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Overall lessons learned from Action Research unit

Peter Taylor, 11 March 2003 

The energy and organization you put into preparing and presenting your reports was impressive.  Because I asked you to do the Action Research (AR) unit without first training you in AR, let me summarize what I have learned without intending to suggest you erred in not doing these things.
I have learned that I need to: 

• emphasize the repeated use of KNF for separate individual items (not all lumped together), with use of HYW to self-check.

H = How do you Know that -- what's the evidence, assumptions, and reasoning?

Y = whY do you Need to find that out -- what action that addresses the case/mission follows from getting to know the answer?

W = Will your method of research enable you to Find out what you need to know?

• acknowledge that it's OK for you to conduct lots of background research to contribute to reflection and dialogue, but that you should regularly check that you can connect what you are researching to a proposal and a consituency.

• clarify that constituencies consist of actual people you have engaged in your proposals or proposal-making so that they are interested in following through with the proposals.  If your constituency is still hypothetical by the time you present a final report, your Action Research is unlikely to be followed through on.

• recommend phone calls and in-person visits to follow up on emails -- do not expect that a receiver of an email will make time to answer.

• ask you to do a pilot run of any questionnaire or survey and/or get my comments on your draft.  The first version of a survey often doesn't get the kinds of answers you thought you were looking for.

•  provide guidelines and models that distinguish check-ins, interim reports (asmt.1) and final reports (asmts. 2 & 3).  

The check-in by email is to let me and classmates know what you were doing and establish targetted lines of communication.  We can send back suggestions, divide up tasks if two of you are doing the same thing, etc.  This communication should continue through the rest of the AR unit, including the interim report.

The interim report is a work-in-progress report.  As such, it's OK to write about the process but make sure you give detail on your research re: what you have learned (and the KNFY that made you investigate that), what new Qs have emerged, and what your specific plans are for investigating those new Qs.  If you don't have such Qs, do KNFY to generate some.

(For example, that some of you have visited the Office of Inst. Research and got statistical portraits, but the report should say what data you are looking for and why, what you found, etc.)

If you compose the interim report as something that someone outside the course could understand -- not as a report to me -- this will help you clarify your own thinking.  Ditto for the request that you relate your tasks "to the specific tasks others who you are communicating with have taken on." To address this it's important simply to be clear how what they are finding out affects what you are asking (and vice versa)?  If someone else has done some K, what NFY follows for you (and vice versa)?

The final report should touch the following bases:

Research—what did you find out that you didn't know before, which includes what would convince others of something you already know.

Action proposals—what actions follow from/ are supported by your research.

Constituency—Action Research is research that helps you take action, which includes convincing or enlisting others to take action that respects the resources, possible limited, that they have.  Who are the people who you want to convince or enlist in carrying out the action proposals.

Open questions—what more do you need to find out and how would you propose to do that research.  (This can include research on proposals you have thought of, but did not do the research to support.)

All these items should be framed in relation to the case, "Enhancing diversity in the CCT Program," with which the Action Research unit began.

In order to make such a report convince or enlist your constituency it is generally best to be very succint and make the connections among the four bases above easily grasped.  Most readers do not make time to digest long narratives about what you did, nor to fill in the thinking that is omitted (e.g., about how a proposal follows from your findings).  So try to make sure what you select to include counts in your efforts to influence someone to do something differently.  (Also do not begin with "My task/job/role was to...," which tends to convey the impression that someone other than you was dictating what you did.)  Use an appendix for details that are not essential to convincing or enlisting your constituency to take up your proposals.

Note the following (slightly revised) rubric for the Action Research reports.  OK = 1. word length; 2.  presented succintly as if to an intended constituency that you make clear; and 3. as if you are trying to enlist them behind your proposals; conveys 4. the focus you evolved for your AR tasks; and 5. the research to support the proposals you make.

Finally, the assignment due with the presentation is a draft final report, on the non-judgemental assumption that there'll be room for you to strengthen your report after having it read by someone with more experience in KNFYing and other aspects of AR.  Suggestions I make should be seen as part of "Dialogue around written work" (see NOTES ON TEACHING/LEARNING INTERACTIONS).

• find models to show what others have managed to make possible after a short period of Action Research.

• build back into the unit a role for groups, in which dialogue can occur that stimulates reflection that helps individuals review and redirect their research.  Yet encourage group reports only insofar as the individual components are tightly integrated.

• refer to Overall lessons learned from Action Research unit in Spring 2002.
 
� As an example of the use of H, consider the K that many class members began from: "CCT is already very diverse."  The evidence for that is that some of them felt that CCT's mix of ages, professions, backgrounds, interests is diverse enough for them.  A more accurate K based on this evidence would be: "Some CCT students consider CCT is diverse enough for them."  This revised K invites a range of NFYs, e.g.,


N: "What kinds of diversity do these students feel there is enough of?" Y: Develop proposals that expose or celebrate this diversity so CCT faculty feel less need to enhance diversity in CCT further.  F: Develop a check-list of possible kinds of diversity through conversation, brainstorming, etc., then poll the students in question.  If new kinds emerge, then go back to initial respondents and ask whether these also fit their image of CCT's diversity.


From the N above, another Y follows: So you can frame a further N: "Are there kinds of diversity these students do not see enough of?" etc.


A completely different N also follows from the revised K, namely, N: "What (or how many) CCT students do not feel CCT is diverse enough?" etc.  This leads to eye-opening research that, although it runs against the initial K, does not run against the more accurate revised K.


� From last year's lessons learned: • reassure you that it's OK to take time out for processing the process side of AR, even if the product is slimmer for that.


�  This included suggesting as a major revision before students submitted the revised final reports:


"to rearrange and streamline the material presented so that non-essential supporting material goes into appendices, allowing readers to see readily the overall message of the main body of the report.  If the information you have assembled isn't strong enough yet to support the proposals you'd like to make, use KNYF to sketch a realistic plan for further research."





