
  39

Literature Review and 
Theoretical Frameworks

CHAPTER

3

Guiding Questions
1. How knowledgeable are you about the topic of your action research?

Where can you find additional information?
2. What role will theory play in guiding your action research?

Keywords and Glossary
Boolean search: a type of search using digital databases in which you clarify 
your search terms using the operators “AND,” “OR,” and “NOT” to produce 
more relevant results.

Critical race theory (CRT): focuses on the primacy of race to define 
individual and group experiences.

Critical theory: represents a loose confederation of theoretical perspectives 
concerned with identifying and resisting oppression.

Epistemology: refers to an individual’s theory of knowledge.

Feminist theory: draws attention to gender as a social construct.

Interpretivist/constructivist perspective: seeks to understand and interpret 
observable phenomenon by understanding how knowledge is constructed by 
individual actors.

Literature review: refers to the systematic process of reading, evaluating, and 
synthesizing scholarships relevant to a research study.

Postpositivism: holds knowledge as fixed and objective.

Queer theory: refers to a variety of perspectives relating to individual identity 
that challenge constructs of identity as singular or fixed.
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40  Part II | Planning an Action Research Study

Planning Your Study

Just as in other forms of educational research, an important first step in any action 
research study is to plan for each stage of the study. The study map shown in 
 Figure 3.1 provides you with a visual resource for drafting a traditional educa-
tional research study.

In order to complete the “map,” the action researcher begins by brain-
storming issues and jots these down in the far left column labeled “Problem 
or Issue to Be Addressed,” then moves on to define the theoretical frame-
work and relevant literature. Next, the researcher drafts research questions 
and engages in data collection and analysis before finally identifying find-
ings and discussing the importance of these findings. The sections below 
provide more details about reviewing relevant research literature and iden-
tifying the most appropriate theoretical framework. The work you do in 
this chapter will build on the previous chapters, especially in terms of 
 identifying  issues  related  to   practice  and  in  considering your worldview 
or positionality.

Figure 3.1 Map for Educational Research Study

Title of study:__________________________

A. Problem or Issue to
Be Addressed

D. Research Question(s)

E. Data Collection and
Analysis (bulleted list of
steps)

F. FindingsG. Discussion

B. Theoretical Framework

C. Review of the Literature
(list categories or major
themes addressed)
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Chapter 3 | Literature Review and Theoretical Frameworks  41

Reviewing Relevant Literature

Identifying a gap or problem in need of study is the first step in an action 
research study. Consulting relevant educational research literature will help 
you clarify the problem and determine the best course of action for address-
ing that problem. Returning to Arlene’s study (see Chapter 2), she consulted 
multiple sources on the topic of culturally responsive instruction, including 
Geneva Gay’s (2002) Culturally Responsive Teaching: Theory, Research, and Prac-
tice and Gloria Ladson-Billings’s (2009) The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers 
of African American Children. This background reading led her to critically 
consider the experiences of her African American students and her relative 
responsiveness to their needs in the classroom. This led Arlene to develop 
the topic of her action research project: creating a more culturally respon-
sive curriculum to support student learning. An important part of her action 
research became improving her ability to develop and deliver culturally rele-
vant instruction. She gathered data and reflected on the effectiveness of this 
approach to instruction in her classroom. Her review of the relevant litera-
ture provided her not only with a rationale for her work but also a guide for 
action.

The literature review is a key component of educational research in general. 
According to Boote and Beile (2005), “a substantive, thorough, sophisticated lit-
erature review is a precondition for doing substantive, thorough, sophisticated 
research” (p. 3). A literature review is so important for educational research 
because it helps us connect our work to previous research. “Not understanding 
the prior research clearly puts a researcher at a disadvantage” (p. 3). The aim of 
research is to advance understanding and to generate new knowledge. By review-
ing previous research literature, we can connect our work to others’ and set the 
context of the study. The literature review also sets the parameters of a study and 
provides a rationale for the topic and methods of a study.

