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5.1 WHAT IS ACTION RESEARCH? 

 

There are two dimensions attached to this word Action Research. One is action, which is doing 

something and Research, which is analyzing. When both the terms combine, it is of doing something 

to analyze or analyze to do something or doing something while analyzing. Action Research also 

means learning by doing. 

 

Here research is something, which offers analysis and response. Hence, more appropriate, “ to 

engage in gender analysis through action”. 

 

According to Kurt Lewin, the founder of the term Action Research, it is an ongoing strategy; the 

cycle is repeated to form a spiral; reformulated plan, revised action, more fact-finding, re-analysis. 

Hence, most feminist researchers follow this tool as there is value in building equality of 

relationship between researcher and those researched. 

 

ACTION RESEARCH IN GENDER ANALYSIS 

 

One key premise for action research is a basic optimism regarding people᾿s ability to learn from 

joint experiences in groups Action research can offer feminists a greater awareness of a variety of 

intervention and group process techniques that have been developed through participatory research. 

These techniques can support the feminist commitment to activism and social change goals. It is a 

tool used to analyse and do a fact-finding of any practical- real life problem.  

 

A unique aspect of action research is that both the research focus and the methodology may change 

as the inquiry proceeds. Action researchers recognize that as the research process unfolds, the 

research problem may evolve, requiring a new definition of the situation as well as new methods of 

understanding. 

 

The methodology includes dialogue and critical reflection and a search for a transformative change. 

 

Action research may be based on technical, practical and the emancipator process. Here 

emancipatory is more suitable in Gender Analysis and action for taking the situation to a more 

egalitarian nature. Hence, social critique becomes necessary to action research. Socially critical 

action research is then seen to be the best means of opposing, modifying, and replacing socially 

productive technical practices with ones that will increase the possibilities for social justice. 

 

Action Research in Gender Analysis can be expanded in terms of five characteristics. 

1. Participation 

2. Reflection 

3. Collective consciousness,  

4. Value addition,  



5. Way forward / recommendation for further action 

 

1. Participation 

While participation as a principle means equal participation of both men and women, in terms of 

gender analysis it is more of women, who are in subordinate position, taking part in the process 

becomes the basic criteria of Participation. 

 

Participation in action research also means; 

- Engaging in planning an action  

- Doing the analysis of the situation / issues / context, which has been taken for the study  

- Providing suggestions/recommendations for further action  

 

2. Reflection 

 

Once the planned action is executed, reflection on the given issue /context / situation happens 

through participation. Here reflection is of their own situation. There will be an external facilitator 

doing this process, but the participants, who are in the given context contribute more to the 

reflection process. This can be done individually or collectively through a group discussion. 

 

Reflection process includes; 

 

- What is the difference in gender roles in the given situation?  

- How it is affecting / impacting the rights of individuals/communities?  

- What are the reasons for this unequal gender relations (both contextual/universal reasons)?  

- Who is responsible for the such situations?  

 

3. Collective Consciousness 

Here all the participants engage together and do a collective analysis of what could be common 

reasons for such unequal situation of gender. What are the common reasons they found and out of 

this reasons, what could be root-cause for such situation? 

 

It accounts for the way in which we categorize and judge experience, and apply how we see the 

world in one aspect of our existence to other parts. This process can be taken through a consultation 

method by facilitating the sharing of case stories of real life experience, historical profiling of 

incidents, initiating discussions through depositions by victims of gender 

discrimination/violence/atrocities, etc. 

4. Value addition 

 

Value addition is more done by secondary group of people, who are witnessing the situation, but 

not affected by the situation directly. Here come the gender experts, community members, who are 

gender conscious and other related professionals like teachers, lawyers, professors, government 

officials, etc. Secondary data collection is also a method used in action research for value addition. 

 

5. Way forward and Recommendations for further action 

 

Once the action research team completes the process of engaging with target group through the 

process of participation, reflection and collective consciousness, value addition the research team 

can work on way forward by collating the recommendations and plan of action emerges out of the 

above process. Way forward process is more of consolidating the findings and recommendations, 

which arouses out of the above discussions, interviews, analysis, etc. Those findings and 



recommendation will lead to next step of action. In this way, action research happens through a 

cyclical process. 

 

WHEN IS ACTION RESEARCH USED? 

 

As we already saw action research used in real life situations, rather than any experimental studies, 

its primary focus is to solve the real life problems through collective action. It can also involve 

short term remedy, rehabilitation and also long-term policy changes on gender issues. It is also used 

by social scientists for doing preliminary or pilot research on situations that are too ambiguous to 

frame a precise research question. In development of action process, action research is used to 

conduct fact-finding of any human rights violations. Its finding is used as a Case Report for filing 

court cases and also for doing advocacy and lobbying with State authorities for bringing immediate 

action in favour of the victims of those violations. 

 

Since it is a real life social action research, it involves multiple skills and personalities. Hence, this 

process needed a team of researchers engage in such process who can engage in a change process 

quickly and holistically. 

