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THE LEARNING PROCESS IN AUTO AND ELECTRICAL COMPANIES THROUGH THE USE OF ACTION RESEARCH.

DEFINING THE PROBLEM

We work in cooperation with commercial companies, trade unions and women in trades to develop and document good examples of increased consciousness, planning and implementation of measures to increase job-satisfaction, stability and recruitment of women as a minority in the auto and electrical trades to create improvements and an overall increased competence in the intersection between feminist research, minority/majority understanding and vocational pedagogy.

OUR ACTION RESEARCH METHODOLOGY.

We are using action research methodology in our work to develop the positive examples. Flyvbjerg (1993) argues for the use of the positive examples in sociological research rather than hunting for the overlying theories. These positive examples form a basis for further dialogue between practical changes and existing theoretical perspectives (Winter 1989).

Our task, commissioned by the various participants in industry, who are keen to develop and document the positive factors to encourage their own trades, will also to have a spin-off effect on other trades, not least because there are two relatively dissimilar trades involved. By virtue of our background in these two different trades, as well as having considerable experience cooperating in the development and change of conditions for women as a minority in vocational schools, we are confident that we can exploit our common experiences as well as contributing to development in our respective trades.

“Action research is always  political, because one aims to enable people to change their situation.” (McNiff 2002). Our role in the project is defined as pedagogical advisor’s and responsibility for documentation of the whole development process.

Action research is a democratic research process where one strives to be successful in changing a greater or lesser part of a real life situation and document this change primarily by emphasising the positive  factors. We will call this documentation a form for pedagogic theory because factors are generated, or developed by a process. This must not be confused with a generalisation  based on a few examples.

Jorunn Møller (1996) emphasises that the goal for both action research, politics and pedagogical handiwork is the desire for a planned development and change. Much of the criticism and scepticism directed at action research is concerned with the questions of documentation and common interests. If others are to utilise these examples the form of documentation in regard to readability and process description is decisive for the documents credibility and validity.

Our experience with action research used for the development and distribution of experience and know-how.

In traditional research projects it is the researcher who develops knowledge others can use. In action research the development of knowledge is a collective task, the researcher becomes a planner as well as being responsible for the documentation. Others can learn from the process, rather than ready-to-eat conclusions, through process descriptions, collection of case examples, videos and other media.

When one utilises the extended concept of information (Hiim and Hippe 2001) can the development of knowledge happen by use of a conscious change and improvement of actions. The systematic use of one's own and others experiences to improve an aspect of a pedagogic challenge or situation, can add to the greater understanding and insight into an area.

Action research is about improving the participants praxis. In our previous study there were many participants and operational areas, that is also the case in our current project. The classes principal teachers and we, as advisers and researchers, had both individual and collective learning processes relative to our work in an advisory group. The principal teachers used the group to acquire new understanding and concepts, simultaneously reflecting upon their own praxis with the female pupils. As advisers and researchers we made important observations in relation to advising pupils and action research. Through the network meetings the female students were able to reach a deeper understanding of their role as a minority, and the challenges this brought. The schools collegiate was able to harvest increased documentation and information in the affected area.

We all benefited by our common experiences, reflections and the systematic changes in the development and methodology at our school.

Arranging the action research project in development in the auto and electro companies.

As school researchers we were a part of the organisation we were researching. In this workplace orientated project there are several new factors, and the action research tools used must be somewhat different. There are both similarities and differences in the use of action research techniques in schools or commercial companies.

We are not locked in the one or the other track, but see possibilities for using methods from different aspects of action research, precisely because this is a research project in the intersection between feminist minority research and vocational pedagogic research where the practical arena is in vehicle workshops and electro-installation firms.

We are, and wish to continue, working within a critical dialectic (pragmatic) tradition with humanistic and democratic values.

In our action research based project at our school we emphasised two main avenues of approach, the mainly Anglo-Saxon pedagogic action research and the Scandinavian dialogue based action research. We were also influenced by the feminist action research, which becomes more prominent  in this paper.

The Anglo-Saxon pedagogic action research evolved by Kurt Lewin (1952) and Stephen Corey (1949) in the USA, further developed by Steenhouse (1976) and Elliot (1976, 1980) as representatives for the british “teachers-as-researchers-tradition”, followed, amongst others, by Carr and Kemis (1986) in Australia and McNiff (1997) and Whitehead (1989) in Ireland and England. They all emphasise school based research and the teacher as a researcher. The central theme in this direction is the question: “How can I improve my praxis?” (Whitehead 1989).

Following this approach we also have the Scandinavians Flyvbjerg (1993) and Kalleberg (1982) with workplace research with a focus on implementation and documentation of the positive factors as the researchers goal.

There is a large selection of approaches for defining, organising and implementing pedagogic action research. The different tendencies in pedagogic action research have expressed the motives and goals of the participants, the various fields for research, the various understanding of the action research process's form and content and the different sponsors and contexts.