Seeking Scholarly Sources of Information
Action researchers may begin their search for a topic through a scan of related lit-
erature via Google Scholar or research databases available at schools and through 
libraries. Teachers who are members of professional education groups will also 
have access to the archives of journals published by the groups. Currently, there 
are also several open-access educational research journals that may provide rele-
vant studies (see list at the end of Chapter 2). Most public school libraries or media 
centers will provide educational databases, including ERIC, JSTOR, and Academic 
Search Complete (EBSCO host). Before you purchase a copy of an article, be sure 
to consult with the librarian or media specialist at your school or institution. Often 
you can request copies of articles or books through interlibrary loan if they are not 
available at your institution.
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42  Part II | Planning an Action Research Study

Identifying Scholarly Literature
There are a variety of sources of information related to teaching and educational 
issues available online and via websites. It is important to clarify whether these 
sources are scholarly—that is, based on assertions warranted by empirical evi-
dence and research. In addition to popular news sources and blogs, there are a 
variety of educational think tanks or foundations that produce position statements 
about educational approaches. Just as we warn students to check the source, we as 
action researchers must also critically consider author bias, audience, and claims. 
An important step is to seek corroborating evidence from other sources and to 
look for resources published by authors and groups with a significant history in 
publishing on the subject.

To these ends, it is also important for action researchers to establish criteria for 
their review of the literature and to share these criteria in the final written report. 
Documentation might include listing key words used in the search and providing 
a rationale for the type of sources consulted (or not). Once a topic has been iden-
tified, the action researcher can begin building a set of educational hypotheses 
about that topic. Here the aim is to develop a better understanding of the issue 
under investigation, including its antecedents and proper context. Based on the 
understanding of prior research literature, action researchers can move forward 
with planning their own studies to build on and to extend the existing literature.

Most educational databases allow you to use Boolean search techniques. This 
is a type of search in which you can use signifiers such as “AND” to combine 
keywords or to delimit your search using “NOT” and “OR.” Using Boolean search 
terms will help you produce more relevant results. Also, it may be valuable to con-
sult the thesaurus of the database you are using to determine appropriate subject 
descriptors for your search. For example, ERIC recognizes “action research” as a 
subject descriptor and, according to the ERIC thesaurus, “teacher researchers” and 
“theory practice relationships” will also searched. You can also use an asterisk in 
your search to expand the descriptors. For example, when the following search 
terms were entered into ERIC as subject descriptors—”action research,” chang*, 
and teach* practice—170 results were reported. These results included instances 
in which “change” or “changing” and “teach” or “teaching” were included as sub-
ject descriptors. When in doubt, be sure to consult the research librarian or media 
specialist at your institution. They can be instrumental in helping you plan out 
your search. There is also a list of resources to assist you as you conduct your 
review of the literature at the end of this chapter.

Using Technology to Enhance Your Search
We have already discussed the use of digital databases to guide your review of 
the literature. There are other digital tools that can help you organize your review 
of the literature and synthesize your findings. First, it is important to develop 
a system for organizing and storing your sources. Dropbox and Google Drive 
provide easy cloud storage of PDFs of articles and other resources that can be 
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Chapter 3 | Literature Review and Theoretical Frameworks  43

accessed anywhere, on any device with Internet access. Mendeley is another tool 
for organizing PDFs from journals. It will use the metadata from imported docu-
ments to generate citations and a bibliography, and Mendeley can also be used to 
import metadata from databases and search engines to store citations. Similar tools 
include EndNote, Zotero, and RefWorks. All of these tools have word processing 
plug-ins that allow you to cite as you write, inserting references from the databases 
into the body of your paper. This can be tremendously helpful for building your 
bibliography, especially as you write and revise, adding or removing references. Be 
sure to check with your librarian to see if you can access these services through 
your institution before purchasing an account.

Once you have amassed a substantial body of literature, you can use quali-
tative data analysis software (QDAS), such as Atlas.ti or NVivo, to organize and 
manage your articles. For example, in NVivo you can import your RefWorks, 
Mendeley, EndNote, and Zotero libraries. Once the documents are imported, you 
can create classifications and descriptions for each source (e.g., “methodology,” 
“teaching strategy,” “data collection tool”) and add memos that briefly describe the 
literature. From this step, you can code the documents and then link documents 
by creating “nodes.” Eventually, you will be able to create a visual display or “node 
tree” that enables you to describe the relationships between the sources. This can 
then launch your writing by serving as an outline for the organization of your 
review of the literature.

