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Abstract

This paper argues that more should be done to draw on the views of children and
young people when using collaborative action research to promote inclusion in
schools. Drawing on the findings of a collaborative action research study which
explored how primary school students (4-12-year-olds) could take on the role of
researchers, through Inclusive Inquiry, an approach that focuses on the
development of inclusive practices and thinking in schools, the paper throws light
on the potential of this approach. Building on earlier research carried out with
secondary schools, the findings reported here are based on work carried out in 30
primary schools in five countries. The analysis of data generated through these
experiences suggests that collaborative action research approaches that involve
children as researchers in schools can increase students’ confidence, make them
more engaged in lessons, and facilitate stronger relationships with their teachers. It

is argued that these features can also lead to the development of student agency.
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Introduction

The need to develop resilient and engaged students in schools is more urgent than ever.
UNESCO (2020) has argued for the promotion of student, youth and children’s participation
in a post-Covid world, as they return to school, and the need to find ways of reconnecting with
them. The report goes on to suggest that students “should be given a leading voice in designing

the learning opportunities and learning communities” (15). Similarly, OECD (2019) has
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highlighted the need to develop “student agency”, both as a goal in itself and as a learning
process.

This paper reports findings from three cycles of action research that was focused on finding
ways to reach out to all children, particularly those seen as ‘hard to reach’ (Messiou and
Ainscow, 2020). The study employed collaborative action research and used an innovative
approach, ‘Inclusive Inquiry, that was developed through our earlier work (Messiou, 2012;
Messiou and Ainscow, 2015; Messiou et al., 2016). The approach combines in a new way a
well-established approach to professional learning, lesson study, with an emphasis on listening
to the views of students by taking an active role, that of researchers. More importantly, the
approach moves beyond the simple gathering of the views of students, into having dialogues

between children and teachers, and children and their classmates.

Situated within a broader concept of inclusion as an ongoing process (Ainscow, 2007) that
seeks to identify and address barriers to learning and participation (UNESCO, 2017), another
distinctive feature of the study was the bringing together of students and teachers in an effort
to encourage engagement in lessons. This was achieved through dialogues between children
and teachers. This contrasts with other research in inclusive education that either focuses on
teachers (e.g. Avramidis and Norwich, 2002; Florian and Black-Hawkins, 2011), or, more
recently, a growing number of studies that focus on children’s views (e.g. Black-Hawkins,
Maguire and Kershner, 2021; Shaw, 2021). Studies that bring the two perspectives together
and, importantly, in ways that allow them to work together, are rare, particularly in primary

education. The study reported here has addressed this gap.

Students’ voices research
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Over the last thirty years, there has been a growing emphasis on the idea of focusing on
students’ voices in research and in the development of schools. This interest started with the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), particularly articles 12 and 13 that highlight

children’s rights to express their views about matters that affect them.

The term student voice has varying meanings in the literature. For example, Cook-Sather
(2006) argues that “““voice” signals having a legitimate perspective and opinion, being present
and taking part, and/or having an active role’ (362). Others draw attention to the notion of voice
beyond verbal expressions, such as emotional components and other non-verbal means of
expressing views (Thomson, 2008). However, Reay (2006) draws attention to the dangers of
the collectiveness of the term voice and argues that “instead of a common pupil voice there is

often a cacophony of competing voices” (179).

In the UK, the influential work on pupil voice by Rudduck and Mclintyre (2007), funded by
ESRC, has focused on consulting pupils for learning and teaching with a view to school
improvement. Rudduck (2006) distinguishes between consultation and participation,
highlighting that the first refers to talking with students about things that matter in school,
whereas participation is about involving them in a school’s work and development. The
‘Consulting Pupils about Teaching and Learning Project’ (2001-2004) consisted of six
interrelated enquiries, including the idea of involving students as researchers (Fielding and

Bragg, 2003).

Therefore, alongside this emphasis on listening to the views of students, a movement that
focuses on developing students as researchers has also emerged. According to Fielding (2001),

students can be seen in a number of ways, such as “sources of data, students as active
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respondents, students as co-researchers, and students as researchers” (135). Internationally,
researchers have focused on involving students as researchers, or co-researchers, through
projects that explore various aspects of school life (Ainscow and Kaplan 2005; Bahou, 2012;
Bland and Atweh, 2007; Carrington, Bland, and Brady 2009; Fielding 2001; Goldrick 2008;
Hajisoteriou and Angelides, 2015; Hajisoteriou, Karousiou and Angelides, 2017; Kellett, 2009;

Mitra, 2003; 2004; Tangen 2009; Thomson and Gunter 2006).

