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The role of action research in teachers’ efforts to develop 
research-based education in Sweden: intentions, outcomes, 
and prerequisite conditions
Ulrika Bergmark

Luleå University of Technology, Department of Arts, Communication and Education, Luleå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This paper analyzes teachers’ motivations and expectations when 
engaging in action research and relates these to the process out-
comes and to the broader evidence movement in education. The 
theoretical framework builds on research on motivations for teach-
ing and engaging in action research. The empirical data consisted 
of 50 written teacher reflections completed on two occasions 
within the action research and teachers’ oral presentations using 
PowerPoint slides. The outcomes regarding individual and collegial 
professional learning corresponded well to the teachers’ expecta-
tions. However, the relationships with their principal, and also with 
the researcher, developed more than had been expected. Also, the 
teachers saw evidence of student/child learning in line with the 
intentions, but the fact that social and emotional learning was, 
ultimately, more visible, was unexpected. This study shows that 
action research, based on an evidence-informed perspective, plays 
an important role when teachers are building a research-based 
education, in a context where evidence-based teaching is pro-
moted. Implications of this study include: the importance of estab-
lishing fair conditions for teachers’ voluntary engagement in action 
research; highlighting intentions in the beginning, and throughout 
the process, which increases the probability of achieving the 
expected outcomes; and promoting teacher-driven processes.
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Introduction

There is a persistent and growing demand for research-based education in educational 
policy and practice in Europe and internationally (Bergmark and Hansson 2020; Bergmark 
2020; Cain 2015; Lambirth et al. 2019). In Sweden, where this study was carried out, the 
Swedish Education Act stated in 2010 that, ‘Education should be based on a scientific 
grounding and proven experience’1 (Swedish Government 2010, §5). Based on the 
political mandate, there are multiple possible ways to build an education that rests on 
a scientific grounding and proven experience (i.e., forming a research-based education). 
There are two patterns of conceptualizations in research-based education: evidence- 
based teaching and evidence-informed teaching (Levinsson 2013; Wollscheid and 
Opheim 2016). These two conceptualizations can be seen as two endpoints of 
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a continuum, where teachers move between the different perspectives, depending on the 
situation, thereby using both conceptualizations in their teaching.

On the one hand, a research-based approach to teaching can be associated with the 
evidence-based tradition, where teachers base their teaching on, for example, systematic 
reviews, effect studies, and randomized controlled trials: the ‘what works’ agenda. The 
evidence-based agenda addresses the issue of declining student outcomes in interna-
tional comparative studies and advocates for improving student achievement (Schleicher 
2018). The evidence movement has, for example, been supported by the OECD and the 
impact of internationally comparative studies, such as PISA (Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD) 2018). This movement can be associated with New 
Public Management (NPM), a rationalistic agenda of principles governing educational 
change and school performance, including increased state control and, at the same time, 
resulting in decreased teacher professional autonomy and de-professionalization (Ball 
2009). The evidence-based processes are initiated from the top, and research evidence is 
to be implemented in teaching in order to develop and improve practice.

On the other hand, a research-based approach to teaching could also be connected to 
evidence-informed teaching, which implies that teaching could be based on both quanti-
tative and qualitative research data, as well as experiences from within school (i.e., 
context-specific knowledge). The evidence-informed conception emphasizes teachers’ 
professional consideration, and that teaching is a multidimensional process where simple 
solutions are not possible. The evidence-informed processes are initiated from the ‘bot-
tom’, from teachers themselves (Timperley 2011). The evidence-informed movement also 
seeks to improve student outcomes, but from a bottom-up perspective, based on com-
plex needs and conditions in school practice and not on simplified and detached knowl-
edge: evidence from large scale research (Levinsson 2013).

Action research can be seen as a way to work with research from this bottom-up 
perspective, where teachers’ questions and issues for improvement are at the center of 
the processes of engaging in research, but knowledge from quantitative studies and 
systematic reviews might also be considered (Timperley 2011; Wahlgren and Aarkrog 
2020). Such processes are developed over time, and are based on teachers’ experiences 
and contextual knowledge, collaboration, and teacher ownership (cf. Kemmis 2009; Lloyd 
and Davis 2018). Action research is perceived to enhance teachers’ professional learning 
and also improve their teaching when collaborating with researchers as equal partners 
(Leeman, van Koeven, and Schaafsma 2018).

Teachers’ motivations for and expectations of engaging in an action research process 
might function as a driving force, affecting the process from the beginning, but also 
throughout the processes, thereby governing actions to achieve the anticipated goals. 
Also, the attempts to build a research-based education might create tensions in teachers’ 
own practice, as they meet competing motivations based on different conceptualizations 
of a research-based way of teaching.

Against this background, the aims of this paper are to analyze teachers’ initial motiva-
tions for and expectations when engaging in action research, and relating them to the 
process outcomes and to the broader evidence movement in education. The research 
questions are: What motivations and expectations did the teachers hold at the beginning 
of the action research? How did teachers’ thinking and actions change throughout the 
process of conducting action research? How can the role of action research in teachers’ 
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work of forming a research-based education be understood and related to the broader 
evidence movement in education?

