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Literature Review on the Use of Action Research in Higher Education  

Abstract 

This literature review considers the use of action research in higher education. It specifically 
looks at two areas of higher education activity. The first concerns academic teaching practice 
and includes a discussion of research and pedagogy practice, and staff development. The 
second considers student engagement. In both these core features of higher education, 
action research has proved to be a central approach to the investigation, reflection and 
improvement of practice. Each of these main foci includes a discussion of the limitations of 
the literature. The review illustrates the extent and range of uses to have benefited from an 
action research approach. 

Keywords: higher education; action research, literature review; reflective practice  
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Literature Review on the Use of Action Research in Higher Education  

The centrality of students as fee paying customerts, besides based on the value of their fees, has 

focused UK Government policy in the higher education sector on the importance of the quality of 

teaching and rates of retention. On 1 July 2015, Jo Johnson, UK Minster for Higher Education, 

confirmed the second of his party’s election pledges concerning teaching in higher education: 

secondly, delivering a teaching excellence framework that creates incentives for 
universities to devote as much attention to the quality of teaching as fee-paying 
students and prospective employers have a right to expect. (Johnson 2015) 

The justification for such a scheme is as follows:  

to meet students’ high expectations of their university years and to deliver the 
skills our economy needs, we need a renewed focus on teaching. (ibid.) 

A process was put in motion that seeks to enact changes to put teaching at the heart of 

higher education policy. The extrinsic value of teaching, or its value for money, is thus established as 

a metric of the level of skill, inferred from its calculative value: as a professional activity – as a 

vocation – higher education is undermined. Whether this exposes the essence of higher education 

provision is contentious, but the rebalance of emphasis from research to teaching in our mass 

participation higher education system clearly has intrinsic merit, and certainly possesses political 

leverage. Amid the development of lecturers’ capability to teach and facilitate learning is the 

enhancement of pedagogical practice through reflection and research into practice (Gibbs, Angelides 

and Michaelides 2004). In this context, the importance of action research (AR) as a method of 

revelation, instruction and improvement, and as the realisation of technical skill and facilitation of 

learning, is hard to overemphasise. Informed practice removes the consumeristic notion of lecturers 

as emotional labourers, intent on satisfying students’ consumerist desires, and balances the edifying 

mission of higher education institutions.  

This literature review is undertaken to contribute to this aim. It attempts to reflect AR from a 

number of perspectives and to consider its implications and limitations in regard to generating 

theory and enhancing teaching practice in UK higher education.  

The review is a narrative assessment of the current state of knowledge and is offered as a 

guide for others to explore and be informed about the array of literature in this area, although we 

highlight where there seems insufficient literature and suggest it might lead to research. The 

relevant studies were identified by searching the higher education pedagogy journals via in-house 

databases, including Summon. In order to ensure no relevant studies were missed, the search terms 
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were broad: higher education; pedagogy; teaching; staff development; student experience; learning; 

and AR. Only published studies were investigated, and the search was restricted to those since 2005 

to make the review current and manageable. Each paper was examined in detail by the researchers, 

who were split into four teams. An article was included if its use of AR was central to the theme or 

comprised the main topic. 

Our initial review of the range of relevant available academic literature revealed a cluster in 

two areas influencing educational practice: pedagogical research as a field of study; and teaching in 

the transmission and co-production of knowledge with students. The literature on the student 

experience itself provided insight into how teaching influenced students’ experience of learning. 

Whilst in practice some of the issues overlapped, this provided advantages of identifying issues 

common to all four domains and highlighting specific contextual differences. 

Action research and pedagogic research  

Social justice and emancipation 

The relationship between AR and the development of pedagogic research in higher education was 

revealed as a primary research methodology, linking to reflective practice. Moreover, given its 

theoretical and political roots, AR is frequently called upon to explore issues relating to critical 

pedagogy and social justice. This is seen in its use to promote large-scale social change (Lorenzetti 

and Walsh 2014; Miskovic and Hoop 2006; Thomas 2000). Indeed, Kemmis (2001) expects AR to 

operate far beyond the confines of any individual practitioner–researcher and to change the practice 

setting radically to challenge injustice. In the context of the development of African and South 

