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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  

 

 

 

In 2005, the Adult Community and Further Education (ACFE) Board adopted its Re-

search Strategy 2005-2007. This placed a high priority on realising practical benefits for 

ACE organisations from its high-level research in support of the goals of the Ministerial 

Statement on the Future Directions for ACE in Victoria.   

To achieve this, the Board supported the establishment of three Circles of Professional 

Research Practice that would be managed by ACE organisations and bring together 

university researchers and ACE practitioners to apply understandings from the research 

to their local context. Employing participatory action research, the Circle members 

investigated problems in three areas of the original research—encouraging men’s learn-

ing, applying the ACE Pedagogy framework and widening ACE participation in local 

communities. 

In 2007, the ACFE Board commissioned an evaluation of the Research Circles initiative 

to capture and conceptualise the Circle experience for participants, identify its out-

comes, benefits and impact and explore how the Circles operated as an approach to 

research-based innovation and organisational change consistent with the goals of the 

Ministerial Statement. The evaluation was to advise on sustaining the momentum for 

practitioner research generated by the Circles and applying the model more widely in 

ACE and beyond. 

The evaluation reviewed a wealth of documentation and sought information from par-

ticipants during site visits, consultations, personal interviews and surveys. It found that 

the Circles actively involved over 100 participants besides the researchers and facilita-

tors, and some 77 ACE organisations, or about 20% of all current regional providers. 

Further, these organisations were spread across both metropolitan and non-

metropolitan segments and across organisations of different sizes. This represents a 

significant leavening of practitioner-based action learning in ACE. 

The Circles resulted in a range of outcomes (see Figure 1 below) that are highly con-

gruent with the strategic directions of the Ministerial Statement: 

• Awareness of the Board’s research, including appreciating the frameworks that the 

research provides for understanding teaching and learning in ACE, researching 

community needs and developing 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 to promote men’s 

participation in learning; better meeting the needs of local 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-
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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, 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.  

Figure 1.   Twenty leading outcome statements (n=51) 

 
                                    *Significance score refers to the average of ratings for a statement multiplied by its  frequency of selection. 

 

The Circles were cost-effective in terms of the investment of time and energy by par-

ticipants beyond the notional compensation received, and the range of outcomes 

achieved for the modest resources applied. There was a multiplier effect, in that some 

ACE organisations added funds to support more staff to engage in collaborative pro-

jects, and many hours of professional development were generated beyond the Circles 

themselves.  

The cost-effectiveness of the Circles is not only about the resources directly supporting 

Circle participation. ACFE significantly capitalised on its investment in the original high-

level research and the support expressed among organisations for the idea indicates 

that there would be additional value in further Circle activity. 
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The evaluation found that a number of factors account for the success of the Research 

Circles initiative. 

• ACFE’s policy of autonomy for the development of the Circles by experienced man-

agers in leading ACE organisations, supported by funding that motivated organisa-

tions and individuals to give the project priority 

• The leadership of the ACE managers and the clear definition of the support role of 

the expert researchers, enabling effective support to the participants 

• The robust research frameworks that practitioners could readily apply to their 

situations, supported by the expert researchers’ wisdom and experience 

• The support of the ACE organisations that sponsored participants, a core of whom 

were leaders in organisational innovation, while others were seeking to move in new 

strategic directions or achieve organisational renewal 

• Structured activities that ensured clear expectations of participants and their fo-

cused involvement, effective interactions among participants and the best use of 

time of researchers 

• A flexible and informal approach to the adoption of action research methodology, 

with scope for experimentation and creativity, and an emphasis on practical rel-

evance rather than academic sophistication 

The key message is that the Research Circles were successful because they created a 

unique space where participants could investigate the relationships of practice to re-

search and policy. Their ‘negotiation’ of the Circle space gave them insight into know-

ledge 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. In doing so, the Circles 

assisted ACE organisations to become more sustainable and perform a broader com-

munity development role, as envisaged in the Ministerial Statement. 

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. The Circles operated as an effective catalyst for edu-

cational innovation and organisational development in a way that is appropriate to 

community-owned and managed organisations, demonstrating how change, supported 

by research-based public policy frameworks, can be achieved in a coherent way. 

The Circles experience was created by particular factors and in their absence the Circles 

have not been self-sustaining. Similar conditions would be needed to repeat their suc-

cess, and there was general support for further Circles activity. There are benefits in 

continuing to capitalise on ACFE’s research investment by resourcing their further 

development in strategic ways, including activities with a focus on local or regional 

issues. 
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1  I N T R O D U C T I O N  A N D  C O N T E X T  

 

 

 

The ACFE Research Strategy 2005-2007: Putting Research to Work was adopted by the 

Adult Community and Further Education (ACFE) Board in early 2005. It stated that a 

priority was ‘to realise the research investment to date’. It wanted to ensure that its 

recently commissioned high-level research would result in ‘practical benefits for ACE 

organisations’ in support of the goals of the Ministerial Statement on the Future Direc-

tions for ACE in Victoria.   

To achieve this, the Board provided support for the establishment of three Circles of 

Professional Research Practice. These were to be led by professional researchers and 

managed by ACE organisations, bringing together practitioners from across the sector. 

The completed research studies would provide the rationales for the work of these 

Circles. The three studies were: 

• Gender Segmentation in Small Rural Towns (Ballarat University); 

• The ACE Experience: Pedagogies for Life and Employment (Victoria University); 

• The ACE Longitudinal Study (University of Melbourne) 

The Circles of Professional Research Practice were designed to bring together interested 

ACE practitioners and their organisations to become more aware of one of these areas 

of research. They would need to interpret and apply its findings to their practice using 

some form of action research. Their Circle participation would be facilitated by re-

searchers who had worked on the commissioned studies, and by the Circle coordinators, 

who could assist them to work on projects which applied the research in their own ACE 

organisation.  

ACFE funded three Circles that ran from November 2005 to March 2006, and following 

their success, a second round from March to November 2006. The funding supported 

the managing ACE organisations, the involvement of the researchers and the practition-

ers whose participation was sponsored by their ACE organisations.  

In 2007, ACFE resolved to evaluate the Circles initiative, aiming to:  

• capture and conceptualise the research model in a way that can be shared in 

education research, policy and practice circles 

• examine to what extent the initiative has met its objectives and identify any unin-

tended outcomes 

• explore how it has supported the implementation of policy – in particular the four 

strategies in the Ministerial Statement Future Directions for ACE in Victoria  
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• document the benefits of the Circle initiative for the Board, the participating ACE 

organisations, practitioners and researchers 

• assess the actual and/or likely impact on learning outcomes in ACE 

• capture and evaluate the experience for Circle managers, researchers and Circle 

members  

• assess the cost effectiveness of the initiative 

• explore (inter alia) how the Research Circle model creates a nexus between pol-

icy, practice and research [and its effectiveness as] a mechanism to cre-

ate/support change and improvement in practice in the context of public policy 

• explore how best to sustain the momentum and activity generated around re-

search 

• provide advice on broader application of the model for the Board, future options 

and ways to share the model with a range of audiences within ACE and beyond. 

(Project Brief, Appendix 1) 

This introduction to the Circle evaluation will describe the Circle concept in the context 

of ACE policy in Victoria, outline the evaluation methodology and summarise the content 

of the report.  

The ACE policy context 

Good strategic research has become crucial to the positioning of the ACE sector. Since 

the first Senate Report (1991) and the early years of training reform there has been an 

expectation that the sector demonstrate its claimed outcomes and achievements. 

In Victoria, ACE has achieved an important place in the State’s policy framework for 

meeting the ‘adult learning challenge’ and making Victoria an ‘innovation economy’.  

The Ministerial Statement: Future Directions for ACE in Victoria outlined four strategies 

to support a broader role through expanded community partnerships, widening partici-

pation by specific groups and developing sustainable organisations. Government would 

invest in the sector to assist it to achieve these goals (Ministerial Statement, 2005).  

National trends have given further significance to these directions, with the Council of 

Australian Government’s national reform agenda to increase workforce participation and 

productivity. The recent DEST Discussion Paper (2006) has emphasised the ‘engage-

ment function’ of community organisations and their capacity to contribute to these 

goals.  

The Ministerial Statement led to a strategic research program to support the new direc-

tions. The research addressed some key challenges—the need to establish the outcomes 

and pathways from ACE programs, particularly for under-represented client groups (the 

University of Melbourne longitudinal study); how organisations can contribute through 

leadership to strengthening communities (University of Ballarat, learning in a small rural 

community); and how pedagogical and curriculum innovation can strengthen the capa-

bility of ACE organisations to perform their broader role (Victoria University, pedagogies 

for life and employability). 
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However, strategic research needs to do more than inform policy. As the the ACFE 

Research Strategy 2005-2007 clearly envisaged, research needs to have impact on 

professional practice and support organisational capacity building and educational 

innovation. For the impact of research to be maximised, more is required than a passive 

‘research dissemination’ model. 

The ACFE Circles of Professional Research Practice initiative was designed to achieve 

innovation through a dialogic process among professionals, bringing together research-

ers, managers, policy experts to inquire into their practice and consciously work with 

change processes.  

The Circle concept 

To implement its vision of strategic research ‘put to work’, the ACFE Research Strategy 

outlined a concept of  ‘Circles of Professional Research Practice’. It stated that— 

This emphasis will contribute to extending the capability of ACE practitioners to 

use high level research, to apply its findings, and, where appropriate, undertake 

research of their own that will assist ACE organisations to provide innovative and 

responsive learning environments for their communities.   

It spoke of the Circles as ‘a mechanism to support implementation of the findings of 

high level research to date at a regional and local level ‘ and stated that— 

This initiative is 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 Minister-

ial Statement.  

The aims of the Circles were to:  

• provide opportunities for interested ACE practitioners and organisations to come 

together to raise awareness of relevant research, to apply research outcomes to 

their own situations and to learn good research practice applicable in ACE oper-

ational settings; 

• provide an action research model that can be continued within the ACE sector 

on its own initiative for its own purposes; and 

• contribute to the ACE sector’s collective capability to better meet the goals 

within the Ministerial Statement and reflect on the outcomes and the use of this 

for continuous improvement at a local level       (Research Strategy). 

It was intended that the Circles would entail ‘two main kinds of activity’—learning about 

research from the researchers and other members and then applying the learning in 

practical ways that produce outcomes for learners. ‘Applying learning’ was defined as 

designing strategies in the light of identified local needs; developing partnerships with 

other community agencies to assist in their achievement; and following their implemen-

tation, reflecting on the outcomes of the strategies and their implications.  

Sections 3 and 4 of this report will examine how this concept of the Circles developed as 

it was implemented by the three managing ACE organisations. 
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Rationale for the Circles evaluation 

The objectives of the project brief (see above, and Appendix 1) can be summed up as 

indicating four main directions for the Circles evaluation:  

• ‘to capture and conceptualise the research model in a way that can be shared in 

education research, policy and practice circles’, and in particular, capture and ev-

aluate the experience for Circle managers, researchers and Circle members  

• to examine to what extent the initiative has met its objectives, identify outcomes 

and document the benefits of the Circle for the parties involved, and assess its im-

pact on learning outcomes in ACE and cost effectiveness 

• to explore how the Research Circle operates as a model of change-management and 

improvement in practice in the context of public policy, and to assess what the 

Circles model illuminates about the nature of applied and action-research, its ben-

efits and its application to university-based programs that engage community 

• to explore how best to sustain the momentum and activity generated around re-

search and provide advice on broader application of the model for the Board, future 

options and ways to share the model with a range of audiences within ACE and be-

yond. 

Thus, the primary challenge of the project was to do justice to the richness and com-

plexity of the Circle experience. This was accomplished by taking an interpretive ap-

proach that explored participants’ understandings of the Circle experience, informed by 

site visits, consultations and interviews with participants.  

To address the second challenge of assessing Circle outcomes and benefits, the project 

aimed to develop robust frameworks for the analysis of Circle process and outcomes, 

informed by the extensive documentation of the Circles and the relevant literature. This 

is reflected in the later conceptual chapters of the report. It has been important, for 

example, to understand the scope of ‘practice’ in a broad way—beyond pedagogy, as 

including organisational culture and strategy, networking and professional relationship, 

and policy process—and to appreciate the special conditions of practice that influence 

the nature of professional knowledge and expertise in ACE. 

A third challenge is to identify ‘what worked’ in implementation of the Circles concept as 

a form of participatory action research and a form of educational innovation and 

change-management. The report identifies the factors that account for the success of 

the initiative and draws out some underlying themes—in particular, how ‘practice’ 

relates to professional knowledge and expertise and how this is modified through expo-

sure to the professional perspectives of others.  

Finally, the evaluation was challenged to speak of the future application of the Circles 

concept to the ACE context and beyond. The report addresses the question of how the 

Circles ‘created a nexus between policy, research and practice’ and proposes a concep-

tual model of the Circles as a ‘negotiable space’ acting as a catalyst to produce new 

professional knowledge through the interaction of the three domains. 

The discussion examines the implications of such issues as the expertise of researchers 

and managers, the facilitation of learning about research and the potential of the Circles 

to catalyse change through the accommodation of practitioners’ perspectives. The 

report notes the congruence of the Circle concept with contemporary thinking about 

professional expertise and modes of knowledge production. 
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Methodology 

The evaluation took an interpretive approach, employing a methodology drawing on 

traditions of interpretivist social theory stretching back to social phenomenology (Schutz  

1968, Berger and Luckmann, 1967), symbolic interactionism (Bulmer 1969, Reynolds 

2003) ethnomethodology (Garfinkel 1969, Heritage 1984), educational ethnography 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1983) and various forms of qualitative research in education 

(Le Compte, Milroy and Preissle 1992). Interpretivism, together with practitioner-based 

inquiry, has found strong expression in adult education and training (McIntyre and 

Grudens-Schuck 2004).1    

Evaluation in this tradition is illuminative—it seeks to develop an authentic account of 

the educational experience, particularly by building on the richness and complexity of 

participants’ understandings. The evaluation ‘deepens’ over time, moving from under-

standing the ‘objective situation’ of the Circles (the structures set up, their rationales, 

the activities designed and expected outcomes etc) to explore the ‘subjective meanings’ 

of the participants (their perspectives, or understandings, beliefs, values about their 

educational practice).  

This approach used the available documentation, including the original research and 

their rationales for Circle activities and the extensive reports by facilitators on Circle 

activities, outcomes and participants’ projects. Through site visits and consultations, it 

sought to understand the contexts of practice (situations or settings) that participants 

identified as areas for research and the activities they pursued in their projects. It 

sought to understand the structuring of Circle processes, the activities that were 

planned and realised, and the networks and professional relationships that were defined 

or developed as a result. 

Finally, it aimed to understand the perspectives that participants bring to the process 

from their professional roles (researcher, centre manager, teacher/tutor, bureaucrat) 

and how these changed or developed as a result of the activities. It explored their per-

ceptions of the Circle processes, the factors in their efficacy and the perceived outcomes 

and benefits for themselves and their organisations.  

The project was planned in five phases from May to August 2007 and involved wide 

consultation through site visits, consultations and individual interviews in person and by 

telephone with researchers, managers and practitioner members of the Circles. The five 

phases were:  

• Phase 1. Document review and planning. This reviewed the considerable amount of 

material produced by the Circles, including research reports and Circle evaluations. 

It involved further project planning (participants identified, site visits and consulta-

tions planned, evaluation tools developed and record-keeping set up).  

• Phase 2. Site visits and facilitator interviews. This phase comprised in-depth inter-

views with researchers and managers/facilitators. They were completed during site 

visits, which clarified conceptual issues and helped develop an approach to out-

                                                

1   Interpretivist inquiry questions the application of the natural science model to social research, 
leading to considerable debate within the traditions about methodological issues. These are dis-
cussed in many places, including Le Compte et al 1992). For an account of research issues aris-
ing from an interpretive method, see McIntyre (1998). 
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comes classification. (The Facilitator Interview schedule can be found in Appendix 

2). The Reference Group met for the first time (progress report, June 2007) 

• Phase 3. Participant interviews. Structured interviews with individuals, in person 

and by telephone and email explored the main evaluation issues emerging in the 

evaluation (Participant Interview, Appendix 1). Selected telephone interviews were 

written up in the form of vignettes and incorporated in the writing of Circle case 

studies. Data on Circle outcomes was collected using the Outcomes Statements 

checklist (Appendix 2, discussed in Section 5). The Reference Group met for the 

second time (draft report, July 2007) 

• Phase 4. Case studies and participant feedback. This phase focussed on the report 

of the evaluation, the writing of case studies and analytical chapters, and the ongo-

ing collection of outcomes data from participants. Vignettes produced from the 

interviews were sent to participants for comment.  

