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Reviewers’ Comments

This edited collection takes on the valuable but difficult task of identifying the non-negotiable or defining characteristics of action learning (AL) and action research (AR). The task is difficult because the ‘action’ approach values multiple perspectives and worldviews and encourages participants to own and create their knowledge. This results in a family of approaches as AL/AR evolves to serve practitioners in their learning process. As editors, Zuber-Skerritt and Wood have invited a wide range of perspectives from AL/AR advocates/scholars who have contributed to the evolution of the now many genres. They close with embracing their goal of deepening understanding AL/AR as philosophy, methodology, theory of learning and process for community engagement. This book does an excellent job of challenging action researchers to critically think through their traditions in contrast to other approaches. The chapters provide a solid foundation for AL and AR approaches to create understandings and knowledge based on values and worldviews that uphold inclusion and will further develop the quality of social sciences and our democratic world.

Margaret Riel, PhD, Director, Center for Collaborative Action Research,
Pepperdine University, Los Angeles, CA, USA

The author list for this edited book reads like a ‘who’s who’ in action learning (AL) and action research (AR). These authors are leaders in the field internationally, bringing years of research and theoretical and professional experience to their writing. Many of these authors influenced my own action research PhD in coaching leadership over two decades ago and I wish such a text had been available then. It offers extensive perspectives on the subject, with strong validation of research methodologies. AR has been generally misunderstood in universities and not highly regarded as a research paradigm. Supervision of action research postgraduate studies can be problematic, and for the AL/AR scholar/researcher may feel murky and difficult to negotiate. But this complexity typically matches the wicked problems, often those of justice, social relationships and environmental sustainability, that ALAR seeks to address. In this way, the paradigm is true to its early beginnings in Kurt Lewin’s work – in pursuit of social justice.

This is a text for leaders of organizations, schools and community groups, who want to engage the people who are affected by problems in the creation of the solutions. It offers readers inclusivity of perspectives and will be a beneficial read for beginning action researchers and their supervisors, more experienced action researchers wanting further critical perspectives and challenge, and for leaders in the field wanting to engage in participatory AL/AR.

Jan Robertson, PhD, Adjunct Professor, Griffith University; Academic Leadership
Consultant and Author of Coaching Leadership: Building Educational
Leadership Capacity Through Partnership, New Zealand.

In bringing together an impressive range of authors and perspectives from across the globe, Zuber-Skerritt and Wood have produced a text that celebrates the rich diversity and multi-perspective nature of action learning (AL) and action research (AR), while demonstrating the coherent framework in which these approaches operate. This important book will make a real contribution to the understanding and work of practitioners from a range of disciplines and contexts. It is clearly and coherently structured, with chapters that are accessible to novice AL/AR practitioners, yet offer critical challenge to those who are more experienced.

As a typology of these approaches, it is comprehensive and cogent. Presenting a critical discussion of each approach, it offers readers an opportunity to ‘see inside’ the practice and theory of these approaches in a range of contexts, each with its own complexity and challenges. Topics for discussion and reflection at the end of each chapter help the reader develop deeper understanding of the topic concerned, and more importantly, address the issue of values underpinning our actions, learnings and research. In this way, the book becomes more than the sum of its parts, clearly illustrating the power and potency of (and indeed great need for) such approaches in our contemporary world.

Mary McAteer, PhD, Director of Professional Learning Programs, Edge Hill
University, Lancashire, UK.

This fine publication addresses a real need among followers (and critics) of action research, by clarifying and demystifying the most common genres of and approaches to action learning and action research (AL/AR). It filters and illustrates, and explains what AL/AR is and what it is not. The book re-establishes AL/AR as practical, collaborative, emancipatory, interpretive and critical – a philosophy, methodology and approach to learning and development for addressing complex global challenges.

In structuring the publication, the editors effectively weave together the rich voices of leading scholars of AL/AR. The result is a coherent assembly of diverse ideas and experiences that produce a wealth of distinctive, informative nuances.

This work can become an important reference on the shelves of researchers, authors and other practitioners. It has the potential to motivate and empower a wide readership to study, acknowledge, adopt and adapt AL/AR – further establishing its rightful place as a research paradigm suitable for bringing true social change in our times.

