climate in which students were required to take responsibility and
ownership of the research assignment.

Research methodology
The main focus of the research project was to study students’
learning experiences from near the halfway stage of the double
degree program and transfer of their studies to another country
(Figure 2):
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Figure 2. Research project design

We use research findings to demonstrate applicability of ALAR to
facilitate the adult learning experience in the case of Indonesian
international students within an Australian university.

How ALAR worked in practice
The ALAR model followed a well-known pattern of five main
cycles with minor ones embedded with each on the same sequence:
initiate, plan, act, reflect and continue (act again). The programme had
five main learning cycles that were connected to each other
through the reflection on the learning process leading to the
adjustment of the research topics. Moreover, each of five cycles
was built in such a way that it included its own ALAR cycle with
own feedback, or reflection, loop that allowed students to
continuously progress and improve their work. The whole five
cycle ALAR process, both major and minor cycles, is shown below
as a visual representation (Figure 3). We also describe each cycle
separately.
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Figure 3.
ALAR major
cycles:
IPB/UofA
doubledegree
programme
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1.

Cycle 1: Initiate, the start-up cycle defining and developing
the research assignment topic over a period of at least six
months with the guidance of UofA and IPB academic staff
before departing to Australia in mid-2014. This formative
cycle concentrated on identifying a researchable topic in
collaboration with IPB academic staff and endorsed by UofA
visiting academic through student presentations to the
whole group. The reflection part of the initial cycle was done
through the formative presentation of the research ideas to
UofA supervisors leading to recommendations for the
research topic modification.

2.

Cycle 2: Planning the research assignment during the first
few weeks on campus at UofA through regular workshop
presentations. The cohort of 18 students were divided into
two groups and met with UofA academic facilitators to
present and discuss the proposed research design and
methodology. Altogether four workshops were held; two for
each group. This was important to ensure that data could be
collected upon returning to Indonesia for the fieldwork
stage over a two-month period. The practicalities of data
collection were discussed with IPB academics via distance
learning. The eLearning Diary was used through this cycle to
encourage students to reflect on their presentations and the
feedback given during the workshops. Details on the
eLearning Diary follows below.

3.

Cycle 3: Action, which involved returning to Indonesia and
conducting the data collection fieldwork by undertaking
visits to SMEs, interviewing owners and managers as well as
with industry consultants and government officials over a
two-month period. Regular contact with IPB academics
enabled some running adjustments to be made to the
research in some cases. The students used the eLearning
Diary to enter their personal reflections on progress with the
fieldwork stage and other thoughts about their learning
experiences.
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4.

Cycle 4: Reflection, which began in earnest upon returning
to UofA and resuming the research workshops. This was the
longest of the 5 cycles and was organised around a five
chapter model for producing the mini-dissertation (between
8-10,000 words), that is, introduction, literature review,
research methodology, data findings and analysis,
discussion and conclusion. Each chapter used two group
meetings with presentations on explaining and justifying
what was to be written. Again, the eLearning Diary was an
indispensable part of the learning process as each student
had to reflect on feedback given in the workshops dealing
with any deficiencies in composing the relevant chapters.

5.

Cycle 5: Action, in which the IPB academics came to
Adelaide in order to conduct formal assessment (with UofA
academics) during an intensive week toward the end of the
programme in UofA. This involved the students in writing
the final mini-dissertation, taking account of editorial
remarks as well as feedback from UofA tutors in advance of
the IPB staff arrival. In the final cycle, the students had to
prepare a paper for an upcoming conference in Indonesia
and afterwards convert the mini-dissertation into a paper for
journal publication. This was done after they left Adelaide
and before the Master’s programme concluded.

Reflective part – eLearning Diary
The more significant development was to design the research
assignment around an electronic diary (eLearning Diary), which
was used via the Internet and university email to make regular
contact with the students on an exclusive basis. The eLearning Diary
is a private website; access was given only to the students, their
supervisors and the research team. The eLearning Diary was given
the status of an assessable part of the whole MIAE programme so
students had to show due diligence and complete it regularly.
The simple design of the eLearning Diary not only provided a
means of communicating updates about the learning programmes,
including instructions relating to the research project in particular,
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but also an easy way to ask the students to answer reflective
questions about their learning experiences across the whole range
of courses. Our academic team was also able to periodically ask
them questions about their socio-cultural experiences as they
adjusted into living in the city of Adelaide and Australian culture
generally. By such means, it was also possible to keep track on any
practical difficulties they were experiencing and to inform the
university about them. Therefore, the eLearning Diary somewhat
blurred the line between a vehicle for information exchange, giving
explanations and instructions related to the research assignment,
as well as an open line for asking questions about their learning
and other experiences.

Research results: Student reflections on their learning
experiences
A thematic analysis of data identified the main aspects of the
international student’s experience as well as challenges they faced.
The double-degree Master’s programme was a ‘first’ for both
universities, and the members of the partnership had practical
things to learn about how the programme worked. It was certainly
a new undertaking for the cohort of 18 IPB students that qualified
to spend study time in Australia. For these reasons, it was decided
to research how they perceived and experienced their learning
journey.
Academic outcomes were excellent with high grades given to the
students for their research assignment. The reporting on the
student learning experience doing the applied research assignment
comes from their own written observations, which was a
prominent feature of a larger investigation of their overall learning
experiences. The research findings have been extensively reported
elsewhere (Elsey, Omarova, Grill and Arkeman, 2015). Our
attention is focused on the students reflecting about their learning
experiences doing the applied research assignment:
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We pay particular attention to writing the introduction to
the research assignment to demonstrate typical example of
their learning struggles with the other four chapters.



In addition, we also sought their reflections on learning to be
self-directed in managing the research assignment process.
We do this by condensing comments they made related to
the five chapter model that formed the centrepiece of the
ALAR process (Cycle 4, reflections on writing the research
assignment). The point to note is that in keeping with ALAR
theory and good practice, there was a close and interactive
relationship between reflection, further planning and action
throughout cycle 4, (writing the five chapter minidissertation). In other words, planning, action and reflection
were an integrated and continuous feature of the learning
process in doing the research assignment throughout all five
chapters.

Chapter 1 – Introduction - students’ reflections on key
aspects of the introduction


Research assignment title: The importance of a precisely
worded title was understood as representing a ‘road map’
for the research assignment.



Contextual background: The students confirmed that their
local and industry-specific (Indonesian) knowledge made it
quite easy to write about the contextual background
compared with everything else.



Problem statement and ‘room for improvement’ theme: The
importance of actually meeting owner-managers and others
‘on site’ provided a better understanding of the problems
and challenges experienced by practitioners. This preceded
the long struggle to express the problem statement in
writing.



Research questions (RQs): Everyone commented on the
difficulty of crafting the research questions with precision
and in plain English. Like many other aspects of thinking
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and writing, the process involved several iterations before
everybody agreed the RQs were right. The next difficulty
was to then translate the formal language of research
questions into interview ones, and into the Indonesian
language.

Other aspects of the five chapters that presented challenges


Finding the knowledge ‘gap’ and reviewing the literature:
Connecting the relevant literature to their topic was a
constant challenge with several iterations required. Many
had difficulty dealing with recent publications and
incorporating them into partly written draft chapters. They
learned that research-based writing is not a linear process.
One student commented: “The background and key concept are
already clear but I should read more especially from the literature
that is similar to my own.”



Using key concepts, models and theories: Students
understood the importance of ‘big picture’ generalisation of
their micro-level data and the care needed to connect
abstract ideas with concrete findings. One student claimed:
“I already find the key concepts and model that I intend to use
during the research. But I still have to gain more literature review
to support my research”.



Research methodology and limitations: There was a great
deal of learning becoming familiar with case study and
interpretive research with the additional need to overcome
ingrained doubts that genuine knowledge could be obtained
from these non-positivist methods. One student explained:
“I have defined the limitations in my research that need to be
considered to make the reader understand the essence of my
research”.



Data-set analysis: This chapter presented difficulties in
analysing interview data and linking the findings to the
conceptual field for generalising results.
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Discussion and conclusion: Like the previous four chapters,
the final one challenged them in writing in a discursive way
and being confident to reach beyond their science trained
minds to generalise findings, especially to frankly suggest
‘room for improvement’ for the SMEs involved in their case
studies.

The above summary of highlighted issues associated with new
learning experiences is somewhat at the expense of underestimating the considerable academic effort required to master the
research assignment tasks in a competent way. What assisted the
long learning process was the ALAR structure, which continuously
engaged the students in facing challenges in a systematic way and
gaining self-confidence as they progressed towards formal
submission and examination by UofA and IPB staff.

Other big challenges: Becoming a self-directed learner and
taking ‘ownership’ of the research assignment
Selected quotations drawn from student written comments about
these key aspects of their learning experiences is appropriate, such
as:
Self-directing research, which means I must count on my
own strength and ability and believe I can make it through

while another added:
Logical thinking, organised work, self-direction, time
management and frequent communication

and in similar vein:
In my research project the content was all my own learning.
The supervisors provided guidance to keep the research
doable and logical but I had to keep exploring and refining
my ideas to improve the final product.

For some, self-direction meant more than the learning assignment:
The independence and self-responsibility to achieve better
outcomes from the resources that I have. I think it will make
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me more vocal about the problems that I will face in the
workplace and not being a passive employee anymore.

Finally, the following comment expressed the views of several
others:
The transfer from directed learning where I was always
being told what to do to self-directed learning with the
lecturers only guiding me made me take decisions and to be
responsible for my work. It was difficult.

These comments comprised a core feature of the research into their
learning experiences, before, during and after they had completed
the UofA programme just before returning to Indonesia.
All three aspects of the students’ learning experience were
researched in-depth, resulting in a report to both universities and
the Ministry of Industry in Jakarta (Elsey et al., 2015).

Conclusion
As a deliberate strategy, we decided to apply ALAR principles and
processes to focus and structure student learning, specifically
related to doing the research assignment, which was a new
experience for them. The systematic nature of ALAR, especially in
the formal education environment of a Master’s university
programme, means that the process follows a clear pathway
progressively leading to the completion of an applied research
assignment, complete with academic assessment. Moreover, the
fact that the students had to manage a complicated fieldwork
process involving face-to-face interviews with Indonesian SME
owners and managers, together with industry consultants and
government officials, placed considerable responsibility on them to
conduct the research effectively. There was no room for failure for
the students, the programme facilitators and the joint partnership
between two universities which represented quite different
learning cultures. ALAR was an important method for arraigning a
process to conduct research assignment. The research assignment
could have been organised in a less structured way. However, the
students were on a tight time schedule to complete the task before
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the formal assessment deadline. Therefore, the ALAR approach
provided an ideal foundation for good project management
practice for everyone.
ALAR provided just the right amount of structured guidance,
while placing responsibility on the adult students to be selfdirected. The balance is a fine line between the structure and
control of the former and the independent, discovery-based
learning associated with andragogy as an approach to adult
learning. We believe the right balance was achieved and for that
assertion we rely on the testimony of the students, who wrote
openly and enthusiastically about such experiences as becoming a
self-directed learner and taking proper ownership of their research
assignment. Coming from a culture that on the whole is largely
embedded in a teacher-centred approach, the students learned a
quite different practical approach and a deeper philosophy about
the role on adult continuing education in nurturing personal
empowerment.
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Reflections for postgraduate
students on
writing an action research
thesis
Stephen Smith
Abstract
The prospect of conducting action research as part of formal
academic study can seem quite daunting for many. The academy,
often dominated by a positivist approach, does not always
appreciate the value and quality of research that is qualitative,
action-oriented and involves participants as co-inquirers.
In this article, the concept of ‘messiness’ in action research is
introduced and the author shares seven insights gleaned through
the process of writing two doctoral theses in different institutions
using participatory action research. The intent is to share this
knowledge in the hope it may be useful to other researchers
starting their learning journey.

Key words: action research, validity, sensemaking, action
reflection, tacit knowledge
‘Remember, you’re researching the action’
–Ian Hughes, University of Sydney

The process of action learning and action research (ALAR), when
part of formal study, is intertwined with the process of thesis
writing. When this occurs, there are two projects happening at
once: ALAR and thesis writing. As Ian Hughes once simplified,
‘The difference between action learning and action research—is
that in action research you write it down’. Action research within
the academy can be particularly challenging when the time comes
to write a thesis that has to meet the quality standards required by
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a university faculty that may not understand, or appreciate, some
qualitative methods, including action research.
This paper offers seven personal reflections grounded in the
experience of writing two doctoral theses (Smith 2003; 2012). No
claim is made that these insights are universally transferable or
applicable to others in their contexts. However, they are shared to
ignite creativity and evoke discussion on what may be helpful to
student researchers using an action research approach.
It is noted that others have written in helpful ways on this topic
(Davis, 2007; Dick, 1993; McNiff, Lomax and Whitehead, 1996;
Perry, 1998; Zuber-Skerritt and Perry, 2002) and this paper seeks to
make a contribution to the ongoing discussion on improving
practice in action research.

Reflection 1. Remember, if it is not useful – it is not valid
At the heart of most participatory action research projects is a
question that usually starts with something like, ‘How can I (or
we) improve…?’. The research question may be broad, loosely
bounded and designed to accommodate emerging perspectives,
but it still has three intertwined purposes: action research engages
participants as co-inquirers to (1) initiate action designed for
professional, organisational and community change, (2) inspire
reflective learning by the researcher, and (3) make a unique
contribution to the body of knowledge (Reason and Bradbury,
2001; Wimpenny, 2010, pp. 89–99; Smith, 2012).
Action research cannot be neatly put into a box, as it is a ‘family of
approaches’ (Reason and Bradbury, 2001, p. xxii) and has its roots
in sociology, social psychology, psychology, organisational studies
and education (Hart and Bond, 1995, p. 37). There is wide support
in the literature for this cyclical process of action and reflection
leading to further inquiry and action for change (e.g., Burns, 2000;
Kolb, 1984; Parkin, 2009; Revans, 1982; Wadsworth, 2010).
Rapoport (1970) described it as follows: ‘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
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collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical framework’ (p.
499).
Wadsworth (1998) describes the effectiveness of the approach as
follows:
Participatory action research is not just research which it is
hoped will be followed by action. It is action which is
researched, changed and re-researched, within the research
process by participants’ (p. 23).

