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ABSTRACT
This paper will provide an overview of the philosophical premises, the generation of research
questions, data collection and analysis process, potential ethical issues, and quality of inference of
living theory action research methodology. Based on the ontological value that everyone has
knowledge within themselves, living theory action research considers knowledge to be the creation
from evaluation and reflection as part of actions to improve educational practices. This paper suggests
a way to move ahead with living theory action research by shedding light on the significance of
multimedia use and the role of educational influence in its methodology to communicate the meanings
of expression of embodied values and for the validation process. This paper aims to help emerging
educational action researchers understand living theory action research as an innovative methodology
to address the gap between values and practical implementation for action researchers.
Keywords: educational influences, educational practices, living theory action research, methodology,
philosophical premises, multi-media

Living Theory Action Research:
A Methodology for Improvement in Practice
and Generation of Knowledge in Education
The role of an educator’s action is
significant in breaking dominant practices and
facilitating change through learning inside the
classroom and beyond. An educator’s action,
according to Haley and Wesley-Nero (2002),
includes their engagement in self-reflection,
critical analysis of their own practices,
construction of knowledge, and dialogic
perspectives. Armstrong and Moore (2004)
claim that action research helps educators bring
about change through a conscious effort to raise
awareness about democratic and social
implications. Action research enables
stakeholders to move toward reconsidering the
role of academics and the role of academic
institutions within community practice that can
transform the pathway of the future of education.
In this context, living theory, as a methodology,

claims to have influence on everyone’s lives and
learning, either for better or for worse
(Whitehead, 2018). Whitehead (2008) considers
living theory as an explanation of an individual’s
educational influence in their own as well as
other’s learning and in the understanding of the
social formation of the context where they live
and work. Living theory action research
establishes the relationship between the
individual and the social context with the explicit
use of action-reflection cycles in moving forward
the inquiry that includes the expression of
concerns if the values of the individual are lived
fully in practice or not. Dewey (1933) explains
this overall process as a reflective thinking
process that includes a phase where the
researcher comes out of doubt and hesitation
through the act of searching and inquiring (as
cited by Leitch & Day, 2006). This paper will
explore how this educational inquiry shifts from
personal experiences to social orientation in
living theory action research as a methodology
that generates knowledge in education by
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focusing on its philosophical and methodological
aspects.
Philosophical Premises of Living Theory
Action Research
Living theory as a methodology was
developed by Jack Whitehead to address the
tension he discovered while conducting research
between 1971-1972 for his master’s degree in
psychology of education. Whitehead (2008)
determined that the disciplines of education
were unable to incorporate the educational
influences which equated to life experiences for
both his, and others’, learning. Dewey (1938)
argued the importance of explaining life
experiences in the disciplines of education is
important for the improvement of the educators
since understanding the experiential continuum
of life leads to change and growth, reinforcing
the individuals to develop the habitual ways of
thinking to address new and different situations
(as cited by Altan & Lane, 2018). Whitehead
(2008) stated that the process of inquiring about
his own learning specifically in relation to his
values led him to clarify the meanings of his
values through practice. Whitehead (2019)
argues that the educational influence in learning
focuses attention on the idea that what is
educational necessarily involves learning, but
that learning, to be educational, must include
values that carry hope for the flourishing of
humanity. Durden-Myers and Whitehead (2019)
describe the flourishing of humanity as the
thriving of individuals encompassing the notion
of wellness, ideally in happiness and life
satisfaction, mental and physical health,
meaning and purpose, character and virtue, and
close social relationships. Thus, the contribution
to humanity signifies the growth of practitionerresearchers studying their own learning and
their educational influence to inform an
educational theory. Foucault (2013) uses the
term ‘archaeology of knowledge’ to suggest this
process as the enunciative function that
operates within the general excavation of
consciousness and designates questions
beyond what is already said. Thus, Foucault
(2013) focuses on the importance of new
measurements, guidelines, and rigor.
