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Special Interview with Professor Dr, Anne Burns,

Macquarie University, Sydney

Anne Burns

Muacquanie Hniversiny, Syvdney

First of all, we would like to konow your
opinien about action rescarch.

Okay! Dhuok petion research s a Tairly nes
oo ol researeh, and people are <l getting
wsedd Lo the ddes ol ie 10s difTerent because
il takes us away from the more experimental
kind of research which people have often
done in the past. And it takes us into an arca
of researcll where you can mvestigate things
i yeur owen peactice. So, the whele poin of
action researeh is really 1o look at areas that
vou feel should have further investigation in
your work or your school -~ vour teaching
comtext.  1t%s ‘a wvery praciical kind of
approach because it allows you to look at
gaps n practice or problems that you meaht
want to pase about what vou're doing, voor
daily work. sour daly  practice in the
classromn perhaps.  And i allows vou 1
find same ways of changing the thinas thar
v are ot happy with, but at the same time,
working systematically o ook at what
might work better.  So, it's a kind of
approach that takes proctical ideas and
investigates them in a systematc way. What
welre lowking 1o do is o wdin am jdea of
soune data that will rell us more abont what's
roing an o the elassroom and on the basis
ol the alormalion we pet when we look at

something am depth, we ocan then make

changes which sre very informal chanpes

that wan help us develop new ideas about

whiat we are domy

What are the current trends involving
action rescarch?

| think people are trving o waork with il o
ook at guestions they can address in their
wwn situations.  Somée people are interested
in working on their own as teachers wheo
want to develop professionallv and learn a
little bit more about research and Lo look al
things they would like to improve in their
own particular practice. Other peopla arg
attempting 1 work collaborstively, working
tegether (o look at things that are common
acrose 4 number of different classes and
warking  together on selutions to those
problems. 5o, i different countries around
the world. people are taking this up nvery
differsnt ways. In Australia with teachers T
work with, we always look at 8 common
grea which people are interested in and then
teachers investigate those areas in their own
way, in their own particular situation.  Se,
for example, that might be concerned with
how vou develop a new curriculum, how
vou integrate new  ways of teaching
vocabulary into your practice or how you

might work more effectively when assisting
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sludents with reading and writing skills, So
vou have a number of teachers working
together 10 investigate one area that thev afl
are interested 1. Other teachers that 1 work
with in different parts of the world arc
attempung to jemn weether using the Tnlemel
i order to exchange weas. They might be
lesikang al issies they Dave in commen
which they wonld like (o @k about over the
Internet. Lach person will then go away and
do therr own researcl:  Lhey have an
[nternet croup W0 come back 1o, to share thetr
ideas and findings with and 50 on. Fhey can
tall abaut strategies o e put an place i

then classrooms,

What vriticisms do you hear about action
resenrch?

Well! 1 think one of the major enticisms 1%
that 1t asn’t generabizable and many people
have smd that action rescarch s not salud
research because you can't pencralize from
it But I thaink thes 15 really missing the point
|-|'|.':|.'_'I'!II"'GL' TR T TR TY HT\CL'H]'\:!I LALIT ptj[i_‘l‘\_}_‘;l._' i:. not
o generdlize,  [Us really to investigate
specific situations and find a solution to the
problems or wavs for development i a
specific situation. 5o, the dea of action
research jsn’t to peneralize, 1t's not the
purpose of it It loeks at some small—scale
tesedrch that you want w undertake which is
highly

contextualized v one  specilie

context. The interesting thing for leachers,
howiever, might be thal some of the things
that ene teacher will find out in one context
may well be of interest in another context.
Then the findings can be taken up and
perhaps tried out agamn i different contexts
to see whether similar strategies will work or
to see whether different strategies can be
apphed to this context. Really, it's a way ol
sharing  protessional knowledge among

large group of people

What would you recommemd to teachers
who woulld like to do action research for
the first time?