Theories developed using the action research approach are not
validated independently and then applied to practice; rather, they
are validated through practice (Burns, 2000, p. 346). The core
validity of an action research project is found in its usefulness to
improving practice, as Hughes, Ndonko, Ouedraogo, Ngum and
Popp (2004) write:
… the key test of validity for action research is not whether
research procedures conform to rules established by
academics and professional researchers, but whether the
knowledge works in practice. Until the knowledge gained
in action research is tested in practice, we do not know
whether the action research is valid or not. Practical action
research projects are not fully completed until the research
findings are applied in practice. (p. 4)

Lewin’s expression ‘there is nothing so practical as a good theory’,
is still used as a guide by action researchers (Cunningham, 1995, p.
516).

Reflection 2. Embrace the ‘messiness’ of action research
John Law (2004) asserts that traditional academic methods of
inquiry do not capture the ‘mess, the confusion, the relative
disorder’ (p. 58) of the research contexts being studied and that a
researcher has a responsibility to fairly represent these contexts.
He acknowledges the dilemma of recognising this ‘messiness’, as it
may result in the research method appearing ‘messy’, or poorly
done. He finds that, in general, researchers want to create the
illusion of quantifiable certainty, but in reality, if the world is
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complex and messy, we occasionally need to give up our desire for
simplistic thinking.
Capturing this ‘messiness’ and harnessing it as valid knowledge
means learning how to improve our methods of sensemaking,
ultimately discovering innovative ways to search for new
knowledge in the social science arena. Dadds and Hart (2001) refer
to this as ‘methodological inventiveness’ (p. 169) for the purpose of
improving professional practice within the research context. This
reflects the messiness of humanity, as the people are constantly
adapting. As Mackay (2008) writes:
Human relationships are inherently messy because they are
driven more by emotional than rational factors—and thank
goodness for that … Because relationships are unpredictable
and ultimately impossible to control, so are families,
communities and organisations … We need to shift our
focus from control to participation and engagement; from
resistance to adaptation; from an unhealthy utopianism to a
more realistic acceptance of life’s disorderliness, its
irrationalities, its unpredictability, its disenchantments, as
well as its joys, its gratifications and even its occasional
small triumphs. (p. 14)

This often messy, complex process does not imply ‘messy research’
(Davis, 2007, p. 184), but rather an innovative way of capturing the
depth and colour of the research experience. The challenge is to
present this as a thesis in an academic format with clear exposition,
rational argument and evidence-based conclusions.
The action research thesis has been described as a ‘messy text’
(Davis, 2007, p. 184), more like a ‘collage’ (Winter, 1996), a ‘quilt or
montage’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011), with the thesis having a
‘story-like quality’ (Davis, 2007), more of a ‘portrayal’ (Lincoln,
1998) than a technical report. Davis (2007), finds that the action
research thesis demands
alternative ways of writing to account for the fact that action
research is a continuously changing inquiry, with the
understandings that are generated and the actions that are
created always being provisional (p. 187).
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In an action research thesis, the researcher has the opportunity
to craft compelling narratives which give outsiders a
vicarious experience of the community and which give
insiders both a deeper understanding of themselves, and the
power to act’ (Lincoln, 1998, p. 19).

Reflection 3. Use story as an effective tool to capture
knowledge
One powerful way to capture meaningful data amid the
‘messiness’ of a human system is through the stories of
participants. Stories, a form of narrative inquiry, can gather
collections of deep pain, common struggles, interesting challenges,
personal triumphs and great joys. Lave and Wenger (1991)
describe stories as ‘packages of situated knowledge’ (p. 108), citing
examples of their power in Alcoholics Anonymous, saying that
‘talk is a central medium of transformation’ (p. 85). Through telling
stories, participants are able to develop ‘pedagogical content
knowledge’ (Gudmundsdottir, 1995 p. 24), which helps with
problem definition (Goodson and Walker, 1995) and aids in
providing reflection and insight into the issues emerging in the
organisation (Burchell and Dyson, 2000).
Capturing stories for learning is a valuable way for action
researchers to gather in-depth knowledge from a specific context
because ‘action research is fundamentally about telling the story as
it happens’ (Coghlan, 2002, p. 63). This process of capturing stories
is not uncommon for action research, as McNiff et al. (1996) write:
People do research on themselves rather than on others;
they do research with others in order to understand and
improve their social practices. People offer stories of their
own improved understanding as outcomes. They share
these stories, not competitively but collaboratively. This
shared learning leads to the construction of collective
knowledge. (p. 106)

It is in the sifting of stories by participants that group sensemaking
occurs. In group work, common themes emerge; shared
experiences that form common ‘archetypal’ stories or what Boyce
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(1995) describes as ‘touchstone stories’ (p. 115) that capture the
essence of the actions taking place within an organisation or
community. Cherry (1999) maintains that through multiple cycles
of interaction, the wisdom of participants can be engaged and
developed:
The value of collective and interactive research cycling is
that the individual’s own learning can be fully drawn out
and acknowledged; shared and put side-by-side, with the
‘knowing’ of others, so that individual meaning is enriched,
enhanced and extended by interaction with others; and
evaluated and constructively challenged by others. This
concept is fundamental to the process of action learning. (p.
85)

Reflection 4. Use group sensemaking to create knowledge
The role of stories in sensemaking has been given considerable
attention by researchers (Weick, 1995, p. 127). Sensemaking is a
well-established theoretical framework (Gioia and Chittipeddi,
1991; Patriotta, 2003), whereby people give meaning to experience,
and it is a way to deal with ambiguity and uncertainty. In our
personal lives, we all do it intuitively every day. To become an
effective method for formal learning, it must be intentional and
explicit. Weick and Sutcliffe (2001) find that ‘to deal with
ambiguity interdependent people search for meaning, settle for
plausibility, and move on. These are moments of sensemaking’ (p.
419). Sensemaking occurs both individually and in groups.
Conversation is a powerful way of creating shared understanding
because ‘sensemaking is a way station on the road to a
consensually constructed, coordinated system of action’ (Taylor
and Van Every, 2000, p. 275). In sensemaking, we talk mutual
understanding into existence. Effective sensemaking is built on
certain foundations (adapted from Weick, 1995):


Always seeking plausibility. Sensemaking seeks plausibility
more than accuracy—a workable, useful level of
understanding to guide action rather than a search for an
empirical universal truth. As Weick (1995) writes,
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‘in an equivocal, postmodern world, infused with the
politics of interpretation and conflicting interests and
inhabited by people with multiple shifting identities, an
obsession with accuracy seems fruitless, and not of
much practical help, either’ (p. 61).



Grounded in self-identity and world view. Who people think
they are (self-awareness) in their context shapes how they
interpret events and choose to act. Their general orientation
projects themselves into their environment. People notice
and extract cues from the environment and interpret those
cues in light of values, beliefs, experiences, narratives and
mental models. Our thoughts follow familiar patterns that
shape what we notice to comply with our wider framework
for understanding our world. Who we are is revealed in
what and how we think—and what we think is revealed in
who we are.



Continuous and building on past assumptions. Individuals
simultaneously shape, and are shaped by, the relational
forces around them: Our dialogue is ongoing, emerges over
time, competes for attention, is reflected upon in hindsight
and is subject to change. How we view the present is shaped
by our past thoughts, feelings and experiences: To learn
what we think, we look back on the patterns of thinking,
feeling and acting in the past.



Acquiring knowledge for action. The role of conversation,
stories and social processes are vital to the process of
discovery. Shared meaning is created through shared
narrative based on shared experience. People weigh up,
assess and give weight to their construction of reality
through the use of recalled stories in dialogue. We select our
narrative to reveal perceived reality as we construct it.

Reflection 5: Identify the kind of knowledge you are seeking
to find
Knowledge can be tacit or explicit. Knowledge that involves tactile
experiences, intuition, values, emotions, rules of thumb or
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unarticulated mental models is described as tacit. Polanyi (1966, p.
4) used the term tacit with the assertion ‘we can know more than
we can tell’. Tacit knowledge is not usually consciously accessible;
it can be highly personalised and experience-based. Therefore, it is
difficult to communicate to others. Tacit knowledge is the art,
insight and craft that is perhaps captured best in the term ‘knowhow’. As Nonaka (1991, p. 4) describes: ‘Tacit knowledge has an
important cognitive dimension. It consists of mental models,
beliefs and perspectives so ingrained that we take them for
granted, and therefore cannot easily articulate them’.
Explicit knowledge can be spoken, structured in sentences and
captured in writing or drawings. It can be easily communicated
and shared in the form of a database, scientific formula, recipe,
manual or product specification. It is accessible, transferable and
systematic. An example of the difference between explicit and tacit
knowledge is cooking a meal. Explicit knowledge is the recipe, the
instructions that can be written down or captured in a video. Tacit
knowledge is the intuitive understanding of the master chef—the
look, taste, smells, touch, timing and techniques that only come
with years of hands-on experience. Effective individual and group
learning requires a continuous interplay between tacit and explicit
knowledge (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995), as seen in these four
dimensions of knowledge creation and sharing:


Creating knowledge: from tacit to explicit—the process of
developing images, models, frameworks, recipes and
examples to articulate tacit knowledge in a form that can be
captured and shared.



Creating knowledge: from explicit to explicit—the process of
organising and integrating knowledge to fit with other
parcels of captured knowledge, recognising patterns and
building new systems of knowledge, in modes that can be
published and easily shared.



Creating knowledge: from tacit to tacit—the process of faceto-face interaction (for example, conversations, meetings,
brainstorming, sharing experience, living together,
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apprenticeship and hands-on experience) in sharing deeply
known, difficult to express, personal knowledge.


Creating knowledge: from explicit to tacit—the process of
individuals receiving captured knowledge and, through
action and reflection, internalising the experience to be a
deeply personal, subconscious understanding or expertise
that cannot always be articulated.

The cyclic nature of action research is perfectly suited to creating
and sharing useful knowledge; however, it is not a discrete linear
process. The emergence of new knowledge acts, yeast-like, in ways
that are impromptu and expressive to diffuse useful information
(know-what), knowledge (know-how), and wisdom (know-why) into
the research process (Ackoff, 1989; Zeleny, 1987), continuing to
inform and form useful findings of value to improving practice.

Reflection 6. Choose a suitable framework for ‘reflection’
Too often in academic writing, the idea of reflection is used
imprecisely. While asking a research participant to reflect on their
experience provides a broad body of qualitative data, there can
often be too much of it and it can be difficult to code and theme.
Also, the researcher, in providing personal reflection may fall into
the trap of broad, sweeping statements with little structure or clear
research value. It may be more useful to be specific in the kind of
reflection that is sought. The following three approaches could
provide helpful examples of reflective frameworks for thesis
writing:


Schön (1983), in describing the value of reflective practice,
drew a distinction between reflection-on-action (focused in the
past) and reflection-in-action (focused in the present). Later,
Killion and Todnem (1991) added the future focus with the
concept of reflection-for-action.



Mezirow (1991) took a different approach, seeing useful
approaches to reflection being focused on content, process or
premise. Content reflection is focused on what is happening.
Process reflection is focused on how things are being done.
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 69

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 61-76 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association Inc.
www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

Premise reflection is focused on critiquing underlying
assumptions.


The author (Smith, 2012) used a four-lenses approach to
learning through reflective questions:
o

What do I observe happening? (a focus on data)

o

What do I feel about it? (a focus on emotional
response)

o

What do I think is going on? (a focus on cognitive
analysis)

o

What do I want to be different? (a focus on action for
improved practice).

Targeted reflection may be more useful to some researchers to help
them dig deeper, rather than broader, and to make sense of useful
narrative data. A clear framework for reflection could help the
researcher frame tacit insights in a structured and easily accessible
way.

Reflection 7. Ensure you can articulate a clear quality
framework
The traditional criteria for research, validity and reliability, may
have limited applicability in action research (Greenwood and
Levin, 2005). In contrast, Lincoln and Guba (1989) suggest that
trustworthiness and authenticity are more appropriate tests of the
real value of a research project. Given the dominance of the
positivist approach in most research circles, it is important that
action researchers can clearly articulate the framework they are
using to establish the integrity of their process and the quality of
their findings.
The author (Smith, 2012) adapted the work of Herr and Anderson
(2005) to develop the following quality framework to provide
evidence that: (1) the research process is rigorous and ethically
sound, (2) the findings are authentic and trustworthy, (3) the action
outcomes were useful in improving professional practice, and (4)
contribute to the academy through testing theory:

ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 70

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 61-76 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association Inc.
www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.



Knowledge quality (new knowledge is generated)



Outcome quality (action-oriented outcomes are achieved)



Change quality (the researcher, participants and organisation
are transformed)



Practice quality (the usefulness of the research is tested by
participants in the organisation)



Democratic quality (co-creation and sharing of knowledge is
owned by stakeholders)



Process quality (rigorous and appropriate research methods
are confirmed)

Regardless of the exact quality framework selected by the
researcher, there are some elements that, when included in thesis
writing, will strengthen the case that the research is valid and
demonstrates clarity in purpose, rigour and process. With
reference to the work of John Creswell (2012) and Lincoln and
Guba (1989), these elements might include:


Triangulation. Using multiple sources of information,
multiple methods of gathering data, multiple participant
perspectives and the use of multiple theoretical frameworks
for analysis (Denzin, 1978; Patton, 2001). This ensures the
quality of knowledge gathered is comprehensive and rich
(Geertz, 1973, pp. 3–30).



Negative case analysis. Testing and refining hypotheses by
seeking disconfirming evidence and analysing data using
different theoretical (or cross-disciplinary) approaches.



Multiple cycles of member checking. Regularly seeking
feedback from informants to ensure the accuracy and
credibility of the data collected. This ‘member checking’ is
where participants’ stories, responses and reflections are
shared for review by others to ensure validity (Glesne and
Peshkin, 1992; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) regarded as ‘the
single most crucial technique in establishing credibility’
(Lincoln and Guba, 1989, p. 239).
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Identified researcher positionality and bias. Researchers making
their position in the research process clear: Inside-the-system
or outside-the-system, identifying and clarifying issues of
ethics, power and bias.