Extending Current Research
Before embarking on a review of the literature, it is important to understand why 
this is such an important step in your research. Action researchers contribute to 
educational research by adding to the knowledge base by addressing a gap in 
the research literature or by replicating a previously conducted study. For action 
researchers interested in extending current literature by addressing a gap, they are 
focusing on some aspect of the educational problem that is still not understood or 
explored. These researchers may be seeking to understand a very narrow part of 
the larger problem or to move the current research about a topic in a new direc-
tion. Sometimes researchers, like Arlene, seek to replicate previously conducted 
research or integrate new teaching strategies to determine whether they serve to 
support the unique needs of their classrooms.

In Arlene’s case, she chose to adapt strategies described in the literature about 
culturally relevant teaching into her own classroom. In so doing she not only repo-
sitioned herself in a new relationship with her students, but she also entered into 
a kind of dialogue with the relevant research literature. By testing out aspects of 
culturally relevant instruction, she was determining its affordances and limitations 
within the context of her own classroom and practice. While her work was very 
specific to her context, it can also inform larger understanding about culturally rel-
evant instruction, including describing “lessons learned” and identifying strategies 
for other teachers to adapt the practices to their own classrooms.
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44  Part II | Planning an Action Research Study

Other action researchers may choose to conduct an even more closely con-
nected replication by adapting the research strategies of other researchers and 
enacting them in their own classrooms. A well-known example of this approach 
in the field of the social studies involves an interview protocol referred to as 
“History Through a Child’s Eye” (Bolick, Torrez, & Manfra, 2014). This protocol 
leads elementary-age students through a series of interview questions designed to 
help the teacher better assess student understanding of social studies topics. In 
addition to open-ended questions such as, “What is a president?” and “What is a 
king?,” students are guided through a hands-on activity to sort historical images in 
chronological order. This protocol has been used by many social studies teachers 
and researchers to collect data related to student learning outcomes. Borrowing 
protocols designed by other researchers can provide a good starting point to a new 
line of inquiry. Research protocols are available in many disciplinary or curriculum 
fields and in teacher education.

The review of the literature can provide an invaluable source of direction for 
action researchers. As mentioned above, action researchers may adopt some of the 
same research strategies discussed in the literature or they may use their review 
to determine new strategies to explore in their practice. The review of the lit-
erature may also help guide the theoretical framing of the study. For example, 
Arlene adopted a critical race theory approach in her work to integrate cultur-
ally responsive instruction and to become an advocate for her African American 
male students.

Writing the Review of the Literature
The final literature review will provide a critical synthesis of ideas and methods 
from the field relevant to the topic of study. Rather than just present a laundry list 
of studies, you will need to compare and contrast across studies and synthesize 
them at a critical level. In order to do this, you will need to begin by creating a 
clear organization system. As mentioned above, you can use QDAS to help orga-
nize your articles, coding them with key words. It might also be helpful to create 
an annotated bibliography or a chart of articles that will enable you to quickly 
compare across your sources (see Activity 3A).

Once you reach a critical mass in your review of articles or saturation (i.e., you 
no longer encounter new ideas), it is time to begin developing an outline for your 
literature review. The outline should be organized around big headings, followed 
by subheadings and more fine-grained topics. Once you have your outline, you 
can begin developing paragraphs for each heading. One suggestion is to create a 
separate Word document for each heading, adding quotations and analysis for 
each topic. The aim for each heading is to clarify what has been done in the field 
and place the topic in its proper scholarly context. As the synthesis evolves, you 
will move beyond discussing individual articles or sources toward discussing main 
ideas that are consistent across the literature. According to Boote and Beile (2005), 
this synthesis will enable the
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Chapter 3 | Literature Review and Theoretical Frameworks  45

author to clarify and resolve inconsistencies and tensions in the literature 
and thereby make a genuine contribution to the state of knowledge in the 
field, by developing theories with more explanatory and predictive power, 
clarifying the scope and limitations of ideas, posing fruitful empirical inves-
tigations, and/or identifying and pursuing unresolved problems. (p. 7)

Of course, you may also need to describe major debates or dilemmas brought up 
in research literature as well as uncorroborated evidence.