There are three common factors: the motivation to understand and improve one's own praxis, the desire to share experiences, examples and knowledge that can be useful for others, and lastly, springing from the very roots of action research, a need for social changes such as a democracy, justice    and equality in a situation. (Ken Zeichner 19xx)

Pedagogic action research can be accomplished in many ways: research can be carried out by the researcher(s) alone, it may involve small groups of students or workers, school classes or entire schools, institutes or workplaces. The duration of participation can vary for both large and small groups – but the time perspective will always be fundamental to action research. It is not a question of investigating experiences or opinions at any given moment through interviews or questionnaires, but presupposes participation, documentation and analysis of planned processes over a time scale, with the intention of achieving improvements.

Some pedagogic action researchers make it mandatory to investigate specific research questions, and follow some variation of the action research spiral: plan, implementation, observation and reflection (for example Elliot 1991, Kemmis and McTaggert 1998, McNiff 1997, Møller and Vagle 2003, Hiim 2009). We have used this construction to good effect previously, and will continue to do so as a basic foundation for data collection.

Other pedagogic action researchers have a more holistic approach, and use more varied methods and research subjects (Gallas 1998).

We also used research models from the dialogue based Scandinavian workplace research which is inspired by Kurt Lewin (Moxnes 1983, Pålshaugen 1992 and Bjørn Gustavsen 1992). Within this tradition great emphasis is placed on preparation for dialogue and through possibilities for development of democratic models and organisational changes in a place of work. (Compare Gjems 1995 system based tutoring).

When working with organisational development or developmental organisations great emphasis is placed on reorganisation of discussions as an important agent. This field of action research has primarily been in workplaces and organisations in the private and public sector, in projects where management and employees have cooperated in different forms of organisational development. The aim is to promote actions, and thereby research, which combines the development of productivity, workplace environment and democratic participation in decision-making. The relationship between researchers and participants may be described as cooperation where the researcher contributes a greater understanding of their practical situation and the researcher gains a deeper understanding of the organisations praxis. This understanding is developed through different types of verbal communication: dialogue workshops, dialogue conferences, homogeneous and heterogeneous group discussions. With this form of learning  specific groups take part in the learning process, rather than specific individuals (Olav Eikland and Anne Marie Berg 1997)

The development of networks, and the network concept, is also a part of the tradition of this research process. The Arbeidsforskningsinstitut (Work Research Institute) in Oslo (AFI) developed during the '80's a “Network program for organisation and competence development”. The researchers attempted partly to enable companies to cooperate in a network based on workplace development projects, and partly they attempted to organise different types of competence enhancing networks to support the ongoing process in each individual company (Pålshaugen 1992). This model is very similar to the model used in our project.

We wish to use elements from both these concepts in our project, we have also been inspired by Nielsen,Nielsen and Olsen (1999) and Tofteng and Husted (2006) who represent an alternative branch within Scandinavian action research who are very occupied with border-breaching methods focussed on visions and utopia’s. Through the use of Future Workshops and  drama/theatre a foundation is laid for thinking outside the box. Using this concept of  group reflection and  development of knowledge in the wake of the processes the researchers have a more active role as contributors with their experiences and knowledge compared to the dialogue based branch.

The Future Workshop was developed by the  future-researcher Robert Jungk in Germany in the late 'fifties. The main purpose of this method  was, and is, a democratic tool to enable people to express themselves concerning questions they would not normally be entitled to. The method has spread to Scandinavia , and has, since the 'seventies been used in action research projects, especially in Denmark.

In our work it is primarily women who voice a need for liberation, and we strive to achieve a greater freedom through the use of Future Workshops, drama and theatre, or other means, to further the release of utopian thinking.

Nielsen, Nielsen and Olosen (1999) are three researchers, who together with a group of fish-processing workers completed an action research project “Dynespringeren” within the “Industry and Happiness” project. The utopian horizon is not only prominent in their work with Future Workshops, but also in the transformation perspective in the project itself. This perspective also emphasises the commonality between researchers and participants through the development of a shared experience. Through the common utopian horizon the researchers strive to achieve a greatest possible common ground for both researchers and participants in what is called cooperative action research. This in turn influences the collection of empirical data.


“In the core of our interests we have not had a desire to create as large an empirical data collection as possible, but rather to develop a cooperative action research. This has meant that we made it a criterion of the research perspective ( and thereby also ”production of empirical material”) would be integrated in the development process. This criterion naturally brings other factors with it that must also be assessed along with other innovations, principally that the built in research related material (documentation) should retain a certain simplicity”.








Nielsen, Nielsen and Olsen 1999

In the distribution of experiences they operate with three fields of praxis, the first are the participants who primarily produce experiences, the  second is centred on the researchers reconstruction work after the experiment is finished, and the third is all those who have an interest in the project.