Tested assumptions with external consultation. The research
learning circle (or learning set) remaining an outstanding
feature of the action research approach.

Some students may be tempted to shortcut the above principles as
they may not be requirements of formal study. However, they are
crucial for a participatory action research thesis because of validity
and quality of research and learning outcomes. For example, as to
the last principle, regular connection with other researchers across
disciplines can significantly sharpen the depth and integrity of the
research process.

Summary
While much has been written for students on the process of action
learning and research, the academy remains stubborn in its refusal
to accept the rigour and quality of some action research
methodology. While the ultimate test of validity may be the
usefulness of the findings, the onus remains on the student to
provide evidence that the research process meets the quality
standards benchmarked across all academic disciplines. It is hoped
that these seven reflections may prove useful to those postgraduate
students seeking to successfully complete an action research thesis
and to academics and other researchers attempting to be accepted
in traditional publications and grant proposals.
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Using action research in
practice: Useful insights and
outcomes
Stephen Duffield
Abstract:
The aim of this paper is to describe a direct and personal account
of the issues and challenges that occurred in three action research
projects that were part of a doctoral research program. The action
research cases were carried out in various government
organisations and were researching the application of a Systemic
Lessons Learned Knowledge (Syllk) conceptual model. The focus of
the paper is on the general methodological issues and problems of
action research. The author hopes that readers will benefit from the
direct and transparent account of the practical problems
encountered in the studies.

Key words: Action research, action research cycles, action research
projects, Syllk model

Introduction
The aim of this paper is to describe a direct and personal account
of the issues and challenges that were encountered during three
action research projects that were studied as part of a doctoral
research program. The action research cases were carried out in
federal and state government organisations and were researching
the application of a conceptual model, hereafter referred to as the
Systemic Lessons Learned Knowledge model (Syllk) model
(Duffield, 2016; Duffield and Whitty, 2015; 2016a; 2016b). The
doctoral research program proposed that reconceptualising
organisational knowledge and lessons learned through the Syllk
model can influence organisation learning. The focus of the paper
is not on the Syllk model, but on the general methodological issues
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and problems of action research. The paper begins with a
background on the Syllk model, a discussion on the context of the
research projects followed by a discussion on the action research
methodology. The methodology challenges and issues will be
examined, and the action research methodology application for
each project will be discussed in detail, followed by discussion and
conclusion that provides useful insights for action researchers and
reflective practitioners.

Syllk model background
The doctoral research program proposed that the Syllk model (see
Figure 1) enables management to conceptualise how organisational
know-how is wired (distributed) across various people and system
elements of an organisation (Duffield and Whitty, 2015). The
research program outcomes have established that the alignment of
the Syllk model elements (learning, culture, social, technology,
process and infrastructure) can positively influence an
organisation learning (Duffield, 2016; Duffield and Whitty, 2012;
Duffield and Whitty, 2015; 2016a; 2016b).
In line with complex adaptive systems theory, the Syllk model
represents the various organisational systems or functions (in
terms of elements) that collectively drive the overall behaviour of
the organisation (Duffield and Whitty, 2012; Duffield and Whitty,
2015). Conceptually it is an adaptation of the Swiss cheese model;
the various elements or structures in the model represent the
various modes of social and cultural learning, along with the
organisational processes, infrastructure and technology that
support them (Duffield and Whitty, 2012; Duffield and Whitty,
2015). The model replaces Reason's (1997) defence barrier layers
(person, workplace, organisation factors (policies and procedures),
and defences (technology, training and regulations)) with the
organisational elements of learning, culture, social, technology,
process and infrastructure. The reverse relationship refers to the
fact that the open holes (facilitators) in each element represent the
various facilitators (‘lessons learned’ practices) within each of
those elements that need to be aligned to enable the effective
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Figure 1: The Systemic Lessons Learned Knowledge (Syllk)
model

Source: (Duffield and Whitty, 2015)

dissemination and application of the lessons. Negative
impediments (barriers) need to be overcome for effective lessons
learned (Collison, 2006; Riege, 2005), and the Syllk model can assist
in identifying these (Duffield, 2016; Duffield and Whitty, 2012;
Duffield and Whitty, 2015; Leal-Rodríguez, Roldán, Ariza-Montes
and Leal-Millán, 2014; Virolainen, 2014).
Leal-Rodríguez et al., (2014) have indicated how an earlier version
of the Syllk model (Duffield and Whitty, 2012) supports the
construct of information sharing and knowledge integration where
information and knowledge are exchanged between an
organisation and its suppliers, customers and partners. Virolainen
(2014) highlighted that the Syllk model elements of people and
culture play an important role in learning from projects. Duffield
and Whitty (2016b) have shown that the alignment of the people
and system elements can positively influence an organisation’s
capability for storytelling, and therefore learn lessons and
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accumulate from stories of past project experiences. Hedman,
Påhlman and Törnby (2015) explain how the Syllk model shows
that for organisations to learn, people and systems (processes and
technology) need to be aligned, and that this combination is the
best way of organisational learning.

Research project context
The doctoral research program consisted of applying action
research to three research projects known as Project A, Project B
and Project C. Alias names for the organisations will be used in
this paper to protect the confidentiality of the participants (Walker
and Haslett, 2005).
Project A took place at a Branch of a large division of an Australian
government organisation. The Branch consists of the design and
build infrastructure, asset and property services, and portfolio and
investment units and has approximately 160 staff. The Branch
manages a sizable number of projects. The most significant and
complex are approximately 200 capital projects with project
budgets ranging from approximately $1 million to $1.7 billion.
Currently, there is no consistent knowledge management (KM)
framework utilised to manage the knowledge gathered during the
planning, design and delivery of these capital projects, including
lessons learned. This lack of a consistent framework extends across
all Branch projects. The business improvement director of the
Branch approached the researcher (the researcher was not a
member of the Branch) to apply the Syllk model and assist the
Branch (through research) in the implementation of a KM project
to develop and implement a KM framework. The ‘(Branch) KM
project’ was endorsed by executive management in June 2013. The
overall duration of the research and KM project was two years and
four months (February 2013 to June 2015) (Duffield, 2015; Duffield
and Whitty, 2016a).
Project B took place at a large division of an Australian
government organisation. The division identified a commitment
plan to develop productive partnerships, share learnings and
project knowledge. A change management program (Champions
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 80

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 77-124 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association
Inc. www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

of Change program) was implemented with a focus on storytelling
(Storytelling Project - Project B) embracing improvement while
thinking laterally and trialling new methods. The division
identified that the intervention and implementation of the Syllk
model would benefit the organisation, and consequently, the
action research study was endorsed by executive management in
September 2013. The storytelling project duration was for 12
months (Duffield and Whitty, 2016b).
Project C took place in an Australian government organisation.
The organisation’s KM steering committee approved the trial of an
online Community of Practice (CoP) as part of a (2014-2018) KM
strategy. The trial online CoP was approved to operate in a
controlled environment to assess the viability of online CoPs
within the organisation and the practical applicability of the
proposed online CoP governance framework. The trial was to
provide a safe, trusted and collaborative digital workspace that
aligns with organisational policies and procedures so that staff can
communicate and share knowledge with one another. The
organisation identified that the intervention and implementation
of the Syllk model would benefit the trial online CoP, and
subsequently, the action research study was endorsed by the KM
steering committee and executive management in November 2014.
The trial online CoP project duration was for nine months.

The action research methodology
The term action research was pioneered by Kurt Lewin in 1946
toward social research that combined the generation of theory with
changing the social system through the researcher acting on or in
the social system. It is a way of both changing the system and
generating critical knowledge about the system through a
continuous cycle of planning, acting, observing and reflecting
(Lewin, 1946). Action research is a methodology that provides an
effective way of delivering a conscious change in a partly
controlled surrounding. Put simply, the action researcher enters a
situation and attempts to deliver change and monitors the results
(Collis and Hussey, 2009; Lewin, 1946).
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Action research model
The action research model and method proposed for the doctoral
research program research projects consisted of multiple spiral
action research cycles of the 4 stage process (plan, action, observe
(collect data) and reflect (analyse and interpret data)) adapted from
Zubert-Skerritt in Altrichter, Kemmis, McTaggart and ZuberSkerritt (2002), McKay and Marshall (2001), McNiff and Whitehead
(2011) and shown in Figure 2.
Figure 2: The Action Research Cycle

Adapted from: Zubert-Skerritt, cited in Altrichter et al., (2002),
McKay and Marshall (2001), McNiff and Whitehead (2011)

The dual cycle (parallel) process of action research proposed by
McKay and Marshall (2001) and Marshall, de Salas and McKay
(2006) as shown in Figure 3, was also adapted. The action research
cycles were applied to both the organisational problem solving
activity (problem-solving activity interest - (a) in Figure 3a) and the
research activity of the Syllk model (research interest – (b) in Figure
3b). The custodian of the research interest is the researcher, and the
custodian of the problem-solving interest is the organisation in the
study (Marshall, Wilson, de Salas and McKay, 2010)
.
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Figure 3: The
Dual
Imperatives
of Action
Research

(Source:
Marshal et al.,
2006, p. 2)
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Figure 3(a): The Dual Imperatives of Action Research –
Problem-solving activity interest

(Source: Marshall et al., 2006, p. 2)
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Figure 3(b): The Dual Imperatives of Action Research –
Research interest

(Source: Marshall et al., 2006, p. 2)

Ethics approval
Ethics approval and clearance for this doctoral research program
was obtained from the University of Southern Queensland to
conduct the studies. Action research issues are often faced by
researchers in securing ethics approval (Sankaran, Hill and
Swepson, 2006; Walker and Haslett, 2005). For this doctoral
research program, the ethics application was revised to explain in
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detail the action research methods, and this included a visual
representation of the action research cycle methodology as shown
in Figure 2.

Action research suitability to this research
Action research was the most suitable methodology to answer the
doctoral research program problems as the research was focused
around business change management, organisational learning and
project management. Avison, Lau, Myers and Nielsen (1999) and
McKay and Marshall (2001) both highlight the significant
contributions that action research has had on information systems,
people and organisations. Avison et al. (1999) suggested that action
research type activities would be a useful approach when
discussing articles about the lessons learned from particular
projects, case studies, systems design and software engineering
projects. Action research supports conducting research within a
complex learning social organisation and will benefit both the
organisation and the project management body of knowledge
(Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 1996; Baskerville, 1999; Raelin,
1998; Susman and Evered, 1978; Zuber-Skerritt and Perry, 2002).
Action research has also been used in project management research
to implement organisational change (Sankaran, Tay and Orr, 2009),
and knowledge management systems (Mau, 2005; Orr, 2006;
Sankaran, 2009; Sankaran, Tay and Orr, 2009; Walker, 2007; Walker
and Sankaran, 2014). Orr and Sankaran (2007) recognised a direct
link with project management, action research, complexity and the
development of reflective practitioners in a project environment.
Ragsdell (2009) highlights the adoption of action research on
knowledge management studies has the potential to address and
overcome knowledge sharing barriers. Kotnour and Vergopia
(2005) applied action research on a NASA Kennedy Space Center
lessons learned study where the approach actively engaged
participants in the development and application of new
knowledge.
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Role of the researcher
Action researchers can adopt a variety of roles to guide the scope
and environment of their relationships with project participants.
Action researchers are often involved in a high percentage of
project participation and learning occurs collectively between the
participants and the researcher (Adams, 2010). Herr and Anderson
(2005) take the view that action researchers may operate as
insider(s) and outsider(s). Coughlan and Coghlan (2002, p. 227)
indicate that ‘action researchers are outside agents who act as
facilitators of the action and reflection within an organisation’.
Table 1 shows the role of the researcher in each of the doctoral
research program projects. A finding of the research in projects (A
and B), was that the researcher (facilitator) role inevitably evolved
throughout the action research cycle. To have done otherwise
would have been unproductive and disadvantage the participants
and internal researchers. The researcher role was clearly one of
action research and knowledge management expertise. The
researcher facilitated and co-facilitated workshop sessions, worked
individually with participants and assisted in the development of
data and information.
As each project progressed, participants came to understand the
action research process. The researcher was needed less as an
action research expert and spent more time sourcing literature that
supported the projects. The researcher was able to focus more on
the research findings. The participants were managing their own
projects, however they relied on the researcher to pay attention to
the overall picture.
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Table 1. Role of the Researcher – Projects

Role of the researcher
Participant
observer

Reciprocal
collaboration
(insider –
outsider
teams)
Observer
participan

Outsider in
collaboration
with insider(s)

Project A

Project B

The action researcher
negotiates levels of
accessibility and
membership in the
participant group, a process
that can limit interpretation
of events and perceptions.

The researcher does not
attempt to experience the
activities and events under
observation but negotiates
permission to make
thorough and detailed notes
in a fairly detached manner.

Project C
The researcher participated in
all of the meetings and was
the Community owner of the
project team.
The Project team managed
the project problem-solving
diagnosis, reflection and
planning activities.

The researcher participated in
some of the meetings. The
project team managed the
project problem-solving
diagnosis, reflection and
planning activities and
occasionally sought advice
from the researcher.

Adapted from: (Adams, 2010; Herr and Anderson, 2005)
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Conducting research within one’s organisation
Conducting research within one's organisation (Project C) requires
that the researcher balances the project role they hold with the
additional role of researcher. Herr and Anderson (2005) describe
this in terms of insider/outsider research, where insider refers to a
person from within the project, and outsider refers to a person
external to the project and who may be external to the
organisation, such as a consultant.
The researcher takes on an additional role to their organisational
one, which can be seen to both cause difficulties and sharpen the
focus of the project activities. The difficulty is due to the challenge
of ensuring that when one person has dual roles (researcher and
project member (community owner)), that they have clear and
visible responsibilities. With Project C, the responsibilities of the
researcher and community owner were documented in all of the
relevant project documentation and were made clear to the project
stakeholders, sponsor and community project members. A
mutually beneficial clear research arrangement was put in place
with members of the organisation informed and aware of the dual
work and academic nature of the project (Holian and Coghlan,
2013). The community members were invited to participate and
were free to decline to be involved (Holian and Coghlan, 2013). It
was clear to organisational stakeholders that the project could
benefit from the researcher’s overall program of work and impact
on what and how the organisation learns (Coghlan, 2005).

