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Abstract

Whilst educational action research is not unknown in Croatia, its use is not widespread (Bognar & Zovko, 2008). In part, this might be because action research assumes a high level of autonomy for practitioner-researchers, and a constructivist view of knowledge, neither of which are traditional characteristics of the Croatian system. This paper reports on a capacity building programme in which 18 senior advisers from The Education and Teacher Training Agency developed action research projects in Croatian schools. The article outlines the context of the programme, describes the programme itself, and presents an analysis of the advisers’ action research projects. This shows that action research was used by advisers, supporting teachers, to effect change in schools. The principles of action research were generally understood, and produced evidence of practical change, collaboration and mutual understanding. Although action research is generally understood as a ‘grassroots movement’ this report suggests that action research can lead to desirable change, even when imported from elsewhere. Thus action research holds one answer to the question, how to promote beneficial life-long learning among education professionals.
Action research as a means of teachers’ professional development

There are various understandings of action research; Cassell & Johnson (2006) provide a useful typology. The approach adopted by the programme (and in this report) is informed by texts including Elliott (1991), McNiff (1993,1997) and Somekh (2006); it views educational action research as having a distinctive form, differing from traditional approaches to research. Traditional approaches assume that the world can be known objectively, and that knowledge can be obtained empirically and logically by examining phenomena and their causes. Traditional research methods include Randomised, Controlled Trials, generating quantitative data from representative samples, which are analysed by statistical methods to ensure the validity and reliability of findings. 
Whereas traditional research is undertaken by people who are essentially outside (external to) the phenomena under study, action research is undertaken by people who are part of the phenomena. Heron & Reason (1997) have articulated some philosophical underpinnings of this view – what they call the ‘participatory paradigm’. They state that knowing arises from experience, and ‘To experience anything is to participate in it, and to participate is both to mould and to encounter’ (p. 3). Heron & Reason argue that there is ‘a given cosmos’ in which the mind participates:

Mind and the given cosmos are engaged in a co-creative dance, so that what emerges as reality is the fruit of an interaction of the given cosmos and the way mind engages with it. (p. 4) 

Thus, whereas traditional research assumes that researchers can become objective by eliminating bias, action research assumes that this is impossible because researchers construct realities as they participate in them. Instead, action researchers are motivated by an explicit desire to improve practical situations. Action research might start when the practitioner-researcher asks, ‘How can I improve what I am doing?’ (Whitehead, 1999). The research process is often described as a recurring spiral of planning, doing, observing (or evaluating) and reflecting, in order to generate positive change and understanding. (For a detailed comparison between action research and traditional methods, see Whitehead & McNiff (2006), pp. 12-21.)
Action research is often perceived by teachers as a valuable form of continuing professional development; as a way of promoting lifelong learning. In the UK, Furlong and Sainsbury (2005) found that taking part in action research often led to teachers becoming more confident and knowledgeable, collecting and using evidence, and learning about their own learning. For many teachers, the nature of their reflection was ‘transformed’ because the research process led to ‘informed reflection’ (p. 61). There was an impact on practice, in their schools, their teaching, and their pupils. There was also a significant impact on the morale of the teacher/researchers: ‘Every single one of the Scholars [researchers] we interviewed had the same positive feelings about the scheme; there was overwhelming enthusiasm for it’ (p. 79). Corroborating evidence appeared in Haggarty & Postlethwaite (2003), a study of an action research group of teachers in one UK school over an eight-year period. This study found that ‘teachers did generally hold positive views about the action research process’, because it was situated in their own context, and addressed practical issues (p. 440). Some teachers also reported a significant boost to their morale (e.g. p. 434). In the USA, Zeichner (2003) found that engaging in action research,

… helps teachers to become more confident in their ability to promote student learning, to become more proactive in dealing with difficult situations that arise in their teaching, and to acquire habits and skills of inquiry that are used beyond the research experience to analyze their teaching. [It] seems to develop or rekindle an excitement or enthusiasm about teaching … [It can lead to] improvements in students’ attitudes, behavior, and learning. The experience of conducting action research […] seems to help teachers move in a direction of more learner-centered instruction. (p. 318)

