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Abstract 

 

 
The purpose of my self-study action research project was to enhance my practice as a special education 

teacher beyond deficit-teaching. I previously felt like my teaching did not celebrate the strengths of my 

students and instead focused on the academic areas which needed improving. I was not showing care 

to my students as I planned my teaching around deficits, rather than empowering my pupils by building 

on their skills, talents, and interests. My values of inclusion, care, relationality, and voice were not being 

represented sufficiently in my practice. I wanted to complete a self-study to improve my teaching to 

live by my values, but also to provide further insight into deficit-focused approaches existing in primary 

education and how challenge them in my own practice.  

 

This research project outlines the journey of teaching with inclusion, with students in my care who 

receive additional support, in an urban primary school in Drogheda, Co. Louth. I designed and 

implemented three classroom-based interventions, óCircle Time Discussionô, óTwo Stars and a Wishô, 

and óMust-Do, Can-Doô with the aim of tackling deficit-focused teaching within my own practice. 

Evolving thoughts surrounding my practice and its development, were recorded in my reflective journal. 

My values acted as standards of judgement as I questioned my practice and my pedagogical thinking in 

my reflective writing. My teacher identity was constantly scrutinized, and its growth was influenced 

through Kelchtermans (2009, 2018) literature. Through the progress of my personal and professional 

identity and their mergence, my reflective practice blossomed and correspondingly improved my 

practice as the project unfolded.  

 

The research unveiled the significance of the provision of student choice and voice, the influence of 

practicing care, the importance of communication in relationships, and the fact that a one-size-fits-all 

approach is not acceptable in a special educational environment. My claims to knowledge and the 

findings from this research have enlightened new ways of thinking. As a self-study process, this 

research has had a profound effect on my own practice and led to a transformation in my teaching, 

which has guided me towards using my values of inclusion, care, relationality, and voice as morals to 

live by in the planning of my future teaching and on my reflective practice going forward.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

1.1 Introduction  

Special education teaching is a key feature of the movement towards the inclusion of all 

learners in mainstream settings within the Irish primary education context. The current revised 

model for the provision of pupils with special educational needs (SEN), launched by the 

Department of Education and Skills (DES) in 2017, reflects a social model of allocation, based 

on the needs of pupils within the whole school. This is a change from the previously dominant 

medical model, which focused on the individual needs of students and included deficit-labels 

and required formal assessments. Although this revised model has been in operation for five 

years, deficit-focused teaching and diagnosis labels continue to hold a strong grasp on the 

influence of special education in Ireland. OôGorman and Drudy (2010) emphasise the need to 

shift away from a deficit-focused approach and its focus on the assessment role of the special 

education teacher (SET), and a reorientation of the role towards transformative pedagogy. This 

thesis sets out to analyse how deficit-based teaching can be challenged within the special 

education context, whilst practicing care in relationships with pupils. 

 

1.2 Focus and Aims of the Study 

The focus of this study is an exploration of strengths-based teaching and learning in a SEN 

context. The practice of care is central in this self-study research. Reflecting on my four years 

of previous practice as a SET, I realised that I was focusing on what the children could not do 

as I attempted to improve their progress in areas of the curriculum which they struggled with. 

Echoing Bruce (2020), the importance of Froebelôs belief that ñspending time with children 

should begin with what children can do, and  start  where  the  learner  is,  rather  than  where  

you  think  the  learner ought  to  be  (a  deficit  model),  cannot  be  overemphasisedò (p. 252). 
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Previously, I was fixated on assessment results and I planned my teaching around the areas 

which needed improving. My values were unclear. I had not yet made the correlation between 

my values and the influence they could have on my practice. I became lost in a deficit-focused 

spiralling cycle and forgot the key reason why I became a teacher ï to inspire my students. My 

practice needed re-invigoration. Engaging in enquiry according to Cooney (2016), ñhas a 

protective effect against deprofessionalisation and demotivation because of its potential for 

empowerment and changeò (p. 89). The aim of this self-study is to realign my practice with my 

values through challenging my previous deficit-focused approach to teaching.  

 

Being unsure of my values led me to Korthagenôs (2004) Onion Model of Reflection (p.5). I 

considered the assumptions I make at each of the six levels of reflection and their hindrance on 

my practice. Inclusion, care, relationality, and voice were the values which repeatedly appeared 

as I inspected my assumptions and contemplated acting on them to make a change. Establishing 

my core values and recognising their significance in my personal and professional life 

provoked a change in my practice. Aspects such as assessments, results, and diagnoses took a 

secondary role. My values superseded all other influencing factors within my teaching and 

learning, and assisted in negotiating and reconstructing my practice. The promotion of 

inclusion, for all learners with diverse skills and talents, whilst building relationships, 

prioritising student voice, and practicing care became central to my practice. My values were 

embedded in my practice and naturally acted as criteria or ñstandards of judgementò in my 

reflective journal when critiquing my practice (Whitehead and McNiff 2006: 80). They also 

served as morals to live by when ñnarrating, navigating, and negotiatingò professional self-

understanding through reflective practice (Kelchtermans, 2018: 236).  
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My research question óhow can I challenge deficit-based teaching as a SET and practice care 

through relationships with the pupils before meô, is a feature of my own ongoing commitment 

to personal development. My connection with the understanding and appreciation of reflection 

has emerged as a key professional learning during this reflective process. My relationship with 

reflection has moved my practice away from an authoritative style of teaching to a facilitator 

of learning. Reflective journaling was a vital data collection tool within my research. I reflected 

daily to critique and examine my practice and how it could be enhanced. Through self-

questioning in my reflective practice and analysing the data collected, the developments 

necessary to move my practice beyond deficit teaching became apparent.  

 

1.3 Research Context and Interventions 

The National Council for Curriculum and Assessment (NCCA) (2020) Draft Primary 

Curriculum Framework (Draft Curriculum) advocates teachers as ñagentic professionalsò (p 

.5). Inclusive education and diversity is listed as one of the eight overarching principles in Draft 

Curriculum (2020) which provides for equity of opportunity and responds to the uniqueness of 

every child (p. 6). Furthermore the DES (2017) proposes to establish ñtruly inclusive schoolsò 

(p.5). Relevant support is necessary to assist this additional autonomy, if the expectations are 

met appropriately. There is no mandatory professional learning to fulfil  the role of a SET, yet 

demands are constantly being heightened. The practicalities of schools being ótruly inclusiveô 

need to be addressed explicitly in policies and implemented through appropriate supports in 

order to establish this desired level of inclusion in autonomous learning environments.   

 

Previously, the targets I set for my students in their school support plans (SSPs) were deficit-

focused. I wanted to help the children achieve their goals, but I was unaware that my planning 

was hindering this process. Moonôs (2004) question, ñWhat do you need to do?ò (p. 210) began 
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the process of unfolding how to surmount the oppression of a deficit-focused learning 

environment. I needed to take the childrenôs voice into consideration and provide more care in 

the relationships with my students. Through transforming action, I was creating a new situation 

(Freire, 2000). Engagement with literature and reflection upon my own practice, aided in 

identifying three interventions to introduce into my practice to foster a caring, strengths-based 

learning environment, óCircle Time Discussionô, óTwo Stars and a Wishô, and óMust-Do, Can-

Doô (MDCD). My values, personal reflections and discussions with my critical friend acted as 

standards which I judged my practice upon. To compliment my research, five interviews were 

conducted with educational professionals. The findings emerged through coding and 

thematically analysing my reflective journal entries and the interview transcriptions. 

 

1.4 Overview of Chapters 

In chapter two, the literature reviewed introduces SET practice situated against five themes of 

inclusion, care, relationality, voice, and identity. In chapter three, the mixed-methods 

methodology approach is explained, including the research design and data collection tools. 

Additionally practitioner action research is situated against the ethical considerations and 

limitations of the study. Chapter four discusses the key findings centring on (1) the provision 

of student voice and choice, (2) the practice of care in relationships, (3) building relationships 

through communication and (4) a one-size-fits-all approach is not adequate in SET practice. 

 

1.5 Conclusion  

This chapter has situated the research question guiding this practitioner research and the 

importance of moving beyond deficit teaching. Furthermore the research focus, the structure 

of the thesis and the preliminary themes and findings were introduced. This thesis identifies 

opportunities for personal and professional development as a primary school educator and in 
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particular for SETs. The inclusion of insights, from my personal reflective lens, from my 

critical friend, and from professionals within the educational spectrum, adds to the authenticity 

of this self-study which addresses teaching with inclusion and moving SET practice beyond 

deficit-focused teaching. In the following chapter, SET practice is situated within key themes 

of the literature. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 

2.1 Introduction  

This thesis seeks to challenge deficit-based teaching as a SET through practicing care with my 

individual students. In this chapter, alternative approaches to SET practice are examined, in 

addition to contemporary SET practice, and are situated against five themes of inclusion, care, 

relationality, voice, and identity. The literature discussed motivates the aim of my professional 

development and connects with my four core values of inclusion, care, relationality, and voice.  

