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Abstract 
This article examines practitioner action research in schools and how action research can enhance practice 

and generate knowledge through partnerships between academia and the education sector. In 2020, 

revisions to the Norwegian curriculum for primary and secondary education introduced guidelines for 

professional work. The changes in the curriculum framework entail teachers’ collaboration in knowledge 

production - utilizing research and their own experiences in the process. This changed the formal role of 

teachers from transmitting established knowledge to producing knowledge in professional development 

and research activities. The new regulations can be related to traditions within practitioner action research.  

The article explores how action research can be used as a methodological framework in the professional 

work of schools. The starting point for the article is a thematic analysis of reflections from an action 

research project named Deeper Learning – How?, in which six schools participate in developing a model for 

unit planning. Structured interviews were conducted with members of school development groups in the 

schools every six months over 3.5 years, totaling seven interviews per school. The participants' reflections 

on their professional work serve as the empirical basis for the article.  

Results from the thematic analysis demonstrate that participants employed the action research process as 

a methodological tool to cultivate new insights and enhance practice. These reflections enrich the schools' 

comprehension of their educational practices and lead to measures for improvements, actions, and change. 

The results also highlight that proactive leadership, agreed-upon measures, teamwork, and a consistent 

rhythm in professional work are vital for educational practice development and knowledge production. 
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Introduction 
In this article, I explore the opportunities and knowledge challenges that can arise through the application 

of action research in schools. I also examine how action research can serve as a methodological framework 

for fostering professional development, enhancing school development, and generating both practical and 

theoretical knowledge. Action research is research where the main aim is to improve a situation and where 

the researcher in various ways (1) participates in the actions that are being carried out, (2) reflects on the 

experiences and (3) uses reflections and additional data for (a) knowledge production and for (b) planning 

improved actions. Action research is not a research method in a strict sense but rather a framework or 

approach to research that encompasses various designs of underlying qualitative and quantitative methods 

(Bradbury, 2015; Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; 2021; Coghlan, 2019; McNiff, 2011; Reason & Bradbury, 

2008; Ulvik et al., 2022). Knowledge production in this context can be understood as the process of building 

and rebuilding conceptual frameworks that link action and problem-solving to the immediate context and 

its social, cultural, and political context (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2021).  

The starting point for the article is reflections collected in 42 structured interviews conducted at six primary 

and lower secondary schools over 3.5 years. The interviews were part of the professional doctorate action 

research project Deeper Learning - How? - where the schools participated in the process of testing and 

further developing a didactical reflection model for unit planning to enhance deep learning. Teachers 

engaged in reflection to evaluate the development of their teaching practice, using these reflections to 

generate new academic knowledge and enhance their teaching practice. The didactical reflections in the 

project involved contemplating inquiry-based and deep learning on two levels: for the students and the 

teachers. Deep learning is defined as: 

…to gradually develop knowledge and lasting understanding of concepts, methods, and relationships within 
subjects and across subject areas. This entails reflecting on our learning and using what we have learned in 
various ways in familiar and unfamiliar situations, alone or with others (Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2021 - author’s 
translation).  

The didactical reflection model comprises four primary steps of reflection in unit planning, with an 

additional preparation step: (0) establishing an overview of the student's academic and social achievements 

and progress, (1) assessing prior knowledge and generating interest in the upcoming topics, (2) identifying 

learning objectives and aspirations, (3) pinpointing evidence of learning, and (4) planning the period's 

progression, including learning activities and content. Each step in the model includes underlying reflection 

questions (Støren, 2023). 

In Norwegian schools, it is common to create school development groups to facilitate school improvement. 

These groups typically include school leaders and teachers in leadership roles. In the project, these pre-

existing groups were leveraged as co-researchers - implementing changes and actively contributing to the 
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research process by sharing their experiences and reflections. The didactical reflection model was 

implemented at the same time as a revised national curriculum plan - offering the participating schools 

support in the implementation processes. Established organizational structures contributed to coherence 

between research activity, developmental tasks, and day-to-day operational responsibilities.  

The article is guided by the following research question: 

How can teacher reflection within practitioner-driven action research contribute to practical and theoretical 
knowledge production?  

