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School level action research - creating
critical space in school communities

Andy Howes
Research Associate, University of Manchester

The article explores an increasingly popular form of University support for school
development: collaborative action research. Research into the development of
inclusive practices in schools is a social process: it is impossible to understand the
process without thinking carefully about the relationship between the researcher and
the staff of the school. My aim here is to make connections between the development
of inclusive practices and features of the partnership between university and school
staff, in order to clarify the meaning and value of collaborative action research in
this context.

Picture this: the staff of a medium-sized primary school get together for a staff
development day in a bright classroom. The tables are stacked at the side and the
chairs are arranged in a circle. Present are the teaching staff, the head, support staff,
secretary and two staff from a local university. In circle time, everyone is able to say
what it is they like about the school, and what they would like to change. They play
some games. And the rest of the morning is given over to learning from each other
about the children in the school - not through presentation, but through reflection
on what individuals and groups of staff already know. Groups of staff assemble
accounts of their experiences in the school, then read them out, stopping short of the
end and inviting other groups to guess what happened next. At the end of the
morning pairs of staff interview each other about what they have leamt about
similarities and differences between the children at the school, and how they think
the school caters for those similarities and differences.

The experience on which this article is based has been gained through action
research (Adelman, 1993) which is part of the ESRC’s Teaching and Learning
Research Programme (Ainscow et al, 2001). To summarise: the aim of this research
is to understand and develop inclusive practices in schools, through work with a net-
work of institutions in three local education authorities. LEAs constitute a context

beyond the individual school in which the project is located; they have been a key
part of the process of developing the network. The twenty five schools involved have
identified starting points from which to address the issue of identifying and reducing
barriers to participation and learning. Some schools drew on the Index for Inclusion
(CSIE, 2000) as a useful resource for this process; through a collaborative exercise
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using cards with indicators from the Index, groups of staff from each school were
able to identify critical issues, ranging from Al.5 : ’There is a partnership between
staff and parents/carers’ to C 1.4: ’Students are actively involved in their own learn-
ing’. They then looked to the questions associated with these indicators, to assist in
thinking through the process of action research: ’What do we need to know?’ ’How
are we going to find out?’ ’Who do we need to talk to?’ ’What could we try out?’
’What resources do we have that we could make use of here?’ and ’What resources
do we need to develop?’ The initial questions of many schools are stimulated by the
perceived underachievement of particular groups of children, including boys.
But there is a contradiction here. In the summary just presented, as in many descrip-
tions of research in schools and LEAs, there is no mention of the complex social
processes through which change happens in these communities. Schools do not
simply ’identify starting points’ and have ’initial questions’; such phrases gloss over
the social interaction hinted at in the opening vignette, where the staff of a school
spent a fascinating morning learning from each other as a community of individuals.
What made such a morning possible? and where does it lead? This article focuses
on the detail of such processes in order to explore the process and value of action
research in a developing school.

In another primary school in the network, a developing dialogue has been critical to
the research process. In this school, inclusion has up to now been regarded as part
of the ethos of the community, rather than a matter for policy. The concept of
inclusion held by staff appears to relate strongly to fifteen children with hearing
impairment, who are part of a special education resource facility in the school. The
majority of these children are Asian, unlike the rest of the school population, and
they travel each day from other parts of the town. The newly-appointed headteacher
has from the start seen action research as a way to investigate the barriers to the
’meaningful inclusion’ of these children, in a way that might open up the issue of
inclusion more broadly. 

&dquo; 

, . - 
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But again, this kind of description skates over critical details, which may appear
obvious with hindsight, but which do not generally figure largely enough in our
understanding of research processes. For instance, the participation and learning of
those children with hearing impairment are close to the heart of the individual
teachers who are involved with them. As experienced practitioners, they have a con-
siderable personal investment in the way they see and do things. Their identity as
teachers is bound up with their practice, and that practice is complex. As outsiders
who come and observe classrooms or interview children, we have made (and
continue to make) mistaken assumptions about this practice; we do not have suffi-
cient knowledge to understand what we see. In this school (as in many) constraints
on teacher and researcher time mean that data from these observations is fed back
to staff in written form; and neither caveats nor columns for tentative questions have
prevented our written notes about lessons or child from appearing authoritative and
potentially threatening to the teacher involved.

