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The primary goal of the MELLD project was the
enhancement of teacher’s capacities. It aimed to: 

• introduce a learner-centred methodology into literacy
and language classrooms in the lower primary grades at
pilot schools 

• empower the Ministry of Basic Education and Culture
with the capacity to provide and manage in-service
training and monitoring for literacy and language
teachers in primary schools 

• establish a sustainable research and development
cadreship who would be able to produce Namibian
mother-tongue and English-language materials for lower
primary grades 

• increase the number of learners in basic education with
appropriate mother-tongue and English oral, reading and
writing skills.

The application of a PAR approach
In my previous experiences in assessing projects using PAR I
had been brought into projects at a much earlier stage in the
project implementation – this enabling me to assume an
ongoing facilitator/evaluator function. Circumstances did not
allow us fully to utilise a PAR approach in the
implementation of the MELLD project. The assessment
exercise was undertaken within the constraints of my being a
tacked-on-outsider evaluator flown in for a brief spell, three
years into the implementation of the project. Nevertheless, it
was decided to evaluate the MELLD project by applying the
principles of a PAR approach to the investigation as
comprehensively as we could. The exercise taught us a lot
about how to incorporate a PAR component into educational
development projects as a formative mode of assessment. 

Towards a definition of PAR 
There are as many different definitions and applications of
how to go about the process of action research as there are
articles published on the approach.

In the educational arena, Kemmis and McTaggart suggest
that, for them, action research is ‘a form of collective self-
reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in order to
improve... their own social or educational practices’
(Kemmis and McTaggart 1988: 5). They link the concepts of

action and research because researchers acquire knowledge
through the research process while simultaneously putting
their research into practice (the action component of ‘action
research’). They draw attention to the participatory nature of
such research by indicating that action of this kind is (by
definition) collaborative since it takes place in the context of
any group with a shared concern for improving their
situation. 

McKay (1997: 12) points out that in the classroom, ‘this
approach brings together the theory (through reflection) and
the practice (through action) of teaching,’ Through engaging
in a situational analysis of their contexts, teachers are able to
reflect upon how effective their teaching practices are. Since
the process of reflection is done in conjunction with others,
teachers are able to explore ‘particular problems or insights
they might encounter’.

Carr and Kemmis (1986:202) draw attention to the
importance of teachers’ involvement through the PAR
approach. They state that ‘action research aims at
improvement in three areas: first the improvement of a
practice; second, the improvement of the understanding of
practice by its practitioners; and third, the improvement of
the situation in which the practice takes place.’

Selener (1997:96) indicates that the main objective of
action research in the school context is to improve day-to-
day practice of teachers. He (1997: 108) suggests that
collaboration brings teachers and researchers together in the
PAR exercise and that the joint enterprise entails goal
setting, planning the research design, collecting and
analysing the results in a collaborative way. For Selener the
assumption underlying PAR is that teachers and others
working in the field of education become researchers and
change agents in order to improve their situation. Even
though ‘teachers and researchers may play different roles
based on their respective skills, members of both
constituencies work as equals’. 

PAR clearly implies an epistemological shift from
traditional approaches to education research. In PAR
participants are also thought of as co-researchers rather than
mere objects of research. The researcher is much more than
an impartial and aloof observer – he or she is also a
facilitator and an active agent in the enquiry process (Selener
1997, McKay 1997). 

Participatory action research as an approach to
assessing the impact of a language development
project

In this paper Veronica McKay discusses some advantages and problems associated with participatory action
research (PAR) in general and then examines how it may be applied to the assessment of impact. She illustrates her
points by making reference to the application of PAR to the assessment of impact in the Molteno Early Literacy
and Language Development (MELLD) project, which is part of a broad programme of ODA/DFID-financed
assistance in the education sector in Namibia.
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Understanding the role of the researcher is central to
understanding the practical utility of the PAR approach.
While PAR provides researchers (particularly if they are
outsiders) with a useful route for getting into the logic of
other people’s projects, it allows them to enable the project
simultaneously. PAR is an approach that has been applied in
the professional development of teachers and in projects
which are designed to improve teachers’ practices in the day-
to-day activities of their classes1.