Groundwater-Smith and Mockler (2016) argue that there has been a shift from earlier
conceptualisations of students as a ‘data source’ to that of co-researchers and joint constructors
of knowledge, illustrating a move towards more active student—teacher partnership. However,
most of the examples that they discuss are either from secondary schools or tertiary education.
Since then, more studies where students take the role of co-researchers have been published. A
more recent review of studies by Sandoval & Messiou (2020) has similarly highlighted that
although there is an increasing number of studies that engage students as co-researchers, there
is still scope for students taking more prominent roles and ultimately becoming leaders of such

approaches.

The benefits for student researchers have been documented in some studies. For example,
Wilson (2000) demonstrated how such approaches can empower students themselves and can
lead to ‘deep participation’, whereas other studies led to students’ growth of agency, belonging
and competence (Mitra, 2003; 2004; Mitra and Serriere, 2012). Most of such studies have taken
place in secondary schools, something that is common for research that involves student
researchers. As Gonzalez, Hernandez-Saca and Artiles (2017) highlight in a review of student
voice studies published in the USA, the largest majority of research has focused on high school

students (69.4 % of the 49 studies), with none at the primary grade. Similarly, Robinson (2014),
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focusing on studies carried out since 2007 in the UK, concludes that more research is needed
that focuses on children’s experiences of primary schooling. Therefore, there seems to be a gap

in the field, with fewer studies that involve children of primary school age.

Robinson (2014) also highlights through her review that most studies used surveys and only
few used interviews. She also argues for more research into “the ways in which primary pupils
and teachers can work together to co-produce and co-research teaching and learning within
schools.” (24). In addition, as Parsons (2021) argues, there is a need for collaboration for

knowledge co-construction in ‘close to practice’ research.

Gonzalez, Hernandez-Saca and Artiles’s (2017) review also suggests that only 20.4 % of
their identified student voice studies focused on learning and teaching. Furthermore, Parr and
Hawe (2022) through an analysis of student voice studies in the literacy classroom suggest
that only few studies present evidence of responses to student voice or of outcomes from
those responses. As a result, they argue for the need for such evidence to evaluate whether
student voice is instrumental in the enhancement of learning and teaching. Therefore, more

explorations are needed in terms of student voice approaches and learning and teaching.

Studies that employ student researchers approaches closely relate to the field of Youth
Participatory Action Research (YPAR). Drawing on the work of Mcintyre (2000) and
Rodriguez and Brown (2009), Desai (2019) describes three principles of YPAR: “(1) the
collective investigation of a problem that directly addresses the needs of youth involved, (2)
the reliance on marginalized youth knowledge that validates and incorporates their lived
experiences, and (3) the desire to take collective action to improve the lives of oppressed

youth.” (127). Here we see how the student (youth) involvement is central to YPAR
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approaches, something that closely links to student voice approaches. However, based on the
evidence presented above, more student voice research that leads to actions in relation to

learning and teaching in primary schools is needed, which was the focus of our study.

The study

Drawing on all these ideas, the research reported in this paper is distinctive in that it combines
both consultation and participation of pupils, moving a step further from Rudduck and
Mclntyre’s (2007) predominant focus on consultation as a way of improving learning and
teaching. In addition, the study took place in primary schools involving children aged 4 -12,
where there are fewer studies involving student voice approaches as suggested by the reviews
of Gonzalez, Hernandez-Saca and Artiles (2017) and Robinson (2014). In addition, the research
brought together the perspectives of both teachers and children through dialogues about

learning and teaching.

The study took place in 30 primary schools in five countries: Austria, Denmark, England,
Portugal and Spain. Funded by the European Union, the overall aim was to identify ways to
reach out to all students in schools, particularly those that were seen as ‘hard to reach’. The

study involved three cycles of collaborative action research.

