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THE GENERAL PLAN

identifying your general idea

General idea
Reconnaissance
Field of Action
First Acton step
Monitoring
Timetable

L . . . 1
You do not have to begin with a ‘problem’. All you need is a genera
idea that something might be improved. Your gencral idea may stem
from a promising new idea or the recognition that existing practice falls
shart of aspirations. In either case you must centre attention on
« What is happening now?
- In what sense is this problematic?
« What can I do about it?
General starting points will look like—
« 1 would like to improve the ...
- Some people are unhappy about ...

What can 1 do to change the situation?
+ 1 am perplexed by ...
. ...isa source of irritation. What can I do about it?

+ 1 have an idea I would like to try out in my class.
« How can the experience of ... be applied to ...?
- Just what do I do with respect to .. 2

Avoid issues which you can do nothing about. Questions like the
relationship between socio-economic status and aChlcV?ant. Petw';:en N
ability and tendency to ask questions in class may be interesting but they
have tenuous links with action. Stick with issues in which you do some-
thing which has potential for improvement. Remember that sr.rafu:gm ac-
tion is your way to improve practice and your undcrsmitdmg of ap-
parent and real constraints on change
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Examples of ideas linked to action

i« Everyone talks about the ‘enquiry method’. My students seem to pre-

fer working on problems to which answers are not yet well known.
How can 1 shift the emphasis in my teaching to enquiry methods.
How can I make my questioning more 'enquiry oriented'?

+ T have heard a lot about every teacher being a teacher of English
and 1 try to encourage language development through my teaching. 1
wonder if getting students to tape record and transcribe their discus-
sions will help to make them more sensitive to the language they use.

» From chatting with parents I can see that they are as dissatisfied with
‘parent-teacher nights’ as the staff. What do both groups think can be
done to improve parcnt-teacher interview situations? How can this be
realistically implemented?

« Students are dissatisfied with the methods by which they are assessed.
How can we collaborate to improve student assessment?

« Students seem to waste a lot of time in class. How can I increase the
time students spend ‘on-task'?

+ Parents are fairly keen to help the school with the supervision of stu-
dents’ home-work, How can we make their help more preductive?

+ I ralk to some of my students more than others. Who are they? What
kinds of exchanges mark them out as different? Is it something about
them or something about me? 1f I record the class discussion maybe
I can change my pattern of interaction so that more students can par-
ticipate in my lessons.

You will notice that each of the examples has two important characteris-
tics; each begins with a recognition of what is presently happening as a
basis for thinking about issues, and the emphasis is on trying something
out ... on doing: on developing strategic action as a variation of exist-
ing practice.

You should now try writing down four or five ideas which might be ex-
plored and acted upon in your situation. Try to link the idea, present
practice, and strategic action which will lead to improvement. Write
about thirty words for each. -

Keep the issue relatively small. No matter what you da, it will have ef-
fects outside the one you intend. You can decide later how far you want
the task to extend. Working outwards is easier than contracting an over-
sized project. :

Your task now is to select one of these ideas to act upon. In choosing
the area in which you prefer to work you must attend to the following
criteria:

* How important the issue is to you
+ How important it is for your students

—
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+ What opportunities there are to explore the area

. Who might be interested in helping

. The constraints (practical and political) of your situation
+ The manageability of the 1ask

Remember that radical transformations are not easily achieved: be pre-
pared to be sustained by modest success.

Seule on an idea you can do something about.
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Reconnaissance:
Daeciding where to exert an effect

General idea
——eReconnaissance
Field of Action
First Action step
Monitoring
Timetable

The reconnaissance stage of action Tesearch seeks to engage your
general idea in action; to express the general idea in relation to its con-
text: to define the field of action. What is happening already and its
social and political context in the school or classroom puts limits on the
field of action. You cannot begin with large-scale changes; reconnais-
sance will help you to decide where you might best exert an effect. Writ-
ing down some of the constraints and opportunities may help to define
the field of action realistically. You are likely to find gaps in what you
know: you may need to do some preliminary fact-finding 10 help you
define the field clearly enough to begin (even if your description cannot
be complete). You will find the summary of techniques for collecting
data included in Appendix A (p.49) useful if you wish to explore a
little before making your decision.