 

2.2 Inclusion 

2.2.1 Special Education Provision in Irish Primary Schools 

Educational provision for pupils with SEN has made significant advances in the Republic of 

Ireland in the past two decades (Shevlin et al. 2013). Beginning in the 1990ôs, a change can be 

noted in the Irish education system towards a more inclusive approach to educating children 

with various needs (Shevlin & Banks, 2021). The focus has shifted from an emphasis on 

educational provision for specific categories of disabled children, to an inclusive approach 

(2021: 1). Legal challenges made by parents prior to the 1990ôs, due to inadequate educational 

provision for their children with SEN, added to the call for change in SEN policy and practice 

(Walsh, 2021). From 2005, the general allocation model was designed for the provision of 

pupils with SEN to promote ótruly inclusive schoolsô. Following extensive consultation, the 

DES launched and implemented a revised model of allocating supports for pupils with SEN in 

2017. This new system demonstrated a move from the previously dominant medical model, 

focused on categories of deficit labels, to a more social model based on the needs of pupils 

(Walsh, 2021).  
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2.2.2 Inclusion 

The National Council for Special Education (NCSE) was set up to improve the delivery of 

education services to persons with SEN arising from disabilities with particular emphasis on 

children. Their Inclusive Education Framework (IEF) (2011) shapes inclusion as a process of 

ñaddressing and responding to the diversity of needs of learners through enabling participation 

in learning, cultures, and communities and removing barriers within and from education 

through the accommodation and provision of appropriate structures and arrangements to enable 

each learner to achieve the maximum benefit from his/her attendance at schoolò (Winter and 

OôRaw, 2010, cited in NSCE, 2011: 13). The Draft Curriculum (2020) states that ñinclusive 

education and diversity centres on the values and practices that enable children, as individuals, 

to belong, feel respected, confident and safe so they can engage in meaningful learning and 

reach their potentialò (p. 20). Drudy & Kinsella (2009) argue that inclusion needs to focus on 

developing the capacity of schools to respond to diversity, including ethnic minorities and 

disadvantaged communities, in addition to children with SEN. If schools develop the capacity 

to respond to diversity, the conceptualisation that inclusion only involves students with SEN 

would be interrogated (Drudy & Kinsella, 2009).  

 

The Draft Curriculum (2020) aims to establish a universally designed curriculum which 

adheres to an inclusive approach by thinking in terms of variability, competency, and 

opportunity, and moreover shifting away from thinking in terms of ability and disability. The 

best interest of every child is the focus of a universally designed curriculum which promotes 

equal opportunities with meaningful engagement, challenges in learning and positive 

interactions in the school community (2020: 20). By following The Teaching Council (TC) 

Code of Professional Conduct for Teachers (Code of Conduct) (2016), teachers must be 

ñcommitted to equality and inclusion and to respecting and accommodating diversityò (p. 7). 
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Policymakers and educators are faced with the challenge of ensuring that inclusive practice 

becomes the norm in Irish schools through re-evaluating their attitudes and practices and being 

offered opportunities to develop their professional knowledge and skill base (Shevlin et al. 

2013). Teachers must respond to change with new and innovative approaches to the challenges 

presented, but also must be given the tools and resources to react appropriately over a long 

period of time as change is inevitable (OôGorman & Drudy, 2010). 

 

2.2.3 Professional Development 

Shevlin et al. (2013) identify a need for further professional development for teachers in 

primary schools who work as SETs. In-career professional development is fundamental for 

SETs to adequately address their responsibilities, however there is no mandatory requirement 

for teachers appointed to a SET position in Irish schools to hold an SEN qualification. In 

addition to the need for professional development, Shevlin et al. (2013) demonstrate the 

vulnerability present amongst teachers and the issues caused from a lack of time for planning 

and assessment.  

 

Teachers are reluctant and resistant to adequately address inclusion in their learning 

environment due to fear (Shevlin et al., 2013). Conflictingly, inclusion is largely determined 

by teachersô attitudes and how they interpret inclusion in their own contexts (OôBrien, 2021). 

According to the IEF (2011) the promotion of inclusion involves actual participation and 

accommodation to be present, which is difficult to come by from reluctant and hesitant 

teachers. Perhaps the most important factor in changing teacher fearful attitudes concerning 

the resistance to inclusion, is success with inclusion itself (Shevlin et al., 2013). 
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OôGorman & Drury (2010) argue that a ñmore revolutionary approach to professional 

development could be adopted to challenge conventional wisdom and promote a truly inclusive 

education system in Irelandò (p. 157). A push for a counter narrative, ña story that is told for 

the purpose of resisting a socially shared narrative used to justify the oppression of a social 

groupò (Lindemann, 2020: 286), of inclusion is required. OôGorman and Drudy (2010) call for 

all societyôs structures and institutions to adapt their current procedures to equally include 

everyone, including those with a disability. Additionally, it is crucial that professionals are 

appropriately prepared and trained to develop inclusive practices sufficiently (OôGorman & 

Drudy, 2010). A commitment to diversity should incorporate inclusive counter narratives and 

could possibly prevent the ñfears and perceived inadequaciesò experienced by teachers 

(Shevlin et al 2013: 1131).  

 

2.2.4 Teacher Autonomy 

The Draft Curriculum (2020) describes teachers as óagentic professionalsô. SEN teams have 

been afforded more autonomy with the revised model of allocation for SEN pupils, allowing 

for more flexibility at school level (Walsh, 2021). Teachers are being afforded more power 

through the Draft Curriculum (2020) as they can interpret the childrenôs learning through broad 

learning outcomes which allow for variations in childrenôs learning needs (p. 21). Yet there is 

a gap in accessing meaningful professional development in inclusion and SET practice 

(OôGorman & Drury, 2010). Can SETs, as óagentic professionalsô without mandatory 

requirements for SEN qualifications, confidently follow and adhere to the IEF (2011) which 

invites schools to individually determine how to use the framework based on their individual 

set of priorities. The Draft Curriculum (2020) is aiming to provide further autonomy to 

teachers, but the necessary support must be accompanied in order to follow the guidelines of 
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the curriculum framework whilst simultaneously promoting inclusion to an appropriate 

standard.  

 

Walsh (2021) confirms that schools now enjoy enhanced autonomy on SEN provision which 

has the potential to promote enhanced professional practice, shared learning, and collaborative 

decision-making, if nurtured and supported through mutual support, trust, and joint action. 

Despite the positive of receiving further agency, the findings of Walshôs (2021) study indicate 

the lack of confidence of principals and SEN teams in relation to the additional provision of 

responsibility. 

 

Confidence within the SEN context comes through experience and by learning from others 

(Shevlin et al., 2013). Kelchtermans (2018) claims that through agency, teachers enact their 

confidence and build self-understanding, which eventually is conveyed through their practice. 

Buchanan (2015) believes that there is choice within agency, but the options to choose from 

are not freely formed. Personal actions and identity can be ñconstrained by accountability 

policiesò (2015: 714). The general allocation model provides teachers with greater autonomy, 

yet ñinclusive practice relies to a large extent on teacher knowledge, skills, understanding, 

capacity and attitudesò (Shevlin et al. 2013: 1121). Teachers are increasingly being granted 

more agency, but issues including the correct provision of support and the capacity for this 

large volume of autonomy remain undecided.  

 

2.2.5 Barriers to Inclusion 

Time constraints prove to be a barrier of effective inclusive practice (Shevlin et al., 2013). A 

lack of scheduled time for the planning of SEN provision challenges the development of more 

inclusive practice (Walsh, 2021). Shevlin et al. (2013) highlight that SETs receive inadequate 
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time for planning and structured collaboration, in addition to trying to get to know the 

individual pupils and identifying their strengths and needs. Furthermore, at a whole school 

level, an insufficient amount of time is dedicated to developing inclusive practice through 

training days, staff meetings and in-service (Shevlin et al., 2013). 

 

Liaising with outside agencies to complete formal assessments and reports, is challenging for 

schools due to time constraints which introduces another barrier in preventing the appropriate 

provision of support and inclusion (Walsh, 2021). Although time delays continue to occur, 

removing the need for formal assessment and focusing on identifying learning needs rather 

than on diagnoses for the purpose of resource allocation, has been a positive change (Walsh, 

2021). That said minimal collaborative practice is now occurring between schools and health 

professionals, even though outside agencies make diagnoses and have adequate training 

(Walsh, 2021). Greater access to professional support from agencies such as the National 

Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) could assist in creating learning environments 

which are more inclusive in the long term (Shevlin et al. 2013). As stated in the NCSE (2004) 

Education for Persons with Special Educational Needs (EPSEN) Act, children with special 

education needs have the right to be educated in an inclusive environment (p. 7). 

 

2.2.6 Importance of SPHE and Well-Being for Promotion of Inclusion 

The NCCA (1999b) Social Personal and Health Education (SPHE) Curriculum amalgamates 

tackling issues of inclusion in a combination of three ways, through a positive school 

atmosphere, through specific time allocation and through an integrated approach across a range 

of subject areas. Teaching SPHE provides opportunities for children to ñdevelop a framework 

of values, attitudes, understanding and skills that will inform their decisions and actions both 

now and in the futureò (NCCA, 1999b: 2) Additionally it provides opportunities for personal 
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development, health and well-being, inclusion and diversity (NCCA, 1999b). The Draft 

Curriculum (2020) now includes well-being as one of the five broad curriculum areas. Physical 

and health education (PE) and SPHE are elements within the umbrella term of well-being and 

are the only areas which have not received a reduction in allocated hours. Furthermore inclusive 

education and diversity is one of the eight overarching principles of the Draft Curriculum 

(2020) and fostering wellbeing is one of the key competencies. 