Studies of action research 

Various researchers, including Cochran-Smith, Lytle, Coghlan, Hiim, Postholm, Smith, Reason, and Bradbury, 

have enriched the field of educational action research through theoretical contributions, reviews, and 

typologies. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) present the concept of inquiry as stance, emphasizing three 

dimensions for understanding teacher learning and professional development. Coghlan (2019) offers 

insights into conducting organizational action research based on key theories and methods. Hiim (2020) 

conducts a comparative analysis of action research forms, exploring purposes, development methods, 

researcher roles, and epistemological foundations. Postholm and Smith (2017) delve into practice-oriented 

action research in education, emphasizing interaction, developing relevant scientific knowledge, and using 

formative interventions. In addition, Reason and Bradbury (2008) distinguish action research as 

practitioner, professional, and network development. However, establishing a review of practitioner 

research in education is challenging due to varied methodologies and terminology (Mills et al., 2021; 

Rutten, 2021; Ulvik et al., 2022). Nonetheless, scholars highlight the need to further study the link between 

practitioner research and school development (Cochran-Smith et al., 2021; Lillejord et al., 2021; Rutten, 

2021). In my study, I aim to contribute to the research field by exploring how professional communities can 

enhance quality and knowledge production in their local curriculum work, following the structure of a 

practitioner action research project. 

In comparing my findings with other studies involving practitioner-driven action research, I have delved 

into an empirical study in participatory action research from Eritrea and a theoretical study on professional 

teacher development from Australia. In the Eritrean study, Idris and Asfaha (2019) explored the application 

of participatory action research to school development. They emphasized the importance of allocating time 

for reflection and creating space for innovative practice development. In the study by Sachs (2016) 

professional development is linked to the contemporary era. Sachs argues that the time for an industrial 

approach to the teaching profession has passed and that systems, schools, and teachers should become 

more research-active, advocating for validation and support for teachers' practices through research. When 

comparing these findings with my analyses, professional learning, various forms of knowledge production 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


Støren     4 

 

nordiccie.org  NJCIE 2024, Vol. 8(1) 

in school-based research, and the teacher's role as a researcher is significant. In this comparison, I will 

employ Stenhouse's (1981) distinctions between knowledge for the village and the world as a starting 

point, linking back to the assumption that action research can be conducted for both academia and the 

development of practice. 

I base my approach on experience and reflection as the foundations for knowledge production. This 

perspective builds upon the ideas of Bruner (1991), Dewey (1916/2001), Gibbons (1999), Gibbons and 

colleagues (1994), and Kvernbekk (2005; 2011). It is echoed in various approaches to action research within 

an educational context, as discussed by Coghlan (2019) and Hiim (2020). In the following sections, I will 

elucidate the intricate relationship between experience, reflection, and knowledge production in 

practitioner research. Following this, I will delve into different approaches within action research in 

educational settings and use these perspectives to situate the action research project Deeper Learning - 

How? as the foundation of this article. 

Experience, reflection, and knowledge production 

The research project Deeper Learning – How? is grounded in a reflective understanding of organizational 

growth where reflections and decision-making in professional learning communities are seen as essential to 

building capacity (cf. Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Many educators view reflection on personal and others' 

experiences as crucial for learning and development. Researchers, including Kvernbekk (2005; 2011) and 

Gibbons et al. (1994), explore the interplay between practical and theoretical knowledge in education. 

Kvernbekk (2005) examines the tension between pedagogy as an intentional discipline and a science. 

Pedagogy, viewed as an intentional discipline, is goal-oriented and practice-oriented, generating knowledge 

for practice. Gibbons et al. (1994) distinguish between experimental/theoretical and practical knowledge 

production. Practical knowledge production occurs within real-world contexts, involving problem-solving, 

diverse organizational structures, and social responsibility, and relies on a comprehensive quality control 

system (Gibbons, 1999, p. 33). 

A reflective understanding of professional learning can be rooted in reflective research traditions like 

hermeneutics and pragmatism. Gadamer (2012) showed how constructing meaning involves interpreting 

new experiences considering existing knowledge and considering pre-understandings as conditions for new 

insights. Furthermore, Gadamer (2012) distinguished between experiences validating and challenging pre-

existing understanding, emphasizing that disruptions lay the foundation for new insights. In the ongoing 

process of acquiring knowledge, pre-understanding, openness, and engagement are crucial (Gadamer, 

2012). Educational psychologist Jerome Bruner (1991) explored the idea of narrative experiences as objects 

of construction and meaning-making. His perspectives can be linked to practitioner action research where 

experience and reflection are the foundations for knowledge production. Bruner differentiated logical and 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


5     Action research and professional development in schools 

 

nordiccie.org  NJCIE 2024, Vol. 8(1) 

narrative ways of experiencing and constructing reality, tying them to different domains. Logical-scientific 

thinking develops verifiable and general knowledge, while narrative experiences relate to humanistic, 

cultural, and social domains. Bruner stressed that, in constructing narratives, validity is not crucial. Quality 

is tied to credibility, authenticity, and reliability and not to generalizability and accurate measurement of a 

phenomenon (Bruner, 1991). Dewey (1916/2001) demonstrated that experiences facilitate learning 

through reflection and highlighted the role of activity within them. He emphasized connecting the active 

and passive aspects of an experience through reflection for knowledge production, stating: "We do 

something to the thing and then the thing does something to us again. The connection between these two 

phases of experience measures how fruitful or valuable the experience is" (Dewey, 1916/2001, p. 53). The 

active side involves action and effort, while the passive side pertains to what the experience exposes and 

its consequences. Thus, meaningful experiences result from reflecting on and understanding connections 

within them, critiquing dualistic separations common in scientific and educational thinking (Dewey, 

1916/2001), which links back to the main aim of action research as discussed in the introduction. 

