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Action Research to support Curriculum Innovation and Pupil Participation 
 


 
Clarifying your focus for development and enquiry 


 
 
What is the focus for your project? 
 
 
 


 
 
What are the aims of the project? (Why are you doing this?) 
 
 


 
 
 


 
 


What are your priorities for development / leading change? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
What is your main research question? Suggest some subsidiary questions. 
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Some challenges when we are trying to listen to each other’s voices  


 
1. Do you feel that everyone can say what they want to say in relation to your school’s 
development? Think about pupils, teachers, teaching assistants, ancillary staff, parents, the local 
community. 
 
 
 
2. How do we report different voices? Are they communicated and interpreted accurately? Share 
examples. 
 
 
 
3. Whose voice is heard and whose isn’t? Are there some voices we wish to hear and others we 
do not? What do we do with the spoilt questionnaires?  
 
 
 
4. Do students ever interpret the evidence? For example what would a school self-evaluation form 
(SEF) written by students look like? 
 
 
 
5. Will people feel badly let down if their ideas are not taken up? Is the politics explained to 
everyone? 
 
 
 
6. Are we putting ‘student voice’, ‘parent voice’, ‘teacher voice’ etc. into just one place so that 
we can say we’re ‘doing’ it? Think of examples. Does this prevent listening and action in other 
places?  
 
 
 
7. Are we listening to comments that fit in or make sense and ignoring those that don’t? Whose 
language are we using when we talk to each other? 
 
 
 
Adapted from Fielding, M. (2004) ‘Transformative Approaches to student voice: theoretical underpinnings, 
recalcitrant realities’, British Educational Research Journal, 30(2) pp.295-311, in Durrant, J. and Holden, 
G. (2006) Teachers Leading Change: doing research for school improvement, London: Paul Chapman 
Publishing. 
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Practitioner research 
 
What are the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats for you in using 
action research to support curriculum innovation and pupil participation? 
 


  
STRENGTHS 
 
Values people 
Increased understanding 
Identifies positives / what is going well 
Focused 
School / Class / Subject specific 
An organic, evolving process 


 


 
WEAKNESSES 
 
Time 
The teacher’s urge to put into practice 
rather than to theorise 
‘Small scale’ argument * 
Desire for ‘proof’ through quantitative data 
No instant result; takes time to embed 
Cannot be replicated in other schools 


 
 
OPPORTUNITIES 
 
Motivation of staff 
Inclusivity 
New beginning 


 
 
 


 
THREATS 
 
Finance 
Buy-inform colleagues 
Political, e.g. pupil voice 
Strong emotions 
Negativity ** 


 
* However, small scale research is of massive importance in initiating change. Many 
researchers are moving away from the macro and quantitative methodologies, and 
emphasising instead the importance of creating a change in culture rather that gathering 
‘proof’. 
 
** Documentation is therefore important as a tool to challenge negativity. 
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Who are the participants / actors in your project? 
 


1. Write your research question or focus for development in the box  
2. Map out the individuals or groups who have a ‘stake’ or an interest in your project 


and its outcomes, putting those with greatest interest closest to the middle 
3. Put a star against those who are participating in the project in some way 
4. Put a ring around those who have a real voice and are ‘actors’ within the project 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Now discuss in your group: 
 
a) How are you involving these people and to what extent do they have a voice and 
influence in the development process (curriculum change, organizational improvement)? 
 
b) Who is not involved and why? 
 
c) Are different individuals and groups involved at different stages? E.g. the planning, 
the action, the research, or as the audience?  
 
d) Apply the ‘ladder’ framework to your research for pupils and for other ‘stakeholders’ 
and challenge yourselves with Fielding’s questions. How can you make your enquiry 
more powerful in improving relationships, supporting collaboration and making 
improvement happen? 
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What information is 
needed? 


How are you going 
to collect it? 
(include timescales) 


Who will be 
involved in the data 
collection?  
(as respondents, 
participants, 
helpers…) 


How are you going 
to process/ analyse 
/ present the 
information? 
 


Who is your 
audience? 


How will this 
support curriculum 
innovation / 
increase pupil 
participation? 
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Planning the data collection to support your project 
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Have you understood / accounted for these elements in your research?  


 
TRIANGULATION 


checking different sets of evidence against 
one another to ensure greater reliability 


and validity 
 


 
VALIDITY 


the extent to which the analysis and 
interpretation is authentic, accurate and 


‘true’ 
 


 
RELIABILITY 


the extent to which the research produces 
results that can be replicated and are 


generalisable to other cases 
 


 
ETHICAL RESEARCH 


research conducted with respect for 
people, knowledge, democratic values and 


quality of process 
 


 
REFLEXIVITY 


reflecting, questioning and challenging the 
research  process; looking for meanings 


and patterns; understanding the 
researcher’s role in the research 


 
RIGOUR 


 
the quality of the research – requires a 


critical, reflexive approach 
 


 
CASE RECORD / CASE STUDY 


A case record is the body of evidence from 
which the researcher draws evidence for 


analysis to create a case study 
 


 
CRITICAL INCIDENT 


a situation or occurrence that is  
selected for in-depth analysis 


 
 


 
OBJECTIVITY 


remaining critically distant from the 
research, without influence or bias 
(impossible to achieve completely) 


 
 


BIAS 
 


Particular emphasis in interpretation 
because of the researcher’s particular 


viewpoint, role, values or agenda 
(impossible to eliminate completely) 
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Has your research taken full account of ethical issues? 


