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Figure 5.3     Relative Significance of the Five Outcome Areas 

Differences among the Circles 

Lastly, it seems possible there were differences among the Circles in significance at-

tached to sets of outcomes, as might be expected given their different research agen-

das. The significance scores each area of outcome (A to E) for each Circle were summed 

and the average significance score calculated for these areas. 

Figure 5.4 shows that there is broad trend for the Men’s Learning Circle (C1) and the 

ACE Connects Circle (C3) to have a higher average significance score in the awareness 

and application of research, whereas the ACE Pedagogy Circle (C2) has higher average 

significance score in the strengthening capacity and professional development and 

promotion of research. This is broadly consistent with the kind of work that was under-

taken by the Circles, as revealed in the case studies. 

Figure 5.4   Outcome areas:  Differences among the Circles 
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This section has presented an analysis of outcomes of the Circles using a checklist of 50 

Outcomes Statements distilled from the Circle reports.   

A three-fold classification of the outcomes shows that they emphasise the Strategy 3 of 

the Ministerial Statement, ‘enhancing the sustainability of ACE’. They refer very strongly 

to the ‘organisational culture and strategy’ field of practice, rather than individual peda-

gogy or other fields, and to the ‘communicative’ knowledge interest. 

Data drawn for the responses of 51 participants to the checklist reinforces this picture in 

most respects, on the basis of frequency of selection of statements and their ‘signifi-

cance score’. The categories with the greatest number of statements selected are Strat-

egy 3, the ‘organisational’ field, and the communicative interest. However, the highest 

significance score is for the field ‘networking and professional relationship’.   

Cost-effectiveness 

It can be argued that the Circles were very cost-effective, measured in terms of the 

investment of time and energy by participants beyond the notional compensation re-

ceived, and the range of outcomes this activity achieved for modest resources applied.  

A total of $350,000 was invested by the ACFE Board in the Circles ($170,000 in round 1 

and $180,000 in round 2) in the form of grants to the three managing ACE organisa-

tions.  The increased amount for round 2 comprised $60,000 allocated to each Circle—

$10,000 to support practitioner participation (travel and staff replacement costs), 

$15,000 to retain the academic researcher and $35,000 to cover all other implementa-

tion costs including administration, workshops venues, documentation and promotion. 

The increases of round 2 went to support participant costs, with implementation costs 

the same as for round 1. 

On average, each participant received some $500 to cover travel or replacement costs. 

The implementation of research strategies by Circle members was supported through 

sustainability grants in 2005 and delivery support grants in 2006. New initiatives arising 

from the research were eligible to be included in delivery plans for the following year. 

Several aspects of cost-effectiveness can be highlighted: 

• The modest payment to a Circle member, regarded as an investment in a small 

scale project, generated many hours of participant activity, some of which was ef-

fectively voluntary  

• Some organisations contributed funding in addition to the Circle funding, for ex-

ample, in paying tutors to participate in collaborative inquiry with Circle members 

as a form of professional development—effectively a multiplier effect 

• When researchers were asked to estimate their time, they indicated that they 

worked many hours in excess of the notional commitments to the project, par-

ticularly when site visits were involved, and when their production of related con-

ference papers is considered 

• Though hard to ascertain, there are likely to have been enhanced learner out-

comes as a result of more effective provision, increasing the value achieved by 

ACFE funding 
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• Apart from improved organisational and teacher practices, ACFE’s Circle funding 

generated many hours of professional development activity, and widely dissemi-

nated a model for professional development for the sector 

This said, the cost-effectiveness of the Circles is not only about the resources directly 

supporting Circle participation—the fundamental point is that ACFE has significantly 

capitalised on its investment in the original high-level research. Judging from the sup-

port expressed among organisations for the idea, there is additional value to be gained 

from this investment through further Circle activity. 