However, although teachers usually value action research as a means of professional development, it doesn’t necessarily lead to changes in their practice, as Haggarty & Postlethwaite (2003) reported: 

[action research] led to understanding of new perspectives for some teachers but limited understanding for others. Where there was new understanding, that understanding led to change for some, but confirmation of existing practice for others. For a third group, the teachers’ perceptions were that new understandings and classroom practice were separate – they had not altered or even confirmed their practice as a result of their new understandings. (p. 435)

They found that ‘Teachers’ attitudes to risk were a significant factor in their uptake of new ideas’, with risk-averse teachers being unlikely to adopt new ideas, even when they had been found successful by others (pp. 438-440). They also found that teachers tended to see problems as located primarily in themselves and their teaching; i.e. they ‘tended to take personal responsibility for difficulties in their work rather than to attribute these to external contextual factors’ (442). The action research was not designed to enable teachers to challenge contexts beyond their own classrooms; it was ‘not seen as threatening to the systems and structures of the school, but as supportive in generating improvements within that broadly agreed framework’ (431). In this sense, it was not emancipatory for the teachers (Carr & Kemmis, 1986), and some teachers saw the action research as providing a ‘deficit model’ of professional development, focusing on what was missing, rather than what was present.


When teacher’s action research is evaluated as research per se, the picture is more mixed. Foster (1999), reviewing 25 studies in terms of their clarity, validity and relevance, found that many reports contained ‘significant omissions and ambiguities [and] … the teacher-researchers appeared unable to distance themselves from their preconceived views about effective practice’ (p. 394-395). He found problems with validity because, 

… in nearly all the reports insufficient evidence is presented to support key claims … there are significant doubts about the validity of evidence actually presented … causal claims .. are central to at least 10 of the projects, but in most they are unconvincing (p. 388).

Furthermore, ‘a minority of the projects could not be characterized as research’ (p. 394). Furlong and Sainsbury (2005) concurred, saying ‘the outcomes of the development process are often hard to disentangle from the development of the people engaged in the project … what the teachers so enthusiastically disseminated was, we suspect, not always based on rigorous evidence’ (p. 69). Bartlett & Burton (2006) found that a teacher research group had an under-developed use of research conventions, including systematic data collection and ‘the issue of validity’ (p. 403). Nevertheless, ‘the teachers became more aware of the complex nature of what is often treated superficially during in-service training … began to seek out the relevant associated literature … [and] were able to evaluate suggested innovations’ (p. 402). The validity of their research was ‘strengthened through peer examination and discussion’ (p. 401). Similarly, Clayton & O’Brien et al. (2008) found that practitioner research had potential to enable teachers to ‘produce more emancipated forms of educational practice’ (p. 74) but that this potential was frustrated by ‘quantitative and essentially positivistic’ understandings of research, ‘linked to the government’s focus on high accountability procedures, ‘evidence-based practice’ and use of performance data in schools’ (p. 78). 

Dissemination of educational action research has also been problematic. The group reported in Haggarty & Postlethwaite (2003) disseminated their findings within the school, but the researchers report that this was ‘rather ad hoc’ (435), partly because teachers preferred to focus on the process of changing their own practice, rather than changing other people’s practice. Also, although their own change in understanding and practice had taken place through engagement in ideas over a significant amount of time, ‘they assumed that other teachers’ practice would change simply by being given the results of that process’ (436).