Living theory action research has been
emerging as a popular discipline in response to
the social science forms of action research
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(Gearty & Marshall, 2020). Any quality action
research has both a disciplined process of
intervention and a quality avenue to
communicate the findings of the research
(Hughes et al., 1998). The basic underlying
philosophical difference between action
research and living theory action research is in
the ontological assumptions (Whitehead &
McNiff, 2006). While action research separates
the position of the researcher and the
researched by limiting the responsibility of the
researcher to create the action plans to
implement, living theory action research
provides the researcher with the freedom to
incorporate their values and find a common
ground to negotiate between their desire to
improve themselves with that of the others who
wish to do the same (Gearty & Marshall, 2020;
Manfra, 2019). The integrity of living theory
action research, which Marshall (2005) terms as
“first-person action research,” addresses the
ability of the researchers to hold an inquiry into
their own lives, explore their practices, and
provide a point of reference and accountability
as they periodically check back to their
dialectical engagement. Polanyi and Sen (2009)
explore this as the nature and implication of
“tacit knowledge” and explain it as the valid
knowledge of the problem, the researchers’
ability to sense and pursue the solution, and the
valid anticipation of the implication of the
solution after the inquiry. The ontological value
of the methodology is that everyone has a vast
store of tacit knowledge within themselves, thus
having the faith in their capacity to come to know
the truth as their life-affirming energy through
which they derive meaning and purpose for their
lives (Polanyi, 1998).
The potential of living theory action
research has been explored in a variety of forms
in the field of education and is considered a
major component of practitioner research
(Mandell & Herman, 2005; Whitehead, 2019).
Schon (2008) terms this methodology as
“reflective practice” where the practitioner
acknowledges the tacit process of thinking in its
"reflection- in action” process where the doing is
accompanied by the researcher with constant
interaction and modification on the ongoing
practice in such a way that learning takes place.
Dewey (1997) argues that not all experiences
are equally educational nor independent of the
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desire or intent to have “every experience live on
in further experiences” (p. 27).
Epistemology is that knowledge exists in
different forms. Rather than regarding delivery of
information as acceptable knowledge, it
considers knowledge as the creation from the
evaluation and reflection of our actions that
allows us to imagine our future actions where we
enact our values and draw insights from others’
knowledge and values (Whitehead & McNiff,
2006). The values in living theory are the
commitment to promoting equality and
democratic practices and to promoting inclusion
and caring relationships (Whitehead, 2018). The
researchers embody their ontological values
which later transform as their epistemological
standards of judgment, which will lead them to
realize the need for the effective use of
language and help them turn their research into
an educational theory. Ilyenkov (1977) argues
that “understanding falls into a state of logical
contradiction (antinomy) here not only because,
and even not so much because, experience is
always unfinished, and not because a
generalization justified for experience as a whole
has been drawn based on partial experience” (p.
34). Given that the profession of education
requires a professional knowledge base, the
living theory action research approach provides
immense ground as well as respect for the
educational researcher as an agent of
educational improvement and change (McNiff &
Whitehead, 2009).
Standing on these philosophies, living
theory action research attempts to address the
contradiction that a researcher can hold certain
educational values, while at the same time, deny
them in practice. In that sense, its axiology, just
like other action research, is that it
acknowledges the emancipatory practices
directed towards both the individual as well as
collective empowerment. The practices are
based on the initiation of research by the
researchers’ doubts and beliefs through their
reflection, which gradually focuses more on the
contradiction.
Generating Research Questions for Living
Theory Action Research
Living theory action research involves
self-study practitioner inquiry for transformation
in an institution. Self-study practitioner inquiry is
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characterized by the inquiry of the roles of the
self in the research project or the transformation
of the institution through written reflections as
well as critical conversations before, during, and
after the action project (Kitchen & Stephens,
2005). Gearty and Marshall (2020) argue that
self-study practitioner inquiry is “first-person
action research” where the inquirers are the
aspiring change agents for the systemic practice
who have the responsibilities to pay heed to
what they are doing. Wood et al. (2007) argue
that sustainable transformation is possible only
at the micro-level if we question our own
practices to ensure the representative value of
the institution. The systemic inquiries of actionreflection cycles in living theory emerge from the
practical research question, “How do I improve
what I am doing?” (Whitehead, 2008, p. 107).
Thus, all research questions that stem from this
insider view require emergent understanding
throughout to ensure that the espoused values
are supportive for the process of transformation.