Conclusion 

It is clear that the Circles achieved what they set out to, resulting in a range of out-

comes and benefits in five areas that contribute to the four directions of the Ministerial 

Statement, including—  

• Awareness of the Board’s research, and the need to interpret its significance for 

their local context, and understand the need to research the needs of the com-

munity and develop strategies to promote the participation of specific groups 

• Applying research to practice, leading to improvements in teaching and learning 

practices, to induction systems and staff communication; finding ways to under-

stand and capture good practice in ACE; generating strategies for promoting men’s 

participation in learning and enhancing the effectiveness of providers in meeting the 

needs of groups in their communities  

• Strengthening the capacity of ACE organisations to meet the goals of the Ministerial 

Statement, by learning how to reach specific groups, opening up dialogue about di-

rections, changing ways of delivering services, developing team approaches and 

forming partnerships with other agencies 

• Promoting professional development through collaborative inquiry into practice, by 

creating opportunities to work with others, motivating action on needed changes, 

working with other organisations and learning about their approaches  

• Fostering a participatory research culture in ACE, by developing the capacity to 

research practice in organisations, promoting reflection on practice as a professional 

activity and setting up action learning as part of work.  
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6  T H E  C I R C L E  M O D E L  A N D  I T S  I M P L I C A T I O N S  

 

 

 

The earlier part of the report attempted to capture the nature of the Circles experience, 

analyse their implementation and account for their success, and comprehensively 

document Circle outcomes and impacts.  

This section returns to the Circle concept in order to: 

• present a conceptual model of the Circle 

• draw out some implications of the model referring to the earlier material about 

success factors and Circle outcomes  

• assess ‘the efficacy of this mechanism as a change management strategy’ (Brief). 

The project brief sets a challenge ‘to explore how the Research Circle model creates a 

nexus between policy, practice and research’ and how it worked as a mechanism to 

support change and improvement in practice in the context of public policy’.   

In answering this challenge with a conceptual model, the ‘professional knowledge’ of the 

ACE practitioner is a key reference point, since it is clear that the predominant impact of 

the Circles was upon the professional knowledge and understandings of the participants.  

The Circles involved a process of expressing and externalising ‘knowledges’ that were in 

the normal course of practice, taken-for–granted and embedded in situations of prac-

tice. Professional knowledge stagnates and becomes ‘sedimented’, unless it is subject to 

challenge from situations that demand critical attention, rather than those that are 

routine or ‘everyday’ in character. In this way, professional knowledge is elaborated 

through inquiry into its own assumptions.  

The Circles were a powerful catalyst to this inquiry. They were consciously directed to 

the modification and enhancement of professional knowledge. The ‘application’ of high-

level research clearly intended the ‘dissemination’ and ‘adoption’ of ideas and their 

diffusion into organisational practice via the understandings of participants. 

The conceptual model outlined below attempts to understand how the Circles work to 

catalyse the adoption and application of research and policy knowledge via the profes-

sional perspectives of participants. 

Conceptual model: the Circle as a ‘negotiable space’ 

The justification offered for the Circle was its potential to break down boundaries be-

tween research, policy and practice—three ‘realms’ in educational culture that are often 

supposed not to have much connection. 

We can understand the Circle as bringing together the disparate ‘knowledges’ of re-

search, policy and practice in the persons of the expert researchers, the ACE managers 

and the ACE practitioners.  
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The Circle can be visualised as a unique space positioned at the intersection of these 

‘domains’ of specialised knowledge—a space that belongs to no one domain, that is 

defined and negotiated by the participants through the Circle process.5  In other words, 

the Circle is a ‘negotiable space’ that is ‘outside’ the normal professional experience of 

the researchers, policymakers and managers as well as the ACE practitioners (Figure 

6.2).  

Figure 6.2.  The Circle as a ‘negotiable space’  

 

The model suggests that, in the course of a Circle, participants ‘negotiate’ their partici-

pation of the ‘space’ by accessing knowledge about the relationships between domains 

from others who can communicate these understandings. At the outset, the relation-

ships of research, policy and practice are problematic and need to be worked out by the 

Circle  ‘inhabitants’.  Through the interactions of the participants, connections are then 

made between different domains of knowledge. 