This paper addresses the following research questions:
- How can primary school children be involved as student researchers in their
schools?
- What is the impact on children, particularly those who take the role of researchers,

as a result of their participation in collaborative action research?
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Methodology

Collaborative action research involves ‘climates of inquiry in communities of practice, often
with different stakeholders functioning as co-researchers’ (Mitchell, Reilly, and Logue 2009,
345). A focus on collaborative action research in schools involving teachers, or between
teachers and university researchers, is an established way of working for a number of years in
various countries (e.g. Ainscow, Booth and Dyson, 2006; Bruce, Flynn and Stagg-Peterson,
2011; Butler and Schnellert, 2012; Feldman, 1999; Fernandez-Diaz, Calvo and Rodriguez-
Hoyos, 2014; Jaipal and Figg, 2011; Levin and Rock, 2003; Vaino, Holbrook and Rannikmae,
2013;). However, collaboration between teachers and students in schools in studies that employ

such approaches is not as common (Hadfield and Haw, 2001).

The study reported in this paper has at its heart the idea of collaboration between teachers,
students and university researchers. Building on the findings of our earlier research in
secondary schools (Messiou et al., 2016; Messiou and Ainscow, 2015), an approach, ‘Inclusive
Inquiry’, was developed. This was then refined and used in primary schools (Messiou and

Ainscow, 2020).

Inclusive Inquiry involves teachers in forming trios and working collaboratively with students
to design lessons that reach out to all learners. In practice, the approach involves three phases
(Plan, Teach and Analyse) and a set of twelve steps, where students and teachers work
collaboratively to design inclusive lessons in schools. A ‘Levels of Use’ instrument has been
developed to ensure fidelity of the use of the approach in schools (Messiou and Ainscow,

2020).
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A distinctive feature of Inclusive Inquiry is the idea of children becoming researchers, who
collect and analyse data from their classmates, to inform the planning of lessons. The students
chosen by their teachers to be researchers were seen as being ‘hard to reach’ in relation to
various aspects of their learning. For example, some were children that fall into traditionally
marginalised categories, such as those defined as having special educational needs, or coming
from another country, as well as others that did not fall into any category but were seen as not

engaged or not confident in lessons.

All the student researchers were trained by one of their school teachers, who had received
relevant training from university researchers beforehand. The focus of the student researcher
training was to familiarise themselves with various methods for gathering their classmates’
views about learning and teaching, such as visual images, photography, drawings as well as
interviews and questionnaires. In addition, student researchers were trained to carry out
observations of lessons. At the same time, the student researchers were encouraged to develop

their own activities for gathering their classmates’ views.

Following the training, the student researchers collected and analysed their classmates’ views
about learning and teaching. Working collaboratively with their teachers, they then designed a
lesson, considering all their classmates’ views. This lesson was taught by the first teacher,
whilst the other two teachers and the student researchers observed it. At the end of each lesson,
the student researchers gathered the views of all the children in the class about the lesson and
then discussions followed between the trio of teachers and the student researchers. Refinements
to the lesson were made, before it was taught in the second class by another teacher in the trio.
This process was repeated three times. At the end of this process, implications for practice were

identified that were considered for future lessons.
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Data collection and analysis

The findings reported here are based on work carried out in 30 primary schools in the five
countries. Lesson observations, interviews with the student researchers and discussions after
the lessons between teachers and students were analysed collaboratively by the researchers,
teachers and student researchers. ‘Group interpretive processes’ (Ainscow, Booth and Dyson,
2006) were used for analysis and interpretation. Such processes provided a means of
establishing trustworthiness, using the member check approach recommended by Lincoln and
Guba (1985). In addition, accounts of practice (a total of 783 pages of text) that were prepared
collaboratively between researchers and teachers were analysed thematically. These accounts
included sections of dialogues between teachers and students. In addition, network meeting

transcripts were analysed.

Codes were assigned to these data sets. These were then organised into themes in relation to
the research agenda. This analysis led to the identification of themes in relation to impact on
student researchers that are discussed in this paper. In addition, pre- and post- questionnaires
monitoring student engagement were completed by all students in the classes where the lessons
took place.

Findings

In what follows, three themes that were identified in relation to impact on student researchers
are discussed. These are: increased student confidence, student engagement and the
development of stronger student-teacher relationships. These findings emerged from data

analysed from all different age groups.

Student confidence
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Student researchers took a prominent role through this process, as described above. This led to
increased confidence for these individuals, as reported by themselves, as well as based on
teachers’ observations. For example, one ten-year old boy in Year 5 in a school in England
explained that his confidence grew “massively, because I could not even talk in front of two
people, unless they were like my close friends or family that | knew well and now I can talk in
front of a lot of people, | can just talk in front of a million strangers like it was my best friends.”.
Teachers who knew this student well explained how, previously, he was frequently leaving the
classroom during lessons and, overall, they had struggled to find ways to keep him engaged in
lessons. They also explained how they had tried several ways to ensure that he remains in
lessons and be engaged, without any success. Participation in this project, was seen as the last

resort of efforts since they felt that they have tried everything that they could have done.