 

Action research is an approach used by social change activists trying to build an action campaign 

around a particular situation, which is exploitative, gender insensitive, etc. Generally, a feminist 

interpretation of a rights-based approach for the purpose of gendered research, policy and analysis 

includes: 

• A focus on non-discrimination and gender equality  

• Recognition of the right to self-defined, multiple identities (including gender, class, 

ethnicity, sexuality and other variables)  

• Clear understanding of empowerment and participation –and the application of these 

principles throughout research, implementation, and evaluation processes  

• Emphasis on the social / collective –as well as the individual –nature of rights  

• Accountability of governments, bilateral and multilateral donors, private contractors, 

NGOs, etc. for respecting and working to strengthen human rights  

• Transparent and comprehensive policy responses to the structural causes of a problem (e.g. 

poverty) as well as its concrete manifestations  

• Concrete and transparent legal responses to rights violations in the process of development  

Because human rights include economic, social, civil, political and cultural rights, the research 

needed to provide a comprehensive analysis must be collected from a variety of sources –using 

qualitative as well as quantitative data. However, because the rights-based approach stresses 

participation and empowerment, qualitative methods are often the most useful in terms of fostering 

a strong sense of involvement and ownership within local communities. 

 

COLLABORATION BETWEEN RESEARCHER/S AND RESEARCHED 

 

Action research in gender analysis aims for building equality of relationship between researcher 

and those researched. It uses fact-finding technique through collaborative efforts. Action research 

is commonly used in a setting where the problem is encountered and the focus is on a single issue 

or context. 

 

Action Researchers value collaboration with non-researcher participants. While the action 

researcher brings to the research process theoretical knowledge, experience and the skills of 

conducting social science research, the participant collaborators bring practical knowledge and 

experience about the situations that are being studied. Although the knowledge each possesses is 



different, it is complementary and essential to the research process. 

 

The characteristic of Action researchers should be inclusive, methodologically eclectic, usually 

much more than traditional academic researchers. Action researchers often deal with novel 

problems, they may have to design new instruments and techniques to gather data. For example, if 

the issue is sensitive to the communities/context, the researcher may have to use methods of secret 

meetings with the victims. If it is general context of gender analysis in any normal condition, the 

researcher will use the method of open discussion, interviews, etc. Action researchers also has to 

be sensitive to the needs and perspectives of their non-researcher collaborators, selecting methods 

and measures that have a high amount of confidence is more important. 

 

Action Research aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an immediate 

problematic situation and to the goals of social science by joint collaboration within a mutually 

acceptable   ethical-1970, p.4).   framework   (Rapap Action research does not have any prescribed 

methodology. However, its emphasis on practical problems and its commitment to collaboration 

does mean that some methods tend to prevail. For instance, action research is always conducted in 

the setting where the problem is encountered, and the focus is usually on a single case or unit. (Mc 

Kernan, 1991). Entire population is studied (e.g., a class room, organization, or community) are 

usually studied rather than a sample drawn from a diverse population. 

 

The role of an action researcher is also construed as someone who can make available resources, 

answer questions, raised”, and problem intermediary. 

 

5.2 STEPS INVOLVED IN ACTION RESEARCH 

 

A. Stages in Action research 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B. Steps in Action Research: 

 

1. Topic of Action Research: Improving students’ achievement in concepts related to electric 

circuits.  



2. Background: This action research was planned to improve the achievement level of students 

by engaging students in hands-on activities, and collaborative learning.  

3. Probable Reasons:  

• Students were not given hands-on exp  

• Students were not given the opportunity of collaborative learning.  

4. Action Hypothesis: If the students are provided with various electric components to perform 

activities on the electrical circuits and share ideas with other students, they can learn in a better 

way the essentials of the electrical circuits. This can improve their achievement level. 

5. Tools:  

• Students will be provided with necessary materials like connecting wires, bulb, battery, key, 

etc. Teacher will facilitate them to work in small groups.  

• Teacher will observe the way students  

• Questionnaire will be prepared and administored measure the achievement level of students. 

6. Action Steps:  

• Students having problem with completing electrical circuit will be identified.  

• Individual attention will be given to the students struggling with the activity.  

• Opportunities will be provided to students to interact with peers and teacher.  

• Related problems will be given for Post questionnaire-test will be administer for knowing 

the effectiveness of the teaching-learning strategy. 

7. Sharing and communicating the result: If the strategy will be effective, it can be revealed 

by the data analysis of the post test questionnaire. The teaching-learning strategy may be 

recommended to other teachers. It can be communicated to others, how providing hands-on 

experience and collaborative work helped students to understand better.  

 

Teacher can send the report of her work to the administration and invite their critical review. She 

can also point out the implications of her work for the betterment and benefit of teaching-learning 

of physical science and the school system. The teacher can set up a discussion forum on various 

websites and publish her work in the journals. 

 

RESEARCH TECHNIQUES 

 

Tools and methods form the research techniques in Action Research. Action Research engage 

people to provide authentic, real life experience and makes the people to own its findings and 

suggestions for further course of action. Though verbal data forms the basis for action research, it 

needs written documentation to back-up those arguments/analysis and also the report prepared will 

be used for advocacy action and further course corrections 

 

In addition to these conventional research tools such as 
• Interviews, Group Interview, open ended, semi-structured, structured  

• Gender-based focus groups  

• Daily activity calendars  

• Oral / life histories  

• Participatory observation  

Many alternative and process-oriented research tools have to be deployed to serve the purposes of 

action research. 

 

Various tools and methods have to be used for building a research technique on gender analysis 

depends on the Context / Situation / Problem identified. The research technique should focus on 

collection of written documents as well as verbal data. 

 



1. Tools of Data Collection 

 

These tools can be used to collect data on the situation/given context and also for further analysis 

and action. 

 

1. A structured interview schedule to collect as much data as possible from the affected girls.  

2. Focus group discussion to collect date from respondent girls collectively along with their 

parents.  