 

The IEF (2011) argues that an effective pastoral care system promotes and safeguards pupil 

well-being. Monitoring attendance, participation, well-being, and performance on a regular 

basis, promotes the attainment of each pupilôs full potential through personal, academic, and 

social goals. According to the DES (2019) Wellbeing Policy Statement and Framework for 

Practice (Wellbeing Policy), well-being should be carried out through all aspects of teaching 

and learning in primary education. Students spend most of their day in classrooms and their 

daily school experiences greatly contribute to their well-being. Therefore, teaching and 

learning must be ñdemocratic, inclusive, engaging, differentiated, fostering expectations of 

high achievement and providing opportunity for successò (DES, 2019: 14). Furthermore, the 

Wellbeing Policy (2019) addresses the continuum of support guidelines from the Department 

of Education and Science (2007) in that universal support (for all) in addition to targeted 

support (for some and few) in schools can effectively prevent and address anxiety and low 

mood for many students (NCSE, 2011). One of the key approaches to developing inclusive 

education, according to the Draft Curriculum (2020), is recognising the importance of ñvaluing 

that all children are unique and will develop and learn at their own rateò (p. 21).  

 

The IEF (2011) prioritises staff well-being in addition to student well-being, based on a rights-

based perspective, which safeguards the welfare of all school staff. Shevlin et al. (2013) express 
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that a positive ethos and positive attitudes of staff contribute to successful inclusion within a 

school. The SPHE Curriculum (1999c) makes the ongoing claim that implementing and 

developing SPHE through a moral and spiritual capacity, is greatly influenced by the ñethos or 

characteristic spirit of the schoolò (p. 2). Shevlin et al. (2013) highlight that positive school 

ethos and positive attitude of staff contribute significantly to the success of inclusion in schools.  

 

2.2.7 Conclusion 

This section of the literature review examined the role inclusion plays in the education system 

of Ireland and the existing barriers, including time and professional development, which 

impede the successful and effective implementation of inclusion. SPHE and well-being are 

undoubtedly linked to the provision for inclusion in primary schools and are essential in 

correctly following the IEF (2011). The well-being of school staff must be catered for in order 

to promote well-being amongst the pupils in the aim of the promotion of inclusion through a 

whole school approach. Inclusion in Irish primary schools has greatly developed over the past 

two decades, yet there is still a long way to go. This section supports my value of inclusion in 

education and more specifically within my role as a SET. I now turn this chapter to my next 

value of care and its significance in education, particularly within the SEN environment.  

 

2.3 Care 

2.3.1 Defining Care 

ñCare denotes an approach to personal and social morality that shifts ethical considerations to 

context, relationships, and affective knowledge in a manner that can only be fully understood 

if careôs embodied dimension is recognized. Care is committed to flourishing and growth of 

individuals, yet acknowledges our interconnectedness and interdependenceò (Hamington, 

2004). Noddings (2013), believes that caring relationships are fundamental to human existence 
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and that there are two participants in a caring relation, the ñone-caringò (p. 28) and the ñcared-

forò (p. 55). She believes that both parties are obliged, however not in the same demeanour, to 

meet one another morally and to care reciprocally for one another. Furthermore, Noddings 

(2005) maintains that ñthe main aim of education should be to produce competent, caring, 

loving, and lovable peopleò (p. 174). 

 

2.3.2 Care in Education 

Care is one of the four ethical pillars of the Code of Conduct (2016) which underpin the 

standards of teaching, knowledge, skill, competence and conduct of education (p. 6). A duty of 

care for all students is paramount in the role of a teacher (NSCE, 2011). The Code of Conduct 

(2016) states that a ñteachersô practice is motivated by the best interests of the pupils/students 

entrusted to their care. Teachers show this through positive influence, professional judgement 

and empathy in practiceò (106: 6). Noddingsô (2005) vision of education sees schools as centres 

of care in which teaching and learning would take place through personal methodologies, 

addressing aspects of concern which exist amongst those being educated. Noddings (2005) 

notes that to successfully implement a programme of care in schools, curriculum and 

instruction must assemble in unity. The cold separation of these features will not work in 

establishing competent, caring, loving and loveable people, the main aim of education 

(Noddings, 2005).  

 

Care is embedded into the Draft Curriculum (2020) which declares that ñcaring relationships 

within the school community support and impact positively on childrenôs engagement, 

motivation and learningò (p. 6). Hayesô (2008) theory of a nurturing pedagogy integrates the 

processes of interaction, dialogue and planning. She affirms that this leads to a shared 

approach, between the teacher and student, in the construction of knowledge in an educational 
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environment, which is responsive immediately to the child. Noddings (2005) initiates a call to 

action which aids in developing a programme of care. These actions include, caring for 

affiliated needs, diminishing the impulse of control, discarding programme hierarchies, 

developing the themes of care, and finally, teaching that competence is required to care in all 

domains (2005: 174).  

 

Vanassche and Kelchtermans (2015) argue that teachers must hold a strong moral purpose in 

their role and they cannot solely be academically accomplished in their vocation, they must 

care about the personal development of their students. Noddings (2005) backs a drastic 

statement, that academic achievement and intellectual development are not the goal of 

education and that moral life should be embraced as the central goal of education (p. 173). 

Noddings (2013) deems moral education to be of a higher significance and that its purpose is 

to provoke an ethical agency in those being educated to meet others morally. She also encloses 

that the persons preparing and undertaking to teach moral education will morally attempt to 

encounter the needs of all involved.  

 

2.3.3 Practicing Care to Promote Equality 

According to the Code of Conduct (2016), teachers should ñacknowledge and respect the 

uniqueness, individuality and specific needs of pupils/students and promote their holistic 

developmentò (p. 7). No child should be perceived as inferior because of personal talents 

(Noddings, 2005). Encouraging others through confirmation helps to highlight the best in 

people thus self-development is encouraged from a caring perspective (Buber, 1965, cited in 

Noddings, 2005). A vision of a better self, through both the lens of the student and the lens of 

the teacher, is experienced through confirmation (Noddings, 2005).  
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Critical race theory according to Solórzano and Yosso (2002) aims to eliminate racism as part 

of a bigger purpose of ñopposing or eliminating other forms of subordination based on gender, 

class, sexual orientation, language, and national originò (p. 25). Critical race methodology 

foregrounds race and racism, but also questions individual debates on class, race and gender, 

which are viewed as origins of strength (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002). Educational 

environments, as noted by critical race researchers, can be controversial when analysed 

simultaneously against their power to ñoppress and marginalizeò and to ñemancipate and 

empowerò (2002: 26). Educational inequity is explained, whether explicitly or implicitly, by 

means of majoritarian stories, which hold layers of assumptions, ñthrough a cultural deficit 

model and thereby pass on beliefs that students of color are culturally deprivedò (2002: 31). 

The Code of Conduct (2016) places respect as a core value which accentuates the importance 

of teachers upholding dignity. Critical race theory invites SETs to think about our practice and 

to question whether we are respectful to students in our SET practice by focusing on strengths 

rather than deficits.  

 

Counterstories according to Lindemann (2020) justify social groups and provide a voice to the 

oppressed by uprooting some part of the oppressive story and replacing it with a more accurate 

one. Furthermore, Solórzano and Yosso (2002) illustrate the counterstory as a means of 

communicating narratives of those who are on the margins of society, whose anecdotes are not 

often reported. The new story must be accepted by the dominant group and furthermore, treat 

the oppressed social group accordingly (Lindemann, 2020). Additional damage can be a result 

of these narratives. The oppressed social group can be recognised as socially and morally 

inferior, thus an abusive power can be held against them (2020: 287). The oppressed, ñas 

divided, unauthentic beingsò, can only begin to contribute to their liberating pedagogy when 

they realise, they are ñhostsò of the oppressor (Freire, 2000: 48). Members of the oppressed 
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group may have conceded the ñhateful light the story sheds on themò (2020: 290). The 

challenge for agentic SETs is to support counterstories which challenge the oppressed and seek 

to find new stories for students to find meaning in. 

 

2.3.4 Importance of Continuity of Care  

Noddings (2005) believes that schools are environments of diversity which cannot focus only 

on achieving academic goals, similar to how in a family the parental role is more than feeding 

and housing their children. She asserts that fundamental needs of students must primarily be 

catered for in the learning space before thinking of achieving specific academic goals. The 

single-purpose view of education and the academic achievements is ñpractically and 

technically wrongò (2005: 63). Planning for continuity in educational institutions provides the 

potential to meet all caring needs of the students and Noddings (2005) asserts that this can be 

addressed in the following four ways; continuity in purpose, continuity of school residence, 

continuity of teachers and students, and continuity of curriculum.  

 

2.3.5 Conclusion 

In order for children to develop to become ñunique, capable and caring individualsò (NCCA, 

2020: 5), care must be a central within their educational environment. Children should 

experience the feeling of being ócared-forô and the action of showing care. The care expressed 

through relationships and present within a teachers identity should not be influenced by 

academic capabilities or diagnoses. Caring relationships in the learning environment must be 

committed and mutual as ñwe cannot care for ourselves in any meaningful way in isolation 

from othersò (Noddings, 2005: 90). In the next section of the literature review, the focus turns 

to the importance of fostering relationships to encourage care and inclusion in the primary 

school context.  
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2.4. Relationality 

2.4.1 Relationships in Education 

Relationships are one of the eight overarching principles of the Draft Curriculum (2020). This 

shows an improvement in comparison to the NCCA (1999a) Primary School Curriculum which 

does not specifically address relationships in any of its seventeen principles. According to the 

Draft Curriculum (2020), if caring relationships are fostered, the engagement, motivation, and 

learning of the children can be positively enhanced. Relationships are central to high quality 

teaching and learning (2020: 20). Relationships between the teacher and the child are improved 

through interactions as every interaction is significant and contributes to a child-centred 

responsive pedagogy (NCCA, 2020). According to the Code of Conduct (2016), relationships 

are caring and committed on behalf of the teacher. The Draft Curriculum (2020) promotes 

developing wellbeing in the students as it supports them to value positive and healthy 

relationships that are balanced and connected with relational and emotional aspects. The 

uniqueness, individuality and specific needs of pupils are acknowledged within relationships 

to promote the holistic development of the students (TC, 2016). Additionally the Code of 

Conduct (2016) recognises the importance of working on improving relationships in the school 

environment, in hope of building a culture of respect and trust.  