This is not to suggest that just by taking part in this project resolved all the challenges that the
school was facing in relation to this individual student. Even during the process of the project,
we observed how his levels of engagement and confidence varied at different stages. So, for
example, he was engaged and appeared to be leading on many occasions, when working in
small groups of researchers during the training sessions. However, on another occasion, when
it was the time to collect classmates’ views and be in front of the whole class, he appeared to
lose confidence and hid behind a small whiteboard, leaving the other two student researchers
to complete the collection of data. The teacher facilitator tried to bring him back during the
data collection session, but he refused, and, in the end, she decided not to push him into this.
Discussing this with the boy later highlighted that there was still more work to be done to

promote his confidence, especially in front of his peers.

10
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Similar messages came from many other student researchers as to how the whole process
helped them, particularly in relation to their confidence. In a school in Portugal, for example,
during a focus group interview, student researchers explained how it made them feel trusted
and more confident. One fourth grade boy answers the question by saying, “Yes, | feel more
confident, and | don't do many ‘wars' anymore.”, and a 4th grade girl added, “And I feel that I

was chosen because people trust me.”

To take another example, during a focus group interview in another English school with Year
4 students, at the end of the process, the following discussion took place:

Student researcher (Girl): So, now, it's just, it makes me want to do more things,

yeabh, it just makes me want to do more things.

Interviewer: What kind of things?

Student researcher (Girl): Things that I don't normally want to do, so, like

standing up and talking to everyone.
Interviewer: Right. Right. That's very important, thank you. What did you think?

Student researcher (Boy): I thought it also helped my confidence because I can be
quite shy sometimes, and it’s a different feeling when you actually feel brave

enough to stand up in front of people and say something.
Interviewer: I see... What about you?

Student researcher (Another boy): Because at the beginning when | came here,
before | was a pupil researcher, when the teacher asked anyone to answer the
questions, I never put my hand up because I didn’t have any confidence. And

when | was a pupil researcher, | put my hand up.

Here we see, again, the word ‘confidence’ being used by one of the students. In addition,

another boy offers a concrete example of how his behaviour changed as a result of becoming

11
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a student researcher, leading him to feel confident enough to put up his hand in class,

something that he says he never used to do before.

Similarly, in a school in Spain a student researcher from the sixth grade said:

“I have felt proud that the teachers have chosen me from among all of them. I felt
so responsible that I couldn't let them down. In fact, | have raised my grades and |

think it has been thanks to the project”.

Here we notice how taking the role of researcher made students feeling proud, not least because
they were the ones chosen by their teachers as being capable of carrying out such tasks.
Interestingly, too, the Spanish student suggests that her grades had increased due to her
involvement in the project. This invites the thought that advances based on a concern to foster

inclusion can provide a pathway to excellence.

Student engagement

Student engagement within schools has been described as a multidimensional construct, with
behavioural, emotional, and cognitive dimensions (Fredricks et al., 2004). A fourth type of
engagement has been suggested by Reeve and Tseng (2011), what they call agentic
engagement, whilst other researchers have highlighted the challenges of measuring student

engagement (Sinatra, Herdy and Lombardi, 2015).

Focusing both on student attitudes and behaviour, in this study we saw how the process
impacted on student engagement. For example, a teacher in a Year 1 class (5-6-year-olds) in
an English school was very impressed by seeing one of her student researchers becoming so

engaged. She explained:

12



Article in press to appear in Educational Action Research, 22" December 2023

“I've never seen C. do this much writing. If I asked him to write in an actual lesson,
he would maybe write a sentence but a lot of it, the words with the letters, would be
huge in his page. He'd scribble lots out. So, for him to do this much in that lesson
is amazing. The point even when the children were feeding back right at the end,
and we had groups of ten - he was actually writing down some of their ideas. So,
he continued writing the whole time which for him is huge. And then at the end he
said as he walked out “I've just written C.’s ideas” SO you know it's mine. And so

right up until the end writing, which for him is massive”.

