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Some Hope, A Few Cautions…

The theme of this year’s conference is a particularly good one, both because we look at the promise of a new millennium hoping for a new and better world, and because there is some indication that there are opportunities for small shifts in mind-sets which hold the possibility of being amenable to very large leverage.  Naisbett spoke of what he called the “time between the parentheses” as a time when great change was possible—for better or worse—simply because, as Thomas Berry observed, that time between the parentheses is a time when the Old Story has been rejected, but the outlines and narrative of the New Story are not in place yet.  I think we have within our grasp the potential for writing a new story, or, more accurately, many new stories.  It is up to us to be the storytellers for the new generation of inquirers.  I want to talk today about the hopeful signs that I see.  I want to interject several cautions;  and I would like to speculate about what the future might look like if we were to seize this moment.

Hopeful Signs
I speak today from the perspective of an academic, a particular kind of academic.  The kind of academic I am, and that I talk about, is a Western, European-heritage, U.S.-based academic.  Those characteristics are important because in the U.S., we have inherited an academic system which has not, in the past, supported efforts to engage in action research.  Europe, Canada and Australia, as European-settled countries with large indigenous populations, have actually had far more success than the U.S. in permitting academics to create, structure and model careers which were community-based and action-oriented.  Without laying blame on any particular aspect of the culture, in the U.S., we have achieved an almost perfect union of market and knowledge.  Knowledge, particularly scientific knowledge, but also social knowledge and knowledge about schooling processes, is rather routinely bartered in a kind of commodities market, very like oranges, pig iron, or pork bellies.  The U.S. government is the largest purchaser, but corporate America has seen the wisdom of having academics conduct its industrial research at less expense to itself, and has gotten into the universities’ knowledge market with a vengeance.  At this point in time, our great state universities  now take fewer than 21 cents on the dollar from the states; the remainder of funding for public higher education comes from tuition, and increasingly, from the corporate world.

There are a number of criticisms of this system, widely available.  The newest works on action research by my colleagues Davydd Greenwood and Morten Levin (1997; 2000) are, in fact, in part a criticism of this very system.  Those of you who know the literature on the commodification of knowledge (Knorr-Cetina and            , 19   ;  Lincoln, 1996)  know well the history of how coming-to-know became a barterable skill, and how knowledge, once held sacred, slid sideways into the market economy.

Two pressures are operating in the U.S. now which might undermine that commodification of knowledge, and which could, if academics but seized the initiative, reverse this trend and set us upon a new course.  The first is the pressure to have universities once again recognize their third mission—that of public service—and engage relationships within the community which put the resources and intellect of the academy in service to pressing social issues.  The second is a long, fear-fraught, and sometimes rancorous discussion of the tenure and reward system in higher education in the U.S.  Each deserves it own brief discussion.

The Brief for Community Service
There is a spreading dissatisfaction with higher education in the U.S.  It comes not from the general public, which has regarded higher education for a century as the way to a better life (Lincoln and Carpenter, 1998).  Rather, the winter of this particular discontent has arisen from a conservative backlash (Bloom, 19     ;  D’Souza, 19     ;  Kimball, 19       ),  from funding officials such as state legislators,  from a few vocal and highly targeted media sources; sometimes, from inside the academy itself (Greenwood and Levin, 19    ;  Berube and Nelson, 1995;  Failing the Future;  A Legacy Tarnished, 1996), and from a reaction to sharply rising costs of tuition, even in the face of sharply rising wages and profits.  While many of the criticisms focus on the presumed high proportion of research time to teaching time (Berube and Nelson, 19   ), in fact there is also criticism of the relatively little amount of time faculty spend on providing public service.  

In the face of such criticism, some of it not only inaccurate, but also mean-spirited, universities—particularly the great landgrant universities which are the legacies of social activism of the 19th century—have responded with a renewed commitment to public service, a mission for which they were, in part, created.  It is unclear whether or not ordinary citizens understand well, if at all, what public service means in this context, but presidents and chancellors committed to reinventing public institutions as places where community problems are engaged and solved are trying to explain this mission.  Their audiences are communities, agencies, and public interest groups as well as legislatures.  They are beginning to be effective in delivering this message.

There is another side to the growing interest in public service.  In the wake of research regarding the “extra curriculum” for undergraduates and the value of community service projects for students, there are a number of campuses on which community service projects are now sought, designed and undertaken—some for credit, some not.  Each year for the past half dozen years, the number of undergraduate students involved in community service or action projects has risen by tens of thousands.  This portends excellent prospects for graduating students who see public service and community action as legitimate sites for civic involvement.  

Tenure Under Fire
A second hopeful sign has been the institutional responses to concerted, sustained attacks on tenure.  Without reviewing either the roots or the outcomes of this debate, let me say that these attacks have eventuated in a broader discussion of the responsibilities of the faculty, including neglect of the service missions of institutions.  It is a hopeful sign that one consequence of the discussion of tenure has been the examination of the many roles of the faculty, and how human resources might be deployed to meet more nearly the social service needs of the states these institutions serve, as well as the communities in which they are located.