In sum, action research has had positive effects on teachers’ understanding, practice and morale, with consequent benefits for pupils, although these are not universal outcomes of the research process. However, it does not necessarily lead teachers to challenge the contexts in which they are working; findings from action research are not always based on rigorous evidence; and dissemination of findings is not always well managed. Zeichner (2003) concluded by suggesting a set of conditions that characterise high quality teachers’ research: a) giving teachers autonomy to develop their own research projects, b) allowing a substantial period of time and providing a supportive group environment, c) providing teachers with intellectual challenge and stimulation, and d) providing routines that would foster the development of a community of researchers. These conditions were applied to the action research projects, carried out by advisers in Croatia. Before discussing these, it is necessary to outline the context in which they were undertaken.
Public education in Croatia

The key words which might best describe the role of education in Croatian society are ‘change’ and ‘improvement’. The globalization process and European integration (Croatia is a candidate country) puts the national education system in a wider, international context, especially the European one, and analyses of this system have revealed a series of structural, organizational and curricular weak spots, which need to be overcome in order to achieve the quality of education appropriate for the contemporary demands for economic, cultural and social development. Coming from a Central- and Eastern-European educational tradition, characterised by humanistic values and didactic orientation along with a centralized system which characteristically prescribes and controls inputs, the process of change began by acknowledging a lack of balance and overload in subject curricula as well as weak horizontal and vertical interconnection between subjects. The answer was first, to introduce the Croatian National Educational Standard in Primary education (MSES, 2005) and later, to start measuring outputs. In 2005, Croatia started an external evaluation process by introducing national exams to measure students’ achievements in Primary and Secondary schools, and the State Matura as the standardised exam at the end of Secondary education. The first set of results from the national exams revealed significant differences between students’ achievements (outputs) in different municipalities and different types of schools. Prompted by these results and the first PISA 2006 results, the Parliament enacted National Standard in Education (MSES, 2008a), which defines minimal material, and professional standards in Primary Education to be achieved by 2022 in all regions in Croatia. At the same time, the process of school self-evaluation started, requiring schools to consider national exam results when evaluating the overall quality of education they provide. A common framework for these changes was provided by the new legislation The Act on Primary and Secondary Education (2008) and by a proposal for the National Curriculum Framework (MSES, 2008b), which is based on postmodern, pluralistic approaches including a humanistic orientation and the concept of ‘open curriculum’ (Vican, Bognar & Previšić, 2007). The proposed changes, relevant to this project, include:

a) a change from subject-oriented prescribed Plans and Programs to a cross-curricular approach for specific topics and Curriculum Areas (language and communication, humanities, mathematics and natural sciences, technology, arts, craft and design)

b) a change from assessing the level of acquisition of knowledge of facts prescribed in Plan and Programme for each subject to the development of competencies or skills

c) a change from teacher-centred to learner-centred pedagogy, acknowledging the good practice of traditional didactic approach and implementing ‘new paradigm teaching’

d) a change of approach to Continuing Professional Development of Teachers and other school staff throughout their professional career in other to help them pro-actively engage in the change and improvement.
ETTA advisers as agents of change

Within the Croatian educational system, the Education and Teacher Training Agency (ETTA) is an independent public institution responsible for promoting and supporting implementation of educational policies of the Ministry of Science, Education and Sport. ETTA performs the following functions: providing training activities for teachers, school counsellors and principals, from pre-school to high-school level; certification of trainee teachers; teacher assessment for the purposes of their promotion into higher ranks (teacher-mentor and teacher-advisor); supervision of teaching process; organisation of student competitions and annual reviews; participation in the implementation of national programmes; participation in the development and implementation of the national curriculum etc. ETTA plays an essential role in supporting the implementation of Croatian National Educational Standard as well as other changes and is also expected to provide a platform for discussion about the National Curriculum Framework.
In the light of deep changes in Croatian educational system one of ETTA’s most important tasks is to support and train teachers, school counsellors and school principals from pre-school to secondary-school level throughout their professional career. The new educational philosophy has put new demands and challenges on all participants in educational process. Therefore, education and training of teachers and non-teaching staff needs to be based on life-long learning principles, and targeted at building knowledge, skills and attitudes that will enable them to proactively respond to new demands. In accordance with the provisions of the Act on Primary and Secondary Education (2008) teachers and non-teaching staff have the right and obligation to participate in teacher training. Seminars are provided either by network of experienced teachers appointed as County Coordinators of Teacher Training (CCTTs) established and supported by ETTA advisers, or by ETTA advisers themselves. Among ETTA's Key strengths in providing CPD are: 
· a long tradition of cooperating with schools and teachers and culture of trust developed, 