Action in the substaniive conlext
Articulation of your field of action requires you to attend to such ques-
tions as:

+ What is happening already?
- What is the rationale for what is happening already?

+ What are the opportunities to implement action which refiects the
general idea?

+ Exactly what aspects of present practice am I trying to change?

+ Can I devise three or four changes in strategy that might be worth
trying out?

b

+ What are the possibilities?

+  What are the constraints of content, time resources, manpower?
What is realistic given the importance of the issue? '

- What constraints are ‘absolute’ and which might be negotiable?
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Reconnaissance:
The social and political context

\ EE/ General idea
l———s Reconnaissance
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gl s First Action step
q Monitoring
Timetable

What can be achieved is very obviously dependent upon the social con-
text in which your action is 10 occur. You must now anticipate some of
the effects of your intended action

+ Who is affected?
Who else is involved?
«  With whom must 1 ncg'otiale?
What are the opportunities, possibilities and constraints?

How am | to protect the rights of these involved or affected in—
privacy?

confidentiality?

discretion?

THE GENERAL PLAN

Describing the field of Action

General idea
Reconnaissance
bee—as Field of Action
First Action step
Monitoring
Timetable

Write your working description of your field of action. Include:
« What is being done now.

* What you intend to change.

+ The rationale for what you presently do and the particular change you

are planning.

‘What you intend to leave unchanged (and is cl
field of action to warrant thought). ged {and is closc cnough to your

+ What form your most likely strategic action will take. (You may find

it helpful to list two or three possibilities at this stage.)

+ Things which are stil] subject to resource availability and negotiation.

You now have three tasks to complete before completing your General

This is the time for— Plan and implementing your ideas:
+ fact-finding ¢ explaining ¢ negotiating + Deciding which is the appropriate action step to take first.
describing  +  discussing « amending * Deciding how best to monitor the effects of your strategic action—

" Be bound in your negotiations and agreements by your Principles of Pro- intended and unintended.

cedure (Appendix B p. 43) » Working out a timetable to realistically structure your work.

Explain your intended field of action to 2 *critical friend’: someone who

will listen to your ideas and respond realistically and constructively. In-

corporate his or her advice inta your plan so far where this is ) .
appropriate. - )
You must now distil the interaction between your general idea and the .
opportunities, possibilities and constraints of both substantive and social

and political contexts. The final phase of your reconnaissance is to set

out clearly your working description of your field of action.

—
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Defining the first action step
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You will have considered already some of the action strategies which
you might employ in your feld of action. Indeed you will be aware of
the effects that some strategies might have and how these effects could
be monitored.

It is now time to select and construct in detail the plan of your first
strategic action—the first action step. Remember to think strategically—
wy to choose action which will lead not only to improvement but which
will help you to know what to do next. The plan of the first action step
should include: :

An exact description of what you are going to change in your prac-
tice this time. You need to specify this clearly—there willbe tenden-
¢y to drift away from your planned strategic action once you begin.
Make sure you have a clear idea of what you are trying to do so that

ou can sustain the action long enough to observe it as a process and
also the effects it exerts.

The rationale for the strategic action you are planning. The rationale
consists of reasons which make the action strategic. The action is
strategic in two senses: (i) it aims at an improvement in practice and
the situation, and (ii) it aims at greater understanding of the practice
and the situation. Say why the action is likely ta improve the practice
{or the situation) and why it should ‘work’ (this is your first conjecture
about how students learn through this practice, the way the cur-
riculum works, the effects on participants of the school organisation

and other such matters).
“The effects. Describe the in tended effects of your strategic action. You

should also indicate here any side effects, positive or negative, which
you could anticipate. Show how you will deal with negative effects.
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People who are involved. List them and what they nave agreeu w
do—including m~ “oring if you have sought assistance with this.
Check that every... is aware of obligations and commitments under
the Principles of Procedure. You may need to describe how people
are involved generally and in the longer term as well as their specific
engagement in the first action step.

