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Abstract  

By fostering a direct engagement of those involved in solving problems or needs in a context of real situations, 

participatory action research (PAR) offers great potentialities for the academic training of future and even current 

professionals. However, there is a weak implementation of PAR as a pedagogical training strategy in higher education. 

Hence, this paper seeks to be a contribution to answering the following question: What potentialities and challenges can 

arise from the implementation of PAR in higher education? To this end, the following elements are addressed: what 

PAR consists of, and the contributions it can offer for higher education training, concluding with the presentation of 

some challenges and difficulties that seem to emerge from the use of PAR at the institutional, students and teachers’ 

levels, and which may help understanding its little use. 
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1. Introduction 

Until rather recently, action research was little touched upon and even less implemented. Having a reduced visibility, it 

appeared to be the poor methodological relative in social sciences, either in Portugal or even at the international level 

(Almeida, 2001; Costa & Machado, 1987; Esteves, 1986). Even today, action research is not much considered, reputed 

or practiced at the academic level (Smith, 2017), although it appears to be gaining ground in some higher education 

contexts, albeit in a very limited way (Mendonça, Cotta, Lelis, & Junior, 2015; Zhang & Amundsen, 2015). 

In this sense, Esteves (1986) maintains that there is a silence on action research, as a rule, given that it flees from the 

orthodoxy of the methodology considered as consensually legitimate, which may happen also because 

Action research aims to rethink both the nature of inquiry and who participates in it. In traditional, nomothetic, 

social-scientific educational research — with its founding trope of the data-collecting, distantiated knower 

wielding methods to fend off bias and randomness — teachers show up only as subjects (though, in a case of 

language as wish-fulfillment, we call them ‘participants’) (Higgins, 2016, p. 233). 

However, at present, numerous researchers fight this penumbra ascribed for so long to action research. Currently, action 

research has several designations, with distinct proposals for ways of materialisation (Almeida, 2001; Balakrishnan & 

Claiborne, 2017; Corpa, Hito, & Garcia, 2010; Kindon & Elwood, 2009; Moch, Vandenbark, Pehler, & Stombaugh, 

2016; Schneider & Daddow, 2017), as well as variants, for example, at the level of stakeholders’ participation. Yet, in 

general, it may be considered that action research entails articulating research with intervention, especially in several 

cycles or stages of enhancement or improvement (Costa & Machado, 1987). 
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Action research consists, thus, of a methodological strategy, the use of which is geared by the existence of the following 

moments: the assessment of a problem or need for improvement; the definition of an intervention strategy; the 

implementation of an intervention; the monitoring of that intervention; the assessment of the results attained in the new 

situation created; and the new application of this process, if deemed necessary, according to the assessment of the 

aforementioned final moment (see, for example, Arends, 1999; Strode, 2013). 

In this context, Esteves (1986) refers to three types of concomitant objectives in action research: research (production of 

knowledge about reality); innovation (introduction of changes in a situation); and training of competences (participants’ 

social learning process), understanding it as 

[…] a collective process that establishes new rules of action, with repercussion both in the community of 

researchers and technicians and in the groups, institutions and populations under study, as well as in the 

bureaucratic institutions involved and in the reciprocal relationship between them (p. 271). 

The type of action research this essay will focus on seeks to encourage the participation of all stakeholders in this 

process. This is the participatory action research (PAR), through which each individual, as a participant, plays an active 

and generally conscious and critical role in the action-research process (Jacobs, 2016; Strode, 2013). This PAR research, 

which promotes the participation of stakeholders, will be the centre of the reflection that follows. 

PAR has been studied and implemented in several sectors of reality. Among the many examples that could be presented, 

the following are highlighted: in the monitoring of social reintegration of young mothers associated with armed groups 

(Worthen, Onyango, Wessells, Veale, & McKay, 2013); in the education of young people at risk (Iwasaki, Hopper, & 

Whelan, 2017); in teachers’ professional development (Yigit & Bagceci, 2017); in the engagement of nurses and local 

leaders in the formation of the research network (Asuquo & Etowa, 2016); in the participation of stakeholders, 

including disabled people, in disability and community issues (Higashida, Kumara, & Illangasingha, 2015); in the 

development of prospective teachers’ professional independence during their pedagogical practice (Strode, 2013); in 

environmental education projects (Lewis, 2004); or also in the development of a course module on education for 

sustainable development in pre-service chemistry teacher education (Burmeister & Eilks, 2013). 