African higher education, Weber (2011) argues passionately that AR needs to be linked to 

community participation to explore the extent to which the pursuit of scholarship in universities 

contributes to the legitimation or eradication of unequal social and economic power relations. Smith 

et al. explore the sense of being ‘exposed and rudderless’ (2010: 407) experienced by some 

university lecturers when navigating the macro- and micro-politics of working with community co-

researchers on projects to promote social change. Greenwood (2012) contextualises the practice 

and teaching of AR within the dominant structures organising contemporary higher education, 

namely neo-liberalism and academic Taylorism (2012: 116). He positions AR as going against the 

grain in this context of disciplinary silos although, paradoxically, he argues that it offers important 

opportunities to produce socially meaningful research. In the UK, Millican (2014) seeks to use AR to 

explore how students experience contemporary higher education in a new economic and social era. 
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Institutional development 

There is an increasing trend to investigate AR at an institutional level, breaking down the 

demarcations between traditional scholarship, research and administration/organisation (Avdjieva 

2005; Donche and Van Petergem 2004; Hubball and Burt 2006; Kur et al. 2008; Levin and Martin 

2007; Lucas 2007; Paulsen 2001; Sankaren et al. 2007). Much of this reflection is based on Schön’s  

(1995) and Boyer’s (1990) contention that a new epistemology of practice in the form of AR is 

required to realise the latter’s vision for a new paradigm of scholarship, which includes research, 

teaching, application and integration (Walton 2011). The institutional boundary between teaching 

and research is considerably blurred through AR, but it requires the establishment’s support to 

enhance this interconnectivity. Tormey et al. (2008) bring together AR pedagogic case studies to look 

at the role of AR in narrowing this gap, and agree with Walton (2011), Hubball and Burt (2006), and 

Sankaren et al. (2007) that at the institutional level the barrier between the two mindsets needs to 

be brought down.  

Change management and the emancipatory potential of AR are foregrounded in a study by 

Hodgson, May and Marks-Maran on the need for development in supportive learning environments 

to facilitate widening participation (2008). Utilising a participant AR cycle, directed by a progressive 

institutional learning and teaching strategy, faculty members and the student body are provided 

with the opportunity to contribute toward the accomplishment of institutional change from the 

‘middle out’. 

Other authors highlight barriers to reflection and action such as procrastination and 

resistance, and Garcia and Roblin (2008), and Scherman and du Toit (2008) seem to imply that 

changes or improvement to practice are made through academics’ reflections on teaching 

approaches, as well as the obstacles faced and how they are navigated. Harland and Staniforth (2000) 

find that the hurdles that prevent the academics from engaging include their perception that 

research is a time-consuming activity and that they themselves have already completed their 

professional learning (2000). In this context the barriers to staff development, therefore, may be 

constructed as much internally as externally. Bianchini, Maxwell and Dovey (2014) also point out 

that there is considerable resistance to change, in some contexts, as oppressive forces are 

predominant. Therefore, what is under debate is the extent to which this autonomy and innovation 

at the more socially transformational level is pro-actively encouraged in these different contexts. 
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Curriculum development 

Action research approaches have frequently been explored as a means of identifying strategies for 

curriculum development at an institutional level. Aiming to enhance widening participation, one 

institution carried out a project that sought to develop a framework to afford faculty members the 

insight necessary to inform effective curriculum design (Millwood and Powell 2011). Extended AR, 

comprising several iterations, informed Trevitt’s (2005) project to refine academic identity, resulting 

in the enactment of enhanced curriculum development strategies. The implementation of 

sustainability issues within and across curricula is an issue that AR has been used to address, in the 

main by processes leading inevitably toward negotiation as an intervention (Benn and Dunphy 2009; 

Junyent and de Ciurana 2008). 

Pedagogies 

In a more confined arena, AR is used to evaluate attempts to introduce critical pedagogies in 

teaching into higher education settings (Baptist and Nassar 2009; Guy Wamba 2011; Humphries-

Mardirosian and Irvine Belson 2009; Taylor and Pettit 2007). Whilst many of these studies contribute 

interesting discussions of innovative teaching and theoretically rooted pedagogies, there is 

considerably more emphasis on the exploration of critical pedagogy per se and how it links with the 

choice of AR as an emancipatory research method. How AR is utilised as a research method – how 

data is collected and analysed, positionality and bias negotiated, and how the AR spiral/cycle is 

enacted, and so on – often goes unexplored, leaving open any questions on rigour and reliability of 

the findings. Action research often appears to be used as a tool to encourage critical reflection 

rather than to be reflexive (Kinsler 2010), and to increase professional efficacy in such instances 

rather than to serve as a research method.  