One good example from my own field, education, has been the creation of long-term partnerships and collaborations with local public schools.  While such relationships take years to build, especially since they must overcome years of mistrust and distrust, there are now senior faculty willing to assume leadership roles in being responsive to the needs of schools.  Other faculty are working with great energy to bring about meaningful social experiments where schools are linked with community agencies which provide services to parents and children.  Working to create dialogue between schools, social service and medical agencies and parents and children, problems can more readily be identified by the stakeholders in families and agencies.  In this way, families achieve some measure of voice and power over declaring their own needs, and resources are more carefully deployed in meeting the needs of those for whom programs were originally legislated.  While these are not the action research projects most of us dream of, they are nevertheless utterly new arrangements for universities and colleges.  They represent something of a first shot across the bow toward learning how to provide action in collaboration and partnership with communities, neighborhoods and schools.

Several Cautions
There are also several cautions to advance.  First, we do not yet have congruence between the reward systems for faculty and the institutions’ commitments to service or community work.  It is simply not sensible to believe that faculty will engage in activities for which they are not rewarded, or for which, in fact, there are major disincentives.  Further, the broader culture still adheres to the tenets of “disinterested knowledge” and “objectivity”.  That culture fails to grasp either the purposes of action research, or the broader social utility of participatory action research (PAR), or its appropriateness for the faculty.   Thus, we will need to work on broader cultural change of the mindset of the large number of research scientists on our own campuses.  While hardly anyone would object to the work of the traditionally-inclined faculty, the fact that they serve on bodies which evaluate the work of others doing a very different kind of research and service work means that they remain important to those of us who wish to engage in very different work.   

As I know from experience, this means not only teaching our students, but teaching and re-teaching our colleagues, again and again—a thankless task.  Even then, we have some difficulty reaching some faculty, who simply do not believe such activities are worthwhile or the appropriate province of either faculty or students.  On my own campus, and on others where I have chatted with colleagues, the Institutional Review Boards (IRBs)—those committees charged with approving projects where work with humans is involved—have been routinely disapproving the action research projects proposed by our students who want to do dissertation research in this mode.  This suggests a tremendous amount of teaching responsibility that goes with educating faculty on such committees about action research, PAR, and other forms of joint, collaborative, and cooperative inquiry.    I have a colleague who has spent nearly 100 hours last year, meeting with our IRB and trying to help them understand the rigor and significance of such studies, particularly those undertaken by our doctoral students on behalf of the public schools, with only spotty luck here and there.  

So long as our students receive approval for only conventional types of studies, they will never gain the skills or confidence to work as participatory action researchers in their own communities or schools.  

Second, we have few individuals trained who are skilled at providing community service.  The best model we have, that of the Agricultural Extension Service, is devalued on campuses except within Agriculture itself, and it is not viewed as a model for other researchers to adopt in providing community service, even given its success for over a century.  Further, much of the work which now goes on in Agricultural extension could be as well delivered via the Internet, resulting in faculty resentment of the extension model, which drains vast resources from other missions in other units on campus (Berube and Nelson, 19     ).  The upshot is that faculty who might be intrigued by action research projects do not seek to learn how to provide such community work from the agriculture specialists, who know it best.  

Those faculty most skilled in participatory action research projects are usually those extremely involved in projects internationally.  They are comfortable working bilingually and cross-nationally.  They are also often not on campus;  they are frequently out of the country.  As a consequence, they do not, and cannot,  provide much continuity for faculty learning on their home campuses.     

Third,  so few faculty have themselves worked in action and participatory modes that we do not know how to help our students get such skills.   It is a given that professors will rarely teach students how to master a skill they have not already mastered themselves.  Faculty who do not understand PAR, or who have not developed the skills for a participatory rural appraisal, will hardly seek out faculty who do possess these skills to learn from them.

   Fourth, the literature supporting action research and participatory community research has, until quite recently, seemed “fugitive”.  Few PAR practitioners have written extensively about the process, and as a result, we have had, until recently, scant materials from which to make choices about teaching how to engage in such processes.  While there is an ever larger number of individuals and groups working in action research, there is not simultaneously a very fast growing body of work.  The relatively new journal, Systemic Practice and Action Research, is a strong outlet, but it will take several more years before it is widely known as a resource outside the action research community.

Possibilities for A Different Future


There are some positive possibilities that I see unfolding in the near and far future.  These projections are not forecasts.  They are, rather, opportunities, which are ours to seize and enact, or to lose and let fall into fallow ground.  They are especially significant for those of us attached to university campuses, because many of the possibilities hold promise for reorganizing and redirecting institutions toward renewal and reconnection with the communities they serve.

