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THE BASICS OF ACTION RESEARCH 
 

Action research is a type of research related to one’s professional practice.  In the field of 

education, it can be defined as the process of studying a school, classroom, or teaching-learning 

situation with the purpose of understanding and improving the quality of actions or instruction.  

In this sense, it is the ultimate form of teacher reflection.   

Descriptors of Action Research 

The following seven descriptors provide insight as to the nature of action research. 

 1. Action research is systematic.  In an action research project there is a certain amount 

of freedom in how data can be collected, analyzed, and presented; however, it is not a type of 

“anything goes” methodology.  Nor is it simply a description of what you might think about an 

issue, a depiction of an interesting project or unit, or an explanation a pedagogical method that 

works well in your classroom.  Action research is a systematic and orderly way for educators to 

observe their practice, explore and solve a problem, or evaluate a possible course of action.  It 

must be planned and methodical. 

2. You do not start with an answer.  An underlying assumption with any type of 

research is that you do not know what you are going to find when you start.  That is, you are an 

unbiased observer.  After all, if you had the answer, why would you be doing the research?  

Thus, even though you may think Method X is the best way to teach reading, it is not appropriate 

to conduct a study describing why Method X is so effective and why Method Y is so ineffective.  

Instead, you become an impartial observer (to the greatest degree possible) and study the effects 

of Method X as it is used in your classroom.  The goal would then be to fully understand Method 

X and its effect (both positive and negative) on students’ reading performance.   Action should 

be an honest and unbiased look at what is occurring.  You would not collect data to show that a 

strategy is effective; instead, you would collect data to see if a strategy might be effective and 

why. 

3. Action research projects vary in length.  The length of data collection in an action 

research study is determined by the question, the nature of the inquiry, the research environment, 

and the parameters of the data collection.  For smaller action research projects conducted by 

classroom teachers, I suggest two weeks as a minimum length for data collection.  For 

undergraduate students, there are some very interesting sorts of projects that can be conducted in 

one or two class periods.  Major studies such as a Masters thesis or an article for an academic 

journal, generally have a length of two months to a whole school year.  Keep in mind that if the 

data collection period is too short you run the risk of presenting an unrealistic view of that 

educational setting.  

4. The study must be adequately planned before beginning to collect data.  Having a 

plan and a schedule for collecting data in place before starting is what separates a systematic 

inquiry from an impressionistic view.  Thus said, it is common for plans and the type data 

collected to change as the study progresses.   

5. Observations should be regular, but they do not necessarily have to be long.  The 

duration of observations might be anywhere from one minute to an hour or more.  Many of your 

observations might be a quick note with the date and time recorded, while others might be longer 

and more formal.  While they do not have to be long, observations must be done on a consistent, 

preplanned schedule.  Also, observations are only one form of data collection.  There are a wide 

variety data to collect as well as forms and methods to use in collecting (Johnson, 2012). 

6. Action research is grounded in theory.  Relating the questions, results, and 

conclusions to existing theory provides a context in which to understand your research and a 
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grounding that lends credibility to your results (see below).   

7. Action research is not an experimental study.  In an action research project, you are 

not trying to disprove a hypothesis.  There are no experimental and control groups or 

independent and dependent variables.  You are not trying to generalize to a larger population.  

The goal is to understand what is occurring in a particular setting.   

Action Research Steps 

The steps of the action research process are described below.  Note that it is a recursive 

process that does not always proceed in a linear fashion (Johnson, 2012; Patterson & Shannon, 

1993).  Thus, some of these steps may need to be repeated several times, or they may have to be 

done in a different order.   

1. Ask a question, identify a problem, or select a research topic.  The first step in an 

action research project is to decide what to study.  Here, the action researcher asks a question, 

identifies a problem, or defines an area of interest for exploration within his or her learning 

environment. 

2. Set the problem or research topic in a theoretical context.  This means doing a 

review of the literature.  Here, professional journals, books, and other professional resources are 

examined to see what others have found out or say about the research topic (Johnson, 2016).  

Relating the action research topic to current theories or research lends credibility and provides a 

theoretical context for your findings.  This also enables the action researcher to link theory and 

research directly to what is happening in his or her learning environment.  Finally, grounding an 

action research project in a solid theoretical context helps to understand the phenomena being 

observed.  

There are two approaches that might be taken in doing a literature review: The first 

approach is to do the review of the literature before collecting data.  Besides setting the study in 

a theoretical context, the literature might also be used to help formulate the question, refine the 

pedagogical method to be studied, or provide ideas for collecting data.  The second approach is 

to review the literature as the data is being reported and the conclusions are being drawn.  Here, 

the literature is related to each of the concluding points.   

As stated above, there is a certain amount of freedom in organizing an action research 

project.  However, the onus is on you to create a credible and coherent report that is grounded in 

a theoretical context.  Linking the action research project to research-based theories and previous 

research does this.  

3. Design a plan for data collection.  In a research report, this is known as methodology.  

Here you address the following:  What data are going to be examined?  How is it going to be 

collected?  And, how often will it be collected?  Action research is a systematic observation; 

therefore, the elements of data collection must be determined before the research begins.   

4. Begin to collect and analyze data.  After you have identified at least two kinds of 

data, the data collection process begins.  As data are collected, they are analyzed.  If you are 

collecting qualitative data, you will look for themes, categories, or patterns to emerge.  This 

initial analysis often influences further data collection by providing insight as to what sorts of 

things to look for.  

5. If necessary, allow the question or problem to change as data are collected.  

Action research is a dynamic, ever-changing process.  It is very common to change teaching 

strategies, sources of data, or even the focus of the study as data are being collected.  This is 

acceptable as long as the change and the reasons for change are fully described when reporting 

the action research. 
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6. Analyze and organize the data.  If data have been analyzed and organized as it was 

collected, this should be the final step of an ongoing process.  In analyzing data, it needs to be 

established how many total things were recorded, how many categories or kinds of things there 

are, and how many things are in each category.  For qualitative data, analytic induction is the 

process that is used here (Johnson, 2012).  

7. Make conclusions and recommendations.  The next step is to interpret the data or 

tell what it means.  Based on the data, what conclusions can be drawn?  Recommendations are 

then made based on the conclusions.  Here the research question is answered or the problem is 

addressed.  Also, as stated in step two, some action researchers include their review of the 

literature at this point in order to set their conclusions in a theoretical context.  

8. Create a plan of action.  This is the ‘action’ in action research.  Based on conclusions 

and recommendations, a plan of action is created.  Moreover, as the plan of action is 

implemented, it will need to be evaluated as to its effectiveness.  Thus, the action research cycle 

continues. 

9. Report your findings.  This is where the facts or findings are presented, either in 

writing or in some form of a professional presentation.  To be recognized by your school or 

district as a legitimate form of professional development, you should be expected to produce 

some form of a product or performance.  This could be a written report, or scholarly paper, or 

some type of presentation.  Ideas for this will be described in a subsequent paper. 

 