• Phase 5. Final report and presentation. The final report was reviewed by four ‘criti-

cal friends’ representing researcher, manager, and organisational and participant 

perspectives. An academic journal article was prepared from submission to a 

national journal.  The Reference Group met for the third time (final report, Septem-

ber 2007) 

Overview of the report 

Section 2 outlines the rationale for the Research Circles and some of the influences on 

its development, including the nature of professional practice in ACE in the context of 

the Ministerial Statement. It examines recent thinking and debate about the participa-

tory action research tradition as an approach to professional development for educa-

tional practitioners. 

Section 3 comprises three Circle case studies, drawing on the evaluation reports and 

weaving into each study accounts of the participants’ experiences based on the inter-

views—their Circle stories. The approach is descriptive, laying a foundation for the 

analytical sections that will follow.  

Section 4 examines the implementation of the concept. It reviews the design of the 

initiative to meet its stated objectives and determines what factors have contributed to 

their strengths and limitations and affected their impact. 

Section 5 is an analysis of Circle outcomes, examining the degree to which the Research 

Circles initiative met its objectives. It presents data drawn from the responses of par-

ticipants to the Outcomes Statements checklist. 

Section 6 is a conceptual chapter that draws together the themes of the previous sec-

tions and presents a conceptual model of the Circle as a ‘negotiable space’ at the inter-

section of practice, research and policy knowledge. It seeks to illuminate the efficacy of 

the Circles as a means of educational innovation and change management. 

Section 7 is a concluding discussion that explores the future applications of the Circle 

concept in ACE and its implications for the formation of professional expertise in ACE. 
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A note on terminology 

The term Research Circles, or simply Circles, is used as a short form of Circles of Pro-

fessional Research Practice. Short titles for each of the three Circles are employed 

throughout. 

• The Circle managed by the Continuing Education and Arts Centre of Alexandra 

(CEACA) with University of Ballarat researchers is referred to as Men’s Learning. 

• The Circle managed by the Sandy Beach Community Centre with the Victoria Uni-

versity researchers is known as the ACE Pedagogy Circle. 

• The Circle managed by Preston Reservoir Adult Community Education with the 

University of Melbourne researchers is referred to as ACE Connects Circle. 

The three Circles are numbered in the data tables and elsewhere as C1 (Men’s Learn-

ing), C2 (ACE Pedagogy) and C3 (ACE Connects). The two rounds of Circles in succes-

sive years are treated as phases of the one experience, on the basis of the continuing 

role of researchers, managers and some ACE organisations.  
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2  P R O F E S S I O N A L  P R A C T I C E  I N  A C E  

 

 

 

The concept ‘Circle of Professional Research Practice’ makes many assumptions about 

the nature of  ‘ACE practice’ and about the professional knowledge and identity of ACE 

practitioners.   

It is necessary to examine these assumptions and set the Circle concept in its wider 

context and background. Three aspects are explored: 

• The nature of professional practice in ACE in the context of the Ministerial State-

ment and its objective of developing sustainable ACE organisations  

• Recent thinking and debate about the concept of practice and its application to 

professional work in education 

• The participatory action research tradition as an approach to professional devel-

opment for educational practitioners 

 

Professional practice in the ACE context 

Practice in ACE is diverse—there is a great variety of teaching and tutoring roles, of 

curriculum and assessment responsibilities, and indeed management roles, than there is 

in the formal education system. This reflects the historical development of ACE organi-

sations as community-owned and community-managed entities.  

Diversity of practice 

This breadth of practice may be represented by four domains or fields (Table 2.1). 

Practice most obviously refers to the domain of pedagogy, the teaching and learning 

practices of individual teachers and tutors. Four dimensions of pedagogy were identified 

in the ACE Pedagogy Framework—the teacher, teaching, the curriculum and the context 

(Sanguinetti, Waterhouse and Maunders 2004).  

However, practice extends beyond pedagogy to encompass the work that ACE co-

ordinators and managers do in the context of organisational culture and strategy—

setting strategic directions for the organisation, promoting the organisation within the 

local community, developing and marketing of programs and services and fostering the 

ACE ethos and culture. 

Beyond the individual teaching/learning context and the ACE organisational context are 

sites of practice that generate knowledge and understanding about networking and 

professional relationships. This field includes professional development activities organ-

ised by providers, as well as the informal connections practitioners make in the absence 

of an institutionalised career structure and its workplace learning opportunities.  
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Table 2.1. Fields of practice in ACE 

Pedagogy        
(individual 
practitioner focus) 

Organisational 
culture and strategy 

Networking and 
professional 
relationship  

Policy process in 
region and sector  

Teacher 

Teaching 

Curriculum 

Place 

Organisational 
leadership 

Client Identification 

Marketing Programs  

ACE culture and 
ethos 

Informal linkages 
among individuals 

Organised cluster 
activities 

Provider 
partnerships 

Organisational 
strategy setting 

Local initiatives 

Strategic policy 
implementation 

 

This field of practice is particularly significant for the evaluation, since it is clear that the 

Circles were constituted as a ‘networked’ site for practice, a context where practitioners 

from different organisations could come together and engage in dialogic inquiry, ad-

dressing the isolation often experienced by staff. 

Finally, policy process is a field of practice with specialised knowledges, though this may 

not widely recognised even by those who engage in it. Policy process can occur in the 

organisation, for example, in setting strategic directions or responding to changed 

policy or funding settings at a regional and State level. The educational policy literature2 

has explored in some depth the way policy is enacted by ‘policy actors’, including those 

conducting commissioned research for government. The high level research commis-

sioned by ACFE is an example of ‘research-for-policy’ where researchers are part of a 

policy process and contribute to policy knowledge. 

The variability of practice in ACE 

The third strategy of the Ministerial Statement is ‘to enhance the sustainability of ACE 

organisations’ and achieve outcomes such as ‘stronger community-based adult educa-

tion organisations through better business, management, governance, workforce and 

volunteer practices’ and ‘increased skills of ACE teachers, tutors and trainers’. 

This challenges the sector to find ways to promote high levels of expertise in the core 

ACE workforce through cost-effective professional development. The main intent of the 

Research Circles was to enhance and improve the professional knowledge of practition-

ers through their application of high-level research to practical problems in everyday 

contexts. 

A key issue in meeting this challenge is the variability of professional knowledge in the 

ACE workforce. This is due to the differences in the size and capability of Victorian ACE 

providers. Staff profiles and job descriptions can vary considerably, work is less gov-

erned by standardised employment conditions and career paths are less defined. More-

over, there are forms of practice typical of service delivery in community-based 

organisations, and educational practice may overlap with community development 

work. This influences ACE professional expertise in several ways: 

                                                
2  E.g Ball (1990), Marginson (1993), Hammersley (2004) and McIntyre & Wickert (2000). 
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• The ACE workforce is not fully professionalised, though the gradual integration of 

ACE into the national training system has led to greater professionalisation of 

some areas of practice 

• ACE is not characterised by highly institutionalised knowledge-management sys-

tems, professional identities and role relationships. The identity of ACE teachers 

and tutors is not often defined by formal qualifications or credentialed expert 

knowledge found in formal education 

• ACE organisations, as community agencies, perform a variety of social functions 

besides knowledge transmission, and they do so through a culture of voluntary 

participation. Their knowledge systems are ‘socially distributed’, less formalised 

and more open in their boundaries with other social systems (Solomon and McIn-

tyre 2000).  This gives the sector its flexibility and community responsiveness, 

but its also leads to variability in skills and expertise  

The question then, is how ACE is to build its organisational capacity, if not through the 

development of its core educational and administrative staff and its part-time and 

sessional workforce. How can this development reach those with only a marginal asso-

ciation with an ACE organisation and limited professional identities? 

These considerations point to a key issue for the evaluation—the Circles’ potential to 

promote professional knowledge formation in the ACE workforce. 

Recent thinking about the concept of practice 

The contemporary literature about ‘practice’ has much to say about the development of 

professional knowledge through ‘researching practice’. Brown (2003) describes at least 

six conceptions of practice that are influencing thinking about the professional develop-

ment of VET practitioners.  

Among these, the most relevant to this study is the leading work of Kemmis and 

McTaggart (2000).  Kemmis and McTaggart together with others of the ‘Deakin school’  

have been very influential in developing theoretically robust accounts of the role of 

participatory action research in developing professional practice, challenging the ortho-

dox view that scientific research alone can provide solutions to educational problems 

(see Carr and Kemmis 1986).  

Kemmis and McTaggart outline a number of traditions of researching educational prac-

tice. They review how educational practice has been researched, first through a domi-

nant ‘objectivist’ and scientific paradigm of inquiry that focused on measuring practice 

as behaviours and performances. The inadequacies of scientific inquiry were challenged 

by ‘subjectivist’ research originating in interpretive sociology that sought to acknow-

ledge that practice is situational and ‘inter-subjectively constructed’ by the meanings 

and values of participants in those situations.  The subjectivist tradition, employing 

interpretive methodologies such as ethnography, currently finds expression in ‘social 

constructivist’ views of education. But Kemmis and McTaggart describe further tradi-

tions that understand the objective and subjective aspects of practice as embedded in 

social-historical frameworks that structure the forms of practice and their meanings. 

Hence the view of a critical educational science (Carr and Kemmis 1986) that proposes 

practitioners can be empowered through critical inquiry, deepening their understanding 

of practice and developing their capacity for more conscious and ethical professional 

action.  
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Kemmis and McTaggart’s account is helpful in several ways.  

• An adequate concept of practice needs to account for both the objective condi-

tions of practice and the situational meanings through which the participants con-

struct their practice—understandings of practice that are mutually shaped 

through collegial interaction 

• The depth and breadth of an ACE practitioner’s professional knowledge may be 

heavily dependent on the scope of their situations of practice and the extent of 

their participation in an ACE organisation 

• The historical development of ACE has powerfully shaped both the objective work 

situations and the distinctive meanings that ACE practitioners give them—the tra-

dition and culture of ACE practice 

Expertise and professional knowledge formation 

Other concepts of practice have application to ACE. In Australia, new thinking has been 

driven by decades of education and training reform, and the shift away from traditional 

curriculum to competency-based training has stimulated debate about the nature of 

expertise and its development in the workplace. One focus has been the changes that 

occur as the professional moves ‘from novice to expert’ are marked by a shift from 

behaviour that is more rule-governed to more holistic and strong evaluative approaches 

involving the exercise of professional judgement (Daley 1999, 2001). 

Recent work (Billet 2001, Beckett and Hager 2002) has examined the way that know-

ledge is brought into play by the objective situations of professional practice in an 

occupation, leading to significant debate about the appropriate models for professional 

preparation amidst the changed conditions for knowledge formation in the contempo-

rary workforce. There is a strong thread in current thought rejecting the time-honoured 

‘front end model’ of professional education, and challenging the dominance of technical 

knowledge as a basis for professional decisions and so on. Knowledge formation is now 

being understood as embedded in practice-based workplace learning—under conditions 

that are organic and holistic, contextual and experience based, and usually, collabor-

ative and collegial. Expertise, such as higher-order problem solving, is seen as forged in 

the heat of practical action (Becket and Hager 2002).  

Such conceptions of expertise are argued even more expansively in terms of new condi-

tions of contemporary knowledge production beyond the university and its traditional 

frameworks of disciplinary knowledge. These developments are challenging traditional 

models of professional preparation. Gibbons et al (1994) distinguish between Mode 1 

and Mode 2 modes of knowledge, where Mode 1 is related to the strongly normative 

conditions of disciplinary knowledge and Mode 2 is knowledge produced in the context 

of application in contemporary workplaces through relationships between universities, 

public sector organisations and corporations.  Mode 2 knowledge is produced through 

collaboration of research specialists, tends to be transdisciplinary and disseminated and 

validated through communication networks other than scholarly channels.  It represents 

a ‘socially-distributed knowledge production system’ (Gibbons et al, 1994).  

Current debates about contemporary knowledge formation have much to contribute to 

thinking about professional practice in ACE. They have raised the status of ‘working 

knowledge’ and spawned new models of workplace-based learning leading to profes-

sional preparation and academic qualification (Symes and McIntyre 2000). The thinking 
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behind the Research Circles is highly consistent with new understandings about how 

expert knowledge is formed and validated through professional experience. 

One may question how far it is possible to apply the ‘new knowledge’ paradigm to ACE 

and its largely part-time workforce. The new conceptions of expertise assume a con-

temporary workplace characterised by a high degree of interaction around project-

based work by full-time salaried professionals, and collaborative relationships of enter-

prises, government and educational institutions.  

From this point of view, the fundamental issue addressed by the Research Circles is that 

of professional knowledge formation in ACE.  Professional knowledge and expertise is 

key to developing the sustainability of ACE organisations. What this requires is a high 

degree of collegial interaction within and between ACE organisations to overcome the 

isolation that is experienced by a largely part-time workforce. 

Communities of practice 

A further strand in the thinking that lies behind the Research Circles concept is sug-

gested by the aims as expressed in the Research Strategy—their design as a means ‘to 

enhance sustainability of adult community education provision through establishing and 

supporting communities of practice and communities of interest around key areas of 

research’.  

The ‘communities of practice’ literature is highly consistent with the new thinking about 

knowledge sharing and knowledge production through workplace learning (Wenger, 

1998).  Wenger outlines four dimensions of the social learning that occurs in a com-

munity of practice—meaning, practice, community and identity. These correspond to 

learning as experience, doing, belonging and becoming respectively.  There is a symbi-

otic relationship between the collective knowledge and wisdom and the individual mem-

ber’s developing capacities.  

Again, this formulation of practice draws attention to dialectic relationship of the objec-

tive situations of practice and the subjective meanings that practitioners develop and 

modify as they ‘enact’ their practice. The concept draws attention to the processes that 

lead a group of practitioners to define themselves as belonging to a community with a 

distinctive professional culture and shared expertise. A crucial point is that the devel-

opment of professional practice and its meanings is also a process of formation of 

professional identity.  

The notion of a professional identity is therefore at the heart of the ‘community of 

practice’ concept—with the implication that through participation in the group, that 

professional identity may be strengthened.  Dialogue is the means by which participants 

construct both their shared understandings about practice and their professional iden-

tity.  

The association between professional knowledge formation and the formation of profes-

sional identity is an important insight into the potential impact of the Research Circles 

on ACE practitioners. 

Participatory action research  

The original concept was carefully defined as a Circle of Professional Research Practice—

that is, primarily as a means to develop the research skills of its members.  In this, the 
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concept clearly drew on the experience of the ACE Pedagogy research and its demon-

stration of the potential for participatory action research to strengthen educational work 

in ACE. 

The Circle concept is grounded in this tradition, and its implementation drew freely on 

its various strands. 

The work of Kemmis and McTaggart and the Deakin school in leading scholarship in this 

area has already been mentioned.  The Deakin school has popularised  ‘action research’ 

as a ‘spiral’ where ‘moments’ of planning, acting, observing and reflecting follow each 

other in a series of cycles as the practitioner-researcher works through a problem. In 

this formulation, collaboration is a defining characteristic. Action research must be 

participatory if it is to be more than technical improvement. The rationale for this is 

found in and the Habermasian critical theory and its account of ‘knowledge-constitutive 

interests’  (see Carr and Kemmis, 1986). 

This formulation directs attention to what action research can achieve in ‘applying 

research’ to practitioners’ situations, suggesting there are different orders of change 

and different orders of professional knowledge that can be produced. Each interest 

drives inquiry in a given direction and results in knowledge of a particular kind, and 

each has been associated with paradigms of social inquiry (the positivist, interpretive 

and critical paradigms).3 

• Application may reflect the ‘technical interest’—motivating inquiry that can en-

hance control over the social environment. This interest has been associated with 

the scientific paradigm in educational research, and might be discerned in the de-

sire of participants to improve skill or technique, by acquiring better teaching and 

learning approaches, improving promotional brochures or (perhaps) following the 

steps to secure status as a registered training organisation  

• The ‘practical interest’ (or communicative interest) can drive inquiry, through a 

desire to ground and expand the understanding of self and others in social life. 

This interest is reflected in hermeneutic inquiry that emphasises the interpreta-

tion of socio-cultural meanings through which social reality is ‘constructed’. It 

might be expressed in a participant’s desire to explore and develop the rationales 

for their pedagogy, or to inquire into their organisational culture and strategy, or 

to investigate the perceptions and needs of the community, or to explore mean-

ings of ACE policy for their organisation 

• The ‘emancipatory interest’ would be expressed through inquiry that seeks to 

overcome the limitations of current thinking and practice and to change unjust or 

irrational modes of being and social life. Outcomes resulting from this motivation 

may be more difficult to identify, but they can include collaborative work in order 

to change accepted or limited organisational culture, to create new conditions for 

effective action—and also, to critique and examine the ideas and theories that lie 

behind practice 

The summary of participatory action research provided in the original ACE Pedagogy 

research (Sanguinetti et al 2004) is a clear statement of the methodology later applied 

in the Circles.  

