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This article examines how action research can function as transformative professional 

learning for developing culturally responsive pedagogies (CRP). Drawing on interviews with 

teachers involved in two Australian research projects (2017–2024), the study argues that 

action research enables teachers to move beyond prescriptive, checklist-style approaches 

towards more responsive and contextually grounded teaching practices. 

Culturally responsive pedagogy is understood not as a set of strategies, but as a relational 

and emergent process. It involves valuing students’ cultural knowledges, rejecting deficit 

views, and co-constructing learning through relationships with students, families, and 

communities. As such, CRP cannot be reduced to fixed methods; rather it must be open to 

unfolding differently in each pedagogical encounter. 

The study critiques traditional professional learning models for developing culturally 

responsive practices, because they position teachers as implementers of externally designed 

strategies. Instead, it explores action research as a practice-based approach where teachers 

investigate their own classrooms, experiment with ideas, and learn through direct 

engagement with teaching. Drawing on process philosophy, the paper theorises the action of 

action research, as working within the ‘messy middling’ of practice, where learning emerges 

through dynamic interactions rather than pre-planned outcomes. 

Three key findings emerge: First, the non-prescriptive pedagogical ideas introduced in the 

project functioned as a kind of checklist that was deliberately more than a checklist. Rather 

than prescribing actions, these ideas operated as generative propositions or enabling 

constraints, prompting teachers to interpret and adapt them in relation to their specific 

contexts. This generative checklist supported creative, contextually responsive practices, 

with teachers enacting ideas such as ‘connecting to lifeworlds’ in diverse ways depending on 

their students and communities. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Second, the action component is critical. Teachers developed understanding through trying 

ideas in real classrooms, responding to student feedback, and problem-solving in situ. This 

led to pragmatic theorising, where knowledge emerges through the interplay between 

theory and lived experience. 

Third, action research encouraged teachers to move into more experimental and uncertain 

pedagogical spaces. This included sharing power with students, letting go of control, and 

being open to unexpected outcomes. While challenging, this shift enabled more relational, 

responsive, and collaborative forms of teaching and learning. 

Overall, the article argues that effective professional learning for CRP must move beyond 

checklists and standardised methods. Instead, it should create conditions for 

experimentation, relational engagement, and responsiveness to the complexities of real 

classrooms, allowing both teachers and students to become active agents in the learning 

process. 

 

Take-home messages: 

Emergent Pedagogy: Culturally responsive pedagogy is not a checklist or set of strategies, it 

is an emergent, relational process shaped in each classroom context. 

Generative Checklist: A generative ‘checklist’ of non-prescriptive ideas can support practice 

by provoking interpretation rather than prescribing action. 

Practice-Based Learning: Action research is powerful because it situates teacher learning in 

actual practices, not abstract theory. 

Productive Uncertainty: Teacher learning deepens through experimentation, uncertainty, 

and responsiveness to students, not through compliance with external models. 

Shared Power: Transformative pedagogy involves shifts in power, with teachers and students 

co-constructing learning in more collaborative and context-sensitive ways. 

 


