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Action Research – Part II

Description: self-reflective inquiry undertaken by participants in social situations.  It is a strategy designed and implemented to describe and solve a specific organizational or community problem.
Theory-practice gap: refers to the distance between theoretical accounts of the world and the lived experience of human beings. This gap is a reminder that social science research needs to be rooted in the reality of those it involves.  If we don’t link theory and practice aimed at social change, we run the risk of generating theory for its own sake.  Action research is an attempt to bridge the theory-practice gap.
Related methodologies:
· Ethnography: studying people in their social and cultural context
· Case Study: an in-depth study of a particular person or group of people to draw attention to what can be learned from a single case
· Participant Observation: researching people or a social environment from the perspective of the people being observed

How does action research differ from these other methods? The main difference is the active involvement of the participants as implementers of change in their social setting.  Action research can be a means of researching groups of under-powered people.  Participants actively engage in changing their situation and thereby can become empowered.  The researcher then studies the effects of change upon the participants’ lives. The changed situation, in effect, becomes an independent variable in the research, and the changes observed become the dependent variables. Often, the action researcher may not know what dependent variables to study until they become apparent in the course of doing research.

Is action research really scientific research? How do action researchers establish the credibility, reliability and validity that are demanded by the rigors of research?  Greenwood and Levin argue that validity is measured by the “willingness of the local stakeholders to act on the results of action research, thereby risking their welfare on the ‘validity’ of their ideas and the degree to which the outcomes meet their expectations.”  Some argue, however, that action research is more closely related to “consultancy” than to scientific research, and that research should require objectivity, distance and control because these are felt to be the keys to real social science research.
How might action research be used in a library setting?  Some examples of potential research topics that could be addressed using action research can be found at ALA’s Young Adult Library Services Association (http://www.ala.org/yalsa/yalsainfo/research.html).  Libraries can be an ideal setting for action research because answers derived will be specific to a particular library and the community it serves.  This may be of particular value to communities composed of people with little or no political power.
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