“Another important quality with the material is that it immediately fastens the progression as a continuous process in time. This is a consequence of the special integration of development-and-research perspectives – in contrast to the usual characteristics of empirical material that is used for analysis of learning-and-experience processes. There is a strong tendency for the time-dimension, which is the medium where experiences are experienced, disappears from the “empirium” where the material is dominated by “snapshots” or interviews designed to uncover attitudes or opinions. Undoubtedly this creates problematic abstractions.”








Nielsen, Nielsen and Olsen 1999

The whole research process is planned as an interactive cooperation between us as researchers and the different organisations and networks within our model. Planned models and qualitative methods developed within the field of equality and feminist research, which focus on reflexive research processes, place the researchers in a participatory position in an interactive research perspective (Ewa Gunnarsson 2007).

An important argument for the interactive perspective is that the joint  knowledge production between researchers and participants generates a more robust social knowledge. We bring with us a competence in minority understanding and repression mechanisms from our work in schools, which will evolve and develop in the meeting with organisations and networks in commercial companies. Combined we can hopefully create new understanding and concepts.

Ewa Gunnarsson has, like most Scandinavian feminist/action researchers worked with different work research projects (Bjørg Aase Sørensen1982, Kari Wærnes 1984 and Eva Amundsdottor 2009). Our present research project is in the intersection between workplace research and school/education research due to the focus on recruitment and education within companies. In feminist school research there has been less emphasis  on action research methodology. In addition to our own work (Møller 2000, Vagle 2003 and Møller and Vagle 2003) we are most familiar with Hildur Ve (1995) and Hildur Ve and Britt-Marie Berge (1999). 

Hildur Ve (1999) proposes that action research is especially suited to questions concerning equality and gender research. This is connection it is especially useful where there is a need for change in power structures, attention and so on. Feminist change-making and action research have some clear parallels in relation to questions of uncovering power structures and the mechanisms which create and preserve gender structures (Ewa Amunndsdotter 2006). Maguire (2000:63)  in Ewa Amundsdottor (2006) specifies that action research that ignores feminist research is insufficient as an expected emancipation project.

In our earlier work we have been engaged by the need for change making and action research to become even more distinct in the question of the  relationship between majority and minority groups in situation where the minority, by definition, have less influence over the total situation than the majority. A change in the attitude of the majority can be effected by targeted processes to improve relations. We place great importance on preserving the feminist competence in the interaction between minority understanding and use of minority concepts. Berit Ås (1978) defines “domination techniques” uses the broad concept of relations between genders in society, both politics and workplaces. When we have investigated and analysed this particularly in regard to women as a minority in male-dominated skilled-trades we have found many of the same mechanisms, but also some that are different. One of the domination techniques is “invisibility”, in our trades we have uncovered that one of the mechanisms is unwanted visibility. This is not so much related to gender, but to a minority situation. The question of feminist understanding minority understanding will in our work not be either /or, but both.

Action research makes room for both. 
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ELEMENTS FROM THE DIFFERENT DIRECTIONS WHICH WE WANT TO USE, ATTEMPTED SHOWN SCHEMATICLY

This does not do the different directions full justice, but is just a way to try to show a “method bricolage”.

	
	
	

	
	Educational action research.
	Socio-technick/ dialogmodel.
	Utopic
	Feminist/

emancipation

action research.

	Collaboration participants/ reseachers
	Researching in own practice.
	Arrange processes.
	Collaboration for ”The common third”.
	Deltakende / interaktivt samspill.

	Arbeidsmåter og pedagogiske former
	Planlegge, gjennomføre og reflektere over veiledningsarbeidet/

endringene/aksjonene. Nye planer på bakgrunn av deltakernes ønsker og behov osv.
	Dialogkonferanser.

Veiledningsmøter m/ulike grupper.

(Nettverk)
	Frirom.

Utdannings-seminar.

Fremtids-verksteder/

dramatisering.
	Nettverksbygging

Veiledningsmøter

”Gender reflective reminders”.



	Dokumentasjon
	Plan, logg, observasjon og refleksjon i gjentatte  aksjonsforsknings-spiraler.
	Referater.

Samarbeidskontrakter.

Rammeavtaler for handling.

Nedtegning av observasjon.
	Referater.

Protokoller

Veggaviser.

Intervjuer

Media: Fagblader, aviser, TV, radio osv
	Gruppeintervjuer.Bevissthets-utviklende intervjuer med kvinner som minoritet.

	Kunnskaps-utvikling
	Spredning av gode dokumenterte eksempler til deltakere, forskere og samfunnet.
	Utvikling av nye metoder og målsetninger gjennom arbeid med bedriftsutvikling.
	Gestisk viten

Demokrati som læringsprosess. Erfaringsdeling til tre praksiskretser: Forskningsperspektiv, erfaringsdannelse og eksemlparicitet.
	Begrepsutvikling.

Sosial robust kompetanse gjennom samhandling.
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