 
1. Do participants understand the nature of the activity or investigation and why they have 


been asked to participate?  
 
2. To what extent will the research impinge on the lives of other people? 
 
3. Will the research cause participants any discomfort, distress or inconvenience? 
 
4. Are participants aware of the right to withdraw at any stage of the process? Do they know 


how to do this? 
 
5. Do participants know how and why information is stored, how it is used and to whom it 


may be made available? Is the information stored securely? Are participants aware of 
their rights to look at any data stored about them?  


 
6. Have participants been debriefed and provided with copies of any reports and 


publications?  
 
7. Does the research use incentives (e.g. sweets for children) that may change relationships 


and cause unacceptable bias in responses? 
 
8. Does the research avoid interventions and research methods which cause advantage to 


one group and not another. 
 
9. To what extent are the data collection and analysis and inferences drawn fully 


reliable(would happen again in the same circumstances)) and valid (true) 
 
10. Is the research accurate? 
 
11. Are data and methods available for people to look at (mindful of confidentiality 


agreements)? 
 
12. How is research and development work in progress going to be reported clearly to 


different audiences / stakeholders?  
 
13. Who is going to be the author of documents, case studies, materials and other 


publications? Is everyone who has made a substantive contribution included and 
acknowledged? 


 
14. Is the school (which usually means the headteacher) aware of ethical guidelines and 


processes involved: purpose, research methods, access to participants, ownership of data 
and publication arrangements? 
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From: Durrant, J. and Holden, G (2006) Teachers Leading Change: doing research for school 
improvement. London: Paul Chapman Publishing. 
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THE LADDER OF PARTICIPATION 


 


manipulation


decoration


participation


consultation


Adults decide. 
Inform pupils.


Pupils decide. 
Adults support.


Adults and 
pupils decide 
together


Adults consult 
pupils then 
decide.


Adults use pupils 
as decoration


Adults consult and 
take pupil views 
into account.


The ladder of 
participation
(from Shultz in 
Democratic 
Learning, 
MacBeath and 
Moos.)


 


Where is your 
school on this 


ladder? 
Does it vary from 


project to 
project? 


Six levels of young people's participation in projects. 


References:  


MacBeath, J. and Moos, L. (Eds.) (2004). Democratic Learning: The Challenge to 
School Effectiveness. NY: RoutledgeFalmer. 


The ladder metaphor is borrowed from the essay on adult participation by Sherry 
Arnstein (1969); there are many different versions of the categories. Originally from 
Hart, R. (1992) Children's Participation from Tokenism to Citizenship.  
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Types of evidence in school-based enquiry 
From Durrant, J. and Holden, G. (2006) Teachers Leading Change:  


doing research for school improvement. London: Paul Chapman Publishing 
 


 


EVIDENCE THAT ALREADY EXISTS 


 
• Pupil performance data 


 
• Minutes of meetings 


 
• Specifications (e.g. from 


manufacturers making claims for 
equipment and materials)  


 
• Baseline data   


   
• Policies and other documentation 


 
• Children’s work 


 
• Other people’s evidence – the web, 


reading, journals, conferences etc 
 


• Marking and assessment 
 


• School self-evaluation data 
 


• Professional development 
documentation (e.g. performance 
management summaries, notes from 
workshops, courses, mentoring) 


 


ADDITIONAL WAYS OF COLLECTING EVIDENCE 


 
• Records of discussion – notes, tapes, 


flipcharts 
 
• Observations in class, in playground etc 
 
• Photographs annotated by different 


groups 
 
• Observations of tutorial / mentoring work 


and follow-up conversations 
 
• Observations and conversations in other 


schools 
 
• Video or audio recordings (digital 


cameras can camcorders can be used by 
students to present their own 
perspectives)  


 
• Interviews – parents, pupils, teachers…. 
 
• Classroom journals or research diaries - 


paper, computer, Dictaphone… 
 
• People’s reflections expressed verbally, 


in writing (poetry, story, analogy and 
factual) and in pictures or diagrams  


 
• Conversations  – recorded as notes 
 
• Critical incidents (analysis based on 


incident log) 
 
• Questionnaires, audits and surveys  
 
• Email and discussion board 


correspondence 


                                                                              


be  
critical… 


be 
realistic…. 


be 
creative… 
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