                                                
3  There is an extensive literature in educational research alone, with the adult education field 

having a significant body of work in its own right. See Foley (2004). 
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The participatory action research paradigm is, however, more diverse than the critical 

action research model. Adult education itself has a long tradition of activist and partici-

patory research, including the North American, which emphasises community–based 

activist research as empowering participants (Selener 1992, Deshler and Grudens-

Schuck 2000, McIntyre and Grudens-Schuck 2002).  In this, the community rather than 

the educational institution (the school) is the context for action. 

As the case studies in Section 3 will show, the Circles were able to draw on the diverse 

ideas encompassed by ‘action research’ through the medium of the university re-

searcher members, who contributed their understandings of professional research 

practice in these terms. Two examples may be mentioned: a Circle presentation by 

Peter Waterhouse that reviewed the rich array of ideas for researching practice (Water-

house 2005) and the overview of theories of action research written by Mike Brown as 

part of  the Men’s Learning Circle report.  

Conclusion 

This section has explored the concept of a Circle of Professional Research Practice as it 

reflects contemporary thinking about the development of professional expertise and the 

ascendancy of the practitioner action research model. 

It has suggested the complexity of the apparently simple construct of ‘practice’ in ACE 

and emphasised the need to acknowledge how the historical development of ACE sets 

certain limits for the development of professional knowledge and identity. 

The Research Circles concept, in its design and mode of operation is highly consistent 

with a number of strands of thinking about professional practice. These include a new 

emphasis on professional learning that is situated or ‘practice-based’ and debates about 

the contemporary conditions of professional knowledge formation that challenge tradi-

tional models of professional preparation.  

The Circle concept is highly consistent with that of ‘communities of practice’, highlight-

ing how the formation of professional knowledge and identity occur through dialogic 

processes and collaborative work.  

Finally, the Circle concept is grounded in well-established tradition of participatory 

action research in education, a tradition rich in theoretical ideas suggesting how profes-

sional practice can be researched. 

In summary, the discussion has identified that a fundamental issue for the evaluation of 

the Research Circles is their potential to promote professional knowledge formation in 

ACE through greater collegial interaction within and between ACE organisations—

perhaps the key factor that will underwrite the sustainability of ACE organisations 

desired by the Ministerial Statement on the Future Directions of ACE.  
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3  T H R E E  C I R C L E  C A S E  S T U D I E S  

 

 

 

To capture and conceptualise the Research Circles experience needs a holistic approach 

that can do justice to their richness and complexity and convey their innovative nature. 

This section presents three case studies, drawing on the Circle reports and evaluation 

interviews and weaving into each study accounts of the participants’ experiences—their 

Circle stories. The approach is descriptive, laying a foundation for the analytical sections 

that will follow.  

Three Circles of Professional Research Practice were established and ran from November 

2005 to March 2006, with a second round of activity with different participants from 

March to November 2006. In each case, an ACE organisation was selected to manage 

the project, appointing a Circle coordinator to recruit participants from sponsoring ACE 

organisations, arrange the involvement of the researchers, administer the funding and 

report to ACFE on their progress.  

The intention was to bring together the authors of the three commissioned studies with 

ACE practitioners interested in learning about the research and applying it to their local 

situation, using some form of action research. Their participation was jointly facilitated 

by the researchers and Circle managers.  

Each Circle drew members from across the ACFE regions and about equally from metro-

politan and non-metropolitan areas—over 100 practitioners, representing managers, 

coordinators and teaching staff from over 75 organisations.  The participants carried out 

action research projects in the three areas of the strategic research, with each Circle 

determining its own modus operandi.  

The Men’s Learning Circle, managed by Rowena Naufal of the Centre for Continuing 

Education and the Arts, Alexandra, worked on strategies for increasing men’s participa-

tion in ACE organisations and defining better opportunities for their learning. The ACE 

Pedagogy Circle, managed by Judy Bissland of Sandybeach Centre, Sandringham, 

applied the ACE Pedagogy Framework in various ways—encouraging reflection on teach-

ing and learning practices, examining how generic skills can be fostered and creating 

more conducive learning environments. The ACE Connects Circle, based on the ACE 

Longitudinal Study research, was managed by Libby Barker of Preston Reservoir Adult 

and Community Education and explored ways to promote participation by groups not 

currently using ACE. 

The case studies are structured in several sections: 

• Appreciation of the primary research. A succinct account of the primary research 

and its background.   

• Structuring the Circle. How the researchers and managers structured the Circle, 

setting expectations, designing activities and creating a group culture supportive 

of action learning and inquiry into practice. 
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• Development of Circle activities. Developments that occurred over the two 

Rounds of the Circles, and the activities felt to be most effective. 

• Participants and their projects. Impressionistic accounts of selected participants’ 

experiences are woven into the case study to illustrate emerging themes.  

Circle 1:  Men’s Learning 

Appreciation: research themes 

The research agenda for men’s learning emerges from the very success of the historical 

project to develop appropriate adult learning and community services for women, 

particularly through the neighbourhood house movement. 

During the 1990s better participation data made it apparent that despite its commit-

ment to re-engaging adult learners, the sector had some work to do in reaching those 

groups facing difficulties in gaining access to appropriate opportunities—to widen its 

participation profile.  

That ‘men are typically only occasional users and marginally attached to ACE’ (Golding 

2005) is more acute a problem in small rural towns where there may be no formal 

educational opportunities aside from ACE. Because the ACE context is feminised in 

many respects, men’s preference is to learn where they socialise in a range of voluntary 

organisations and sporting clubs. 

The report ‘Men’s learning through ACE and community involvement in small rural 

towns’ drew on survey data to contrast the culture and provision of ACE with the learn-

ing needs and preferences expressed by groups of rural men, exploring the cultural and 

other factors that discourage their participation in ACE and documenting the nature of 

their disadvantage. 

The report suggested a number of issues for action: developing strategies for increasing 

the inclusiveness of men; considering incentives to encourage men’s involvement in 

ACE organisations; recognising the place and value of gender specific initiatives; dis-

seminating more information about men’s learning needs and preferences; and support-

ing alternative contexts and venues to encourage learning opportunities for ‘hard-to-

reach’ adults.  

Structuring the Circle  

The Circle facilitators managed the establishment phase with a nicely judged balance of 

openness and structure—keeping the exploration of men’s learning quite open-ended 

yet giving the participants clear expectations about their activities. 

Four parameters to guide activity were defined: research, both formal inquiries and 

informal information gathering; fostering at least one significant partnership with a 

group or association; sharing and communication among the group and their networks, 

and promotion of ACE and the men’s learning project. 

The working definition of ‘research’ was that of investigating community needs by going 

out into the community, gathering information and learning about men’s learning needs 

‘through as many avenues as possible’—a form of community-based action research. In 

many ways, this could be seen as continuing the original research into men’s learning 



23 

E v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  C i r c l e s  o f  P r o f e s s i o n a l  R e s e a r c h  P r a c t i c e  

by fostering a participatory research approach among the members. This open attitude 

led to a decision to expand the Circle’s brief— 

to include the encouragement of men’s learning beyond ACE. It was felt that by 

encouraging all interested participants, including those learning through volun-

teering in community-based organisations, that more original and useful strat-

egies might be developed. Instead of ACE trying to make the target group of 

men fit our requirements in ACE, we would find the needs of the group and look 

at ways to fit ACE into their current learning patterns. (Progress report, Nov 

2006).  

Consistent with this exploratory approach, the researchers discouraged any rush to 

develop strategies before community inquiries had taken place, keeping the focus on 

widening men’s participation in existing organisations—ACE providers and community 

organisations—not simply on establishing men’s sheds. Sheds were seen as a means to 

an end of increased participation. 

With this focus, the researchers were able to define a range of tasks for Circle members 

with a carefully chosen emphasis on getting them ‘out in to the community’ to discover 

how and where men were learning—in effect, they wanted them to practise the skills of 

community researchers. 

A key requirement was that they form a partnership with another community organisa-

tion. The assumption here was that it was not so much a matter of bringing people into 

ACE as going out into the community and strengthening the linkages with other organi-

sations and their learning venues and places. 

Developments over time 

There is evidence that there was a degree of development of the Circle process over the 

two rounds. In the second round, it proved very effective to emphasise site visits by an 

augmented research team, with the idea of establishing local clusters of participants 

where practicable. 

The ‘five steps’ methodology was consolidated in the second round. Participants were 

expected to—review the formal research on men’s learning; conduct community-based 

action research to identify local needs and apply the research to their situation; form 

one significant partnership with another organisation with a men’s focus; promote ACE 

and their centre as a place that includes men and develop a strategy to encourage more 

men into ACE. 

The second round ‘embraced the research role and promotion and awareness very 

strongly’ whereas the first had emphasised the formation of partnerships, so the agenda 

of community research shifted over time. There was a greater evidence of involvement 

beyond the ‘sponsored’ participant to the organisation as a whole. It is possible that this 

was reflecting a momentum generated by the ‘catalyst’ of the first round.   

Perhaps this Circle more than others regarded their work as an ongoing investigation. 

The final report of the first round reported in detail on the ‘key findings’ about new 

understandings reached about advancing the men’s learning agenda. These findings 

included comments on the issues that need to be taken into account. 

• The need for ACE to ‘reach out more directly to men’ through personal contact.  
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• The importance of food and cooking classes in an informal atmosphere.  

• The need to present and promote ACE using male images and voices.  

• Increasing the effectiveness of ACE through partnerships.  

• The need for alternative, informal venues appropriate to men.  

• The challenge for ACE to accommodate men’s sheds in an ACE setting. 

• Constructing learning activities so there is a pathway that starts at an accessible 

point and the challenge of finding funding to support this.  

• Men’s learning requires a cultural shift by a whole organisation.  

Participants and their projects 

The second round report provided a template to help participants report on their find-

ings, consistent with the informal and action-oriented approach of this Circle. This 

template required the minimum description of the project and the participants aims and 

activities in the ‘areas’ of action that had been agreed—such as promotion, partnership 

and new venues—as well as reporting on the ‘outcomes, successes and challenges’ of 

the project. It asked the participant to draw conclusions from the experience by reflect-

ing on ‘advice to others aiming to improve men’s involvement in learning’, what was 

most helpful and how they would do things differently a second time, and to provide 

recommendations for follow up actions or further projects that might be undertaken. 

The final report of the Circle quoted one such report in full, to give the flavour of the 

action learning that had occurred for this person, who stated that— 

This was a journey – a journey of realization, of naivety, of discovery and of 

finally coming to a realistic conclusion that this project would not hold the solu-

tion to our problem but would be just the beginning. 

Such evidence suggests that this Circle found a good balance between the action and 

reflection phases of the experience, a concern to draw out and formalise what had been 

learned by the group. There was flexibility in the relationship between theorising the 

experience and achieving change on the ground. 

The written reports are only part of the measure of the effectiveness of this Circle. It 

was stressed in interviews that a range of action outcomes had resulted in a wealth of 

information about strategies for encouraging men’s participation being carried into 

practice. In short, the ‘action’ component in achieving objectives is as significant as the 

‘theorising’ of the processes, necessary as that is in its own right. 

The value of the Circle was felt to be the sharing of information: what can be done to 

encourage and support men’s learning, and how can ACE providers modify their culture 

to better accommodate their needs and learning preferences. 

For some participants, the Circle was an opportunity to bring their own success stories 

to a larger group and compare their experiences of `men’s learning with those of oth-

ers:   
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Secret men’s business 

Yvonne’s Centre had been involved in research and development for some years, 

participating in the original ACE pedagogy research, in e-learning projects and es-

tablishing a successful men’s learning course. As the manager of the Centre, she 

had started a cooking class under another name: ‘Secret Men’s Business’ and 

came to the Men’s Learning Circle to deepen her knowledge of factors promoting 

men’s participation. 

The cooking course has been successful in reaching and retaining men in learning 

because of its ‘holistic approach’. The tutor is a commercial chef who runs the 

course as a hands-on experience in the Centre’s new kitchen—as one observer 

saw it, a master directing his virtual apprentices. The key ingredient in the 

course’s success is companionship and interaction around the preparation and 

cooking tasks—it avoids didactic teaching about following a recipe. 

The value of the Circle for Yvonne was gaining a wider understanding of ‘what 

works’ and a validation of the holistic approach to men’s learning. Success has 

flowed on to other courses with men from the course learning computing skills, 

web design and digital storytelling. ‘Secret Men’s Business’ has been mapped to 

Certificate 2 in Hospitality, opening the way to a strong partnership with Wo-

donga TAFE, who provide hours to enable some courses to run on smaller class 

sizes at a lower cost, strengthening TAFE’s outreach capacity and offering oppor-

tunities in smaller communities in the alpine region. 

Yvonne felt that the most valuable aspect of the Circles was the sharing and 

interaction with others.  She enjoyed presenting to the group and since then has 

given a paper to the New Zealand adult and community education conference on 

her approach to men’s learning. The Centre now has more discussion among the 

tutors, who are making greater use of the A-frame model to align non-formal 

learning with accredited curriculum and applying the holistic approach across the 

whole gamut of courses run by the Centre. 

Others were experiencing first-hand the impact on men in small rural towns of the 

drought, fires and economic upheaval and wanted to see what they could do to help 

men on farms with their difficulties. The Circles provided a wealth of ideas for how this 

could be successfully done: 

 

Giving hope in hard times 

Jill is the volunteer centre manager in a town in the north-east, an area that has 

seen some tough years with the end of tobacco cultivation, severe drought, and 

recently, bushfires followed by vintage failure. This has created a great deal of 

social hardship for the mainly farming community, particularly the men who tend 

to retreat into isolation. Before she took over, the centre was close to collapse 

due to lack of active management by the committee, and an over-burdened co-

ordinator. Until the Circle, Jill was completely focused on keeping things going 

and getting ‘bums on seats’. 

The Men’s Learning Circle was a chance to discover how the centre could do more 

for men in the district—Jill felt she didn’t know how to take the activities further. 

She felt ‘naïve’ but the first Melbourne seminar ‘really opened her eyes’ and she 

made contacts all over Victoria and heard about what other places had been 

doing for years. The Circle gave her the motivation and the momentum to reach 

out to the wider community and develop some new ideas.  
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The Circle has been a catalyst for ongoing developments—men’s learning is a 

‘long-term issue’ that started with her talking to other providers and an experi-

ment with a men’ shed. There is now a computer users group composed mostly of 

men, that uses the Centre two days a week, maintains the computer network and 

repairs and recycles old computers. There are active partnerships with the Lion’s 

Club and the Centre at Wangaratta who provide tutors for accredited computer 

training linked to the user group’s activities, using the A-frame to structure the 

non-formal learning.  

Working with the field day concept, there are plans to run small quarterly events 

on the same day as the Farmers Market, with a specific focus such as innovative 

business and alternative farming practices to deal with the problem of toxic soil 

residues from tobacco growing.  Courses will follow once the needs are known. Jill 

has noticed that there is a gradual change happening with more unemployed and 

retired men coming to volunteer at the Centre. 

As Jill says, ‘there are lots of men in them thar hills’ and its important to reach 

out to the wider community and find out what works in men’s learning—to give 

hope in difficult times. 

Some participants were not attached to one organisation. One member worked within a 

loose network of affiliations with links to several organisations in the north-east, with a 

primary relationship to men in a landcare group. He too had some success with an 

approach to men’s learning: 

 

Simple approaches can work best 

Though most participants in the Circle were sponsored by an ACE organisation, 

Tony was most strongly affiliated with a landcare group. He came in contact with 

the Circle through his work as an independent project consultant (following a ca-

reer for some years in a university) and he had continuing links with several ACE 

providers as well as Wodonga TAFE. He had been involved with a range of earlier 

projects especially in e-learning for men in North East Victoria, supported by 'Re-

framing the Future' funding. 

He came to know Barry Golding's research on men's learning which he felt was 

grassroots research that was actively focused on real needs and on adapting 

practices to ensure men were involved. He had been associated with a training 

course in geophysical positioning systems (GPS) with local landcare groups to de-

velop learning interests and his Circle project followed on with a digital story-

telling workshop because he is committed to 'empowering people to use the tech-

nology available' and for men this is a good way into learning. 

There has been a flow on to other courses in four small ACE organisations in the 

north-east, and he feels that the project has strengthened his local networks. He 

came to appreciate the obstacles to men's participation in ACE but now has a bet-

ter understanding through the project and discussions with other Circle members 

that sometimes simple things, like learning to use a GPS, can present an oppor-

tunity to engage men in learning. 