 

2.4.2 Communication in School Relationships 

Mutual respect between staff, pupils, parents, and others in the school environment is the basis 

of communication (NCSE, 2011). The IEF (2011) highlights the importance of being aware 

that communication between staff and students in the school community can take place in many 

modes including non-verbal, signing, written, and visual. The power connected with non-

verbal communication and body language must be recognised by all staff for the quality of 

interpersonal relations and inclusion to be contributed to (NCSE, 2011). ñReciprocal, open 



 19 

lines of communication take into account the needs of pupils with special educational needsò 

(2011: 28). The fourfold interests which naturally occupy children are communication, 

construction, expression, and investigation (Dewey, cited in Noddings, 2005: 86). Therefore, 

it is through these activities which children grow to develop the skills and capacities to tackle 

developmental tasks as they mature (Noddings, 2005). The Draft Curriculum (2020) raises the 

significance of communication in that language is consistently being enhanced through 

interactions with others, as it provides the opportunity to engage ñemotionally, socially, 

cognitively, imaginatively and aesthetically in relationshipsò (NCCA, 2020: 13). 

Communication brings me to the next segment of my literature review in which I will discuss 

the importance of the provision of voice in education.  

 

2.5 Voice 

2.5.1 Childrenôs Right to a Voice 

The United Nations International Childrenôs Emergency Fund (UNICEF) Ireland (2019) 

declares that ñevery child has the right to an education. Every child, everywhere, no matter 

their circumstances, should have that right fulfilledò. Lundy and McEvoy (2009) claim that a 

childrenôs rights-based approach to the selection of outcomes for proposed educational 

interventions should be taken. This practice, mandated by The United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) (2010), ensures childrenôs power and enhances their claims 

as stakeholders. The UNCRC (2010), have developed a framework which acknowledges 

education as a fundamental right of childrenôs human rights. As discussed by Lundy and 

McEvoy (2009), the UNCRC (2010) raised awareness of the lack of power children have on 

impacting their own lives and their opinions being earnestly be taken into consideration. Like 

the opinion of Lundy and McEvoy (2009) todayôs society should automatically query how to 

best adopt a childrenôs rights-based approach, rather than if  this approach should be taken. ñIn 
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order to know what will work for children there is no option but to work with children to secure 

the realisation of their rightsò (2009: 58). 

 

2.5.2 Pupil Voice 

Lundy (2007) draws awareness to the fact that respecting studentôs views is not just good 

practice but it is a legally binding obligation. She continues by affirming that pupil voice should 

be firmly located within the framework of childrenôs rights. This is supported by the issue that 

adults can find reasons to not give childrenôs views due weight. Article 12 of the UNCRC 

(2010), gives children the right to have their views given due weight in all matters affecting 

them. Lundy (2007) proposes a new model of child participation to successfully implement 

Article 12 . Her model considers the implications of four separate factors which include space, 

voice, audience and influence. Figure 2.1 displays Lundyôs (2007) model of conceptualising 

Article 12. 

 

Figure 2.1: Lundyôs (2007) Model of Child Participation (p. 932) 

 

Lundy believes that there is a need for communicating the legal and human rights elements in 

Article 12 in a new way through this model so that pupils have the right to express their views 

and for their views to be given due weight. Firstly, pupils must have the opportunity for 
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engagement and involvement in decision-making in a space which the pupils are encouraged 

to express their views. Secondly, the childrenôs right to express their views is dependent only 

on their ability to form a view, whether mature or not, and does not rely on their capacity to 

express a mature view. Thirdly, pupils should be guaranteed the opportunity to communicate 

their views to individuals who have the responsibility to listen. Finally, adults must consider 

the best interests of the children so that their right to have their views given due weight is not 

overtaken by the ideology that adults in their lives know what is best for them. The challenge 

to find ways of ensuring that adults not only listen to children, but that their take their views 

seriously is tackled through following the elements of Lundyôs (2007) model. The IEF (2011) 

states that to fulfil pupil potential schools must listen to the voice of the students, promote self-

advocacy and encourage expressing personal experiences and identities. The IEFôs (2011) view 

of promoting student well-being overlaps with Lundyôs (2007) model of child participation, 

both of which aid in the increased involvement of child participation in education through 

decision-making. 

 

2.5.3 Decision-Making 

Lundyôs (2007) model for conceptualising Article 12, addresses the obligation to children  in 

terms of educational decision-making, through the right to express their views and for their 

views to be given due weight. ñThe practice of actively involving pupils in decision-making 

should not be portrayed as an option which is in the gift of adults but a legal imperative which 

is the right of the childò (2007: 931). Children should be made aware that having a voice is a 

right. Through the research conducted by Lundy et al. (2011), it was agreed that incorporating 

the childrenôs views into the decision-making process of the project would be beneficial in the 

quest for high-quality, relevant data on childrenôs lives. Lundy (2007) emphasises the 

significance of inviting and encouraging the input of the children rather than merely acting as 
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a recipient of views if they happen to be provided by the children. The Draft Curriculum (2020) 

addresses the importance of engaging children in decision-making about their own learning (p. 

21). Providing opportunities for decision-making is specified in the Draft Curriulum (2020) 

which links with Lundyôs (2007) conception that, ñchildrenôs perspectives should be viewed 

as an integral part of school disclosureò (p. 934). The outlook of children speaking out and 

voicing their opinions, as an attempt to undermine authority, is diminishing in current practice 

as children are being further encouraged to express their views.   

 

2.5.4 Universal Design for Learning 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL), developed by Center for Applied Special Technology 

(CAST) (2022), is a set of principles for curriculum development which provide individuals 

with equal opportunities to learn. UDL addresses diverse learners through the proactive 

planning of engaging and accessible lessons (Brennan, 2022). Brennan (2022) describes UDL 

as a method of planning that helps teachers create lessons that are effective for the broad range 

of students in their classrooms, including those with special needs. Additionally, Spencer 

(2011) adds that UDL is a ñvaluable tool for the proactive planning of engaging, accessible 

lessons in todayôs diverse classroomsò (p. 10). She continues by expressing that it helps 

educators to develop motivating, accessible instruction that will increase the participation of 

all learners. Like the UDL, Brennan (2021) describes the provision of differentiation through 

choice in the aspiration of enhancing the inclusion of all learners without marking any 

individual as different. The research carried out by Brennan (2021) shows that this pedagogical 

approach can engage and motivate learners in purposeful and inclusive learning environments 

by offering choice. UDL and differentiation by choice provide students with a voice in their 

learning. According to the Wellbeing Policy (2019), meeting the wellbeing needs and the best 
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interests of children requires us to respect and value the voice of children and foster their 

belonging and connectedness to the school community (p. 9). 

 

2.5.5 Well-Being and Pupil Voice 

Childrenôs well-being can be supported when their own views are taken into account to inform 

their educational provision (Murray, 2019). Student voice is one of the key in the Wellbeing 

Policy (2019) and is developed through relationships and partnerships. The fact that children 

spend most of their day in classrooms, their daily experience of teaching and learning 

consequently contributes greatly to their well-being (DES, 2019). Therefore teaching and 

learning must be both ñdemocraticò and ñinclusiveò (DES, 2019: 14). The Draft Curriculum 

(2020) also addresses the promotion of well-being through choice, agency, motivation, and 

engagement. Each of these four elements are positively impacted through effective provision 

of student voice. 

 

The Draft Curriculum (2020) supports schools in working towards the creation of inclusive 

learning environments through providing opportunities for feedback and supporting the 

children to reflect on what and how they learn. It is important to recognise that children express 

their views in a variety of ways, not all of which are verbal (Lundy, 2007). The need for adults 

to receive training in the skills of active listening is recognised by Lundy (2007), which would 

involve taking appropriate account of the range of non-verbal cues deployed by children whilst 

expressing themselves.  

 

2.5.6 Conclusion 

Article 12 and Lundyôs (2007) model provide the opportunity to strongly contribute to the 

creation of childrenôs right culture in schools. The provision of student voice and the proactive 
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steps taken to encourage children to express their views in primary school builds relationships 

in the learning environment. Children becoming active stakeholders in decision-making 

processes and providing opinions, in which their views are not only listened to but taken 

seriously, adds to developing positive well-being in their education. Promoting inclusion while 

simultaneously providing student voice must facilitate that communication can occur in a range 

of ways. The uniqueness of each child must be recognised and interpreted by individual 

educators in order to positively ensure that each child feels they are being listened to. I will 

now discuss the final element of my literature review in which I will discuss teacher identity. 

