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Abstract:

The paper discusses the effect of epistemological-methodological turns in the social sciences,
including education and cultural anthropology, on our decisions when selecting and applying
methods of data collection and analysis in educational action research. My assumption is
that ethnographic description not only provides a starting point for most educational projects
launched within this design of intervention research but also appears as a ‘methodology’
across their stages (in ongoing evaluation, which reveals what is happening and /ow it is
happening in the educational situation as the intervention is being carried out, and in the final
assessment, which determines the further development of the project). Given this, I focus on
how the decision-making and implementation processes (can) reflect the extension of various
forms of inquiry propelled by the refunctioning of ethnography in the aftermath of ‘the crisis
of representation.” My explorations revolve around the notion of transition (fiom to): the tran-
sition from Kurt Lewin’s model to so-called research/practice in educational action research
and the transition from description to performance regarding the application of ethnographic
methods in action research. This also involves redefining the field, expanding the classic
methods of data collection and analysis (= participant observation), and redrawing the status
of the researcher and other project participants, which leads to the shift from ethnographic
expertise to the ethnography of expertise.
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Introduction

Increasingly often undertaken in public space, educational action research ac-
companies and sometimes also determines the direction of bottom-up changes in
‘hot” areas of broadly conceived education (Cervinkova, 2013b; Krenz, 2013).
Action research appears to have firmly established itself in teacher education
and continuing professional development systems as well (Cervinkova, 2013a;
Czerepaniak-Walczak, 2014; Ligus, 2013). It is also more and more frequently
chosen as the methodological framework of theses and dissertations submitted
in pursuit of research degrees. Questions concerning the methodological ‘cor-
rectness’ of action-research strategies time and again crop up in sessions with
academic advisors and in seminars and workshops devoted to action research.
The fact that such doubts are articulated bespeaks dedication to the academic
legitimacy of MA/PhD projects and increasing awareness of the importance of
their theoretical underpinnings.

Below, I share my reflections on the connections between contemporary
versions of educational action research and the increasingly diversified modes
of practising post-traditional ethnography. While my co-edited volume Badania
w dziataniu. Pedagogika i antropologia zaangazowane [Action Research: En-
gaged Pedagogy and Anthropology] (Cervinkova & Golebniak, 2010) looked
into the shared areas of education and anthropology, two research discourses
which tend to be developed separately in academia, in this paper I do not go
into the details of distinctions between anthropology and ethnography, educa-
tional ethnography and ethnography of education, or its exclusive and inclusive
frameworks (Gotebniak, 2017; Drozdowski, 2019). Instead, I focus on how so-
called extended methods stemming from refunctioned ethnography ‘work’ or
’can work’ in producing ethnographic descriptions not only at the onset but also
across the further stages of educational action-research projects. In any case,
the selection and application of these methods do not take place in a methodo-
logical void. Therefore, one must not ignore crises and conceptual shifts pro-
duced in overcoming those and prompting changes in approaches to research
methodology. The adoption of a given version of post-traditional ethnography
determines not so much the ‘retooling’" of successive research stages as rather

! Tborrow this term from Judith Sachs’s paper on developing teachers’ ‘new’ professionalism,
among others, via teachers’ action research (Sachs, 1999).
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the model of being with others in the world of the project launched to change
the educational situation, as this version comes with its methodological orienta-
tion that defines the status of the researcher and other project participants and
thus situates the findings on the continuum between ethnographic expertise and
the ethnography of expertise.

Building on these observations, I make the eponymous concepts of refunc-
tioning and extension, which, as shown further in this paper, originate both in
post-traditional ethnography and in educational action-research methodology,
the axis of my argument. To begin, I briefly outline the context, essence and
changing models of educational action research. Subsequently, I discuss how
‘engaged ethnographic approaches’ (situated within so-called refunctioned eth-
nography) can contribute to this kind of inquiry. I argue that the selection of
‘extended’ techniques of data collection and analysis co/determines the shape of
the project by defining the position of the researcher and other participants, re-
lations between them, the form of representation and the culture of ‘expertise.’
In conclusion, I offer a tentative typology of interconnections between con-
temporary versions of educational action research and respective approaches in
engaged ethnography.