Here, the teacher was referring to when this boy was keeping notes whilst observing one of the
lessons. As she points out, the fact that he was writing for such a long time was a big
achievement for him. In addition, she is also referring to when the student researchers collected
the views of the class in small groups, following the lesson observation and that he carried on

writing down their ideas.

Similarly, when student researchers in the fourth grade in a school in Denmark were asked to
reflect on the lesson prepared, they highlighted how diversity of activities and different

elements facilitated student engagement:

Teacher: Why do you think people liked the lesson?
Student researcher 1: Because it included all the elements that people like.
Student researcher 2: Air....

Student researcher 1: .... computer, physical activities

Here, it is worth remembering that all the student researchers took part in the lesson when it

was taught in their own classroom, so they also had first-hand experience of being taught the

13
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lesson. Nevertheless, this did not prevent them from being critical of their own ideas, if

something did not work. For example, as two teachers in another school in England discussed:

Year 5 teacher: And it was very interesting for the children, and for us to see the
children notice that something that they suggested wasn’t quite working. I think that
was quite valuable as well and obviously for the things that did work. And for them
to be able to see the little tweaks that needed to be made to their suggestions as
well. And I wasn’t sure if they were going to do that as well as they did but they

impressed me.

Facilitator: It is hard for them to change their minds sometimes, even when they
are confronted with evidence. So, | wondered, beforehand, if when they watched,
they would still say it is brilliant even if they could see quite clearly that it wasn'’t.
Because they want to say it is brilliant. But it was not quite like that at all. And just
how much they want to be involved in this was also amazing. Because we do not do
this enough, we do not ask them enough, and they really want to talk about their
learning and to be involved in it. And the last two days, your class in particular,
every time they saw me, “When is our next meeting? When is our next meeting? .

They are so keen to keep it going. And they were able to be critical.

This level of engagement for student researchers, both during the process of becoming
researchers and collecting and analysing data, and designing lessons collaboratively with their
teachers, and then analysing the lesson together, was particularly impressive. In particular, it
enabled them to focus on and identify what worked well and what did not work well, in order
to suggest changes. At the same time, this led to improvements in engagement during lessons

due, in part at least, to their increased confidence.

Teacher-student relationships
We recorded many examples of how involvement in Inclusive Inquiry led to improvements in

relationships between adults and children. For example, a teacher in an English school

14
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explained how the approach had offered opportunities to come closer to students, in ways that

were not possible before:

“I don't always have the time in my class to give him as much one to one time as he
needs from me because I've got quite a few other needs in the classroom. So, it's
lovely to have that time with him to be able to just talk to him one to one and really
listen to his ideas. And he kept saying, ‘You hold the clipboard for me and when
I've got an idea, I'll tell you and you write it down’. And it was just lovely to have
that extra time, to give it to him, and he was really chatty and really lovely. You

know, | do give him that time at times, but, in day-to-day learning, that's quite hard.

)

So, it was lovely to have that time with him.’

Here the teacher was referring to when she was observing another teacher’s lesson alongside
student researchers as part of the Inclusive Inquiry process. This student researcher was
keeping notes during the observation and was asking the teacher to help with recording his
thoughts. As she explained, this had enabled the teacher to come closer to her student,

something that she was not able to do before due in the busy classroom environment.

Reflecting on examples like this more generally, it seems reasonable to argue that what led to
stronger relationships was that students felt listened to and trusted because the teachers used
their ideas during the lesson. In other words, they saw that their ideas were indeed taken into
account. To take another example, in a school in Austria the students from the third grade

commented:

Student researcher 1: We were allowed to say something that the teachers could
do better. Everything we said was then introduced in the lesson. Now we are
allowed to sit on the floor very often.

Student researcher 2: Yes, we can sit on the floor.

15
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Student researcher 1: And because we know best, how the children are doing,
because we are children ourselves.

Student researcher 2: Yes, that's right

From what these student researchers said, it seems that their ideas were not only taken into
account and used in the specific lessons, but they also used more generally across other lessons.
This was something that also was reported in other schools, suggesting that student teacher

dialogue of this sort has potential to promote professional learning within schools.