· positive perceptions of ETTA regarding the issues of educational change/reform,
· advisers have a good insight, from a national perspective, into the strengths and  weaknesses of current teaching practices and situations in schools, 
· advisers may act upon their professional insights immediately, in order to make improvements.
ETTA advisers face many challenges in performing their supportive role. Apart from the well documented problems related to large-scale school quality improvement, teachers and principals can fear change. Resistance to change comes from extremely high expectations and impatience to closely monitor the results of changes; individuals’ or groups’ expectations that changes will not lead to improvements (MSES, 2007); an under-developed sense of ownership of the process of change and of the necessary contribution of each teacher in the implementation of improvements; and potential resistance towards performance evaluation because there is no prior experience of external evaluation or self-evaluation. Teachers worry about ‘not having enough time’ to prepare students properly for national exams or State Matura which makes them unwilling to engage in exploring new approaches. Furthermore, there are only 112 advisors for all the teachers and principals in Croatia, and a limited number of training days available to disseminate all the changes.

Thus ETTA's role to communicate and facilitate change is becoming increasingly challenging, and seminars cannot be the only means of stimulating improvement. In this context, action research can empower teachers to take control of their own professional development – those who have experience of doing action research know that change is possible and that they can benefit from it; they can feel more confident. The purpose of this project was to see whether action research projects, with advisers and teachers working together, can lead to desirable change and close the gap between a traditionally passive approach (teachers attending seminars) and a developmental one.
Methods
In 2007 the Head of the Department for International Cooperation
, recruited a foreign expert
 to lead an action research programme with ETTA advisers. The aim was to teach eighteen Senior Advisers from different regions in Croatia (Zagreb, Osijek and Rijeka) how to do action research and to encourage them to undertake individual action research projects. Three benefits were envisaged: the project would improve some aspects of the Agency’s daily work and cooperation with schools; it would enable Advisers to share their projects together so that they would learn from each other; and engagement in action research would give the Advisers a means to solve problems. From a research standpoint, we wanted to discover whether action research could successfully be implemented by advisers in an educational system which has, until recently, had a didactic and heavily centralized orientation. Action research is flexible; it assumes that practitioners have sufficient autonomy to plan and implement their own actions, and to change those actions if there is evidence for doing so. It is also rooted in constructivist thinking; it assumes that practitioners create their own knowledge by acting and reflecting on their actions and it denies the ideology that there is a single, correct way of teaching. Action research has tended to flourish mainly in cultures where flexibility and constructivism are embedded; it is not yet widespread in Croatia (Bognar & Zovko, 2008). We wanted to learn,

1. how educational action research might be used by advisers and teachers in Croatia

2. how educational action research is understood in this context

An action research methodology was followed (McNiff, 1997). Following the recognition of the problems outline above, the aims of the programme were agreed, and a sequence of meetings was planned. The detailed content of the meetings was adapted in response to the needs of the advisers as they arose (see Table 1). After the first meeting, the advisers planned and implemented their projects; presenting them on two occasions. Finally a formal report was written, sent to each Adviser for comments and approval, and the project was evaluated
. 

[Insert Table 1]

The programme’s design incorporated the conditions described by Zeichner (2003). Advisers were able to undertake projects of their own choosing and a supportive environment, with appropriate professional routines, was established during the meetings (Modules). Intellectual challenge was provided with advisers reading and discussing theoretical and practical accounts of action research; texts included Somekh (2006) and McNiff (1997). Data relating to the advisers’ projects were collected. These included,

· written research plans 

· written and aural presentations of work in progress

· written and aural presentations of final reports

· participants’ evaluations

Close and continuing involvement with the projects enabled the researchers to share their developing perceptions of the projects. At the conclusion of the programme, a summary of each project was sent it to the relevant advisers for editing and approval. Each summary was analyzed to distinguish its plans, actions, evaluations and reflections. (A similar analysis was employed in Cain, 2008.) This article can be seen as a collective case study (Stake, 1995) because it provides a study of several cases of action research in Croatia.