Methodology in Deeper Learning – How? 
The action research project Deeper Learning – How? is grounded in an epistemological perspective that 

emphasizes the significance of reflecting on one's own experiences and those of others as crucial sources of 

learning and development. The project was conducted with six participating primary and lower secondary 

schools from February 2020 to September 2023 in a municipality in the Eastern part of Norway. The schools 

were involved in implementing and further developing a didactic reflection model for local curriculum and 

quality development work. The project engaged the entire professional community within the schools. 

Participants planned learning periods based on a semester structure. Planning group members at the 

schools took on roles as co-researchers and participated in evaluating and further developing the model. 

Semi-annual evaluation points were conducted as structured interviews throughout the project period, 

totaling seven evaluation points per school.  

During these evaluations, data on students' learning and social development were collected, reflections on 

the work with didactic reflection in local curriculum development were gathered, and ideas for further 

model development were recorded. Data recording was conducted using a survey tool. The answers were 

written down in the interview setting and were approved by the school development groups before being 

saved. The participants reflected on the development of practice and the development of theory (the 

didactical reflection model) using observation notes, local curriculum documents, data about students' 

learning progress, theoretical knowledge, and self-reflection (Støren, 2023). In the following sections, I will 

elucidate how knowledge is constructed through experiences, reflection, and meaning-making, and how 

practitioner research serves as a framework for my project. 
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Practitioner research 

Several researchers have structured typologies that compare approaches and discuss the roles of 

practitioner researchers and university researchers (e.g., Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Chilisa, 2012; Coghlan, 

2019; Hiim, 2020; Kemmis, 2007; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; McNiff, 2011; Noffke & Somekh, 2009; 

Stringer, 2014). To position the project discussed in this article, I use McNiff’s (2011) distinction between 

action research and research in action and Hiims (2020) and Coghlan’s (2019) typologies. 

McNiff (2011) distinguishes between action research and research in action, highlighting that in traditional 

research and interpretive action research, a distinction is drawn between those who act (doers) and those 

who generate new knowledge from those actions (thinkers). Other traditions acknowledge and include the 

participants' reflections as part of the knowledge base. The nature of knowledge in these two traditions 

differs. Traditional research externalizes knowledge about others' actions, while participatory and 

practitioner action research internalizes knowledge about our actions. Deeper Learning - How is a 

practitioner action research project where the participants' reflections contribute to the knowledge-base. 

This makes the participants both thinkers and doers. 

Hiim (2020) distinguishes and compares five key action research approaches framed by context, purpose, 

research role, methods, documentation, and scientific foundation: (1) Dialogue-based action research aims 

for democratic decision-making and development strategy integration. The researcher facilitates dialogue 

conferences, generating organization rapport and field reports; (2) Critical-utopian action research uses 

utopian workshops as platforms for idea exchange and new solutions. The researcher facilitates workshops 

and documents project developments; (3) Cooperative Action Research focuses on democratic, involving, 

and relevant education. It involves cyclic planning, action, reflection, assessment, and revisions, with 

systematic documentation through reports and data. Researchers lead the process, while teachers 

contribute experiences; (4) Practitioner research emerges from cooperative AR to address the researcher-

practitioner duality and teacher empowerment. Teachers take on researcher roles, identify developmental 

areas, and conduct research, with academia offering research training and facilitation; and (5) Participative 

action research is politically oriented, aiming for empowerment and democratization through collective 

processes and knowledge production. Researchers lead and document the process for the participating 

practitioners. In Deeper Learning – How?, the main objective is to develop practical and theoretical 

knowledge about deep learning and local curriculum work. The practical knowledge relates to teachers' 

experiences using a didactic reflection model in planning, implementing, and evaluating deep learning 

processes. The theoretical knowledge production is linked to further developing the model. This integrates 

the project with the internalization of knowledge about our actions to improve practice (cf. Hiim, 2010; 

McNiff, 2011), aligning it with the practitioner research approach outlined in Hiim's (2020) key approaches. 
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Coghlan's (2019) position of action research within organizations in four distinct quadrants captures the 

level of self-reflection and system reflection: Quadrant one represents descriptive or ethnographic research 

designs where neither the researcher's development nor system change is the focus. Quadrant two 

encompasses pragmatic and problem-solving research designs, such as coaching, action learning, and 

leader-initiated organizational development projects. Quadrant three spotlights research designs that 

concentrate on the researcher and self-reflection, valuing the exploration. Research within this quadrant is 

usually process-oriented, self-realizing, and self-reflective. Quadrant four refers to research designs that 

emphasize both the researcher and the system, with a shared goal of problem-solving, development, or 

change. Research within this quadrant will typically be problem-solving and system-changing in nature 

Deeper Learning – How? involves a problem-solving and system-changing approach, positioning the project 

within the fourth quadrant of Coghlan's (2019) model. 