PAR is an advantageous training strategy by fostering a direct engagement of those involved in solving problems in a 

context of real situations, through grounded empirical research, inasmuch that it offers great potentialities in the training 

of future and even current professionals in the higher education context. However, there is a weak implementation of 

PAR as a training strategy in higher education. Therefore, this paper seeks to answer the following question: what 

potentialities and challenges can arise from the implementation of PAR in higher education? To this end, the following 

elements are addressed: what PAR consists of, the contributions that it can offer to training in the higher education 

context, grounding our stance on the need for this methodological strategy to be more pedagogically implemented in 

training programs. The paper ends with the discussion of some challenges and difficulties centred on students, teachers 

and institutions that seem to help understanding its little use. 

2. Participatory Action Research 

After all, what is PAR? As a variant or field of action research (Santos, 2016), PAR is defined by the direct and active 

involvement of all stakeholders in the research process, with the aim to solve a problem, a need, or to improve a 

situation, in a collaborative and democratic way (Jacobs, 2016). There is no dichotomy both in PAR and in its different 

phases between the role played by the researcher as opposed to the role of sheer respondents, in a true process of 

collaborative learning (Balakrishnan & Claiborne, 2017; Kindon & Elwood, 2009): 

Participatory research processes aim to develop participants’ voices and actively involve them in transforming 

education. They also speak to a broader responsibility that educational research has to influence human 

development through including elements of participation as opposed to doing research ‘on’ or ‘about’ the 

participants (Walker & Loots, 2017, p. 168). 

In this logic, Asuquo and Etowa (2016) put forward some principles that gear the use of PAR (in accordance with Kemmis 

& McTaggart’s, 2005): a social process, by necessarily involving individuals in the context of social relationships; 

participatory, with the engagement of all involved in the research process; practical and collaborative, in the reconstruction 

of interactions and social practices; emancipatory, providing the participants with knowledge and tools to raise awareness 

of constraining social structures, as well as strategies for self-development and self-determination; critical, clarifying the 

power relationships that shape the world and social relationships; reflexive, through a self-critical process of action and 

reflection; and aims to transform both theory and practice, in close articulation with each other. 

However, it should be stressed that PAR is a concept that has its own specificities and subtleties that emerge in the 

higher education training context. 
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3. PAR in Higher Education Training 

In higher education training, encouraging active student learning is increasingly considered necessary (Burmeister & 

Eilks, 2013; Ito, 2017; Radloff, Joslyn, & Capobianco, 2016) in the development of students’ “ability of reflecting 

thinking and problem solving” (Sivaci, 2017, p. 21), as considered by Sivaci in pre-service teachers training. This 

principle can be generalised to any scientific area, in our opinion. It should be noted that 

Practical training included in the initial training period should allow the future teacher to: 

1. Identify him/herself as a teacher and the teaching styles s/he is able to use by studying the class environment 

and the effects that these styles produce on students. 

2. Be able to identify the problems of work organisation in the classroom, with the aim to make it productive. 

The problems of discipline and class organisation are the acutest ones during the first year of professional 

practice. 

3. Be able to solve the problems arising from teaching-learning activities, seeking to make educational contents 

accessible to each of his/her students (Esteve, 2003, p. 119). 

The mobilisation of PAR can contribute to fulfilling this aim and, in this sense, it can contribute to improving the 

quality of education offered in the higher education context (Balakrishnan & Claiborne, 2017; Barbre & Buckner, 2013; 

Burmeister & Eilks, 2013; Kindon & Elwood, 2009; Mendonça et al., 2015; Strode, 2013; Vikstrom, Bostrom, & 

Johannsen, 2016; Young, 2017). For example, in the training of future teachers, 

[…] the incorporation of action research would give the student teachers an opportunity to gain a deeper 

understanding of the subject area, their own teaching style, areas that are strong, and also those that need 

improvement. This is the precursor for what teachers are expected to be able to continually do when they enter 

the profession (Barbre & Bucker, 2013, p. 5). 

The implementation of PAR in the higher education training context involves the mobilisation of several interacting 

elements (Strode, 2013): 

(1) its objective is to understand professional practice deeper, enrich the capacity of involved participants and 

their opportunities to make inquires for improvement of quality; (2) in the research of professional practice, 

subjects explore themselves (in cooperation with each other and the others); (3) research is critically 

informative, active, action-oriented; (4) the result of professional practice research is not an ultimate 

achievement. It is a way of thinking about teaching and learning to facilitate endless improvements (p. 88). 

Considering the aforementioned studies, why is PAR, then, not more mobilised in training in the higher education 

context? (Walker & Loots, 2017). We will, thus, present a contribution to the understanding of some of the potential 

challenges arising from the implementation of PAR in higher education. 

4. Challenges to the Implementation of PAR in Higher Education 

The implementation of PAR in the higher education context, even considering the need for a more successful, effective 

and efficient teaching, through a perspective of student-centred constructivist learning (Altun & Yücel-Toy, 2015; 

Strode, 2013), is a very complex process that challenges the more traditional perspectives of teaching: “The knowledge 

construction and interpersonal interaction of PAR in university education is socially and politically complicated, just as 

it is in any ‘field work’. Incorporating PAR into our teaching and graduate supervision can add further ethical, political 

and logistical challenges” (Kindon & Elwood, 2009, pp. 23-34). 