Given these considerations, the development of understanding between researcher
and school staff is fraught with difficulties, as others have found before (Wagner,
1997). In this school, it has been a precarious, critical learning process. Yet a
dialogue has developed; a conversation about practice in which it is possible for both
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teachers and university staff to ask questions, admit mistakes and learn together.
This dialogue has been conducted both face to face and through email. It has been
emotional at times. In November 2000 I received an email from four staff at the

school, detailing their individual, critical reactions to a set of interview notes which
we had sent them. For example, on reading an interview transcript, one teacher com-
mented :

The type of questions need to be thought about further... I felt the language used was too
abstract for the young hearing children.

A member of the senior management team noted:
’ 

Teachers do not have these sorts of conversations with children and they are very reveal-
ing. I felt pleased that the children understand a lot of the social and moral education,
which creates the climate of the school... The questions and comments from the observa-
tions made us think. Some of the comments felt uncomfortable and were based on in-
correct or incomplete assumptions - but this is bound to be the case. Please keep asking
questions and making comments because it makes us delve into reasoning which might
otherwise not be explored.

This exchange was an important step for all of us, signifying the development of a
degree of trust and openness.
More simplifications. ’A dialogue has developed’ leaves unclear the question of who
is participating. This is an important issue, because the process of development in
an institution depends on the participation of all those individuals who are involved
in the area of practice that is being considerd. Yet it remains important to talk about
the dialogue, even if not all staff are participating at the moment. Speaking about
dialogue heightens expectations about this as a way to proceed; like many features
of the relationship between school and university staff this one has to be worked out
in practice, in order to move beyond stereotypical expectations of each other. Staff
meetings about the research have been quite guarded in this school, with some staff
only recently sharing information about their practice such as the work they
facilitate in their classrooms between hearing impaired and hearing children. One
member of staff recently told us:

My experience of the hearing-impaired and hearing children has always been positive.
. The hearing children have always been supportive of the hearing-impaired and have
always included them in group and paired work. Lack of language is an issue for the
younger hearing-impaired children, but as they progress through the school, this be-
comes less of a problem.

I don’t know what has determined the point at which particular staff have decided to
get involved. Mutual respect and trust are probably critical ingredients.
It may be argued that the process I have described in this school is not action

research, since the data was generated by outsiders who have no hand in the action.
But such a view does not take sufficient account of the process which is developing
in the school, away from the actions of the university researchers. The emphasis on
data has been picked up by school staff now, some of whom are using interviews and
mapping exercises to look at social participation in various classes. In this sense, a
key function of the process of collaborative action research is to open up a space for
being critical. Questions have been raised and are beginning to be looked at through
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the dialogue I have described. The process of lesson planning, for example, is now
being addressed creatively by teams of teachers and support staff. .. 

. 

i >

But again, what I have told here is far from the whole story. Indeed, it is a reminder
that in describing social processes, there is no ’whole story’. There was a lot of
critical thinking in this school before we became involved, and there are a lot of
related processes going on in the school about which we as outsiders know little or
nothing. LEA staff have also been instrumental in bringing questions to the school;
the importance of the partnership with LEA staff to this research process will be the
subject of other papers. I simply note here how tempting it is for us as outsiders to
assume that everything we value begins with our involvement.

I hope I am demonstrating here how much there is to learn by reflecting on the
process of collaborative action research. The creation of critical space involves not

just questions from those outside, but the building of a relationship with people
inside the institution - the kind of relationship in which it is possible to discuss mis-
takes, misapprehensions and shortcomings. In our experience, such a relationship
develops together with close involvement in the institution over a period of months
and years. This has implications for the distribution of resources in an educational
system; when we look at who it is that can assist a school in developing critical
space, the need is clearly there for the involvement of relative outsiders. As one
teacher said, ’The school’s link with the university means that teachers are chal-
lenged to think. University staff have been good at making the school stop and think
before leaping into action. In this way, the school has been using data, rather than
relying on intuition; delving a bit deeper that school consensus’. In some contexts,
the outsiders may include governors, teachers and headteachers of other schools,
LEA officers or university staff, but in all cases, the quality of relationship is signi-
ficant.

What have staff in schools made of this development process? In one school,
teachers have reported that just being involved in research is affecting the ways in
which pupils and their abilities are talked about in the staffroom. In the early stages
of our involvement, a colleague and myself were invited by the core group to inter-
view some pupils, leading to some staff-room debate and data generation by teachers
through interviews with their own students. Through consideration of this data, the
purposes of the research project as defined by the core group have become broader:
the primary focus on children of high ability shifted to the impact of the way in
which members of the school community think about children’s ability. Of interest
were the ways in which children themselves spoke about their abilities, such as the
tendency of older children to speak only of abilities featuring outside school, and
whether this was related to the activities and emphases that staff employ during
lessons. The next staff meeting on this issue will experiment with small group dis-
cussions, focusing on the findings from the parental survey developed by the core
group and university staff, in which parents were invited to tell their children’s
teachers what they know about their children’s abilities at school and at home.