 

2.6 Identity 

2.6.1 Teacher Identity  

Teacher identity is understood as a ñdynamic, career-long process of negotiating the teacher-

self in relation to personal and emotional experiences, the professional and social context, and 

the micro and macro political environmentò (Zembylas, 2018: 79). ñIdentity workò is needed 

to participate in high-quality teaching (2018: 78). This óidentity workô is a means of reflecting 

on oneself and the experiences, that provide awareness of promoting personal learning in 

teaching through beliefs, emotions, understandings, and personal and social values (Zembylas, 

2018). óIdentity workô is a lens used to analyse the process and formation of identities and 

environments through social and political practices (Zembylas, 2018). Teachers can begin to 

participate in micro political actions if their self-understanding is constantly being interrogated 

(Kelchtermans, 2017). Kelchtermans (2017) argues that some teachers may even think about 

or leave the teaching profession if they are unable to be the teacher they want to be. Identity is 

also formed within the macro political level however, as a teacher the opportunity remains to 

establish oneself in a variety of ways (Buchanan, 2015). Teachers are constantly forming and 

reforming themselves through reflecting on their individualism and their practices, and 
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additionally by proceeding to find opportunities to complement their self-conceptions 

(Buchanan, 2015).  

 

Kelchtermans (2009) ñpersonal interpretative frameworkò (p. 260) gives teachers meaning in 

their practice and a rationale to follow and act upon in their profession. The framework is a 

lens which guides their actions and interpretations and provides sense-making of their 

cognitions. Teachers gain identity and a sense of how they see themselves in their professional 

practice through this framework (Kelchtermans, 2018). According to Kelchtermans (2009) 

self-image, self-esteem, job motivation, task perception and future perspective are the five 

components that make up teachersô self-understanding (p. 230). Furthermore, Kelchtermans 

(2018) discusses that the course of action through which each individual teacher interprets 

educational scripts, will depend on their personal sense making of a given document. Each 

teacherôs method of ónarrating, navigating, and negotiatingô organisational and institutional 

documents will vary. Identity emerges and become apparent through this sense-making which 

influences their practices in the learning environment as, ñeven when teachersô understanding 

of themselves is influenced, informed and to some point determined by the context, there 

always remains space and leeway for their individual choices, motives, and preferencesò 

(Kelchtermans, 2018: 232). 

 

2.6.2 Teacher Identity and Teacher Agency 

The connection between teacher agency and teacher identity is a major implication for 

undertaking research as a teacher (Buchanan, 2015). Teacher agency establishes the core of 

self-understanding and can be accepted as ñidentities in motionò (Buchanan, 2015: 714). The 

Draft Curriculum (2020) encompasses an agentic teacher as ñreflective, competent and capable 

of exercising professional judgement in response to individual learning needs in a variety of 
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contextsò (p. 5). Buchanan (2015) adds that agency is more than conducting identity, as 

professional actions and practices which transpire, influence their identity. Kelchtermans 

(2018) argues that teacher agency is ñnot simply a free, voluntaristic constructionò, there are 

always other factors to consider such as social and cultural conditions (p. 237). 

 

An era of accountability has had a ripple effect on teacher identity and agency as demands 

within the profession have reshaped the professionalism of teaching (Buchanan, 2015). 

Buchanan (2015) continues by voicing that this demand is not straightforwardly accepted by 

teachers and that identities are being interfered with because of the pressure to understand and 

connect with these accountability pressures. Stress is being placed on teachers which affects 

their self-understanding of their identity, thus their impacting their practice as a professional.  

Policies and professional guidelines are being weighed up by teachers against their professional 

and personal identities, which helps to discover relevant, suitable conditions for their personal 

learning environment (Buchanan, 2015). Identities are formed and reformed through this 

process of interpretation and evaluation, and professional agency is ñcarved outò (Buchanan, 

2015: 701). 

 

Noddings (2005) questions the fairness of all students equally enduring school and a 

curriculum which enhances the capabilities of some and not all learners. The paradigm of 

accountability is likely to become the present episteme of our time, which will shape further 

professional identities and teacher agencies in a similar manner in the future (Buchanan, 2015). 

Identities can negatively be shifted if actions are constrained by accountability policies and 

responding to the increased emphasis on standardised testing in schools (Buchanan, 2015). The 

feeling of vulnerability (Shevlin & Banks, 2021) and the feeling of inadequacy (Shevlin et al., 

2013), discussed above in section 2.2.1, does not positively impact the autonomy and identity 
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of teachers. Buchanan (2015) declares that professional agency is reciprocally related to 

professional identity. 

 

2.6.3 Narrative Identity 

According to McAdams (2013) ñnarrative identity combines a personôs reconstruction of his 

or her personal past with an imagined future to provide a subjective historical account of oneôs 

own development, and a moral justification of who a person was, is and will beò (p. 100). 

Furthermore, identity in narrative terms, is ñsomething composed over time, in relation with 

others, and with contextsò (Huber et al., 2003: 305). óNarrativeô is a word that until the 1980ôs 

was rarely used in educational literature but has now entered the bank of general language in 

education (Clandinin and Connelly, 2004). The word narrative has lost its meaning as it entered 

the educational literature as a term and became a ñcommon wordò (Clandinin and Connelly, 

2004: 580). Narrative identity work, or as Connelly and Clandinin (1999) refer to them as 

ñstories to live byò (p. 592), implies the understanding of connections between narrative 

conceptions of identity and experience. Children asking questions, of each other and of 

themselves, engaging playfully with others and metaphorically analysing their stories 

alongside poems and books, aids in distinguishing their identities (Huber et al., 2003). Critical 

pedagogy (Giroux, 2013), helps students narrate their identities, through agency, as they 

participate in their own learning.  

 

2.6.4 Conclusion 

The personal identity of a teacher becomes intertwined with the professional identity as 

personal values divulge into their óstandards of judgementsô of their everyday practice. The 

process of a teacher coming to terms with their self-understanding is a necessary aspect within 

their career if top-quality and meaningful teaching is to occur. Again, the person within the 



 28 

teacher comes into play here as the agency of each individual teacher impacts their identity and 

the effectiveness of their practice. Through following the SPHE curriculum, teachers aim to 

develop student identity and begin their journey of this life-long process. Narrative identity 

also plays a role in the growth of identity as connections are made between the past and the 

present, similar to how learning does not begin or end at school. Examining identity as the final 

point in my literature review was irrefutable. Without the urge and curiosity to refine my 

identity as a teacher through conducting this research, I would not have made a powerful 

connection with my values and had the opportunity of enhancing my practice. 

 

2.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an insight into the literature encompassing inclusion in the primary 

school context in Ireland, including the positive progress being made and the possibilities for 

further improvement. SET practice has been interrogated within the themes of inclusion, care, 

relationality, voice, and identity. The literature reviewed expands on how practicing care, 

building relationships, voicing opinions, and scrutinizing identities can aid in the improvement 

of exercising inclusion as an educator in order to meet the needs of all diverse learners. 
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Chapter Three: Research Methodology of the Study 
 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the research approach and design undertaken to enable my practice to 

move beyond deficit-based teaching as a SET and to practice care in relationships with the 

pupils before me. I will discuss the research rationale, design, methodology, data collection, 

ethical considerations, data analysis and limitations of the study. The focus of this self-study 

research is oriented towards teaching with inclusion and moving the practice of special 

education teaching beyond deficit teaching. As Goodnough (2010) states, self-study involves 

ña social practice that has the potential to be improvedò (p. 167). I recognise myself as the 

subject of enquiry, as I aim to increase inclusion, practice care, accentuate student voice, and 

develop relationships through my chosen methods. I introduced three interventions into my 

practice, (1) Circle Time Discussion, (2) Two Stars and a Wish, and (3) MDCD. Additionally, 

five professionals from various academic and professional backgrounds within education 

participated in interviews as part of the study. I aim to live closer to my values of inclusion, 

care, relationality, and voice in my professional practice through this self-study. 

 

3.1.2 Research Context 

This research was carried out in a large, urban, co-educational primary school setting, with 

over one thousand students who come from a mix of socio-economic backgrounds. There are 

sixty class teachers, with five bands of each class from junior infants to sixth class, and twenty 

SETs. As a SET, I provide additional support for a range of pupils with diverse needs, including 

autism, dyspraxia and dyslexia. This involves delivering support in social skills, speech and 

language, fine and gross motor skills, literacy, numeracy, and English as an additional language 

(EAL), in a variety of one-to-one and small group settings. Due to Covid-19 restrictions, SETs 
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were assigned to only provide support for availing students of all abilities, within two 

mainstream classes for the academic year. Prior to the onset of Covid-19, students were 

withdrawn from a mix of classes to avail of support in the best learning environment suited to 

their needs. This year due to restrictions, I worked solely with a broad range of diverse learners 

from fifth and second class.  

 

3.2 Self-Study Research 

Self-study is an approach used to discover insights, through research, into our own educational 

practices (Loughran, 2010). It provides the opportunity to examine values of the participants 

and decipher if these values are being lived up to in their professional practice. The desire to 

complete self-study action research resonates with having the opportunity to enhance oneôs 

professional practice. However, without contribution from others, this process would not be 

possible (Pithouse et al, 2009). The goal of becoming a critically reflective teacher cannot occur 

by oneself.  Pithouse et al, (2009) maintain that one can only exist and fully understand oneself 

in relation to another. That said, Loughran (2010) discusses how the focus remains on the self, 

in relation to others and to oneôs own professional practice. 

