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Abstract

This paper reports on the process of participatory action research from a three-year project
to co-create ideas to reduce educational inequity with young people funded by Erasmus+.
The project involved 10 academics and 50 university students from Norway, Denmark and
England who co-researched 200 young people’s experiences of educational inequity. The
process of participatory action research was challenging but rewarding for its potential for
social justice. The participatory process used and the difficulties encountered are identified
and discussed in this paper for the benefit of future research. The co-created output from
the research, the Wellbeing, Education, Learning and Development Model (WELD) is
provided as an example of the potential of action research to inspire multi-level social
change.
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Introduction

Whilst education may be considered a universal human right, its provision is far from
equitable. There are great variations between countries in terms of where, what and how
education is provided. Variations also occur within countries with locations having different
guality schools and systems enabling the most privileged opportunity to pay for a higher
quality education for their children. Within schools there is also much inequity. Many
countries have initiatives to ‘close the gap’ between those who attain the highest and
lowest. Some countries closely monitor the academic attainment of a range of known ‘at
risk’” groups, such as those in poor socio-economic conditions, with special educational
needs, and those of different ethnicities. Differences also play out within each classroom,
with some young people getting more support than others depending on whether they are
considered ‘good’ or ‘bad’ students. Young people therefore find themselves in what is
known to be a globally, nationally and locally inequitable education system (Clegg et al.,
2017).

The three year Marginalisation and Co-Created Education Programme (MaCE) was
ambitious in exploring the extent to which these inequities were experienced and perceived
by young people and how that impacted on them. The aim of this extensive work was to co-
create recommendations to teachers, educational establishments, local authorities and
governments as to how young people would prefer their education to be organised. We
discovered the findings were also more broadly relevant to anyone working with young
people, such as youth workers, community workers, social care staff, health staff etcetera.



The entire project was motivated by notions of emancipatory social justice and the
recommendations, it was hoped, would be a catalyst for educational change locally,
regionally and nationally.

The first year of the project involved ten academics developing a programme to engage two
consecutive cohorts of international undergraduate and postgraduate students in a year-
long participative and co-constructed research project. In the first year the academics also
developed a theoretical framework which could be employed as a theory framework,
reflexive tool, interview guide, or deductive analytical framework. This was called the
Equalities Literacy Framework (Stuart et al., 2019). This became significant in the process of
participatory action research as well as offering a tool for work with young people.

The second and third years of the project each comprised:
e Recruitment of students in each country
e Online induction — 4 x three hour sessions
e Week long residential to learn and develop the theories and research methods
e Conducting research with young people in own country
e Week long residential to analyse and write up the research
e Submission of dissertations, journal articles and book chapters.

The outline above indicates the programme was time and resource rich as a result of the
Erasmus+ funding.

The design of the research process is outlined in the methodology below in terms of our
positive, and perhaps, naive intentions. A praxeological account (discussing the science of
this human action (Coghlan and Brydon-Miller, 2014)) of the benefits and difficulties
encountered along the way is then presented along with the final WELD model with its
potential for educational and wider social change.

Methods

The team of ten multi-national and multi-disciplinary academics were aligned in social
justice values and had from the outset planned to work in a participatory way with a range
of ‘young’ people in order to create proposals for more equitable education. The research
was, therefore, participatory and democratic in its process and outcome as it hoped to
make education work for everyone. In this respect it resonated with Reason and Bradbury’s
definition of action research as: “a participatory, democratic process concerned with
developing practical knowing in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes, grounded in a
participatory world view” (Reason and Bradbury, 2001:1). The academic researchers’
educational philosophies favoured a socio-cultural co-constructive approach to the project
which also resonated with the paradigm of participatory research.

Each year the team invited 30 higher education students to participate in the project. They
were a combination of existing undergraduate and postgraduate students who wanted to
add this research experience into their studies and new postgraduate students recruited
from practice who wanted to undertake new studies. Despite the opportunity to undertake



a ‘free’ programme of study, recruitment of co-researchers was a struggle due to the
demands of being a student, having a job, and wider life commitments. It is useful to note
that opportunity alone is not necessarily enough to enable people to participate in research.

As a 60 strong co-research team, we each sought to engage five young people aged 11-18 in
discussions about their lives. The co-researchers contacted practitioners in schools, youth
services, social services and community settings in order to reach young people. The
practitioners then extended the invitation to participate to the young people they
supported and parental consent was secured alongside that of the individual and
organization where relevant. As the recruitment was so open, the young people had a wide
range of demographic and social characteristics.

