


ACTION LEARNING AND ACTION 
RESEARCH



This page intentionally left blank



ACTION LEARNING AND 
ACTION RESEARCH:  
GENRES AND APPROACHES

EDITED BY

ORTRUN ZUBER-SKERRITT
Griffith University, Australia and North-West University,  

South Africa

AND

LESLEY WOOD
North-West University, South Africa

United Kingdom – North America – Japan – India – Malaysia – China



Emerald Publishing Limited
Howard House, Wagon Lane, Bingley BD16 1WA, UK

First edition 2019

Editorial matter and selection © Editors, individual chapters © their respective authors.

Reprints and permissions service
Contact: permissions@emeraldinsight.com

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, transmitted in  
any form or by any means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or  
otherwise without either the prior written permission of the publisher or a licence 
permitting restricted copying issued in the UK by The Copyright Licensing Agency  
and in the USA by The Copyright Clearance Center. Any opinions expressed in the 
chapters are those of the authors. Whilst Emerald makes every effort to ensure the 
quality and accuracy of its content, Emerald makes no representation implied or 
otherwise, as to the chapters’ suitability and application and disclaims any warranties, 
express or implied, to their use.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-78769-538-2 (Print)
ISBN: 978-1-78769-537-5 (Online)
ISBN: 978-1-78769-539-9 (Epub)



Contents

Foreword by Mary Brydon-Miller vii

Acknowledgments ix

Reviewers’ Comments xi

About the Authors xv

List of Acronyms xxi

List of Tables xxv

List of Figures xxvii

Introduction

Chapter 1 Introduction to Action Learning and Action Research:  
Genres and Approaches
Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt and Lesley Wood 3

Part I: Action Learning

Chapter 2 Action Learning: Past, Present and Future
Robin R. Hurst and Michael Marquardt 19

Chapter 3 Lifelong Action Learning: Principles and Case Studies
Richard Teare 35

Chapter 4 Action Learning and Mindfulness for Mental Health  
in the Workplace
Ron Passfield 53

Chapter 5 Integrating Action Learning with Action Research (ALAR)
Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt 69



vi   Contents

Part II: Action Research

Chapter 6 Demystifying Action Research
David Coghlan 83

Chapter 7 Action Research for Self-study and 
Living-Educational-Theories
Jack Whitehead 97

Chapter 8 Educational Action Research
Franz Rauch, Stefan Zehetmeier and Peter Posch 111

Chapter 9 Designing and Facilitating Systemic Action  
Research at Scale
Danny Burns 127

Chapter 10 Action Science
Bob Dick 143

Chapter 11 Appreciative Inquiry: Positive Action Research
Diana Whitney, Amanda Trosten-Bloom and  
Maria Giovanna Vianello 163

Chapter 12 Critical Participatory Action Research
Stephen Kemmis, Robin McTaggart and Rhonda Nixon 179

Chapter 13 PALAR: Participatory Action Learning and Action 
Research for Community Engagement
Lesley Wood 193

Conclusion

Chapter 14 Reflections and Conclusions
Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt and Lesley Wood 209

Author Index 223

Subject Index 229



Foreword

Mary Brydon-Miller

While on a recent visit to North-West University in South Africa hosted by one of 
the editors of this volume, Professor Lesley Wood, I had the opportunity to visit 
some local schools. We arrived at the school in Rustenburg to find that classes had 
been dismissed because there was no water. But while we were visiting the school, 
a community volunteer, John, arrived with two huge plastic tanks of water and 
the children who were still nearby gathered around to fill their bottles. Water 
shortages like this are a serious challenge for schools in this part of the country, 
but school leaders are working to address the problem through creative solutions 
like including systems for gathering rainwater in new school developments. And 
children are engaged in learning about the environment, working together on 
school gardening projects and monitoring weather stations located on the school 
grounds. These schools are the site of a Participatory Action Learning (AL) and 
Action Research (AR) project and are my partners in a global climate change 
education initiative. AL and AR are also at the centre of a campaign to protect 
local beaches on Panglao Island in the Philippines, to develop a social enterprise 
partnership between a motorway services site and local non-profit organizations 
in Southwest England, and in the creation of a new teacher mentoring program 
in my own hometown of Louisville, Kentucky.

All of these projects reflect the core tenets of AL/AR described in this book. 
And for the researchers and practitioners involved in these projects, and all those 
like them around the world, this volume is an important and timely contribu-
tion to finding more effective ways of engaging in community-based education, 
research and activism.