The review of the literature should also trace the research methods used by 
others. By considering the strengths and weaknesses of the research methods cited, 
you can begin to make a case for your action research methods. This may include 
replicating data collection and analysis methods pursued by other researchers or 
arguing in favor of new methods altogether.

Finally, a review of the literature may identify a gap in the relevant literature. 
This would include a discussion about the practical and scholarly significance of the 
topic under study and areas in need of further study. By noting ambiguities or short-
comings in the relevant literature, researchers uncover new topics of inquiry. As an 
action researcher, your review of the literature may provide insight about a problem 
of practice and spark your own study. In the final research report, your review of the 
literature will provide an argument for your study and outline the logic of your work.

Guiding Theoretical Frameworks

The positionality or worldview and epistemology of the researcher will ultimately 
impact your review of the literature and the direction of the action research project. 
Egbert and Sanden (2014) refer to epistemology as “the individual lens, created through 
our worldview that we use to understand knowledge in the world” (p. 17). They argue:

Individuals possess theories about knowledge, whether or not they 
actively consider them, which results in their thinking in certain ways. 
Researchers cannot help but bring their beliefs about knowledge, their 
epistemology, to the forefront and put their understandings about knowl-
edge to use in the ways they conduct their research. (p. 20)

Understanding research in this way means that researchers not only reflect 
on their epistemologies but must also acknowledge these a priori understandings 
before undertaking action. According to Merriam (2009),

Getting started on a research project begins with examining your own 
orientation to basic tenets about the nature of reality, the purpose of doing 
research, and the type of knowledge to be produced with your efforts. 
Which orientation is the best fit for your views? Which is the best fit for 
answering the question you have in mind? (p. 13)
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46  Part II | Planning an Action Research Study

In this vein, there have been three scholarly traditions or paradigms said 
to describe the very different routes educational researchers might take in their 
endeavors. They have been identified by van Manen (1975) as the empirical– 
analytic, interpretive, and critical sciences (see also Armento, 1991) and extended 
by Merriam (2009) as the positivist/postpositivist, interpretive/constructivist, crit-
ical, and postmodern/post-structural (p. 11). For emerging research projects, it 
is worthwhile to explore these traditions and to identify the framework with the 
most salience for your topic. Patton (2015) advises, “whatever inquiry framework 
you choose to use, study the pioneering theorists and more recent practitioners, 
but study also the critics. There is much to learn, not least of which is where the 
pitfalls lie in any given approach” (p. 162). Unfortunately, there has often been 
a conflation of theory and methodology in educational research, contributing to 
the ambiguity of pinpointing exactly how theory might inform the work of action 
researchers (see Table 3.1 for representative taxonomies).

Contributing to the complexity of either relying on theory or building theory 
in educational research is the overall difficulty of conducting educational research. 
Unlike the hard sciences, educational research focuses on real people, with real 
issues. The positivist paradigm has been less reliable for the study of human and 
social phenomena than it has for the study of the natural world. Educational 
researchers have noted the limitations of positivist paradigms including the diffi-
culty of finding two people with the same experiences and desires, not to mention 
the fact that people often change their minds or may take a different course of 
action during a study.

Family of Approaches in Action Research
Perhaps not surprising, then, there is also a lack of consensus regarding the role 
of theory in action research. Rowell, Riel, and Polush (2016) describe a “family” 
of action research approaches (theoretical and methodological) that may range 
between “theory from practice” to “theory into practice.” Similarly, McCutcheon 
and Jung (1990) document “methodological variations of action research” and the 
manner in which “alternative paradigms,” including positivism, interpretivism, and 
critical science, shape the aims, scope, and methods undertaken in action research 
studies. They also view action researchers as members of a loosely connected “fam-
ily” able to accommodate a variety of experiences and epistemological assump-
tions. “Action research can take on different characteristics because underlying it 
are different epistemological assumptions, which in turn shape methodological 
choices as well as how problems are formulated” (p. 150). Similarly, van Manen 
(1990) acknowledged that “there is no agreed upon set of research techniques or 
procedures that many or most action research projects and models use” (p. 152).