3. Direct interview to document the views of the other stakeholders.  

4. Case studies to collect the history of the issue from affected children.  

 

Apart from the above tools to collect primary data, a number of other secondary sources have to be 

gathered and relevant information required substantiating the findings. They are: 

 

1. Previous research studies  

2. Court verdicts  

3. Documents used in the work places  

4. Newspaper clippings  

5. Photographs  

6. Law books  

 

2. Methods followed in the process of Action Research 

 

1. Observation: Naturalistic observation is an act of non-intrusive observation of people in 

their naturalist everyday settings. Here the people operate in their own time and space without 

having to comply with the time-space requirements of the researcher. Many of the questions 

conventionally included in interview schedules were answered through observations-for that the 

researchers have to spend more time in the field.  

 

However observations about the interiors of lives and living spaces will have to result from/after 

strong trust-building relationship. Particularly in the Context of research on marginalized women, 

details relating to their food habits, where they purchase their food, where they bathe, the 

belongings etc can be collected through observation. 

 

Observation principles for action researcher/s: 

- open to the opinions / experiences narrated  

- should not impose any of their own perceptions / opinions  

- focused and showing utmost interest to understand the issue/problem of the participants.  

- Noting down the key facts/issues arises out of discussion without showing any bias/arising 

towards participants.  

- Show respect to participants experience and beliefs  

 

2. Conversation: Establishing conversation may seem easy, but more often than not, one notices 

that even the most sensitive of the researchers ending up interviewing the participants than 

conversing with them. This is because: Conversation presupposes equality of positions - 

Conversation entails listening -Conversation presumes that participant can contribute to the self-

awareness of the researcher. 

 

Though conversations may be an open-ended process of mutual knowing, there is space for in-

depth probing. But such probing has to happen in an environment of mutual trust, listening, caring 



for the experience and dignity of the participant. 

 

What is the better way to initiate a conversation, than to listen to the stories of each other? 

 

-   facilitate every member of the community to respond, simultaneously motivate the silent spectators 

to speak out. 

-    non-threatening questions but enabling the participants to reveal the truth elaborately with reasons. 

(for example: if a question posed to an block level education officer on how many schools you have 

separate toilets for girls? may not give you direct answer. But if the question is asked about what is 

the difficulty in getting girls into schooling? May give more information along with the issue of no-

toilets for adolescent girls. 

- motivate the participants to identify issue as well as finding the solutions by themselves  

- conversation should build confidence to engage in analyzing the situation and reasons behind the 

issue / problem  

 

3. Case Stories: Humans communicate intensely and authentically, through stories. When allowed 

to tell stories, people are at their speaking best, though there may be over dramatizations. Thus, 

while collecting experiences of women they can be facilitated to tell stories. The stories can be in 

the form of life stories, family stories, and stories of an event/s that happened in their lives, 

anecdotes or occasion. Here again in-depth probing is possible, if trust and honest listening is 

established.  

 

4. Memory Triggering: When conversing with any particular issue/problem identified one has to 

pay close attention to the material universe of the people and other memory traces in the form of 

photographs, letters, bills, and pictures, written or print materials that they may possess. These 

material objects can unleash memories of the events that center on them. Asking them to narrate 

about the places in their lives can trigger memories in them, otherwise missed out in the larger story. 

These smaller stories can provide rich answers to the conditions of their living.  

 

5. Data Collection: Here data collection means both quantitative and qualitative data about the 

situation or problem identified. In Action Research, quantitative data can be sourced through the 

authentic institutions linked to the particular issues/problem encountered. (village panchayat 

records, data from government departments, Non-Governmental Organisations, legal documents, 

Media Reports, etc). Since action research is a time bound plan, it is not involved much in the 

traditional methods of data collection like Base Line Data, Questionnaire, etc 

 

Data Collection in Action Research will also enable; 

 
• Awareness creation of the public on existing gender inequalities and the elimination of 

gender-based stereotypes  

• Policy formulation & policy change, either to convince policy makers of the need for 

gender-sensitive policies and laws or to help policy makers develop these policies and laws  

• Measuring achievements of programmes and policies and to suggest follow-up action.  

  

ROLE OF THE ACTION RESEARCHER 

 

Action Researchers role is key in the whole process of gender analysis as it involves co-ordination, 

building synergy between participants. Further the role of action researcher, who is mostly an 

outsider for the particular given context has to implement the action research method in such a 

manner as to produce actionable results and enable the participants to maintain the process even 



after the research process is over. To accomplish this multi-task, it is necessary for the researcher 

to adopt different roles at various stages of the process including those of 

 

Initial planning leader 

 

Implementation facilitator 

 

Direction setting designer 

 

Process of fact-finding observer 

 

Building reasons gender analyst 

 

Finding solutions collaborator 

 

Synthesizing reporter 

 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

 

As the research is dealing with the real life situations, and need to maintain confidentiality as well 

as transparency among the people involved, the researcher/s should follow ethical considerations 

in both action and research processes. 

 

Richard Winter (1996) lists a number of principles: 

• “Make sure that the relevant persons, co consulted, and that the principles guiding the work 

are accepted in advance by all.  

• All participants must be allowed to influence the work, and the wishes of those who do not 

wish to participate must be respected.  

• The development of the work must remain visible and open to suggestions from others.  

• Permission must be obtained before making observations or examining documents produced 

for other purposes.  

• Descriptions   of   others’   work   and   points those concerned before being published. 

• The researcher must accept responsibility   for   maintaining confide 

 

To this might be added some more points: 

 

• all decisions made throughout the action research process and its outcomes are collective  

• Researchers are explicit about the nature of the research process from the beginning, 

including all personal biases and interests  

• There is equal access to information generated by the process for all participants  

• The outside researcher and the initial design team must create a process that  maximizes the 

opportunities for involvement of all participants. 