Results

Analysis of the projects showed that:

Plans were of two main types, aiming to improve either a specific aspect of teaching or an aspect of management within a school or district. ‘Teaching’ aims included introducing teachers to constructivist learning in science, improving teacher-student relationships, increasing pupils’ creativity in geography, and improving motivation in Physical Training lessons. ‘Management’ aims included improving the ability of leading teachers to run workshops for other teachers, devising an effective means of school-evaluation, and researching how teachers believed their continuous professional development could be improved. Approximately half the advisers used research techniques to collect initial, fact-finding data; others entered into their projects knowing that there was something that needed to improve, without collecting data to show the extent of the need.

Actions began when the advisers identified teachers or managers to collaborate with. Typically, they communicated their aims to their collaborators and negotiated an action plan with them. Some advisers offered training to their collaborators; others provided resources. Others, generally those with management aims, worked in an equal collaboration, to make improvements together. Advisers then supported their collaborators, to implement the agreed improvements. All the advisers integrated their actions with collecting data. Most gave questionnaires to pupils or teachers, and some surveyed managers and parents. Data also included interviews, journals, lesson observations, audio and video recordings, a SWOT analysis and a photo documentary.

Evaluations involved either quantitative or qualitative analyses of data, and some projects included both. Quantitative data was usually presented in bar charts, and qualitative data in quotations. In several projects it was possible to see evidence of change by comparing data collected at the start of the project with similar data, collected at the end. Several advisers recruited critical friends to validate their work, thus strengthening its validity.

Reflections were sometimes missing, several advisers presenting their projects without detailing their own learning. Others reflected on their learning about the process of action research and its capacity to inspire collaboration and improve working relationships. (One adviser reflected that action research is, ‘self-centred, awareness-raising and do-able’.) With regard to the content of their projects, no advisers reported significant changes to their initial views, but many found that their projects provided evidence to support these views. For example, the adviser who thought that aerobics would improve students’ motivation in Physical Training lessons, found evidence to support her theory.
After the programme had finished the advisers were given a 2-part questionnaire; ten were completed. The first part asked them to rate their level of satisfaction, on a 5-point Lickert-type scale, of the programme itself, and its contents, methods, organisation, and relationships. Responses to these questions were strongly positive, with only one score outside the top two categories (4 or 5 points). Advisers were also asked to rate their own action research projects and their knowledge of action research. These responses were slightly lower; although the majority awarded 4 or 5 points, there were four scores of 3 points. 

The second part of the evaluation asked them to list, a) the professional objectives achieved b) the most useful aspects, of the programme, c) the difficulties they encountered and d) what further work might be possible. Responses to the first two questions included many references to action research itself. Some referred to action research in general terms (‘I know that I am competent to carry out AR’) and some referred to specific aspects (‘The core of AR is a cycle – plan, action, observation, reflection’). Others referred to more general aspects of professional development (‘I have re-connected to classroom life’; ‘It has shown that my daily job may include research … I can use the results in my work with individual teachers and at my teacher training events’; and ‘I finally started to cope with the learning process and go deeper into it’). Other responses referred to aspects of collaboration (‘sharing experiences in different areas’; and ‘My relationships with co-researchers/teachers have improved’. The reported difficulties included shortage of time (three respondents), doubts about the quality of the projects, including data analysis (five respondents) and not seeing enough of their teacher/co-researchers (two respondents). Working in the English language was mentioned as both a useful aspect and a difficulty. In answer to the final question, six respondents reported that they would continue to undertake action research, and three stated that they would continue to disseminate the results of their projects.

