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Kemmis goes further, suggesting that:

Action research changes people’s practices, their understandings of their practices, and 
the conditions under which they practice. It changes people’s patterns of ‘saying’, ‘doing’ 
and ‘relating’ to form new patterns – new ways of life. It is a meta-practice: a practice that 
changes other practices. It transforms the sayings, doings and relatings that compose 
those other practices. (2007: 1)

In other words, transforming practice means transforming what we do; transforming 
understanding means transforming what we think; and transforming the conditions 
changes how we relate to each other (Figure 6.1).

THE PURPOSES OF ACTION RESEARCH
There are also differences in the general purposes of action research. In the 1980s, 
Carr and Kemmis used a theory of knowledge based on constitutive interest 
(Habermas, 1987) to distinguish three kinds of action research. These were: techni-
cal action research, guided by an interest in improving control over outcomes; 
practical action research, guided by an interest in educating or enlightening practi-
tioners so they can act more wisely and prudently; and critical action research, 
guided by an interest in emancipating people and groups from irrationality, injustice 
and harm or suffering.

Table 6.1 Action research traditions: principles and purposes

Approach Key proponents Principles Purposes

Practitioners conducting 
research about their 
own practice to better 
understand and improve 
practice 

Lewin, Corey, Zeichner, Noffkee 
(USA)

Stenhouse, Elliott, Rudduck, 
Somekh (UK)

Changing practice 
is educative and 
linked to practitioner 
personal growth 

Professional:

To test out ideas

To change and improve practice 
and evaluate these changes

To enable professional growth 
of the practitioner 

Living theories through self-study 
and auto-ethnography:

Whitehead (UK)

McNiff (Ireland)

Personal:

To examine personal values 
and beliefs, and to uncover 
hidden dispositions to guide 
actions and choices

Collective self-enquiry 
undertaken by participants 
in social situations which 
contribute to greater 
equity and democracy in 
schools and society 

Critical emancipatory:

Carr and Kemmis (Australia)

Freire (S. America)

Elliott (UK)

Undertaking 
action research is 
an emancipatory 
process 

Political:

To close the gaps between 
problems and theoretical ideas
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