Teacher training 

A particular area examined in pedagogical research is the use of AR in teacher training and graduate 

programmes of study that concentrate on the teaching and utilisation of an AR dissertation (Adler 

2011; Cornelissen and Van der Berg 2013; Furtado and Anderson 2012; Halai 2011; Moate and 

Ruohotie-Lyhty 2014; Simms 2013; Vassilis 2009; Zambo 2011). These types of programmes using AR 

are explored from both the learners’ and the teachers’ perspective (Katsarou and Tsafos 2013; Price 

2001; Price and Valli 2005). One study of a teacher training programme adopts AR as a democratic 

participatory approach to mentorship in a virtual and distributed situation (Gordon and Edwards 

2012), whilst another focusses upon the incorporation of culturally relevant pedagogy (CRP) into 

curricula to address emancipatory requirements (Hungerford-Kresser, Wiggins and Amaro-Jimenez 

2014). However, AR in the context of teacher education and individual teaching practice is 
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predominantly used in a technical and practical manner rather than in an emancipatory way, often 

focusing on first-person practitioner research aimed at improving individual teaching practice 

(Burchell and Dyson 2005; Chesney and Marcangelo 2010; Getz 2009; Gravett 2004; Greenbank 2007; 

Orland-Barak 2004). Kemmis (2006) is overtly critical of the development of the work since his and 

Carr’s seminal paper of 1986 (Carr and Kemmis, 1986), stating five distinctive ways in which the 

development of AR has lost its ‘critical edge, especially in the bigger sense of social or educational 

critique aimed at transformation of the way things are’ (2006: 459). Indeed, while some argue that 

there is evidence of a domestication of AR, others debate the positioning of AR and its connection 

with social and institutional change (Jacobs and Murray 2010; Pilkington 2009; Smith and Fernie 

2010). Furthermore, some have moved beyond first-person research to focus explicitly on 

collaborative inquiry, for example Harland and Staniforth’s (2000), and Farrell et al.’s (2012) work on 

collaborative self-study and AR. 

Development of other professions 

Action research and participatory action research appear in a range of disciplinary and profession 

literature beyond the field of academia and teaching and learning. In the main, this is in keeping with 

the philosophy of action research, which revolves around enquiry and mobilisation of action within a 

particular setting. This varies and, on review, reveals some interesting parallels. The breadth of 

research continues with the dual intention of benefiting the research participants, who are often 

service users, and providing professional development for practitioners. The outcomes of such 

studies vary and include the evaluation of service user involvement, the development of care 

assessment and planning tools (Walsh et al. 2014), and explanatory models (Klein et al. 2014). 

Benefits cited include enabling users’ voice to contribute to and influence practice, for example that 

of older people (Walsh et al. 2014), also empowering practitioners to learn ’research’ practice 

(Ericson-Lidman and Strandberg 2013 Fieldhouse and Onyett 2012). We do not develop this further 

here, as the impact of action research at the interface of professional training and university 

professional development produces a literature too rich for this specific review.  

Staff development 

Within the context of institutional requirements, questions range from investigation into the 

effectiveness of an institution’s current CPD (continuing professional development) programme 

(Barnes and Bennett 2001), the identification and evaluation of development that necessarily 

accompanies institutional growth and change (Johnson 2010), and the examination of collaboration 

with staff in re-writing the CPD programme (Brown, Rich and Holtham 2014). For Herbert and 

Rainford (2014), professional development is something that evolves as a result of insight drawn 
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from undertaking the AR in terms of curriculum knowledge and response to situations that emerge 

during research. 

Action research blurs the distinction between research and practice (Wakefield and Adie 

2012), between researcher and object, and between disciplinary differences (Garcia and Roblin 

2008). Through these processes there is the opportunity to question teaching practice and to open 

new possibilities, so that established leadership and power structures are explored and challenged 

(Bianchini, Maxwell and Dovey 2014; Louw and Zuber-Skerritt 2009; Rebello and Fletcher 2005), as 

are notions of professional identity (Underhill, Clarence-Fincham and Petersen 2014; McNiff 2008). 