The value of organised opportunities to learn about similar processes from teachers
in other schools has been clear to many staff ’Knowing that the university staff are
there, and knowing things like conferences are coming up, keeps the school initiative
going - it focuses the mind. The university involvement has provided the
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opportunity to spread things wider than a small interested staff group. It has given
this group credibility and status.’ Here is recognition of micropolitics in the
establishment of a different approach in schools. Something similar was evident to
a member of the core group at the school focusing on ability. She came back more
committed to inclusion after participating in the first network seminar in

Middlesbrough in March: ’As a result of the conference, I think I’ll have to go back
and raise awareness of inclusivity with the staff. So far it seems that inclusivity is
’there in pockets,’ the school is ’dipping in’ - it has done ’bits with parents’
(questionnaires) but it needs more of the jigsaw’. The metaphor of the slowly
assembled picture is a useful way to see the development of an inclusive approach
in an institution with all its existing commitments, ways of thinking, relationships
and values.

Schools have leamt more about the freedom they can exercise over their curriculum,
and are becoming more confident in making decisions based on the evidence that
they are generating. In one school, an LEA school improvement officer (SIO)
helped the core group to focus their concerns through analysis of the relatively
weaker literacy results, then encouraged staff in a meeting to take a more flexible
approach to the literacy hour. The school designed a questionnaire about attitudes to
writing, and involved teaching assistants in interviewing a sample of children to get
more extended answers. The questionnaire findings were useful evidence of action
for Ofsted, but more importantly was also used during an Inset morning in May
2001 as the basis for activities to promote discussion of the implications for teachers
and support staff in facilitating good writing. Many staff were both delighted at the
positive responses of some children expressing their enjoyment of writing, and at the
same time shocked to read comments which revealed other children’s disillusion and

perceptions of failure. Groups of staff each dramatised a child’s story, and felt
reempowered through the activity, with a view to tackling the lack of confidence that
some children had revealed. ’Where did it come from, our ability to do that? Not
from teacher training - we already had that from when we were taught’; ’We could
use drama, we used to use drama, I’ve always loved it’; ’I’d love to start using
something like this in my class’. ’I’m going to fit this into the literacy hour, what-
ever’.

Staff in the school featured in the vignette at the beginning of the article feel that
they developed the focus of their work through that training day. From the question
’How should we approach difference?’ they have arrived at a common theme:
’Supporting Achievement for All’. There is a ethos developing in the school which
values the process of action research as a way of carefully considering existing prac-
tices, innovations and external policy-driven changes, in the light of what members
of staff consider to be the educational values they hold dear. One small example:
some staff looked again at the arrangement of children in the hall for assembly, and
decided that the segregation of children by age could be a barrier to participation for
some. They carefully trialled an arrangement whereby classes enter the hall and find
a space away from their classmates; so far the indication is that children are parti-
cipating more fully. A settled assembly in a familial atmosphere is a positive start to
the day for the school community.
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One of the core group reflected on the process so far in these terms, after having dis-
cussed the action research with teachers from other schools across the network:

Our school is working on developing self-esteem for all children. There are lots of
interrelated facets to this (e.g. behaviour, under-achievement). The focus is less tangible
than in some projects, but after hearing from other schools, it is obviously something that
others would be interested in... The school would have done some of the work anyway,
but the project has made us think more about it, and particularly about how to involve
parents... The project has had a knock-on effect. As a result of it, the school is becoming
involved in other initiatives.

To develop inclusive practices is to make changes to policy, practice and culture in
an institution so as to better accommodate the people near its boundaries (CSIE,
2000). This is a radical agenda, involving critique of existing assumptions and
beliefs, and leading to redistribution of resources including information, people,
time, space and materials. If it is right that ’collaborative action research’ can
facilitate this change, it may be because institutions can thereby acquire the habits
and experience which make it easier to ask and address challenging questions.
Andy Howes works as a research associate at the University of Manchester as part of the ESRC-sponsored
network, Understanding and Developing Inclusive Practices in Schools (email: Andrew.J.Howes@man.ac.uk).
The network has a website: http://www.man.ac.uk/include
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