Revising Promotion and Tenure Guidelines

We are on the brink, at least in the U.S., of having to revise the policies we use for promotion and tenure.  This pressure has come about largely because of the pressure to abolish tenure from uninformed critics.  The pressure itself is ill-conceived, and I doubt tenure will disappear.  Peer pressure for recruiting star faculty will continue unabated for another generation, and so long as there is a seller’s market for new, young faculty, there will probably be tenders of tenure to the most promising scholars and teachers.  So long as one institution offers tenure, others will, to compete favorably in such a climate, continue to offer it as well.  But its major outlines will shift shape and be altered.  The question is, how?  

Rethinking promotion and tenure policies is a pressure point for action researchers.  Those of us with seniority in universities can have a major impact on redesigning new policies if we are willing to undertake the effort.  Under the flag of a renewed commitment to service, we can write into the future the possibilities of rewards for individuals who undertake action research, PAR, and other forms of community-university collaboration around community problems.    Such possibilities may, at first, need to be disguised under rubrics such as Boyer’s “scholarship of application”.  But precisely such language is being built into a new promotion and tenure policy at my own institution, and it is already in the College of Education’s code at the University of Nebraska and at Michigan State University.  If such a thing is possible at such notable universities as those, it is possible at many other places.

If we are to exert influence, however, we will need to volunteer when it is time to reconsider.  We cannot wait until we are called upon.  Nor can we pretend that our influence is minimal.  A pressure at this point, a bit of leveraging and bargaining at that place, and soon we have cumulative change.

Curricular Change

Curricular change is another place where we can exert pressure to change.  Some members of university faculties already teach action research courses, although they may title them something else.  In my own department, our courses in stakeholder-based research and organizational change processes are filled every semester they are offered—frequently with students from outside our department and outside our College—and each semester, we turn away students because of space limitations and the desire to work more intensively with students.  We could easily teach the courses twice as often and still have classes filled.  Students come because they want to understand how to exert influence, how to bring about positive reform in the public schools, how to impact curriculum, how to create fresh, new, responsive organizations, work units, and community networks.  Students react positively and proactively to the possibility of learning how to be change agents in their own communities, schools, professional organizations and colleges, and frequently, they come seeking some form of renewal, for themselves and for their own stakeholders.

New Partnerships Between Schools and Universities as Another Model
We have some models already available to us of how action research is carried out.  Many of them are from rural development and agriculture arenas;  some are from industrial and factory settings.  Some are from international settings—international to all of us—and some are from local communities and work sites.  Those of us in the academic world, however, have some difficulty locating cases from disciplines far removed from our own.  The unfamiliarity with journals, forums, and professional meetings where such materials are shared round prevents more widespread examples which might guide us.  Fortunately, those of us in education now also have a growing set of models, some of which have shown up in the literature, around school-university collaborations and university-agency partnerships.  Nevertheless, it would be useful if we could envision a wider sharing of our papers, cases, and citations of books.  Even a growing set of teaching materials can always benefit from the addition of fresh, new materials.

A New Breed of Writers

I spoke at the last World Congress with a researcher who I thought was doing extremely interesting work with schools and adult literacy, a particular interest of mine.  I asked him if I could have copies of his papers, monographs, journal articles—whatever he had available—and said that I would be delighted to pay copying and postage charges.  He looked a big chagrined and said that he’d been so busy that he hadn’t had time to “write up these projects”.  That scene has been repeated many times over the course of the last score of years for me:  a set of projects which looks especially applicable to the education arena, and which would provide excellent examples of collaborative and participatory change efforts around schooling, has not been written up, because the peripatetic researcher involved in the projects found her- or himself so busy with the work itself that no time was left for the reflection and theorizing stage of action research or praxis.  


Fortunately, again, there is a new breed of action researchers who seem more inclined to take respite from the work and to write.  Two of the new young breed are students for whom I serve on dissertation committees, and they already have a strong set of publications which are reflective, highly descriptive, and sometimes, even theoretical.  I have had individuals tell me quite plainly that their choices are to engage the community and the work, or to write, but that they cannot do both.  It seems to me we must do both.  If we’re to have any chance at all of training the new young action researchers, they should be contributing to the literature as well, as a form of teaching and encouraging the next generation.   At the same time, writing our work also helps create a literature of research, theorizing and application which makes it easier to argue for promotion and tenure for individuals who engage in such work.

Conclusion
Clearly, here, I am speaking in part to those who teach and train future action researchers.  My perspective, consequently, is that of an academic whose life is partly in my home institution, and partly in the field.  But for those who are solely engaged in fieldwork, or in non-governmental organizations (NGOs), or in development projects around the world, we need to know what you are doing, and we need to have stronger networks for sharing the results of our work.  

We have, in this time of the parentheses, some unique possibilities for leveraging the tensions of the era into productive avenues for faculty, students and fulltime action researchers everywhere.  We ought not to lose the possibilities for renewal available to us.  Spreading technologies such as e-mail now save us postage, time, and energy.  Printing out even draft materials has become a snap.   Writing, and sharing that writing, promises a kind of reconciliation not possible before.  Lao Tze observed centuries ago that the journey of a thousand miles begins with but a single step.   We ought to take that step toward greater sharing. 
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