Carr and Kemmis call for AR to focus on ‘the development of practitioners’ own practices’ 

(1986: 202), not in a technical, instrumental sense but in a personal, existential and authentic 

approach, producing research findings that meet the conventional standards and need not be 

mutually exclusive. However, Kemmis (2009) is clearer that the context is the change in three things: 

‘practitioners’ practices, their understandings of their practices, and the conditions in which they 

practice. These three things – practices, how we understand them, and the conditions that shape 

them – are inevitably and incessantly bound together with each other’ (2009: 463), as he felt in his 

2006 work.  

The literature indicates that there are various reasons to provide professional development. 

For example, there is development in terms of institutional staff requirements and contractual 

expectations (Barnes and Bennett 2001; Benson, Samarawickrema and O’Connell 2009; du Toit 

2012); development as a choice for personal or professional growth (Bath 2011; Boulton 2014; 

Boulton and Hramiak 2012; Davies 2013); and areas of development that arise as a necessity or as a 

consequence of the AR project itself (Brown, Rich and Holtham 2014; Herbert and Rainford 2014). 

Scherman and du Toit (2008) seek to use a practical AR to introduce academics to new perspectives 

on student learning, and Fletcher and Zuber-Skerritt (2008) argue that AR improves teaching, 

learning and research through inclusive, collaborative processes. 

AR findings have extensively advanced pedagogical practice via innovation in assessment 

(Bisman 2011; Hume 2009; Simms 2013; Ward and Padgett 2012), curriculum design (Walton 2011) 

and teaching (Abell 2005; Abraham 2014; Bar Shalom and Schechet 2008; Tormey et al. 2008; 

Wrench et al. 2013; Zambo and Isai 2012). There has been much discussion on innovative teaching 

practice with the emergence of m-learning and online systems. Virtual worlds have been introduced 

as learning environments as a means to introduce participants to opportunities impossible in real 

world settings (Mathews, Andrews and Luck 2012). Strategies have been formalised following 
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research into postgraduate students’ reflections on self-efficacy in the use of social media tools to 

enhance learning (Machin-Mastromatteo 2012). Overall, however, AR remains embedded primarily 

in the assessment of the impact of curriculum change, and based on specific, localised case studies. 

In studies by Abel (2005), Walton (2011), Zambo (2011), and Ward and Padgett (2012), 

changes to curricula were made and analysed using small-scale AR, yet lacked the generalisability 

necessary to have any impact further afield. One intervention focussing on the provision of learning 

support using online technology and multimedia has the potential for replicability across a range of 

disciplines and toward a variety of diverse applications (Brudermann 2010). Another project targets 

undergraduates’ critical thinking skills through the development and deployment of a bespoke 

strategy tool that could lend itself to wider use (Eales-Reynolds et al. 2012). The growing imperative 

to utilise technology to support learning has led to research into a strategy for the integration of 

tools, content and pedagogy entitled TPACK (Stover and Veres 2013). In one project, recognition of 

the need for a guiding theory of e-Learning drawn from the principles of experiential learning has led 

to the construction of a multi-use and cross-disciplinary pedagogical tools (Beard et al. 2007).  

Perhaps one of the most recognisable areas of modern institutional changes has been the 

introduction of eLearning. There are many accounts of AR projects that investigate the personal and 

professional changes needed to implement either blended learning (Johnson 2010; Kenney and 

Newcombe 2011) or online learning (Aksal 2009; Cochrane 2014; Ham and Davey 2005; Singh and 

Hardaker 2014; Thang et al. 2011). An aspect aligned to this is the use of technology. While Fletcher 

and Zuber-Skerritt (2008) claim technological advancement leads to an increased necessity for 

current understanding, Schols (2011) situates this within the expansion of higher education itself 

that, he argues, leaves technological competence lagging behind. It can also be seen in the uses and 

effectiveness of journals (Boulton and Hramiak 2012; Cabaroglu 2014; Geber and Nyanjom 2009; 

Farrell et al. 2012), blogs (Hramiak, Boulton and Irwin 2009; Thang et al. 2011) and portfolios 

(Gannon-Leary, Fontainha and Bent 2011; Jones 2010 2013; Klenowski, Askew and Carnell 2006; du 

Toit 2012) and e-portfolios (Boulton 2014). 