Challenges in action research
Action research is often criticised as merely being consulting rather
than research and that it lacks rigour (Baskerville and WoodHarper, 1996; Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002). The following four
factors help to differentiate between action research and consulting
(Gummeson, cited in Coughlan and Coghlan, 2002, p. 237) and the
need for the researcher to be strong and loyal to the research
rigour:
1.

Consultants who work in an AR mode are required to be
more rigorous in their inquiry and documentation.
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2.

Researchers require theoretical justifications, while
consultants require empirical justifications.

3.

Consultants work under tighter time and budget constraints.

4.

Consultation is frequently linear - engage, analyse, act and
disengage. In contrast, AR is cyclical - gathering data,
feeding it back to those concerned, analysing the data,
planning action, taking action and evaluating, leading to
further data gathering and so on.

Rigour in action research refers to how data is generated, gathered,
explored and evaluated, and how events are questioned and
interpreted through multiple action research cycles so that early
interpretations can be challenged and refined (Dick and Swepson,
1994; Melrose, 2001). The dual cycle (parallel) process of action
research proposed by McKay and Marshall (2001) where the action
research cycles apply to both the problem-solving activity interest
(organisational problem-solving activity) and the research interest
(Syllk model application) was chosen for this research project to
address potential consultant and rigour issues when undertaking
action research process as a researcher and practitioner. McKay
and Marshall (1999a, p. 602) also state that the two-action research
’cycles are not conducted independently of one another, but are
highly interlinked and somewhat contingent upon one another.’
Melrose (2001) states that triangulation of data increases
qualitative rigor where data is collected from multiple sources and
mixed methods to establish trends and patterns as is the case with
this doctoral research program projects. In projects A, B and C,
data has been collected from several sources using appropriate
methods from the same or different sources (for example focus
groups, interviews, meeting records (hard copies and audio),
project documents, diary entries and observations) and has been
coded for themes and patterns. The data collected has identified
changes to individuals, group practice, systems and the
organisation as a result of the action research cycles. The challenge
is using as much of the relevant data as is required to examine the
predetermined research issues and generate meaningful
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explanations, expressed in words, that will create a clear
understanding of the research outcomes (Cepeda and Martin,
2005). Deliberate and conscious reflection of any interpretations is
essential in action research (Dick, 1993).
There are many risks with action research. Baskerville (2000, p.
196) states that ‘action researchers face risks that other scientists
will challenge their underlying data and analytical techniques’.
The action researcher is often criticised for analytical techniques
and traditional notions of validity and reliability. Baskerville (2000)
reports that action research teams often learn from first-degree
outcome failures and that we should also be learning from our
success. There are two main stakeholder groups in action research
projects: clients and researchers (Baskerville, 2000). Clients are
focused on the practical problem and researchers are focussed on
the contribution to scientific theory. There is a domination risk that
the researcher wants to create knowledge, and the client wants to
fix their practical problem. Collaboration between the project team
and researcher is critical to treat the domination risk. Baskerville
(2000) concludes that an inherent risk in conducting action
research is the academic research culture of publishing or perish.
This doctoral research program has treated this risk in publishing
peer-reviewed journal papers for each project.

Assessing the quality of the doctoral research studies
Goodness, validity, trustworthiness, credibility, and workability
are all terms used to describe criteria for good quality action
research (Herr and Anderson, 2005). There are many different
views on how quality requirements are applied to action research.
Table 2 provides a summary of the quality-related criteria
associated with action research. I note that it is difficult, if not
impossible, to replicate an action research study and hence to
replicate its findings (McKay and Marshall, 1999b). The selected
list of quality criteria was derived following an analysis of action
research literature (Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 1996; Coughlan
and Coghlan, 2002; Greenwood and Levin, 2007; Herr and
Anderson, 2005; McNiff and Whitehead, 2011; Melrose, 2001).
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Table 2: Quality summary assessment

Workability

Triangulation

Rigour

Reliability

Validity

Action taken

Research program projects addressed the
problem in practice / achievement of action
oriented outcomes

X

X

X

Generation of new knowledge

X

X

X

Research project teams had an open and honest X
communication and change culture in group
meetings / workshops

X

X

X

Education of both researcher and participants
own learning

X

X

X

X

Active value add participation of research
participants empowering them with new
understandings

X

X

X

X

Collaboration took place and the research
outcome, solution, evaluation and reflection
were relevant

X

X

X

X

Academic supervision

X

X

X

Member checks by research participants and
participant debriefing

X

X

X

Peer reviewed journal papers representing each X
project

X

X

Public testing at conference presentations with
diverse audience and feedback

X

X

X

X

Validation of research findings at other
organisations

X

X

X

X

A sound and appropriate research strategy and X
research methodology and individual action

X

X
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Rigour

X

X

Multiple data sources (QUAL+QUAN);
multiple projects; multiple collection methods

X

X

X

Researchers own critical reflection

X

X

X

Dual cycle (parallel) process

X

X

Limited scope of each research cycle

X

X

Sufficient number of action research cycles

X

X

Deliberate and conscious reflection of any
interpretations

X

X

Triangulation of data collection techniques

X

Workability

Reliability

X

Triangulation

Validity

Literature review aligned with action research
cycles

Action taken

X

X

research projects

X

X

X

Possible methodological limitations and Issues
One potential methodological issue relates to workability. Where
‘credibility-validity of action research knowledge is measured
according to whether actions that arise from the research solve
problems (workability) and increase participants' control over their
situations’ (Greenwood and Levin, 2007). For these doctoral
research program research projects, action research was conducted
in an organisational context and was occasionally met with
external constraints that impacted upon the ability to resolve some
of the problems being addressed. Issues with the allocation of
project resources and organisational changes were often
experienced in all three projects. According to Greenwood and
Levin (2007), in such a situation it would be harsh to conclude the
action research project lacked credibility or validity if it is shown
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that learning had taken place in some form and that stakeholders
were willing to accept and act on the collectively arrived at results.
The second potential methodological issue relates to conducting
research in one's organisation. The experiences of Coghlan and
Shani (2008) and Holian and Coghlan (2013) described earlier in
this section highlight the potential problems that could occur. The
risk of encountering similar problems are treated in this research in
that:


the mutually beneficial research arrangement in place
highlights the project could benefit from the researchers’
overall program of work and impact on what and how the
organisation learns



the executive steering committee and project stakeholders
are supportive of the trial project and associated research



the organisation has agreed to this research arrangement
given the research component will not have any negative
impact on the project activities



the researcher works in a senior management role in the
organisation and can manage his own time and has access to
stakeholders, technical administrators and staff in the
organisation



the researcher is new to the organisation and has limited
cultural pre-understanding



the researcher does not have established links with most of
the staff who are participants (community members) in the
action research and project activities.

Managing an action research project
The following sections explore the action research cycles for each
of the projects. Both the Theoretical Research Interest and the RealWorld Problem-Solving Interest will be discussed.
The steps of each action research cycle are based on McKay and
Marshall (2001).
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Given that the paper consists of multiple projects focused
on the application of the Syllk mode, there is an
unavoidable repetition of the presented material.

Action research cycles – Project A
Action research methodology was applied to Project A in 9 steps
consisting of 3 cycles as shown in Figure 4.
Figure 4: Action research steps applied to Project A

Adapted from: Zubert-Skerritt in Altrichter et al. (2002),
McKay and Marshall (2001); McNiff and Whitehead (2011)

Project A: The Theoretical Interest Cycle for Research
A-Initial planning [step 1]


Research themes/interests/questions



Reconnaissance/fact-finding in relevant literature



Planning and designing research project to answer research
questions, hypotheses, etc.
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A-Research [step 1]
The focus on this research (theoretical interest) was to investigate
how the Syllk model enables a project organisation to learn from
past project experiences. What is missing from the literature is a
study that clearly and simply articulates how a ‘lessons learned’
tool such as the Syllk model could be practically used by a project
organisation to capture knowledge and lessons from its project
work and successfully distribute this knowledge (know-how
capability) across its organisational systems and people.
The initial planning stage for the research design component of the
study consisted of interviews with two Branch directors followed
by two focus groups of Branch project practitioners (20
participants). The interview and focus groups verified the
understanding of how the Syllk model would work in the
organisation (Reed and Payton, 1997). The focus groups identified
the barriers and facilitators that impact the Syllk model within the
Branch which formed the foundation for a KM framework.
A-Action / Observe (cycle 1) [step 2]:


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of research interests.

A-Research [step 2]
The research interest focussed on observing and monitoring the
Syllk facilitators and barriers and KM practices mapped to the
Syllk elements. The researcher sought feedback from the project
participants informally (verbally and via email). Researcher
reflections were recorded in a research log. This monitoring
presented insight into the progress of the project A in terms of
answering the research question.
A-Reflect (cycle 1) / Plan (cycle 2) [step 3]


Evaluate effect of intervention in terms of research
questions, etc.



Amend plan and design if further explanation and research
are required.
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A-Research [step3]
A CoP reflection meeting was held, and the participants comments
were captured to reflect on the KM project (problem-solving
interest) and the Syllk model (research interest). When reflecting
on the research interest of the Syllk model, a CoP participant stated
that
...when we did our workshop to capture the blockers
[barriers]…we then further looked at the Syllk model…for
our project what is becoming clear is having a system to
capture [stories] and retrieve [stories], because, without
that, the project was going nowhere. So for us having a
platform was using the Syllk model. The technology became
the critical element to get right, then working with the other
elements could happen at their timeframe, but without
technology, nothing gelled together.

No research planning changes were noted.
A-Action / Observe (cycle 2) [step 4]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of research interests.

A-Research [step 4]
The research interest focussed on observing and monitoring the
Syllk facilitators and barriers, the change in the KM practices
mapped to the Syllk elements and how the Syllk model supported
the knowledge audit process and development of key knowledge
indicators. The researcher sought feedback from the Project
participants informally (verbally and via email). Researcher
reflections were recorded in a research log. This monitoring
presented insight into the progress of the Project A in terms of
answering the research question.
A-Reflect (cycle 2) / Plan (cycle 3) [step 5]


Evaluate effect of intervention in terms of research
questions, etc.



Amend plan and design if further explanation and research
are required.
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A-Research [step 5]
A CoP reflection meeting was held, and the participants comments
were captured to reflect on the KM project (problem-solving
interest) and the Syllk model (research interest). No research
planning changes were noted.
A-Action / Observe (cycle 3) [step 6]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of research interests.

A-Research [step 6]
The research interest focussed on observing and monitoring the
Syllk facilitators and barriers, the change in the KM practices
mapped to the Syllk elements and how the Syllk model supports
key knowledge indicators. The researcher sought feedback from
the Project participants informally (verbally and via email).
Researcher reflections were recorded in a research log. This
monitoring presented insight into the progress of the project A in
terms of answering the research question.
A-Reflect (cycle 3) [step 7]


Evaluate effect of intervention in terms of research
questions, etc.

A-Research [step 7]
A CoP reflection meeting was held, and the participants’
comments were captured to reflect on the KM project (problemsolving interest) and the Syllk model (research interest). No
research planning changes were noted.
A-Exit [step 8]


Exit, if questions are satisfactorily resolved.

A-Research [step 8]
The research component exited the action research process as the
researcher determined that there was sufficient intervention
evidence to provide answers to the research question.
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Project A: The real-world problem-solving interest cycle
for practice
A more detailed description of the project and the outcomes can
be found at Duffield (2015) and Duffield and Whitty (2016a).
A-Initial planning [step 1]


Problem identification



Reconnaissance/fact-finding about problem context,
stakeholders etc.



Planning problem-solving activity.

A-KM project [step 1]
As previously discussed, the Project A Real-World ProblemSolving interest focussed on a Government Branch establishing a
KM project to develop and implement a KM framework. The
Branch approached the researcher to apply the Syllk model and
assist the Branch (through research).
The research focus groups provided input into the planning
element of the problem–solving KM project.
A KM project team meeting was held to identify KM practices
from the KM literature. These were then aligned with each of the
Syllk elements to facilitate best learning and address the identified
barriers.
The KM practices were further refined into KM interventions and
initiatives to support the development of what was to be called the
“IKnow(Branch) KM framework” and the implementation plan.
The interventions and initiatives were developed by the (Branch)
KM project team in discussion with the researcher.
A-Action / Observe (cycle 1) [step 2]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of problem-solving efficacy.



A-KM Project [step 2]
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The KM project interventions and initiatives formed the schedule
of tasks (action steps) assigned to CoP members. They consisted of
KM practices such as the development of best practice directories,
lessons learned logs, storytelling and the establishment of a CoP.
Various KM project CoP meetings and activities took place over a
period of six months. KM interventions and initiatives were
observed, monitored and evaluated against the KM project and the
Syllk model.
A-Reflect (cycle 1) / Plan (cycle 2) [step 3]


Evaluate effect of actions on problem



Amend plan if further change is desirable.

A-KM project [step 3]
A CoP reflection meeting was held, and the participants comments
were captured to reflect on the KM project (problem-solving
interest) and the Syllk model (research interest). The reflection
planning activity identified some changes. From a planning
perspective, some of the interventions and initiatives were not
implemented (such as e-learning, mentoring/buddying and
alignment to performance appraisals). Others were aligned with
capabilities and resources available within the Branch (best
practice directories, lessons learned project reviews and written
stories).
A-Action / Observe (cycle 2) [step 4]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of problem-solving efficacy.

A-KM project [step 4]
The KM interventions and initiatives formed the revised schedule
of tasks (actions) assigned to the KM project CoP members.
Various meetings and activities took place over a period of nine
months. The interventions and initiatives of best practice
directories took the form of establishing baseline project
requirements. ‘Lessons learned’ activities consisted of project
reviews and building performance evaluations (industry best
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practice). Storytelling started to take shape within the Branch, and
the CoP became an active ‘participant’ group. An attempt was
made to develop an intranet portal and use available social media
tools to connect, ask questions and to share knowledge and
information.
A-Reflect (cycle 2) / Plan (cycle 3)[step 5]


Evaluate effect of actions on problem



Amend plan if further change is desirable.