Analysis 
To gain insights into how teacher reflection within practitioner research in schools can enhance quality and 

knowledge production, I conducted a thematic analysis. Thematic analysis enabled me to identify, analyze, 

and report patterns or themes within a dataset (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2019). The thematic focus in my 

work is centered on meaningful knowledge production through reflective processes (Braun & Clarke, 2019). 

The thematic analysis was conducted using Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step model, which includes the 

following stages: (1) conducting an overview of the data, entailing providing a comprehensive description 

of the dataset or a detailed account of a specific aspect, (2) coding the dataset, (3) examining the themes 

within the dataset, (4) organizing themes and patterns in the dataset, (5) defining coherence and patterns 

within the dataset, and (6) summarizing the findings in this article. This approach represents a deliberate 

effort to elucidate shared patterns of meaning in the qualitative data (cf. Braun & Clarke, 2019; Støren, 

2022). 

In the thematic analysis, data from the interviews were initially coded based on the predefined research 

question. This semantic approach involved identifying and analyzing themes that were readily apparent in 

the texts. To achieve this, a comprehensive review of the entire content was conducted, with thematic 

patterns within the text color-coded, and margin notes added. This approach primarily focused on what 

was explicitly stated in the interviews, emphasizing the most visible themes. This process led to the 

creation of an initial list of thematic patterns, encompassing the following key themes: (a) the practitioner's 

research position, (b) the development of the school organization and the practitioner, and (c) the 

production of practical and theoretical knowledge. This initial phase of the analysis was theoretical and 

deductive, as it was guided by defined theoretical frameworks and provided detailed insights into certain 

aspects of the dataset. 
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Subsequently, the semantic approach was followed by a latent approach, in which a rubric containing the 

initial themes was used to code and explore the underlying or hidden patterns of shared meaning within 

the data. This included implied and inferred patterns of meaning within the described categories. The 

thematic patterns were examined to uncover nuanced qualities before the findings were compiled and 

described. This latent phase of the analysis involved an inductive approach, involving interpreting the data 

beyond its explicit meaning. 

Results 
The analysis uncovered patterns of shared meaning-making in the interview reflections across the 

participating schools. The schools involved in the project collaborated and exchanged experiences 

throughout the project period both independently and during organized semi-annual reflection seminars. 

These reflections served as a source of inspiration for making changes in their practices and for the 

continued development of the didactical reflection model for unit planning. Below I present the key 

findings before delving into the opportunities and issues related to knowledge production. The key findings 

are illustrated with a few short quotes from the participants, which will serve as examples. The quotes are 

translated by the author from Norwegian to English. 

Conditioning practitioner’s research position 

The reflections within the school development groups demonstrated engagement in the action research 

project, but establishing a research practice required time, effort, structure, and leadership. Some 

practitioner researchers found it challenging to create settings for using the didactical reflection model, 

allocate sufficient time to thoroughly test out the stages, and guide the knowledge work. Schools that faced 

the most difficulties also described a weak culture of shared planning, teamwork, and cooperation. The 

participants associated the challenges with the large number of operational tasks imposed on the school. 

They explained that they had to designate the reflection meetings as "sacred" on the calendar to ensure 

everyone's commitment to the meetings. Some participants even color-coded the calendar to emphasize 

the significance of the meetings:  

We need a significant amount of time for planning units to facilitate effective processes. We are collectively 

committed to working in a more exploratory and problem-solving manner, both for the teachers and the 

students… …We need to keep the structured planning with red and blue Wednesdays. This must be a priority 

both within the team and throughout the school as a whole…  

The interview reflections revealed stages in the development of the school as a learning organization and 

the practitioner research role. Involving the establishment of spaces and the definition of time for shared 

reflections and collaborative efforts around practice, the initial step was initiated. Proactive leadership, 

measures, teamwork, and a rhythm in professional work were emphasized as crucial to success by the 
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participants. Creating a shared and explicit understanding of practice, drawing upon experiences and 

theoretical knowledge, constituted the subsequent step. A culture for sharing and a methodological 

framework for sharing were highlighted as important features at this stage. The third step involved 

knowledge production, utilizing existing knowledge to improve practice, and leveraging experiences to 

generate new knowledge. Professional courage, methodological competence, and theoretical competence 

were highlighted as essentials at this stage. The practitioner research role is described as contingent upon 

the professional learning community's ability to prioritize time, share reflections and knowledge, and 

generate new practical and theoretical knowledge: 

When the new curriculum was introduced, we spent a lot of time unpacking the concepts and developing a 

common understanding of them. Nevertheless, we must continually keep this knowledge current... …We are 

action-oriented in our unit planning. We are pleased to have productive sessions where we can engage in 

extended planning. The reflections are valuable, and when we evaluate as a large team, we provide depth to 

our reflections that is useful. This leads to meaningful sequences where we gain a meta-perspective. 

