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Abstract

What if we could identify the practices of transparent communication in open communities, understand the processes by which these discourse-exposing practices scaffold learning, and then transfer these practices and processes to our own research projects? What would happen if researchers start allowing ourselves and others to eavesdrop on our "ordinary" conversations, and what are the barriers and benefits to doing so?

Radically Transparent Research is an emergent qualitative research practice inspired by the radical real-time transparency practices of open communities such as Free and Open Source software, hardware, and content projects (Chua, 2012a, b; Chua & Dziallas, 2012).  It can be used with any existing research method and represents a counterexample to conventional “behind closed doors at all time” research practices. By making final outputs as well as intermediate revisions, design discussions, technical reviews, and essentially nearly all conversational and technical artifacts available, freely-licensed, and fully-attributable online, it enables access to legitimate peripheral participation to a higher degree than most research projects.  As such, it results in public and collaboratively constructed artifacts with the potential to broaden awareness of and participation in research while creating a compendium of stories that can be shared with other practitioners considering similar transformations to their own practices.  As such, radically transparent research is consistent with action research methods in educational contexts (Reason & Torbert, 2001), participatory research methods (McIntyre, 2008), and legitimate peripheral participation frameworks (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  It may support transformative learning (Mezirow, 2000), self-authorship (Baxter Magolda & King, 2004), high-leverage and potentially transformative system interventions (Meadows, 2008), and iterative cycles linking research and practice through critical reflection (Arbaugh et al., 2010).  

Why do radically transparent research?  Quite simply, we want more people – especially non-academic practitioners of the domains we are studying – to engage in the process of research and imagine the ways research can be used in their practice. For those involved in a research project, the process of creation involves a rich and delightfully messy discourse, a conversation between teammates and technology, components, codes, analysis, and constraints; for those outside, research is a black box. Additionally, in contrast with conventional “closed” research's unspokenly assumed scarcity mentality of “if I share with you, there's less for me,” radically transparent research fosters a perspective of abundance. 

How is this “praxis”? In radically transparent research, researchers reveal their practice, research subjects get to challenge the research process and how people ascribe meaning to their data, and the broader community gets to co-construct meaning with the researchers and subjects while revealing how the research inspires their practice. In this way, radically transparent research is both a method and a change initiative.

How is radically transparent research done?  A central issue is clarity around ownership and licensing of all artifacts involved.  Instead of privately analyzing confidential and de-identified datasets , we assign copyright of individual data to our research subjects who then release “public” versions of their data under a Creative Commons license.  Similarly, intermediate analyses and results are also available online via an open license which allows research subjects and the communities they work with and within to see, and contribute to, the “source code” of our research, allowing populations to engage who may not otherwise have access to this side of academia.  Key issues for transforming “private” research work into a “public” open content project involves five guiding principles:

· Release all work in an editable format under an open license as soon as it is made.

· Make participation as low-barrier as possible; don't limit your impact to what you can measure. Instead, aim to have the biggest impact possible, then show how your visible impact is the tip of a much larger iceberg.

· Make public updates frequently and predictably.

· Make work findable by aggregating and summarizing work centrally.

· Reach out in backchannels to bring people to public space.

What does this look like in practice?  We are currently using this method in the context of engineering education research: (1) UNICEF project on STEM education for disabled youth, (2) a change initiative examining assumptions about transforming education as a collaborative sensemaking process, and (3) an oral history project centered around professors who have recently changed their classroom practices in a significant way.

In this paper (see outline below), we describe the concept of motivations for radically transparent research, situate it in the broader literature, and illustrate both the process and outcomes through case studies.  We conclude with lessons learned and insights for future work.

Outline

1. Motivation: What is “radically transparent research?” and why do it?

a. History and inspiration from open communities

b. Guiding principles and vision

c. Abundance vs scarcity mentalities

2. Frameworks: Situating “radically transparent research” in the broader literature

a. How is this a form of praxis?

b. How is this a counterexample to current approaches?

c. Access and participation: what can this enable?

d. What situations is “radically transparent research” appropriate – and inappropriate – for?

3. Procedure: Unpacking the method

a. The method in its original context: radical transparency in open source, hardware, and content project communities

b. Considerations for transferring the method to an academic research context

c. Setting up a radically transparent research project

c.i. Assessing whether radical transparency is appropriate

c.ii. Educating stakeholders and obtaining approval and consent

c.iii. Handling copyright and licensing

c.iv. Designing publishing and participation infrastructure

d. Processes for carrying out radically transparent research

d.i. Release all work in an editable format under an open license as soon as it's made

d.ii. Make participation as low-barrier as possible

d.iii. Make public updates frequently and predictably

d.iv. Make work findable by aggregating and summarizing work centrally

d.v. Reach out in backchannels to bring people to public space.

4. Case studies: the implementation and effects of radically transparent research on...

a. Changemakers – examining change initiatives in engineering education

b. Programmabilities – a UNICEF project on STEM education for disabled youth

c. Sage on the Stage to Guide on the Side – professors transforming their teaching practice

5. Discussion: Lessons learned about barriers and benefits

a. Barriers 

a.i. Little precedent for radically transparent research in terms of policies for conducting research with human subjects

a.ii. Pushing on perceptions of “original work”

a.iii. Getting comfortable with exposing our practice 

b. Benefits

b.i. A flexible and open participation structure is both possible and beneficial

b.ii. Enriched research dynamics and discourse

b.iii. Enhanced and deeper connections between research and practice

b.iv. Improved access  – disciplines, cultures, and with non-privileged groups

6. Future work

7. Acknowledgements
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