Limitations 

Much of the AR in the current literature, however, is performed with a single cohort by an insider 

researcher (Adler 2011; Cornelissen and Van der Berg 2013; Kur et al. 2008; Zambo and Isai 2012) 

who seeks to inform personal practice or assess a pedagogical modification. In many instances, the 

research process is neither transparent nor explicit, and therefore it is difficult to compare and 

attempt to generalise the findings by looking at the modification. The thematic analysis of the 

dataset uses the percentage of the pages on deep vs surface analysis. This is scrutinised by 
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numerous markers and the conclusions are more generalisable, resulting in a framework for 

integrating a learning journal assessment to enhance learning strategy. Bisman (2011), however, 

offers more detail about the methodology and epistemological matrix used in his assessment of 

multiple submissions to a single longitudinal learning journal. This enables scrutiny of the validity 

and rigour of the process and may result in an improvement in generalisability of AR studies in a 

broader arena. 

In the bulk of the literature the AR is centred primarily on description of the reflective 

process rather than any detailed critical evaluation of the intervention/innovation and methodology. 

Such accounts rely heavily on personal teacher and student reflection; although this is an integral 

part of the AR process, a more mixed methods approach could widen the impact and scrutiny of the 

research. When a study focuses on a staff member’s reflection it becomes highly dependent on 

personal social values, experience and beliefs (Adler 2011; Donche and Van Petergem 2004). Some 

studies counteract the insider nature of AR by using research assistants to observe, perform 

interviews and run focus groups, but the very nature of such small-scale AR projects militates against 

this rigour, so it is often impractical due to staff availability, cost and institutional support (Simms 

2013). 

A further limitation of the AR literature concerns its failure to address explicitly the ethical 

challenges overlooked by existing studies (Brydon-Miller, Greenwood and Eikeland 2006). Walton 

(2011) addresses institutional level ethics, while Halai (2011) reflects on the ethical differences of 

researchers and insider practitioners inherent in AR in their metasyntheses of work on AR 

dissertations. Again, the general lack of ethical consideration evident in AR publications could be 

seen to widen further the research gap between traditional and AR. AR is often connected to 

projects relating to personal practice and so raises ethical issues in relation to insider–researchers. 

Within higher education, action researchers also need to be aware of the dual set of responsibilities 

held. Teacher/researchers have professional ‘fiduciary responsibilities’ (Pecorino, Kincaid and 

Gironda 2008: 5) towards students – the researcher’s actions are intended to be undertaken for the 

benefit of student learning – alongside the responsibility of a researcher to do no harm. The 

complexity of this position could usefully be explored and debated in the accounts of action 

researchers. The more explicit integration of ethical issues in planning AR projects and the 

subsequent accounts would strengthen the quality of subsequent research and enhance its claims to 

trustworthiness.  

Finally, studies are frequently limited to the ‘theatre of instruction’ and micro-level 

contextualised pedagogic practice (Cullen et al. 2002). Studies that draw together multiple cohorts 
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or case studies to provide frameworks for pedagogical innovation, curricular change or assessment 

can, however, be applied to the wider area and increase impact. What works – and what does not – 

in localised contexts can be debated and contextualised more fully in the broader academic 

community. 

Action research focusing on student engagement  

Many education-based AR studies (Banerjee 2013; Scherman and du Toit 2008; Stewart 2012) focus 

on obtaining feedback or critique on teaching practice from students. Thus, students play a key role 

in improving teaching practice and contribute to the professional development or the resulting 

‘learning’ by their educators. 

Across the disciplines, the desire to focus on the student experience and, in particular, on 

issues of student engagement is noted as an emerging theme in recent literature. The need for 

students to be engaged in learning to reduce the high cost of failure of modern UK higher education 

for all is considered paramount (Bryson and Hand 2007; Mann 2001; Taylor and Pettit 2007). The 

effectiveness of teaching and learning strategies to improve student engagement in higher 

education can often be seen as a one-way process, namely the academics working hard to engage 

the students (Bryson and Hand 2007; Clynes 2009; Wisker et al. 2001). However, we can examine 

this as an interaction and a two-way process. The literature suggests that if students are engaged in 

the subject and the teaching sessions, then the teaching and learning strategies that may be used by 

the academic are drawn from a greater range and can thus improve the learning environment for all 

(Bates 2011; Bryson and Hand 2007; Clynes 2009; Hood 2012; Jennings and Kachel 2010; Mann 2001; 

Seib et al. 2011; Wisker et al. 2001). The use of AR to assess strategies where students are either 

passive or non-passive in the process is important in the development of an improved learning 

environment. The literature suggests that such a context, combined with two-way engagement, can 

reduce the alienation of students and help to encourage deeper learning (Bates 2011; Bryson and 

Hand 2007; Case 2008; Clynes 2009; Cook-Sather 2014; Hughes 2011; Mann 2001). A student 

engaged in learning does not necessarily result in higher achievement, but can lead to improved 

teaching and learning, provided both parties are engaged (Bryson and Hand 2007; Cook-Sather 2014; 

Jennings and Kachel 2010; Wisker et al. 2001). 