For example, some participants have two-way understandings of what policy is cur-

rently demanding of ACE practitioners and how policy needs to reflect practice (policy-

practice connections, right hand corner) or knowledge of how research engages with 

policy agendas and how policy deploys appropriate research (research-policy connec-

tions, left hand corner) or what research has to say to ACE culture and practice and how 

it engages the field (research-practice connections, top).  

The Circle thus represents a virtual web of knowledge relationships. To new partici-

pants, the Circle may seem undefined and hazy in its purpose and meaning—regarding 

‘what we are supposed to do’—because it is not yet clear what research and policy 

                                                

5  I have freely adapted the idea of an intersection of knowledge areas creating a ‘theoretical 
space’ from Brown and Jones discussion of a teacher’s pedagogical knowledge that takes up 
Giroux’s idea of ‘a theoretical space, for creating a discourse capable of raising new questions, 
offering oppositional questions and producing fresh objects for analysis’ (see Brown and Jones, 
2002:102) 
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knowledge is relevant and needs to come into play in researching practice. This uncer-

tainty may be conducive to challenging and reformulating professional knowledge. 

Later in the life of the Circle, the participants may more clearly perceive relationships 

between the different domains of knowledge and understand how they are embodied in 

the expertise of researchers and their own work. If participants wholeheartedly engage 

with the process, the Circle activity may lead them to develop new understandings and 

incorporate these in their professional perspectives.  

Explaining the efficacy of the Circles 

This model can be employed to deepen understanding of the dynamics of Circles and 

their efficacy as a change-management approach.  

Section 5 of the report explored the factors that were important in ensuring the suc-

cessful implementation of the Circles initiative. Within that list of factors, there are 

perhaps four or five main dynamics that account for the Circle's efficacy.  These can be 

interpreted with reference to the Circles as a ‘negotiable space’ at the intersection of 

the domains of research, policy and practice. 

The importance of structure 

Because the Circle was, at the outset, an undefined  ‘space’ whose meaning needed to 

be negotiated, the way the Circle was initially set-up was critical. The Circle had to be 

given a definite form and ‘constituted’ in this space, through the facilitation of the 

researchers and managers.  

The Circle had to be given boundaries and parameters as a social context set apart from 

the worlds of research, policy and practice usually inhabited by the participants (the 

university, the ACFE bureaucracy or an ACE organisation). This was accomplished 

through the structuring work of the researchers and managers and through the partici-

pants’ interactions as they progressively developed a shared understanding of ‘what the 

Circles are about’.  

This was both a matter of the particular activities—such as defining a series of work-

shops and seminars and a final session for reporting—but it was also a matter of the 

intellectual framework for applying research. The structuring role of research ideas was 

crucial. The strategic research on men’s learning, ACE pedagogy and the longitudinal 

study, provide powerful rationales that ‘speak to practice’, generating ‘workable’ re-

search ideas for practitioners seeking to make changes in their work and in their organi-

sation.  

Clearly, skilful structuring of the experience and expert facilitation was required in 

bringing together experts and novices in ACE research. Participants willingly engaged in 

a relatively uncertain process that asked a good deal of them and their organisations. 

For this reason, the ACFE funding provided for the project was important—not only as a 

recompense for time participants committed to the project but as a statement of its 

priority for the ACFE Board.  

The implication is that the Circles were a specifically engineered professional develop-

ment experience that would need similar structural conditions to replicate its outcomes. 

Without these conditions to create the ‘negotiable space’, it seems unlikely the Circles 
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can be self-replicating or self-sustaining, despite some continuing activity of an informal 

kind.  

The key role of Circle managers  

The ACE managers played a pivotal role in the Circles’ success, yet their effectiveness is 

not to be simply explained away in terms of management style and commitment to the 

concept. In terms of the model, their effectiveness is due to their own developed pro-

fessional knowledge and expertise.   