 

EXAMPLES OF ACTION RESEARCH PROJECTS 

 

CASE STUDY 1: 

Action  Research  on  discriminatory  practices  against  women  and  marginalised  in  local 

governance conducted by People’s Watch joint 

 



I. The methodologies used in this action research were;  

- Documentary Analysis by the experts in the field of local governance  

- Collection of case histories/stories of elected women panchayat leaders  

- Collation of findings and recommendations for bringing policy level changes by researchers 

through discussions with elected women representatives.  

II. Specific discriminatory practices taken for study are;  

1. Two-Child Norm (people who have more than two children cannot contest in local body 

election or will be disqualified)  

2. Rotation of reserved category of 33% to different constituencies  

3. Abuse of No-Confidence Motions.  

4. Supremacy over elected women representatives by bureaucracy & judicial representatives- 

Removal of Elected Women Representatives.  

5. Discrimination on the basis of disability  

6. Factors of Patriarchal and Caste Domination leading to disempowerment of Women  

 

III. Findings of the Action Research  

 

a.  Factors  of  disempowerment  faced  by  women  panchayat  representatives(Rural  Local 

Bodies) 

• Women are not allowed to independently administer their duties as elected representatives 

due to the interference of their male relatives, family and community pressures.  

• Domination and control of lower level bureaucracy and the panchayat assistants / clerks 

appointed through state government/influence of dominant caste is a major obstacle. 

Panchayat Assistants/secretaries are invariably male and they continuously withhold 

information or provide misguiding advice.  

• Constant male/dominant caste/political party corrupting influence is a major obstacle. 

Entrenched male/dominant cast channels of bribe and looting of common village resources 

and earmarked finances, encroachment of lands and water bodies vested in Panchayats force 

women into helplessness or acceptance.  

• Women elected from Scheduled Caste/Scheduled Tribes, who are not formally educated, 

the control of benami members of dominant caste is the reality. In case of ward members 

generally they are treated as non-entities.  

• When the President is male and the vice president is female, she is forced to accept the 

resolutions/purposes, which she does not agree.  

• Constant denial of information to elected women representatives by clerical persons and 

higher state government bureaucracy and by elected male members. 

• Cultural attitude and notion of males and male elected representative and bureaucracy that 

women cannot be leaders, women cannot be in management position, women are not good 

administrators, public work will neglect the family, women are only good within the house 

and for rearing and bearing the family, etc are all very disempowering factors.  

• Any bold decision regarding the panchayat especially in terms of corruption, accountability 

and transparency in functioning is met by very hostile males/dominant caste, landlord and 

trade interests including threats to life and family.  

• Regular threat and interference by local politicians especially in matters of implementing 

developmental works, licensing and managing panchayat properties.  

• Lack of support structures- very   limited   support   from   the social movements especially 

in times of threat or crisis. 

• Historical oppression which has pushed women into culture of silence- elected women in 

panchayats lack confidence to speak up in front of males members or challenge 



undemocratic /corrupt practices- constant use of unparliamentarily/indecent words by 

males. Even a women panchayat president not standing up when a dominant caste member 

enters the office is construed as arrogance and met with severe hostility and abusive 

language.  

• Public administration/finance management skills, communication opportunities and 

knowledge for running a public institution and no access to training on complicated 

administrative and financial matters.  

• Economic dependency on the male members of the family and non-remunerative work at 

panchayats makes women representatives to obey the order and rules of men of the family 

/dominant caste.  

b. Factors of disempowerment faced by SC/STs  

• Survival dependence on the dominant caste makes elected representatives from SC / STs, 

who are not economically independent as proxy candidate and force them to obey the rules 

of dominant caste / leaders of majority at the village.  

• Historical marginalization and oppression plays major role in cultural politics in favour of 

dominant caste groups to retain control over the elected representatives from SC/STs. Any 

resistance by the marginalised meets with severe oppression and atrocities.  

• SC/ST members forced to contest as benamies of dominant castes in order to prevent more 

independent dalit candidates from winning. The dominant castes ensures that votes are cast 

for these dalit contestants and incur all election expenses/nomination fee, etc to maintain 

the slavery. Many of the elected dalit representatives even work in the farms and 

business/trade of the upper caste.  

• SC/ST representatives continuously face obstacles from the bureaucracy and higher level 

panchayat representatives despite their honest, non-corrupt functioning.  

• No protective mechanism available for the elected representatives when they face 

discrimination and oppression at the hands of dominant caste groups in many states.  

 

IV. Recommendations for empowering elected women and SC/ST representatives of Local 

Governance 

 

The field experience of various civil- socie root level have brought out the following 

recommendation for protecting the democratic rights of elected women representatives of 

Panchayat Raj Institutions in the country. 

• It is the responsibility of the State and the Central Governments to ensure an environment 

in which women, dalits, adivasies and other disadvantaged communities who are 

representing the leadership position in panchayats are able to function in an atmosphere of 

dignity and freedom.  

• Complaints and appeal filed by victimised presidents and representatives of Panchayats to 

district authorities and the Government regarding matters where they are being obstructed 

by government functionaries and local dominant political/caste-class groups from 

functioning, threats to their lives, corruption, encroachment, etc, must be dealt with on 

priority basis by the district and state officials and immediate legal protection has to be 

provided for those representatives.  