 

The use of diverse methodologies in self-study allows for critical feedback on practice and 

encourages teacher identity to emerge. In turn, this will aid in positively altering future 

pedagogic practice. When the ñselfò we come to see in self-study is not the ñselfò we think we 

are, or the ñselfò we would like to be, it makes us feel uncomfortable (Dadds 1993, cited in 

Pithouse et al. 2009: 47). In this way, self-study is distinctive as we are discovering attributes 

of our teaching techniques, whilst analysing the research we are undertaking in our learning 

environments. Kelchtermans (2018) states that we are in fact gaining further self-understanding 

as the outcome of the meaningful interactions in our professional contexts. Self-understanding 
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is subjective in that it ñreflects teachersô understanding of themselves, but at the same time 

reflects intense processes of intersubjective and contextualized sense-makingò (Kelchtermans, 

2018: 231). 

 

Dweckôs (2015) theory of a ñgrowth mindsetò resonates with my approach of self-study (p. 

20). An educator who establishes and aspires towards a ógrowth mindsetô, firstly within 

themselves through self-study, would secondly in turn, be much more capable of promoting 

and supporting the development of a ógrowth mindsetô in their students through their practice. 

Pithouse et al. (2009) similarly make the point that if teachers know about themselves, further 

opportunities for growth are provided. Completing self-study and trying to improve yourself 

and your practices is a crucial attribute of social action (2009: 48). Self-study and its process 

can change its participants and their individual circumstances and situations. Things can be 

seen from a different light and through a distinct perspective, which encourages action taking 

(Pithouse et al. 2009).  

 

Within the community of self-study practitioners there is an essence of mutual respect and 

support. Completing a self-study under positive circumstances and with helpful company, has 

a significant influence on professional learning (Pithouse et al., 2009). Kemmis and Wilkinson 

(1998) envisage how participatory action research (PAR) is a social process in which people 

are trying to understand themselves, how they were formed and how they are ñformed and re-

formed as individualsò (p. 23). Drawing on self-study research, this paper now shifts towards 

the action research methodologies used in my personal self-study of challenging deficit-

focused teaching and practicing care in relationships. 
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3.3 Self-Study Action Research Methodology 

Bassey (1990) asserts that the action research paradigm was designed to improve action. 

Educational practices may need to be invented and pursued in the classroom to conduct this 

type of research. A strong ethic of respect in which researchers are aware of issues that can 

arise in a school context is paramount when carrying out self-study action research 

(Department of Children and Youth Affairs, April 2012). Action research gives space for open 

criticism. Observing and reflecting through Brookfieldôs (2017) ñfour lenses of critical 

reflectionò (see Figure 3.1), which include, studentsô eyes, colleaguesô perception, personal 

experience, and theory, all provide a rigorous examination on the research being undertaken 

(p. 61).  

 
Figure 3.1: Brookfieldôs Critical Lenses 2017 

 

McDonagh et al. (2019) declare that conflict can arise between these lenses. Outlining your 

research and how you attempt to resolve any issues of conflict, displays reflection on the 

limitations of the study. Kelchtermansô (2018) three categories of ónarrating, navigating and 

negotiatingô personal practice, provide the opportunity to develop self-understanding through 

self-study action research (p. 237). 
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The process of, and learning from action research speaks directly to my identity and values, 

and exceeds the relative merit of the outcome. The research may not always be a success, but 

the learning experienced in meaningful self-study is invaluable. That said, knowledge creation 

never stops when óreflection-on-practiceô is being undertaken (Fook, 2015). It is an ongoing 

process for any committed practicing professional. Being critically reflective involves self-

questioning and self-reflecting on deeply rooted practices and assumptions. Questioning 

whether you are living by your values becomes a regular thought, in addition to asking if  a 

ñliving theoryò can be generated, be it through a ñliving contradictionò or a ñrelationally 

dynamic awarenessò (Whitehead, 2009: 87). Justifying new and established research findings 

and the impact they have on future practice is paramount. 

 

3.3.1 Ontology and Epistemology 

McNiff (2013) declares ontology as a theory of being and the way we view ourselves. 

Ontological values are ñat the heart of the individualôs sense of themselves and their ways of 

beingò (Whitehead, 2009: 94). They are central to educational action research and provide a 

justified meaning and purpose. Throughout the course of action research, ontological values 

are clarified and developed (Whitehead, 2009). Inclusion, care, relationality, and voice 

emerged as my ontological values throughout my research.  

 

Epistemology is a theory of knowledge. It is the view of knowledge and how it is created 

(McNiff, 2013). Foucault and Gordon (1980) understood knowledge as power. However, 

Buber (1958) asserted that knowledge is co-constructed and values the contribution of children 

in the pursuit of learning. My understanding of knowledge is that it is socially created through 

communication and relationships. One of my reasons for wanting to complete action research 

was to ñgenerate knowledge that can lead to improved understanding and experience for social 
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and environmental benefitò as a SET (McNiff, 2013: 27). As I acknowledge the importance of 

student voice in my learning environment, I can demonstrate greater care for my students and 

value their contribution to relationships within the school context. Similar to the views of 

Lundy (2007), all students should be facilitated with the opportunity to express their views. 

Furthermore, ñteachers not only have to create caring relations in which they are the carers, but 

that they also have a responsibility to help their students develop the capacity to careò 

(Noddings, 2005: 18). In seeking to improve my professional practice and moving beyond a 

deficit approach, I am showing care for my students by giving greater value to their voice. By 

doing so, I am creating a ñliving-educational-theoryò to stand by in my teaching (Whitehead, 

1989: 1). As I practice care through relationships with my students, I aim to be a model for my 

pupils in which they too will practice care with others both at school and at home. 

 

3.3.2 Self-Study Action Research Theory  

I initially drew on questions from McNiff and Whitehead (2005) to help develop an action plan 

appropriate to my concern (Figure 3.2). Through questioning, discussing and reflecting, the 

plan for undertaking action research continued to become more transparent.  
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Figure 3.2: Practical questions for action research  
Source: McNiff and Whitehead (2005: 1) 

 

 

óPARô (Kemmis, McTaggart & Nixon 2014) first came to mind as a suitable approach for 

completing my research. PAR helps people to ñchange reality in order to investigate itò, 

which is what I hope to achieve whilst completing this study (Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998: 

21). Through conducting PAR, the possibility of questioning educational realities in order to 

make changes for the benefit of the educator and the students is inevitable. 

 

With further investigation and analysis, I deemed self-study action research to be more suited 

to my project. Self-study action research (Loughran 2010) is a methodology for studying 

professional practice. Whereas self-study used by teachers, focuses on their own practice 

(Vanassche & Kelchtermans, 2015). Self-study has a powerful attachment with teacher 

education and is undertaken to alter practice. Action research requires investigation into oneôs 

practice and on the self in relation to others (McNiff, 2002). Zeichner (2005) noted that ñmany 

teachers greatly benefit from conducting self-study research through improvements in their 

work as teacher educators and that this visible commitment to self-inquiry provides a model 
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for their studentsò (p. 750). Self-study action research was the perfect method for my research 

of analysing how I can challenge deficit-based teaching as a SET and to practice care in 

relationships with the pupil before me.  

 

3.4 Research Design  

This chapter now turns to the methodologies designed for the research which involves the 

action research approach, the data collection tools and the significance of my reflective journal. 

An organised, planned, and systematic approach is necessary when conducting any form of 

research.  

  

3.4.1 Action Research Approach 

In this self-study, the purpose of the research is to enhance my professional SET practice by 

challenging deficit-based teaching and by practicing care in relationships with my students. 

My values of inclusion, care, relationality, and voice are central in my research. I deny these 

values when communication is not situated at the forefront of my practice, i.e. when the 

children do not get a say in their learning activities, I do not share targets and goals achieved 

with other staff who work closely with the students and I do not listen and respond to pupil 

voice. My research is oriented towards fostering a learning environment that affords greater 

importance to student knowledge and agency, in which all students feel ócared-forô. 

 

3.4.2 Data Collection 

Data collection is integral in any type of research. Using a variety of data collection tools was 

critical in ensuring triangulation and demonstrating credibility in my claim to new knowledge.  

Triangulation is a qualitative research strategy which tests the validity of research through the 

conjunction of information from various sources. Cohen et al. (2007) propose that when 
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research is studied from more than one viewpoint, the complexity and richness of the research 

can be reinforced. Table 1 outlines the initial research plan and timeframe. 

 

Table 1: Initial Research Plan and Time Frame 

 

 

This research timeframe was ñfluid, open and responsiveò, due to on-going reflection and as a 

result of Covid-19 (Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998: 21). As a SET, I regularly had to cover 

mainstream classes due to the substitute crisis caused by Covid-19. The implementation of 

interventions and consequently the data collection process were interfered with. Action 

research is most certainly not linear. The messiness involved in action research generates depth 

and rigour, which must be celebrated (Cook, 2009). As part of my research I introduced three 

new interventions into my practice which I critically reflected on after each cycle. This is 

displayed in Figure 3.3. 
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Figure 3.3: Action Research Intervention Focus 
 

 

3.4.3 Practice One: Circle Time Discussion 

Circle Time (Mosley, 1996) is an effective mechanism used to explore childrenôs views as it 

provides the opportunity for speaking in a ñsupportive listening environmentò (Lundy et al. 