He thinks that one of the main issues in ACE is the isolation of so many sessional 

staff, so that ongoing funding of activities of the Circle kind is necessary for any 

further benefits, that could be easily achieved at the local or regional level. He 

was amazed at how much enthusiasm the Circles generated despite the 'signifi-

cant personal and social costs' to the participants. He would like to think that on-
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line technology could overcome some of the isolation that ACE staff face in the 

north-east. 

Others, too, had experienced some success with courses and came ready to share their 

thoughts with others: 

Men’s learning needs to be work-related 

Raelene worked in a small ACE organisation that was running a program called 

MC Squared introducing computers to classes of older men before she became 

executive officer of a large regional provider. The Circle on Men’s Learning inter-

ested her and she joined thinking that there were some lessons that were worth 

sharing, as well as things to be learned from others. 

She thought that the Circle was more of a roundtable experience since there were 

quite a few people that had some knowledge of ways to work with men’s learning, 

and she renewed old contacts as well as expanded her existing network of people 

interested in the topic.  She felt that the sharing of ideas increased her under-

standing of good practice in men’s learning, knowing why things happen as they 

do and reinforcing knowledge of what works. 

The contacts she made in the first Circle have continued as her organisation has 

steadily increased the provision that is targeted to men. In the past, the accred-

ited courses mainly reflected the learning needs of older women, such as aged 

care services. For men, the courses that appeal are mainly related to outdoor 

work including the farming community. Much of this training is compliance-

related—occupational health and safety including first aid, ‘spot-a-zone’ (working 

near overhead wires), chainsaw maintenance, red card, traffic controller and 

chemical user certification. 

There is a men’s shed in the town, but the Centre is not much engaged with it, 

though there is a loose link with the person organising it. Instead she favours 

running courses that help men work on their interests, and has started an intro-

ductory ‘computers for blokes’ that may be extended to formal training—there is 

a lot of interest from older men in military history and accessing the Australian 

War Memorial’s on-line databases, and the RSL has been an important link. 

She feels the Circles were ‘very good value’ for participants and for ACE, and 

even though the funding did not cover the real costs, it made participation in the 

activity something that could be justified to the committee and to staff. 

Finally, another participants’ story sums up what can be achieved through a compre-

hensive approach to men’s learning that looks well beyond the question of sheds as a 

solution for some groups, to the first principles: 

Funny bloody cattle 

Peter is the full-time manager of an active community organisation in a small 

town in the Wimmera that operates as a hub for a range of local services and 

learning activities—the tax office, a transaction centre, veterans support and a 

range of groups and programs including a men’s shed. His interest in joining the 

Circle was to find out more about what others were doing about men’s learning.  

He says that from the first session it was obvious ‘men’s sheds’ would be a 

prominent issue, but felt that this was incidental to the real issues about how to 

reach men and engage them in learning. The sheds promote interaction in a 

social setting that can help set up motivation to learn, but it was important ‘not to 
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get locked into them’ and ignore avenues for reaching other groups such as the 

volunteer fire-fighters.  

His experience was that men will attend some activity as a group rather than 

come alone, and the activity will usually be of direct importance to them, such as 

chemical users certification or a sheep dog training day he organised ‘where it 

was the dogs doing the learning’ not their owners. The training day had a men’s 

health session built into the afternoon. In his experience, rural men won’t risk 

ridicule in the classroom from their peers and if they are going to learn want to 

do so on home territory. 

Once they have had a worthwhile experience, there is the motivation to try some-

thing else and the larger group will break into smaller groups and follow different 

interests like computing. Learning has to be a social activity and be holistic with 

the potential for people to discover positive motivation and interest. 

Like others, he thought the real value of the Circles was in finding out what other 

people were doing, realising that other places have similar problems and that he 

had knowledge to share about what works in men’s learning. The large seminars 

such as the one in Ballarat were valuable in bringing people together from all over 

Victoria—it worked as a genuine round-table and the facilitators didn’t over-

manage the process but encouraged an exploratory process with the set param-

eters. The professional networking that occurred was invaluable.  

By the end of the Circle, he was beginning to mentor groups that were trying to 

set up men’s programs, and more recently had reflected on ways to encourage 

men’s learning in a paper he had called ‘Funny Bloody Cattle’. He had also been 

invited to collaborate on a paper with one of the researchers for a national con-

ference on adult learning later in the year. 

He feels strongly that the Circles were ‘a great project’ that generated knowledge 

about increasing men’s engagement with learning but that without some kind of 

ongoing forum to keep the focus on the issues, things get forgotten. ACFE needs 

‘to optimise its investment’ in the process by re-uniting participants across Vic-

toria and have them review the progress being made. 

 

Circle 2:  ACE Pedagogy 

Appreciation: research themes  

Victorian ACE has a long tradition of researching the qualities that define the ACE sec-

tor’s claims to make a unique educational and social contribution. A decade ago, this 

was evident in celebratory texts such as Delia Bradshaw’s Multiple images, common 

threads (1995) and her later work Transforming Lives, Transforming Communities.4  

These works sought to provide conceptual underpinnings for good practice in further 

education pedagogy and curriculum, and to make explicit the qualities of ACE pedagogi-

cal culture. The same concern to demonstrate the breadth of outcome in ACE finds 

expression in research on how ACE organisations contributed to the development of 

                                                
4  Bradshaw, Delia, 1995. Multiple images, common threads: case studies of good practice in 

Adult Community Education. Melbourne: Adult, Community and Further Education Board. 
Bradshaw, D. 1999. Transforming lives, transforming communities : a conceptual framework 

for further education (2nd ed.) Melbourne: Adult Community & Further Education Board. 
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social capital in their communities (Falk, Golding and Balatti 2000). Later, the continu-

ing need in policy for ACE to define the range and level of its achievements resulted in a 

comprehensive framework for understanding outcomes in the sector in the ACE Out-

comes framework (Clemans, Hartley and Macrae, 2003).  

The primary research The ACE Experience: Pedagogies for life and employability (San-

guinetti, Waterhouse and Maunders, 2004) continues this documentation of the sector’s 

distinctive pedagogical and curriculum practices as the basis for their capacity to 

achieve a range of outcomes. 

The ACE Pedagogy project originated in a brief to investigate the connections between 

the pedagogies and contexts that are claimed to distinguish ACE, and the ‘generic skills’ 

or ‘employability skills’ that have become a focus of educational policy.  The challenge 

was to show how the particular qualities of ACE practices and contexts contribute to the 

achievement of outcomes that can be described as generic, or in the Kearns’ definition 

adopted by the authors, as facilitating employability or lifelong learning.  

Qualities of the ACE environment such as its holism, flexibility and learner-centred 

approaches are said to support the achievement of personal and social skills while 

teaching specific skills in a wide range of program areas. These personal and social 

skills have many applications to facilitating employability and readiness to participate in 

further learning—in other words, their generic application.   

The research sought to work with a group of experienced ACE ‘co-researchers’ to draw 

out ‘what strategies, approaches and pedagogies foster and nurture generic skills de-

velopment’. It made connections between these pedagogical approaches to the organi-

sational cultures that define ACE environments, which they named the ‘the pedagogies 

of plACE’.   

The purpose of this project was to research ACE pedagogies in order to gain a 

better understanding of the connection between pedagogical practices and ge-

neric skill outcomes; to tease out the ways in which the practices and the peda-

gogical culture of ACE interact to produce the ‘complex tangle’ of outcomes of 

which Clemans and her colleagues speak (2003).  

In what became an intensive form of professional development in its own right, the 22  

co-researcher practitioners ‘collaborated to reflect upon, discuss, share their issues and 

analyse their practice in relation to generic skills’ and producing a rich resource of 

material for analysis by the lead researchers. From this analysis and further engage-

ment with the co-researchers there emerged what is now known as the ACE Pedagogy 

Framework (See Table 3.1). The framework is useful in both analysing the different 

elements that practitioners regard as important and in suggesting the ‘dynamic interac-

tion’ among these elements that produce learning outcomes: 

… The research demonstrates the diversity of strategies and theoretical perspec-

tives that ACE teachers incorporate into their work, and the dynamic interaction 

between practice and context in ACE. The teachers’ personal skills, attributes 

and values are an intrinsic part of their pedagogical ‘good practice’. How they 

teach is inseparable from their personalities, their aspirations and their commit-

ments to learners and to community education as part of building a better 

world. 
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The primary research of the ACE Pedagogy Framework, with its methodology of col-

laborative inquiry and critical reflection, could rightly be seen as the genesis of the 

Research Circles initiative. The report stated that one of its aims was  

…  to trial a process of professional development with teacher-based participa-

tory action research. The principles of action research were followed in all stages 

of the project, with the teachers acknowledged as participants and co-

researchers … 

Table 3.1.  The  ACE pedagogy Framework 

Dimensions of ACE pedagogy 

Principles of 
ACE pedagogy 

The Teacher The Teaching The Place The Curriculum 

Focus on learners 
and their needs  

Is engaged with 

learners and 
their learning 
on a personal 
level 

Is 

developmental 
(starting from 
where learners 
are at and 
consciously 

helping them to 
progress) 

Embodies 

collective 
values: 
commitment to 
education, to 
community 

service and to 
the ACE sector 
itself 

Prioritises 

learner needs 
through 
creative 
assessment for 
accredited 
curricula 

Continuous 

learning for work 
and life  

Is reflective and 

open about 
her/his own 
practice and 
professional 

learning 
journey 

Is largely (but 

not exclusively) 
experiential 

Is a strongly 

networked 
community of 
teaching and 
learning 
practice 

Is oriented 

towards generic 
skills for 
employment, 
life and further 
study 

Building learning 
on and within real-
life contexts 

Is able to 
improvise and 
take risks 

Fosters skills of 
critical literacy 

Is community-
owned and is 
engaged in 
community 
building locally 

Is 
contextualised 
(in terms of 
local, 

community and 
individual 
issues, 
interests and 
needs) 

Sharing power - 
empowering 
people & commu-
nities  

Is aware of 
relations of 
power 

Includes 
various 
strategies to 

empower 
learners  

Is led by 
management 
committed to 

enabling 
learning 
processes and 
staff needs 

Is negotiated 
wherever 
possible (i.e., 

learner 
respected as 
key player and 
partner in the 
learning) 

Many roads to 
learning 

Is patient and 
able to put trust 

in the learning 
process 

Is multi-layered 
and eclectic 

Creates a 
sense of 
belonging 

Opens 
pathways 

through 
accredited, 
non-accredited 
and enrichment 
programs 
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Participants expressed the value of the experience as a professional development ac-

tivity, to such activities as reflection and keeping a teaching journal; the value of shar-

ing ideas and concerns with one’s peers in a collective process; the development of 

awareness and self-validation from this process; the capacity for personal and profes-

sional transformation; and the resulting improvement of the quality of their teaching. 

The report recommended the wider application of the participatory research model in 

ACE.  

That this Circle has a strong connection with the original research is evident at many 

points. 

Structuring the Circle 

This Circle workshops streamlined the approach to having participants define their 

projects and begin work on them. It established two workshop groups, one in the north 

(based in Lalor) and the other the southeast (based on Keysborough). These met sev-

eral times with interim support by the facilitators by email or phone. 

The workshops were felt to be important in assisting participants to explore the re-

search issues relating to generic skill development and to develop and refine their 

project plans through discussion with others, with support from the researchers.   

The template for reporting the project indicates the straightforward attitude to action 

learning that was adopted in this Circle. The report needed to state the aims, the re-

search questions, outline the participants and resources involved, the method followed 

and the expected outcomes. It is notable that a practical and workable approach to 

research was emphasised in this way. 

Judged by the reports of the success of the final presentation, this Circle seems to have 

been effective in unleashing the energies of its participants. As the report stated:  

It is almost impossible to fully capture the power, excitement and impact of this 

day.  It was inspiring to hear the outcomes that the projects had had for the 

participants and their centres, and everyone who attended departed with many 

more ideas which they could use and apply in their own centre. (Final Report). 

If the first round has many participants from metropolitan Melbourne, the second had 

more participants and drew them further afield in rural or regional Victoria—amounting 

to half the participants completing projects.   

Again, a feature of the second round was effective workshopping of research ideas. The 

Circle activities were clearly defined in a series of project phases that made it quite 

clear how the Circle’s activities should unfold. There seems to be good evidence that 

this structured approach, combined with a maximum amount of scope for participants 

to discuss and test their ideas with others, helped many to overcome obstacles and 

carry their projects through to completion.  

It seems that the model of participatory action research espoused by the expert re-

searchers in this Circle seems to have operated in the background, informing thinking 

but not acting as a constraint on how ‘research’ should be thought of by the partici-

pants. This research realism suggests that this Circle found a nice balance between 

encouraging and supporting research thinking and advancing theoretical frames for 
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understanding participatory action research. Perhaps the past involvement of some 

members in the original research or similar projects smoothed the way. 

Development over time 

In this Circle it seems that there was a significant degree of development from the first 

to the second round, and this had a good deal to do with the relevance and power of 

the ACE Pedagogy framework as a workable rationale for changing teaching and learn-

ing culture and practice. There seemed to be a momentum created from round one to 

round two and a desire to see this framework more widely applied. 

The change might be explained by the nature of the participants and their projects. 

Round 1 had a preponderance of managers and program co-ordinators, while round 2 

revealed a wider engagement of the Circles with part-time and sessional teachers, 

possibly encouraged and promoted by the ‘first wave’ of managers and coordinators. 

When several projects intended to engage with colleagues beyond the immediate par-

ticipants, something of a groundswell of interest was created and helped to power the 

work of the second Circle beyond its nominal boundaries. This was certainly noted by 

the Circle report: 

Obviously, the people who implemented projects that applied the ACE Pedagogy 

Framework achieved the greatest depth of understanding and awareness, but an 

important aspect of the project has been its ‘ripple’ effect, with many people 

outside the actual Circle becoming involved in some of the projects and learning 

about the research.  More than 50 practitioners outside the Circle were intro-

duced to some aspects of the research and the ACE Pedagogy Framework be-

cause they participated in discussions led by the Circle participant at their 

centre.  (Final Report, Round 2) 

It does seem that the Circle in its second round had begun to catalyse a degree of 

organisational change towards a culture of shared communication, if not increased 

workplace learning. The projects often involved reflecting on practice with a group of 

teachers within the centre, something that few sessional staff can normally enjoy—so 

much so that the Report concluded: 

A strong finding emerging from both Circles is the importance of bringing tutors 

together for discussion, reflection on practice, creation of a sense of belonging 

and overcoming the professional isolation that can easily occur in a predomi-

nantly sessional workforce.  A key obstacle is funding.  Sessional teachers tend 

to be paid only for the hours that they are in class.  Some centres allocate fund-

ing to bring them together for occasional meetings dealing primarily with oper-

ational matters.  A much smaller number of centres have been able to identify 

funding to bring teachers together to share their ideas and strategies about 

teaching and learning. 

The participants and their projects 

As noted above, the nineteen Circle participants in the first Circle included a large 

proportion of Centre Managers and program co-ordinators whereas those in the second 

round included mostly sessional and part-time teachers. 
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The ACE Pedagogy Framework suggested many possibilities for researching teaching 

and learning practices. The projects emerging in round 1, for example, can be grouped 

according to the dimensions of the framework: 

• Projects focusing on the ‘The Teacher’ or ‘The Teaching’ dimension, involving 

participants working with groups of teachers at their own Centre encouraging re-

flection and leading to better induction practices.   

• Projects examining the meaning of generic skills, how students can be supported 

to develop these, how they can be assessed and how students can be helped to 

become aware of and articulate the generic skills they have acquired.  

• Projects that focused on the pedagogy of ‘The Place’ and what was needed to 

creating welcoming and supportive learning environments. 

Projects that were regarded as particularly significant were those where an experienced 

teacher chose to work with their colleagues to reflect on the nature of their teaching 

and learning practices, creating an increased sense of inclusion and team culture among 

sessional staff. The potential to transform staff interactions became apparent: 

 

A Journey of Teacher Reflection 

Sue joined the second round Circle holding strong beliefs about the importance of 

professional development in ACE and critical of the tendency for the administra-

tive load on staff to ‘crowd out the time available for nurturing teachers in their 

teaching’. An experienced adult educator, she had a background in action learn-

ing and evaluation and was looking for practical ways to apply the ACFE research 

on ACE pedagogy. 

She felt the Circle was well-managed and the researchers both helpful and re-

spectful of the projects of the Circle members. The Centre was also very suppor-

tive of her objective of having tutors reflect on the teaching and learning in their 

classes.   

The ACE pedagogy framework was circulated at the Centre and after discussion 

with two experienced teachers about their understandings of teaching and learn-

ing, a goal emerged. The goal was in fact to be ‘a journey’ of on-going teacher re-

flection, discussion and regular meetings throughout the year. Teachers were 

initially invited to reflect on the link between teaching and learning.  These reflec-

tions were shared at a meeting of all ALBE/ESL teachers and an agreement 

reached that teachers would reflect on the teaching and learning in their classes 

on a regular basis over the year and this time would be paid.  Sue felt all her col-

leagues needed to be involved, though some understandably became more en-

gaged than others.  