• To protect the civil and political rights of elected representative and towards guaranteeing 

participatory governance through Panchayat Raj System, legal action should be taken on 

the complaints of harassment, violence, false cases and discriminatory and oppressive 

actions on the elected representatives of women and SC/ST category. Their needs to be 

enabling provisions in the respective Panchayat Act of the states for taking such actions. 

There should be provisions similar to the contempt proceedings in the Legislature and 



Parliament against persons violating the law. 

• Numerous panchayat representatives, nearly 50% are earning less than minimum wages and 

living in poverty conditions, especially elected women representatives who economically 

dependent on their family. Hence, all the elected women and SC/ST representatives should 

be remunerated with a monthly salary commensurate with their role and duties.  

• All the state government departments should be bound to reply to any communication from 

the representatives of the Panchayats with regard to the resolutions of Panchayat Council at 

all three tier levels. State Governments should issue special orders to all line departments to 

respond to the communications and needs of the Panchayats as when it is sought.  

• The State and Central Governments must take special efforts to create forums for the elected 

representatives from disadvantaged groups and women to express their opinions and evolve 

programmes which will be managed by the Panchayats specifically for the empowerment 

of these sections of Society. Further, the state machinery should ensure immediate and 

timely action against the false complaints, threats and violence against women, dalit, adivasi 

representatives.  

 

5.3  PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH (PAR) 

 

Participatory Action Research (PAR) is one option in qualitative research methodology that should 

be considered and understood. Qualitative research integrates the methods and techniques of 

observing, documenting, analyzing, and interpreting characteristics, patterns, attributes, and 

meanings of human phenomena under study.  

 

The purpose of qualitative methodology is to describe and understand, rather than to predict and 

control. Qualitative methods focus on the whole of human experience and the meanings ascribed 

by individuals living the experience; broader understanding and deeper insight into complex human 

behaviours thus occurs as a result.  

 

Participatory action research (PAR) is considered a subset of action research, which is the  

“systematic collection and analysis of data for the purpose of taking action and making change” by 

generating practical knowledge.  

 

Action research discourse includes myriad terms, such as: participatory action research, 

participatory research, community-based participatory research, and other forms of participative 

inquiry, which may seem ambiguous for novice researchers intending to conduct action research. 

Ideally, the purpose of all action research is to impart social change, with a specific action (or 

actions) as the ultimate goal. 

 

Action research is regarded as “systematic a answers require the gathering and analysis of data and 

the generation of interpretations directly tested in the field of action”. Action research involves an 

action researcher and community or organization members who are seeking to improve their 

situation. Therefore, action research is concerned with an agenda for social change that embodies 

the belief of pooling knowledge to define a problem in order for it to be resolved. Yet, ontological 

commitments that underpin action research encompass action being value laden and morally 

committed. Thus, action researchers view themselves in relation to other individuals in their social 

contexts. While, the epistemological assumptions underpinning action research embrace knowledge 

creation as an active process, knowledge being uncertain and the object  of  the  enquiry  is  the  “I”. 

 

The philosophical underpinnings of PAR are congruent with “postmodern tradition that embraces 

a dialectic of shifting understanding “multiple or shared realities exist”.  PAR philosophy embodies 



that people “they have a right concept to determine their own development and recognises the need 

for local people to participate meaningfully in the process of analysing their own solutions, over 

which they have (or share, as some would argue) power and control, in order to lead to sustainable 

development.   

 

Participatory action research is variously termed as a dynamic educative process, an approach to 

social investigation, and an approach to take action to address a problem or to engage in 

sociopolitical action. Thus, PAR is considered an alternative approach to traditional social or 

scientific research, as it moves social inquiry from a linear cause and effect perspective, to a 

participatory frame lives. 

 

THE HISTORY OF PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

 

The origins of PAR can be traced to the work of Kurt Lewin (1944), who is considered the founder 

of action research. Lewin, a Prussian psychologist and a Jewish refugee from Nazi Germany, 

embodied the philosophy “that people would be more th motivated about their work if they were 

involved in the decision-making about how the workplace was run”. Lewin’s original organize their 

work and reports in a cycle of steps which include observing, reflecting, acting, evaluating, and 

modifying. These cycles can repeat themselves and thus turn into another cycle. 

 

Participatory action research has also emerged from movements that shared a vision of society free 

of domination. These movements occurred within the fields of international development, the social 

sciences communities, and adult education. Participatory action research was linked to the 

following trends:  

1) the radical and reformist approaches to international economic development assistance;  

2) the view of adult education as an empowering alternative to traditional approaches to education; 

and  

3) the ongoing debate within the social sciences over the dominant social science paradigm.  

For this reason, other groups of researchers, such as feminists, extended participatory 

research by analyzing power differences on the basis of gender, and supported the importance of 

collaboration between the researcher and participant. Participatory action research (PAR) has been 

defined in a variety of ways by researchers from disparate fields of inquiry, such as sociology, 

anthropology, social psychology, philosophy, feminist research, and community-based research. 

PAR has been utilized in agriculture, industry, education, social work, and health  

The social investigation activity of PAR included “a method of social investigation of oppressed 

and ordinary people in a problem posing and perceived as an educational process for the participants 

and researcher, by analyzing structural causes of identified problems through collective discussions 

and interactions.  

 

PRINCIPLES AND CHARACTERISTICS OF PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

 

Common principles and characteristics of PAR: 

• It is democratic, thus enabling the participation of all people;  

• Equitable as it acknowledges equity of people᾿s worth;  

• liberating, in that it provides freedom from oppressive, debilitating conditions; and  

• life-enhancing, which enables the expression of peoples full human potential. 