Development of the teacher and the school organization 

The thematic analysis demonstrated that teachers and school leaders in the project considered reflection 

on theory and their own, as well as others' experiences, as important sources of learning, contributing to 

the development of both individual teachers and the school organization. They differentiated between tacit 

and explicit knowledge, emphasizing collaborative reflection's significance in fostering shared and explicit 

understanding of crucial aspects of the curriculum plan and student learning. The participants underscored 

the importance of sharing examples and reflecting on phenomena within the professional learning 

communities. The participants hold these reflections in higher regard than external lectures and courses. 

This allows for converting tacit knowledge into explicit knowledge and transforming individual knowledge 

into organizational knowledge: 

We have established effective routines for collaborating, sharing ideas, and exchanging experiences… …We use 

results and assessments…  We see that we achieve positive outcomes when we do this systematically...  

Examples of the development of teachers’ reflections and school practice can be observed in the context of 

concept learning. The national curriculum plans in Norway are competence-based in the sense that 

competence goals function as standards for expected learning outcomes and form the basis for subject 

assessment. A revision of the curriculum plans in 2020 led to a more complex competence concept. 

Competence is understood as being able to use defined knowledge and skills independently in familiar and 

unfamiliar settings, and with the revision, competence includes deep understanding and the ability to 

reflect critically upon phenomena (Ministry of Education, 2017). The teachers used time to comprehend a 

shared and explicit understanding of the competence concept, and they had to get back to these reflections 

numerous times. The reflections were both practical (related to planning progress in the units) and 

theoretical (associated with creating a shared understanding of the concept). Explicit and shared 
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understandings of vital aspects of the curriculum plan were deemed essential for designing units and 

assessing students’ progress on the one hand, and for evolving as a learning organization and participating 

in knowledge production on the other hand:  

We are more conscious of what competence entails… …We continually discover new facets of the competence 

concept - we delve into it in our discussions and reflections…. 

In the context of student assessment and through the implementation of open, creative, and rich tasks, 

examples of teachers' reflections and the development of school practices can be observed. In the early 

stages of the project, most students underwent assessment via diagnostic tests, subject tests, and written 

assignments. Occasionally, students were assigned more open, authentic, and rich tasks. However, these 

were rarely used as assessment tasks, seldom approached systematically, and rarely utilized as 

transdisciplinary (across subject disciplines) tasks (cf. Støren, 2023). The reflections within the school 

development groups reveal that innovative practice, a collaborative environment, and the contemplation of 

practice examples were vital for developing new methods. Additionally, it was emphasized that school 

leadership fostering professional dialogues, collaboration, and novel ideas was pivotal within these 

processes: 

We are now discussing students' learning development more extensively… …We can talk more specifically 

about students' learning outcomes… …We work more competence-based than we did before… … … We are 

more conscious of planning both skill-based and competence-based learning activities. 

Conditioning knowledge production 

The teachers and school leaders described the impact of reflections on various types of student data on the 

planning process. It was pointed out that student data encompassed more than just test results, survey 

responses, and grades. Rich data were gathered by analyzing students' work, conducting student 

interviews, and making observations. Reflections on rich data, teaching experiences, and scholarly 

literature have been highlighted as valuable sources of new knowledge generation. However, the 

participants found it challenging to systemize the knowledge work. They explained a desire to establish a 

more rigorous system to ensure a systematic approach:  

Good routines and high quality have been established for the long learning pathways, but we are working on 

achieving a more comprehensive structure.  

The thematic analysis reveals critical reflections regarding the use of student data in the planning process. 

In the project’s early stages, not all the teachers consistently assessed students’ progress and performance 

in the learning environment and incorporated these reflections into the planning of new units. Often, the 

knowledge remained tacit and implicit, and it was not systematically reflected upon. The thematic analysis 

showed that explicit reflection on practice and theory was regarded as crucial to student progress by the 
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participants and led to the incorporation of an additional stage in the didactical reflection model, known as 

stage 0. Stage 0 serves as a systematic reflection to assess students’ progress and establish explicit, rich, 

and shared knowledge about the student’s progress and learning outcomes among the teachers (Støren, 

2023): 

We use Step 0 when planning for learning periods. Students' learning outcomes and well-being are considered 

when planning units. For instance, we utilize this information in organizing learning activities... …We create 

programs that help students progress, such as reading courses or social skills courses. 