Another teacher in Spain reflected on the development of stronger relationships and
emphasised how Inclusive Inquiry united teachers and students and encouraged empathy

between them, as well as how the process was a learning opportunity in itself:

“You are not a teacher in one day, we are learning, and this is a learning process...
| am learning to be a teacher and we will never finish learning. You learn from your
colleagues and from your students. | believe that the key to this "experiment"
(meaning using Inclusive Inquiry), so to speak, has been to unite students and
teachers. Seeing the teachers in a different way that they see us in a different way,
encouraging empathy... they have seen from the teachers that we have taken them

very much into account.”

Discussion

As noted earlier in this paper, collaborative action research carried out by teachers, sometimes
involving university researchers is widely used. However, this less often involves students,
especially primary school children. The study reported here is significant in this respect. In

particular, it is encouraging to report impacts on primary schools which are similar to previous

16



Article in press to appear in Educational Action Research, 22" December 2023

studies that have demonstrated changes in student researchers’ confidence and engagement in

secondary schools (Bland and Atweh, 2007; Mitra, 2004; Wilson, 2000).

Even more significant, however, is that the students involved in this study were seen as ‘hard
to reach’ in some ways, including some that were chosen to be researchers because of their low
confidence. Furthermore, the theme of increased confidence emerged, since this was indeed a
student characteristic that many teachers chose to focus on. This suggests that further
exploration is needed, focusing on various characteristics that student researchers may have

and monitoring students over a longer period of time.

It should be noted that the issue of confidence was not addressed in a simplistic way just by
offering these students the role of student researchers. For example, we saw in one of the
examples how during the process of Inclusive Inquiry we had fluctuating levels of confidence
for the particular student researcher. What was important in that example, was having a skilled
and sensitive teacher who knew when to step in to address such issues when they were arising,
as we saw in the example when the boy did not feel confident to stand in front of his classmates.
Such issues are complex and likely to be different for each student and each context. What we
argue here, is that the Inclusive Inquiry process facilitates efforts towards increasing student
confidence. However, this is only part of the ongoing work that is happening in schools to
enable all students to be included. In other words, we are not claiming that increased confidence
is happening automatically just by allocating students such a role. It also requires supporting
students throughout the process to be able to fulfil this role successfully. The role of other
student researchers in the process, as well as the role of teachers, can be significant in

supporting students who may lose their confidence whilst this process is taking place, as we
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saw in the earlier example. Teachers and students demonstrating to those students that may be

seen as ‘hard to reach’, that they believe in them taking such an important role, is significant.

Fullan (2007), an internationally recognised scholar on educational change, argues that this is
essentially a social process. It is therefore significant that student voice approaches have been
reported as creating stronger relationships between students and teachers (e.g. Fielding and
Bragg, 2003; Fielding, 2004; Hope 2012). More specifically, Fielding (2004) argues that this
can lead to ‘a rupture of the ordinary’, involving changes in teacher and student roles. As we
have explained, the use of Inclusive Inquiry takes this thinking forward in that it requires
teachers and student to work together in ways that develop stronger relationships through co-
designing lessons. This is likely to address one of the dangers highlighted by Bland and Atweh
(2007), that of privileging student voices over other voices in educational practices.
Furthermore, the examples provided in this paper show how the approach created new

possibilities to engage students in an active way and develop students’ agency.

The importance of student-teacher relationships has been highlighted in various studies (e.g.
Baker 2006; Quin, 2017). A meta-analysis of studies has suggested that the more student-
centred teacher-student relationships are, the higher student achievement is likely to be
(Cornelius-White, 2007). In addition, studies have identified a range of factors that relate to
the quality of student-teacher relationships, such as a child’s gender (Baker 2006; Silver et al.
2005), their use of language and communication (Rudasill et al., 2006), and their skills in self-
regulation (Diaz et al, 2017). However, methodologically, such studies often rely on teachers’

self-reporting.
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A recent study by Walker and Graham (2019), adopted a more holistic approach for exploring
student-teacher relationships, by focusing on children’s characteristics, classroom interactions,
and the quality of teacher-student relationships. This highlighted the importance of inclusive
and emotionally supportive classroom environments for the development of positive teacher-
student relationships. However, there is little research available regarding concrete ways as to
how such environments can be developed that will, indeed, facilitate the creation of positive
teacher-student relationships. Inclusive Inquiry provides a way forward for developing stronger
teacher-student relationships, and bring about educational changes, and this is something that

deserves further exploration in other contexts.