 

Seven components to the PAR process.  

1. Acknowledged that the problem originates in the community itself and is defined, analyzed, 

and solved by the community.  



2. The ultimate goal of PAR research is the radical transformation of social reality and 

improvement in the lives of the individuals involved; thus, community members are the 

primary beneficiaries of the research.  

3. PAR involves the full and active participation of the community at all levels of the entire 

research process.  

4. PAR encompasses a range of powerless groups of individuals: the exploited, the poor, the 

oppressed, and the marginalized.  

5. PAR as the ability to create a greater awareness in individuals’ own resources that can 

mobalize them for self-reliant development.  

6. PAR mobilize is more than a scientific method, in that community participation in the 

research process facilitates a more accurate and authentic analysis of social reality.  

7. PAR allows the researcher to be a committed participant, facilitator, and learner in the 

research process, which fosters militancy, rather than detachment. 

 

THE STRENGTHS OF PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

 

PAR recognizes and values that people are social beings, within political, economic, and social 

contexts. PAR is strongly value orientated, seeking to address issues of significance concerning the 

flourishing of human persons, their communities, and the wider ecology in which we participate. 

Consequently, participants are not subjects of research, but rather, are active contributors to 

research who participate in all phases of the research process. The process of PAR helps rebuild 

individuals capacity “to be creative actors on the world” decision-making. In PAR, collective 

inquiry builds ownership of information, and therefore, the research process becomes demystified, 

creating space for trust to be developed. 

 

The ultimate aim of PAR is the empowerment of oppressed individuals to partner in social change, 

which encourages capacity development and capacity building of all who participate. The 

collaboration of individuals with diverse knowledge, skills, and expertise fosters the sharing of 

knowledge development. Individuals also learn by doing, which strengthens their belief in their 

abilities and resources, as well as further develops their skills in collecting, analyzing, and utilizing 

information. The PAR process is potentially empowering, liberating, and consciousness-raising for 

individuals, as it provides critical understanding and reflection of social issues. Ideally, it is the 

community group, in collaboration with the researcher, which determines what the existing social 

issues are, and which one(s) they want to eliminate or change. 

 

THE CHALLENGES OF PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

 

Although PAR has a number of strengths, it also presents a number of challenges for the researcher 

and the participants.  

1. It relates to the diversity in meanings of PAR, and the interchangeable use of terms 

‘participatory research.’ This may be confusing for novice researchers and others first 

learning this type of research approach.  

2. PAR can also be challenging due to its inclusion of community members in the research 

team, who may struggle to maintain their commitment to the research project over time. 

PAR requires time, knowledge of the community, and sensitivity on the  part  of  the  

researcher  to  participants’ 

3. Moreover, there may be a divergence of perspectives, values, and abilities among 

community members; consensus for determining what social issues require attention and 

the timeframe anticipated for the change might thus be difficult. 

4. Issues of power imbalances and the establishment of egalitarian relationships must be 



addressed prior to initiating PAR research. There may be misunderstandings regarding the 

participants addressed, as well as conflict about the interpretations and analysis of the 

research 

5. Because of employing the PAR methodology, researchers may have to prove legitimacy to 

other, more conventional, researchers who are unused to working with open-ended research 

designs. One of the most frequent criticisms of PAR is that, from a scientific perspective, it 

is a ‘soft’ method of research. PAR methodology may be challenged by other researchers 

not familiar with PAR to legitimize their research, as “PAR focuses on voice not hard data. 

 

METHODS EMPLOYED IN PARTICIPATORY ACTION RESEARCH 

 

Various methods for data collection have been used in PAR. For each specific issue or situation, 

the researcher and participants collaborate to establish the appropriate methods of data collection 

However, it is recommended that at least three selected methods be used to transcend the limitations 

of each individual one, so as to triangulate data generation and produce more effective problem-

solving.  

Effective methods of data generation employed in PAR 

• Focus groups,  

• Participant observation and field notes,  

• Interviews,  

• Diary and personal logs,  

• Questionnaires, and  

• Surveys  

 

Focus groups: Focus groups are considered a socially group interview that capitalizes on 

communication between the research participants in order to generate data”. A Focus group 

generally consists of 7to 12 individuals who share certain characteristics relevant to the focus of 

the study. The small number of individuals in a focus group facilitates an environment for optimal 

communication amongst all participants, thus increasing the potential for useful data to be 

generated. During a focus group, the researcher creates a supportive environment in which 

discussion and differing points of view are encouraged. Ideally, in PAR, all participant viewpoints 

are recognized and valued, as all participants have an opportunity to communicate. Through 

collaboration among the researcher and the participants, the topic(s) for discussion during the focus 

groups are decided; in PAR, all involved in the research process are active participants throughout 

the entire research process. 

Participant observation: Participant observation is an innovative qualitative research method of 

inquiry and a rich source of data collection that is commonly employed in PAR. It provides the 

researcher with privileged access to research subjects in a social situation and captures the context 

of the social setting in which individuals function by recording subjective and objective human 

behaviour. The researcher becomes part of the process being observed and immersed in the setting, 

hearing, seeing, and experiencing the reality of the social situation with the participants. Thus, the 

researcher as a participant-observer not only observes activities, participants, and physical aspects 

of the situation, but also engages in activities appropriate to the social situation. Participant 

observation entails the systematic noting and recording of events, behaviours, and objects in the 

social setting through the use of detailed and comprehensive field notes. The researcher attains first-

hand knowledge of social behaviour as it unfolds over time in the social situation. As a result, the 

researcher obtains a broader view of what is occurring and has the opportunity to detail what is 

communicated and what is implicit in the situation. 

