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Commentary 

Critical Design Ethnography as Action Research 

PETER REASON 
University of Bath 

"Critical Design Ethnography: Designing for Change" is reviewed in terms 
of action research underfive dimensions: knowledge in practice, participation 
anddemocracy, many waysof knowing, emergence, andworthwhile purposes. 
Particular attention is paid to the tensions between the design agenda and 
the empowerment agenda. [critical design ethnography, action research, 
participation, empowerment] 

Sasha Barab et al.:s "Critical Design Ethnography: Designing for 
Change" is to be welcomed as falling broadly within the tradition of 
participatory action research in which the academic researcher moves 
away from the role ordained by positivist inquiry as separate from the 
subject (i.e., object) of his/her research and attempts to engage in a 
manner that is empowering and that contributes to some kind of de­
sired change. The article is of particular interest since the researchers, as 
ethnographers and designers of educational software, bring their own 
particular skills and agendasto the project: They desire not only to con­
tribute by initiating and facilitating an empowering process, but also by 
producing a software product that has wider application. 

In considering an article in this tradition, I am bound to start from my 
own articulation of action research: 

Action research is a participatory, democratic process ~ncerned with devel­
oping practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile hetman purposes.. .. It 
seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice.jn partici­
pation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of pressing 
concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual persons 
and their communities. [Reason and Bradbury 2001:1] 

This implies five dimensions of action research around which our prac­
tice can be designed and reviewed, as can be seen in Figure 1. As argued 
elsewhere (Bradbury and Reason 2001; Reason 2003a), no one piece of 
action research can be expected to be exemplary in all five dimensions, 
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