In contrast to concerns over continuing hostility and the failure by interested parties to 

exploit AR as valid, high quality and socially relevant in the higher education environment 

(Greenwood 2007 2012), a resurgent interest in AR is reported in universities (Moore 2004), 

particularly among postgraduate and doctorate students (Huang 2010). Reasons put forward for this 

trend include increasing recognition of the value of PAR in fostering collaborative partnerships in 
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universities that break down the power divide between the educator as the researcher and the 

student as the ‘researched’ (Moore 2004). Where reactions of the involved practitioners are invited, 

Huang emphasises that engaged learning becomes more readily achieved and provides valuable 

opportunities for validation and dissemination, placing AR in a space that ‘can integrate truth and 

power’ (2010: 109). Engaged students, as AR participants, are potentially empowered by being 

provided with a space in which they can consider future actions based on newly acquired learning  

(McAllister et al. 2013) and self-defined valid knowledge (Carroll et al. 2011).  

Reporting on her living theory approach to using AR in teaching undergraduates, Walton 

refers to Biggs’ ‘constructive alignment’ (Biggs 1996; Biggs and Tang 2007), which recognises the 

influence of learning activities in the quality of a student’s learning, emphasising that students need 

to create learning for themselves rather than it being something that is transmitted by the teacher; 

‘teaching in this context is seen as the catalyst for learning’  (2011: 569). In arguing for the 

involvement of the learner in constructing a more meaningful and effective learning experience, 

Walton (citing Beard and Wilson 2006) promotes student voice as being more directly involved in 

their education. Rather than a fear of being assessed or a failure to reach expected learning 

outcomes, the inherent reflective process of AR offers opportunities to liberate those involved and 

potentially clear a pathway through the wilderness of seeking knowledge. In interacting with our 

own development as an emerging learner, as well as with the lecturers or supervisors, the reflective 

process encourages engagement and has the potential to transform practice (Grant 2007; Huang 

2010).  

The value of AR in enhancing student engagement through reflective practice, active 

participation and empowerment is in evidence in the many studies that clearly demonstrate 

effective examples of pedagogy and andragogy. Some examples are: student involvement in 

curriculum development and delivery (Coates and Dickinson 2012; McGuigan and MacDonald 2008; 

Seib, English and Barnard 2011; Wisker et al. 2001); developing student-led aims and learning 

objectives (Peters and Gray 2007; Walton, 2011); developing student self-awareness as active 

reflective practitioners (Askham 2008; Duenkel and Pratt 2013); critical reflection on action and 

promoting participation in social change (Hulse and Hulme 2012; Taylor and Petit; Zhang et al. 2014); 

developing student ownership of the teaching and learning process (Goh and Loh 2013; Kurzel 2011; 

Sankaran et al. 2007); mutual engagement in developing communities of practice (Gordon and 

Edwards 2012; Walsh, Rutherford and Sears 2010; Walton, 2011); cross-curricular discourse and 

collaboration (McAllister et al. 2013; Wisker et al. 2001); and peer-assisted learning  (Hodgson, 

Benson and Brack 2013; Kurzel 2011). 
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In the literature, the interpretation of the nature of student engagement in AR varies and a 

key issue is the status of students and other stakeholders in relation to their position as an insider, 

an outsider or a co-collaborator. The issue of the insider/outsider is central to all approaches to AR. 

In general terms, an insider–researcher may be defined as a researcher who engages in research 

from within a community or the organisation. In AR terms, Herr and Anderson (2005) argue that the 

researcher may adopt a position as either an insider or an outsider, depending on the type of AR; in 

their view, what is important is the collaborative nature of the relationship between the researcher 

and the participants. Positionality within AR has been depicted by Herr and Anderson (2005) as a 

continuum on a scale of one to six, where the location of the researcher on the insider–outsider 

continuum is linked to a research approach ranging from ‘the insider engaged in self-study’ to ‘the 

outsider researching the insider’. Table 1 summarises this approach. 