A-KM project [step 5]
A CoP reflection meeting was held, and the participants’
comments were captured to reflect on the KM project (problemsolving interest) and the Syllk model (research interest. The
following findings came out in the reflection activity. The subBranch commenced using best practice directories containing
defined project requirements. Building performance evaluations,
lessons learned and project reviews were more evident in project
meetings and stories were being shared in relevant forums.
One of the research interest outcomes of the knowledge audit was
identifying knowledge, information and data enablers (facilitators)
and blockers (barriers) aligned and mapped to the Syllk model.
Following the reflection activity, planning for cycle 3 commenced
where one initiative (Knowledge Audit) was not implemented. The
remaining interventions and initiatives were further aligned with
capabilities and resources available within the Branch.
A-Action / Observe (cycle 3) [step 6]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of problem-solving efficacy.

A-KM project [step 6]
The revised KM interventions and initiatives formed the new
schedule of tasks (actions) assigned to the KM project CoP
members. Various meetings and activities took place over a period
of eight months with steady progress of the project activities
achieved during this phase of the KM.
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A-Reflect (cycle 3) [step 7]


Evaluate effect of actions on problem.

A-KM project [step 7]
A CoP reflection meeting was held, and the participants comments
were captured to reflect on the KM project (problem-solving
interest) and the Syllk model (research interest. The Syllk
facilitators, barriers and KM practices were reviewed and framed
against the interventions and initiatives. The CoP reviewed their
expectations and identified plan areas of improvement and
changes for on-going cycles.
A-On-going [step 9]


Planning problem-solving activity.

A-KM Project [step 9]
The KM project (problem-solving interest) found the action
research process a valuable exercise and decided to carry on with
the action research cycles as they continued with the
implementation of the KM framework and associated activities.

Action research cycles – Project B
Action research methodology was applied to Project B in 6 steps
consisting of 2 cycles as shown in Figure 5.

Project B: The theoretical interest cycle for research


Research themes/interests/questions



Reconnaissance/fact-finding in relevant literature



Planning and designing research project to answer research
questions, hypotheses, etc.

B-Research [step 1]
The focus on this research (theoretical interest) was to investigate
how the Syllk model can be used by a project organisation to
conceptualise (and enhance) its capability of storytelling? What is
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Figure 5: Action research steps applied to Project B

Adapted from: Zubert-Skerritt in Altrichter et al., (2002);
McKay and Marshall (2001); McNiff and Whitehead (2011)

missing from the literature is a conceptual model for organisations
that clearly and simply articulates how lessons learned and day-today business activity experiences of storytelling can be distributed
across organisational systems and people.
The initial planning stage for the research design component of the
study consisted of an interview with two directors followed by a
focus group of project practitioners (seven participants). The
interview and focus groups verified the understanding of how the
Syllk model would work in the organisation (Reed and Payton,
1997). The focus groups identified the barriers and facilitators that
impact upon the Syllk model within the division.
KM practices identified in KM literature were then aligned with
each of the Syllk elements to facilitate learning and address the
identified barriers. The KM practices were further refined by the
project team into storytelling interventions and initiatives to
support the storytelling project plan.
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B-Action / Observe (cycle 1) [step 2]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of research interests.

B-Research [step 2]
The research interest focussed on observing and monitoring the
Syllk facilitators and barriers and KM practices mapped to the
Syllk elements. The researcher sought feedback from the project
participants informally (verbally and via email). Researcher
reflections were recorded in research reports. This monitoring
presented insight into the progress of the project B in terms of
answering the research question.
B-Reflect (cycle 1) / Plan (cycle 1) [step 3]


Evaluate effect of intervention in terms of research
questions, etc



Amend plan and design if further explanation and research
are required.

B-Research [step 3]
A CoP after-action review (reflection meeting) was held, and the
participants’ comments were captured, reflecting on the
storytelling project (problem-solving interest) and the Syllk model
(research interest). No research planning changes were noted. At
this stage of the action research cycle, the Syllk model had a
positive influence and also confirmed the impact the identified
barriers (highlighted in step 1) were having on the project
outcomes.
B-Action / Observe (cycle 2) [step 4]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of research interests.

B-Research [step 4]
The research interest focussed on observing and monitoring the
Syllk facilitators and barriers, the change in the KM practices
mapped to the Syllk elements and how the Syllk model supported
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the storytelling project (Duffield and Whitty, 2016b). The
researcher sought feedback from the Project participants
informally (verbally and via email). Researcher reflections were
recorded in research reports. This monitoring presented insight
into the progress of the project B in terms of answering the
research question.
B-Reflect (cycle 2) [step 5]


Evaluate effect of intervention in terms of research
questions, etc.

B-Research [step 5]
A CoP after-action review (reflection meeting) was held, and the
participants’ comments were captured to reflect on the storytelling
project (problem-solving interest) and the Syllk model (research
interest). No research planning changes were noted.
Some significant findings came out in the after-action review
activity. The Syllk model had a positive influence on the
organisation’s capability for storytelling. The participants realised
that by using the Syllk model, this helped to identify how the
capability of storytelling operates and is embedded in the various
systems of the organisation. One participant stated that:
When you think about a slice of cheese... and how
storytelling works. ...all those barriers and infrastructure
just were there still. They were not going away. ...so now
you perhaps reshape your whole storytelling focus around
the ones that are working. ...I can see all this stuff working. I
mean, you have got top-level coverage; you have got all the
support. ...you have got all the processes in place, you have
got the tools in place.

B-Exit [step 6]


Exit, if questions are satisfactorily resolved.

B-Research [step 6]
The research component exited the action research process as the
researcher determined that there was sufficient intervention
evidence to provide answers to the research question.
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Project B: The real-world problem-solving interest cycle for
practice
A more detailed description of the project and the outcomes
can be found at Duffield and Whitty (2016b).
B-Initial planning [step 1]


Problem identification



Reconnaissance/fact-finding about problem context,
stakeholders etc.



Planning problem-solving activity.

B-Storytelling project [step 1]
As previously discussed the Project B Real-World Problem-Solving
interest focussed on a Division implementing a change
management program with a focus on storytelling. The division
approached the researcher to apply the Syllk model and assist the
division (through research).
The research focus group activity identified the barriers and
facilitators that impact the Syllk model within the Division.
Participants reinforced the benefit of a focus group in that the
activity had “...been really insightful. It has helped us form as [a
team] well...” KM practices identified in the literature were then
aligned with each of the Syllk elements to facilitate the best
learning and address the identified barriers. The KM practices
were further refined into storytelling interventions and initiatives
to support the development of a storytelling project plan. The
interventions and initiatives were developed by the project team in
discussion with the researcher.
B-Action / Observe (cycle 1)[step 2]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of problem-solving efficacy.

B-Storytelling project [step 2]
Storytelling interventions and initiatives formed the storytelling
project plan (action steps) assigned to CoP members. Various
ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 106

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 77-124 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association
Inc. www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

meetings and activities took place with a focus on holding CoP
team meetings, developing a process, engaging communications,
presenting storytelling and holding a story month. Storytelling
interventions and initiatives were observed, monitored and
evaluated against the Storytelling project and the Syllk model.
B-Reflect (cycle 1) / Plan (cycle 1) [step 3]


Evaluate effect of actions on problem



Amend plan if further change is desirable.

B-Storytelling project [step 3]
An after-action review (reflection meeting) was held and
significant evidence of participant contribution was documented to
reflect on project actions. There was evidence that some
interventions and initiatives expectations were partially met, and
others were identified as work in progress. The systems changes
consisted of the development of process tools in preparation of a
website. There was some success in storytelling. However, the
participants highlighted some barriers (as idfentifierd in step 1)
were still causing issues and that they needed to engage with
executive management to help address the barriers. New and
revised actions were then planned with a significant focus on a
need to engage executive officer support, the establishment of a
website, and continue removal of identified barriers identified in
step 1.
B-Action / Observe (cycle 2) [step 4]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of problem-solving efficacy.

B-Storytelling project [step 4]
The storytelling project team commenced engagement with
executive officers and leaders within the division. A story template
and process was established, followed by a go-live website.
Storytelling skills, processes, examples of stories and storytelling
were uploaded on the website. The team then focussed on the
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removal of the remaining Syllk culture, technology and
Infrastructure barriers highlighted in step 1.
B-Reflect (cycle 2) [step 5]


Evaluate effect of actions on problem.

B-Storytelling project [step 5]
An after-action review (reflection meeting) was held where
participants’ comments were captured to reflect on both the
storytelling project and the research study. The participants
identified that leaders are telling stories, people hearing stories,
storytelling in team meetings and understanding the importance of
storytelling learning and development skills were important
findings. An example of a very effective leader who uses stories
was discussed and identified which led to an additional interview.
Finally, the learning skills of storytelling need to be part of
management development, and the website becomes more about
the training courses and learnings of storytelling rather than a
collection of stories. The timing of the reflection activity coincided
with the end of the research activity that enabled an exit in the
action research cycle.
B-Exit [step 6]


Exit, if outcomes are satisfactory.

B-Storytelling project [step 6]
Exit, as outcomes are satisfactory. Following the above evaluation
process, it was determined that the storytelling project has been
successful.

Action research cycles – Project C
Action research methodology was applied to Project C in 9 steps
consisting of 3 cycles as shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6: Action research steps applied to Project C

Adapted from: Zubert-Skerritt in Altrichter et al. (2002);
McKay and Marshall (2001); McNiff and Whitehead (2011)

Project C: The theoretical interest cycle for research
C-Initial planning [step 1]


Research themes/interests/questions



Reconnaissance/fact-finding in relevant literature



Planning and designing research project to answer research
questions, hypotheses, etc.

C-Research [step 1]
The focus on this research (theoretical interest) was to investigate
how the Syllk model can be used by a project organisation to
conceptualise (and enhance) the capability of an online CoP. What
is missing from the literature is a conceptual model for
organisations that clearly and simply articulates how lessons
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learned and day-to-day business activity experiences can be
distributed across organisational systems and people.
The initial planning stage for the research design component of the
study consisted of four interviews followed by two focus groups of
project practitioners (12 participants). The interview and focus
groups verified the understanding of how the Syllk model would
work in the organisation (Reed and Payton, 1997). The focus
groups identified the barriers and facilitators that impact the Syllk
model within the organisation.
KM practices identified in KM literature were then aligned with
each of the Syllk elements to facilitate learning and address the
identified barriers. The KM practices were further refined by the
project team into a trial online CoP project plan.
C-Action / Observe (cycle 1) [step 2]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of research interests.

C-Research [step 2]
The research interest focussed on observing and monitoring the
Syllk facilitators and barriers and KM practices mapped to the
Syllk elements. The researcher sought feedback from the project
participants informally (verbally and via email). Researcher
reflections were recorded in research reports. This monitoring
presented insight into the progress of the project C in terms of
answering the research question.
C-Reflect (cycle 1) / Plan (cycle 1) [step 3]


Evaluate effect of intervention in terms of research
questions, etc.



Amend plan and design if further explanation and research
are required.

C-Research [step 3]
A reflection meeting was held with eight participants. Comments
were captured from a survey and emailed documentation to reflect
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on both the study research variables and the Syllk model. No
research planning changes were noted.
C-Action / Observe (cycle 2) [step 4]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of research interests.

C-Research [step 4]
The research interest focussed on observing and monitoring the
Syllk facilitators and barriers and KM practices mapped to the
Syllk elements. The researcher sought feedback from the project
participants informally (verbally and via email). Researcher
reflections were recorded in research reports. This monitoring
presented insight into the progress of the project C in terms of
answering the research question.
C-Reflect (cycle 2) [step 5]


Evaluate effect of intervention in terms of research
questions, etc.

C-Research [step 5]
A reflection meeting was held with 10 participants. Comments
were captured from a survey and emailed documentation to reflect
on both the study research variables and the Syllk model. No
research planning changes were noted. The Syllk model had a
positive influence on the organisation capability of an online CoP.
The participants emphasised that the barriers identified in step 1
be real barriers to making a CoP function. The Syllk model people
elements of learning, culture and social were highlighted as the
most critical elements to align and get right for this organisation.
C-Exit [step 6]


Exit, if questions are satisfactorily resolved.

C-Research [step 6]
Exit, as research question is satisfactorily resolved: Following the
above evaluation process, it was determined that there be
sufficient evidence to provide answers to the research question.
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Project C: The real-world problem-solving interest cycle
for practice
A more detailed description of the project and the outcomes can
be found at Duffield (2016).
C-Initial planning [step 1]


Problem identification



Reconnaissance/fact-finding about problem context,
stakeholders etc.



Planning problem-solving activity.

C-Trial online CoP project [step 1]
As previously discussed the Project C Real-World Problem-Solving
interest focussed on an organisation implementing a trial online
CoP. The organisation division approached the researcher to apply
the Syllk model and assist the organisation (through research).
The initial planning stage commenced with the selection of an
information technology (IT) platform. An existing government
collaboration platform was selected, and appropriate process and
infrastructure was established. A trial online CoP introduction
meeting was held with 13 participants. Various meetings and
activities took place with a focus on holding CoP team meetings,
developing a process and engaging communications with the trial
online CoP members.
C-Action / Observe (cycle 1) [step 2]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of problem-solving efficacy.

C-Trial online CoP project [step 2]
Twenty participants actively participated, contributed and
absorbed knowledge, creating value to the organisation by way of
improving communication channels to increase staff efficiency.
The initial forum posts and topics were established to help the
participants understand the trial and supporting research activity.
Early engagement by core participants established some technical
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pages and forum topics. One relevant technical topic received
twelve comments and some associated likes. Some forum topic
posts highlighted the barriers identified in step 1.
C-Reflect (cycle 1) / Plan (cycle 1) [step 3]


Evaluate effect of actions on problem



Amend plan if further change is desirable.

C-Trial online CoP project [step 3]
A reflection meeting was held with eight participants. Comments
were captured from a survey and emailed documentation to reflect
on both the study research variables and the Syllk model. There
was evidence that some expectations were partially met. New and
revised actions were then planned with a significant focus on CoP
communications, CoP benefits, new CoP topics/pages,
organisational involvement, time pressures and continual removal
of identified barriers identified in step 1.
C-Action / Observe (cycle 2) [step 4]


Action steps and Implement



Monitor in terms of problem-solving efficacy.