Conclusions
The evaluation, together with an analysis of the advisers’ projects in written and spoken forms, has enabled us to reach certain conclusions about the impact of the programme. First, there is evidence that the concept of action research was thoroughly understood by nearly all the advisers. (The exceptional project was a large-scale survey, undertaken by an adviser who was not able to be present during the first module.) Although some advisers expressed concern about the validity and generalisability of action research, these concerns decreased after they had encountered Somekh’s (2006) account of an action research project she had undertaken with teachers. About to embark on similar projects themselves, the advisers were keen to identify useful lessons from Somekh’s account; they were more concerned with asking, ‘what can I learn from Somekh?’ than, ‘Is Somekh’s research valid?’ Thus, in contrast to the findings of Clayton & O’Brien et al. (2008) most advisers did not have unhelpful, ‘essentially positivistic’ understandings of action research.
Second, the advisers were able to use their understandings, communicating them to principals and teachers, in order to design and implement projects at school- and classroom- levels. Although action research has been said to be complex (Avison et al., 1999) its basic principles appear to be understood by teachers in Croatia with support from advisers, but without extensive research training. The variety of projects (some involved single teachers, some involved several from the same school and some involved teachers in two or more schools) suggests that advisers and teachers were creative in their design of projects.

Third, the action research encouraged advisers and teachers to seek data that might provide evidence of change. Analysing the data was cited as a difficulty, but the requirement to present findings encouraged advisers to tabulate data and to select quotations and occasionally photographs, to demonstrate change. Advisers were urged to find data that would describe the limits of the change, and most did so. However, they did not use techniques such as statistical analysis and coding, and their theoretical frameworks were not fully articulated, neither did they use research literature. Judged by the traditional standards of the research community these can be seen as weaknesses (Bartlett & Burton, 2006), but they can also be seen as strengths because school teachers (the principle users of the research) can relate better to findings that arise from recognisable practical contexts, than by those which emerge from research conventions that they do not understand (c.f. Haggarty & Postlethwaite, 2003).
Finally, the programme enabled the advisers to share their experiences and to find common ground. As they presented their individual projects, recurring themes, were identified, phrased as statements and shared with the advisers. They discussed these together, noting down evidence that would support or deny the statements, to form a narrative, part of which is as follows:

In each project there was a process in which the Adviser and the teachers achieved a mutual understanding of the problem. In this process, advisers had to be ‘contagious’ in communicating their belief that there was something that could be improved and, because this sometimes involved a little unhappiness, it was essential for Advisers to build trust, as well as giving practical help and emotional support to teachers. Several projects teamed up two teachers who could support each other as ‘critical friends’, and this usually worked to the benefit of both, even when they were not teaching the same subject. (Programme report, 2009)

Because the narrative emerged from the projects, was articulated in writing and was agreed by the advisers, it might inform future work when advisers work with schools to implement and monitor change.

Discussion


Some of these conclusions resonate with findings in the literature. The reception of action research by Croatian advisers matches the ‘generally positive’ views reported in Haggarty & Postlethwaite (2003). Despite various pressures described above, all but one of the projects provided some evidence of practical change; unlike Haggarty & Postlethwaite we did not find many risk-averse advisers or teachers who were unwilling to adopt new ideas. Like Zeichner (2003) we found that the action research projects resulted in more learner-centred instruction although this cannot be attributed solely to the action research process, because curriculum reform is already leading in this direction. Dissemination was not ad hoc (Haggarty & Postlethwaite, 2003); rather, dissemination conferences had been planned from the beginning.

Although action research is generally understood as a ‘grassroots movement’ (Ormell, 2000) this particular programme was not; because advisers are seen as authoritative, it was more ‘top down’ in design. Nevertheless, the voluntary participation of the teachers and the variety of their projects suggests that these teachers did not see the action research process as something imposed from above, as was noted, in some instances, by Zeichner (2003). Perhaps the reason for the willing participation of teachers was because the relationship between the advisers and their teachers was fundamentally democratic. Or perhaps, in the Croatian context of sudden and significant reform, some teachers are more eager to improve, than their change-weary colleagues in other countries. 

This research would have been stronger if the advisers’ collaborators (teachers, pupils and managers) had been more formally involved in evaluating the projects. It might also have been stronger if the advisers’ developing understanding of action research had been monitored throughout the programme. Future research might explore these matters; it might also be useful to research the effects of disseminating action research, and the long-term effects of engaging in action research. In conclusion, this research suggests that action research can play a part in professional development and lifelong learning, even when imported from elsewhere.
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