Hyslop-Margison and Sears (2016)
argue that the need for generating research
questions as meaningful democratic dialogue to
foster critical thinking in the premise of current
neo-liberal ideology that regards the primary
purpose of education is only to help them find
appropriate places in the labor market without
considering moral and social discussion through
the shift in perspective. Whitehead and McNiff
(2006) differentiate the generation of research
questions as different from other questions
through the disruption of the epistemological
hegemonies of the social sciences that are more
performance-management oriented and through
their focus on the quality of the work of the
practitioners, specifically through rigorous peer
and wider academic educational research
community feedback. Research questions are
thus generated based on the dialogic logic with
the assumption that every statement is a
response to a question that may be unspoken
but is there in a tacit form, making it significant
to ask the right kind of question which improves
performance and perpetuates conversation
(Gladwell, 2005).
The idea of living logic in living theory
highlights its emergent property of the research
questions. However, the research questions are
formulated based on something that the
educators experienced previously as the living
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contradiction, which Mezirow (1990) calls a
“disorienting dilemma” (p. 14). It is a state when
the educator holds two mutually exclusive
opposites together in practice: one when they
are practicing their educational values, and the
other when they are denying the same values
(Ilyenkov, 1977). The researchers trace their
journey of growth to understand and improve the
circumstances of the ones they hold
responsibility for by exercising their
methodological inventiveness and asking the
research questions internally to oneself and
discussing collectively with others and engaging
in the process of transformation (Dadds & Hart,
2002). The methodological inventiveness
signifies working beyond action planning and
assessing and integrating the content, context,
and values of the researcher in the inquiry. The
integration is meant to provide a descriptive,
original representation of the search of the
researcher’s own understanding of an issue and
their educational development. For example, the
researcher will ask themselves, “How can I
adapt my teaching to encourage students to
prepare for class?” rather than asking “Why do
the students not prepare for class?” (Wood et
al., 2007, p. 69).
McNiff et al. (2009) claim that living
theory action research is a distinctly human
endeavor where individuals act with the best
interest of others at heart “combining the ideas
of taking purposeful action with educational
intent and testing the validity of any claims we
make about the process” (p. 18). According to
Wood et al. (2007), possible examples of the
research questions that enable us to reflect and
interrogate our everyday practices and then
ensure affirmative responses through critical
continual reflection are:
• What do I do to improve my leadership skills
to foster equality in my institution?
• Am I treating my teammates with humility
and respect?
• How does my cultural background
benefit/hamper my students when I am
teaching?
• How can I encourage diverse perspectives
in my classroom?
The two major objectives of quality research
questions for action research, according to
Whitehead (2008), are to: (1) help the
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researcher identify their potential, and (2) help
the researcher acknowledge their flaws and
limitations in terms of their theorizing and
communication of their lived experiences.
Data Collection and Analysis in Living
Theory Action Research
Data collection happens systematically
throughout the process of practice. Embodied
knowledge of practitioner-researchers is the
primary data source in living theory where the
researchers create and share the report of their
educational influences to support and explain
their ongoing cycles of research. Thus, data
collection can be done through observation,
interviews, tests, and surveys. Similarly, it can
also include video/audio tapes, musical
performances, transcripts of conversations, as
well as other artwork. Whitehead et al. (2020)
argue that the most important aspect of data
collection is producing an evidence-based
validated explanation for educational influence
through a visual narrative.
Multimedia Presentations Using Digital
Technology
Living theory methodology differs from other
educational theories because it uses visual data
to clarify the meaning of associated values and
to enable empathic resonance. Blikstad-Balas
(2016) argues that the use of video helps to
dissect the complex and multifaceted
phenomena into smaller entities which helps the
researchers to look for patterns that are
otherwise difficult to observe directly. Given that
education is a value-laden practical activity, the
personal knowledge of the researcher can be
both powerful in expanding competence while
also challenging. The challenge is not just to
understand its limitations but also to
communicate them. One of the challenges of
communicating the meanings of embodied
values in the data collection process of
educational research is also related to the
limitations of the words in print. Therefore, the
need for the researcher to make video data
accessible for the process of validation is a
crucial step of the data collection process.
Whitehead (2018) argues that “the use of digital
data in living theory is different than that from a
coding or category system” (p. 45), and
highlights the significance of reflective writing in
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the contexts where there are problems of
collecting video data because of physical or
psychological challenges.