She felt that through the project, teachers became more conscious and reflective 

of their practice because the project ‘made space to think about teaching in the 

abstract’ beyond daily practical concerns. She was concerned that teachers can 

‘get fixed in their ways through a survival mentality’. The project changed this 

with the recognition that ‘as teachers we need to be learners’, and by ‘legitimising 

serious talk about teaching and learning’ and showing that in reality there is a 

wealth of knowledge amongst teachers that can be accessed through conversa-

tions, if colleagues can be motivated to engage with each other. This was made 

easier in her Centre which has a layout with a ‘common room’ that encourages 

daily staff interaction.  
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Sue felt that the Circles were effective because of the skilled facilitation of the re-

searchers, and that funding was made available at a grass roots level where prac-

titioners were encouraged and empowered to develop their own ideas about 

improving practice and to follow them through. Professional development of this 

kind is essential, since the ‘eye is too much on the funding ball and not enough 

on learners and how we teach, on the culture of learning in ACE’.  

Sometimes the Circles provided an opportunity to unleash energies for professional 

development—as if professional development in the sector had been waiting for a solid 

foundation on which practice could be examined and transformed. The ACE Pedagogy 

framework, and its clarification of the ways generic skills could be cultivated. In this 

case, collaboration with a colleague in the same organisation achieved a powerful peer-

learning experience: 

 

Teaching generic skills 

Though Marg and Heather work in different program areas at a large regional 

provider, they usually worked closely together. Enthused by their experience of 

the generic skills research that resulted in the ACE pedagogy framework, they 

saw the Circles as an opportunity to continue this involvement with the issues. 

They expected something of the same intensity and networking with teachers in 

other organisations, but found there wasn’t the continuity, with the projects more 

‘individualised’ than collective. 

Their ‘conversion’ to potential for generic skills especially in language and literacy 

programs inspired them to find a vehicle for challenging other’s thinking as theirs 

had been challenged, and they found this in the annual VCE and VCAL confer-

ence. Instead of bringing in an outsider, they decided that Heather should give a 

keynote address on generic skills, but in a form that would engage participants 

with different models of generic skills and persuade them to become involved in 

reflecting on their practice over the break and into the next year. They devised a 

survey form and followed up the participants.  

Experienced professionals at the peak of their ACE careers, Marg and Heather are 

passionate about the need for confidence and ‘trust’ in creativity in practice, feel-

ing that professional networking is more crucial than ever before. They observe 

that in large ACE organisations, where strong program boundaries develop over 

time, it is hard to maintain the kind of informal staff networking that sustains a 

culture of learning from practice—as distinct from formal professional develop-

ment opportunities such as compliance around the AQF.  

The Circle reinforced their convictions that collaborative action learning could af-

firm the value of practice and through reflection, challenge thinking, reveal the 

‘wisdom inherent in practice’ and open up creative ways to approach learning—

the 3Cs of ‘confirming, clarifying and challenging’ professional thinking. The 

Circles brought academic thinking and practice together to generate ’better de-

scriptions of ACE practice’.  

Both highlighted how the  ACE milieu was significant as the ‘culture of place’ that 

nurtures teaching and learning relationships. The growth of VET is changing this 

because the pedagogy is different, and it is this that the Circles concept has the 

potential to acknowledge and open up to analysis and action. They feel that there 

is now a need to ‘develop the culture of the team’ and to counter the tendency for 

developed ACE organisations to become too structured and impersonal as they 

consolidate their growth into VET and other areas.  
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They both queried what was a significant outcome: for them, it was the transfor-

mative consequences of the experience, the potential of Circle networking to un-

lock a wealth of knowledge and experience. Attempts to maintain the Circle 

momentum have petered out without the key ingredients that made them suc-

cessful—the funding of participants, organisations willing to release staff, and, 

above all, having expert research facilitators who know the field and can act as 

critical friends able to provide interventions at the right time. 

Another collaborative team drawn from three providers were also inspired to take the 

teaching of generic skills as their research problem which they explored with a larger 

group of teachers. Again, there were obvious developments in the professional know-

ledge and expertise of the associates from the inquiry process that was set in train: 

 

Making employability outcomes explicit 

For some twenty years Marj has been a VCAL tutor and now co-ordinates the 

program at an east Melbourne organisation that had been involved in the original 

ACE pedagogy research, and later sponsored several staff to participate in the 

Circles. 

Though she had been involved in other projects including a Reframing the Future 

project working with culturally and linguistically different (CALD) learners, she 

still found the prospect of researching practice a little daunting. However, she 

chose to work with two colleagues in other organisations who had more of a re-

search background, on a project that planned to explore the teaching of generic 

skills. 

They worked closely together on a teacher survey that focused on the reporting 

of employability skills, to which they received some 40 responses from a range of 

providers. The survey found that even though teachers were certain they were 

teaching generic skills, the students did not realise they were being developed in 

the curriculum. They discovered that students needed to name and make explicit 

the employability outcomes of their learning—to develop a vocabulary for talking 

about work and work-related learning, that would allow them to participate fully 

in the Australia work culture. 

Though she personally felt the Circle researchers could have provided more sup-

port, she found the manager very in tune with people’s progress and able to 

move their work along.  

Since the project Marj says that she and her colleagues are being much more 

pro-active in asking classes to formulate what skills they have learned, in an 

across-the-board change in her approach to skills that goes beyond ‘ticking the 

box’, to ensure that there is understanding and verbalising of skill outcomes. 

Of all of the Circle experiences she found the final presentation most enjoyable, 

as the team presented different aspects of their work. She wasn’t sure that other 

research had gone so well as theirs.  Their project was significant because it al-

lowed them to reach other providers and their staff and open up communication 

about the reporting of skills and draw out knowledge of current practices. 

Though she hadn’t begun to think of herself as being a researcher, the Circles 

gave her some confidence about her ability to do research, and she found she 

was able to help a colleague with their difficulties in the next round. The experi-

ence in other ways was ‘transformative’, since she realises that she has become a 

reflective practitioner. She believes she is a better teacher for adopting a more 
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critical and questioning approach to her work and asking ‘How do I know that I 

am doing a good job?’ when once she might have just assumed she was.  She 

has learned the value of contact with other colleagues and the value of inquiry in 

challenging ideas about practice. She feels that the Circle concept could work well 

in local clusters bringing together different organisations, but it needs to be sup-

ported, led and funded to work effectively.   

In another case, there was a clear desire to innovate in the area of e-learning to ad-

dress the problems of contact and communication among sessional staff. The Circles 

experience transformed the educational expertise of this member, opening up a realm 

of professional development with peers that was not envisaged at the time. This story 

illustrates as well as any, their potential for generating new professional knowledge 

through innovation:  

 

Using wikis to overcome tutor isolation 

Lynne describes herself as an ‘e-learning champion’, employed 20 hours per week 

as a tutor at a large community house near the Dandenongs. Her project, which 

explored the use of ‘wikis’ to break down the isolation of sessional tutors, encour-

aging them to collaborate and communicate. It offers insights into how the Circles 

triggered an ongoing process of educational innovation. 

A wiki is a collaborative website which can be directly edited by anyone with ac-

cess to it (according to wikipedi, the wiki-based on-line encyclopaedia), where 

writing and uploading of files is made as simple as possible by the design of the 

wiki space. A wiki is an informally compiled database of resources that can be 

shared, searched and developed. Those with the most basic computing skills can 

use wikis, without the technical expertise required in website design. 

Lynne worked hard to get the tutors involved and using the wiki to share teaching 

resources quickly and easily, trying to create a ‘culture of on-line learning’. The 

process was inspirational—she ‘met many new people, learned about some other 

wonderful initiatives, formed contacts with research staff and generally developed 

a more reflective aspect in my teaching’. It has stimulated more reflective atti-

tudes to tutoring, led to tutors adopting wikis for classroom use and resulted in 

the Community House placing at the core of its strategic plan, the use of technol-

ogy to open up new options for students—the House is  offering a blended course 

in the Certificate III in Childrens’s Services as a direct result. Funding has been 

obtained to help other ACE organisations set up wikis for their tutors and stu-

dents.  

The ripple effects continue—Lynne has since ‘taught the use of wikis far and wide’ 

and spreads the message to other regions. Other tutors set up wikis as part of 

the community work Diplomas offered by the House, which has won funding to 

follow up the Circles with related technology projects. Lynne herself is studying 

an e-learning diploma with a Queensland TAFE Institute. 

She believes that much of this innovative change would not have eventuated 

without the Circles—though she is passionate about the use of technology, it was 

the Circles that motivated her to tackle tutor isolation as a problem and explore 

the possibilities of wikis, and the Circles that made it legitimate to use work time 

on the project and led to management support for the innovation through the or-

ganisation.  



37 

E v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  C i r c l e s  o f  P r o f e s s i o n a l  R e s e a r c h  P r a c t i c e  

Perhaps of all the Circles, the ACE Pedagogy Circle brought out clearly how the Circle 

concept can contribute to professional development in the sector. This had been a 

strong recommendation of the original ACE Experience research. But the final report of 

round 1 made the point tellingly, that even a highly workable rationale for inquiry into 

practice works no magic of its own accord.  

There has to be the will to make an ongoing effort to apply such powerful ideas to 

practice, to motivate practitioners to inquire into their pedagogical culture and to gen-

erate the momentum for change: 

The project also highlighted issues about how people access or engage research 

‘products’ like the ACE Pedagogy Framework and the report from which the 

framework emerged. One of the ‘findings’ of this project is that the Framework 

couldn’t stand alone. It needed, and still needs, interpretation, mediation and 

explanation, of the sort that occurred during the Circle of ACE Teaching Practice 

Project. The projects that Circle members conducted addressed these challenges 

very effectively, simultaneously achieving professional development outcomes 

and fostering a research culture by taking, translating and applying the ACE 

Pedagogy Framework.  

Finally, one story illustrates an issue that may be easily overlooked in the emphasis on 

sustainable organisations, and that is the issue of generational change in the sector, a 

challenge that should be making mentoring more significant aspect of professional 

development.  Quite a number of projects in this and other Circles resulted in improved 

staff induction procedures, but the following case brings the importance of mentoring 

and the development of individual capability of new and younger staff into sharper 

focus:  

An opportunity for mentoring 

Irene is an experienced adult educator and trainer with a background in training 

and development who saw the promotion for the Circles and felt it would benefit 

Fiona, her younger aged care services tutor who works in community health as 

well as ACE. Feeling she lacked the research background, Fiona was initially reluc-

tant, so they agreed to participate as collaborators, attracted by the idea of doing 

research with immediate impact on their Centre. 

The centre is moving into a new phase, expanding its program and making a 

change to more structured and professional ways of working. Their project ‘Is 

there a better way?’ focused on the teacher-student relationship of the ACE 

pedagogy framework, where they explored how well they were meeting the learn-

ing needs of the older students in their aged care services classes. Advice from 

the Circle manager helped them frame their survey realistically. Their work to-

gether prompted a lot of discussion with colleagues and tutors, who were paid by 

the Centre to participate, distributing evaluation forms to students and coming to 

meetings to discuss the project. 

As a result of feedback about teaching-learning practices, Irene and Fiona 

realised the untapped potential of their students’ experience. Following student 

suggestions, they introduced study groups to make greater use of their life skills 

and added computer training to the course. Changes were made to the assess-

ment process. A form of on-line support for tutors was set up using EdNA.  

As a mentor, Irene felt that she became more aware of Fiona’s strengths and 

weaknesses and could see her developing professionally, increasing her confi-

dence to take on new challenges such as the recognition of current competencies 
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of Home and Community Care workers. Fiona felt that through the Circle interac-

tions she reached a new understanding of ACE, realised she ‘belonged’ to the sec-

tor and felt, because her role as a change agent was affirmed, that she would be 

able to help the community house move in desirable new directions. 

The Circles have also stimulated more networking among nearby providers (some 

small and volunteer run) and those further afield (such as Bendigo TAFE) who are 

delivering similar industry programs. These informal interactions have led to 

partnerships to assist smaller providers to deliver training. 

Neither felt that the Circle activity was self-sustaining, since the Circle is a struc-

tured activity that would not occur without resourcing of a skilled facilitator and 

support for tutors to attend and interact professionally.    

  

Circle 3: ACE Connects 

Appreciation: Research themes. 

At least since the first Senate Report (Aulich 1991), ACE policy has faced a challenge to 

document its outcomes and demonstrate that it can reach a wide range of groups, not 

only those who wish to exercise lifelong learning opportunities.  

The University of Melbourne longitudinal study represented a new phase in this long 

evolution of studies of participation in ACE that can be traced back to the now largely 

forgotten ‘Outcomes and Pathways’ in ACE (1996) and then continuing efforts (nation-

ally and interstate) to establish evidence about vocational outcomes and pathways and 

broader social and community outcomes (see Golding, Davies and Volkoff 2001). 

The multiple stages of the study over three years was intended to address a long-

standing challenge for ACE research—to furnish data about the nature and extent of 

pathways within and out of the ACE sector.  

It represents a new level of research in ACE designed to overcome the paucity of find-

ings about participation over time. Conclusions about pathways cannot be reliably 

drawn from ‘one-shot’ surveys that are reliant on people reporting past experiences of 

pathways.  

The first stage of the three year study mapped participation in ACE across Victoria using 

data extracted from AVETMISS and ABS population estimates, to provide base-line data 

about the level of participation of different groups. It then surveyed over 3000 ACE 

participants from 40 providers in ACFE regions, which established demographic data, 

students’ expectations and rationale for studying in ACE, the quality of their learning 

experience and aspirations for the future, and compared the characteristics of the 

survey participants with the census profile of their local communities ‘in order to estab-

lish a more complete picture of the ACE sector’s community reach’. 

A second stage in 2005 followed 846 participants from Stage 1 who had agreed to be 

re-contacted and through telephone interviews ascertained information about their 

2004 ACE course completion including reasons for non-completion, the nature of their 

continuing study and their pathways and future study plans. It also sought to assess the 
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impact of ACE courses on individuals’ employment, and involvement in volunteer and 

community activities. 

In the third stage in 2006, 646 of these learners were re-surveyed to further fill out the 

picture of the long-term outcomes and benefits of participation in ACE.  It sought to 

identify patterns of participation in relation to a range of social and demographic vari-

ables and track student destinations for the specific groups identified in the Ministerial 

Statement on ACE. 

The research themes of the ACE longitudinal Study therefore suggested many possibili-

ties for conducting applied research on participation in ACE at the local level—to explore 

what groups, known to exist in the community, were not making use of ACE providers 

and courses.  

The research underlined the second Strategy of the Ministerial Statement on ACE—to 

reach specific groups that do not have high levels of participation in ACE. This challen-

ges ACE providers to examine their participation profile and take steps to widen 

participation. 

Structuring the Circle 

As has been suggested in the earlier case studies, the character of the primary research 

exerted a strong influence on the development of the ‘research culture’ of their respec-

tive Circles. 

A strength of this Circle was that it modelled a more formal approach to research than 

the others and was more structured than, say, the Men’s Learning Circle. Particular 

emphasis was placed on ensuring there was a good ‘knowledge and understanding of 

the research findings’ and on ways to ‘provide professional development relating to 

undertaking research’. Circle activities— 

… were designed to help the Circle members undertake their own research pro-

jects, starting with developing project ideas, moving to developing methodolo-

gies and research tools, to implementing the project and interpreting findings 

and reporting.   (Final Report). 

The Circle reports suggest that its activities were managed with a high degree of atten-

tion to the project timeline and specification of activities. Members were surveyed about 

their research background in planning the Circle activities. The facilitators developed a 

schematic diagram to convey the integrating nature of the Circle concept (Figure 3.2). 

The workshops concentrated on communicating clear perspectives on research, ad-

dressing topics such as human research ethics, developing a research topic and ques-

tions, survey development, designing and conducting focus group interviews, analysing 

and interpreting research, data collection and analysis, data presentation through charts 

and tables and report writing. Action research methodology was a topic. 

Projects tended to be constructed individually rather than collaboratively, which may be 

due as much to the kind of participants attracted to this Circle as the shaping activities 

of the facilitators. It is notable that the first round had a majority of Centre managers 

who may have had strong preferences for completing particular projects in their own 

way. 
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Figure 3.2    ACE Connects Circle schematic 

 

An innovative feature of this Circle was their trialing of on-line technology as a means of 

keeping members in touch, and sharing ideas. As well as email and telephone, the 

Circle facilitators set up discussion forums, and a ‘voice-enabled’ conferencing room. 