Like the researchers, the managers could draw on complex sets of understandings 

about the interactions of research, policy and practice in ACE.  This professional know-

ledge enabled them not only to maintain the participation of members and facilitate the 

engagement of researchers, but also, to effectively mediate the learning of research—

by assisting practitioners to negotiate the connections between research, policy and 

practice.   

Expertise may be seen as being ‘at the back’ of the skilled facilitation they exercised, 

and is widely acknowledged by participants in the interviews. The managers ‘understood 

the dynamics’ of work in ACE. They knew what was needed to help participants negoti-

ate worthwhile and workable projects, helped to clarify what such criteria might be and 

so on. 

Again, highly effective management of the Circle’s structured process must be regarded 

as an essential condition for their success—where the manager has an exceptional 

understanding of research, practice and policy.  This is to say that the Circles were 

created by skilful leadership. A challenge for any future development of the Circles will 

be to ensure similar leadership, since it may not arise spontaneously in an informal 

group. 

The role of the researchers’ expertise 

The idea of the Circles as a ‘negotiable space’ at the ‘nexus’ of research, policy and 

practice is helpful in explaining why the researchers were successful in helping partici-

pants to learn to research their professional practice.  The researchers all had expertise 

not only in formal research and their engagement with ACE policy but as ACE practi-

tioners. In terms of the model, this expertise comprises well developed understandings 

of research, policy and practice relationships.  

The ACE researcher’s expert knowledge is in fact a ‘complex’ of substantive knowledge 

and knowledge relationships. On one level, it includes their philosophical perspectives 

on social inquiry, their accumulated knowledge of the field, their preferred methodolo-

gies and practices and the like. On another, their expertise includes understandings of 

policy engagement—how research can work theoretically and empirically with policy 

problems (see McIntyre and Wickert, 2000). For example, there is a certain reciprocity 

of roles in commissioned research where both researchers and policymakers understand 

the rationales for each other’s work and operate on a common ground of mutual under-

standings of what ‘good’ research for policy comprises.  

This is the intersection of the domains of research and policy knowledge.  Moreover, all 

researchers had a grounded understanding of ‘research relevances’ on the strength of 
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their deep knowledge of ACE culture and practice—those research meanings that might 

resonate most with ACE practitioners.  

In terms of the model, the researchers’ expertise represents an integration of know-

ledge from each domain, providing a rich resource from which participants could draw 

understandings to guide their own research into practice. The model suggests that mere 

knowledge of policy in the context of ACE, or knowledge of formal research, would not 

have been sufficient to support perspective change in practitioners.  

The Circles as a change catalyst 

The potential for the Circles to act as an effective catalyst for change arises from the 

fact that the meaning of participation is worked out through the participatory action 

research. The process is one where participants encounter the challenge of ‘researching 

their practice’ and negotiate with colleagues (inside and outside the Circle) what this 

will require of them. As they do so, they review their taken-for-granted professional 

knowledge and identity and subject it to reflective inquiry.  

It is helpful to think of the ACE practitioner’s professional knowledge being organised as 

a professional perspective (a term long-established in the sociology of professions). A 

perspective comprises a range of tacit and formal knowledges that is relevant to prac-

tice, not only formal theory or academic knowledge. In this view, knowledge is organ-

ised in its relevance to typical situations—for any objective ‘role’ in ACE (sessional tutor, 

manager, teacher, community worker) there will be subjective sets of meanings 

‘brought into play’ by situations of practice. 

The model suggests that the Circles effect change by modifying perspectives in novel or 

challenging situations—precisely the kind of experiences that the Circles triggered 

through their applied research and particularly through the engagement with colleagues 

in sponsoring organisations.  Put another way, the Circles caused an experiential 

‘shake-up’ of existing ideas, together with new understandings from the knowledge 

domains of research and policy. Sometimes this led to a sense of a practitioner’s ‘whole 

approach’ changing, where the Circles induced a transformation of their professional 

perspectives. 