Well! T think that you just need to get going
and try something.  Teachers sometimes
worry about doing research.  Often many
teachers are busy in their classrooms, and
research hasn’t traditionally been a part of
the work they do. So, when they hear the
word  Uresearch,”  they  olten feel  very
anmons, that i has o be something laree:
seale, experimental, and generalizable, They
think they bave to set up a control group and
ane eaperimental group. 1 think that they
think rather differently about research when
they start doing action research.  The main
thing 15 to find an area that you don’t el
happy about and to ey o do somathing in
| think [oe

teschers who want to do research, the mamn

vour classeoom oy climnpe thal

advice 1 can give is 1o keep it small, keep 1t
fucused, try it out for a period of time and
see where the research takes you. If
possible, (v to join together with other
teachers, try to jon a group and collaborate
with those peopls because voulL fTnd that
you'll gain a lot more sell-conlidence il you
have the support af others; i vou can o
back and have a discussion with other
teachers or other ressarchers about how vour
resgarch is going. Other advice that | had
from teachers that | work with is to try to set
a particular period of time to computer the
task, Don't give yourself a task which is too
big, which will exhaust you. Put a period of
time on it, and sce where that takes you in
vour research. ARer that, vou may perhiaps
think aboul it for a while and then maybe if
wour want 1o-take up dn idea later, YOu can iy
it out with snother class or take the idea

further ina future piece of research,



PASAA Vol 33 December 2002 )

Do vou think there’re some common
problems that may occur while texchers
are doing action vesearch?

Welll T think one of the greatest difficulties
that people have from my experience of
worliing with teachers in different places is
to fined the area that they want to foous on
And people often get a lidle concerned when
they come ooa workshop and talk aboot
achion research, Thev're very keen to try it
oul, and they go back 1o their classroom and
think that they will start some research, And
e, thes e worricd thal thes re not daing
this rieht  thing or their research  isnt
academic enough or they can’t find a focus
for their research, Cften. | find that teachers
worry about this. My advice is to keep
going, keep tryving new things and keep
exploring your classroom in such a way that
the situation you're looking al becomes a
Nt elearcr as e poes one And i voo deo
that, sou may fond that the ddes von had
when you lirst started will change along the
wiay,  Bul ollen by working vour way
throuszh a cyele of research, vou'll find
something far more interesting to focus an in
the end, So, [ think the best advice [ can
give 15 to keep going, don’t sol disconraped.
start small, work with other people iF you
pogsibly wan i ey something, even it's
oily small-seale, o sel vonrsel T involved in

action résearch.

Can we say that if teachers wish to do
research, they should start with action
|'c§e:1rch?

I think that for teachers who are not working
inan academic context, s a zood idea 1o
start wiath action research,  Many teachers
want practical soluoons.  When [ alk 1o
teachers, they are really concerned aluout (he
classroom  actevities 0 their  classroom,

materials in° thoir classroom, whal kind of

things their studemts do o what kind ol
techniques they can use as teachers, So, 1
think the classroom is a really Interesting
place for teachers, And ollen we're Tooking
o practical

application  and  practical

solulions, S, achion research is a reeally
good place (o start if vou are a teacher
beeause you can often work with it in such a
way that you can develop good ideas which
vou may not have time to really think
through during vour teaching. | think it can
be quite difficult 1o set up an experimental
form of research and often teachers are not
dedicated to this because they are not given
time 1 therr teaching situation to o
research in the way that people who work in
universities are cncouraged to publish and
eogage in rescarch.  For feachers, 1 think
action research is o moch more manageable
kind of research. And it's also  very
encouraging and supportive hecause VOU Can
learn a lot about research techniques and
research strategies. And | go back to the point
I made before. IF you usually work withou
group support. you'lnol pet the opportonite o

share your experlise and experiences.

