A positional paper on Action Research 

There are many views about Action Research, however, one of the most definitive explanations comes from Cohen and Manion (1984: 3rd edition) . . .” Action Research is a small scale intervention into the functioning of the real world and a close examination of the effects of such intervention. (page 217).”
Therefore Action Research is situational because it is concerned with diagnosing a problem in a specific context and attempting to solve it in that context. Thus this form of research is usually (though not inevitably) collaborative: in essence the practitioners also become the researchers and tend to work in small groups although their actual research project is usually based on their own professional experiences and working practices. 
It is also participatory as the group / team members themselves actively take part within this process, meeting and communicating among themselves and seeking support when required.  Thus they able to directly or indirectly attempt to implement the research practice and make changes when required within their approaches to teaching and learning. It is also Self Evaluative and modifications can be  made and recorded  within the ongoing situation. 
The ultimate objective being to improve practice in some way or other.
The use of Action Research in the Social Sciences can be resolved in Two Stages.

(1) A Diagnostic Stage in which the problems are analysed and the Hypotheses ( ideas offered as a basis for reasoning) developed. 

(2) A Therapeutic Stage in which the Hypotheses are tested by a consciously directed change experiment.

A well known author and Researcher, Lawrence Stenhouse, noted that Action Research should contribute not only to Practice but to ‘Theory of Education and Teaching which is accessible to other teachers’.  Thus the scope of Action Research as a method is impressive.
 A teacher trying a novel or a new and sometimes different way of teaching a subject OR a sophisticated study of Organisational Change and Development in Industry., using a large research team backed by government sponsors.  Whatever the situation and the methods used, the  evaluation frame of references remains the same: : namely to add to the Practitioners Functional Knowledge of the Phenomena. . . .  he / she deals with.
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The distinction between  Action Research and Applied Research are as follows.
Both utilize the scientific method: 
Applied Research is concerned mainly with establishing relationships and testing theories. It is quite rigorous in its application of the conditions of this method. . thus large numbers of cases, establishing as much control as possible over variables. . precise sampling and techniques and a serious concern to generalize its findings to comparable situations.
It is important to note that:
It does not claim to contribute directly to the solutions of problems.
Action Research interprets the scientific method more loosely, chiefly because its focus is a specific problem in a specific setting. The emphasis is not so much on obtaiining generalizable scientific knowledge ( ie knowledge that could be applied anywhere in a similar setting).  as on precise knowledge for a particular situation and purpose. 

Please note

The conditions imposed on Applied Research therefore are normally relaxed within Action Research
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