2011: 724). A Discussion Circle (Cohen et al. 2018) is another similar intervention, which 

resonates with bringing forth the chance to partake in discussions and to challenge fellow 

participants in natural and familiar environments. I decided that blending these two approaches 

and comprising a óCircle Time Discussionô was an ideal model for my research. I completed 

this intervention twice with my fifth class students, to hear their voice on receiving additional 

support in school and to encourage them to express their concerns and interests. Furthermore, 

I wanted to promote the importance of speaking out to my students and expressing their voice 

on what matters to them. The first Circle Time Discussion was carried out at the beginning of 

cycle one, in which I established a baseline of thoughts and opinions of the participants through 

a variety of questions (Appendix B.2). The second, completed at the end of cycle four enabled 
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me to bear witness to further views and changes in opinions through a similar range of 

questions (Appendix B.3). 

 

3.4.4 Practice Two: Two Stars and a Wish  

Care and inclusion were exposed through enhancing my relationships with staff and students, 

through the introduction of a óTwo Stars and a Wishô communication strategy. By providing 

further insight into how the children progressed in respect of their strengths and needs, greater 

levels of inclusion, honesty, and openness were evident. Each fortnight, I utilised the óTwo 

Stars and a Wishô structure (Appendix B.4) with second and fifth class pupils to communicate 

feedback on their learning. This was then shared with the student, the class teacher, and the 

special needs assistant (SNA), if applicable. The stars outlined two aspects of positive 

feedback. The wish identified a target which the student is working towards. The targets, 

developments and achievements of the pupil were clearly expressed to all personnel involved. 

The class teacher and SNA were aware of the goals the specific students were working towards 

while receiving additional support. This afforded greater understanding of the support being 

provided and practiced inclusion to a higher degree in the school environment. With the 

provision of this awareness, the class teacher and SNA could help the pupil achieve the set 

goal, the ówishô. The aim was that the students would have a better understanding of their own 

pathways and to become more aware of what is to come in their personal learning journeys. 

 

3.4.5 Practice Three: Must-Do, Can-Do 

To facilitate support for my fifth class literacy group in developing agency and student voice, 

I introduced a MDCD approach. A must-do activity was individually chosen by the students 

from the template provided (Appendix B.5). This must be completed in order to begin a can-

do activity. The idea for this intervention was inspired from a practice I observed when teaching 
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in New Zealand. A greater level of choice is provided to the students when using this format. 

Previously in my ordinary practice, I chose all activities for the pupils to complete. The 

combination of the MDCD preserves the focus of improving and developing specific literacy 

skills to reach targets in their SSPs while also providing the opportunity for freedom within 

their learning simultaneously. Comprehension activities, cloze procedures, and sequencing 

stories were examples of must-do activities. The can-do activities were more creative, open 

and directed towards the personal interests of the students, yet progress towards achieving the 

targets of the SSPs was still occurring. Examples of can-do activities included drawing a 

prediction of what will happen next in a novel, designing an invention or writing a song, story 

or poem. Such activities offered greater motivation among the students through the provision 

of choice and voice in their learning activities. The pupils wanted to complete a must-do 

activity from the list provided, so that they could move onto a self-chosen can-do activity. In 

turn positive ownership of the completed tasks and their personal strengths were promoted.  

 

3.4.6 Reflections 

Reflection became a structured aspect in my data collection process as I contemplated the 

effectiveness of my interventions after each cycle. Through drawing on the practical questions 

for action research of McNiff and Whitehead (2005), I generated a personal set of reflective 

questions (Appendix C.1) which aided in critically reflecting on my school based interventions 

in a systematic way. Roche (2011) argues that people have an infinite capacity to think 

critically and that new knowledge is generated for themselves in the process of reflection. 

Reflection regularly occurred on my interventions, my values, and on dialogue. A combination 

of Schºnôs (1983) ñreflection-in-actionò (p. 50) and ñreflection-on-actionò (p. 276) were 

naturally employed. óReflection-in-actionô includes instant thoughts of reflection that occur as 

events are unfolding. This can result in plans being influenced on-the-spot. Whereas 
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óreflection-on-actionô is more formal. For me, óreflection-on-actionô became the focal point of 

rigorous reflective practice through systematic reflections. I critically reflected on the three 

interventions introduced into my practice, after each of the four cycles (Appendix C.2, C.3, 

C.4). Reflection is unavoidable in teaching and teacher development (Kelchtermans, 2009). 

Through reflection, I have the opportunity to decipher where there is room for further 

development.  

 

 

3.5 Interview with Educational Professionals   

In addition to the practice component of my research, interviews were conducted with five 

educational professionals to gather their insights. Interviews were carried out with a child 

psychologist, a lecturer in inclusive and special education, in addition to three colleagues, a 

mainstream class teacher, a SET, and a SNA. Each of these individuals have invaluable 

experience in the field of education. I gained a complex understanding into their views on 

inclusion, care, relationality, and voice. I carefully generated the questions, based on my values 

and informed by the literature review, in order to obtain valuable data (Appendix B.9). The 

interviews support triangulation and provide validation of my research. Before conducting any 

interviews, ethical guidelines were followed and a plain language statement and an informed 

consent form were sent to each participant. 

 

3.6 Reflective Journal  

I began writing in my reflective journal (RJ) at the beginning of the Master of Education (M.Ed) 

in August 2021. My journey with reflective journaling has progressed from writing recounts to 

critically reflecting on my practice scrutinized by my values. I frequently recorded journal 

entries on events, observations, and interactions in the school environment. Additionally, I 

reflected on conversations with my critical friend, regarding my research. As Dewey (1933) 
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reminds us, we do not learn from experience, we learn from reflecting on experience (p. 78). 

Throughout the course of the research, patterns emerged and became apparent during 

reflection, when time was taken to stand back and analyse actions within situations (Sullivan 

et al., 2016). As a result, my values were luminated. Moonôs (2004) reflective questions (p. 

210), accompanied with Kelchtermanôs ópersonal interpretative frameworkô, aided in my 

ability to produce deep reflective writing. Combined, they stimulated extensive insight into my 

understanding of reflection and into my own reflective practice. 

   

3.7 Critical Friend 

A critical friend is a ñtrusted person who asks provocative questions, provides data to be 

examined through another lens, and offers critique of a personôs work as a friendò (Costa and 

Kallick, 1993: 50). The support of a caring, invested critical friend encourages professional 

relationships, which are supportive towards and enhance professional learning and 

development (MacPhail et al., 2021). I conducted formal discussions with my critical friend at 

two planned points of my research, in addition to the regular informal chats. I was cognizant 

of Brookfieldôs ófour lenses of critical reflectionô and my personal values whilst reflecting on 

all discussions.  

 

3.8 Ethical Dimensions of Action Research 

Educational action research is no different from any other educational research in terms of 

ethical considerations. One key feature of action research is the conflict of interest between the 

role of the teacher as a professional and the role of the teacher as a researcher. Being conscious 

of bias and the power relations possible between the teacher and students is a mandatory aspect 

in the role of the researcher. All efforts must be made to remove it from the study. Kerr and 

Anderson (2005) draw awareness to the ñdouble burdenò that authors of action research are 
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faced with and which must be taken into consideration (p. 5). This ódouble burdenô refers to 

the concern of the improvement of practice and social change, with the distress of the research 

and creating valid knowledge about the practice. Other key ethical concerns were related to 

data protection procedures in light of commitments to privacy and GDPR regulations, the 

importance of informed consent based on the provision of necessary information, and 

consideration of the risk and potential risk associated with research. As part of this action 

research, I submitted an ethics application before commencing research. 

 

3.8.1 Ethics Application  

The ethics application (Appendix A.1) was approved on 15th December 2021 by Maynooth 

University, via the programme chair, following consultation with my supervisor. The 

application addressed how the following areas were specifically handled whilst following the 

correct ethical guidelines: recruitment and participation, vulnerability, power dynamics, 

informed consent, research in a Covid-19 context, sensitivity, and data storage. The risks 

involved in this study include data protection, confidentiality, and the identity conservation in 

my research. These exposures were thoroughly addressed when completing this application. 

See Appendix A for all associated ethical documents.  

 

3.9 Data Analysis 

Data analysis is a process which involves evaluating the data collected in a logical manner. I 

chose to analyse this data using Braun and Clarkeôs (2006) six-step thematic analysis method 

(p. 87). The six phases include the familiarisation of data, generating initial codes, searching 

for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and finally, producing the report. 

The thematic analysis will be presented in chapter four and includes the themes of pupil agency, 

relationships, communication, and the traditional special education environment. 
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3.9.1 Action Research Analysis 

Values have a major influence on action research. Therefore oneôs personal values have an 

impact on methodological choices and behaviour throughout the process (Cohen et al. 2018). 

Action research takes a circumstantial route, in which one step enlightens the next. It is 

important to be ñcognizant of the continual interplay between research and practiceò within the 

practice setting when considering how to approach self-study (Loughran, 2007: 15). Kemmis 

and McTaggartôs (1988: 22) ñself-reflective spiralò in action research (Figure 3.4) includes the 

cycles and stages of ñplanning a change, acting and observing the process and consequences 

of the change, reflecting on these processes and consequences, and then re-planning, and so 

forthò (p. 21). I used this óself-reflective spiralô to analyse my actions while heightening my 

understanding of my practice.  