Motivations for working with research in schools

The theoretical framework builds on research on motivations for teaching and teachers’ 
learning and development on a general level, but also on motivations for engaging in 
action research, summarized in three motivations: extrinsic, intrinsic, and altruistic (cf. 
Appova and Arbaugh 2018; Deci and Ryan 2000; Kyriacou and Coulthard 2000; Thomson, 
Turner, and Nietfeld 2012). The three motivations (extrinsic, intrinsic, and altruistic) are, in 
this study, related to Noffke’s (1997) description of the three dimensions of action 
research, which are derived from her historical study of the action research field. The 
personal dimension involves the idea that action research might contribute to a better 
understanding of teaching and how to improve it. The professional dimension encom-
passes the benefit of sharing knowledge acquired through the action research process 
with colleagues. The political dimension relates to the wish to change multiple practices, 
thereby addressing inequalities, contributing to societal change in the long run. In the 
action research tradition, Noffke claims that the dimensions have been interpreted and 
emphasized in multiple ways, depending on the context. The dimensions are overlapping, 
and all embody the political as they deal with issues of power, and control, as well as 
processes of change.

Extrinsic motivations for teaching entail dimensions external to the individual teacher, 
for example, salary, status, and working conditions (Kyriacou and Coulthard 2000), and 
stress an instrumental value of an activity (Thomson, Turner, and Nietfeld 2012). Extrinsic 
motivations for engaging in professional learning and development can entail reward 
systems, such as to fulfill professional development requirements and, if funds and 
resources are available, it is motivating to engage. Another extrinsic motivation might 
be the need for raising the status and the attractiveness of the teaching profession, as is 
being put forward in various supranational organizations (cf. Schleicher 2018). In Noffke’s 
dimensions, extrinsic motivations are not addressed at all.

Intrinsic motivations for teaching involve dimensions at the heart of the teaching of 
individual value for the teacher: to be able to teach children and young adults, to foster 
students into upright human beings, to be passionate about teaching as well as using 
teachers’ subject knowledge and expertise (Bergmark et al. 2018). Intrinsic motivation 
for engaging in professional learning and development relates to learning with and 
from colleagues, to improve teaching and to learn about topics based on own interest 
(Appova and Arbaugh 2018). In Noffke’s (1997) description of different dimensions of 
action research, intrinsic motivations can be related to the personal and professional 
dimensions.

Altruistic motivations for teaching and the motivation for engaging in professional 
learning and development through research relate to the wish to help others and to 
make a difference in the world by teaching children and young adults, thereby supporting 
their development and learning, ultimately aiming at contributing to greater equity and 
democracy (Thomson, Turner, and Nietfeld 2012). This motivation goes beyond the here- 
and-now perspective, as teachers view teaching as a socially meaningful act and wish to 
make a difference at both an individual and societal level (Bergmark et al. 2018). Altruistic 
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motivations can be related to Noffke’s (1997) description of the political dimension of 
action research.

Deci and Ryan (2000) emphasize that motivation, described as something desirable, 
has a positive impact on long-term engagement and effort that lasts over time as well as 
leading to quality in learning processes.

Method

The context of the study and participants

The study was carried out at a municipality in Sweden, where diverse structures and 
activities to support the building of a research-based education have been put in place. 
For example, the municipality has instituted a scientific leader position and founded 
a scientific board. In addition, they hired an in-house researcher (the author of this 
paper), and introduced action research projects.For further readings, see Bergmark and 
Hansson (2020); Bergmark (2020).

The scientific board, chaired by the scientific leader, announced a call for action 
research projects to receive supervision from the in-house researcher (no funding was 
employed). In total, nine teacher groups applied. All projects were evaluated by the 
scientific board, the scientific leader, and the in-house researcher based on the quality 
of the project: research questions, project design, ethical considerations, and timetable. 
The selection was also based on the principals’ support to teachers. If an application was 
to be approved, the principals must state that teachers were given time within working 
hours to work with the action research and that they could use the opportunity to hire 
substitute teachers. These aspects were considered as fruitful conditions for the success of 
an action research process. During 2018–2019, five action research projects were selected 
and carried out.2 They related to different teacher-chosen topics.3 In short, two projects 
focused on reading and literary conversations (one in upper secondary school and one in 
compulsory school), one on exploring and using new teaching methods (the music and 
dance school), one on using philosophical conversations with small children in preschool, 
and one on developing preschool teachers’ scientific competencies to enhance the 
quality of teaching in preschool. The first four projects were based on a student/child 
perspective, while the fifth took a teacher perspective. The projects can be described as 
‘teacher research’, involving the opportunity to connect research to teaching, aiming for 
teachers’ professional development and school improvement (Admiraal et al. 2017).