From Kurt Lewin to transformative research/practices:
the context/s, essence and evolution of action research

Debates on how far and in what ways the methods of data collection and analy-
sis affiliated with ethnography as an autonomous discipline can be employed in
action research unfold in a special historical, social, political, cultural, metho-
dological and didactic context. We are witnessing an exacerbation of problems
that prompt the social sciences to engage with the challenge of what Norman
Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln portray as a ressourcement, (resumption of an an-
cillary role in society) in their ‘Introduction’ to the Handbook of Qualitative
Research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The world that we have so far believed
familiar and well-examined is falling apart as we speak of it. The pandemic and
post-pandemic developments, with their implications for politics, socio-cultu-
ral life (Koczanowicz, 2020; Krél, 2020; Zizek, 2020) and education (Pyzal-
ski, 2020), make it expedient to reflect on (arrogant though it may sound) how
educators can foster and spread competencies for developmental research of
all kinds, including the designs that directly combine action and inquiry. Such
pedagogical intervention appears all the more urgent since the social transfor-
mations that commentators commonly believe the COVID-19 pandemic has
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revealed as acutely imperative include reindustrialisation, a revival of democra-
tic values, ecological investment, the interlocking of communities by coercion
with communities by compulsion and a bottom-up ‘revolution’ in the schooling
system with teachers and students envisaged as ‘designers’ of education.?
Developed since the mid-20™ century, action research differs from con-
ventional qualitative and quantitative studies in that it is conducted within the
social system (rather than into or on it) and as such takes the form of a specific,
critically-inspired social action. It unfolds as experimentation in which research-
ers and practitioners collaboratively work to develop a solution to a ‘burning’
problem in directly experienced everyday life. Since Kurt Lewin’s foundational
studies (Lewin, 1946), action research, in which action, inquiry and education
are brought together in a triangular arrangement, has been carried out in a spi-
ral sequence: research — planning — implementation along with accompanying
inquiry — modification — final evaluation... and the next cycle of the procedure.
Following the postmodernist turn as a response to the constraints of positivism
and embedded in interpretivism, action research characteristically situates its
explorations in a broad context, is future-oriented (so-called projects of possi-
bilities) and agnostic, involves collaborative action across its stages and gener-
ates its findings in the form of action-grounded theory. Action research, which
was involved in bottom-up recasting of school curricula (in Anglophone, Dutch
and Danish settings) in the 1980s, was conducted in two models: practical-de-
liberative and critical-emancipatory. While these models somewhat differed in
their theoretical anchoring (interpretive sciences and constructivism vs. critical
theories), frameworks of professionalism (reflective practitioner vs. transforma-
tive intellectual) and attitudes to change (revitalisation vs. transformation), both
retained the classic Lewinian structure and investigated their context of action
by means of ethnographic description (Golebniak, 2019). In the course of time,
action research lost some of its innovative cutting-edge quality as its institution-
alisation inevitably entailed considerable bureaucratisation (Sachs, 1999). This
discourse was reinvigorated when the action turn took place in the methodol-
ogy of social research (Heron & Reason, 1997; Torbet & Reason, 2001). In the
aftermath of the action turn, research discourse again emphasised the relevance
of reflective knowledge, critical mindset and communal inquiry to launching
bottom-up social change; it also surmounted the dichotomy of (tensions be-