The co-researchers were all trained in using an Indirect Approach (Moshuus and Eide, 2016)
developed and used by the Norwegian research team as an unstructured, participatory
research practice. The method seeks to level the power differential between ‘researcher’
and ‘researched’ by adopting an unstructured approach and encouraging participants to
direct the conversation to aspects of their life they wish to share. The Indirect Approach
draws on an ethnographic biographical framework and has similarities to unstructured
interviews (Tanggaard & Brinkman, 2015; Kvale & Brinkman, 2015). A key element in the
approach is the researcher’s indirect way of approaching the life world of the participant,
discussing what is important to them, rather than directly referring to their own
experiences, agenda or questions, an approach resonant with Participatory Action Research
(Reason and Bradbury, 2001). The aim is to work with the participant as a storyteller, with
the researcher following their lead, deepening their understanding of what is meaningful in
their situated contextual lives and the relevance ‘education’ has within them. This approach
was new to eight of the ten academics and enabled a greater degree of co-research as we
were all learning together with the higher education students.

At the outset we did not know how we would analyse the data we collected. We knew we
would have around 200 audio and video recordings of indirect discussions with young
people. The academic team did not want to impose an analytical approach on the students
but rather co-created it with them as discussed below.

Navigating ethics was complex in a multi-national research project. Our individual national
governing bodies had differing conceptualisations of what was ethical. In Norway, for
example, collecting demographic details is considered unethical as the low population in
each geographic area means that demographic data would enable identification of
individuals. The team agreed to adopt the most stringent ethical guidelines to ensure all the
co-researchers and research participants were equally protected. Individual applications to
university ethics boards were completed in advance of the higher education students joining
the team, and the practicalities of managing ethical consideration for each researcher with
each of their young participants discussed in research workshops. Still ethics were not
managed without difficulties. The co-research team avidly explored the experiences of: the
young people who wanted structure and questions, the young people who wanted to
participate but who did not speak, those who became unbounded and those who shared
more than we should know. To mitigate these, alongside our organisational ethical
approval, we using running ethics (Ramcharan and Cutcliffe, 2001) and continual consent



checking (Lund and Kjedahl, 2019). These issues became the focus of some of the journal
articles written by the team (Hornbaek Frostholm, 2019; Lund and Kjedahl, 2019).

Discussion

The following discussion of the process and outcomes of the participatory action research is
praxeological in that it is a meld of my reflections on practice along with key theory,
developing something of a theory of participatory practice. My hope is that the discussion
will help other researchers and educators (in its broadest sense) in developing equitable
research and education (Kemmis, 2010:10). The discussion takes two parts, the first
addressing the concept of participatory action research and its practice and the second
presenting the theoretical outcomes of the research. Review of the concept of power opens
the discussion, as participatory action research seeks to disrupt traditional power
relationships (Fine, 2018). A discussion of the different perspectives possible within action
research follows, linked to the participatory ethos of the project. The discussion concludes
by reviewing the extent to which the project achieved a knowledge democracy, ‘action’ and
social justice.

1. Power and Participation with Higher Education Students

Complexity arose from the outset with regard to power. The academic team held a range of
sources of power which we could not ignore. Firstly, the academic team had written the
project application which committed us to certain methodological approaches such as the
indirect approach, and so the students had no choice in how to go about their research
(Haggerty, 2004). This was perhaps tempered to some extent by their choice of research
setting, analytical approach and publication route. Secondly, the academics had spent a year
together designing a programme which facilitated 50 higher education students to become
co-researchers and ‘equal’ participants in the research. This meant it was hard to be “with
them” as learners as we were also at times “in front of them” teaching them research skills.
The difficulty of having to facilitate their skills before we could research together was
reinforced by some academics having previous teacher-student relationships with the co-
researchers, and power-over them in terms of assessing their final dissertations. A fourth
source of power was the academics privileged level of theoretical and practical knowledge
having all been educators and academics in the field for many years. And finally, the
intersecting power bases of age, class, gender, ethnicity and language could not be put to
one side. These are difficult aspects of power to manage and we were literally painfully
aware of them.

The academic team genuinely and authentically wanted to co-research with the students
and were dedicated to avoiding a ‘pseudo-placebo’ participatory action research
(Giannakaki, McMillan and Karamichas, 2018: 204). We attempted to achieve authentic
participation in several ways.