It should be noted that despite the many benefits of using Inclusive Inquiry, both for teachers
as well as for students, the processes involved in implementing Inclusive Inquiry are not
straightforward. First and foremost, as highlighted above, there are power issues involved in
the whole process, with students taking leading roles and teachers having to work with students
in order to implement the approach. This required changes in the roles that each of us take, and
we are aware that this may have not been easy for some teachers, as well as for some students.
However, both teachers and students saw the benefits through this process, as we explored in

the various examples.

In addition, the approach is time consuming and planning is essential, especially for training
student researchers and for releasing teachers to be able to observe each of the lessons. What
to include in the student training and ensuring that ethical procedures are followed by student
researchers is also important. As part of the project, a set of materials for practitioners that wish
to implement the approach, has been developed. These involve detailed guidance that schools

can follow to implement the approach?. In addressing all these challenges, what was important
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was the support from senior staff in each of the schools, who saw the benefits of the approach,

and wanted to ensure that it was used in such a way to support the school’s work.

We also need to point out here, that despite the detailed guidance in the documents that were
produced, apart from the three phases of Inclusive Inquiry which involve twelve steps as
described above, there is flexibility as to how each school can approach each of the steps,
considering contextual differences. Due to these contextual differences, no one approach that
was used in any of the schools can be recommended as the best approach to be used. Rather
each school can decide what would be more appropriate within their given context. For
example, some schools chose to engage the whole class in the first part of the student researcher
training, but then only engage a small group of students (those seen as ‘hard to reach”) for
conducting observations of lessons. On the other hand, other schools involved in the

researchers training only those nine students seen as ‘hard to reach’.

Involving all students in some form during the training is an inclusive approach but may take
away the sense of importance that student researchers feel. Furthermore, if such approaches are
used with whole classes, there is a danger of such initiatives being seen just as another lesson
in the class, both by students as well as by teachers. When only a small group of students were
trained, this was happening in different rooms and was giving the sense to student researchers
of something new happening, therefore, assigning more importance to this role. This also
enabled a more focused data analysis process and the opportunities for more extended
dialogues between teachers and students, compared to what happens when teachers work with
the whole class. However, more research is needed in exploring the differences between
approaches in more depth. Our feeling is that working only with a few selected student

researchers, is likely to have more impact on those individuals involved.
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Ideally, the Inclusive Inquiry process should be repeated over the years and allow all students
in schools at some point to take this important role of a researcher, who collects and analyses
data from classmates, co-designs lessons and observes lessons with a view to promote inclusive
practices and thinking. Having said this, the realities within schools, not least because of time
pressures, may not allow giving opportunities to all students to take the student researcher role
at some point in their school life. Therefore, the decisions about which of the suggested
approaches to be used in each context, must be part of a reflective and collaborative process

that must occur as part of dialogues amongst members of each school context.

Finally, the research reported in this paper also has methodological implication. In particular,
it relates to the ideas of Bruce et al. (2011) who refer to various areas that have been highlighted
in the literature as leading to the trustworthiness of collaborative action research, such as the
mutual definition of research problems between researchers and teachers, the ongoing
reflective processes and the contributions to collective knowledge about learning and teaching
which is shared with others for wider educational benefits. Through Inclusive Inquiry students
also become part of this collaborative process, contributing to the identification of areas to be
explored further as well as co-constructing knowledge through processes of dialogue.
Therefore, it could be argued that the involvement of student researchers can also contribute to

enhancing collaborative action research’s trustworthiness.

Conclusion
Collaborative action research is a powerful approach for shifting power dynamics in research
in education, as well as ensuring research that has a direct impact on participants’ lives.

Through the examples explored in this paper, the benefits for a certain group of students that
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took the role of researchers were analysed. It can be argued that the identified impacts of the
approach on student researchers, student confidence, student engagement and improved

student-teacher relationships, are features that can lead to the development of student agency.

UNESCO (2019) argues that student agency “is about acting rather than being acted upon,;
shaping rather than being shaped; and making responsible decisions and choices rather than
accepting those determined by others.” (4). Here, we saw how students were actively involved
in the design of lessons and made choices for those lessons based on critical observations and
discussions between them and their teachers. Schoon (2018) argues that learner agency is not
a personality characteristic, but rather a relational process which emerges through interaction
with others. Collaborative action research facilitates such interactions and as illustrated in this
paper it can lead to the development of student agency, and the development of stronger

relationships between teachers and students.

Note
IA set of six booklets in five languages can be accessed for free on:

https://reachingthehardtoreach.eu/
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