C-Trial online CoP project [step 4]
Twenty-five participants actively participated, contributed and
absorbed knowledge, creating value to the organisation by way of
improving communication channels to increase staff efficiency.
Ten new forum posts and topics were established covering
process, tools and techniques. An employee engagement initiative
focused on lateral communication was released to the wider
organisation highlighting the future establishment of CoPs across
the organisation.
A survey was conducted to understand the association between
Web 2.0 technologies and CoP participation. The survey
highlighted that the organisation participation rates were similar
with literature benchmarks. Online CoP interventions and
initiatives and project actions were observed, monitored and
evaluated against the project plan and the Syllk model.
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C-Reflect (cycle 2) [step 5]


Evaluate effect of actions on problem.

C-Trial online CoP project [step 5]
A reflection meeting was held with ten participants. Participants’
comments were captured to reflect on the project. For the core and
active participants, the capturing and sharing of knowledge was
effective using the CoP forums and content pages. Overall, the
significant benefits were enabling online dialogue and introducing
collaborative processes. The participants felt that the online CoP
struggled with providing a sense of common purpose and did not
have an impact on increasing efficiency and effectiveness. The
participants felt that having a face-to-face element may help in
building a more efficient CoP. The literature reports on the
different levels of CoP participation (Wenger, McDermott and
Snyder, 2002). For this trial online CoP the levels of participation
were consistent with the literature findings.
C-Exit [step 6]


Exit, if outcomes are satisfactory.

C-Trial online CoP project [step 6]
Exit, as outcomes are satisfactory. Following the above evaluation
process, it was determined that the trial online CoP project had
been successful. The organisation continued to evaluate the
benefits on the online CoP for expansion across the organisation.

Discussion
The experience of using the adapted Zubert-Skerritt in Altrichter et
al. (2002), McKay and Marshall (2001) and McNiff and Whitehead
(2011) approach has been a positive experience for the researcher
in this program. The adapted literature have addressed many of
the practical issues that the researcher will come across to assist in
the implementation of the AR methodology and associated
methods. Table 3 provides a summary of the following useful
insights and outcomes for action researchers.
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The role of researcher as discussed in this paper was a significant
challenge in all three research projects. The participant status of the
researcher needs to be acknowledged by all stakeholders to the
research activities. The action researcher needs to know how to be
the friendly outsider, open up lines of discussion and be able to
make clear the knowledge that guides the project. As each project
progressed, participants learned more about the action research
process. The researcher was needed less to assist with the AR
process and spent more time sourcing literature that supported the
projects. In project C, the dual roles became blurred and there was
a need to often reflect on both roles. The researcher had to make it
clear to the participants that this project was not a management
exercise.
The dual cycle aspect of the McKay and Marshall (2001) approach
has proven to be invaluable for this research program. The dual
focus aspect helped to resolve issues where the researcher and
project practitioners had quite different interests in the research
project and the approach still met both needs. There is an absence
of a set of guidelines, and literature case examples of the dual focus
approach and this gave the researcher the opportunity to interpret
the meaning of the AR steps. My experience on all three AR
projects was that we were not always synchronised with the AR
steps, with the exception of the reflection step. The reflection
activity was always a joint step, where the benefits of the afteraction review significantly assisted both the researcher and project
practitioners. Another area that helped the researcher was the AR
cycle steps assisted the researcher to gather data, feeding it back to
those concerned, analysing the data, planning action, taking action
and evaluating, leading to further data gathering and so on. This
process addresses the validity, credibility, workability and
consultancy concerns that are often raised on AR projects.
Action research was conducted in an organisational context and
was occasionally met with external constraints that impacted on the
ability to resolve some of the problems being addressed. Issues
with the allocation of project resources and organisational changes
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were often experienced in all three projects which in some cases
made it difficult to deliver project milestones and outcomes.
The ethics application was revised to explain in detail the action
research methodology and associated methods, and this included a
visual representation of the action research cycle methodology.
The feedback received made it clear that not all academics are
across the AR methodology. Finally, the researcher needs to be
mindful of project size and the impacts that may occur. Project A
Problem-Solving project was significantly larger scope than Project
B and C. Many more issues (parallel tasks) had to be resolved
which impacted on both the Problem-Solving and Research
Interest projects.
AR is acknowledged to have many challenges and tensions, and
can be a difficult research methodology to embrace (Marshall et al.,
2006). McKay and Marshall’s assertion that their framework would
‘be invaluable to the researcher, particularly a new researcher, in
helping to shape his / her research design and the subsequent
conduct of the action research study’, proved to be substantiated in
this research program (McKay and Marshall, 1999b).
Table 3: Summary of the useful insights and outcomes for
action researchers
Problem

Associated literature
Role of researcher

The participant status of the
researcher needs to be
acknowledged by all
stakeholders to the research
activities. The action researcher
needs to know how to be the
friendly outsider, open up lines
of discussion.

Greenwood and Levin (2007) suggest
that good action researchers achieve a
balance of review and support
through a variety of actions, including
facilitation, direct feedback, written
reflections and citing cases from the
literature where similar problems,
opportunities or processes have
occurred.

ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 116

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 77-124 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association
Inc. www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

Problem

Associated literature
The experiences of Coghlan and Shani
(2008) and Holian and Coghlan (2013)
highlight the potential problems that
could occur.

Dual cycle (parallel) process of action research
There is limited literature as to
how to apply the AR cycle steps.

McKay and Marshall (2001) and
associated literature proved to be
valuable (Marshall et al., 2006;
Marshall et al., 2010).

Reflection
The reflection activities of the
action research cycle were the
most intense, where both the
researcher and participants
reviewed, discussed, compared
and recorded the real learning.

Researcher is the facilitator of the
reflection activities (Coughlan and
Coghlan, 2002). The value of
reflection in learning and action
research has been reinforced by
Walker, Anbari, Bredillet, Söderlund,
Cicmil and Thomas (2008) and Dick
(1993).

External constraints
AR was conducted in an
organisational context and was
occasionally met with external
constraints.

According to Greenwood and Levin
(2007), they argue that in such a
situation it would be harsh to
conclude the AR project lacked
credibility or validity if it is shown
that learning had taken place in some
form and that stakeholders were
willing to accept and act on the
collectively arrived at results.

ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 117

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 77-124 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association
Inc. www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

Problem

Associated literature
Ethics

The ethics application was
revised to explain in detail the
action research methodology.

Action research issues are often faced
by researchers in securing ethics
approval (Sankaran et al., 2006;
Walker and Haslett, 2005).
Project Size

Project A was significantly larger
scope than Project B and C. Had
many more issues that had to be
resolved which impacted on both
AR cycles.

McNiff and Whitehead (2011)
highlights the need to stay focussed
on one issue, which means making
sure that you understand the issues
and place the others on hold.

Conclusion
This paper provides a direct and personal account of the issues and
challenges that occurred in three action research projects that were
part of a doctoral research program. Here I will discuss the
contributions to methodology and practice, and further conclude
with limitations and future research.

Contribution to methodology and practice
Since KM became a fashionable phrase in the mid-1990s, the KM
practice has modest experience of experimental research methods.
Most of the KM literature is descriptive or derived from best
practices (Firestone and McElroy, 2003; O'Dell and Hubert, 2011).
The research in this paper has been experimentation with action
research methods coupled with existing methodologies practices.
The action research component of reflection and intervention is
fundamental to action research (Dick, 1993). The focus of the paper
is on the general methodological issues and problems of action
research. The insight and outcomes for action researchers were
focused on the following areas: Role of the researcher; Dual cycle
(parallel) process; Reflection; External constraints; Ethics and
Project size.
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Feedback from scholars and peers:
“The researcher has taken risks, and mitigated the risks to
make the results manageable, credible, valid, authentic, and
highly useful. The researcher has justified his original
contribution through the insights he has proposed”
“by using Action Research the candidate executed research
based practices, where questions, problems, and challenges
were identified and formed by the subsequent needs of the
practice and practitioners”
The PhD candidate “demonstrated that the study was
definitely worth undertaking, and the questions were
valuable to ask. The outcomes demonstrated why anyone
should care and why the study mattered. Although in a
qualitative study limitations exist associated with
generalizability, the candidate, through the Action Research
method exhibits the probability that lessons learned are
repeatable”
“…the candidate demonstrates the capacity to undertake
independent research that has direct impact on practice”

Limitations and future research
There are always limitations with research, and in addition to the
previously mentioned action research limitations, there is a
limitation that should be noted. The research in this thesis was
limited to sampling of problem-solving projects that comprised of
three public sector projects conducted by Australian state and
federal government departments and agencies from late 2012
through to late 2015. Opportunities for providing further related
research include repeating the research study with private sector
projects. I came close to working with three organisations (mining
information technology, health project management office, and an
enterprise resource software company). The timing of the study
became an issue for all three organisations.
My goal in this paper has been to discuss some of the AR
challenges and tensions, as AR can be a difficult research
methodology to embrace. The research has enhanced the practices
within the participating organisations and linked academia with
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industry in enhancing the ‘dual cycle’ knowledge areas of
‘problem-solving and research interests.’
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Work-Applied Learning for
organisational change: A
comparative assessment
against other change
approaches
Natalie Holyoake
Abstract
Based on nearly three decades of consultancy and research, the
Work-Applied Learning (WAL) model has been proven to be an
effective change method for the development of managers and
teams, while at the same time, creating organisational learning
and change (Abraham, 2015).
Regardless of the proven track record the question remains, why
choose Work-Applied Learning for organisational change over
other change approaches? This paper moves towards answering
this question, by building an assessment framework which
provides a normalised approach to compare Work-Applied
Learning against other change approaches. This comparison
revealed that Work-Applied Learning is the most compatible
change approach for organisational change based on the steps and
characteristics identified by the author as being necessary for
organisational change.

Key words: Work-Applied Learning, organisational change, action
research, action learning, organisational learning.

Introduction
The genus of Work-Applied Learning has continued to evolve
since the 1990’s, and has emerged from Abraham’s (2016) extensive
experience with WBL and WAL management learning programs
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that spans from 1981 to 2016. Four internationally recognised
examples of the successful application of Work-Applied Learning
are: Daton’s (2007) implementation to assist the government of
Papua New Guinea to improve governance and operational
efficiency; Hashim’s (2000) implementation to manage
organisational change due to rapid growth of his RM650 million
Global Carriers shipping organisation in Malaysia, and then later
to survive the Asian financial crisis; Fng’s (2014) development and
implementation of a WAL facilitative leadership development
programme for senior managers in a G7 construction company in
Malaysia; and Khan’s (2014) development and implementation of a
work-based project management development programme for
project management practitioners in Trinidad and Tobago.
Regardless of these successes, the question remains: Why choose
Work-Applied Learning for organisational change over other
change approaches? In order to answer this question, this paper
will begin by providing an overview of Work-Applied Learning,
followed by a description of the method used to perform a
comparative assessment of various change approaches, and then
the results of the comparative assessment.

What is the Work-Applied Learning?
Work-Applied Learning was developed and termed by Abraham
(2015). Founded on Work-Based learning (WBL), Work-Applied
Learning extends the WBL features beyond the individual and
teams, to include ‘…organisational learning and change…’
(Abraham, 2015, p. 4). To enable organisational learning and
change to take place, the Work-Applied Learning model is ‘…
grounded in a fused action research method and action learning
process (“ARAL”)’ (Abraham, 2015, p. 4).
The strength of ARAL is not the independent use of action research
(AR) and action learning (AL), but rather the fusion of the two (AR
and AL), in a synchronised system that maximises the benefits of
both. Abraham, Arnold and Oxenberry (1996, pp. 14-18) argued
that this fusion of AR and AL develops ‘... a robust theory base and
practical framework for a self discovering organisation’. The basis
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of their theory is that AL and AR are mainly made up of the same
common elements and have the same learning through action
benefits; and that it is only the differences in the cyclical nature
and the addition of research/researcher that separates AR from
AL. Regarding the cyclical differences between AR and AL,
Abraham (2015, p. 6) notes that while AL can be cyclical, ‘…it is
not essentially cyclical in nature like Lewin’s concept of Action
Research’. In essence, the cyclical nature is a canonical feature of
AR which can promote learning from the individual and team
level to the organisational level and beyond. This is achieved
through repeated cycles of planning, acting, observing, reflecting,
evaluating, and validating (Abraham, 2015).
This theory was derived through the use of word formulas.
Abraham et al. (1996, p. 17) first started with the following word
formulas to determine both the common elements and the
differences between AL and AR;
S + P + A (+F)  AL
G + P + A + F + C + R  AR

The meaning of these symbols has been captured in Table 1 below.
Table 1 - Description of symbols used in Word Formulas

Symbol Description

S

This is the AL set comprising individuals coming together to
investigate solutions to shared problems and to learn from each
other. There is no requirement that the set members are from the
same organisation.

P

Is the problem to be addressed. Both action learning and action
research share this problem-focussed characteristic.

A

Stands for action. Both action research and action learning are
action oriented. The group or set takes positive action in
response to the ideas and suggestions generated through
questioning and discussion.
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Symbol Description

G

F

C

R

Is the action research group. The nature of this group may be
rather different to the set described in action learning, as the
group will be members of an organisation/community as well as
“researchers” who may be seen as an integral part of the group
working in a collaborative manner for change and knowledge
development.
This represents the facilitator. This term has been placed in
brackets in the action learning expression to indicate the
disparate views amongst the authors on whether a facilitator
should be part of the set.
This indicates the cyclical nature of action research. Lewin
(1946 and 1947) indicates that the spiral nature of steps was
fundamental to action research. His steps started with diagnosis
followed by a cycle of planning, action and reflection.
Represents research/researcher. The researcher in Lewin’s
original view assisted the group. While some writers question
the need for a researcher, the role of a researcher as a consultant
to the group is widely supported by other authors.