When applied to the assessment of impact, the PAR
approach benefits project participants in numerous ways and
substantially improves the prospects for a project’s
sustainability. Some of the most significant advantages are
that it:

• takes the hierarchy out of the evaluation stage by
bringing in project implementers to work with the so-
called expert evaluators 

• enables all participants become co-researchers 

• enables all participants to define the criteria used for
measuring 

• involves the participants in interpreting and
authenticating the findings 

• engages participants in the cycle of reflection-action-
reflection 

• enables the (often) poor or marginalised to impact on
policy 

• enables bureaucracies to become more participatory 

• creates a forum in which members can act as critical
sounding boards 

• acts as a forum for information exchange and as a
resource for group/project players 

• permits sharing of knowledge and resources and
promotes development expertise

The role of the reflective practitioner 
The PAR approach transforms classrooms into learning
communities in which teachers become more inquiry-
orientated, reflect on what they are doing, and are enabled to
decide on ways of improving practices. In PAR-inspired
assessments, practitioners themselves engage in the process
of developing criteria for evaluating. This enables them to
identify the strengths and weaknesses in their own practice.
It requires them to: 

• notice what is happening in the classroom

• think about what is happening both during the lesson
and afterwards

• strategise ways of improving on what is happening

• test their strategies in practice

• find out how well the strategy worked, and then

• begin the whole cycle again.

The following is suggested as a PAR plan for teachers:

The reflective component allows project players, project
monitors, evaluators and even learners – through reflection –
to describe what constitutes best practice. This offers
opportunities for ongoing monitoring and formative
evaluation and confers the added benefit of ensuring
sustainability. 

PAR usually involves groups of practitioners who come
together at regular intervals to address particular problems or
insights they might have encountered in their teaching
situation and which may be of interest to the other
practitioners in the group. Practitioners should report, for
example, on how they dealt with tricky situations, or how a
particular teaching method worked out. This encourages
practitioners (1) to think about what happens when they
teach and (2) to try out different teaching ideas. This brings
together the theory (through reflection) and the practice (or
action) of teaching. 

It is reflection and understanding – rather than random
acts – that create change. The process requires a reflective
spiral of planning, action, observation, reflection/replanning,
action, and so on. Reflection uncovers successive layers of
meaning. Reflection is a means for systematically collecting
and analysing data, solving problems, evaluating and
implementing.

Those working in a school setting may be actively
involved in all stages of the research and action process. This
constitutes a radical departure from traditional education
research, which was always conducted exclusively by those
outside the intervention. PAR is unique because practitioners
themselves are involved in creating and applying knowledge
rather than merely implementing directives and
recommendations obtained from traditional ‘outsider-driven’
research and imposed from above. PAR thus increases the
likelihood that research results will be useful to teachers in
their own practice because, in PAR, theories have to be
validated in practice. 
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1 Teachers and other educational practitioners are usually engaged in
PAR as active participants. The process usually addresses a single
case or a tricky issue, and, if these issues are reported, their
findings may have wider benefits.

INITIAL REFLECTION
What problem did Ms X have?

Whom did she ask to help her with the problem?

ACTION PLAN
What should she try out in order to improve the
situation?

OBSERVATION
How did the plan work out?
What problems remained unsolved?

REFLECTION
What else could she try to do?
How is this new idea an improvement on her first idea?

ACTION PLAN
What plan has she devised to improve her situation?



Young (1973) resonates the epistemological foundations
of PAR when he suggests that development programmes –
whether they be literacy programmes, teacher improvement
programmes or new curricula – are human (and not
scientific) constructs. In all human constructions, he
suggests, we rely heavily on humans as the locus of decision
making. PAR, as the name denotes, strives to ensure that the
human emphasis of any intervention remains paramount. 

Application of PAR to the assessment of the
MELLD project 

Identifying and engaging stakeholders
A number of different stakeholders with varied interests and
concerns were identified. Initial interviews with core
stakeholders were conducted – an exercise which was crucial
in enabling me to become appropriately sensitised to the
relevant issues. After conducting a second round of in-depth
interviews with the trainers and the project manager, we
began to get a good idea of what should be observed and
what criteria should be used. 

Methodology
The following four research methods were utilised:

1 Documentary study – to address questions pertaining to
the location, context, baseline measures and terms of
reference of the project. The data obtained from documents
provided a background which was ‘validated’ in the second
and subsequent phases of the investigation. 

2 In depth interviews/Focus group discussions – useful
both as a source of data gathering and as a means of
‘validating’ the documentary study. Interviews engaged
teachers in reflection and enabled them to give their views
about the impact of the new programme on their learners and
on their practices. Focus groups required teachers to reflect
on problems and strategise ways of addressing them. The
groupings also provided forums for initiating action.

3 Classroom observations – conducted at a number of
project and non-project schools, together with interviews
with groups of teachers who were asked to describe how
they had experienced the process and to discuss how this had
impacted on their teaching.