Key points raised by the editors and authors of this book concern what these 
strategies have in common as forms of AL/AR and what distinguishes them from 
one another. By sharing a focus on creating opportunities for community partici-
pation in order to address pressing economic, social, cultural and environmental 
issues, all these forms of AL/AR are founded on the understanding that human 
relationships and a shared commitment to serving as agents of positive change 
underlie everything we do in AL/AR. Adaptability and willingness to innovate 
and embrace the emergent nature of knowledge and understanding are additional 

Action Learning and Action Research: Genres and Approaches, vii–viii
Copyright © 2019 Mary Brydon-Miller
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved
doi:10.1108/978-1-78769-537-520191021
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hallmarks of all forms of AL/AR, as illustrated by the variety of approaches 
included in this volume. These approaches are used not only for community 
engagement but also in a wide variety of fields for personal, professional and 
organizational development, in small project teams or at large scale in a whole 
organization – nationwide or globally.

Contributions by many of the key figures in the world of AL/AR, as well as 
by rising leaders in the field, provide readers with a wealth of opportunities to 
explore the major themes and many variations of AL/AR. Researchers, practi-
tioners, consultants and community partners new to AL/AR will find this book 
an invaluable guide to understanding and engaging in this approach to research, 
but even those of us who’ve been working in this area for many years will find new 
insights and inspiration.

Mary Brydon-Miller
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Reviewers’ Comments

This edited collection takes on the valuable but difficult task of identifying the 
non-negotiable or defining characteristics of action learning (AL) and action 
research (AR). The task is difficult because the ‘action’ approach values multi-
ple perspectives and worldviews and encourages participants to own and create 
their knowledge. This results in a family of approaches as AL/AR evolves to serve 
practitioners in their learning process. As editors, Zuber-Skerritt and Wood have 
invited a wide range of perspectives from AL/AR advocates/scholars who have 
contributed to the evolution of the now many genres. They close with embracing 
their goal of deepening understanding AL/AR as philosophy, methodology, theory 
of learning and process for community engagement. This book does an excellent 
job of challenging action researchers to critically think through their traditions 
in contrast to other approaches. The chapters provide a solid foundation for AL 
and AR approaches to create understandings and knowledge based on values and 
worldviews that uphold inclusion and will further develop the quality of social  
sciences and our democratic world.

Margaret Riel, PhD, Director, Center for Collaborative Action Research,  
Pepperdine University, Los Angeles, CA, USA

The author list for this edited book reads like a ‘who’s who’ in action learning (AL) 
and action research (AR). These authors are leaders in the field internationally, 
bringing years of research and theoretical and professional experience to their writ-
ing. Many of these authors influenced my own action research PhD in coaching lead-
ership over two decades ago and I wish such a text had been available then. It offers 
extensive perspectives on the subject, with strong validation of research methodolo-
gies. AR has been generally misunderstood in universities and not highly regarded 
as a research paradigm. Supervision of action research postgraduate studies can be 
problematic, and for the AL/AR scholar/researcher may feel murky and difficult to 
negotiate. But this complexity typically matches the wicked problems, often those 
of justice, social relationships and environmental sustainability, that ALAR seeks 
to address. In this way, the paradigm is true to its early beginnings in Kurt Lewin’s 
work – in pursuit of social justice.

This is a text for leaders of organizations, schools and community groups, who 
want to engage the people who are affected by problems in the creation of the 
solutions. It offers readers inclusivity of perspectives and will be a beneficial read 
for beginning action researchers and their supervisors, more experienced action 
researchers wanting further critical perspectives and challenge, and for leaders in the 
field wanting to engage in participatory AL/AR.
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Jan Robertson, PhD, Adjunct Professor, Griffith University; Academic Lead-
ership Consultant and Author of Coaching Leadership: Building Educational 

Leadership Capacity Through Partnership, New Zealand.

In bringing together an impressive range of authors and perspectives from across 
the globe, Zuber-Skerritt and Wood have produced a text that celebrates the rich 
diversity and multi-perspective nature of action learning (AL) and action research 
(AR), while demonstrating the coherent framework in which these approaches 
operate. This important book will make a real contribution to the understanding 
and work of practitioners from a range of disciplines and contexts. It is clearly and 
coherently structured, with chapters that are accessible to novice AL/AR practition-
ers, yet offer critical challenge to those who are more experienced.

As a typology of these approaches, it is comprehensive and cogent. Presenting a 
critical discussion of each approach, it offers readers an opportunity to ‘see inside’ the 
practice and theory of these approaches in a range of contexts, each with its own com-
plexity and challenges. Topics for discussion and reflection at the end of each chapter 
help the reader develop deeper understanding of the topic concerned, and more impor-
tantly, address the issue of values underpinning our actions, learnings and research. In 
this way, the book becomes more than the sum of its parts, clearly illustrating the power 
and potency of (and indeed great need for) such approaches in our contemporary world.

Mary McAteer, PhD, Director of Professional Learning Programs, Edge Hill 
University, Lancashire, UK.

This fine publication addresses a real need among followers (and critics) of action 
research, by clarifying and demystifying the most common genres of and approaches 
to action learning and action research (AL/AR). It filters and illustrates, and explains 
what AL/AR is and what it is not. The book re-establishes AL/AR as practical, col-
laborative, emancipatory, interpretive and critical – a philosophy, methodology and 
approach to learning and development for addressing complex global challenges.