This modification of professional knowledge and identity can then be understood to 

support change-management—when, for example, organisations begin to challenge 

their accepted culture, their prevailing and perhaps unquestioned forms of practice 

(ways of treating learners, ways of working with the local community and so on).  In 

this way, the desire of many sponsoring organisations for renewal set a powerful motive 

for individuals to develop new perspectives on practice and so contribute to change. 

The outcomes data of Section 5 showed how important was the medium of interaction 

and collaboration with peers in bringing about change through exposure to others’ 

perspectives and practice knowledge, as well as their access to the research and policy 

knowledges of the expert researchers.  

The participatory action research model is claimed to have this effect, through the 

process of collaborative inquiry and critical reflection that acts to ‘problematise’ taken-

for-granted assumptions and makes possible the enactment of new practices and the 

accommodation of new understandings in a changed professional perspective. 
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Obviously, there are significant issues regarding the variability of ACE practice, given 

the distinction between full time staff and part-time and sessional tutors. There are 

great differences in the professional knowledge of ACE practitioners, its range, depth 

and complexity, depending on their roles and experience. 

Chief among the issues for further consideration is how the Circles model might be used 

to promote professional knowledge formation in the sector more systematically.  This 

effectively is what the Circles were achieving.  

Research knowledge was not merely being ‘diffused’ as it was applied by participants to 

their situations. Their work in the Circles generated new knowledge in its own right—

such as the sets of strategies that can be employed to promote men’s learning in ACE. 

The final section of the report will draw out some implications of this discussion for the 

question of professional knowledge formation in ACE and the role of the Circles as a 

change-management and organisational development strategy. 
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7  C O N C L U S I O N S  

 

 

 

This evaluation has assembled evidence that strongly supports the conclusion that the 

Circles of Professional Research Practice have fulfilled the expectations set out in the 

Research Strategy 2005-2007. 

The Circle concept was ‘designed to support participating ACE organisations to learn 

from research, apply its findings to their own local context and design strategies to 

address the challenges it raises for them in meeting the goals of the Ministerial State-

ment’.  

A wide range of outcomes were achieved, particularly in support of the goals of the 

Ministerial Statement to enhance sustainability of adult and community education or-

ganisations, promote a broader role for ACE through enhanced community partnerships 

and reach specific groups of learners. 

In summary, the Circles can claim to have— 

• Improved individual ACE practitioner capability and organisational practice, par-

ticularly by building on successful learning and teaching methods and validating 

the professional knowledge of practitioners 

• Generated new knowledge about practice, by researching ways to reach specific 

groups of learners and meet their needs, and developing skills in com-

munity research 

• Motivating and giving direction to the wish for organisational renewal, leading to 

strategic actions to increased capability to identify and address local learning 

needs 

• Encouraging ACE organisations to work in partnership, and stimulating greater 

levels of collegial interaction and communication about professional practice in 

ACE  

• Contributed to the improved development and delivery of programs and services 

with increased benefits for learners, particularly those groups identified as less 

well served by ACE 

• Contributed to effective policy implementation through the engagement of practi-

tioners as ‘policy actors’ in applying high-level research in the organisations and 

professional situations of practice 

• Achieved all of this in a cost-effective manner where the investment in the im-

plementation of Circles generated many hours of researcher and participant in-

volvement beyond the modest resources applied 

From the perspectives of participants, the most significant outcomes (in themselves, 

and because they led to other benefits for participants and learners) were the oppor-

tunities to meet and share with other practitioners, learn of their problem-solving strat-

egies and become more outward looking in researching their community’s learning 
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needs. Participants also highlighted the change in their own perspectives through the 

adoption of new ways of thinking and improved practices, by engaging their colleagues 

in the process of critical inquiry into practice and by broadening their organisation’s 

approach to their work in the community. 

The evaluation supports the conclusion that maintaining the Circles of Professional 

Research Practice in some form will further capitalise upon the investment made in 

them as an effective, research-based approach to educational innovation and profes-

sional and organisational development in ACE. 

In drawing this and other conclusions, this section will review the interpretations made 

of the Circles and their effectiveness.  