As noted above, I worked as an in-house researcher in this municipality, with the dual 
roles of studying and promoting the integration of research in schools.4 Part of my work as 
an in-house researcher was to lead action research projects, acting as a scientific super-
visor, contributing with theoretical and methodological knowledge of action research 
processes, but also with practical advice on how the teachers might proceed. The teachers 
and I had recently met when they started their action research. Each project was assigned 
a ‘lead teacher’, who acted as a leader for the teacher group and as an intermediate 
between the group and myself. During a 12-month period, I supported, and accordingly 
impacted on, the teachers’ work through our regular meetings in each group, once 
a month. The topics of the conversations were decided based on the needs and wishes 
of the teacher groups. In between, the teacher groups met by themselves, under the 
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guidance of the lead teachers. The work of the teacher groups was inspired by the action 
research spiral, including planning, acting, observing, and reflecting. Below, the different 
phases are presented in Figure 1.5

In the first phase, the teachers identified an area of interest and based their projects on 
research and experience, following the mandate in the Education Act for research-based 
education in Sweden. Then, they formulated aim and research questions, as well as 
a ‘wished-for-position’ (knowledge and competencies they wished to develop), which 
gave direction to the entire process. In the second phase, they planned and enacted their 
actions within the teacher group or with the children and students, for example, collegial 
conversations, investigation of present teaching methods, and testing new teaching 
methods. The third phase included documentation and reflection. For example, teachers 
used reflective journals and observation, and in some cases, interviews. On a regular basis 
(approximately once per week), all teachers kept a private, reflective journal. Depending 
on different topics in the collegial conversations, teachers choose parts of their reflections 
they wished to discuss. Based on the documentation in the respective project, the 
teachers and I together analyzed the processes and formulated results. In the fourth 
phase, teachers presented their learning outcomes for other colleagues in their close 
proximity or for teachers and principals outside their own school/preschool.

Figure 1. Phases of the cyclical process of the action research.
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Data collection and analysis

As my task was also to study the intentions and outcomes of the action research 
projects, I invited all teachers to be part of my study of their action research. The 
teachers were informed of the study orally and in writing, that they have the right to 
terminate participation in the study without giving any reasons, and that the empirical 
data were to be handled confidentially. Informed consent had to have been obtained 
before a study could start. Within the five projects, 50 teachers participated. In this case, 
all agreed to partake in the research. Of the teachers, 45 were female, and five were 
male.

The empirical data consisted of individual written teacher reflections on two occasions 
of the action research. First, the teachers reflected on their motivations for engaging in an 
action research project, their expectations of professional learning and development, and 
competencies they hoped to develop during the action research. The length of the 
written reflection ranged between 200 and 500 words. At the end of the action research, 
the teachers reflected on the outcomes of the action research. In doing so, they compared 
their initial intentions with the perceived outcomes. The length of the written reflections 
ranged between 100 and 500 words. In addition, all five projects presented their action 
research for teachers who did not participate in the project. They gave oral presentations 
using PowerPoint slides, which also were included as data in this study.

In this study, content analysis was used, which focuses on determining the unit of 
analysis, units of meaning, condensation, and abstraction, resulting in formulating evol-
ving themes (cf. Graneheim and Lundman 2004). First, I read all the individual written 
teacher reflections at the beginning of the action research with a focus on determining 
the unit of analysis: teachers’ motivations and expectations when engaging in action 
research. Next, I defined the units of meaning: different kinds of motivations (extrinsic, 
intrinsic, and altruistic), as well as the competencies the teachers anticipated to develop. 
These two phases facilitated the condensation of the data and, later, in the abstraction 
phase, similarities and differences were compared, which resulted in evolving themes. The 
analysis resulted in three themes, relating to motivations and expectations. Then, in the 
next phase of the analysis, the results from the analysis of motivations and expectations, 
based on the three evolving themes, were related to the outcomes of the action research, 
as perceived by the teachers. The comparative analysis sought to determine the differ-
ences and similarities between intentions and outcomes of the process.

To use the teachers as intellectual contributors, I invited the lead teachers to respond 
to my tentative analysis. They reflected on these questions: Do you recognize yourself in the 
findings? Were some aspects you found important during the action research process missing 
or not clearly expressed? If you were to write the discussion, what are the main findings you 
would emphasize? Their responses were written down and used as data in this paper. On 
a general level, the teachers confirmed my initial analysis. However, they brought atten-
tion to some nuances and new aspects, which will be described in the findings. This 
analysis procedure enabled a deeper contextual understanding of the data, and it allowed 
additional voices other than the researcher’s to be heard.
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Findings

Teachers’ initial motivations and expectations when engaging in action research

The analysis of teachers’ initial motivations and expectations resulted in three emerging 
themes: Individual and collegial professional learning and development; Making a difference 
for the children and students, promoting higher goal achievement; and Raising the aware-
ness on and the status of the teaching profession.

The analysis showed that the teachers had varied motivations for engaging in the 
action research projects, based on the categories of extrinsic, intrinsic, and altruistic. They 
seem to combine at least two of the categories, mostly intrinsic and altruistic, and in a few 
cases all three categories. At the heart of the analysis lies the teachers’ expectations of 
individual and collegial professional development, which they consider will positively 
impact on children’s and students’ learning and development, hence promoting higher 
goal achievement and, in a few cases, also to raising the awareness on and the status of 
the teaching profession (Figure 2).

Individual and collegial professional learning and development
The first theme reflects the intrinsic and altruistic motivation categories, where behaviors 
and actions are based on internal rewards on an individual and collective level. Intrinsic 
and altruistic were the most prominent motivators in all three categories of teacher 
response. The theme involved the expectation to develop teachers’ pedagogical, aca-
demic, and relational competencies.