I heard that some people may be against
aclion research because it's small-seale
and it applics only to your own elassroom
and may not be uscful to others. Whalt
would you say that? For

dissertations, some people woulld like (o

abrout

do action rescareh but they are concerncd
that their commitlee would find this
unacceplahle,

Yos, that can bioa problem, and we're still
looking al the various kinds of research that
are valuable in different fields. Dot 1 think
in the leld of Applied Linguistics and
TESOL, we're moving towards a point
where we really do want to make a

difference in the clussroom. So. there s s
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great deal of interest now in linding out
more about what gocs on in the classroom,
finding out more about the way teachers
think about the classroom, lnding out more
about the  way students  behave in the
classrocm and lnding oul more about what
kinds of technigque work in different parts of
the world. 1 think, in a language teaching
silualion, we already realize that theve isn't
one method that's going to work in every
language situation. So, we become a little
maore sophisticated and realize that methods
can only be as zood as the people and the
students who work with them, S0, we need
another torm of understanding or knowledge
abot what pocs on o classrooms.  And, 1
think by doing research of this sort and,
hopefully, having  teachers publish their
research  or  present their research at
conferences, we can begin to build up an
interesting picture in a much more complex
and  sophisticated  picture  alount what
teaching looks like when people pul it into
practice what teachers do in the elassroom.
A0, my own view s thal leachers doing
rescarch is a vary imporlant part of our
development of theories about what teaching
s like.

knowledge

Waeo still don’t have a lot of

about  what  goes on in
classrooms or what people think about in
classrooms, so0, when i teacher does action
research and reports that rescarch, s of
great interest to other teachers, and il also
allows us to get a picture of the problems
teachers have i the classrocem, So, oy e
vight when you sav that i1%s small-scale, and
mention  lhe  eriticism  that  it's  not
seneralizable. But, I think we're going to be
getting a lot from looking at the study of
action rescarch and knowing when  and
where teachers take up difterent ideas amul

implement them m the classroom.

ITow about when we wrile an article on
classroom rescarch? T we follow the
same pattern as we do in other kinds of
research; for cxample, guantitative or
gualitative research?

Well! 1 think its still important when you
write up a puece of action research to
describe the context that you were working
i, to deseribe the sludents vou worked with,
the  subject of the research, who was
involved in the research, what methods were
used and the process that you went through,
the steps in your research plan. But | think
the reports of teachers doing this kind of
action research are going to look rather
different from those of people domg other
academic types of rescarch. 1 think we're
going, to get a more narralive fesl to the
account.  Teachers are, in a sense, telling
thuir own slories about the classroom, what
the classroom looks like, and expressing
their points of view. So. I think the idea of a
teaching narrative is going to become an
important kind of genre in which teachers
will feel comfortable when writing up their
research and also expressing ideas about
their research to other teachers, Cortainly, in
the work 1 have done in Australis where
teachers had writien up Lheir research, other
teachers found them to be user-friendly
beeanse they had been written up in a way
that teachers understand and enjoy. They
el comfortable with them; they related to
them because it's teachers talking to
teachers,  So, | think it°s a new way of
writing up research to a certain extent.

So, it sounds like action research will deal
wilh qualitative rather than gquantitative
research?

IF wou're referring (o the more experimental
quantitalive shrdies which have been done

wsing a mare scienlific method, then we're



PASAA Wul 33 Deécember 2002 5

not getting 10 see so much of this o dction
research. [ think in action research. vou're
20INg 10 5e€ a mowe uaittalive appreach,
But that doesn™t mcan te say that you can't
analyze yvour data guantitativeby. Yeou can
still  wse  gquarditalive  information and
guantitative data analysis when writing up

rescarel. Awml 1 think a variety of wavs of

presenting the data can be very useful. You

mav  have people  presenting  some

quantitative information using
questionnaires and percentages and so on.
On the other hand, you may have people
presentmg o more discussive o narrative
kined ol data. However, on the whole, | think

we will see a more qualitative approach.
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