Considerable effort was invested in this aspect of the Circle, though by the second 

round it seemed that members were ‘more self-sufficient’ and there was less need for 

such support. The evaluation data of the reports suggest that the technological innova-

tion was apparently less successful than hoped, in part due to technical difficulties, the 

short time frame in round 1, and a degree of reluctance, perhaps, for members to 

invest time in learning the ropes.  

There was a considerable spread of the participants across providers in the nine ACFE 

regions, as there was in the other Circles, and while this was seen as encouraging 

members to build relationships with colleagues across the state, it also meant that there 

was less opportunity to foster stronger collaborative relationships within the Circle.  

Participants and their projects 

Most of the participants in this Circle in both Rounds had established positions as Centre 

managers and program managers or co-ordinators, with responsibilities across the 

range of ACE provision—language and literacy, youth and VET, further education, train-

ing, business, educational development, marketing and community development ser-

vices). A minority in each round were tutors or volunteers.  

Many projects took up the challenge to explore the needs of groups in the community 

that had been overlooked or about whose needs and preferences little was known, such 

as the Karen women in one area, or Aboriginal youth in Mildura. 

The Circles attracted some experienced members who had been involved in research in 

the past and who saw the possibility for the Circles to become the main way that or-
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ganisations could work on research in an ongoing way from year-to-year. Some had a 

strong research background and relished the chance to maintain their interest: 

 

A welcome opportunity continue researching       

Leanne welcomed the opportunity to participate again in researching issues in 

ACE afforded by the Circles. She had a university research background and as 

team leader (manager) in a large and established community house, had been 

part of a long running action research projects some years before. 

She most enjoyed the face-to-face seminars in Melbourne with the university re-

searchers and the way the interaction of the group brought the research ideas to 

life and suggested different possibilities for new projects.  She liked the action re-

search model and the way the Circle activities seemed to naturally follow a cycli-

cal pattern of reflecting on the research action that had been tried out between 

meetings. 

Her project investigated a puzzling phenomenon of non-participation in adult 

learning by young mothers who used the Centre’s child care services but didn’t 

seem interested in the learning program. A survey revealed that about a third 

were simply not aware of the offerings and indicated an interest in craft and par-

enting courses—though these were not the courses that mothers did prefer when 

they returned to learning after their children were of school age.  It seemed that 

the underlying issue was a lack of interest in adult learning, not the result of time 

pressures from holding down a job, but rather a preference for employing child-

free time for other purposes, such as shopping.   

The Centre then changed to a more targeted approach to course promotion, pub-

licising courses to new parents at the time of their orientation to child care and 

involving the child-care staff in promoting learning around the theme of returning 

to work. More use was made of individual flyers to highlight particular courses. 

Leanne didn’t think that the Circles could be self-sustaining, and felt they only 

have an enduring effect if they are ongoing and receive continuing support—there 

simply was not the capacity in most ACE organisations to sustain the commit-

ment. However, she felt that if the Circles were an annual activity, funded by 

ACFE, ACE organisations could be encouraged to identify research issues to be 

worked on year-by-year, making a substantive contribution to research-based 

knowledge in the sector.  

This kind of certainty was not the norm in any Circle. More typical was the experience of 

participants working out the parameters for their projects and sometimes having to 

adjust their expectations, even though they had been previously involved in Board 

research: 

 

Strengthening pathways to employment  

Jacinta came to the sector from a humanities background with postgraduate 

qualifications. She teaches literacy and co-ordinates the language and literacy 

program at an established North Melbourne neighbourhood house and learning 

centre with strong community services provision. 

The Centre had been involved in the community studies research for ACFE and 

the manager was keen for her to join the first Circle, which was coordinated by a 
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colleague she knew. The Centre was interested in investigating ways to 

strengthen students’ pathways to employment, a new direction suggested by the 

Melbourne University community studies strategic research, the Learning Centre’s 

own pathways policy and the report ‘Growing Melbourne’s North’. The project set 

out to establish what support mechanisms and pathways to employment the 

centre offered students. 

Jacinta had high expectations of the Circle initially, thinking it would entail some-

thing like university research supervision. As she became aware of its practical 

orientation, she found the experience ‘too individualised’ with too few opportuni-

ties for reflection, discussion and collaboration. 

For her, the most satisfying stage came after formulating the question and work-

ing out the methodology (she interviewed students about employment goals and 

outcomes and staff about their integration of the learning centre’s pathways pol-

icy into their program planning). She enjoyed writing up the experience and link-

ing it to the literature that she had read—‘thinking through the problem and 

producing something’. 

She felt that her project illuminated the gaps in teachers’ understanding of policy. 

It has led to more explicit planning and recording of outcomes—students now 

produce an individual learning plan—and a more conscious implementation of 

Centre policies. 

Overall, she felt that the Circles did not fully exploit their potential to stimulate 

change and questioned whether it was more than a ‘drop in the ocean’ of neces-

sary change. The conditions for participation in the second round meant there 

was a lost opportunity to build momentum through the next year and share the 

process more widely. She felt that the model of practice–based research was not 

self-sustaining—it needed to be ‘pushed, promoted, valued and funded by the 

Board’ as part of policy implementation and support for change. 

In small centres with fewer staff and less of the professional ethos of larger centres the 

story may be quite different. Janet’s story is another illustration of the theme of organi-

sational renewal and the building of organisational capacity through a renewed com-

mitment to community engagement.  

 

Making the centre more welcoming     

Janet’s centre manager had joined the ACE Connects Circle in the first round, and 

she followed in the second, at a time when she had just moved into an assistant 

co-ordinator position after being a volunteer for some years. The small com-

munity house ‘had been struggling for a number of years’ with poor participation 

in the courses offered, and negative feedback about its program. It seems that 

the previous staff had not really been networking and connecting with its com-

munity.  

Her project surveyed new participants coming to the centre to find out how to 

make the house more welcoming. This revealed there were problems with the 

venue, an old kindergarten. People thought it was still a kindergarten because of 

the childcare in the building. There wasn’t signage to indicate where the centre 

was, and the entry was a closed office rather than an open reception area. The 

venue needed a new visual appearance to show it was ‘open for business’.  

She felt it is important for ACE organisations to be doing some aspect of com-

munity development to avoid stagnation. She and the manager were changing 
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the organisation’s culture, helped by the Circle work, though it is an ongoing pro-

ject.  It has also been important to involve the small tutoring staff in goal setting. 

Janet thought the Circle managers were encouraging, empathetic and realistic 

about what could be achieved. They kept in touch and helped them adjust expec-

tations. She found the most helpful activities to be the face-to-face meetings in 

Melbourne, a catalyst to keep the ball rolling, and sharing problems with other 

who suggested solutions. Because of her small paid work time, she hadn’t much 

contact with others and found it difficult to use the on-line access for lack of time. 

She valued the advice on collating and reporting research results. The highlight of 

the Circle was meeting the people face-to-face, hearing the outcomes of their re-

search.  

She feels she has a ‘solid grasp’ of research now and is currently evaluating a 

program the house runs for people with anxiety and depression, and this is tying 

in with the Diploma in Community Development she is completing through a large 

community house.  

She states that research on practice, particularly in small centres, will not happen 

unless there is funding—financial support makes possible the release of staff who 

are usually very stretched. It was necessary to have forums and to have a 

framework in place to create the opportunity to do research. 

The theme of organisational renewal was not uncommon, and for some this was a direct 

result of the Ministerial Statement being addressed by a Committee of Management. 

The Circles came at an opportune time to plan a change of course: 

 

Legitimacy to question Centre directions 

Neil moved to the ACE sector five years ago after a career as a secondary school 

principal, and found it a very different environment, though he was familiar with 

community approaches through participation in Schools Councils.  He took on the 

role of manager of a ‘fairly traditional’ north Melbourne neighbourhood house. 

The program has catered mainly to mature-aged and Anglo-saxon women who 

have pursued self development and leisure activities in favour of work-related 

and work pathways options. 

The Circles coincided with the centre’s committee of management considering a 

change in the organisation’s strategic directions, recognising the governments 

“Fairer Victoria” priorities and the area’s changing demography, with higher pro-

portions of youth and recently arrived migrants.  The CoM was considering the di-

rections outlined by the Ministerial Statement—that government policy was 

clearly targeting participants in the workforce and the funding was available for 

accredited training. The CoM was moving to develop partnerships with neighbour-

ing organisations to try out a greater range of accredited courses, engaging staff 

in discussion about the concept of changing the program to offer more to youth 

and other groups and expanding the house’s limited scope of registration to in-

clude more accredited courses. The Circles presented an opportunity to carry this 

project forward. 

Neil and the centre were not ready to join the first Circle but did so when the sec-

ond round. The Circle’s focus on widening participation and increasing knowledge 

of the needs of specific groups of learners led him to a project on the marketing 

and promotion of the centre. He ran in-house focus groups with tutors and staff 

and surveyed students to establish how well they were meeting existing clients 

needs and how effective the program and its promotion was. The project found, 
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for example, that many people used the local paper and the website to access 

training opportunities, so more trouble is taken to update it regularly.   

The most valuable part of the experience was the support and interaction with 

colleagues and establishing the informal networks with like-minded colleagues, 

with the researchers most helpful at the point of developing surveys and writing 

the report. He didn’t use the online technology much. 

He wasn’t familiar with action research, and following the template structure was 

new knowledge for him. The degree of academic rigour was quite challenging. He 

realises the organisational change agenda is an ongoing action learning process, 

now into its next stage, working in partnership with NMIT (the local TAFE college) 

business students to lay the groundwork for a wider survey of training needs and 

unmet demand in the community. 

Neil believes that the Circles challenged people to think outside the square in a 

way they normally would not, that they gave legitimacy to questioning the pur-

poses of the centre, to open up dialogue.  

 

Again, in this Circle ACE organisations can be seen to take up the challenge to review 

their strategic directions in the light of the implementation of the Ministerial Statement, 

proactively taking the opportunity the Circle presented to move the process further. 

This again underlines the fact that it is not merely individuals seeking professional 

development opportunities, but rather a whole organisation choosing to engage with 

research and policy through the Circle process.  
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4  I M P L E M E N T I N G  T H E  C I R C L E S  C O N C E P T  

 

 

 

The concept of Circles of Professional Research Practice was defined by the ACFE Re-

search Strategy as a ‘mechanism’ to support implementation of the findings of high-

level research AND to realise its research investment and practical benefits for ACE 

organisations in line with the goals of the Ministerial Statement. 

The implementation of the three Circles was well documented in the reports, providing a 

good deal of evidence of the success of the initiative.  This section of the report ex-

plores the implementation of the concept. It reviews the design of the initiative to meet 

its stated objectives and determines what factors in the implementation of the Circles 

have contributed to their strengths and limitations and affected their impact (Project 

Brief Required Outcomes 2, 3 and 7). The section will: 

• Analyse the participants and their sponsoring organisations, to bring out some 

differences among the Circles. 

• Identify the factors that supported successful implementation. 

Participants and sponsoring organisations 

What organisations and participants in the sector did the initiative successfully reach? 

As the case studies have already suggested, the organisations most likely to engage 

may have been those with a commitment to change and those already engaged with 

the strategic issues that the research has highlighted. 

Table 4.1 is a summary of the participants and organisations and shows that there were 

some 108 participants, excluding the researchers and facilitators. This figure includes 

some participants (not more than five or six) that the survey inquiries revealed to have 

had only a marginal involvement. 

Over 75 ACE organisations participated, or about one fifth of all providers listed by 

region on ACFE’s regional webpages in 2007. Even if all organisations were not fully 

engaged as others, this represents some 20% of the sector engaged with the process, 

this is a significant leavening of action learning in ACE. 

Table 4.1 also shows that three-quarters (some 61) of the organisations sponsored 

individuals to attend at least one Circle round, while one quarter or some 17 organisa-

tions sponsored individuals to more than one round or more than one Circle. Analysis 

shows that perhaps half a dozen were very actively involved. 
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Table 4.1. Overview of participants and sponsoring organisations 

 

 Organisations  Participants  

All organisations and participants 77 108 

Organisations sponsoring participants for at least one Circle    
(including those sponsoring more than one person, n=5). 

 

61 69 

Organisations sponsoring participants  for more than one 
Circle —in the same round   

 

6 11 

Organisations sponsoring participants  for more than one 
Circle —in the next round    

 

11 41 

  

Round 1 (2005)   

 Circle 1: Men’s Learning 22 23 

 Circle 2: ACE Pedagogy 10 12 

 Circle 3: ACE Connects 13 13 

   

Round 2 (2006)   

 Circle 1: Men’s Learning 17 19 

 Circle 2: ACE Pedagogy 16 24 

 Circle 3: ACE Connects 17 19 

   

Figure 4.1 shows the participants and sponsoring organisations for each Circle in each 

round. Some Circles were larger in the first (C1) while others had more participants in 

the second round (C2 and C3). In C2 round 1, there were notably several organisations 

sending more than one member to the Circles. 

 

Figure 4.1. Participants and organisations in each Circle 
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Breakdown by region 

The question is how widely spread was this involvement. Table 4.2 shows a breakdown 

by ACFE regions as they were in mid-2007. The total providers is based on those listed 

for each region on the ACFE regional webpages in mid-2007.  

In four of the nine regions, the proportion of providers participating is over 25% in 

some, with considerable variability across metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas.  

Table 4.2. Participants and providers by region (n=109) 

 

 
Total 

providers 
Circle  

partps 
Circle 

Providers  %  
Partp per 
provider 

Barwon SW 27 9 8 29.6 1.1 

Grampians 31 11 8 25.8 1.4 

Western Met 37 3 3 8.1 1.0 

Eastern Met 42 16 11 26.2 1.5 

Gippsland 41 4 4 9.8 1.0 

Hume 41 18 12 29.3 1.5 

Loddon Mallee 43 12 10 23.3 1.2 

Northern Met 49 17 12 24.5 1.4 

Southern Met 57 18 11 19.3 1.6 

       

Total metro 185 54 37 20.0 1.5 

Total non-metro 183 54 42 23.0 1.3 

      

Total 368 108 79  1.4 

Note: The analysis includes 3 non-metropolitan organisations not currently ACFE funded. 

 

Figure 4.2. Participants and providers by region (n=109) 
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Table 4.3 throws further light on regional differences in the Circles which members 

attended.  

The metropolitan and non-metropolitan totals clearly show that while there are roughly 

equal numbers of participants involved (54 and 51 respectively), the C1 Men’s learning 

was the dominant Circle for non-metropolitan regions (26 of the 51 participants), and 

the C2 ACE pedagogy for the metropolitan (22 of the 54 participants).  This is consis-

tent with the rural focus of the primary research on men’s learning. (This table com-

bines the figures for the two rounds). 

Table 4.3.  Regional differences in Circles attended 

 

 

C1 

 

C2 

 

C3 

 
Total  

(participants)   

Barwon SW 6 0 3 9  

Grampians 7 2 2 11  

Western Met 1 1 2 4  

Eastern Met 5 4 6 15  

Gippsland 3 1 0 4  

Hume 9 3 5 17  

Loddon Mallee 1 7 2 10  

Northern Met 4 6 7 17  

Southern Met 3 11 4 18  

      

Total metro 13 22 19 54  

Total non-metro 26 13 12 51  

 

Note: This breakdown is for all participants, so some providers are represented more than once.  
CAE excluded. 

Size of provider and participation  

Finally, something can be said about participation in the Circles and the size of the 

provider organisation, classified by ACFE on the basis of annual student contact hours 

as large, medium and small (Table 4.4). 

There is a spread of participants across the range of organisations, with the larger 

providers predominating in the metropolitan area and the smaller in regional areas.
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Table 4.4  Participants and organisations by organisation size 

 

 Small Medium Large All 

Metropolitan     

Participants 9 22 24 55 

Organisations 7 16 14  

Non-metropolitan     

Participants 25 10 20 55 

Organisations 21 8 13  

Metropolitan     

Circle 1 2 7 5  

Circle 2 1 10 11  

Circle 3 6 5 8  

Total 9 22 24  

Non-metropolitan     

Circle 1 15 3 10  

Circle 2 5 3 7  

Circle 3 5 4 3  

Grand total 34 32 44 110 

*Participants only 

 

Factors in successful implementation 

Against the background of the case studies and drawing on the participant interviews, it 

is now possible to draw conclusions about why the Circles were a successful initiative.  

In hindsight, the implementation of the Circles may appear to have been straightfor-

ward. Yet the case studies have suggested how central to the experience was the par-

ticipants ‘negotiation’ of the Circle as a new concept.  

In searching for the ‘ingredients’ of success, it is important to acknowledge the holistic 

nature of the experience and not to underplay the elements of risk, experimentation, 

trust, creativity and adventurousness that undoubtedly played their part.  