In other words, there is an ends/means debate about the role of theory within 
the action research community. Within the literature about action research there 
is little agreement about whether action research should result in the develop-
ment of new theories about education based on practice (ends) or whether action 
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Chapter 3 | Literature Review and Theoretical Frameworks  47

research emerges from using theory to guide practice (means) and, in turn, the 
study of that practice. This ambiguity, rather than a detriment, should be viewed 
as opening up new space and opportunity. Action research is oriented in a dif-
ferent direction from more traditional forms of educational research. The focus 
is on insider perspectives and develops out of concerns emerging from everyday 
practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, 2009; Stenhouse, Verma, Wild, & Nixon, 
1982). As such, the action researcher has a great deal of latitude in determining 
the scope and direction of the inquiry.

Selected Theories

This relative latitude means that action researchers can and should explore the 
role of theory in their own work. Below are short descriptions of the theoretical 
frameworks often referenced in educational research literature (see also Table 3.1). 
This list is not meant to be exhaustive, but rather informative about the manner in 
which theories might influence the direction of action research projects.

In this review, the assumption is that the theoretical framework functions like 
a lens in a camera. It provides a way to focus on an issue and it provides a filter for 
seeing the topic in a new way. Theory may guide practice and the study of practice 
or it might be challenged, extended, or replaced by some new theory that emerges 
from the inquiry process.

Postpositivism
According to Merriam (2009), positivist/postpositivist research perspectives 
intend to “predict, control and generalize.” Here the ontological lens is that 
knowledge is “objective, external, and out there” (p. 11). The major inquiry 
approaches nested within this orientation include quantitative methodologies, 

Table 3.1 Theoretical Frameworks

Crotty (1998) 
epistemologies

Schwandt (2000) 
epistemological stances

Denzin & Lincoln (2000) 
paradigms/theories

Merriam (2009)
epistemological 
perspectives

Positivism and 
postpositivism
Interpretivism
Critical inquiry 
Feminism
Postmodern, etc.

Interpretivism
Hermeneutics
Social constructivism

Positivist, postpositivist
Constructivist
Feminist
Ethnic
Marxist
Cultural studies
Queer theory

Positivist/postpositivist
Interpretive/
constructivist
Critical
Postmodern/ 
post-structural

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



48  Part II | Planning an Action Research Study

including experimental, survey, and quasi-experimental designs. While this form 
of research is often viewed as being “scientific” and therefore generalizable, many 
action researchers choose not to conduct positivistic research. This is due to the 
contextual nature of action research and its focus on engaging students as co- 
constructors of knowledge, rather than passive participants in an intervention. At 
the same time, action researchers may employ data collection methods associated 
with positivistic inquiry, including survey methods, and the analysis of quantita-
tive data, including student assessment scores, in their projects.

Interpretivist/Constructivist
The interpretivist/constructivist perspective seeks to understand and interpret 
observable phenomenon by understanding how knowledge is constructed by indi-
vidual actors. “Interpretive research, which is where qualitative research is most often 
located, assumes that reality is socially constructed, that is, there is no single, observ-
able reality” (Merriam, 2009, p. 8). As such, there are multiple interpretations that 
researchers construct based on the data they collect. Researchers follow a naturalis-
tic approach to data collection and analysis and tend to use qualitative techniques 
to develop “thick descriptions” of social interactions, events, and circumstances. 
Research is often characterized by “emergent research designs, emic points of view, 
decentered perspectives, and interpretive analyses” (Miller, Nelson, & Moore, 1998, 
p. 378). By remaining open to different points of view and perspectives and seeking 
to understand how participants construct their realities through social interaction, 
the researcher can develop a more nuanced understanding of human experience.