Annette Wilkinson, PhD, Professor, University of the Free State, South Africa.

I have learned that whenever Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt publishes something, it is worth paying attention. Zuber-Skerritt and Lesley Wood have put together an edited collection that is unusual in being integrated around a principled overview of the fields of action research (AR) and action learning (AL). The overview distinguishes usefully between action learning and action research, and makes a case for their synergies and differences in ways that enhanced my understandings greatly. This is accomplished by the editors’ having recruited the principal exponents of the genres that are the topics of each chapter and asked them to reflect synthetically on their particular areas of work. The result is both a panoramic view of AL and AR and a deep dive into many of the varieties of practice. The writing is clear, pedagogically adept, and analytically cogent. The editors and the contributors deserve great credit for having put together such a useful and thoughtful overview of these fields.

Davydd Greenwood, PhD, Goldwin Smith Professor of Anthropology,
Cornell University, USA.

Forty years ago I applied for a Chair in Management and Business Education. In my application lecture I discussed the potential of Action Learning (AL) and Action Research (AR). Obviously, I do not remember any details of my speech. But still today I can recall that several colleagues on the appointment committee strongly questioned the value and the scientific character of AL and AR. Today, 40 years later we can find a large and differentiated body of research and practical experiences, and a broad range of contexts where AL and AR have proven their theoretical and empirical strengths. No longer are there serious doubts about the scientific relevance of these approaches.

This book is of great merit to its editors, Ortrun Zuber-Skerritt, the Australian Doyenne of AL and AR, and her colleague Lesley Wood, having collected contributions from outstanding scholars and experienced practitioners in the field of AL & AR from all over the world. This is not just a collection of articles. Presented within a well substantiated framework, the chapters reveal the evolution of this participatory, transformational paradigm, unfolding the great utility, diversity and richness of the various genres of AL and AR, and thus offering a very useful, comprehensive guide. Readers will benefit greatly from the didactic of every chapter – not only illustrating the what, why, and how of each genre, but also offering topics for further discussion and reflection, and tips for further reading. This rich collection on AL and AR can be very useful for not only emerging scholars and other newcomer practitioners but also for more experienced scholars, looking for their own way of adapting this approach creatively and constructively – at this time when AL and AR have such methodological relevance for resolving small and large scale difficulties in our complex world.

Stephan Laske, PhD, Emeritus Professor, University of Innsbruck, Austria.

This book brings together a collection of interesting works from established scholars to bring to light various genres and approaches in the fields of action learning and action research. From the conceptual discussions and practical exemplars, readers of this book who are new to action learning and action research will gain a clearer understanding of the what, how and why of action learning and action research. Readers with greater familiarity and experience in the field will gain a deeper appreciation of the field’s traditions as well as new curiosity – or wondering into the future – about how action learning and action research can be relevant and integrated to new genres and approaches. This book is also a timely reminder of how the participatory paradigm can be a forceful counter response to the growing neoliberalism of the twenty-first century.

Hairon Salleh, PhD, Associate Professor, Policy and Leadership
Studies, National Institute of Education, Nanyang Technological
University, Singapore.

This book presents the self-reflective process of a group of Action Learning (AL) and Action Research (AR) practitioners and advocates. Readers are invited to become involved in this self-reflective process as the authors analyse the origins and development of most of the main genres of AL and AR through their own experiences while seeking to address global and local problems in complex contemporary times. Each chapter illustrates the diversity of ways to think and act collaboratively to address difficult situations through the various types of AL and AR. Together the chapters serve to demystify AL and AR and how they can be used or adapted to create conceptual and practical knowledge for, and while achieving, sustainable social change.

Professor Doris Santos, Universidad Nacional de Colombia, Bogotá DC,
Colombia, South America.

I welcome the appearance of this new survey of action learning and action research, compiled by leading scholars from Australia, USA, UK, Ireland, South Africa and Austria. This book promises some interesting excursions into intriguing aspects of action learning and action research practice in a difficult field of work.

Professor Mike Pedler, Emeritus Professor of Action Learning at Henley
Business School, University of Reading, UK.
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