AL

Is action learning

AR

Is action research
Source: Abraham et al. (1996, p. 17)

Within the two formulas presented above, Abraham et al.
recognised that there are many common elements; for example, an
action research Group (expressed as ‘G’) is much the same as an
action learning set (expressed as ‘S’). This overlapping of common
word formula symbols resulted in a simplified formula that
distinguishes between the two methodologies (AL and AR) which
is expressed as:
C + R + AL  AR

In simple terms, AR is the same as AL with the addition of
research/researcher, and a cyclic nature. In understanding this
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distinction between the AR and AL, Abraham et al. (1996) believe
that the:
…action research approach can be employed to unleash
action learning through self-discovery which leads to
enlightened organisational transformation of not only core
business but in the totality of the social dimension of the
organisation as well (p. 10).

This means that AL is a subset of AR, and as such, can be fused
with AR to form a distributed architecture, that uses AR to
perform the research element and the continuous improvement
components of change (through its cyclic nature); while using
multiple AL Teams to implement solutions. This configuration,
consisting of an AR Group and multiple AL Teams, provides a
means to address change across whole of an organisation. The
learning and change that unfolds through the AR cycles is
illustrated in Figure 1.

The method used to compare change approaches
The method used to do the comparative assessment of various
change approaches comprised an assessment framework that was
structured around the salient steps, and the characteristics of those
steps, required for organisational change, which the author has
identified through a survey of literature. The steps identified
being: assessment; planning; action; observation, reflection, evaluation,
and validation.
To compare the change approaches, the author first categorised
them into one of three change types, being: planned; emergent; and
planned-emergent. The latter of these types, planned-emergent, is the
preferred type as it can address the weaknesses inherent in the
planned and emergent types when these two change types are used
individually in a mutually exclusive way.

ALAR Journal Vol 23 No 1 June 2017
Page 129

ALARj 23 (1) (2017) 125-157 © 2017 Action Learning, Action Research Association Inc. www.alarassociation.org All rights reserved.

Figure 1:
Learning
and
Change
AR
Cycles
(Source:
adapted
from
Abraham,
2016, p. 5)
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After categorising various change approaches into change types,
the author then performed a comparative assessment of each
change approach against the salient steps (as discussed above), to
determine the level of characterisation match, and plotted the
outcome on radar charts. There were three radar charts produced;
one for each change type category, namely: planned, emergent; and
planned-emergent. These radar charts are shown and discussed later
in this paper.

Identification of change steps required for organisational
change
The first stage in developing the assessment framework was the
identification of the salient steps that are necessary to effectively
implement and manage the technical and people aspects of
organisational change. Through a survey and syntheses of
literature, the author identified these salient steps as being
assessment, planning, action, observation, reflection, evaluation, and
validation which are conducted in a social setting (Abraham, 1997;
Allwood, 1995; Binney and Williams, 1995; Burnes, 1996; Cameron
and Green, 2015; Cherry, 1999; Coghlan, 2011; Coghlan and
Brannick, 2014; Collins, 1998; Creswell, 2007; Creswell, 2014
Cunningham, 1993; Daft, 1995; Daudelin, 1996; De Geus, 1997;
Greenwood and Levin, 1998; Hayes, 2014; Hill and Jones, 1998;
James, Slater, and Bucknam, 2012; McGregor and Cartwright, 2011;
Sankaran, Dick, Passifield, and Swepson, 2001; Stringer, 1999; Trist,
1976; Wahyuni, 2012; Weinstein, 1999). The characterisation and
literature that underpins these steps is summarised in Table 2.
The author also identified that these steps have specific
characteristics which are also captured in Table 2. One
characteristic that is held constant through all steps, but not shown
in Table 2 is the socialisation of change. To maintain the
socialisation constant, all change steps need to be conducted in a
social setting.
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Step

Table 2 - Summary of change steps characterisation

Characterisation


Assessment











Identifies and
analyses change
problems from
multiple sources
(Dialectic
Method)
Examines
problems
through
ontological
research
(Realism, fact
finding) to
understand the
need for change
Establishes the
success criteria of
the change
Challenges
current views
and practices
Validates initial
assessment
findings with
those affected by
the change
Assesses change
in an
organisational
systems context

Discussion points
from literature

Reference

Problem data used for
planning

Cherry (1999, p. 62)
Abraham (1997, p.
108)

Hypothetico-deductive
methodology which
formulates the ideas,
theory, and vision for
planning

Cherry (1999)

Discovery phase

James, Slater, and
Bucknam (2012)

Defining context and
purpose
Constructing issues
through stakeholder
engagement

Coghlan and
Brannick (2014)

Triangulation to validate
Abraham (1997)
multiple stories
Recognizing the need for
change and starting the
Hayes (2014)
change process and
change diagnosis

Challenging discussions
and trust

Creswell (2007)
Abraham (1997)
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Characterisation

Discussion points
from literature

Reference

Hill and Jones
Problems when change is (1998)
purely based on planning Binney and
Williams (1995)






Planning











Defines goals
Establishes
strategies
Develops plans
to implement
strategies
Provides the
ability to re-plan
due to
emergence
Communicates
strategy and plan
to those effected
Establishes and
provides
management of
stakeholders
Supports both
bottom-up and
top-down
planning
Establishes
management
support early as
possible
Configures plans
within an
organisational
systems context

The benefits of good
planning and the learning Abraham (1997)
that can occur when a
Trist (1976)
plan is put into action
Hypothesis of why
planning often fails, and
the need to focus on
future possibilities and
“what if” or “memories
of the future”

De Geus (1997)

The difficulties associated
with planning that does
not allow for emergent
outcomes, and
conversely, the
difficulties when
planning is weak and
emergent outcome
dominate

Collins (1998)
Burnes (1996)
Cameron and
Green (2015)

Shift from linear change
to emergent change as
change becomes more
complex

Cameron and
Green (2015)

Planning types: planning
under uncertainty; topdown ivory tower
Hill and Jones
planning; planning for
(1998)
the present as opposed to
Daft (1995)
the future; and decisionmaking biases among
managers
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Characterisation

Discussion points
from literature
Planning and preparing
for change

Reference
Hayes (2014)

The importance of getting
the right stakeholders
Stringer (1999)
involved in planning
Goal setting

Cameron and
Green (2015)
De Geus (1997)

Definition of action types Allwood (1995)




Action







Applies the
actions defined
in the planning
phase
Action is
conducted with
the people and
not on the people
Action is
performed by the
people affected
by the change
Action is
performed in an
organisational
systems context.
Action can be
taken to solve a
problem, or to
diagnose a
problem, or to
develop a plan to
solve a problem.

Collaboratively
Coghlan and
performing action against
Brannick (2014)
plans
The need to turn an idea
into action and
institutionalising the
change

Cameron and
Green (2015)
Cunningham (1993)
Stringer (1999)

Action to diagnose a
problem, or develop a
plan to solve a problem

Rowell, Polush,
Riel, and Bruewer
(2015)

Humanistic elements of
action

Coghlan (2011)

Organisational context in
Collins (1998)
applying action
Uncertainty of emergent
Collins (1998)
outcomes from action
The effect of culture and
personality types on the
performance of action

Cherry (1999)
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Characterisation



Observation







Records
experiences,
thoughts,
feelings, people,
events, and
dates.
Uses multiple
sources and
observation
methods, such as
meetings,
interviews,
questionnaires,
phone, and
corridor
meetings.
Uses either
observer external
to the group, or
participant
observer.
Uses challenging
discussion in a
trusted
environment to
fully understand
the effects of the

Discussion points
from literature

Reference

Action orientation
characteristics

Cameron and
Green (2015)

The requirement of action
for learning, and the
requirement of
knowledge foundation
for action

Abraham (2015);
Sankaran, Dick,
Passfield, and
Swepson (2001)

Reconnaissance, fact
finding

Sankaran, Dick,
Passfield, and
Swepson (2001);
Change
Management
Institute (2013);
Coghlan (2011);
Young (2011)

Journaling, direct
observation, interviews,
surveys, and informal
communication

Abraham (1997)

Abraham (1997);
External observer,
Creswell (2007);
participant observer, and
Coghlan and
ethical considerations
Brannick (2014)
Quantitative data

James, Slater, and
Bucknam (2012)

Qualitative data

Creswell (2007);
Creswell (2014;
Coghlan and
Brannick (2014);
James, Slater, and
Bucknam (2012);
Wahyuni (2012)
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Characterisation







Reflection









action activity.
Is performed by
everyone
involved in the
change
intervention
Is performed
within an
organisational
systems context.

Uses a
questioning
approach which
is at a conscious
critical level of
reflection.
Creates learning
that lowers
learning anxiety
rather than
increasing
survival anxiety.
Uses observed
results as input
into reflection.
Is performed by
everyone
involved in the
change
intervention.
Is made in an
organisational
systems context.

Discussion points
from literature

Reference

Triangulation to validate
Abraham (1997)
multiple stories
Creswell (2007);
Creswell (2014);
Accuracy of data and use Coghlan and
in reflection
Brannick (2014);
James, Slater, and
Bucknam (2012)
Challenging discussions
and trust

Creswell (2007);
Abraham (1997)

Ontology in context of
realism verses
nominalism

Cherry (1999);
Abraham (1997);
Creswell (2007);
Coghlan and
Brannick (2014)

Multiple realities

Creswell (2007)

Reflection is performed at
a level of conscious
critical reflection:
 Question what we
know and what we
don’t know.
 Seek views of others
 Explore multiple
theories
Links events to
understand what has
happened as a result of
action

Cherry (1999);
James, Slater, and
Bucknam (2012);
McGregor and
Cartwright (2011)

Learning anxiety verses
survival anxiety

Cameron and
Green (2015)
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Characterisation

Discussion points
from literature

Reference

Reflective practice that
leads to learning through Cameron and
reflection of observed
Green (2015)
action
Abraham (1997)
Builds on epistemological
Cherry (1999)
assumptions
Weinstein (1999)



Evaluation







Determines the
success of
change against a
set of success
criteria.
Is performed
with
stakeholders
affected by the
problem.
Uses learning
from the
reflection activity
as an input to
evaluation.
Includes

Breadth verses depth
which impacts on
internal or external
source of knowledge

Cherry (1999)

Social constructivism
through questioning
experiences, and multiple
perspectives

Greenwood and
Levin (1998);
Creswell (2007);
McGregor and
Cartwright (2011);
Daudelin (1996)

Examination of both
intentional and
unintentional results of
action

Coghlan (2011)

Meets expectation of
planned activities

Zikmund, Babin,
Carr, and Griffin
(2013)

Isolation of stakeholders
Greenwood and
that occurs in traditional
Levin (1998 pp. 237report-based approach,
239)
written by professionals
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Characterisation



Validation





everyone
involved in the
change
intervention.
Outcomes are
shared with the
change sponsor,
and other
stakeholders
outside of those
involved in the
change
intervention.
Is undertaken
within an
organisational
systems context.
Validates project
outcomes with
people external
to the change
intervention.

Discussion points
from literature

Reference

Participatory evaluation
involving those who are
affected by the change

Greenwood and
Levin (1998 pp. 237239)

Involvement of
stakeholders in
evaluation

Greenwood and
Levin (1998)

External validation
allows a ‘critical
assessment’ of developed (Marquardt,
learning sequences and Leonard, Freedman,
theories, and provides an and Hill, 2013)
opportunity to make
adjustments if necessary

Sequence of change steps
The steps identified in Table 2 are performed in a specific sequence
to provide the desired change result. This sequence is captured in
Figure 2, which shows how the change steps are sequenced, and
where the products of the change steps occur within the sequence.
Figure 2 also highlights that this entire sequence is conducted in a
social setting as this is required within each of the steps. As shown
in Figure 2, the steps are: assessment, planning, action, observation,
reflection, evaluation, and validation. The products of these steps are
the result of the action and learning.
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Figure 1 – Synthesis of change steps sequence

Conducted in a social setting & performed in a systems context

Assessment

Planning

Action

Evaluation/
Validation

Result
Result

Observation

Reflection

Learning/
Knowledge creation

Key
= Activity
= Product of Activity
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The change sequence (Figure 2) begins with an assessment of the
change requirements. This is then followed by planning of the
action required to address the change requirements. The plan is
then put into action, and at the same time as action takes place, the
action is observed. Performing action produces a result, which is also
observed. The completion of action is followed by conscious critical
reflection of the observed action and result, which enables learning.
The learning and result are then evaluated and validated against the
initial problem that was identified in the assessment step, and the
expected result developed in the planning step. The evaluation and
validated outcomes are then fed back to the assessment step, which
provides a means to re-plan due to emergent outcomes from the
previous change action, and to start another change sequence if
required. All steps in this sequence are conducted in a social setting
to ensure inclusion of those who are affected by the change
requirement.

Categorising change approaches into change types
The next stage in the assessment framework was categorising
change approaches into types. Fundamentally, there are two types
of change: planned and emergent (Burnes, 1996, cited in Collins,
1998, p. 60; Liebhart and Garcia-Lorenzo, 2010). This section
explains the characteristics of these two types, and then, through
analysis of literature, a third change type will be identified which
is a combination of the two ‒ planned-emergent (Burnes, 1996, cited
in Collins, 1998).

Planned change type
Planned change is sequential in nature and provides specific detail
of what must be changed and in what order, to bring about change
at some specific time in the future. With this approach, the
organisation is aligned with a machine metaphor, and assumes that
change will occur in a series of logical steps, one following on from
the other (De Geus, 1997; Collins, 1998; Burnes, 1996; Liebhart and
Garcia-Lorenzo, 2010).
Collins (1998, pp. 82-99) defines planned change models as ‘…n-step
guides for change…’. The ‘n’ is an algebraic term used to represent
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the number of steps in the change process, e.g., n = eight, for
Kotter’s Eight Step Model. Collins (1998, p. 85) is highly critical of
‘n-step’ models, stating that ‘n-step’ models ‘...are “rationalist” since
they assume that the outcomes of change are predictable and lend
themselves to detailed management planning...’. He goes on to say
‘[t]he assumption of sequentialism encourages us to assume that
the change problem under consideration has a clearly definable
beginning and end’. This is particularly the case for planned change
models, and because of this, these change models are ‘undersocialised’ as they ignore emergent changes due to social dynamics
(Collins, 1998, p. 82-99).
Duck (1993, p. 109) provides an historical reason for the sequential
nature of planned change approaches, explaining that many change
models were initially applied to physical work and as a
consequence are ‘mechanistic’ in nature. These mechanistic type
models are not a good fit for today’s organisations which tend to
be knowledge-based ‘mental models’. Duck (1993) adds that the
change task should manage the dynamic, but instead, change
tends to manage the smaller pieces of change.