Critical Theory and Post-Structuralism
Critical theory represents a loose confederation of theoretical perspectives con-
cerned with identifying and resisting oppression. According to Merriam (2009), 
“Early influences include Marx’s analysis of socioeconomic conditions and class 
structures, Habermas’s notions of technical, practical, and emancipatory knowl-
edge, and Freire’s transformative and emancipatory education” (p. 9). Post- 
structuralists are particularly concerned with identifying the relationship between 
social structures and individual power and authority, especially in terms of under-
standing how metastructures conscribe individual experiences and undermine 
individual emancipation. They are often most concerned with economic repres-
sion and control and interrogate strategies for reconstructing social structures. 
Critical research goes beyond describing, toward empowerment and change.

Critical Race Theory (CRT)
Over the decades there has been increasing interest, particularly among scholars of 
color, to “add different voices to the received wisdom or canon” (Ladson- Billings, 
1998, p. 23). Tyson (1986) refers to “race based epistemologies” as part of an 
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Chapter 3 | Literature Review and Theoretical Frameworks  49

overall discussion about issues related to “research, race, privilege, and power in 
educational research” (p. 40). She contends that the “specificity of oppression” 
necessitates the creation of theories of knowledge or epistemologies that respond 
to the inherent nature of racism and racial prejudice. Rather than ascribe to frame-
works that are blind to the experiences of people of color, emancipatory episte-
mologies and liberatory research methodologies must be created.

Critical race theory emerged from critical legal studies and focuses on the 
primacy of race to define individual and group experiences. According to Delgado 
and Stefanic (2012),

The critical race theory (CRT) movement is a collection of activists and 
scholars interested in studying and transforming the relationship among 
race, racism, and power. The movement considers many of the same issues 
that conventional civil rights and ethnic studies discourses take up, but 
places them in a broader perspective that includes economics, history, con-
text, group- and self-interest, and even feelings and the unconscious. (p. 1)

There are several important tenets or features of CRT, including (1) race 
is “ordinary” and “part of the common everyday experience of most people of 
color in this country”; (2) “racism is difficult to cure or address” and color-blind 
approaches and policies only serve to eradicate the most obvious forms of racial 
oppression because “large segments of society have little incentive to eradicate it” 
(also described as interest convergence); (3) race is socially constructed, not biolog-
ical or genetic; “dominant society racializes different minority groups at different 
times” (also referred to as “differential racialization”); (4) “everyone has potentially 
conflicting, overlapping identities, loyalties, and allegiances” (“intersectionality”); 
and (5) people from traditionally marginalized and underrepresented groups “may 
be able to communicate to their white counterparts matters that the whites are 
unlikely to know” (counterstorytelling; see Delgado & Stefanic, 2012, pp. 3–4). 
From a CRT perspective, research can serve to bring new insights about education 
reform by focusing primarily on race and racism.

Feminist Theory
Feminist research may draw on a variety of feminist theoretical perspectives, 
depending on the context or specific group of women being studied (see, for 
example, Lather, 1991, 1996; Reinharz, 1992). In general, “feminist research 
approaches center on and make problematic women’s diverse situations and the 
institutions that frame those situations” (Creswell, 2013, p. 29). Feminist research 
may take up postmodern (e.g., Lather, 1991) and post-structural (e.g., Wee-
don, 1997) critiques of contemporary society to challenge injustice while also 
 maintaining a focus on gender as an essential factor in understanding human 
experiences. According to Lather (1991), the aim of feminist research is to “cor-
rect both the invisibility and distortion of female experience in ways relevant to 

Copyright ©2021 by SAGE Publications, Inc.  
This work may not be reproduced or distributed in any form or by any means without express written permission of the publisher.

Do n
ot 

co
py

, p
os

t, o
r d

ist
rib

ute



50  Part II | Planning an Action Research Study

ending women’s unequal social positions” (p. 71). Feminist researchers seek to 
establish collaborative relationships with participants, to draw attention to gen-
der as a social construct, and to bring about social transformation. According to 
 Stewart (1994), feminist researchers must acknowledge their own positionality 
while remaining open to understanding the varied experiences of women.