People who are affected. You must anticipate how people (other staff,
students, parents, other community members) might react. Describe
how you plan o accommodate these reactions—they may be positive
or negative. Take care to decide which people need to be informed
and to agree to the Principles of Procedure. Do you need permission
to carry out this action step or your overall plan? From whom? In
writing? How do you intend to inform people about your project?
Who needs to know?
Resource requirements. Describe the materials, space, room changes,
equipment and other things you need for this action step. It may be
helpful to think about futire resource requircments as well. (There is
no need yet to specify equipment needed for monitoring—that comes
next.}
Likely constraints and problems. List possible sources. You must
negotiate difficulties in order to have an impact. However, do not ex-
pect to anticipate everything; social change is always unpredictable to a
degree. Be prepared to-grapple with the unanticipated and
unintended—it is an oppartunity to jearn to act more wisely and
strategically next time.
Confidentjality. Remember that you may gather information which
can be misused. Describe carefully your procedures for maintaining
confidentiality.
The description you have given of this first action step is of crucial im-
portance. As you return to it in subsequent cycles of the action rescarch
process, you will be able to revise the entries you have made under each
heading. In this way you can build improvement aCross cycles and docu-
ment your progress. ‘
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Meonitoring the first action step

General idea
Reconnaissance
Field of Action
First Action step
L—s Monitoring
Timetable

The purpose of observing or monitoring is to provide you with informa-
tion and impressions necessary for reflection, to know what happened.
Knowing what hap{Pened then provides the basis for the development of
the general plan of action and the improvement of strategic acton in
subsequent cycles. The understanding of what it means to have imple-
mented changes leads to wiser and more prudent practice in the future.
;I'here are three general kinds of questions you will need to be able 10
nSwer:

In' relation to the strategic action as a process:
Did you do what you planned to do?
1f net, exactly what form did the strategic action take?

In relation t0 the conseq of your strategic action:

What were the intended and anticipated effects?
What were the unintended and unanticipated effects?

In relation to the circumstances of your strategic action:

In defining your feld of action (and the first action step) you took ac-
count of the substantive and social and political context in which you
had to work. The action you have taken will have pushed against the
constraints of circumstance and in some cases will have revealed new
possibilities. How have the circumstances (or your understanding of
them) changed?

There are two important things to consider during the action, its conse-
quences, and the circuristances in which it occurs. The first is that your
observation ‘technique’ must be able to take account of the unanticipated
and the unintended. You must, therefore, remain open to new and
changing impressions of what is happening, but at the same time create

—
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a history of events and your changing perspective on them. The best
way Lo do this is by means of a diary, No matter what other techniques
of monitoring you use always use a diary to record events and impres-
sions as they occur. It will help you to sustain a sense of progress.

The second implication is that because the circumstances, action, and its
consequences will have a meaning for all participants in the situation,
these can be taken into account as well. That is, we can develop a more
complex composite picture using data collected from a number of per-
spectives. For example, if one of your colleagues has been taking photo-
graphs of you working with groups of students, you might like to use
each photograph to compare and contrast—

+ your recall of the event
+ the ‘photographer’s’ perceptions of the event, and
« the students’ perceptions of the event.

You may go even further and ask the students o respond to your inter-
pretation and so on. You may add to the mix of perspectives the par-
ticular comments you recorded in your diary the day the photographs
were taken. This technique of combining different perspectives on 2 mul-
tiple source of data is known as triangulation, It is a useful way of ad-
ding subtlety and comprehensiveness to the portrayal of your work.

To summarise: your monitoring phase will build a picture from a
number of perspectives across the circumstances in which the strategic
action oceurs, the action itself, and the consequences it generates. The
completion of a table like that in Figure 5 may help you to check that
you have covered the relevant perspectives and areas for your action

step.

Figure 5: Building a portrayal using multiple perspectives

Circumstances Action Consequencer
Substantive The strategic Intended and
and social aclion as it unintended;
and political happened—as | anticipated and
context a process unanticipated.