2 An important point of reference in this context is provided by Alex Burow’s Schule digital
— wie geht das? Wie die digitale Revolution uns und die Schule verdndert, discussed by Bogustaw
Sliwerski in his blog on 21 September 2020.
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tween) two mainstream methodologies: empirical positivism and postmodern-
ist interpretivism. In this way, it encouraged reaching beyond description (and
interpretation) in practical research. In the new paradigm (‘transformational so-
cial science’), investigations are no longer about constructing and deconstruct-
ing the research project but about how to be/act in everyday life ‘whether or not
[...] the evidence is not clear,” as Peter Reason and William Torbet put it (2001,
p. 6). Stepping beyond the linguistic turn is thus expressed in commitment to
inquiry-in-action and fostering communities within a community. The redefined
goal of science is achieved in developing practical knowledge embodied in re-
search and emerging from the collaborative relations of people who jointly ex-
plore the world, participate in a broader setting and experience their presence
in their own worlds. This knowledge takes the form of a species of normative
theory that determines ‘what act is timely in the present’ (Reason & Torbet,
2001, p. 15).

The expanded model of knowledge is supported by the re-constructed and
more comprehensive typology of research paradigms charted by Egon Guba and
Yvonna S. Lincoln in the Handbook of Qualitative Research (Guba & Lincoln,
2005). Besides, positivism, post-positivism, critical theories and constructiv-
ism, this typology also includes the ‘participatory paradigm,” which is founded
on subjective-objective ontology and extended epistemology that recognises
experiential, presentational, propositional and practical modes of knowing,?
a methodology, we can add, which is based on cooperative relations among co-
researchers and on an axiology affirming the primary value of practical knowl-
edge and which, as such, is supposed to be of direct service to people. This ‘liv-
ing’ knowledge is accumulated in research communities rooted in communities
of practice. It is manifest both in researchers’ conscious, self-reflective action
and in the secondary, though carefully acknowledged, background voices, such
as theories (which provide analytic categories and interpretive keys to shed light
on what is happening and how), narratives (other than those that appear obvi-
ous from the viewpoint of research objectives) and artefacts (from the sphere
of art). Co-researchers are introduced into the process by mediators who trigger
processes of learning through active involvement in the process and attention
to the formation of democratic personalities and skills (Guba & Lincoln, 2005).

* Without a good equivalent in Polish, knowing (literally: wiedzenie) is a concept used in
the discourse of practical inquiry to bring into relief the form and nature of knowledge inscribed,
as it were, in practical pursuits, which is not necessarily consciously recognised or, even less,
verbalised.
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Transformational science as research/practice

1. Integration of inquiry and practices in everyday professional and per-
sonal activities;

2. Pre-eminence of practical ‘knowing’ (embodied in the researcher/prac-
titioner’s step-by-step action for the development of humanity);

3. Participatory nature of ‘knowing’ (relations among people and com-
munities);

4. Underpinned by the sensitive, sentient, thinking and experimenting
presence of people in their worlds;

5. All moments of attention, knowing, acting and evidence collection and
analysis contribute at the final stage to the production of a normative
theory of that which is happening at the moment.

The importance attributed to knowing and other constitutive components
of this framework (participatory relations, experimental grounding, normative
theory) are reflected in new terminology. The term ‘action research’ is replaced
by ‘research/practice,” a moniker that refers to three types of projects grouped
according to their scale. Specifically, they are first-person, second-person and
third-person research/practices. The first-person type concerns the researcher’s
ability to critically examine his/her own goals and approaches along with the
nature, results and effects of action, to foster his/her own theory of life and
to improve the quality of his/her practices. Second-person research/practice is
understood as helping organisations achieve a better self-understanding and
develop a capacity to transform into knowledge organisations and to perfect
their communication with their environments. Third-person research/practice is
geared to reinforcing broad social change (Reason & Torbet 2001).

Refunctioned Ethnography: expanding the range of possible
possibilities

The relevance of ethnography to educational action research, which is often
focused on changing school- or teaching culture, appears self-evident. In the
classical model, the role of ethnography tends to be perceived in terms of a ‘to-
olbox.” Its contents (i.e. methods and techniques of field research, that is, parti-
cipant observation, analysis of journal records, thick description, etc.) are used
to produce an account of an educational situation in which something ‘doesn’t
work’ and which consequently calls for a remedial action or for revising the
practices in place. Ethnographic description is treated as a constant ‘element
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of the game’ and fixed within pre-defined limits.* In this section, I argue that
contemporary ethnography — which is affected by the turns that take place in
the social sciences, faces its own crises and experiences its own shifts — is by
no means homogeneous and that its coupling with selected approaches or con-
cepts which redefine research practices along with the role of the researcher,
the researched and the ‘public,” can meaningfully determine the stages of the
research procedure beyond the initial description of the site of educational re-
search/action.