Queer Theory
Queer theory guides an emerging body of scholarship that continues to evolve. 
Some researchers use postmodern or post-structural orientations to critique 
dominant discourses surrounding identity, including sexuality and gender. They 
reject the notion that identity is singular, fixed, or normal (see Watson, 2005). 
For example, binary categories of gender as female and male or sexuality as het-
erosexual and homosexual are problematized; these categories are viewed as fluid 
 (Plummer, 2011). Queer theorists “seek to challenge categorization processes and 
their deconstructions, rather than focus on specific populations” (Creswell, 2013, 
p. 32). Research that takes on a queer theory lens does not necessarily focus on 
sexuality or gender; rather, it aims to problematize and reconceptualize taken-for-
granted categories of identity and objectification.

Theory and Action Research
These short summaries of various theoretical approaches provide brief introduc-
tions to the relevant literature guiding the development of each theoretical frame-
work. It is important to note that, far from being prescriptive, the theorists who 
developed these frameworks extend an invitation for other researchers to explore 
phenomena through a variety of lenses. The opportunity for action researchers is 
to select a theoretical framework as a heuristic to guide inquiry. At the same time, 
researchers can build upon previous work—to extend it, challenge it, and reframe 
it. Regardless of the theoretical orientation you adopt, it is important that you 
engage in a deeper study of the theory and its foundational works.

The role of theory in action research is viewed as being quite different than the 
role of theory in more traditional forms of educational research (Stringer, 2014). 
By design, action researchers interrogate knowledge in action. According to Elliott 
(1991), “It [action research] aims to feed practical judgment in concrete situations, 
and the validity of the ‘theories’ or hypotheses it generates depends not so much 
on ‘scientific’ tests of truth, as on their usefulness in helping people to act more 
intelligently and skillfully” (p. 69). Here the perspective of theory as knowledge in 
action enables researchers to “‘re-see’ the world, or see through taken-for-granted 
conceptual categories” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 451). Action research can 
result in the deep reflection on preconceived notions about “what works” and 
might lead to rethinking or reconceptualizing the theories that guide practice and 
frame professional knowledge. Brause and Mayher (1991) characterize action 
research as “reflection-in-action”:
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Teaching practice directly stems from teacher beliefs (implicit or explicit 
theories); that change in practice depends on change in belief (theory); 
that the best sources of change in belief (theory) are: reflection-in-action 
on one’s current practice. (p. 23)

By linking theory and practice (since theory is developed through under-
standing practice), action researchers acknowledge the theories they espouse and 
through seeking to “explain how and why events occur as they do” end up devel-
oping new theories or “ways of incorporating them into mutually acceptable ways 
of understanding events that enable them to work toward a resolution of the prob-
lem investigated” (Stringer, 2014, p. 39). This means that the theories developed 
through action research are specific to the context in which a problem is being 
studied. According to Lincoln (1998), “action researchers act on the premises that 
appropriate action can only be theorized by the community in which the action 
is to take place; that theorizing about the purposes and outcomes of action is a 
locally appropriate process” (p. 17). Since theory emerges from practice, it cannot 
be separated from that practice, nor from the context in which the practice occurs. 
According to Hendricks (2009), “knowledge is something that action researchers 
do—their living practice—rather than a fixed, static or absolute entity” (p. 3). So, 
the theory that emerges from practice is not fixed but rather is emerging, change-
able, and iterative.

Action Research Compared to Traditional 
Educational Research

The previous discussion about the role of theory in action research suggests that 
action research has been conceived of as a distinct form of educational research. 
These differences include the role of theory and extend to the methods employed. 
Specifically, in action research, context is not controlled; rather, it is studied in 
detail to understand its impact on the outcomes (see, for example, Stenhouse 
et al., 1982). Participants are not chosen at random but are part of the professional 
(and, perhaps, personal) life of the researcher.