ACFE’s role and the management of the Circles 

The most significant factor shaping the Circles initiative was ACFE’s decision to give the 

responsibility for their development to experienced managers in leading ACE organisa-

tions. 

This ‘hands-off’ approach had numerous beneficial consequences for the Circle’s ulti-

mate success. It gave them a degree of autonomy and scope for the Circles to find their 

own modus operandi and pursue implementation in their own way, develop the concept 

and make adjustments as they saw fit. 

The funding by ACE of participation in the Circles was crucial to motivating involvement 

of organisations and individuals, particularly those in more remote areas and those 



50 

E v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  C i r c l e s  o f  P r o f e s s i o n a l  R e s e a r c h  P r a c t i c e  

sessional staff who had to forego income to attend activities.  The funding of the Circles 

signalled that it was an activity to which ACFE accorded significance. 

Another aspect of ACFE’s role was the framework of the Research Strategy and its 

clarity in defining the parameters for applying research to practice.  

Experienced ACE managers  

The ACE managers had a keen appreciation that the Circles were about finding ways to 

implement the primary research. They involved a degree of experimentation—scope for 

participants, especially those without any research background, to work out what they 

were doing with their projects. This spirit of innovation can be found in each of the 

Circles. 

Having ACE organisations manage the Circles meant that there was a clear definition of 

roles that enabled a high degree of support to the participants by both ACE managers 

and the expert researchers. 

The ACE manager was responsible for setting up the Circle and for ensuring its success 

and fulfilment of the contract with ACFE. This gave the Circle manager a clear mandate 

to run the Circles, creating a leadership role that was a critical factor making for their 

success. The experienced ACE managers were able to apply all of their project man-

agement and skills to making participation work for Circle members.  

The ACE managers were the keystone of the Circle structure. In consultation with the 

researchers, they developed structured activities. They provided critical support, setting 

realistic expectations of what was required, providing advice about the research pro-

jects and motivating participants to ‘stay the course’. They performed a trouble-

shooting role, solving problems as the Circle developed and finding the right balance 

between encouragement and pressure to deliver outlines, feedback and reports. 

An important factor in the effectiveness of the managers, aside from their management 

style, and one that can’t be under-estimated, is their professional knowledge. This 

knowledge enabled them not only to maintain the participation of members and facili-

tate the engagement of researchers, but also, to effectively mediate the learning of 

research—by facilitating the developing understandings of practitioners about how 

research relates to policy and practice. Like the researchers, they too could draw on 

complex sets of understandings about the interactions of research, policy and practice 

in ACE. 

ACE management freed the university researchers from the responsibility of administra-

tion allowing them to concentrate on the work as expert research facilitators without 

the distractions of the minutiae of tracking participants and their progress with their 

research.  

This differentiation of roles made for complementary kinds of facilitation: informing 

participants about the research and how to apply it to their situation, then helping them 

manage the realities of their project and the requirements of participation in the Circle. 

Expert researchers 

All of the researchers had expertise as ACE practitioners and university teachers. They 

were engaged with ACE policy and had extensive formal research experience. All had a 
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grounded understanding of what research meanings might best resonate with ACE 

practitioners’ understandings. This blend of practical and formal knowledge was an 

essential resource in helping participants to learn to research their practice.   

The primary research had a strong influence on the character of each Circle and the 

concepts of applied research with which they operated.  

The Men’s Learning Circle, though it had researchers with an expert knowledge of the 

Deakin school’s action research model, in practice followed the adult education partici-

patory research tradition, and was the least formal of the three. Perhaps because the 

ACE Pedagogy framework tended to dominate the thinking of participants, this Circle 

emphasised critical reflection on some aspect of pedagogy rather than the ‘action re-

search cycle’ or like concepts. The ACE Connects Circle was perhaps the most formal in 

its approach to research. 

Many participants expressed their appreciation of the researchers’ knowledge and 

‘wisdom’ in regard to their insights into the field and its forms of practice. Their exper-

tise was perceived not simply in terms of formal research knowledge of methodology 

(or even action learning approaches) but rather the blend of knowledge and experience 

that allowed them to skilfully advise on what kind of interventions in practice would be 

worthwhile and could be realistically achieved. 

Supportive ACE organisations  

Sponsoring ACE organisations almost without exception gave the Circles support. In 

some cases, they provided payments to staff that became involved in a Circle project to 

ensure that it was supported as a professional development activity within the organisa-

tion, a multiplier effect to the funding for Circles to reimburse participants in a small 

way for their time. 

Many of the sponsoring organisations would be recognised as among the more estab-

lished and leading providers.  The earlier analysis in this section showed that there were 

perhaps half a dozen organisations that engaged fully with the opportunities that the 

Circles presented. 

For quite a few organisations who were seeking to move in new strategic directions, the 

Circles presented a timely opportunity to take forward the process. They met what 

organisations themselves recognised as a need for organisational change. This moti-

vated involvement. 

Some of this impetus to change was a response to policy, in a context where the Minis-

terial Statement was giving this specific direction. It was also clear that among some 

ACE organisations established early in the life of the sector, there is a desire to re-

invigorate and renew their approach. This is partly a generational phenomenon, as new 

or younger managers move in to take the places of older, and partly a result of the 

increasing professionalisation of the sector, driven by the requirements of accredited 

training and compliance with the conditions for registration as a training organisation.  

In quite a few cases, the sponsoring organisation had been a site for the primary re-

search, or the organisation had been involved in related professional development 

projects through ‘Reframing the Future’.  This paved the way for some participants to 

pursue their involvement with a professional interest. 
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Structured activities 

Another success factor was the structuring of the Circle activities.  At least in round 1, 

the Circle was an ‘unknown quantity’ to participants, and it was important to provide a 

structured set of activities that would set expectations and, to the extent that partici-

pants lacked a research and policy background, to provide one. 

An agreed structure was important to ensure that researchers, managers and partici-

pants knew what the Circle would ask of them. 

The activities were of various kinds: 

• Face-to-face meetings in the form of seminars and workshops. The first meetings 

outlined the Circle concept, summarised the research background, suggested 

possibilities for projects and enthused participants about the prospect of applying 

research to their practice 

• Researcher visits. Two of the Circles committed to visiting the participants in their 

organisations, something that they highly valued, especially when this contact 

was associated with help given by telephone 

• Project design and reporting.  In most Circles, materials such as report templates 

were provided to guide the writing and reporting on the projects  

• Informal contact with researchers and managers, in a steering or advisory ca-

pacity, as discussed above 

Few Circles appeared to place a heavy emphasis on expounding action research meth-

odology, though all made use of resource materials to present a range of ideas. It 

seems that an informal approach to research was preferred, with an emphasis on the 

practical relevance rather than academic sophistication. 

This grounded and informal approach to research practice seems to have been an 

important part of the effectiveness of the expert researchers, evident in many refer-

ences in participants’ interviews to authentic interaction with them. To some extent the 

researchers had little control over what was regarded as a suitable project, in that 

managers took an inclusive approach to getting participants involved in researching 

their practice. 

Perhaps the most satisfying activity reported by all participants including researchers 

and managers was the final presentation of their project reports in a face-to-face meet-

ing.  The highlight of the experience was hearing what others had done and learning 

from them. As the interviews reinforced, what participants most valued was the profes-

sional networking and interaction the Circles made possible.  

Put another way, the success of the Circles was due at least in some measure to the 

willingness of participants to engage in working collectively on matters of mutual inter-

est. This collaborative spirit ensured the Circle’s impact was magnified beyond that of a 

collection of individual projects. 

The participants and their projects 

As the three case studies will have demonstrated, a crucial influence on the success of 

the Circles was the character of the Circle members themselves, their professional 

background and current interests.  
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The majority of Circle members were experienced ACE workers—some Centre manag-

ers, many were program co-ordinators. The sponsoring organisations, it has already 

been stated, are among the more established and leading providers, with their spon-

sored staff in some cases active in the primary research or related projects. This conti-

nuity with the primary research was an important motivating factor for some. 

Perhaps a majority of the participants were among the more innovative practitioners in 

the sector, at least in the first round, and had in some cases been engaged in the 

original research or in related professional development projects. They were secure in 

their professional identity and ready to embrace change, or share their accumulated 

experience more widely through collaborative research. 

Appendix 3, from the Participant Database, provides many details of the Circle mem-

bers, their organisations and their projects and their response to the evaluation. 

Conclusion 

A range of factors set specific conditions that made for the successful implementation of 

the Research Circles initiative. In summary, these are— 

• ACFE’s policy of autonomy for the development of the Circles by experienced man-

agers in leading ACE organisations, supported by funding that motivated organisa-

tions and individuals to give the project priority 

• The leadership role of the ACE managers and the clear demarcation of the roles that 

enabled a high degree of support to the participants by both ACE managers and the 

expert researchers. 

• The robust research frameworks that practitioners readily applied to their situations, 

supported by the expert researchers’ wisdom and experience in ACE policy, re-

search and practice 

• The support of the ACE organisations that sponsored participants, a core of whom 

were leaders in organisational innovation, while other were seeking to move in new 

strategic directions or achieve organisational renewal. 

• Structured activities that ensured clear expectations of participants and their fo-

cused involvement, effective interactions among participants and the best use of 

time of researchers. 

• A flexible and informal approach to the adoption of action research methodology, 

giving scope for experimentation and creativity, and an emphasis on practical rel-

evance rather than academic sophistication.  

• The character of the Circle members themselves, and their willingness to engage in 

the Circle process, to take opportunity to working collectively on researching their 

practice.  
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5  A N A L Y S I N G  C I R C L E  O U T C O M E S  

 

 

 

The previous section of the report identified a range of factors that explain why the 

Circle was regarded as a successful initiative, with the potential to support change in 

the sector. 

This section examines the degree to which the Research Circles initiative met its objec-

tives, assessing the expected and unexpected benefits for the Board, the participating 

ACE organisations, practitioners, the researchers and learners in ACE. (Required Out-

comes 1, 5). 

A framework for analysing outcomes 

The aims of the Circles of Professional Research Practice as they were summarised in 

the Research Strategy were to:  

• provide opportunities for interested ACE practitioners and organisations to come 

together to raise awareness of relevant research, to apply research outcomes to 

their own situations and to learn good research practice applicable in ACE oper-

ational settings; 

• provide an action research model that can be continued within the ACE sector on 

its own initiative for its own purposes; and 

• contribute to the ACE sector’s collective capability to better meet the goals of the 

Ministerial Statement through applying the research to continuous improvement 

of practice at a local level. 

Subsequently, six required outcomes for the Circles were spelled out by ACFE against 

which the three Circle managers reported. The required outcomes were: 

• Increased awareness in the ACE sector of the Board’s research as it relates to the 

goals of the Ministerial Statement and the local context. 

• Application of learning from the research in practical ways that improves practice 

and produces outcomes for learners in line with the Ministerial Statement. 

• An action-research/workplace learning model that can be sustained within the 

sector on its own initiative for its own purposes. 

• Increased capacity of member ACE organisations to meet the goals of the Minis-

terial Statement. 

• Professional development and increased capability of practitioners to apply re-

search at the local level. 

• Fostering a research culture in ACE, participation in professional development and 

networking among practitioners and local level problem solving. 

The progress and final reports of the managers over the two Rounds of the Circles 

provide a rich source of descriptions of the achievements of the initiative. To provide a 
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comprehensive analysis of outcomes, the reports were searched and some 50 Outcome 

Statements culled from the results. These were organised in five groups corresponding 

to the ACFE outcome areas with some simplification (eg having one area referring to 

professional development and one referring to action research and fostering research 

culture). 

This set of statements (referred to as the Outcome Statements) has been used as the 

main reference point in face-to-face and telephone interviews with participants (see 

Participant Interview, at Appendix 2). This anchored the discussion and provided the 

basis for gathering data about the relative importance of outcomes. 

The Outcome Statements may be regarded as a valid representation of the achieve-

ments of the Circles. To bring out the different dimensions of outcomes, they were 

classified in three different ways—in terms of the  goals of the Ministerial Statement, in 

terms of the fields of ACE practice and in terms of the Habermasian knowledge inter-

ests. (An additional classification based on dimensions of Community of Practice was 

considered to be superfluous since it overlapped with these classifications).  

The aim of this approach is to view the impacts of the Circle initiative from different 

angles, to see where the weight of achievement was, and to have the results inform 

advice about future directions for Circle activity in ACE. 

This approach to outcomes analysis is summarised in Figure 5.1 and the results given in 

Table 5.1. 

 

Figure 5.1.  Analysis of Circle Outcomes 

 

 

 Ministerial Statement 

 
Broaden role (partnerships) 
Recognise specific groups 

Enhance sustainable provision 
Invest in ACE 

 
 

 

 
 

Fields of practice 
 

Individual pedagogy 
Organisational culture and 

strategy 
Professional networking 

Policy process 
 

 
 
 
 

50  
Outcome  

 Statements 
(Five areas) 

 
 

Knowledge interest 
 
Technical interest 
Communicative interest 
Emancipatory interest 
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Table 5.1  Classification of  the Outcome Statements  

Ministerial 
Statement 

 

Broaden the 
role of ACE 

Recognise 
specific groups 
of learners 

Enhance the 
sustainability of 
ACE 

Investment in 
ACE 

No. 4 8 27 11 

Field of ACE 
practice 

 

 

Individual 
practitioner 
(pedagogy) 

Organisational 
culture and 
strategy 

Networking and 
professional 
relationship 

Policy process 
in region and 
sector 

No. 9 22 10 9 

Knowledge 
interest 

Technical Communicative Emancipatory  

No. 12 20 13  

Ministerial Statement 

It is interesting, first, to ask how the 50 Outcome Statements correspond to the four 

strategies of the Ministerial Statement, which are: 

Strategy 1: Broaden the role of adult and community education, particularly through 

the formation of community learning partnerships 

Strategy 2: Recognise specific groups of learners, youth, Koories, culturally and lin-

guistically different, older people 

Strategy 3: Enhance the sustainability of adult community education provision 

Strategy 4: Investment in adult community education, including research on out-

comes 

While Strategy 1 and Strategy 2 relate specifically to desired changes in widening the 

reach and effectiveness of ACE, Strategy 3 is the main area in which impact was ex-

pected from the Circles. The Circle charter sought outcomes for ‘stronger community-

based adult education organisations’ through greater collaboration with other com-

munity organisations to develop and deliver programs and services. It also desired to 

‘improve both individual ACE practitioner capability and organisational practice’; build-

ing on successful learning and teaching methods; and developing new ways to reach 

and meet the needs of specific groups of learners’ (Research Strategy). 

Table 5.1 shows that more than half the 50 statements (27) fall under Strategy 3.  This 

is not surprising that Strategy 3 features so strongly since this is where the organisa-

tional and individual development outcomes are found, the kind of outcomes most 

commonly expressed by participants in the Circle reports.  

Fields of professional practice 

A second analysis of outcomes uses the four fields of practice outlined earlier in the 

report. 

Some outcome statements refer to the effect on the practice of the individual teacher or 

tutor domain (pedagogy, as identified in the ACE Pedagogy Framework), though by far 

the largest number (22) refer to changes in the work that ACE co-ordinators and man-
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agers do in the context of organisational culture and strategy. Quite a number of state-

ments refer to a third domain of networking and professional relationships, and finally, 

there is a domain of policy process where practice is concerned with interpretation and 

implementation and development of policy.  

Again, there is a very significant overlap of the organisation domain of practice with the 

‘sustainable ACE’ Strategy of the Ministerial Statement. 

Outcomes and knowledge interests 

Finally, it is possible to classify the 50 outcome statements more theoretically in terms 

of the three Habermasian ‘knowledge-constitutive interests’. As discussed earlier, the 

concept has been used by Carr and Kemmis to formulate the extent to which action 

research has the potential to move beyond the level of technical improvements to 

achieve transformative effects in organisations and social structures, and in professional 

identity.  

An outcome statement might reflect the ‘technical interest’, the achievement by partici-

pants of improved skills or technique, better teaching and learning approaches, and so 

on.  Beyond this, the Circle experience may have changed the understanding of self and 

others in social life (the practical or ‘communicative’ interest) expressed in outcomes 

that refer to new understandings of pedagogy, of organisational culture and strategy, or 

learning in the community. Finally, some outcome statements may refer to more trans-

formative effects of the experience on organisation or individual identity, or the ‘critical 

interest’ that is concerned with overcoming the limitations of current thinking and 

practice and to change unjust or irrational modes of being and social life. Outcomes 

resulting from this motivation may be more difficult to identify, but they can include 

collaborative work in order to change organisational culture, to create new conditions 

for effective action and to critique and examine the ideas and theories that lie behind 

practice. 

Surprisingly few of the outcome statements refer to technical improvements. The ma-

jority refer to changes in understandings and new commitments to working for change 

in the organisation or sector. 