Emergent change type
Emergent change conflicts with the planned change process, as the
direction and timing of change is affected by unexpected
behaviour or the outcome of individual components within the
organisation, which arise from some previous change or an
emergent trend (Binney and Williams, 1995; Burnes, 1996, cited in
Collins, 1998; Liebhart and Garcia-Lorenzo, 2010). Binney and
Williams (1995, p. 38) explain that ‘...organisations are living things
with personalities and histories’. They go on to say that ‘[t]hey are
subtle systems’ and that ‘[c]ause and effect are not linear’. Avergun
and Morgan (1997, p. 146) have a similar view. Through their
research and experience, they have made a number of important
observations about successful change, suggesting that change is
anything but sequential and requires socialisation. Their
observations include the following:


Change is non-linear
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Effective change interweaves multiple improvements



Change is top-down and bottom-up



Organisational change has an important personal dimension



Measurement is key to successful and sustainable change

With these non-sequential socialisation characteristics, the
organisation is aligned with an organism metaphor (Cameron and
Green, 2015). Just like the organs in an organism, a living
organisation is made up of components which take care of
themselves, while contributing to the survival of the organisation
as a whole. It is not unusual that emergence creates a whole new
entity out of specific components that individually have no
particular significance (De Geus, 1997; Binney and Williams, 1995;
Cameron and Green, 2015)
Cameron and Green (2015, p. 102) add another metaphor which
captures the essence of emergent change, which they have labelled
flux and transformation. In their view:
[t]his metaphor is the only one that begins to shed some
light on how change happens in a turbulent world. This
view implies that managers can nudge and shape progress,
but cannot ever be in control of change.

Emergent change approaches, however, are difficult to implement.
Collins (1998, p. 60) believes that they are so complex in their
attempt to capture the dynamics of the system that they create
significant difficulties in managing the change, and as a result, this
type of approach is ‘messy’ and difficult to implement as ‘most
managers are driven by expediency and operate in responsive
mode’ (Burnes, 1996, p. 342, cited in Collins, 1998, p. 60).

Planned-emergent change type
An alternative approach to either planned or emergent change types
is an approach that is between the two (Burnes, 1996, cited in
Collins, 1998). In a sense, the weakness in one type (planned or
emergent) is a strength in the other type, and vice versa. This means
that a change approach with the characteristic of both the planned
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and emergent types could overcome the strengths and weaknesses
of each type when use singularly. Hence, the author has termed
this combined change type as planned-emergent.
To expand on this concept, the author has first summarised the
strengths and weaknesses of the planned and emergent types in
Table 3.
Table 3 – Analysis of strengths and weaknesses of planned
and emergent change types
Change
type

Characteristics

Strengths

Weaknesses

Planned

Implementation is
based on a plan
that captures the
change initiatives
in a series of steps,
one after the other.

Provides initial
direction and
management of
change.

No contingency for
the non-linear causeand-effect aspects of a
change action, and as
a result plans become
outdated and do not
reflect reality.

Emergent

Capitalises on
emergent
outcomes from a
previous change
or emergent trend,
and provides
contingency for
unexpected
outcomes.

Accepts that
change is nonlinear, and action
has a cause-andeffect relationship,
which provides a
pathway for more
organic change.

Due to the organic
nature of change,
these types lack
strategic direction and
planning, and are
therefore difficult to
manage.

As can be seen in Table 3, the strengths in one change type are
weaknesses in the other. Explained in more detail, the planned
change type has strength in being able to set the initial direction of
change, but has a weakness in not providing contingency for
emergent outcomes. The opposite is true for the emergent change
type, which has strength in capitalising on emergent outcomes, but
lacks the management and direction that comes from planning.
With these strengths and weaknesses in mind, if change is
implemented in a mutually exclusive fashion, by adopting either
the planned change type characteristics or emergent change type
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characteristics, but not both, then change will be hampered by the
weaknesses of the chosen type. Conversely, if change is
implemented in a mutually inclusive fashion, by adopting the
characteristics of both change types (planned and emergent) at the
same time, then weaknesses present in one change type will be
bolstered by the strengths in the other change type. Therefore,
change methodologies that have characteristics of both planned and
emergent change types will have a better chance of success when
implementing change, over approaches that exclusively fit into
either the planned or emergent classification.

Categorising change methods into change types
Understanding that there are different change types enabled the
author to cluster change approaches within the boundaries of the
three distinct change types, being: planned; emergent; and plannedemergent. The analysis of this clustering has been captured in Table
4.
The author identified fifteen change approaches from change
literature through online searches for suitable books, papers, and
websites. The search included the following sites: EBSCO Host;
Google; Google Scholar; Amazon; Priority Books; Booktopia; and
Book Repository. The keywords used were: change; organisational
change; change method; change model; change approach; change
management; management of change; continuous improvement;
organisational development; and quality. The results in Table
show that only five of the fifteen change approaches assessed had
both planning and emergent change features, and therefore, fit into
the planned-emergent type. The remainder of change approaches fall
into either the planned or emergent category, and, as a result, are
likely to have weaknesses that are associated with the planned or
emergent type when used in a mutually exclusive way.
The five approaches that fit into the planned-emergent type are
Lean, Six Sigma, PDCA, AR, and Work-Applied Learning. The
underlying principles of these approaches that place them within
the planned-emergent type are twofold: (1) these methods have
change planning; (2) they are cyclic which provides the
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opportunity to resolve emergent issues from the previous cycle in
the subsequent cycle.
Table 4 – Examination of change methods against planned
and emergent characteristics
Type

Type can mean either planned or emergent.

High

The change approach being assessed, possesses most of
the characteristics of the type.

Medium

The change approach being assessed, possesses some of
the characteristics of the type.

Low

The change approach being assessed, possesses none,
or marginal characteristics of the type.

Key

Presence of
Presence of
planned change emergent change
characteristics
characteristics

Change approach
Jick’s Ten-Step Model (Egan, n.d.;
Mento, Jones and Dirndorfer, 2002)

High

Low

Bullock and Batten Planned Change
(Cameron and Green, 2015)

High

Low

General Electric’s Seven-step Change
Acceleration Process (Egan n.d.;
Mento, Jones and Dirndorfer, 2002)

High

Low

Kotter’s Eight-Step Model (Kotter
and Cohen, 2002; Cameron and Green,
2015; Egan, n.d.)

High

Low

Prosci (Hiatt and Creasey, 2003)

High

Low

Herman Kahn scenario planning (De
Geus, 1997)

High

Medium

Low

High

Stacey and Shaw complex responsive
processes (Cameron and Green, 2015)
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Presence of
Presence of
planned change emergent change
characteristics
characteristics

Change approach
Senge Systematic Model (Cameron
and Green, 2015)

Low

High

Nadler and Tushman Congruence
Model (Cameron and Green, 2015)

Low

High

Carnall change management (Carnall,
1995; Cameron and Green, 2015)

Medium

Medium

Six Sigma - Design, measure,
analyse, improve, and control
(DMAIC)
(Caulcutt, 2001; Drake Sutterfield and
Ngassam, 2008; Goh, 2012; Nauhria,
Wadhwa and Pandey, 2009; Singh and
Singh, 2013; Sitnikov 2012; Sunder,
2013)

High

High

Lean
(Chen, Li and Shady, 2010; Liker and
Morgan, 2006; Nayak 2010; Reeb and
Leavengood, 2010; Swartling and
Poksinska, 2013)

High

High

Plan, Do, Check, Act (PDCA) (Moen
and Norman, 2010)

High

High

Action Research
(Coghlan, 2011; Cunningham, 1993;
James, Slater, and Bucknam, 2012;
Ozanne and Saatcioglu, 2008; Powell,
2002; Reason and McKernan, 2006)

High

High

Work-Applied Learning (Abraham,
2015).

High

High
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Assessment of change approaches against the change
steps and characteristics
The final stage in the assessment framework was to assess the
changes approaches listed in Table 4 against the steps and
characteristics of those steps outlined in Table 2 in order to
measure the level of characterisation match between change step
characteristics, and the change approach being assessed against
these characteristics. For this assessment, the author chose a
numerical method normalised to the value of one, as this method
allowed the author to plot the outcome of the assessment in radar
charts, which provided a simple way to view comparative result.
The definition of each numerical value is captured in Table 5.
Table 5 - Definition of numerical values used to assess
change approaches
Level of
characterisation
match

Qualitative descriptor

High

Possesses all the required
characteristics

Medium-high

Possesses most of the required
characteristics

0.75

Medium

Possess some of the required
characteristics

0.5

Low

Possess a few of the required
characteristics

0.25

None

Possesses none of the required
characteristics

Numerical
value
1

0

Once the measurement criteria had been defined (as captured in
Table 5) the author then measured how well each chosen change
approach selected for this assessment, matched the characteristics
required using the numerical values defined in Table 5.
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For most of the change approaches being assessed, the author
could not perform a direct one-to-one mapping between the
change steps in the assessment framework (as developed by the
author) to the activities defined in the change approach under
assessment. This was due to either different terminology being
used for the steps or activities in each change approach, or the
steps not being explicitly defined. To overcome this, the author
scanned the change approaches to identify if the characteristics
were present first rather than looking for the specific steps as a
starting point. For example, a change approach might have
reflective practices but no explicitly defined ‘reflection’ step. If a
characteristic was present, then the author reviewed the
characteristic within the context of the change steps.
Planned change approaches. The planned change approaches
assessed were: Bullock and Batten’s Planned Change, Jick’s TenStep Model, Kotter’s Eight-Step Model, General Electric’s Sevenstep Change Acceleration Process, Prosci, and Herman Kahn
Scenario Planning (Cameron and Green, 2015; Egan, n.d.; Mento,
Jones and Dirndorfer, 2002; Hiatt and Creasey, 2003; De Geus,
1997). The output of this assessment is captured in Figure .
Figure 3 – Assessment outcome of planned change approaches
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Consistent with the mechanistic metaphor, these change approaches
showed strength in planning and action, and less representation in
the assessment, observation, reflection, and evaluation steps. With a
lower representation of observation, reflection, and evaluation there is
a decreased opportunity for learning from change and for change.
Emergent change approaches. The emergent change approaches
assessed were: Stacey and Shaw’s Complex Responsive, Senge’s
Systematic Model, and Nadler and Tushman’s Congruence Model
(Cameron and Green, 2015). The output of this assessment is
captured in Figure 4.
Figure 2 – Assessment outcome of emergent change
approaches

Consistent with the organism metaphor, these approaches are
focused on providing philosophical guidance to change as it
emerges, rather than facilitating change within a specific set of
steps or activities. Due to this guidance approach, it was difficult to
assess these change approaches against the desired change steps
that the author had identified in the change literature. In this case,
the author based the assessment purely around the attributes that
defined the philosophy of these approaches against the
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characteristics in the assessment framework, and then aligned the
assessment against the characteristics with the desired change
steps.
The most balanced approach that emerged from the assessment
was Senge’s Systematic Model, which showed strengths in
assessment and action, but a lower representation of planning,
observation, reflection, and evaluation.
Planned-emergent change approaches. The planned-emergent
change approaches assessed were: Six Sigma, Lean, Work-Applied
Learning, and Carnall Change Management (Abraham, 2015;
Carnall, 1995; Caulcutt, 2001; Chen, Li and Shady, 2010; Drake
Sutterfield and Ngassam, 2008; Goh, 2012; Liker and Morgan, 2006;
Nauhria, Wadhwa and Pandey, 2009; Nayak, 2010; Reeb and
Leavengood, 2010; Singh and Singh, 2013; Sitnikov, 2012; Sunder,
2013; Swartling and Poksinska, 2013). The output of this
assessment is captured in Figure 3.
Figure 3 – Assessment of planned-emergent change
approaches
Work-Applied
Learning (WAL)
assessment outcome

Consistently, the planned-emergent change approaches assessed
showed better balanced than the individual planned and emergent
types; however Work-Applied Learning was the only approach
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that met all assessment criteria. Conversely, Lean and Six Sigma
showed a much lower presence of the reflection and evaluation
characteristics, and therefore, were less balanced and the
opportunity for learning from change and for change is reduced.
This analysis, demonstrated that Work-Applied Learning
theoretically had all the necessary steps, and characteristics that
define these steps, against what had been identified in the
literature review (as discussed in this paper) as being necessary to
successfully facilitate organisational change. These steps being:
assessment, planning, action, observation, reflection, evaluation, and
validation. The characteristics that defined these steps are captured
in Table 2.

Conclusion
Developing an assessment framework provided a useful tool to
compare change approaches against each other to reveal the
comparative strengths and weaknesses of each change approach.
These strengths and weaknesses were revealed by comparing each
change approach against the steps, and characteristics of those
steps, identified by the author as being necessary for effective
organisational change. The steps identified as been necessary for
organisational change resulted from a survey and synthesis of
literature; the steps identified were: assessment, planning, action,
observation, reflection, evaluation, and validation which all need to
occur in a social setting.
Understanding the comparative strengths and weaknesses enabled
the author to answer the question “why choose Work-Applied
Learning for organisational change over other change
approaches?” The results of the comparative assessment indicated
that Work-Applied Learning is the most compatible change
approach for organisational change based on the steps and
characteristics identified by the author as being necessary for
organisational change.
As a general observation, the other change approaches compared
against the assessment framework were less congruent with the
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characteristics that defined the reflection, evaluation and validation
steps. With less reflection, evaluation and validation, the opportunity
to learn from change as well as learn for change diminishes. The
significance of learning becomes more apparent when viewed in
the context of the planned-emergent change type which was also
discussed in this paper. The premise of the planned-emergent
change type is that change is non-linear and that change will have
a cause-and-effect outcome that will require re-planning, and
learning from change will be fundamental in planning for change
through the re-planning activity.
The outcome of this assessment provides useful insight for anyone
planning an organisational change project. It also provides a
different perspective of the Work-Applied Learning approach and
adds further to the body of knowledge.
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