The structure of the programme was a great enabler of the participatory process in that we
had a lot of time together online and face to face. Time alone will not ensure a participatory
practice, but it afforded us the space in which to conduct activities which would enable
participation. The first of these was our extensive engagement in informal play. This



included planned name games, icebreakers, team games, and unplanned discussion at meal
times, on walks together, sitting by a lake. The power of these in creating community should
not be underestimated. These spaces built understanding, empathy and trust between
people, the foundations of participation.

Secondly, we explicitly stated what we could contribute and what we could learn from one
another, and when we were doing that. This meant that we took turns in explaining our
backgrounds and experiences as well as what we felt were blind spots and areas for
development. We all did this as co-researchers. This invoked the sense that everyone had
something to contribute and that everyone had something to learn. We maintained
respectful listening and there was a power in owning strengths and admitting vulnerability.
The openness to do both communicated we were serious about learning together. Many of
the students were astonished at the academics engaging in real conversation with them,
rather than talking at them, and the candour of those conversations. In addition, the
academics very consciously modelled debate and dialogue to the students — we would
openly and warmly disagree, add ideas, build new ideas and take criticism. We carefully
invited the students into this space asking them what they thought. In an apprenticeship
manner (Wenger, 2010; Lave, 1991) the students learned to say what they thought, to
contribute their knowledge and experience, and to question others views. This took time, it
was a skilled endeavour, testing the fabric of our trust. This level of dialogue was
fundamental to being able to co-create models of practice together.

A similar apprentice model of learning occurred in the research workshops (Gillies and
Alldred, 2002). Whilst a member of the academic team might present an aspect of ‘theory’
or a research ‘skill’, all the other academics would engage in learning about it with the
students. They did not withdraw as elite ‘knowers’. This again communicated openness to
learn and develop together as equals with different knowledge capitals (Bourdieu, 1986), all
in the process of becoming a researcher (Maguire, 2014). Once we embarked on the data
collection we were all in new territory, all learning new things from young people. Equipped
with research skills, the students moved from peripheral positions of novice researchers to
more central positions as experts of their own lives and experts on the conversations they
had with young people (Lave, 1991).

An accidental discovery was that the Equality Literacy Framework (Stuart et al., 2019) was
fundamental to us working together as co-researchers. The Equality Literacy Framework
(EQL) was designed by the academics as a theoretical framework with which to consider the
relative privilege and disadvantage young people experience in school and the structures
and agency invoked in that process. We shared this model with students in a workshop
format in order to bring it to life. We had no idea it would surface such a depth of personal
reflection and how this would deepen the community of practice. A short description of
each element of the EQL was presented (see figure 1 below) and each co-researcher
individually annotated their own copy of the diagram with the factors that affected their
education in response to the questions. We then shared reflections around these before
moving onto the next element. We were suddenly discussing challenging personal
circumstances, growing up with drug addicted parents, caring for a parent, living in poverty.
We were debating how we had each been made to ‘feel’ at school and the mechanisms for
that. We shared how we had each responded to those factors, whether we complied or



rebelled. Ultimately, we discussed the privilege and disadvantage which had led to us each
being in that room. This was a visceral and raw conversation. There was laughter and tears,
we all took part and we all gained.
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trajectories

Figure 1: The Equalities Literacy Framework (reproduced with permission).

The time to develop social relationships, the apprenticeship mode of learning, the
authenticity of researching together, and the depth of communication enabled us to name
and semi-manage the power dynamics present. At an inter and intra personal level we had
developed processes to manifest, model and sustain trust and this was evident in the ease
with which we rubbed along together, and the candor, support and challenge in our
conversations.

2. Power and Participation with Young People

As outlined above, the research with higher education students was participatory in that we
became a co-research team. We had all also hoped to do research ‘with’ young people
rather than ‘on’ them (Rowell et al., 2017; Pauwels, 2011) engaging them in participatory
research too. We soon realized, however, that this was not possible. Too many layers of
decisions had already been made for the young people’s full participation. The methodology
was largely determined, the focus set. All that remained was for the young people to choose
whether to participate or not, and what to talk about. Despite our participatory aims
therefore, we had to acknowledge that the young people were the subjects of the co-
researchers work. Therefore, whilst we achieved research ‘with’ the higher education



students, we conducted research ‘on’ young people, however uncomfortably that sits. This
was moderated to some extent by the ‘choice’ the young people had to talk about whatever
they liked in our indirect conversations, but this still felt unsatisfactory. Whilst this may not
have lived up to our expectations of participatory research, it was perhaps participatory
youth or education work. The Lundy Model of Participation (Ireland Department of Children
and Youth Affairs, 2015:21) states participation of children involves:

e Space - safe inclusive opportunities to form and express their views

e Voice — opportunity to express their view

e Audience —their view to be listened to

e Influence — their views acted on, as appropriate.