Sustaining momentum  

The factors of greatest importance in the Circle’s effectiveness were ACFE’s funding 

support for the participation of individuals and organisations, the management of the 

Circles by ACE organisations and the skilled support of participants by the individual 

ACE managers. The degree of commitment shown by participants and their sponsoring 

organisations reflected the priority they accorded the Circles as a funded activity. Their 

continuing participation and their research activity was achieved by the skilled facilita-

tion of the ACE managers. 

The effectiveness of the Circles in round 1 was in effect ‘multiplied’ by the funding of a 

second—a momentum was created that ensured a wider impact on the participating 

individuals and organisations and the engagement of practitioners beyond the immedi-

ate Circle. 

What is needed to sustain the momentum created by the Circles over the longer term 

and to encourage the adoption of the action research model? Most participants inter-

viewed were emphatic that the Circles are not self-sustaining, despite evidence of 

research and continuing learning stimulated by Circle membership. 

The Circles were effective as a result of the specific factors that created them in their 

original form, as an innovation worthy of support. The momentum for action learning 

evident in the second round reflects the continuation of these conditions. The ‘experi-

mental effect’ of a strongly supported innovation cannot be ignored. 

It can be argued that the Circles were very cost-effective, measured in terms of the 

commitment of time and energy by participants beyond the notional compensation 

received. A relatively small project investment generated many hours of participant 

activity with material consequences for improved organisational and teacher practices. 

One could speculate that had a third round been funded, that the gains might have 

been even greater, though equally, this may have signalled that the Circles were less an 

innovation than a form of funded professional development activity—that they had 

become normalised, and might not have the same outcomes. The latter does not seem 

consistent with the reported experiences of action learning from the participants, and 

the high levels of motivation and commitment that were generated. 

The evidence warrants the conclusion that the wider adoption of the Circles concept and 

its further development would need to be supported by the ACFE Board. 
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Applying the Circle model more widely  

There is a good case for initiating a new phase of development of the Research Circles 

concept, but if this were to come about, it would need to avoid trying to replicate too 

closely the conditions that created the earlier experience.  Rather, a further develop-

ment would build on the understandings that have emerged about the success of the 

original concept. 

A new phase for the Circles would need to state the desired directions for their devel-

opment, and might include the following: 

• To maintain the commitment of organisations and individuals to the Circles of 

professional research practice as a change-management strategy in ACE 

• To develop the capability of selected ACE organisations to lead the further devel-

opment of Research Circles and make them organic to practice in ACE  

• To target the identified research issues more closely in future Circle activity.  

• To trial a simplified model of the Circles that is more integrated with professional 

development and builds in some relationship to formal qualifications for ACE pro-

fessionals 

A developmental approach could be more modest and targeted yet be as cost-effective 

as the earlier Circles. It would maintain most of the ‘success factors’ including ACFE 

funding but could consider modifying operating principles. The following suggests some 

possible directions: 

• A limited number of Circles would be funded annually for a set period, say, of 

three years to maximise the impact 

• Circles would be based in regions or clusters, not have a state-wide membership 

• Consortia of organisations would be invited to propose research issues that have 

been identified for investigation in their region or cluster. Collaboration and part-

nership of organisations would be promoted. 

• A lead organisation and ACE manager/facilitator would be nominated 

• Involvement of a university as a partner would be sought, though this involve-

ment would not necessarily be of the same order as the expert researchers re-

tained for the first Circles 

• Funding would again have a component directed to support ‘time and travel’ 

though costs would be less for regionally-based Circles  

• Reporting would focus on the objective of developing the Circles as self-sustaining 

model for change-management and professional development. 

These practical and policy considerations need to be viewed in the light of what can be 

said in summing up the manifest strengths of the Circle concept and its implementation 

in ACE. 