Figure 2. The three themes relating to motivations and competencies when engaging in research.
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Pedagogical competency. The teachers expected to become better at leading conver-
sations with children and students and acquire knowledge on how to assess students’ 
knowledge in literary conversations. Two teachers wrote: ‘I hope that I will get better in 
posing open questions which helps the children to expand their thinking, to philosophize 
and to discover additional aspects of themselves’ (Preschool Teacher 15) and ‘I hope to 
develop the competency to lead literary conversations and assess students’ competencies 
in relation to the knowledge requirements’ (Upper Secondary School Teacher 6).

Also, the teachers hoped to learn new teaching methods. ‘I have worked as a teacher 
for many years, and I feel stuck in habitual ways of teaching. It creates frustration that has 
led me to “seek answers” through this project, which really feels hands-on’ (Compulsory 
School Teacher 16) and ‘Develop and expand my teaching methods and visualize the 
work me and my students are doing’ (Upper Secondary School Teacher 3).

Academic competency. The teachers expected to understand more about how to build 
a research-based education. ‘To understand what research-based teaching entails, from 
identifying problems or areas of development to enact, reflect, and change’ (Upper 
Secondary School Teacher 8). Academic competency was also associated with finding 
relevant research to implement in teaching. The teachers emphasized the need to con-
nect theory and practice by using research results and theory in teaching. When forming 
a research-based education, practical knowledge on how to do research is needed, for 
example, the skills to reflect on, document, and analyze teaching practice. ‘To analyze and 
document my work more often in writing, not only “in my head”’ (Compulsory School 
Teacher 2). The reflection also related to scrutinizing their teacher role. It is hoped that 
they will be able to link their reflections to theories, which will deepen the reflection and 
understanding: ‘I want to be better at doing deeper reflections and be able to analyze 
“one step further”, I want to be better at being able to link my knowledge of children’s 
development and learning theories in my reflections’ (Preschool Teacher 1). The teachers 
highlighted the need for written reflection, thereby emphasizing the deeper analysis and 
awareness of teaching it can foster.

Systematics and regularity were also perceived as crucial. ‘Being able to explore 
systematically and critically review my own activities/teaching and, based on that, be 
able to reflect on what works well and what works less well and what measures/improve-
ments it could generate’ (Compulsory School Teacher 13). Also, the teachers connected 
a research-based way of working to the systematic quality work (SQW),6 something all 
schools and preschools in Sweden are supposed to work with.

Relational competency. The teachers expected to develop the relationships in their 
organization, creating a more open and collaborative climate between teachers as well 
as developing their relationships with children and students. ‘A better collegial coopera-
tion. An opportunity to develop our shared knowledge’ (Upper Secondary School 
Teacher 3). Feedback and reflection are part of how teachers learn from each other. 
When a deeper reflection is achieved, it is hoped to foster awareness not only on one’s 
own teaching but also on colleagues’ teaching as well, which enables learning from each 
other. The professional learning also related to the importance of uniting in shared 
professional development, where finding common goals and a shared topic to discuss 
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and work on were central. The shared focus was anticipated to impact the overall well- 
being of teachers, and it also might result in exploring new ways to teach.

The awareness of the teaching process also regarded the teachers’ knowledge and 
understanding of the learners (children and students), as well as building relationships 
with them. ‘Gaining an in-depth knowledge of how students understand and relate to the 
texts they come in contact with so that I – as a teacher – get more tools in the toolbox for 
those students who need support in their reading comprehension’ (Compulsory School 
Teacher 5). Building relationships with children and students involved fostering respon-
siveness to their thinking and experiences.

Making a difference for the children and students, promoting higher goal 
achievement
The second theme relates to the altruistic motivation category, where behaviors and 
actions are based on motivations beyond the individual teacher. The theme reflects the 
wish for making a positive difference for children’s and students’ learning and develop-
ment through the action research project. The teachers anticipate that improved profes-
sional learning and development within a professional learning community will enhance 
goal achievement. ‘I hope this project will develop all of us teachers at preschool . . . and 
that it in turn will develop our education and give the children good conditions to 
develop and grow as human beings’ (Preschool Teacher 3, bold in original).

The compulsory and upper secondary school teachers anticipated the students to 
develop their knowledge, especially in the topic of the action research project, for 
example, competencies regarding reading and discussing literature. ‘I believe literature 
conversations is a smart way to develop students’ reading comprehension, reading ability, 
and ability to reflect and respond to other people’s thoughts’ (Compulsory School 
Teacher 8). The increased reading comprehension was also expected to have a positive 
effect on other school subjects. ‘Increased reading comprehension will, in the long run, 
contribute to better study results in all subjects’ (Upper Secondary School Teacher 1).

Teachers also wished that the project would increase student motivation and accord-
ingly, decrease reading resistance. ‘I hope to be able to increase the motivation of my 
students and to a greater extent bring forward what literature actually gives us people’ 
(Upper Secondary School Teacher 4).