Drawing these elements together, it can be seen that the 50 Outcome Statements 

strongly emphasise the third Strategy of the Ministerial Statement, ‘Enhance the sus-

tainability of adult community education’ and are concentrated on organisational culture 

and capability as the main field of action. Similarly, it is the interpretive interest, the 

communication of understandings, which is dominant.  

Thus it is fair to conclude that the Circles achieved their stated aim to enhance organi-

sational capability, particularly by examining, validating and more widely communicat-

ing professional knowledge embedded in practice. This conclusion is supported by the 

data collected from participants contacted during the evaluation. 

Participants’ perceptions of outcomes 

To form a clear picture of the outcomes of the Circle for participants, all those contacted 

for interview were asked to respond to the Outcomes Statements. In addition, all other 

participants in the database were emailed with a shorter version of the Participant 

Interview that highlighted the Outcomes Statements response. 
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It was explained that the 50 Outcomes Statements had been distilled from the Circle 

reports as representing a wide range of reported outcomes. 

Participants were asked to read through the Statements to become familiar with them, 

and then to select their ‘top ten or so’ statements, those best representing what they 

gained from the Circles.  They were then asked to rate each of the ticked statements on 

a scale of significance from 3 to 5 where 5 represents ‘very significant’ and 3 significant. 

(Unticked statements were assumed to have a rating of less than 3). 

Some 51 participants responded to the Outcomes Statements, either during the tele-

phone interview or in the form of a short Circles Survey that was emailed to those not 

interviewed. Non-respondents were followed up telephone, and this established that at 

least 15 (or one seventh) had left the sector. As noted previously, there were perhaps 

half a dozen practitioners who were marginally involved and who were not asked to 

provide a response. Some 30 other participants did not respond, mainly sessional tutors 

and part-time staff.  

The 51 responses therefore comprise a substantial body of evidence about the per-

ceived outcomes and benefits of the Circles. Those who were most fully involved with 

the Circles are best represented, including those with a full-time commitment to an ACE 

organisation as managers or program co-ordinators or teaching staff.  To a degree, 

sessional and part-timers are under-represented. 

Table 5.2 shows the results of this analysis (n=51) for all 50 statements and Figure 5.2 

the leading 20 statements, in order of their significance score. Participants were asked 

to both select statements and rate their significance on a scale from 1 to 5. The signifi-

cance score is the average of the ratings of significance for a statement multiplied by its  

frequency of selection. 

The leading statements (given with frequency and significance score) are: 

• Created opportunities to meet and share with other practitioners  (28, 120) 

• Motivated me to act on the desire to make changes  (25, 99) 

• Understood we need to research community learning needs (25, 99) 

• Learned how other organisations deal with their problems  (24, 89) 

• Focused on strategies to reach new client groups  (21, 88) 

• Opened up dialogue among staff about changes in our Centre  (21, 86) 

• Developed research skills that I can apply in my organisation (22, 86) 

• Broadened the way we view the work done by our centre (21, 85) 

• Started conversations with others about ACFE research  (22, 79) 

• Worked with staff to develop a team approach to our programs,  (17, 77) 

These statements highlight the importance that participants accorded opportunities to 

interact and network with others and to learn about others’ problem-solving practices. 

Significance was also placed on challenging colleagues to think more critically about 

practice and engaging in collaborative and outward-looking professional activity.  They 

refer to both individual and organisational aspects of change. 
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Table  5.2   Participants’ responses to the Outcome Statements (n=51)  

 Statement  Count Score 

A1 Realised there was an overall framework for my teaching 13 48 

A2 Made connections between research and ACFE policies 13 46 

A3 Started conversations with others about ACFE research  22 79 

A4 Found ways to interpret and explain findings of ACE research 13 48 

A5 Learned strategies for developing students’ generic skills 8 29 

A6 Have better understanding of issues in men’s participation 16 70 

A7 Realised why ACE needs to target specific groups 12 37 

A8 Realised we need better information about our students  11 38 

A9 Understood we need to research community learning needs 25 99 

A10 Developed on-line sharing information about research in ACE 4 14 

B1 Applied the pedagogy framework to improve teaching 8 33 

B2 Changed teaching practices to better meet learner needs 16 67 

B3 Challenged colleagues to think critically about their practice 19 71 

B4 Stimulated interaction among staff and students about learning 14 55 

B5 Broadened the way we view the work done by our centre  21 85 

B6 Increased the value and respect given to ACE tutors 12 47 

B7 Mapped a pathway from informal learning to recognised training 7 27 

B8 Focused on strategies to reach new client groups 21 88 

B9 Created better ways to promote pathways to work  13 48 

B10 Discovered a range of ways to promote men’s learning 13 55 

C1 Found ways to strengthen communication between tutors  17 72 

C2 Worked with staff to develop a team approach to our programs 17 77 

C3 Opened up dialogue among staff about changes in our Centre 21 86 

C4 Formed a partnership with another community organisation  14 56 

C5 Learned about other Centre’s strategies to reach new groups 17 65 

C6 Learned to connect ACE to different groups and their needs 7 29 

C7 Changed how we develop and deliver our services 15 59 

C8 Began consulting with local agencies to share strategies 7 29 

C9 Increased our Centre’s cultural sensitivity and inclusiveness  6 23 

C10 Developed new ways to capture good practice in ACE 15 59 

D1 Created opportunities to meet and share with other practitioners  28 120 

D2 Found we could work together to inquire into our practice 11 48 

D3 Found ways to overcome the isolation of sessional staff 11 45 

D4 Stimulated efforts to create staff induction procedures 7 26 

D5 Formed closer working relationships with other Centres 13 48 

D6 Learned how other organisations deal with their problems 24 89 

D7 Used on-line technology to improve communication 5 20 

D8 Showed how modest ACFE funding can activate change  13 52 

D9 Worked with colleagues to learn about their educational approaches 9 40 

D10 Motivated me to act on the desire to make changes 25 99 

E1 Learned to set up action research as part of work 14 57 

E2 Developed research skills that I can apply in my organisation 22 86 

E3 Made action learning a way of doing professional development 13 49 

E4 Learned how to activate change using action learning 13 53 

E5 Have kept up connections with other Circle members 10 39 

E6 Realised I have become a reflective practitioner 15 60 

E7 Have ongoing contacts with university research 6 22 

E8 Changed my whole approach to investigating practice 5 21 

E9 Found a new identity as a community researcher 3 11 

E10 Generated ideas for further research or action learning  14 52 
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The list represents outcomes that are very fairly spread across the strategies of the 

Ministerial Statement, the fields of practice and the type of knowledge interest.  Table 

5.2 shows a breakdown of these areas for the top 30 statements: 

Figure 5.2   Twenty leading outcome statements by significance (n=51) 

 

 

The ten statements least often selected by respondents include three from the ‘Foster-

ing research in ACE’ group (Group E) with the rest distributed over the other groups, 

(see Table 5.2). Wholesale change of identity was clearly not a widespread outcome, 

nor was continuing contact with the university researchers, but it is a little surprising 

that references to generic skills strategies or ‘mapping pathways’ or improving staff 

induction find a low ranking. The statements are:  

• Found a new identity as a community researcher  (score,  11) 

• Developed on-line sharing information about research in ACE (14) 

• Have ongoing contacts with university research (19) 

• Used on-line technology to improve communication  (20) 

• Changed my whole approach to investigating practice (21) 

• Increased our Centre’s cultural sensitivity and inclusiveness  (23) 

• Learned strategies for developing students’ generic skills  (26) 

• Learned to connect ACE to different groups and their needs (26) 

• Mapped a pathway from informal learning to recognised training   (27) 

• Stimulated efforts to create staff induction procedures (29) 
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Did the responses attach greater significance to areas of outcome according to goals of 

the Ministerial Statement, domains of practice and knowledge interest?  The average 

significance scores can be calculated for each class of outcome and the values are 

shown in Table 5.3.   

Regarding the goals of the Ministerial Statement, ‘Enhancing the sustainability of ACE’ is 

the largest category of outcome statements and this has a high value compared to 

other classes, though the small category of ‘broadening the role of ACE’ has a margin-

ally higher value.  Recognising specific groups appears to be least significant. 

Regarding the fields of ACE practice, a notably high value (65.8) is accorded to ‘net-

working and professional relationship’ ahead of ‘organisational culture and strategy’ 

(54.7).  The individual practitioner domain is least significant (40.9). These differences 

are consistent with participants’ interview comments about their importance.  

Regarding the Habermasian knowledge-constitutive interests, the communicative and 

emancipatory interests have higher significance values than the technical interest. This 

further confirms that the Circles benefits extended beyond the technical improvements 

in the practice of individuals. 

Table 5.3  Significance scores for outcome classifications  

Ministerial Statement 

 

Broaden the 
role of ACE 

Recognise 
specific groups 
of learners 

Enhance the 
sustainability 
of ACE 

Investment in 
ACE 

No.  4 8 27 11 

Average significance 
score  

56.3 48.5 55.8 50.9 

Field of ACE practice 

 

 

Individual 
practitioner 
(pedagogy) 

Organisational 
culture and 
strategy 

Networking 
and 
professional 
relationship 

Policy process 
in region and 
sector 

No. 9 22 10 9 

Average significance 
score 

40.9 54.7 65.8 52.0 

Knowledge  interest Technical Communicative Emancipatory  

No. 12 20 13  

Average significance 
score 

46.9 57.4 57.6  

NB.  As a basis for comparison, the average for all statements is 54. 

There is less variation in the average values for the five ‘areas’ in which the statements 

were originally grouped, but they are consistent with the earlier conclusions. The high-

est average values for frequency of selection and the ‘significance score’ are for Net-

working and Professional Relationship (Area D, 15.1 and 61), Application to Practice 

(Area B, 14.3 and 58) and Strengthening Organisational Capacity (Area C, 13.5 and 56) 

with less values for the other two areas of Awareness of Research  (Area A, 13.5 and 

51)  and Promoting Research (Area E, 11.3 and 45). Figure 5.3 shows these differences. 
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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:  



74 

E v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  C i r c l e s  o f  P r o f e s s i o n a l  R e s e a r c h  P r a c t i c e  

• 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 
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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.  

 



78 

E v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  C i r c l e s  o f  P r o f e s s i o n a l  R e s e a r c h  P r a c t i c e  

R E F E R E N C E S  

 

 

 

Adult, Community and Further Education Board (2001). Ministerial Statement: Future 

Directions for ACE in Victoria. Melbourne: ACFE Board. 

Aulich, T, (Chair). Come In Cinderella:The Emergence of Adult and Community Educa-

tion in Australia. Report of the Senate Standing Committee on Employment, Education 

and Training.  Canberra: AGPS. 

Ball, S. J. (1990). Politics and Policymaking in Education: Explorations in Policy Sociol-

ogy. London, Routledge.  

Beckett D & Hager P. (2002). Life, Work and Learning: Practice In Postmodernity. 

London, New York: Routledge Press. 

Berger, P.L. and Luckmann, T., (1967).  The Social Construction of Reality, New York: 

Doubleday Anchor. 

Billett S. (2001). Learning in the Workplace: Strategies for Effective Practice. Sydney: 

Allen and Unwin. 

Blumer, H. (1969), Symbolic Interactionism. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall. 

Bradshaw, D. (1999). Transforming Lives, Transforming Communities: a conceptual 

framework for further Education (2nd ed.) Melbourne: Adult Community & Further 

Education Board. 

Bradshaw, Delia, (1995). Multiple Images, Common Threads: case studies of good 

practice in Adult Community Education. Melbourne: Adult, Community and Further 

Education Board.  

Brown, A. and Jones, E. (2001).  Action Research and Postmodernism. Buckingham: 

Open University Press. 

Brown, M. (2003). Conceptualisations of practice: implications for VET practitioners. 

Paper prepared for the 6th  Annual Conference of the Australian Association for Research 

in Education.  

Carr, W., & Kemmis, S. (1986). Becoming Critical: Education, Knowledge and Action 

Research. 2nd ed. London: Falmer Press.  

Clemans, A., Hartley, R. and Macrae, H. (2004). ACE Outcomes. Adelaide: NCVER. 

Daley B. (1999). Novice to expert: an exploration of how professionals learn. Adult 

Education Quarterly. 49 (4) 133-147. 

Deshler, D. and Grudens-Schuck, N. (2000).  The politics of knowledge construction.  In 

A. L. Wilson & E. R. Hayes (Eds.), Handbook of Adult Education. San Francisco:  Jossey-

Bass.  

DEST (2006). Community Education and National Reform. Discussion Paper prepared by 

Ben Bardon. Canberra: DEST. 

Falk I., Golding B., Balatti J., 2000, Building Communities: ACE, lifelong learning and 

social capital. Melbourne: ACFE Board. 

Foley, G. (ed.) (2004). Dimensions of Adult Learning. Adult Education and Training in a 

Global Era. Sydney: Allen and Unwin. 

Garfinkel, H. (1967). Studies in Ethnomethodology. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Garrick, J. & Rhodes, C. (eds). (2000). Research and Knowledge at Work. London & 

New York: Routledge. 



79 

E v a l u a t i o n  o f  t h e  C i r c l e s  o f  P r o f e s s i o n a l  R e s e a r c h  P r a c t i c e  

Gibbons, M., Limoges, C., Nowotny, H., Schwartzman, S., Scott, P., and Trow, M. 

(1994). The New Production of Knowledge. The Dynamics of Science and Research In 

Contemporary Societies. London: Sage. 

Golding, B. 2005. Men’s learning through ACE and community involvement in small 

rural towns. Findings from a Victorian Survey. Melbourne: ACFE Board of Victoria. 

Golding, B. Davies, M. and Volkoff, V. 2001. A consolidation of ACE research 1990-

2000: Review of research. Adelaide: NCVER. 

Hammersley, M. (2004). Educational Research, Policymaking and Practice. London: Paul 

Chapman. 

Hammersley, M. and Atkinson, P. (1983). Ethnography: Principles in Practice. Lon-

don:Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

Herirtage, J. (1984). Garfinkel and Ethnomethodology. Cambridge: Basil Blackwell. 

Sanguinetti, J., Waterhouse, P. and Maunders, D. (2004). The ACE Experience: Peda-

gogies for life and employability. Melbourne: ACFE Board of Victoria. 

Kearns, P. (2001). Generic Skills for the New Economy: Review of research, Adelaide: 

NCVER. 

Kemmis S. & McTaggart R. (2000). Participatory action research. in Denzin, N.  and 

Lincoln, Y. (ed). Handbook of Qualitative research. (2nd ed). Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Le Compte, M.D., Milroy, W.L. and Preissle, J. (eds).  (1992).  The Handbook of Qualita-

tive Research in Education. Academic Press. 

Marginson, S. (1993). Education and Public Policy in Australia. Cambridge, Cambridge 

University Press. 

McIntyre (1998), Arguing an Interpretive Method. In Higgs, J. (ed). Writing Qualitative 

Research. Sydney: Hampden Press:  pp.161-174.  

McIntyre, J. & Wickert, R. (2000). The negotiated management of meanings: Research 

for policy. In Garrick and Rhodes (2000). 

McIntyre, J. and Grudens-Schuck, N. (2004).  Research in adult education and training. 

In Foley (2004), pp.167-186. 

Reynolds, L.T. (2003). Handbook of Symbolic Interactionism. Rowman Altamira. 

Schutz, A. (1976).  The Phenomenology of the Social World, 1932 ed. trans. G.Walsh 

and F. Lehnert, Evanston: Northwestern University Press. 

Selener, D. Participatory Action Research and Social Change: Approaches and Critique. 

Nova York: Cornell University, 1992.    

Solomon, N. and McIntyre, J. (2000). De-schooling vocational knowledge. In Symes, C 

and McIntyre, J. (2000).  

Symes, C and McIntyre, J. (2000). Working Knowledge. The New Vocationalism and 

Higher Education. Buckingham: SRHE and Open University Press. 

Walstab, A. and Teese, R. (2005). A Community Studies Approach to Researching 

Strategic Issues in ACE, Centre for Post-compulsory Education and Lifelong Learning. 

Melbourne: Adult Community & Further Education Board.  

Walstab, A., Volkoff, V., and Teese, R (2005). ACE Connects: Building Pathways to 

Education, Employment and Community Engagement, Centre for Post-compulsory 

Education and Lifelong Learning. Melbourne: Adult Community & Further Education 

Board. 

Walstab, A., Volkoff, V., and Teese, R (2006). ACE makes a difference: building path-

ways, providing opportunities & creating outcomes Centre for Post-compulsory Educa-

tion and Lifelong Learning. Melbourne: Adult Community & Further Education Board. 

Wenger E. (1998).  Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity, Cam-

bridge University Press. 

 