Another example involves reflections on qualities and taxonomies in learning. At the project’s outset, 

reflections about rich learning environments (cf. Robinson, 2011; Shirley & Hargreaves, 2021) revealed that 

instructions and learning activities primarily concentrated on acquiring skills and knowledge. Students were 

rarely prompted to independently apply skills, knowledge, values, and attitudes in more open and creative 

tasks. In the participants’ reflections, this was associated with low student engagement, low student 

achievement, and limited student agency. The participants utilized a combination of reflection on theory 

and practice to revise the didactical reflection model, systematically distinguishing between competence 

development, skill enhancement, knowledge growth, and the development of attitudes and values. They 

also emphasized enhancing student engagement and agency in the planning process. The practitioners 

describe the planning process as orchestrating a symphony of learning experiences, each possessing 

distinct complexities: 

The organization of extended learning paths and increased awareness of the competence concept are causing 

us to change our practices… …Previous practices involving knowledge tests have largely been replaced by more 

comprehensive assessment methods… …We communicate with the students [in the planning]. When students 

become engaged along the way, they become more involved. 

The reflection stages in the model offer a framework for knowledge work and foster a shared rhythm in 

practice development and knowledge generation. In a workshop with school leaders participating in the 

project, some attendees characterized this rhythm as the school's heartbeat. The rhythm needs to strike a 

dynamic balance to keep the school vital, evolving, and functional, yet deliberate to ensure richness, depth, 

and comprehensiveness. It was a matter of finding the right pulse. These considerations were revisited in 

the school development group interviews’ reflections, and rhythm emerged as a prominent theme in the 

knowledge work and self-reflection within the participating schools. 

Opportunities and knowledge issues in educational action research 

To gain insights into how teacher reflection within practitioner research can enhance quality and 

knowledge production, I will discuss the key findings. Analysis of reflections in the school development 

groups reveals that the participants in the project integrated an intentional and scientific approach to local 

curriculum work (cf. Gibbons et al., 1994; Kvernbekk, 2011). The intentional approach was linked to 
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changes in practice and the scientific approach was related to changes in the didactical reflection model. 

Teachers and school leaders engaged in developing the model and alternated between testing the model, 

evaluating it, and further developing it. This transition between executive practice (using the model and 

reflection in practice) and an evaluative meta-perspective (reflection over practice) can be linked to the 

"interview to the double technique" and “zooming in – zooming out” (Fenwick & Nerland, 2014; Nicolini, 

2009) and to Deweys (1916/2001) connection of active and passive aspects of experiences. The analysis 

reveals how shifts in perspective and transition between action and research, have yielded both theoretical 

knowledge (alterations in the model) and practical knowledge (changes in practice). However, the analysis 

also indicates that it takes time and effort to cultivate a professional learning community that integrates 

both the action process and the research process.  

The schools involved initiated transforming themselves into learning organizations by creating time and 

spaces for shared reflection and collaboration. Daily issues diverted time and attention from the reflection 

meetings, necessitating the formal structuring of the meetings for participants to prioritize and focus. The 

participants explained that the research project compelled the professional learning communities to adopt 

a meta-perspective and prioritize proactive endeavors. Shifting effort and energy from problem-solving to 

proactive initiatives raised ethical dilemmas. Teachers must strike a balance between proactive efforts and 

problem-solving. The participants elaborated on both challenges and developments in the project, 

highlighting the dilemmas that emerged in the tension between daily tasks on the one hand and long-term 

development on the other. Striking this balance was challenging and required adept leadership, support, 

and teamwork. Within the research project, the structure of the reflection model contributed to sustaining 

focus on developmental tasks. Following the establishment of a reflection space, participants began to 

develop a collective and explicit understanding of practice – drawing upon both experiences and 

established theoretical knowledge (cf. Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). Participants described this as establishing 

a functional rhythm in the school’s knowledge work. 

The project's knowledge production was both normative and reciprocal (cf. Kvernbekk, 2011). From a 

normative starting point, theories predict how one should execute the practice. From a reciprocal starting 

point, theory and practice will mutually influence each other. The way influence occurs depends on the 

theories' position and strength within the relationship. The model is founded upon both a normative and a 

reciprocal relationship between theory and practice. The initial outline of the model was rooted in 

reflective practice theory and pragmatic theory (cf. Bruner, 1991; Dewey, 1916/2001; Gadamer, 2012) and 

was formulated within the framework of Norway’s core curriculum for public education (Ministry of 

Education, 2017). The curriculum plan holds the status of a legal regulation and is inherently normative. 