The conceptual model outlined in the earlier section sought to explain the Circle dynam-

ics.  There are perhaps three interconnected aspects—three significant interpretations of 

the Circle initiative—that suggest some of its broader implications for policy and practice 

in ACE. These are:  
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• The Circle as an engagement of practice with research and policy 

• The Circle as a mode of professional knowledge formation 

• The Circle as a means of organisational capacity-building 

Figure 6.1 indicates that these three functions or ‘meanings’ of the Circles are related to 

each other in a dynamic way. In brief, the engagement of practitioners with research 

and policy is a condition for the formation of new professional knowledge and expertise 

in the field. This production of new professional knowledge through engagement with 

research and policy is in turn a condition for the development of organisational capacity 

and a broadened role for ACE. It is also the case that the Circles facilitate the feedback 

of knowledge from organisations and professional expertise to the domains of research 

and policy via practitioner’s engagement with them. 

Figure 6.1   Engagement, professional knowledge and capacity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Circle as engagement with research and policy 

The model in Section 5 aimed to show how the Circles ‘created a nexus of research, 

policy and practice’ (in the words of the brief). It was suggested that its ‘negotiable 

space’ of collaborative inquiry makes possible the interaction of the three ‘domains’ and 

the production of new knowledge.   

The Circles made possible an engagement with research and policy by practitioners and 

organisations, and the creation of new knowledge as the result of their collaborative 

work.  This is not the ‘normal’ state of ACE practice, which may not have much access 

to the stimulus of research and policy ideas, especially in the case of sessional tutors. 

The Circles facilitated the integration of knowledge from each domain, including under-

standings of how research and practice relate, or how research has helped to illuminate 

policy in the Victorian ACE context. Such knowledge is embodied in the unique expertise 

of the expert researchers, a resource that the practitioners could draw on to develop 

their projects, generating new understandings of their own.  

But this productive interaction within the Circle needed to have what was termed the 

‘robust rationales’ that the original research made available for application to practice. 

The rationales serve to identify what the ‘problems’ are for practice—what strategies 

Engagement with 
research and policy 

Organisational 
capacity building 

Professional        
knowledge formation 
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will work to encourage men’s learning in ACE; or how to better understand teaching and 

learning practices and improve learner outcomes; or how participation is be widened by 

reaching particular groups. These are particular knowledges that the participants took 

away in the form of workable understandings and expanded professional perspectives.  

In this way the Circles answer the problem of how research is to be applied in ACE. It 

means having a robust and ‘applicable’ framework to apply as well as some means 

(through Circle interaction) of acting on the framework through inquiry into practice. 

This involves relating research knowledge to other professional understandings of policy 

and practice.  In the case of the Men’s learning Circle, the objective was more to gener-

ate knowledge of effective strategies from the group’s experience and from community 

research. 

The Circles as professional knowledge formation 

The evaluation has clearly demonstrated the potential for the Research Circles to de-

velop levels of expertise that will underwrite enhanced capability of ACE organisations 

to perform a broader social and economic role, consistent with the goals of the Minister-

ial Statement.  Participants attached the greatest significance to the Circles as promot-

ing professional networking and collaboration as a means of individual and 

organisational development.  

The Circles were effective in generating new knowledge, through application of research 

to practice. This achievement has great significance in view of current thinking about 

contemporary knowledge formation through learning in the workplace. It has implica-

tions for our understandings of the professional development of ACE practitioners, given 

the limitations set by the historical development of ACE and the problematic nature of 

professional knowledge and identity in the sector. 

The Circles generated knowledge but they also provided a powerful validation of exist-

ing professional knowledge, and this was certainly their main significance for many of 

the experienced professionals who contributed to their success. They represent an 

important potential avenue for enhancing and recognising the knowledge and skills of 

the ACE workforce.  

If creating new professional knowledge in ACE is a valid purpose, then an important 

issue to be considered is that of the linkage of the informal learning of the Circles to 

credit towards professional qualifications for those participants who desire this outcome.  

The challenge of the new work-based learning to educational institutions is how the new 

conditions of knowledge formation can be reconciled with traditional structures of aca-

demic study leading to professional qualifications in universities or TAFE institutes. 