Given the current status of ethnography as produced by the shifts from the
structural-functionalist model to ongoing remodellings in the wake of the crisis
of representation, decision-making on the application of ‘ethnographic meth-
ods’ in educational action research should begin from ‘sensitising’ questions,
such as: What do we need ethnographic methods for? What role is ethnography
supposed to play in our project? Whom is it supposed to ‘enable’ and for what?
Given the answers to these questions, what ethnographic framework should we
build on? What are the methodological and educational consequences of spe-
cific theoretical positions developed within it? What opportunities and limita-
tions are implicated in the application of redefined research methods? How do
they determine the positions of project participants? What about their expertise?
Who is or can be an expert while being involved in the project and in what
scope? How about the forms of knowledge being developed? Should they only
be treated as complementing the previous ‘non-expertise’ in dealing with the
problems addressed?

From ‘Argonauts’to ‘Writing Culture’ or, Going beyond Malinowski

Relinquishing functionalist-structural anthropology as embraced by Bronistaw
Malinowski, Alfred Radcliffe-Brown, Claude Lévi-Strauss, and their like,
changes in the modes of practising anthropology were primarily triggered by
a critique of anthropology offered in Writing Culture (Clifford & Marcus, 1986).
If traditional ethnography, which demanded the focalisation of research, the
embedment of research in the field and attention to who says what, addressed
issues of intersubjectivity from the position of interpretive power (claims to
ethnographic authority) and gave precedence to representations, symbols, ini-

* Besides this version, there is also participatory action research, which is based on non-
ethnographic methods of data collection and analysis (stemming from both qualitative, for example
phenomenological, and quantitative designs). The focus on diagnosis rather than on ethnographic
description permits eclecticism as well.
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tiation rites and the method (Malinowski, 2005), since Writing Culture, the is-
sues of power and knowledge have come to the fore in the discourse. They have
become an object of study on equal footing with the typically ethnographic
representations of everyday life, which are the favourite themes of classic eth-
nography (Holmes & Marcus, 2005). Reflective critical anthropology no longer
regards distance as fundamental in the researcher’s attitude. Rather, its recon-
sidered version insists on producing reflective descriptions and interpretations
of cultural phenomena (Marcus, 2002). With time, alternative conceptions of
the role of ethnography are challenged by the discourse and rhetoric of moral
liberation. Moreover, the oscillation between experimentation and activism ap-
pears to breed para-ethnography, where the Others (rather than professional re-
searchers) are cast as experts (in matters of their own cultures, of course).

From Textual Ethnography to Performative Ethnography

Efforts to reach ‘beyond Malinowski’s ethnography’ have produced a panoply
of frameworks, including narrative ethnography, critical ethnography, perfor-
mative ethnography, public ethnography, autoethnography, online ethnography
and para-ethnography. All of them refunction classic ethnographic methods,
and some (e.g. performative and online ethnographies) also generate new ones
of their own. In narrative and critical approaches, long-term engagement in the
culture of a community authorises focus on an individual or a limited num-
ber of people. Essentially, the researcher and those under study are presented
together — within one polyvocal text relating how the encounter with another
human being unfolded and capturing the nature of this process. One’s own
‘entry,” subjectivism, etc. are scrutinised as well (Chase, 2005). This dimen-
sion is central to autoethnography, in which the researcher him/herself is the
object of study as s/he compiles and analyses inter-narratives. Usually carried
out in conformity with the idea of ‘making the personal political’ (Holman-
-Jones, 2005), autoethnography attends to both routine and problematic expe-
riences, but studies representations rather than experiences themselves (with
writing treated as a form of representation). For its own part, performative eth-
nography seeks to ‘show rather than tell.” It pivots on the primary concept of
impossible encounters of possibility. This notion exemplifies the coupling of
a critical-emancipatory approach and new structures of cultural politics (with
research viewed as a catalyst of change). Performative ethnography profusely
draws on Denzin’s conception that political acts are simultaneously political
and pedagogical (the pedagogical is politicised and the political is pedagogised)
(Denzin, 2003).
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Traditional ethnography vs. refunctioned ethnography: major distinctions and
shifts