The model takes a normative approach in guiding reflections in the professional learning communities, 

directing them toward influencing educational practice to enhance the implementation of deep learning. 
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Nonetheless, the utilization and further development of the model can also be linked to a reciprocal 

relationship between theory and practice. During the semi-annual evaluation phases, participants 

described their practice using concepts and interpretative patterns, assessed the model, and evaluated 

their practice by the curriculum's definition of deep learning and informed by research on deep learning. 

This encompasses both a normative aspect (evaluating one's practice against definitions of deep learning) 

and a reciprocal aspect (describing the practice, assessing the model, and proposing enhancements). This 

manifests the teacher-researcher role in both normative and reciprocal knowledge generation. 

The professional learning communities in the project contributed to new knowledge production by utilizing 

existing knowledge to enhance practice and leveraging these experiences to create new theoretical insight. 

Kvernbekk (2011) employs the terms "weak" and "strong" theories to delineate the role and position of 

theories. This duality can also be connected to what Gibbons et al. (1999) refer to as practical and 

theoretical knowledge production. "Weak theories " or “practical knowledge” describe practice through 

concepts and interpretive patterns. In the project, this can be associated with participants' reflections on 

the competence concept, deep learning, unit design, formative assessment, and rich and open tasks. 

Participants developed weak and practical theories by reflecting on what was effective in practice and how 

to enhance it. They also developed robust theories by using learning theory to analyze practice and by 

generating novel ideas. These theories had a distance to practice and could hold a meta-perspective and a 

critical perspective owing to their independence (cf. Nicolini, 2009). The didactical reflection model was 

cultivated through such dynamic perspectives, driven by the aspiration to establish a theoretical framework 

for educational planning and development.  

Action research, involvement, and school development 

In recent decades, action research has gained popularity in the education sector. This can be related to how 

action research aligns with guidelines and regulations for school-based research and development outlined 

in governance documents, strategies, and funding arrangements. With the revision of the Norwegian 

curriculum framework 2020, teacher collaboration and research-based quality development were 

enshrined in law and regulations (Ministry of Education, 2017; Retningslinjer for tilskuddsordning for lokal 

kompetanseutvikling i barnehage og grunnopplæring, 2021). With this new legislation, professional and 

competence development in education transitioned, from 2017 onward, from being state-level initiated to 

locally founded and decentralized arrangements. Additionally, research funding arrangements were 

established, including the Research Council's schemes for innovation projects in the public sector and 

doctoral positions in close collaboration with the universities and the labor market, including the public 

sector (Mausethagen et al., 2021; Norwegian Research Council, 2023a; 2023b). Research funds previously 

reserved for researchers from universities and colleges were now allocated to programs where academia 

and the practice field cooperate as partners in research and development projects. The combination of 
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initiatives described above aligns well with the framework of action research. 

In the project Deeper Learning - How?, internalized knowledge production and gradual practice change 

were fostered through an alternating process between experimentation and reflection on the one hand 

and knowledge development on the other (cf. Bruner, 1991; Dewey, 1916/2001; Gadamer, 2012; Støren, 

2023). However, the two processes were not isolated. Reflections occurred in the project schools both 

within and over practice, both individually and collaborative with colleagues and students. This happened 

in structured interview conversations and between them. Practical knowledge development was related to 

the development of practice. It involved the creation of learning periods with a well-thought-out 

connection within and across subjects (cf. the phases of the planning model described earlier in the text). 

This encompassed changes in practice related to interdisciplinary themes in education, cross-disciplinary 

learning evidence, narrative contexts, and systematic student involvement. Theoretical knowledge 

development was linked to the evolution of the didactic planning model. While developing the model, 

participants utilized both academic literature, research literature, and their own practical experiences.  

The analysis of reflections within the school development groups reveals a strong relationship between the 

development of action and the development of knowledge. Both practical and theoretical knowledge 

production stem from reflection processes within the professional learning communities. This encompasses 

defined arenas for shared reflection, transforming tacit knowledge into explicit and shared knowledge, and 

utilizing established knowledge and reflections on practice to generate new theoretical and practical 

knowledge. When practical and theoretical knowledge develops in tandem, knowledge production can 

enhance vitality in both ongoing actions and research, as well as what the participants aptly describe as the 

heartbeats of the learning organization. Tacit knowledge influences explicit knowledge, and vice versa, in a 

spiral-shaped cycle of action and knowledge production (cf. Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). If we revisit the 

discussion from the 1980s about teacher researchers (cf. Stenhouse, 1981), the question may not be 

whether teachers can be researchers, but how teachers can contribute to knowledge production in the role 

of researchers. The results from the thematic analysis indicate rich opportunities for including teachers in 

research. 

International and comparative perspectives on the findings 

When comparing the findings from my analysis with those derived from the studies conducted by Idris and 

Asfaha (2019) and Sachs (2016), recurrent patterns emerge. These patterns suggest that the results from 

my study might bear relevance beyond the Norwegian context. These recurring aspects pertain to the 

dynamics involving the teacher, development-related actions, and diverse forms of knowledge production. 