It is desirable that ACE practitioners are able to have their workplace learning recog-

nised, where appropriate, by tertiary institutions. There is some potential to link partici-

pants in learning in the Circles with formal courses of academic study that may be 

relevant to ACE practitioners. This is a matter for negotiation at the individual level, as 

it is now. But it may be that a more formal approach can be made to universities with 

expertise in adult and vocational education to develop recognition of work-based learn-

ing in their programs. In this, the validity of the participatory action research model, 

and ACFE’s sponsoring of Circle participation, will be an important area of negotiation.  
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The professionalisation of the ACE workforce is a related issue. Not all practitioners will 

have an interest in or need for relevant qualifications, especially the more experienced 

core staff in larger organisations. But the theme of organisation renewal has its gen-

erational counterpart in the many younger practitioners that are entering the ACE field, 

particular through the VET programs.  The sustainable ACE goal implies a greater de-

gree of professionalisation and a commitment to developing professional expertise to 

assure viable ACE organisations in the future. The Circles can serve such ends very 

effectively. 

The Circles as organisational capacity building 

Professional knowledge formation is an important matter not only in itself, but for the 

building of organisational capacity in ACE. The two are inseparably linked, as they are in 

the framing of the sustainability strategies of the Ministerial Statement.  

Just as organisational capacity depends on professional expertise, so practitioners have 

the organisation as the context for their practice, with its limitations and possibilities. 

The Circles were very effective in working with this individual—organisational dynamic.  

It was noted how the sponsoring organisations engaged, more or less fully, with the 

opportunities that the Circles presented, among them many that are leaders in educa-

tional innovation in the sector.   

The evaluation revealed how the desire for organisational change motivated some 

organisations to grasp the Circles as an opportunity to advance the process. This in-

cluded some ACE organisations looking for renewal, with younger staff driven by the 

requirements of accredited training wanting to work on better systems.   

Just as the research provided ‘robust rationales’ for inquiry into practice, it can be 

argued that the Ministerial Statement provided a clear framework for organisations 

wishing to move in new directions. So, too, professional knowledge includes all of the 

expertise that is required to manage community organisations. Expertise in ACE in-

cludes policy knowledge and its applications to organisational practice, such as know-

ledge of strategies for widening participation, encouraging the learning of particular 

groups.   Thus the Circles made more visible the range of professional knowledge that is 

required to support sustainable ACE organisations. 

It is important to recognise how the Circles promoted professional networking as part of 

collaborative inquiry. In several organisations a key dynamic was the interaction be-

tween the participation of the individual and their colleagues in their sponsoring organi-

sation. Other colleagues were drawn into the Circles’ activities.  

In this way, the Circles worked to support their participants as change agents, and the 

process might be termed change-management were it not for the relative autonomy of 

the members in the research they pursued. In reality, the Circles worked as a catalyst 

for organisation capacity building in various ways—as practitioner research, as educa-

tional innovation and as a change-management.    
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Conclusion 

The Research Circles were successful because they created a unique space where par-

ticipants could investigate the relationships of practice to research and policy. Their 

‘negotiation’ of the Circle space gave them insight into knowledge relationships not 

normally available to practitioners. By promoting collaborative inquiry practice, they set 

up conditions for the formation of professional knowledge and expertise that is essential 

to building organisational capacity envisaged in the Ministerial Statement’s goals for 

sustainable ACE organisations able to take a broader community development role. 

The Circles were able to activate this key dynamic of professional knowledge formation 

and organisational capacity-building, by providing a means for ACE organisations to 

engage with research and policy. In this way, the Circles operated as an effective cata-

lyst for educational innovation and organisational development, in a way that is appro-

priate to community-owned and managed organisations. The Circles show change in 

relatively autonomous community agencies can be achieved in a coherent way, sup-

ported by research-based public policy frameworks. 

The evaluation also concluded that the Circles initiative was highly congruent with 

contemporary thinking about the formation of professional expertise through practice-

based inquiry as a form of workplace learning.  
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