Raising awareness on and the status of the teaching profession
The third theme reflects the extrinsic motivation category, where behaviors and actions 
are based on outside rewards. Only a handful of the teachers from the preschool, the 
voluntary music and dance school, and the upper secondary school addressed extrinsic 
motivations for engaging in the action research. The theme entails raising awareness on 
and the status of the teaching profession. A subject’s status was addressed by a few upper 
secondary teachers, when they regarded it important to show that Swedish, as the first 
language, is an important subject in school and especially reading and creating dialogue 
on literature: ‘The question of the status of the subject is also a relevant factor [for 
engaging in research]’ (Upper Secondary School Teacher 8).

The status of a certain school form within the local municipal organization and also 
nationally was addressed by the teachers in the music and dance school and the pre-
school teachers. It was a motivator for them to work with action research, as they believed 
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that it could raise awareness on what their school forms encompass, thereby raising the 
status and position in the municipality and nationwide, compared to other teaching 
professions. ‘The experiences we make through the project could also sharpen the 
image of what music and dance school stands for, what our education can offer’ 
(Compulsory School Teacher 16). The teachers had experienced budget cuts in previous 
years based on local politicians’ decision-making. The raise in awareness and status was 
expected to prevent future budget cuts and instead lead to additional funding for their 
organization. The preschool teachers brought up issues of raising the status of the pre-
school profession and professionalism as motivations for engaging in action research 
projects. ‘Raise the status of the preschool profession . . . and a sense of increased 
professionalism’ (Preschool Teacher 13).

Relating intentions to outcomes

At the end of the action research, when teachers reflected on the outcomes in relation to 
their initial motivations and expectations, they realized there were a few problems or 
challenges that remained. ‘The fact that there are a lot of benefits teachers’ have 
experienced and thus the challenges were scarce. We think that is interesting’ (Lead 
Teacher reflection). Explanations included: conditions were clearly stated from the begin-
ning, for example, that teachers’ received time in their ordinary schedule for the action 
research and that they could engage substitute teachers if they wanted to meet in the 
group, in addition to the regular meetings. Also, the voluntariness of the projects and the 
opportunity to work with teacher-chosen topics were considered important. ‘One thing 
that impacted positively on teachers’ professional learning was the fact that the projects 
emanated from teachers own questions and accordingly they were relevant and legit-
imate already from the beginning’ (Lead Teacher reflection). This reflects ownership of the 
action research, as it is teacher-driven, which consequently emphasizes the benefit of 
taking a bottom-up perspective when forming a research-based education. Also, the 
processes were flexible and adjusted underway in order to meet the initial intentions, 
which means that problems/challenges were managed during the process. A conclusion 
of the lead teacher group, when reflecting on intentions and outcomes, is that ‘Action 
research is a way of working that lives up to the demands of education being based on 
research and proven teacher experience’ (Lead Teacher reflection).

Teachers’ professional learning and development
When comparing the three themes of motivations and expectations with the outcomes, it 
showed that the outcomes mostly revolved around the first theme: Individual and collegial 
professional learning and development. Likewise, the initial expectations of engaging in 
action research also mostly related to these aspects.

The outcomes in terms of professional learning and development included teachers’ 
changed thinking, acting, and relating to others in the areas of teaching, research, and 
collaboration. In teaching, the outcomes involved changes in the teacher role and teach-
ing methods, which relates to the pedagogical competencies teachers wished to develop. 
Through the action research, the teachers have broadened their views on and understood 
how they could develop their teacher role and teaching. ‘Writing in the reflective journal 
in a structured way has developed my teaching, and I have been aware of things 
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I previously had not seen, for example, silent students’ (Compulsory School Teacher 17). 
The awareness of teaching also related to recognizing that learning is situated: ‘I have 
gained the insight that my goal has been to found my teaching on the right learning 
theories, but in reality, the learning theories shift depending on what you do’ (Preschool 
Teacher 5).

The teachers have developed their tact of teaching and, accordingly, their flexibility. 
‘My teaching role has changed: from being governing, I have become more responsive to 
my students. I want to build the teaching on what the students want and, in that way, 
create conditions for student learning’ (Compulsory School Teacher 2). Student participa-
tion in the classroom has increased. The action research has resulted in teachers’ testing of 
new teaching methods. ‘It feels like my curiosity to try new teaching methods has grown. 
Above all, it does not stop with curiosity, but I dare to try as well’ (Compulsory School 
Teacher 5).

In the area of research, the outcomes related to how to research in schools and the role 
of reflection. This area relates to the academic competencies teachers wished to develop. 
The understanding of what a research-based education means was developed. ‘The word 
“research” felt big, and I did not exactly know what was expected of me. Now, after some 
time, I don’t grasp everything, but it feels like I am going to have use of it in my teaching 
practice’ (Compulsory School Teacher 9). From the beginning, it seemed hard for the 
teachers to understand how to use research in teaching, but this has changed during the 
action research. ‘I have managed to develop my scientific competency (hurray), despite 
resistance to all complicated words and complex texts, but now I understand most of it’ 
(Compulsory School Teacher 4). Through the action research the teachers have acquired 
knowledge of research results, which they use in the classroom. By reading and using 
research results in teaching, it reaffirmed teachers’ proven experience. ‘It has been shown 
that a lot of the things I do in the classroom are backed up by research’ (Upper Secondary 
School Teacher 7).