Idris and Asfaha (2019) demonstrate the importance of allocating time for reflection and creating space for 

innovative practice development in school development. Sachs (2016) argues for systems, schools, and 
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teachers to become more research-active, with a viewpoint from Australia. In both studies, an active 

teacher is assumed and emphasized in the action research processes to enhance school development. This 

aligns well with the findings of my study. 

However, when examining the findings in relation to McNiff's (2011) distinction between those who act 

(doers) and those who generate new knowledge from those actions (thinkers), and Kvernbekk (2005; 2011) 

and Gibbon's (1994) distinctions between practical/weak knowledge and theoretical/strong knowledge, 

some differences in findings also become apparent. In my analysis, I found that teachers highlighted the 

value of being able to switch between the development of practice and knowledge production. The role of 

practitioners as participants in action research is emphasized in both studies by Idris and Asfaha (2019) and 

Sachs (2016), but the practitioner's research role varies. These studies emphasize either teachers as co-

researchers under the leadership of researchers from academia (Idris & Asfaha, 2019) or teachers as 

researchers for the village (Sachs, 2016). Sachs (2016) presents different aspects of continuing professional 

development in a quadrant model where the axes show the degree of (1) democratic professionalism and 

(2) attitudinal development. A high degree of democratic professionalism and attitudinal development 

indicates developmental practices where the teachers explore their practice, transform it and develop new 

knowledge. However, the descriptions of the knowledge seem to fall within what Kvernbekk (2005; 2011) 

refers to as weak knowledge, what Gibbons et al. (1994) refer to as practical knowledge production, and 

what Stenhouse (1981) refers to as knowledge for the village. It refers to knowledge created by the 

practitioner for practice development.  

In my findings, both the lead researcher (me) and the teacher researchers come from the practice field, and 

the distinction between teacher researchers and university researchers is less apparent – since we all 

participate in both practical and theoretical knowledge production. The distinction between the village and 

the world is also less evident due to the relationship between the schools participating in the project, the 

lead researcher (a school leader and researcher), and academia. These findings indicate that directing 

attention toward developing knowledge for both the practice and research field can impact teachers' 

engagement in knowledge production and facilitate contributions to bridging the gap between the research 

field and academia. This prompts a discussion about the dualistic separation between knowledge for the 

practice field and academia and between teacher researchers and university researchers. All things 

considered, the world encompasses the village, and the village is part of the world.  

Conclusions 
The results of a thematic analysis of reflections within six school development groups indicate that 

experiences within the framework of practitioner action research can enhance research capacity within 

schools and contribute to fostering partnerships between the education sector and academia. The 
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participants in the project Deeper learning - How? integrated an intentional and scientific approach to local 

curriculum work, enhancing their practice and developing theoretical frames for unit planning. The findings 

suggest that practitioner research can effectively shape professional learning and school development. 

While teachers often grapple with dilemmas related to balancing proactive knowledge work and their 

ongoing tasks, well-structured systems can facilitate the combination and execution of these various 

responsibilities. 

The findings underscore the importance of structure, proactive leadership, mutually agreed-upon 

measures, and teamwork as key drivers of progress in these processes. Schools participating in the project 

Deeper Learning - How? began transforming themselves into learning organizations by establishing time 

and spaces for shared reflections, cooperation, and knowledge production. A thoughtful balance between 

practical and theoretical knowledge production, coupled with a consistent rhythm in professional work, 

was considered important by the participants for developing well-functioning professional learning 

communities.  

The findings propose that leveraging established hierarchical structures in schools, which encompass school 

leaders, school development groups, and professional learning communities, can facilitate integrating the 

research process into daily school life. Nevertheless, even with these established platforms, it still demands 

considerable time, effort, and strong leadership. The findings indicate a relation between the development 

of action and the development of knowledge in the research processes. Both practical and theoretical 

knowledge production stem from reflections within the professional learning communities. The findings 

emphasize the necessity for a sustained effort to transform schools into learning organizations and 

advocate three essential steps: (1) creating dedicated spaces and allocating time for collaborative reflection 

and cooperation on practice, (2) cultivating a shared and explicit understanding of practice by drawing from 

both experiences and established theoretical knowledge and (3) utilizing existing knowledge to enhance 

practice and capitalizing on these experiences to generate new practical and theoretical knowledge. The 

findings also suggest that practitioner research conducted through collaborative partnerships between the 

practical field and academia can facilitate knowledge production relevant to practice development and the 

research domain. Findings indicate that in such partnerships, the gap between the practical field and 

academia diminishes, and the relationship between university researchers and practitioner researchers 

becomes mutually enriching – providing knowledge for both the village and the world. 
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