Despite the “family of approaches” associated with action research, propo-
nents often cite the same intellectual grounding for their work in Dewey’s (1933, 
1938) notions of reflective inquiry and experiential education and Schön’s (1983) 
reflection-in-action (see Hendricks, 2009). For example, change is viewed as a 
primary aim of action research and many have linked action research to Dewey’s 
pragmatic approach to developing knowledge through action.

There also seems to be fairly widespread agreement about the ways in which 
action research diverges from other forms of research. Van Manen (1990) points 
to a set of assumptions identifiable across various forms of action research and 
offers them as “tentative alternative principles that may be the basis of a more self- 
reflective human-science form of action research while restoring our relation to 
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children” (p. 152). According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999), this work and 
others that endeavored to understand appropriate conceptual frameworks for action 
research resulted in interrelated yet distinctive conceptualizations of the inquiry 
that included “teacher research as social inquiry, teacher research as ways of know-
ing within communities, and teacher research as practical inquiry” (p. 17). Simi-
larly, Lincoln (1998) described a “set of shifts” in educational research and argues 
that action research emerges from “growing understanding among groups of educa-
tional researchers that school reform, educational improvement, and social welfare 
in general are going nowhere without the active participation of those who have in 
the past been the so-called ‘targets’ of improvement” (p. 21). In other words, action 
research engages insiders in the research process to bring about change, whereas 
other forms of educational research operate from an outside-in approach.

The first step in conducting an action research study is to reflect on your own 
worldview as well as issues that you are passionately interested in pursuing. You can 
turn to the research literature for guidance in terms of topics, strategies, and theo-
retical frameworks that may offer a lens for exploring your issue of study. You must 
also plan how you will study your problem in a systematic and intentional manner. 
Chapters 4–8 provide step-by-step guidance for conducting your action research.

52  Part II | Planning an Action Research Study

CHAPTER SUMMARY

 • In order to begin an action research study, 
there are many conditions researchers must 
consider, including relevant literature and 
theoretical issues.

 • A researcher’s positionality often leads 
the researcher to explore the relevance of 
particular theoretical frameworks that align 
with their worldview.

 • In action research, theory is developed in 
action and through practice. Theoretical 
frameworks can provide guidance for 
study in that they offer a “lens” for viewing 
the world, but they are not meant to be 
prescriptive.

SUGGESTED WEB-BASED RESOURCES 

Mendeley

https://www.mendeley.com/

RefWorks

https://www.refworks.com
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Zotero

https://www.zotero.org/

Conducting Research

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/2/8/

NVIVO: Tackling the Literature Review

https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo/
nvivo-community/the-nvivo-blog/tackling-the-
literature-review

QUESTIONS AND ACTIVITY 

Reflection Questions

1. What new insights do previous studies offer 
regarding your topic of study?

2. How can you build on, extend, or challenge 
previous research?

3. As you read about the variety of theoretical 
frameworks, which seem to stand out to you 
as relevant to your experiences and work?

Practice Activity

Activity 3A: Conducting a Review of the 
Literature

1. Identify your research topic and brainstorm 
related key words or synonyms.

2. Consult with a research librarian or media 
specialist at your institution. Or if not 
available, consult the “Conducting Research” 
page at https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/
section/2/8/.

3. Write out or document your search strategies 
in your research journal. You can include this 
later in your final report.

4. Begin to search online digital databases for 
relevant articles. Collect these articles as 
PDFs in Dropbox, Google Docs, or another 
online database.

5. Annotate your article PDFs using Adobe 
Acrobat.

6. Code your articles or portions of your article 
by assigning key words. Here you can use 
QDAS software such as Atlas.ti or NVivo 
to map the relationship between articles by 
creating nodes/trees.

7. A low-tech option: Use sticky notes to list 
the author, date, and topic of the article or 
to highlight an important quote or idea. You 
may also want to include relevant key words. 
Arrange the sticky notes to create a visual 
graphic organizer of the literature. Take a 
picture for safekeeping.

8. Begin to draft your review of the literature. 
As you write you may want to keep a list of 
additional information needed. This list will 
guide your second round of research.
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