In this respect the work with young people was a form of participatory practice, if not
participatory research. A further consideration in participatory action research is the extent
to which the participants want to be involved. It may be easy to assume that every young
person wants to be fully involved in the design, delivery and dissemination of a project, but
in reality, young people may not have the time, interest or ability to participate this fully.
Providing participants with the appropriate level and type of participation is therefore the
key consideration (Treseder, 1997; Cahill and Dadvand, 2018). We did not ask the young
people who participated how they would like to be involved and on reflection, this was a
serious shortcoming in the research and learning for the future. Despite these reservations,
listening to young people was humbling for the co-research team. The young people’s
experiences were invaluable in developing recommendations for the future of education,
and also, in deepening the co-researchers’ commitment to participatory practice.

3. The ‘Person’ in Participatory Action Research

Action research is sometimes categorised by the stance adopted by the researcher, namely;
first, second or third person (Reason and Bradbury, 2008). We started this research with
second and third person action research in mind. As Froggatt et al., (2013) state; “First,
second and third person inquiry bring different but complementary aspects to an action
research project that facilitate both knowledge generation and change. First person inquiry
provides an important basis for inquiring into one's own engagement with the value-laden
and political nature of action research. Second person inquiry focuses on inquiry with others
while third person inquiry looks to dissemination of findings to a wider audience” (p.38).

From the second person perspective we each sought to understand how we might better
support children, young people and students. This was a second person perspective in that
we were enquiring into equitable education together as a collective, although with different
participants and in different ways. Participatory, collective action research will perhaps
always lean most strongly to the second person perspective as it seeks to achieve a ‘we’
voice. We achieved the second person perspective by continually asking one another ‘what
are you finding out from the young people you speak with’, and ‘what is theory telling you
right now’? These continued empirical and theoretical enquiries, across two years, kept a
collective praxis alive.

From a third person perspective we were concerned with revealing inequalities and
proposing solutions to those issues locally, regionally and nationally. Some participatory



action research projects may align well to the third person perspective as they seek to
disseminate findings in a ‘you could / you should’ voice, effecting change at a range of levels
in society. Key to this perspective was drawing together the individual research projects into
one collective set of findings and recommendations as discussed later in this paper. The
central question here was ‘what have we found out together, and what does this mean’?

Whilst the second and third person perspectives were both explicitly stated aims of the
research, what unexpectedly emerged was the first-person perspective. Personal
experience of educational failure blended with theory and the voices of young people. Our
internalised values of equity and participation were reinforced and became more explicit.
Within every action research project, no matter whether participatory or not, there is
perhaps a first-person perspective, the ‘I’ voice. This may be implicit in the design and
conduct of the research for example, with autoethnography (Ellis and Bochner, 2000) or
made explicit through reflective and reflexive work (Etherington, 2004). We found our
experience of co-research provided us each with; “a foundational practice and discipline
through which we can monitor the impact of our behaviour” (Reason and Bradbury, 2008).
We found that by researching equity we became more committed to behaving equitably
ourselves.

This led us to realise the participatory action research had enabled us to move between
perspectives blending personal realisations with collective findings and a call for societal
change. As Froggett et al., (2013) stated, the realisations across the first, second and third
person were complementary. This also supports the notion that participatory action
research has potential to lead to personal, organisational and societal change (Fine, 2008).
Just as Winter and Munn-Giddings (2001:5) describe action research as alternating between
inquiry and action, practice and innovative thinking, we also discovered ourselves
productively alternating between perspectives; ‘1 will, we found, society should’.

4. Educational Philosophy and Practices

Whilst the project was grounded in participatory action research methodology, it also had a
learning intent and was informed by educational theory and practice. Action research is
positioned as able to raise the critical awareness of participants (Winter and Munn-Giddings
2001: 261; Reason 2003; MclIntosh 2010), and we hoped increased critical consciousness
and emancipation would result for all the co-researchers. Embedded in higher education
institutions as we were, wider aspects of pedagogy were also informing our actions. These
included the dialogical, emancipatory practices and ideals of critical pedagogy (Greene,
1986; Giroux, 2011), the educational premises of apprenticeship in communities of practice
(Lave, 1991; Wenger, 2010) and a socially constructivist paradigm (Burr, 2006). Being critical
together was a fundamental component of discussions once we had developed trust and
openness. Sometimes catalyst objects were problematised in order to generate criticality,
openness and trust — for example, what to do if a co-researcher didn’t show up to a session.
In our MaCE community of practice focused on educational inequity, we discovered that
examples of power lay in the smallest of incidents. Considering these brought us together
and, from our various positions of expertise, we journeyed together becoming more expert
in both research and educational justice.