Given that there are several factors to be considered for a successful PAR process, as can be seen in the literature, for 

example, 

The implementation of the model can be threatened by insufficiency of student’s experience and pedagogical 

skills; inadequate student’s self-evaluation; lack of motivation; insufficiency of support and encouragement 

during practice; changes induced by subjective and objective factors in the objectives of individual and study 

programme development (Strode, 2013, p. 88), 

next section offers an analysis of the several challenges that the application of PAR can raise in the specific situation of 

(self)training of higher education students, which translate into barriers and hindrances, both for students and teachers, 

and, even, of an institutional nature. 

4.1 For Students 

With regard to students, the following factors involved in the implementation of PAR in a training context will be 

addressed: students’ preparation and expectation; control of the work to be carried out by students; students’ assessment 

and self-assessment; and finally, the changes caused by the uncertainty generated by a PAR dynamics process. 
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In terms of students’ preparation and expectations, it may be insufficient (Strode, 2013), which implies the need for a 

successful initial framework. It also implies fleeing from the existing orthodoxy (Vaughan & Burnaford, 2016), leading 

to the need for greater self-control of the work to be carried out by students, regarding the type, quality and quantity of 

this work, which may generate overwork and/or be considered meaningless by students (Kindon & Elwood, 2009; 

Marchand, 2017). 

Concerning students’ assessment and self-assessment (Altun & Yücel-Toy, 2015; Strode, 2013), in a culture centred on 

“cultures of valuation” (Downs, 2017), the assessment of the process and outcome of PAR, even when contributing to 

the improvement of the teaching practice (Strode, 2013), has its own specificities that may translate into increased 

difficulties in the context of the implementation of PAR. 

Finally, the changes brought about by the uncertainty generated by a PAR training process and by its own dynamics 

(Strode, 2013) are yet another factor that adds to the uncertainty that students may feel (Kindon & Elwood, 2009; 

Marchand, 2017). These changes can collide with preconceived ideas/expectations of both teachers and students, 

generating feelings of discomfort and anguish on both sides, especially at the beginning of this process (Kindon & 

Elwood, 2009). These feelings are often shared by the students themselves, for example, in the writing of the thesis, 

when faced with the difficulty of not being able to fulfil the traditional canons of an academic thesis (Smith, 2017), 

which has implications for students’ assessment. 

On the other hand, it is natural for some students to face difficulties in understanding the difference between research 

and PAR, which can be clarified throughout the development of PAR, through intense collaboration among all and 

through feedback provided by the teacher (Jacobs, 2016). It is also pointed out that 

The professional work environment is needed for implementation of the objective of pedagogical practice – 

development of students’ professional knowledge and skills in the process of organising and leading learning at 

school. In its turn, the objective of student’s individual development is influenced by his/her life experience, 

values and attitudes (Strode, 2013, p. 84). 

From all the above, it is necessary to have enough time, both to change the preconceived concepts and to implement and 

see results of this training process (Altun & Yücel-Toy, 2015), although this methodology may promote conscious, 

intentional and motivated autonomy of students in their pedagogical practice. 

4.2 For Teachers 

For teachers, there are several challenges to be faced, and, as referred by Vaughan and Burnaford (2016), “Action 

research for practitioners is both an insider and outsider activity that is not always a comfortable position for teacher 

educators in colleges of education” (p. 295). 

In sum, in research terms, the following are listed as challenges to be faced by these professionals: the shift in their 

teaching culture, the logistical management of the conditions of PAR implementation, and greater uncertainty, which 

translates into less control in the educational process. 

Regarding the shift in teachers’ educational culture, the sharing of hierarchical power, whose reshaped and less static 

dynamics is present in PAR, may entail a reformulation, over time, of the traditional roles assigned to the teacher and 

the student (Jacobs, 2016; Kindon & Elwood, 2009; Rubin, Ayala, & Zaal, 2017). 

PAR implementation involves, therefore, profound changes in teaching and training (Corpa et al., 2010; Gibbs et al., 

2017), namely in the relationship with other stakeholders (Kindon & Elwood, 2009), in a greater emotional involvement 

(Kindon & Elwood, 2009), and even in the possibility of a potential overload of time tasks (Barbre et al., 2013; 

Mendonça et al., 2015; Strode, 2013): 

Would there be some extra work? Yes, there would, but it would not be so voluminous that it is undoable, and 

the benefits would instill a habit that would improve a career trajectory. At best, it would have the effect of 

training a teacher to consider classroom-based research a natural component of their practice. Rather than 

feeling stuck and unable to move forward, teachers would have the tools to take a much deeper look at who 

they are professionally and move forward. When we consider the sheer volume of teacher attrition over the 

first 5 years of a teaching career, we consider implementing critical reflection though action research to be an 

approach that reflects professional responsibility (Barbre et al., 2013, p. 5). 