Interviews: Interviews are a method used in PAR which “enable participants to describe their 

situation”. Interviewing is a theoretical approach to data collection, an engaging form of inquiry, 



and an appropriate method for collecting data regarding human experiences. “Interviewing offers 

researchers access to people᾿s ideas, thoughts and memories in their own words, rather than the 

words o explores a few general topics to assist in uncovering the participants perspectives, but 

demonstrates the utmost respect for how the participant frames and structures the responses. 

Ultimately, an interview is “a face-to face verbal interaction in which the researcher attempts to 

elicit information from the respondent, usually through direct questioning”. Both the researcher and 

the participant share and learn throughout the interviewing process in a reciprocal manner. Again, 

throughout the PAR process all participants are active in the development of the interview guide, 

as well as data analysis.  It is  essential  that  interview  questions be carefully formulated to ensure 

that participants are given maximum opportunity to present events and phenomena in their own  

terms  and  to  follow  agendas of their own choosing. 

 

THE ROLE OF PAR IN EDUCATION 

 

Participatory action research has played a pivotal role in educational change, particularly in the 

development of teachers and teaching. Activities such as educational research, curriculum 

development, teaching, and evaluation are fundamental aspects of an action research process cited 

action research as “a form of creative resistance preserves the old professional consequently, craft 

the primary culture aim of action research is the improvement of teaching practice, rather than the 

production of knowledge.  

Knowledge production and utilization are subordinate to, and conditioned by, the improvement of 

teaching practice. Action research has been found to improve teaching practice by assisting the 

teacher in developing a capacity for discrimination and judgment in complicated human situations, 

unifying inquiry, and assisting in improving performance and professional role development. In 

essence, action research broadens the professionalism of teachers by presenting opportunities to 

participate in educational research and curriculum theorizing contended that there is a ‘teach 

movement,’ whereby teachers engage -basedin resea curriculum development, research-based in-

service education and professional self-evaluation projects”  

 

Educational action research is an approach to improving education, curriculum, and professional 

development, improving educational programs, and system planning and policy development. 

Educational action research offers teachers, parents, students, and administrators a means to take 

“collaborative responsibility for the development and reform in education.” 

 

ETHICAL PRINCIPLES FOR PAR 

 

The following ethical principles that researchers must consider when conducting PAR.  

1. ensure that all relevant persons, committees, and authorities have been consulted, and that 

the principles guiding the work are accepted prior to commencing the research.  

2. All participants must be allowed to influence the work, and the wishes of those who do not 

wish to participate must be respected.  

3. The development of the work must remain visible and open to suggestions from others 

throughout the research process.  

4. The researcher must also ensure that permission is obtained prior to making observations or 

examining documents produced for other purposes, as there is a shared ownership of the 

research. Descriptions of  others’  work  and  points  of  view  must  be  negotiated with all 

those who participated in PAR before publishing any of the work.  

5. The researcher must accept responsibility for maintaining confidentiality throughout the 

research process. 

It is imperative that the researchers be explicit about the nature of the research process from the 



beginning, including all personal biases and interests, while ensuring that there is equal access to 

information generated by the process for all participants. It is also important that the outside 

researcher a maximizes the opportunities for involvement of all participants. 

 

5.4   TEACHER AS A RESEARCHER 

 

As a successful teacher you would always like to improve teaching-learning practices and grow in 

your career. If you collect evidences of problems and solutions regarding these practices and apply 

systematically in the classroom, it would create more dynamic learning environment and lead to 

better understanding of students. Moreover, the findings of the research will give you a sense of 

achievement, boost your self-confidence and develop a sense of ownership to your own learning. 

Development and research in any field of life cannot be separated from each other. Development 

in any field is based on the quality of research undertaken in the field. Teaching-learning is no 

exception to the above statement. In order to effectively handle the intricacies of teaching-learning 

process, a teacher on the one hand has to be fully trained and on the other hand she should be able 

to comprehend the problems emerging at every step of the process and to find their appropriate and 

scientific solution. A teacher comes across many problems and she tries to find an instant solution 

through her understanding of the problem based on her previous experiences. But many a time, 

such a solution is either partial or temporary. Thus, a teacher needs to find a solution which is based 

on ‘research’, so that the solution obtained really solves her problem. Generally, the procedure 

adopted by the teacher to solve the problem faced by her is based on: 

•    analysing her problem scientifically in the specific perspective in which the problem has 

emerged; 

•     suggesting a solution based on the above analysis; 

•     testing the solution herself; and 

•     accepting the solution only when it satisfies the above test. 

 

Such a process adopted by the teacher to solve her own problem is commonly called ‘Action 

Research’. One of the important aims of action research for teacher is to hold herself accountable 

for her work and influence the learning of her students. 

 

Action Research Vs Research 

 

In order to comprehend the meaning of action research, it may be helpful to make a distinction 

between action research and research. Let us first understand the meaning of research. George J. 

Mule has defined research in his book Educational Research: The Art and Science of Investigations 

as: “Research is the process of obtaining a dependable solution of the chosen problem by collecting 

data and its analysis and interpretation. Research is principled effort of obtaining new knowledge.” 

In the light of the above definition, following important points emerge in relation to research: 

•   Research is a planned process of finding the solution of the problem based on certain strict 

principles. 

•    As a result of research, there is an increase in the knowledge of humankind. 

•    It is necessary to go through certain steps for conducting research. 