If a prolonged stay in an area involving one or another form of engagement
with the local community’s culture lies at the core of ethnography as such, fur-
ther stages of the research procedure (in terms of their paradigmatic affiliation)
depend on answers to the questions posed on arrival: What do I do now? How
do I start the fieldwork [...]? How do I engage the human subjects who can en-
liven my research and make my theoretical ideas anthropological? (Holmes &
Marcus, 2005, p. 1102). Various ‘politics of practising’ that establish relations
between the researcher and the researched entail different forms of representa-
tion and attitudes to the ‘public.’

From the ethnography of elites (Marcus, 1983) and the crisis of representation
to the ethnography and expertise

The work of Bronistaw Malinowski is associated with the notion of mise en
scene. He used the term to denote the ‘staging perception’ of fieldwork (Mali-
nowski, 2005). According to the co-authors of the study discussing the crisis of
representation in the 1980s and the ‘situation just before the crisis’ regarding
the research site (Holmes & Marcus, 2005), while the dramaturgical crux of
fieldwork remains the same, its scene changes. In the currently launched pro-
jects, the setting rarely resembles that of the Trobriand Islands. ‘Being there’
increasingly frequently means studying yet-unexplored or differently known
places...in one’s vicinity.

The participation of the Others in the project is also differently defined.
The inferior role of the researcher’s helpers/informants (referred to as natives or
members of indigenous cultures) is re-cast into the subjective co-participation
of individuals viewed as experts in their own culture, who are engaged not only
at the stage of data collection but also in data analysis. Research participants
are actors that actively contribute to the formation of that which is researched.
Since, in this way, ‘representation’ is incorporated into research whose goals
ensue from engagement in relations, what happens can be termed a transition
from the ethnography of elites (Marcus, 1983) and the crisis of representation
to the ethnography of expertise.

Conventional methods of data collection and analysis have been augment-
ed. After the critiques offered by James Clifford and Clifford Geertz, participant
observation can be both descriptive and oriented ‘to,” inclusive of ‘something,’
fostering and also affirming membership identity (of a community member). Its
field is demarcated by issues of ethics, values, the ‘progressive social agenda.’
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Besides descriptive observation, researchers can rely on oriented observation
and even, with a broad spectrum of possible forms of participation in the pro-
ject, on selective observation. The study may focus on a peripheral member
of a group, its active members or the entire membership (Angrosino, 2005).
Methods for analysing talk and text have been similarly extended by incorpo-
rating forms that reach beyond objective thinking. Data registering and analy-
sis techniques, including digital recording, are proving particularly pertinent as
they expand access possibilities to naturally occurring — ‘uncontrived’ — data
(e.g. recording teacher-parent conferences instead of interviewing teachers and/
or parents on what was said and how it was said during these conversations)
(Perdkyla, 2005).

Evidently, the position of the researcher has been radically rethought in
this research context. The researcher’s status is determined by the way in which
expert-roles are executed in joint inquiries. The ‘control’ of respective stages of
the project implementation encompasses constant effort to construct frames of
theorising and retheorising, to establish rules for the negotiation and renegotia-
tion of meanings and to share voice/voices and the stage (not only of publishing
as, besides reports, other forms of dissemination are allowed as well). Under-
stood as assuming a critical perspective on the social life of ‘common people,’
the capacity to go beyond facilitation (Paolo Freire’s concept of conscienti-
zagdo) is aligned with the ability to experience the self as both the researcher
and the respondent, the teacher and the student, and to explore the self within
the process of inquiry (the self in research, as well as the brought-in self, the
situationally generated self, etc.).