Other outcomes of the action research relating to research were the understanding 
and use of research methods for documenting and analyzing teaching practice. Reflection 
was perceived as something important for gaining a deeper understanding of teaching. In 
the action research, written reflection was promoted, which gave additional perspectives 
on the value of reflection in understanding and improving teaching. ‘The fact that my 
reflections are written down adds another dimension to my reflections. They are not only 
thoughts, but can also contribute to a change’ (Compulsory School Teacher 17).

The teachers have not solely implemented research results in their teaching, but have 
also been active in different parts of the research processes. ‘I have become more skilled in 
the practical work of research: formulating interview questions and doing interviews, 
transcribing, and analyzing data’ (Upper Secondary School Teacher 2). However, teachers 
found that it takes time to build a research-based education, but they are on their way 
thanks to the action research. ‘We sure have developed and learned; while we are not full- 
fledged, we are well on the way’ (Lead Teacher reflection). It requires time and effort to 
develop knowledge.

In the area of collaboration, the outcomes involved the role of relationships in teaching 
and the importance of collaborating with students, colleagues, principals, and the 
researcher. Collaboration related to the relational competencies teachers wished to 
develop in the beginning of the process. Ultimately, the teachers found that they 
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cultivated their relations with students. ‘The relational competency has been a more 
present part of our working life, a continual reminder of how we treat each other and 
the students. This focus has changed a lot’ (Compulsory School Teacher 4).

Through action research, collaboration among colleagues has improved. This was also 
an important part of the initial expectations. One teacher pointed out:

I am struck by the fact that much of the work went as planned, but we had a greater need for 
each other than first anticipated . . . The collegial feel has meant a lot. I can see that we have 
helped each other to be persistent and achieve our goals (Upper Secondary Teacher 2).

Here, the importance of a teacher community is emphasized, which is a place for 
supporting each other and staying focused on the goals. The value of the teacher 
group for promoting courage and novelty was also stressed. ‘We dare to “fail” and learn 
from reflection on how we as teachers can develop and improve’ (Preschool Teacher 9).

The relationships with principals and the researcher were strengthened during the 
action research, which was not explicitly expected in the initial motivations and expecta-
tions. ‘It has above all strengthened the relationships with the colleagues in the action 
research project, but also with our principal, who participated in some of the meetings’ 
(Compulsory School Teacher 3). Teachers expressed that they learned new skills when 
collaborating with the researcher. Part of the collaboration was also the creation of 
a permissive climate. ‘I have discovered how comfortable it is when a supervisor lets 
you bring up various “stupid” thoughts and still views them with curiosity and respect’ 
(Compulsory School Teacher 4). One problem that was brought up in the lead teacher 
reflections was the continuation of the action research, and the importance of receiving 
continued support in some way. ‘In the future, it would be really good to have someone 
who leads us in the research; it will be difficult in the teacher groups to do it ourselves due 
to lack of time and heavy workload’ (Lead Teacher reflection).

Students’ learning and status of the teaching profession
Students in the upper secondary school are expected to develop a theoretical under-
standing of concepts in literary science, but also to develop the practical skill to use them. 
This is stated in the syllabus. The upper secondary school teachers had previously 
experienced challenges in relation to this. But now, when they worked with regular and 
shared conversations on literature in their action research, they felt the method had 
improved the students’ learning and practice to use the concepts of literary science. ‘I 
notice that the students understand and are more willing to use the concepts of literary 
science . . . It hasn’t been the situation before this project’ (Upper Secondary School 
Teacher 1). Furthermore, the teachers in upper secondary school described the student 
outcomes in terms of: ‘Students’ understanding of what they read has really developed in 
the conversations with others, the students have increased their reading, the conversa-
tions have increased the motivation the read, and the conversations have involved 
students’ intellectual, social, and emotional learning’ (PowerPoint presentation, Upper 
Secondary School). In relation to the expectations in the beginning, students’ social and 
emotional learning was not highlighted. Accordingly, the action research made a greater 
impact on such learning than the teachers anticipated.

In the compulsory school project, which also focused on reading and literary conversa-
tions, the teachers expected the students to develop their knowledge of reading, 
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discussing literature, and increase their motivation to read. Ultimately, many of the 
expectations on increased student results could be seen. ‘Increased student engagement 
in conversations, student learning of using conversation models, student learning of 
processing literature through multiple modes of expression and increased motivation 
to read’ (PowerPoint presentation, Compulsory School project). In the music and dance 
school, the project focused on exploring the use of new teaching methods. The teachers 
perceived that the action research has resulted in: ‘Increased student participation and 
engagement’ (PowerPoint presentation). In the preschool project on philosophical con-
versations, the teachers stressed: ‘The children have developed an understanding of the 
conversation model as well as new concepts and words, philosophical conversations are 
now part of the child-initiated play, parents report that the children are playing ‘philoso-
phical conversations’ at home’ (PowerPoint presentation, Preschool).

Regarding the expectations of raising the awareness and the status of the teaching 
profession through the action research, the teacher reflections were few in the beginning, 
and no one reflected on this matter at the end of the projects.

Discussion

The aims of this paper were to analyze teachers’ initial motivations for and expectations 
when engaging in action research, and relating them to the process outcomes and to the 
broader evidence movement in education. The first research question was (1): What 
motivations and expectations did the teachers hold at the beginning of the action research? 
The analysis showed that teachers’ initial motivations and expectations related to three 
themes.