4 Self evaluation questionnaires – designed to obtain data
from teachers, to stimulate their own reflections about their
practices, and to suggest action for addressing a number of
issues (Kotze and McKay 1997).

The ‘fit’ between the approach and the
principles of PAR 

The process of self-evaluation 
Since the self-evaluation component was conducted
subsequent to the other processes, it was an additional
invitation to induce reflection among teachers in their
regional groups. Teachers were required to indicate: 

• problems and suggested solutions 

• changes in children’s behaviour

• their perceptions of any changes in their confidence

• the ways in which their teaching had changed

• the kind of support they felt they needed

• their perceptions of the materials they were using and
the fit between these and the national curriculum.

In compiling the questionnaire, we were sensitive to cautions
by the trainers that the questionnaire should be user friendly,
that the language level should be such that teachers (who
might not have a good command of English) could
understand what was being asked. Indeed some teachers had
difficulty in writing. This of course impacted on their
teaching and on their participation in the research enterprise.

Focus groups 
The group interview approach provided the opportunity to
probe deeply and to explore various dimensions of the areas
under investigation. During the group interviews,
respondents spoke about their perspectives and involvement,
citing events and stages which they regarded as significant.
The themes explored in the discussions were framed by the
participants, although this did not preclude the interviewer
from introducing topics.

While many researchers view the collective/participative
nature of group interviews as a disadvantage, we regarded it
as an advantage in this assessment since it offered
opportunities for enriching the various nuances of the
discussion. Interactions between the group members gave
rise to ideas for action which may not have occurred to any
single individual member reflecting alone. 

The group-think function also enabled a degree of
validation to occur. Respondents were encouraged to debate
contentious issues and the researcher was able to request the
group to validate the final outcome. Debate enabled the
group to solve contentious problems in a ‘controlled’
environment and elicited new ideas for future project
implementation. 

Reporting 
Draft copies of the interim reports were circulated to the
regional groups of teachers through their coordinators. Each
group was requested to discuss the document and to
comment on it. The comments that arose were sent to me
and I was surprised by the extent to which teacher groups
had responded. In reporting we attempted to incorporate all
comments and requests – even if meant including conflicting
opinions in footnotes. 

Issues of accessibility were addressed by incorporating
large chunks of direct quotations – thereby letting teachers
speak for themselves. We also included case studies of
typical teaching scenarios which had elicited a substantial
amount of commentary from the teachers. 
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Some difficulties encountered with the
approach 
The PAR approach to impact assessment is not without its
own unique problems. These are some of the problems
experienced during the evaluation. 

• Collaborative efforts are by definition time consuming! 

• It is often difficult to generate enthusiasm in
collaborative situations. 

• How does one stimulate people to participate in
deciding criteria and outcomes if they are habituated to
not participating? 

• How do lay (local) people feel about participating in
such evaluations when they are in the presence of
‘experts’? 

• Programmes of this kind often incorporate ‘grass-roots’
people who can neither read nor write. What is the best
way to encourage them to participate on terms of
equality with ‘experts’?

It was often difficult to get teachers to participate.
Admittedly a rushed evaluation is not conducive to engaging
participation, and such difficulties are compounded by the
teachers’ lack of basic skills. This lack is in itself a source of
disempowerment. Moreover, teachers who were trained in
the previously undemocratic political era also lacked the
requisite skills for participation. Since PAR is contingent on
the will and the ability to act, the inability of teachers to
participate (because of the skills and confidence that they
might lack) is a problem that needs to be addressed. 

There is a direct relationship between human agency
(voluntarism), participation and development. For this
reason, it is important that projects regard the development
of human agency as being of equal importance to all other
preconditions.2 In addition to improving peoples’ quality of
life development must be based on a significantly enhanced
self-esteem.

Development programmes have to resonate with the
aspirations and needs of people as they themselves define
them. While the provision of schools, infrastructure, and the
enhancement of teachers’ skills are fundamental to our
primary goal of development, transformation has to
recognise the importance of the development of human
agency and awaken to the importance of this at the local
level. It is this which PAR hopes to achieve. 

Conclusion 
The use of PAR as an approach is coming of age in project
evaluation. The collaboration it embodies means that the
evaluation is informative for all players and can
consequently make an important contribution to project
sustainability. This is especially so if the design of the
evaluation model is introduced as early as possible in the
project – as a formative tool rather than a summative one.

This would have implications for the monitoring process
because then the monitoring (leading to the impact
assessment) could direct the project towards the desired
outcomes. 
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2 ‘Agency’ refers to the empowerment or ability of people to
determine needs, to reflect on possible outcomes, and to act on
them.