Challenges

The extending of methods promotes multidimensional research and poses ‘con-
crete’ challenges related to the principles of validity, completeness and syste-
maticity. In this model, too, systematic ethnography must be understood as an
internally ordered description of the generation and reproduction of learning
worlds (and their socio-cultural dimensions). Although this description does
not have to cover all the dimensions of these worlds, such as the systems of
discourse, narration, material culture, aesthetics and performance, it should not
ignore the criterion of completeness and comprehensively conceived adequ-
acy. In this contexts, the point is that the world described should not consist
exclusively of fieldnotes of conversations, interview narratives, visual artefacts
and material goods. Another challenge is posed by the problematic aspects of
the attitude referred to as ‘fidelity to the phenomenon’ and by the multiplicity of
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possible interpretations of the application of thick description (Geertz, 2005).
Non-linguistic styles also call for attention. Their use requires not only reaching
beyond the convention of diversity (Markham, 2005). That meeting all these
methodological criteria is premised on educating researchers, especially non-
professional ones as agents in action research, in the basics of the anthropology
of education and/or educational anthropology appears indisputable. The threads
and ideas evoked in this paper must be developed ‘in action,’ both through the
study of the literature and through workshop-based practical exercises.

Conclusion

To come back to the questions driving my argument in this paper, an attempt
can be made to propose a preliminary typological framework for ethnographic
methodologies employed in and paradigmatically matching the various ver-
sions of action research. The reasoning above implies that its ‘classic’ designs
aligned with Kurt Lewin’s ‘pure’ model had their ethnographic counterpart in
the traditional ethnographic description anchored in the structuralist-functio-
nalist school of thought. Both practical-deliberative and critical-emancipatory
action-research projects undertaken after the interpretive turn have often relied
on reflective frameworks of refunctioned ethnography, such as autoethnogra-
phy and narrative, public and performative ethnographies. The Polish literatu-
re abounds with studies that corroborate this insight (Siarkiewicz et al., 2012;
Cervinkova, 2013b; Ligus, 2013; Golgbniak, 2014). The adoption of the narra-
tive ethnographical position and methodology is becoming an obvious choice
for researchers who label their projects as transformational research/practice
(Irasiak, 2017). I leave the questions of para-ethnography and eclecticism open
(and to be addressed soon). Given the challenges of the future sparked in the
present (see Introduction), I believe it makes sense to look into this approach,
especially that it tends to be associated with activism. Activism is, on the one
hand promoted in the education-scientific discourse on the teaching profession
as a remedy to the bureaucratised model of teaching by touting the concept of
a teacher-researcher of his/her own practice (see the works of authors embra-
cing the ethical-altruistic perspective in the study of and research into profes-
sionalism; Cunningham, 2008). On the other, activism sparks reservations, as
articulated by, for example Douglas R. Holmes and George Marcus, the cofo-
unders of post-traditional cultural anthropology, who point out that activism is
contingent and, hence, by definition controversial (Holmes & Marcus, 2005).
Undoubtedly, the emergence of a research model in which a new subject — an
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accomplished autodidact — appears is a compelling socio-cultural phenome-
non. Spontaneously undertaken inquiry, which is bound up with concomitan-
tly arising collaborative structures that confer the forms and content of ethno-
graphic research on ensuing experience, poses profound questions about the
condition of culture. To capture the salient features of unfolding changes and
to conceptualise their multifarious aspects — in ways that, partly at least, de-
pend on conventions, traditions and the past, while also accommodating the
cognitive aspects of future-oriented practices — represent, without a doubt, in-
triguing challenges to and tasks for educators who aspire to augment the me-
thodological underpinnings of their projects that, while inscribed in their di-
sciplines, are geared to changing the status quo in teacher education or adult
education.
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