In the first theme, Individual and collegial professional learning and development, the 
teachers anticipated developing competencies on an individual and collective level: 
pedagogical, academic, and relational competencies. The theme addressed intrinsic and 
altruistic motivations. The intrinsic motivation was driven by inherent values that sup-
ported the individual teacher, such as the opportunity to use and develop teacher 
competency in different perspectives. The altruistic motivations related to a collegial 
perspective, the opportunity to learn from their community (cf Appova and Arbaugh 
2018). This theme can be associated with Noffke’s description of the personal dimension. 
In this study, it related to the teachers’ expectations to develop pedagogical, academic, 
and relational competencies, which they believe will contribute to both understanding 
their teaching and the learners, but also how to find ways to improve their teaching and 
their relationships with others. The theme also has connections to the professional 
dimension of Noffke (1997). In this study, the teachers hold high expectations that the 
collegial processes with their colleagues will benefit their individual learning as teachers. 
The action research is expected to contribute to increased understanding of their profes-
sional practice, a changing understanding of the ‘knowledge base’ for teaching but also to 
a different ‘way of knowing’ (Noffke and Somekh 2013, 10). The teachers believe the 
action research will not only create a deeper understanding of teaching, but produce new 
ways of understanding practice, which they perceive will change their way of teaching.

In the second theme, Making a difference for the children and students, promoting 
higher goal achievement, the teachers described that the action research offered an 
opportunity to make a difference for the children and students, which they hoped 
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would promote higher goal achievement. Thus, the teachers perceived their profes-
sional development would have a positive impact on their students’ and children’s 
learning – a relation that has also been emphasized by Appova and Arbaugh (2018). 
This theme is related to the altruistic motivation category, as the motivations were 
located beyond the individual teacher. This is in line with previous research 
(Thomson, Turner, and Nietfeld 2012; Bergmark et al. 2018), which stresses that this 
motivation goes beyond an individual perspective, emphasizing a social and societal 
perspective. This theme can be linked to the political dimension (Noffke 1997). In this 
study, it related to the teachers’ expectations that the action research would make 
a difference for all children and students, thereby promoting goal achievement and in 
the long run, the greater good for society. This dimension was not as clearly visible as 
the other two dimensions, the personal and the professional. The teachers did not 
explicitly express the expectations that the action research would address inequalities 
in teaching, but it is implicitly implied when they regard it will promote education 
for all.

In the third theme, Raising the awareness on and the status of the teaching profession, 
the teachers anticipated that the action research would contribute to raising the aware-
ness on and the status of the teaching profession, addressing extrinsic motivations. Such 
motivations were very rare in the teachers’ responses, and were only addressed in a few 
cases among teachers in the preschool, the voluntary music and dance school, and the 
upper secondary school. Kyriacou and Coulthard (2000) exemplify extrinsic motivations as 
salary, status, and working conditions. In this study, the external values of the status of the 
teaching profession were addressed.

The second research question was (2): How did teachers’ thinking and actions change 
throughout the process of conducting action research? The analysis revealed both simila-
rities and differences between motivations, expectations, and outcomes. Regarding indi-
vidual and collegial professional learning, the outcomes of the action research responded 
well to the teachers’ expectations. For example, they changed their thinking and acting in 
teaching, research, and collaboration. One thing that differed from the initial expectations 
was that the teachers at the end of the action research described that their relationships 
with principals, but also the researcher, had developed more than expected. The closer 
collaboration with the researcher entailed, for example, extensive knowledge exchange 
and mutual engagement, which promoted the outcome in a positive way. This is in line 
with the findings of Leeman, van Koeven, and Schaafsma (2018), who emphasize that 
mutual trust and shared responsibility are important aspects of the collaboration between 
teachers and researchers.

On a general level, teachers saw evidence of student/child learning of what they 
initially expected as outcomes of the action research. The learning was closely related 
to the topic of the action research and thus in line with the intentions. However, there 
were some differences between initial expectations and outcomes, where, for example, 
the upper secondary school teachers experienced the social and emotional learning of 
their students, which was unexpected.

At the beginning of the process, a few teachers described extrinsic motivations for 
engaging in action research. However, there was an absence of reflecting on outcomes in 
terms of extrinsic motivations. Explanations to this omission could be that there were so 
few teachers who referred to these motivations from the beginning. When reviewing the 
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outcomes at the end of the action research, teachers’ professional learning and develop-
ment and student/child learning (related to intrinsic and altruistic motivations) appeared 
to be more visible than outcomes in raising the status of the teaching profession, which 
could be a result of a long-term change. One year of action research might not be 
sufficient to raise the status of the teaching profession.