Explanations of Educational Influences in
Learning
Living theory requires a researcher to
collect data and produce concrete evidence to
demonstrate that they have improved their
practice as an educator through ostensive and
lexical expression (McNiff & Whitehead, 2009).
Ostensive expression refers to the expression of
the values and the principles that the researcher
is associated with in their originality of mind and
their critical judgment during their practice.
Lexical expression refers to the meaning of
words or values defined in terms of other words
or values. Whitehead (2013) provides an
example to clarify the significance of the use of
both the ostensive expression and the lexical
expression in the research by explaining how he
would make his readers comprehend the
solutions for the poverty in print-based academic
text is. First he would focus on explaining
ostensive expressions of meaning to show how
the poverty in print-based academic texts can be
overcome through digital narratives. Then, he
would use lexical definitions to draw the readers’
attention to academic texts to explore their
implications for overcoming the poverty in printbased text. The idea of giving importance to
both the ostensive and the lexical expression is
to focus on the diversity and ecological
complexity of the living spaces of the researcher
to explain possible educational influences.
Whitehead (2018) argues the importance of
educational influences by connecting data with
the educational responsibility. Polanyi (1998)
claims educational influences as personal
knowledge and trying to understand the world
from both the individuals who acknowledge the
importance of creative response and from the
ones who resist it. The principle of action
research in education is a value-laden practical
activity that demonstrates the historical and
socio-cultural influences associated with the
continuous professional development of the
researcher.
Action Planning in Improving Practice and
Generating Educational Knowledge
Action-reflection cycles are a
transformational process “used to transform the
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embodied expressions of ontological values, in
explanations of educational influences in
learning, into publically communicable,
epistemological standards of judgment”
(Whitehead & Huxtable, 2010, p. 7). Whitehead
(2010) provides the following examples of
reflective questions that researchers can answer
individually or in a conversation with others as a
part of the action planning process:
1. What do I want to improve? What is my
concern? Why am I concerned?
2. What are the possible strategies for
improvement and which one should I choose
to act on my action plan?
3. What data will I collect to enable me to judge
my educational influence in my professional
context as I answer my question?
4. How should I evaluate the influence of the
actions in terms of values and
understandings?
5. How should I modify my concerns, ideas,
and actions in the light of evaluations?
6. What should I condsider while making public
a validated explanation of educational
influences?
The action planning process of living
theory overlaps and connects with adult learning
theories like transformative learning theory and
critical theory. Similar to the framework of living
theory, practitioner-researchers employ a
dialectic approach for finding solutions to
concerns (Wang et al., 2019). They further
argue that we are all surrounded by
developmental tasks and life problems and
different personal as well as institutional
ideologies necessary to critically reflect on living
theory’s idea of “living contradiction.” Mezirow
(1990) emphasizes transformative learning
through service-learning projects and reflective
practice similar to the action-reflection cycle by
focusing on the re-assessment of the
assumptions that one gains over their
developmental years.
The key actions for preparing a project,
according to McNiff (2008), are classified into a
set of phases: planning, designing, doing,
evaluating,
explaining,
modifying,
and
communicating. The planning phase involves
finding the issue to investigate, which is then
refined in the designing phase where the
researcher brings in research participants, critical
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friends, validation groups, and identifies
resources, timeline, ethics, as well as feasibility.
In the doing phase, relevant data is collected
while emphasizing the monitoring action, leading
to the evaluation phase where the researcher
focuses on the quality of the generated evidence
of the data. Then, in the explanation phase and
the modifying phase, the significance of the
action is explained in terms of the educational
influences in learning, and new ideas for action
are developed, respectively. Finally, in the
communicating phase, the planning for the
multimedia representation is done to ensure the
quality of the project. The generation of
knowledge continues throughout the process
where the researchers are thinking actively and
critically reflecting while asking for feedback from
their colleagues and supervisors for systematic
ongoing reflection. The generated knowledge
goes through critical scrutiny of others to ensure
its rigor and validity.