 

It is apparent that a formal training is required for conducting research and may everyone not find 

himself/herself proficient to conduct the research, though everyone in his/her field of work faces 

several work related problems and has to find a solution for them to proceed ahead. 

 

Besides the fact that research is not everybody’s cup of tea, formal research suffers from some other 

limitations as well. 



•   Generally findings of a research take a long time in seeing the light of the day and their 

implementation takes even longer time. 

•    Formal research findings are many a time not applicable at ground level as in a formal 

research, professional manoeuvres and limitations may make them impracticable. 

 

On such a scenario, a functionary who needs an immediate solution of his/her problem, though may 

not be having the formal training in research, has to find a solution himself/herself. In order that 

solution is dependable, he/she himself/herself has to conduct a certain kind of study. Such a study 

is called action research. Thus, action research is a research which a functionary conducts to find 

the solution of a problem, he/she is facing for his/her own benefits. The solution so found by 

applying the systematic procedure is the solution of his/her particular problem and may or may not 

be generalisable. Action research is done by the practitioners themselves rather than professional 

researchers. In this case, the teacher is a part of the situation, rather than an outside spectator. 

 

Selecting problem for Action Research 

 

A researcher generally faces challenge in identifying a suitable research problem as she has yet to 

develop sensitivity to the problem. After gaining some experience, one finds research issues in 

various areas of one’s work. For example, if we think about students, there are number of research 

issues related to students such as: 

• Why does a student fail in one particular subject? 

• What are the common errors committed by students at Upper primary/Secondary/Higher 

secondary stage in science? 

• Why is a particular teacher most popular among students? 

• Why does a particular student feel isolated in classroom activities? 

• How to deal with students, learning with different paces? 

• Can changing seating arrangement in the class facilitate integrating experimental work with 

theory? 

So, whatever area we take, we can list out a number of research problems. There is no dearth of 

research problems. Student-teachers, thus should make themselves aware of the characteristics of 

good research problems and format of a research plan and proposal. While selecting the research 

problems, certain points as given below need to be kept in mind. 

Precision: The broad area like learning difficulties in various topic’s, creativity, etc. need to be 

narrowed down or pinpointed and made as precise and specific as possible. It should have limited 

variables to be studied. As an example, one can investigate why learners have difficulties in 

understanding the concept of ray diagram in optics. 

Critical thrust areas: Identified problem should throw light on some important problems related to 

teaching-learning. 

Accessibility to data: Before finalising the research problems, make sure to have easy access to 

necessary and valid data. 

Completion within reasonable time limit: If it takes too long to complete a research project, the 

findings and conclusions of the study may become obsolete due to change in the circumstances. 

Not against ethical norms: A problem that harms the existing ethical norms of the society should 

be avoided as far as possible. 

After considering and identifying a research problem, the next step is to make a format of the 

research proposal. Two formats of action research designs are discussed here. 



Format of a Research Plan 

Research should be planned properly for 

keeping the researcher focused on the 

problem. The researcher can revisit and 

modify the plan whenever required. The 

format of a research proposal plan can be 

changed as per the nature of the problem 

and teacher’s way of carrying out the 

work. Two formats of an action research 

design are suggested below 

 

 

 

 

Fig. Format I of an action research design 

 

                                              

Depending on the nature of the 

research, plan can be prepared 

in the form of a flow chart, 

concept maps or other pictorial 

form. It helps in collecting and 

recording data systematically, 

selecting the methodology for 

the research and revisiting the 

plan easily, whenever required. 

 

   

Balwinder was assigned the 

duty to take up physics of Class 

XI. The new session started 

with great enthusiasm among 

students and the teacher. But 

gradually, he realised, many 

students who were doing very 

well in previous classes, were 

losing interest. In the first unit 

test,                                   Fig: 

Format-II of an action research design 

he found performance of the class below average.  

 

 

He started pondering over the issue — “What is wrong in the teaching-learning process?” “Have 

students become careless after reaching Class XI?” “Are the strategies adopted by me not suitable 

to the learning needs of students?” “Has the subject matter become too complex for them?” 

He interacted with them in a friendly manner and felt that students loved him a lot; they were 

interested in learning the subject, but somehow they were not able to comprehend the subject matter. 

Going a little deeper into the problem, he realised that students were able to comprehend the 

qualitative aspects of the concepts, but faced difficulty in derivations and were not able to solve 

numerical problems, as they did not have required mathematical foundation. Considering this he 



formulated the hypothesis— “if students become proficient in the required mathematical techniques 

to be applied in the derivations and solving numerical problems, their interest in the subject will get 

revived.” 

 

In order to test this hypothesis, he took the following steps: 

 

• Identified the mathematical concepts needed to learn for understanding derivation of 

equations and formulae.  

• Prepared a plan to transact the above identified topics and estimated that roughly one week 

will be needed to transact them.  

• For one week he emphasised on teaching-learning of these mathematical concepts.  

• Helped students to revisit the related concepts of physics that they studied in previous 

classes.  

• Conducted a test on the same unit.  

• Matched the scores obtained by each student with her previous scores.  

• He thus found that there was a significant improvement in the performance of the students 

in the second test as compared to the first test.  

 

Teaching practices are generative in nature and there are possibilities of continuous 

growth and development. Understanding one’s teaching-learning practices helps in professional 

development of the teacher. Action research is one of the many forms of research. It is for 

empowering teachers to reflect on her own practices and work with her own insight for the 

betterment of teaching-learning processes. Findings of the action research not only encourages 

others to develop new vision, but it also instils the idea that new vision for teaching-learning of 

science is possible. 
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