To be driven by a mix of motivations seems to have a positive long-term effect on 
teaching (cf. Sinclair 2008). A balance of different motivations is suggested, where 
intrinsic and altruistic are the main driving forces, and extrinsic motivations might be 
seen as a complement to the others (Bergmark et al. 2018). This is also true for this 
study, where intrinsic and altruistic were the most frequent motivations, which were 
positive for teachers’ engagement in and the quality and outcomes of the action 
research. Even though long-term engagement is supported by intrinsic and altruistic 
motivations, there can also be problems related to that. Teachers might have unrea-
listic expectations of professional development and learning as well as the wish for 
making a difference for children and students (cf. Kim and Cho 2014). Teachers might 
be disappointed if the wished-for scenarios are not entirely fulfilled. Then, the action 
research process might create the opposite effect: the teachers do not find such 
processes as a way of forming a research-based way of working in a school. If 
unrealistic expectations meet reality, it can lead to disengagement in processes. To 
overcome a possible ‘clash’ with reality, it is important not to rely on one single 
motivation, but a mix (Sinclair 2008). In this study, the initial intentions also guided 
the process forward, which increased the possibility of achieving the anticipated 
goals.

The third research question was (3): How can the role of action research in teachers’ 
work of forming a research-based education be understood, and related to the broader 
evidence movement in education? The analysis showed that action research played an 
important role in forming a research-based education. The teachers wrote about 
‘implementing research’ into their teaching, using a vocabulary inspired by the evi-
dence-based teaching perspective; a top-down perspective (cf. Levinsson 2013; 
Wollscheid and Opheim 2016). However, it is interesting to note that teachers were, 
at the same time, positioning themselves as active agents in the action research, as they 
generated new knowledge from within the school organization. Thereby, they illu-
strated an evidence-informed teaching perspective, based on a bottom-up approach, 
as the processes were teacher- driven, purposeful for teaching practice, and directed to 
improving student learning (cf. Lloyd and Davis 2018). As the two perspectives of 
evidence-based and evidence-informed teaching were present in teachers’ reflections 
and embedded in their teaching, it can be seen as an ambiguity. This was further 
emphasized when the teachers expressed a wish to, and did, improve their teaching 
and promote children’s and students’ goal achievement, which is often associated with 
the evidence-based teaching perspective. They believed that the action research con-
tributed to the growth of their children and students for its own sake, and not primarily 
for better performance on international tests, part of the evidence-based perspective. 
The teachers are accordingly caught between the two perspectives of evidence-based 
and evidence-informed teaching. Nevertheless, they choose to engage in action 
research, thereby creating an opportunity to be active agents in professional learning 
and development in an educational context influenced by an evidence-based view. 
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However, the teachers embraced a bottom-up perspective through their action 
research, which was based on their own questions and also teacher-driven. By that, 
they resist the simplistic view of top-down implementation of research results in 
teaching, and consequently reclaim their role as professionals, offering their contribu-
tion to the development of teaching and learning.

Final words

What lessons do the findings have for the planning and enacting of similar studies? This 
study has shown that action research, based on an evidence-informed perspective, plays 
an important role when teachers are building a research-based education approach, in an 
evidence-based teaching context. The study has explicitly highlighted how intentions of 
engaging in action research relate to outcomes. Also, to be informed by more than one 
motivation was positive for teacher engagement and the outcomes of the process. If 
expectations in one area are not fulfilled, a teacher can rely on other motivations and still 
engage and progress to perceived outcomes. Increased knowledge of how intentions 
relate to outcomes helps teachers and facilitators of action research projects to adapt the 
process to these factors. Performing a ‘reality-check’ during the ongoing process, thereby 
finetuning the processes in the wished-for direction led by the teachers’ expected results, 
increases the probability of reaching the expected outcomes.

In summary, it is important to highlight initial motivations and expectations in an 
action research process, as the expectations can be used throughout the whole action 
research process for the purpose of guidance. This study has also emphasized the benefit 
of giving fair conditions to teacher groups, such as time and substitute teachers, to carry 
out action research. Additional benefits were the fact that it was voluntary to join the 
projects and that they were teacher-driven, emanating from their questions, which 
promoted the perceived outcomes.

Notes

1. Scientific grounding can be explained as being research-based knowledge, which repre-
sents ‘knowledge developed through a research process . . . based on analyses of sys-
tematic data’. Proven experience can be described as practice-based knowledge, which is 
‘based on experiences related to specific actions and contexts’ (Wahlgren and Aarkrog 
2020, 2).

2. None of the teachers had previous experience of working with action research, but many of 
them had been engaged in other professional development initiatives relating to their 
teaching, which contributed to the improvement of their teaching.

3. The projects were carried out in preschool and compulsory school, including the munici-
pality’s music and dance school, in which students of all ages, from seven to 19, enroll 
voluntarily, as well as upper secondary school. All topics were chosen by the teacher groups 
and they voluntarily applied for being part of this initiative.

4. Previously, I have worked as an upper secondary school teacher in another municipality 
and I was intrigued to pursue a PhD after some years of teaching. In the doctoral studies, 
I choose to use action research. After completing the PhD, I have continued with action 
research, working in close connection to principals, teachers, and students in various 
projects.
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5. The processes were not that static or rational as the model might imply. In general, they 
followed the four phases, but sometimes we returned to a previous phase and then moved 
forward again.

6. All pre-schools and schools are supposed to carry out SQW as stated in the Education Act and 
the curricula for pre-school and school. The aim of SQW is to elucidate quality and promote 
equality: what pre-schools and schools do, why and the results (The Swedish National Agency 
for Education 2012).
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