Action

researcher:

the pariicipant

observer

Others

e.g. Pupils

Colleagues

Administrators

Parents
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Chousing your iechniques for monitoring

In Appendix A you will find brief descriptions of a number of monitor-
ing techniques .

diaries

logs

item sampling cards

portfolios

anecdotal records

field notes

ecological behavioural description

document analysis

questionnaires

interviews

sociometric methods

interaction schedules and checklists

tape-recording

video-recording

photographs and slides

tests of student performance

In most cases you will glean enough from the description to make a
starton your own investigation. Do not hesitate to have a try at devising

a suitable method (or adapting an existing method) for your own issue.
If you want further information about the techniques you will find
Colin M. Hook's Studying Classrooms, Deakin University, 1981, the most
productive place to start.

You will find the following questions helpful when you begin choosing
the approach most suited to your strategy and situation.

+ Is it one that you can do?
+ Do you need a colleague to assist?

« Wil it provide information useful for reflection? For your next action
step?

. Will a different technique be more appropriate?

. With what technique should you combine this one?
. How soon will the technique provide data?

+ Can you maintain the technique over time?

« Can you set aside the time to gather data and process it as a basis
for reflection?

+ What are the physical implications of your techniques?
Is there enough space to use it regularly?
Can you get the equipment regularly?
Are there enough power points?
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Do you have filing space?
Can you ger”od encugh microphones or buy film?
. How useful is w.c technique for
" group reflection
personal refiection?
. How much exposure do you intend to give the data?

. Has the technique the potential to become second nTmre in your dai-
ly routine?

. What will be the political effects of gathering this data in your class-
room, department, school or community?

. Who should know (not know) about it?
What are the risks to you or others through you having the data?

You should now select (or devise) the appropriate techniques for your
project. List them together with the particular kinds of questions which
they will be used to address. You should try to cover as many of the
cells of Figure 5 as you can; but remember to be realistic. Your data col-
lection and the reflection on it must be sustained over time—do not be-
come over-committed, Remember that shorter loops of action and reflec-
tion will be easier to svstain. Start modestly but carefully and

thoughtfully.
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Timetabling the first action step

General idea
Reconnaissance
Ficld of Action
First Action step
Monitoring
‘—e Timetable

It is vital that this is laid out in detail. You need to decide and know
where you are going. Others may need to know also. You will almost
certainly want to change your schedule at some time; but it will make
changes more straightforward if you work from an informative existing
timetable. The example in Figure 6 illustrates a suitable format.

Figure 6: An Action Research Timetable (based on the example des-
cribed in Figure 3 p. I1)

Stage ﬁt%‘l::‘i‘::‘g/d:(e Monitoring Duration Comments
Finallsin, 24.4.81-1.5.81 Availability ol
General Plan tape-recorder

be Analised. X
4 agree to swap
THOMS
Flrst action 4.5.81=-15.5.81 | Tape record Two weeks Alluw 1wo perinds
nep 20 minutes of Four on Friday pin to
Year 108 Lessons edit 1ape. (Just
Science in the + | write out questions|
wo single and anzwers),
periods each Colline with
week, impressions (mine
Write impressions and students)
in spare period
which fullows
(diary)
intervicw sl
(three 10 begin
with) for
impressions
Evaluation Alter vacation Une week Verbal report @
science laculty
firse Friday afier
vaation: 5.6.8
Revise general
plan L B.6.81- 10,681
Second acdon | 0,6.81- 126,81 | As previously As previously | Suspend
stcp {plan} 15.6,81-26.6.81 microphone more
(implement) arefully

ra—
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FORMULATED

You are now in the position to describe your general plan. Write it out
arefully under the following section headings:
1 Background, including summaries of
The General Idea
Reconnaissance
The Field of Action
2 The First Action Step
3 Monitoring
4 Timetable

Be absolutely certain that all of the points raised in the Planner under
cach of the headings is covered in your general pla.n. The result should

be comprehensive enongh for your ‘critical friend' to be satisfied that he

or she could actually conduct the project using your plan. Check that
this is so. If any of the points in your plan require further clarification
you should amend it.

THE GENERAL PLAN
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IMPLEMENT |G THE
FIRST ACTION STEP

A final check

Before you implement your first action step:

+ Revise your general plan
Revise your action step
- Check that the resources you need for your action step are on hand
+ Check your monitoring techniques and equipment
Ensure that others involved are aware of their commitments
Make sure everything (and everyone) is in order and ready to
proceed.

Now implement your first action step
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