In relation to student engagement in AR projects, at one end of the continuum (Position 1) 

are those engaged in self-study and the study of their own practice. In the broadest sense, it is 

possible to conceptualise this group as practitioners, researchers and students (Chang Chien, Yu and 

Lin 2013; Choi 2011). Herr and Anderson (2005) describe Position 2 as AR involving the insider in 

collaboration with other insiders, and Position 3 as AR where the insider works in collaboration with 

outsiders. Position 4 on the continuum applies to participants engaged in projects where the 

relationship between participants is one of reciprocal collaboration involving insider–outsider teams 

adopting collaborative forms of Participatory Action Research (PAR).  

Generally, students undertake research as part of a course of study either individually, with 

other students, or in co-collaboration with community groups (Sorenson and Lawson 2011). In such 

cases the students’ work is assessed and contributes to their final grade for the module and the 

course. This is an important factor that Kindon and Elwood (2009) argue is one of the challenges of 

co-collaborative AR involving students on formal courses. Students also engage in AR projects 

outside of their formal coursework. They may be asked to participate in an AR project initiated by a 

university teacher on a variety of topics, including those designed to improve teaching, learning and 

assessment strategies, or to improve the student experience (Farrell, Vernaza, Perkins et al. 2012; 

Moore and Gayle 2010; Paiewonsky 2011; Ssajjakambwe et al. 2013). 

The benefits of student engagement in AR, particularly on co-collaborative projects involving 

community stakeholders, include providing opportunities for a better understanding of community 

(Moore and Gayle 2010) and enhanced community engagement resulting in enhanced intellectual, 

social and emotional engagement (Pain et al. 2013), and improved theory–practice links and 

construction of collaborative knowledge (Katsarou and Tsafos 2013). Moore and Gayle (2010) 

Table 1 here please 
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suggest that students’ engagement in projects in collaboration with university teachers results in 

improved relations between them. In relation to teaching, learning and assessment, student 

engagement in AR projects recognises the value of the student contribution to curriculum 

development (Kur, DePorres and Westrup 2008). Kur, DePorres and Westrup (2008) suggest that 

student engagement with AR raises the students’ profile and ensures that their voice, as key 

stakeholders, is heard, potentially resulting in their personal growth and an improved curriculum for 

faculty members. 

The challenges in this process relate largely to the relative power of stakeholders in co-

collaborative projects and include issues relating to authorship, scale, privilege and community 

stakeholder requirements (Kindon and Elwood 2009). From the student perspective, when 

participating in a co-collaborative project with community stakeholders as part of a formally 

assessed course there are pragmatic issues of timing and project overrun that need to be addressed 

and resolved.  

Current literature suggests that the type of assessment used in higher education can play a 

part in improving the engagement of the student, with a variety of forms – formative, peer, and 

group work – all implemented with varying success (Prunty and Crean 2011; Weaver and Esposto 

2012; Welsh 2012 2008). If students perceive the assessment as fair (particularly in respect of group 

work) and relevant to the subject, it can help their level of engagement (Prunty and Crean 2011; 

Weaver and Esposto 2012). Measurement of their engagement as a result of the introduction of an 

assessment change through AR has produced interesting results (Hughes 2011; Min et al. 2011; 

Prunty and Crean 2011; Taylor and Pettit 2007; Weaver and Esposto 2012; Welsh 2008, 2012). In 

student cohorts the levels of engagement and re-engagement of alienated students generally 

increases upon introduction of a new assessment mode, in particular the use of peer assessment 

(Min et al. 2011; Prunty and Crean 2011; Weaver and Esposto 2012; Welsh 2012). It appears that 

alienated students attempt to re-engage, as their peers perceive that such individuals obtain fairer 

marks. As a result, an enhanced learning environment is created with higher levels of overall 

engagement (Case 2008; Mann 2001; Min et al. 2011; Prunty and Crean 2011; Weaver and Esposto 

2012; Welsh 2012). The level varies between studies and may be dependent on whether the 

students are passive (Pahinis et al. 2007; Seib et al. 2011; Weaver and Esposto 2012) or non-passive 

(Bates 2011; Cook-Sather 2014; Currie et al. 2012; Welsh 2012). 

Furthermore, the use of technology to enhance teaching and learning in higher education 

shows a link to student engagement (Charles et al. 2008; Currie et al. 2012; Gillies 2008; Hughes 

2011; Welsh 2012). The implementation of technology to enhance teaching and learning is critical to 
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the students’ engagement in learning online: projects, sets, modules and lectures often suffer from 

varying levels of engagement (Charles et al. 2008; Currie et al. 2012; Gillies 2008; Pahinis et al. 2008). 