In structuring the publication, the editors effectively weave together the rich 
voices of leading scholars of AL/AR. The result is a coherent assembly of diverse 
ideas and experiences that produce a wealth of distinctive, informative nuances.

This work can become an important reference on the shelves of researchers, authors 
and other practitioners. It has the potential to motivate and empower a wide reader-
ship to study, acknowledge, adopt and adapt AL/AR – further establishing its rightful 
place as a research paradigm suitable for bringing true social change in our times.

Annette Wilkinson, PhD, Professor, University of the Free State, South Africa.

I have learned that whenever Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt publishes something, it is worth 
paying attention. Zuber-Skerritt and Lesley Wood have put together an edited col-
lection that is unusual in being integrated around a principled overview of the fields 
of action research (AR) and action learning (AL). The overview distinguishes 
usefully between action learning and action research, and makes a case for their 
synergies and differences in ways that enhanced my understandings greatly. This is 
accomplished by the editors’ having recruited the principal exponents of the genres 
that are the topics of each chapter and asked them to reflect synthetically on their 
particular areas of work. The result is both a panoramic view of AL and AR and a 
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deep dive into many of the varieties of practice. The writing is clear, pedagogically 
adept, and analytically cogent. The editors and the contributors deserve great credit 
for having put together such a useful and thoughtful overview of these fields.

Davydd Greenwood, PhD, Goldwin Smith Professor of Anthropology,  
Cornell University, USA.

Forty years ago I applied for a Chair in Management and Business Education. In my 
application lecture I discussed the potential of Action Learning (AL) and Action 
Research (AR). Obviously, I do not remember any details of my speech. But still 
today I can recall that several colleagues on the appointment committee strongly 
questioned the value and the scientific character of AL and AR. Today, 40 years 
later we can find a large and differentiated body of research and practical experi-
ences, and a broad range of contexts where AL and AR have proven their theoreti-
cal and empirical strengths. No longer are there serious doubts about the scientific 
relevance of these approaches.

This book is of great merit to its editors, Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt, the Australian 
Doyenne of AL and AR, and her colleague Lesley Wood, having collected contribu-
tions from outstanding scholars and experienced practitioners in the field of AL & 
AR from all over the world. This is not just a collection of articles. Presented within 
a well substantiated framework, the chapters reveal the evolution of this participa-
tory, transformational paradigm, unfolding the great utility, diversity and richness 
of the various genres of AL and AR, and thus offering a very useful, comprehensive 
guide. Readers will benefit greatly from the didactic of every chapter – not only 
illustrating the what, why, and how of each genre, but also offering topics for fur-
ther discussion and reflection, and tips for further reading. This rich collection on 
AL and AR can be very useful for not only emerging scholars and other newcomer 
practitioners but also for more experienced scholars, looking for their own way of 
adapting this approach creatively and constructively – at this time when AL and AR 
have such methodological relevance for resolving small and large scale difficulties in 
our complex world.

Stephan Laske, PhD, Emeritus Professor, University of Innsbruck, Austria.

This book brings together a collection of interesting works from established scholars 
to bring to light various genres and approaches in the fields of action learning and 
action research. From the conceptual discussions and practical exemplars, readers of 
this book who are new to action learning and action research will gain a clearer under-
standing of the what, how and why of action learning and action research. Readers 
with greater familiarity and experience in the field will gain a deeper appreciation 
of the field’s traditions as well as new curiosity – or wondering into the future –  
about how action learning and action research can be relevant and integrated to new 
genres and approaches. This book is also a timely reminder of how the participatory 
paradigm can be a forceful counter response to the growing neoliberalism of the 
twenty-first century.

Hairon Salleh, PhD, Associate Professor, Policy and Leadership  
Studies, National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological  

University, Singapore.
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This book presents the self-reflective process of a group of Action Learning (AL) 
and Action Research (AR) practitioners and advocates. Readers are invited to 
become involved in this self-reflective process as the authors analyse the origins and 
development of most of the main genres of AL and AR through their own experi-
ences while seeking to address global and local problems in complex contemporary 
times. Each chapter illustrates the diversity of ways to think and act collaboratively 
to address difficult situations through the various types of AL and AR. Together 
the chapters serve to demystify AL and AR and how they can be used or adapted 
to create conceptual and practical knowledge for, and while achieving, sustainable 
social change.

Professor Doris Santos, Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Bogotá DC, 
Colombia, South America.

I welcome the appearance of this new survey of action learning and action research, 
compiled by leading scholars from Australia, USA, UK, Ireland, South Africa and 
Austria. This book promises some interesting excursions into intriguing aspects of 
action learning and action research practice in a difficult field of work.

Professor Mike Pedler, Emeritus Professor of Action Learning at Henley 
Business School, University of Reading, UK.
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