Potential Ethical Issues in Living Theory
Action Research
Action research findings can shift from
its emancipatory purposes if the researcher is
not morally and ethically aware about the social,
political and economic conditions of educational
practices (Van Manen, 1990). Apart from that,
prior ethical considerations avoid the risk of
harming both the participants and the
researchers and minimizes the risks of leaving
negative legacies. It also helps the researchers
demonstrate respect for the participants by
being conscious about protecting intellectual
freedom by understanding that an individual has
the capacity for originality and critical
engagement (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005).
Intellectual freedom protects the voices of
diverse communities and helps foster
interpersonal relationships, empathy, and
respect. Moral and ethical considerations should
be a priority right from the planning stage and
should be documented properly.
Whitehead and McNiff (2006) provided
three basic categories for an ethical framework
in living theory action research: access,
safeguarding rights, and assuring good faith.
This involves obtaining both the oral and written
permission of participants and safeguarding their
rights of voluntary withdrawal from the research
process at any time if they wish to while
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assuring their confidentiality. Because the nature
of educational research asks both the
researcher and the participants to expolore
sensitive topics, like reflecting on educational
influences and values, it is important to
negotiate access and make the publication and
distribution limited if needed. Thus, it is always
important to contact all the participants and
secure their permission prior to publication.
Meanwhile, owing to the importance of
visual data in living theory action research, the
researcher must be specifically conscious
regarding the potential ethical problems that
might arise if they did not obtain permission for
making parts of a video public. Similary,
Brandenburg and Gervasoni (2012) highlight
how dealing with sensitive issues and reporting
them mindfully demonstrates trust in the self as
well in the practitioner-researchers throughout
the process. The ongoing need for critical
appraisal extends beyond the associated
institutions and ethical standards and goes
much farther than commonly accepted criteria.
Ernest (2012) provides a framework for ethical
consideration which asks the researchers to
critically reflect on the outcome of the
presentation and publication in public forums
and to observe how the researchers’
assumptions and beliefs have been challenged,
supported, or altered throughout their practice.
Quality of Inference
Validity in action research involves
multiple people, techniques, and processes,
thus including personal validation, social
validation, and public legitimation (McNiff &
Whitehead, 2009). When it comes to validation,
it is important to consider the nature of
knowledge, the embodied values, the
methodology used in educational research,
educational influences and the logic of
educational inquiry. The nature of living theory
action research is characterized by the inclusion
of “I” as a living contradiction and is, therefore,
associated with the self-study of teacher
education practices (S-STEP). Whitehead
(1972) argues that the researcher should
perpetually ask questions related to the
validation of the knowledge that they are
claiming.
Campbell (2013) has used empathetic
resonance to communicate the meaning of the

P a g e | 25

researchers’ ontological values of “being loved
into learning” in their explanations of educational
influence. The use of visual data, therefore, is
considered an important measure to look into
validity and ethical consideration as it focuses
on the significance of the relational dynamic
awareness to comprehend the relationship
between the researcher and participants. Living
theory action research focuses more on the
educational influences of the researcher and
keeps the researcher at the center by focusing
on their improvement of practice. Whitehead
(2008) emphasized the importance of the
validation groups as an important aspect of
validation for the self-study practitionerresearcher. Hebarmas (1976), as cited in Niemi
(2005), claims that the connection between
understanding and reason normally consists of
moral righteousness, reasons, belief that the
action is the right thing to do, and the demand of
the context. The validation groups consist of
between three to eight peers and use four
questions derived from the four criteria of social
validity provided by Habermas (1976) on
comprehensibility, rightness, truthfulness, and
authenticity (as cited in Whitehead, 2008).
Conclusion
This paper highlighted the methodological and
philosophical premises of living theory action
research that is based on the professional
practice question, “How do I improve what I am
doing?” Living theory action research is based on
the living logic of educational inquiry and
embodied values of the researcher to promote
quality-based practice in education, and it is
important to make the findings public for the
contribution of improving educational practices.
The paper also provided considerations for
attempting living theory action research by
explaining its data collection and analysis
process, potential ethical issues, and quality of
inference. Finally, this paper shed light on the
significance of the use of multimedia in action
research to communicate the meanings of
expression of embodied values in educational
practices. Overall, the paper emphasized the use
of living theory action research for the extension
and transformation of the educational practices
by helping the researchers generate their living
theory through the systemic use of reflective data,
multimedia data, as well as the validation group.
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