A blended approach to the use of technology, where students meet academics at crucial points, or 

milestones, to establish the expectations for the next stage of learning, could potentially boost 

engagement (Currie et al. 2012; Hughes 2011; Pahinis et al. 2008; Welsh 2008). The use of 

technology in teaching and learning in a blended fashion is not new and can produce more engaged 

cohorts, particularly if involved in AR (Currie et al. 2012; Jennings and Kachel 2010; Morris 2012; 

Pahinis et al. 2008; Welsh 2012). Through using different teaching and learning approaches and 

technologies, multiple-subject student cohorts can be engaged in the same learning session (Morris 

2012; Pahinis et al. 2008). The literature suggests that a varied blended approach to technology use 

in teaching and learning has the potential to create engaged student communities across subjects 

(Jennings and Kachel 2010; Morris 2012; Pahinis et al. 2007; Welsh 2012). 

Limitations 

Limitations common to some of the AR studies in this area include a lack of reporting on the AR 

stages or cycles in a way that allows others to analyse the study systematically. Another is the time 

and resources that are required. This is noted by Jacobs, who observed: 

when time pressure rose, the empowerment goal started to collide with academic 
and practical aims, and the dialogue within the project team became obstructed 
leading to a return to the traditional routine of applied research and the 
accompanying power relationships, with implications for the learning in and 
about the project.  (Jacobs 2010: 367)  

Relating to this limitation is dissemination or ‘ownership’ tensions, for instance whether authorship 

of articles is shared between university academics and practitioners/participants as co-researchers. 

McVicar, Munn-Giddings and Abu-Helil conducted a comparative review of AR in nursing and social 

work between 2000 and 2010, observing that authorship was dominated by university academics, 

‘despite participating practitioners and/or users having significant roles in the whole research 

process’ (2012: 81). This suggests that, despite claims of practitioners and participants as co-

researchers, it is mainly the university-based academics who publish research, implying their 

ultimate ownership. 

Concluding comments 

Action research in higher education’s educational mission has become a central theme in research. It 

pervades pedagogical and curriculum theory, is reflected in the disciplinary foci on teaching and 

learning, and is a central tool in the development of institutional change. For the most part as an 
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ontologic-epistemological stance, it retains its emancipatory core and has a multi-disciplinary 

flexibility that is evident in the literature. The intricacies of the relationship between pedagogic AR in 

higher education are impacted upon by the disciplines involved and the extent to which they and the 

professions embrace AR as a valued research method. How AR is used to research pedagogy in 

higher education is linked to this broader use of AR. Reviewing the current literature suggests that 

some of its strengths and weaknesses in relation to pedagogy and higher education are mirrored in 

its use in the broader disciplinary and professional arena. 

However, alongside a growth in popularity and many examples of emancipatory educational 

initiatives, Kemmis’ (2006) warnings concerning the domestication of educational AR noted earlier, 

while aimed only at improving teaching practice or techniques, also apply in relation to the literature 

on student engagement. Kemmis (2006) argues that such AR studies are inadequate at the level 

required by critical educational science in the transformation of social, cultural, discursive and 

material conditions under which individual practice takes place. Levin (2012) similarly argues that to 

ensure the academic integrity of AR, this critical and reflective research has to be combined with 

engagement at a deeply empathic and political level, positioned outside of the experience of the 

researcher. In ensuring rigorous and transparent reasoning, however, Levin (2012) warns of the 

challenge of balancing a depth of involvement with the critical distance essential to analyse the data, 

reframe arguments and develop new insights.  

Changes in higher education policy, driven by an explicit metrics of student satisfaction and 

the need for students to engage in their learning whilst registered at a higher education institution, 

argue for strong, practice-based evidence for what teaching can achieve. In an economic 

consumeristic model of higher education, an unjustified and holist concept of edification is 

seemingly not satisfactory. Evidence of how practice can be improved and its impact on the learning 

of students (and staff) is becoming critical to the changing character of higher education and its 

accountability to both government and students. These studies have shown how AR as both a 

practice and a methodology can provide this evidence. AR has produced important change in 

practice, but needs to continue to evolve and respond to the limitations identified in this review. 

This study is intended to contribute to this outcome.  
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