To find out whether the project had been beneficial to the co-researchers we held review
conversations at the end of each stage of the programme and evaluation forms at four
points in each year. This data provided unequivocal evidence that the entire co-research
team (academics and students alike) were gaining new perspectives, new research skills,
new experiences and gaining confidence as researchers (Stuart and Dooley, 2020). The
reasons they provided for these were the openness and trust, the time together in
meaningful discussion and the equal status of all co-researchers. This supports the sense
that socially constructed educational philosophy coupled with critical pedagogical practice
are potent allies of participatory action research.

5. Knowledge Democracy, Action and Social Justice

By working together in a participatory action research project shaped by a socially
constructed educational philosophy and critically pedagogical practices we hoped we could
achieve some degree of knowledge democracy (Smith, 2012). Rather than white, western
academics producing knowledge in an ‘epistemological exclusion’ (Stuart and Shay, 2008),
we hoped a wide range of young people would tell their experiences to co-researchers who
would each bring their own experiences to bear on the narratives creating a rich web of
different perspectives (Cotton, 2007). As Darder (2015) states, “the deeply serious problems
students face within schools and their private lives are ignored, swept under the carpet of
institutional efficiency, meritocratic fantasies, and the politics of social containment”. We
wanted to disrupt this, to reveal these problems and heighten everyone’s obligation to
address them.

On reflection, knowledge democracy was embedded into the project at a number of levels.
Firstly, the desire to hear from young people first-hand placed their knowledge in a
privileged position, albeit analysed and interpreted by ‘adults’. However, those adults were
from a range of backgrounds and mostly had experiences of educational failure or
disadvantage themselves. Knowledge democracy further happened in the analysis of the
data. Each co-researcher was responsible for the conduct of their own research project with
five young people. They made choices about where to collect data and who from, how to
manage the ethics, how to capture the data, and how to analyse and publish it. Despite
these efforts, the multi-national and cross-sector and demographic mix of the team, the
knowledge generated was no doubt still invisibly constrained to some extent by its higher
education institution setting.

Some co-researchers used an inductive thematic approach (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun and
Clarke, 2006) seeing what ‘story’ emerged from an open coding, e.g. Linnell (2020). Others
adopted a deductive approach, using the EQL categories for closed coding, e.g. Stuart and
Walker (2019). Another choice was to analyse the narratives abductively (Tavory and
Timmermans, 2013). This meant they would have some loose categories in mind such as the
elements of the EQL, whilst also looking for new codes to develop the theory or story e.g.
Stuart et al., (2019).

The final data corpus was large in qualitative terms, with 200 youth narratives. A ‘scientific’
approach to this data set might have seen the academics analysing all the data, using inter-
rater analysis to confirm findings and publication of a neat and tidy set of
recommendations. However, this was not aligned to our participatory methodology. The



young people’s narratives had already been analysed and any re-analysis would undermine
the work of the individual co-researchers. If the academics undertook the work it would no
longer be co-created but standard academic research. This was also problematic in positivist
terms as the sample varied enormously in demographics, use of the indirect approach
varied (e.g. conversational, arts based or walking) and the analytical approach varied as
discussed.

In order to develop a participatory analysis we asked all the co-researchers in each year to
discuss what they had found in their projects. Each co-researcher provided an account of
their findings and recommendations and these were compiled into a master list. We then
reviewed this list together and stepped into in an extended dialogue of national
recommendations to address these inequalities. This discussion was recorded, transcribed
and the recommendations thematically analysed. These analyses were sent back to the
entire research team to check and edit. The academics then proposed a model from the
final agreed analysis and this was also sent to the whole research team for comment and
amendments. After several edits we arrived together at the final Wellbeing, Education,
Learning and Development model (see figure 2) (WELD).
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Figure one: The Wellbeing, Education, Learning and Development Model.