This context implies a new logistical management of the conditions for implementing PAR at different levels. 

On the one hand, there is the issue of meeting deadlines (Kindon & Elwood, 2009): “It also involves quite intense 

pastoral supervision and mentoring […] there is a tension between the academic timetable and need for students to 

submit assignments (and lecturers to submit grades) on particular dates” (p. 26). 

On the other hand, there is also greater uncertainty and less control in the educational process on the part of the teacher, 
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whose central function is to stimulate participation and to motivate students in this more plasmatic and flexible context 

that generates greater uncertainties (Kindon & Elwood, 2009; Mendonça et al., 2015). This results in the need for 

greater flexibility in the management of the teaching-learning process, which itself generates unpredictability that 

entails greater difficulty in systematic follow-up. As pointed out by Gibbs et al. (2017), it “include[s] a lack of reporting 

on the AR [action research] stages or cycles in a way that allows others to analyse the study systematically” (p. 13), 

which may run counter to preconceived ideas and/or expectations of both teachers and students (Kindon & Elwood, 

2009). 

All this implies that teachers may be able, on the one hand, to explain and explicit the process and, on the other hand, to 

motivate students to participate actively, while simultaneously recognising the authority of the teacher, as well as their 

limitations (Altun & Yücel-Toy, 2015). Although these actions reinforce the role of teachers as instigators of this PAR 

process (Gibbs et al., 2017), it is also critical that the institutional context provides the necessary conditions and 

resources (Jacobs, 2016) that allow the path to be corrected during its implementation (Strode, 2013). 

4.3 For Institutions 

At the institutional level, academic legitimacy and the articulation between different curricular units, as well as the 

conditions of implementation and control of this process, seem to be vital elements. 

Low academic legitimacy seems to be one of the aspects hindering PAR’s choice (Anderson, 2017; Downs, 2017; Gibbs 

et al., 2017; Lewis, 2004; Riecken, Strong-Wilson, Conibear, Corrine, & Riecken, 2005; Vaughan & Burnaford, 2016; 

Young, 2017). 

According to Gibbs et al. (2017), there is the need to develop a curriculum that incorporates the academic identity itself, 

and the need for institutional support in staff development, and the role of academic leaders is vital in this whole 

process (Vikstrom et al., 2016). 

There is, therefore, the need to flee from the existing orthodoxy (Vaughan & Burnaford, 2016; Kindon & Elwood, 2009), 

which entails an articulation between different curricular units (Walker & Loots, 2017), “rethinking traditional views of 

scientific knowledge characterised by hierarchies and singular disciplines” (p. 14). 

This process also implies that institutions rethink their own conditions of implementation and control, considering 

aspects such as the provision of the necessary time and resources (Jacobs, 2016; Altun & Yücel-Toy, 2015), that they 

rethink the organisation and the coherence of the program (Strode, 2013) or that they consider the number of students 

per class in an appropriate way (Altun & Yücel-Toy, 2015), insofar that, according to PAR features, this number cannot 

be too high. All of the elements mentioned are critical in creating an environment conducive to training through PAR. 

5. Final Remarks 

The implementation of PAR in a higher education context has to face a very difficult environment within the traditional 

academic culture, which tends to be quantitative, unidirectional, thought in a top-down way, within the framework of 

traditional power relationships, which emerge from expectations in higher education (Anderson, 2017; Kindon & 

Elwood, 2009). Following this research logic necessarily implies a break with this more traditional perspective of doing 

research in higher education. As suggested by Gibbs et al. (2017), 

Changes in higher education policy, driven by an explicit metrics of student satisfaction and the need for 

students to engage in their learning whilst registered at a higher education institution, argue for strong, 

practice-based evidence for what teaching can achieve. In an economic consumeristic model of higher 

education, an unjustified and holist concept of edification is seemingly not satisfactory. Evidence of how 

practice can be improved and its impact on the learning of students (and staff) is becoming critical to the 

changing character of higher education and its accountability to both government and students (p. 14). 

Notwithstanding all the difficulties at the level of students, teachers and even institutions, as this paper has sought to 

demonstrate, the implementation of PAR can make a major contribution to improving teaching and learning in higher 

education institutions. It is a challenging process that may be a valuable contribution to the construction of a higher 

quality training process, fostering a closer approximation to the real contexts of action of the intervening subjects and a 

better understanding and apprehension of the underlying processes, in a logic of participation and collaborative 

construction. 
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