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“Connecting researchers, connecting communities” through engagement with action research approaches 

in different settings, was the theme of the annual Collaborative Action Research Network (CARN) 

conference held in the lively city of Gateshead on the east coast of England, 31 October 2014–2 November 

2014. 

 

The aim of the conference, in keeping with an action-learning paradigm, was to provoke thought rather 

than find definitive answers. True to the democratic and participatory ethos of action research, the 

conference afforded us the opportunity to engage in meaningful learning with some of the leaders in the 

field. As PhD students, this was our first experience of an international conference and we were rather 

daunted at the prospect of presenting in front of those we perceived to be seasoned “experts” in the field. 

However, the collegial and welcoming atmosphere put us at ease. This conference was designed to enable 

greater exploration and understanding of our many different starting points, and celebrated the: 

• diverse professions of health, education, and community development 

• multiplicity of roles as practitioners and academics 

• variety of regional and cultural locations. 

 

With 118 action researchers in the fields of education, health, social work, community development, and 

organisational development from more than 13 countries converging on Gateshead College, it was a lively, 

innovative, and enriching experience. The format of the conference allowed delegates to engage in 

dialogue, reflection, and critical friendship around these provocations raised by the keynote speakers:  

• John Eliot, Emeritus Professor (Educational Research) from the University of East Anglia 

and a founding member of CARN in 1976, raised the need for theory to underpin teaching 

as an ethical practice. His contention was that little has changed since this was asked 

some 20 years back—and what should we do about it? 

• Tina Cook, Reader in Inclusive Methodologies (Community Research) from the University 

of Northumbria, questioned the “neatness” of many collaborative action research project 

reports and wondered if this was an indication of not really meeting the requirements for 

authentic collaboration, which is a “messy” activity. The messiness of action research 

should not be seen as something to be resolved; rather, collaboration must be a bumpy, 

wandering, disturbing, sticky process. 

• Carol Munn-Giddings, Professor of Participative Inquiry (Health & Social Care) from Anglia 

Ruskin University, employed a metaphor of action research as a tango to provoke thought 
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about the inclusion of participants in the dance of research. Just as with learning to 

dance, we need to learn to work with participants, and this might mean making wrong 

steps or stepping on toes occasionally but in the end, when we learn to work in harmony, 

the result is breathtaking.   

 

There were keynote provocations every morning, and seminars, workshops, round tables, paper and poster 

presentations, artistic performances and practitioner–new researcher workshops. The administration of 

the conference was slick and well executed with adequate time for refreshments and tea breaks. The social 

events provided ample time for networking and making new friends. 

Our experience as doctoral students was that the underlying value of conferences such as CARN is 

sometimes not so much what we learnt from listening to presentations, but in what we learnt by 

interacting informally with other researchers over lunch and in the hallways. True to the nature of action 

learning, as we debated, so we were forced to think about new questions and explore different perceptions 

before testing our emerging answers. This networking of practitioners and academics was an invaluable 

asset to our PhD journey of learning. 

 

There were eight conference subthemes, designed to provoke thought: 

• Beginning to research my own practice: Challenges and opportunities. 

• Engaging others to participate in change. 

• “Starting over”: What would I do differently next time in my action research? 

• “Am I doing it right?”—Reflecting on AR methods and methodologies. 

• Ethical dilemmas for the action researcher. 

• What does “collaboration” mean? How do we learn to collaborate? 

• What can I learn from approaches to action research used in different settings? 

• (How) Should we assess Action Research studies? 

 

Time was also afforded to CARN’s six regional group meetings for discussions and planning as to how the 

action research network can be expanded to improve our practice, to ensure greater justice in the uneven 

landscapes we work in. 

 

The presentations and group sessions we attended were interactive and reinforced the importance of 

sharing our knowledge, something that we have learnt in our action research journey and that makes it 

such an enjoyable and humanising methodology. We learnt that, although our contexts appear to be 

different, there are many similarities between the problems facing action researchers in developed 

countries and what we are facing in South Africa. The experience of attending CARN was invaluable to us 

and reinforced our desire to attain our degrees so as to continue to contribute to improving education 

through our work as action research scholars. The conference certainly lived up to its theme of connecting 

researchers as we made many contacts and forged relationships with like-minded people from around the 

globe. It has also whetted our appetite for attending the Action Learning and Action Research (ALARA) 

World Congress in South Africa, 4–7 November 2015, where we will be proud to be part of the host team. 