The model presents a nested model with core conditions for wellbeing, education, learning
and development in the centre, supported by appropriate pedagogy, culture and staffing,
embedded in a context comprised of individual factors, family, peer, community, regional,
welfare and societal context. It has resonance with both the Bronfenbrenner (1979)
ecological model and Dahlgren and Whitehead’s (1991) determinants of health model and
yet stands distinct as a contextually situated model for multi-disciplinary praxis with young
people. It provides both a theoretical framework and practice guide for any one supporting
young people’s development. But that discussion is for another paper. What is of import
here, is that the model was developed from the narratives of 200 young people as
interpreted by 60 co-researchers with different demographics and disciplines. As such it
represents some disruption of hegemonic western knowledge production (Fine, 2018b).

The final point of discussion is the extent to which the research achieved ‘action’ and
improved ‘social justice’. Action is not only a fundamental part of the philosophy of action
research, but also a moral prerogative. As Michelle Fine compellingly states:

“Once critical researchers chronicle the scar tissue and desires of those who have
been shut out, we carry the responsibility to theorise, historicise, make visible, re-
present and re-circulate their stories in the courts, in policy, in text-books,
classrooms, curriculum, organising and popular media...... Critical researchers are
neither tape recorders nor ventriloquists. And so what do we do with these luscious
transcripts scattered around our living room floors?” (Fine, 2018a:12).

On reflection, | propose action did arise from the MaCE project through the three different
voices of the action research — the first, second and third person. Each individual co-
researcher had a range of ‘I’ statements at the final check-in focused on what they would do
as a result of this research. They ranged from statements such as ‘I will listen to children in
my class more often’, and ‘I will focus on becoming a researcher now’. From a second person
perspective we had developed a collective voice and two collective models — ELQ and WELD.
These gave us two tangible ways of talking about the learning from the project. They were
both theoretical models but also informed practice. ‘We’ became concerned with how we
could implement these changes in our local practices, for example; ‘I want to talk to my
head teacher about how to bring in WELD’, and ‘I need to see how the rest of my HEIl can use
these ideas’. One co-researcher even established their own school grounded in the learning
from the project.

The third person impact is harder to define. ‘We’ developed a voice and ‘we’ disseminated
locally, regionally, nationally and internationally in practice and academic forums, but the
extent to which this has affected change is impossible to evidence. Perhaps this
dissemination has changed attitudes or increased critical consciousness even if not
transformed the sector. This baton will be picked up, however, by a second Erasmus+
funded project whose aim is to elevate the findings from the MaCE project to the level of
national policy in what is now five participating EU countries.



Conclusion

Participatory action research may be a difficult and messy process (Cook, 2008), however, it
is a meaningful endeavour. It is impossible within the constraints of an academic paper to
convey the warmth and depth of relationship fostered on this project and the impact it had
individually and collectively.

The melding of perspectives — across nations, demographics and interests could be framed
as inter-disciplinary, international or intersubjective. What matters, | propose, is that these
different perspectives were woven together into the tapestry of participatory action
research (Townsend, 2014). The tapestry was richer for the different perspectives, it
documents the commitment of the ‘weavers’ to their process and their change, and also
challenges those who view it as to what they will do, how they will change. Further, the
tapestry is by and of the people, it is generated from life experience, it informs the world
from the first hand and therefore offers a more democratic form of knowledge.

The democratic process we engaged in led to nothing ‘new’ or ‘surprising’ in the WELD
model. Rather it restated taken for granted, long-known principles that underpin wellbeing,
education, learning and development that are still imperative for educational justice.
However, the 200 young people we spoke with indicated these principles are not well
practiced, eroded perhaps by; a lack of funding (Britton et al., 2019), centralised control
over schools (Coffield, 2017), and a narrowing of the curriculum (Marsh, 2020). We hope
raising these issues may be the spark needed for teachers to make different choices and to
take different actions (Maynard and Stuart, 2018).

Whilst the approach aims to level power in a collective and shared process, transcending
power is not possible in practice (Gallagher, 2008; Mannay, 2016). Even our decision to
work in a participative paradigm was an act of power (Kothari, 2001). Instead, power has to
be acknowledged and discussed openly, managed transparently and explicitly dealt with.
Sweeping under the carpet just won’t do. And perhaps the close alliance between critical
pedagogy and participatory action research as deeply relational processes that seek to
liberate all (Udas, 1998) was of fundamental importance.

At a point of international crisis, with global racial, financial and health issues escalating, we
exhort colleagues to co-design and co-research through participatory action research so as
to emancipate, increase knowledge democracy and affect social change.
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