 

Figure 3.4: Kemmis and McTaggartôs (1988) óSelf-Reflective Spiralô in action research 

Source: Reid (2009: 77) 

 

 

3.9.2 Action Research Cycles 

Four cycles of action research were undertaken, the overview of which can be seen in Figure 

3.5. Cycle one and four include similar school-based interventions and data collection tools. 

The main difference in cycles two and three is that the Circle Time Discussion is omitted.  
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Figure 3.5: Overview of the Action Research Cycles 

 

 

3.9.3 Interviews  

In addition to the above interventions, I completed five interviews with professionals from 

various academic and professional backgrounds within education. Transcription of the 

interviews occurred as soon as possible after conducting the interview, in line with ethics 

protocols to support robust data protection measures. This helped with data analysis to depict 

the discussions as accurately as possible and remembering tones and pauses during discussion 

and also themes that may have been forgotten. 

 

3.9.4 Qualitative Data Analysis 

Thematic coding analysis was used to analyse the data from my research journal, transcripts 

from interviews, and reflections on discussions with my critical friend. I utilised Braun and 

Clarkeôs (2006) six phases of thematic analysis in my data analysis process (Table 2).  
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Table 2: Braun and Clarke (2006) Phases of Thematic Analysis (p. 87) 

 

3.10 Limitations of the Study 

Researchers of self-study must be aware and cautious of the limitations involved with 

undertaking this genre of study. Limitations I predicted included balancing subjectivity and 

objectivity, Covid-19 restrictions, and the process of action research. I anticipated these 

difficulties and minimised their hindrance on the research, by planning ahead and addressing 

them appropriately.  

 

Balancing objectivity and subjectivity refers back to the ethical dimensions of the study, 

discussed in section 3.8, in which the conflict of interest between the teacher as a professional 

and the teacher as a researcher is considered. It is important to show personal awareness and 

responsibility for the decisions being made throughout the research process and how they may 



 47 

influence the data. Power dynamics also exist in the data collection as equality in qualitative 

data in self-study research cannot be assumed. Being mindful and open to the data, and letting 

it unfold naturally to tell its own story without expectations is crucial.  

 

Due to the challenges in education during Covid-19, I pre-planned for a school closure, which 

would have meant moving my teaching and research to an online platform. Thankfully this did 

not occur. However as a SET, I have acted as a substitute teacher regularly throughout the 

pandemic, covering for absent mainstream class teacher colleagues. I often did not experience 

a full week of teaching and learning with my students. This was an impediment on my data 

collection process and my daily practice. Meeting my practice with the inclusion, care, 

relationality, and provision of voice required in my research was implausible. I was denied the 

opportunity to give full devotion to my practice, to my students, and to my values.  

 

It is pertinent to acknowledge that the action research approach is not suited to everyone and 

comments of pessimism could arise. Action research is emancipatory (Kemmis & Wilkinson, 

1998), meaning its aim is to help its participants to unleash the constraints of social structures 

which limit their self-development and self-determination. I consciously made an effort to 

discover the best method of working with these social constraints.  

 

3.11 Validity and Trustworthiness 

Proving and displaying validity and reliability in self-study can be a difficult task. McNiff 

(2002) affirms that having the endorsement of other people constitutes in making a fair and 

accurate claim to the influence you are having on the situation. Early in the M.Ed Programme 

I recorded this note in my reflective journal: óI will demonstrate credibility and reliability by 

critically reflecting on my journal entries and by getting opinions and views of others through 
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discussions and interviewsô (RJ, 09/11/2021). Many authors (Shipman, 1997; Habermans, 

1981; Elliott, 2007, cited in Sullivan & Glenn, 2021) have discussed the importance of 

validating knowledge with rigour which can be demonstrated through process validity, social 

validity, academic validity, and methodological validity. 

 

3.12 Conclusion 

This chapter has situated the methodological mixed methods approach undertaken to evaluate 

how I can challenge deficit-based teaching as a SET and practice care in relationships with the 

pupil before me. The approach demonstrates how I can assess the improvement of my practice 

through reflective journaling and data analysis whilst adopting my values as óstandards of 

judgementô. The aim of the interventions introduced and the data collected is to gather 

information on how to provide my students with better support through a strengths-based 

perspective, as an inclusive and caring teacher. This research is significant, not just for my own 

practice, but for confronting the focus imposed on deficits in primary education in Ireland as 

focusing on strengths provides the pupils with opportunities for additional agency, choice and 

voice. In the next chapter, I describe the data analysis process and present the key findings of 

my study. 
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Chapter Four: Data Analysis and Findings 
 

4.1 Introduction  

In this thesis, I explore how I can challenge deficit-based teaching as a SET and how I can 

enhance my practice of care in relationships with the student before me. This chapter sets out 

the findings of the qualitative data collected as part of the research process. The data collection 

tools used for this self-study action research included reflective journaling on; school-based 

interventions, interviews with colleagues and educational professionals, and professional 

conversations with a critical friend. This chapter begins with an overview of the action research 

plan, followed by a discussion of the thematic analysis of the data and the four key findings, 

and concludes by articulating these findings in association with teacher identity and self-study. 

 

4.2 Action Research Plan 

In autumn 2021, the initial plan was to complete three cycles as part of my action research 

project. However, in February 2022 a decision was made that a fourth cycle would occur. In 

January 2022, I introduced three new classroom research interventions into my practice. These 

interventions included Circle Time Discussion, providing feedback through Two Stars and a 

Wish, and using a MDCD choice approach. Each research cycle was undertaken in a two-week 

block, which involved carrying out the interventions, reflecting on the practices, and making 

necessary adjustments for the following cycle. Many changes naturally occurred throughout 

my data collection process. Table 3 conveys the conducted school-based action research 

timetable. When contrasting this final timetable with the timetable I had initially planned 

(Appendix B.1), many amendments can be seen. This shows the fluidity and messiness of the 

action research process. 
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Table 3: Action Research Timetable  

 

 

4.2.1  Circle Time Discussion 

Two Circle Time Discussions were completed with my fifth class students, the first in January 

2022, at the beginning of cycle one and the second in March 2022, at the end of cycle four. 

The questions discussed in the first Circle Time Discussion (Appendix B.2) were reflected 

upon and amended for the second Circle Time Discussion (Appendix B.3). I eliminated a 

number of questions from the first discussion as I deemed them invalid to be asked again at the 

end of cycle four.   
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4.2.2 Two Stars and a Wish 

Cycles one and two of the Two Stars and a Wish intervention involved providing personalised 

teacher-feedback every fortnight for each of my individual students. I used the template 

(Appendix B.4) to complete my comments before printing it out to give to each child. The 

pupils felt ócared-forô as they received their personalised feedback. Upon reflection of cycle 

two, I decided that I wanted the pupils to use this intervention in a self-assessment format, to 

think positively about their learning and to focus on their positive achievements. 

I believe that children and adults alike, can naturally fixate on aspects that they cannot do and 

forget about all the things they can do. Introducing this self-assessment provided the 

opportunity to switch their focus. Hereafter in the two week blocks of cycle three and four, the 

self-assessment was completed at the end of week one and the teacher-feedback was provided 

at the end of week two. This bi-weekly approach can be clearly identified in Table 3. Each 

child filled out a laminated version of the Two Stars and a Wish template using a whiteboard 

marker with their own feedback comments. The completed self-assessments were displayed, 

with student consent, in my learning support room. The laminated templates were wiped clean 

and re-used in cycle four. Another change occurred in cycle four with the addition of oral peer-

feedback. The children who were withdrawn in groups completed peer assessments orally, 

using the Two Stars and a Wish format.  
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The peer feedback idea stemmed during a discussion with my critical friend after she observed 

my interventions in progress with my students. Upon reflection I decided to add this approach 

to my intervention in the final cycle as it would provide the opportunity for further 

communication and another lens of validation to assess the impact of this practice. 

 

4.2.3 Must-Do, Can-Do 

The MDCD intervention was completed with my fifth class literacy group as a choice and voice 

based approach to completing their learning activities. This practice provide pupils with the 

opportunity of working in an independent manner at their own pace, whilst also providing the 

freedom to list can-do activities based on personal preference, at a level suitable for each 

individual student. Literacy support was provided for these students four days per week, from 

Monday to Thursday. The students had the choice of a must-do activity to complete each day, 

in a self-chosen order. After completing the must-do to an appropriate standard, they could 

then independently choose a can-do activity from the list provided. This approach was taken 

in cycles one and two (Appendix B.6). Upon reflection of these two cycles, I decided to amend 

this intervention,  
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In cycle three, I decided to trial giving the students the autonomy to make their own list of eight 

can-do activities to choose from in the template provided (Appendix B.7). After using this 

approach in cycle three, the realisation became clear that one more cycle was necessary to 

ensure validity. I wanted to bear witness to the students writing a second set of can-do activities, 

after being familiarised with the process. Another cycle would aid in reflecting on the true 

effectiveness of this approach. In cycle three, the children expressed that creating eight can-do 

activities was challenging and that they would not have time to attempt all eight options. 

Listening to their voice resulted in changing the template layout for cycle four to only included 

six spaces to write up can-do activities (Appendix B.8).  

 

4.3 Interviews with Professionals 

Five interviews were carried out with educational professionals. This included an educational 

psychologist and a lecturer in inclusive and special education, in addition to three colleagues 

including a mainstream class teacher, an SNA and a SET. Each participant brought a unique 

perspective to the research. Through drawing on the participants knowledge and experience, 

the interviews strengthened the validity of my project and aided in developing and informing 

my school-based interventions to nurture a greater level of inclusion in my practice. This 

chapter now turns to presenting the data analysis process, which involves identifying codes and 

themes emerging from the data, which are then arranged into four key findings. 
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4.4 Thematic Analysis of Data  

Following the transcription of my interviews (Appendix D), Braun and Clarkeôs (2006) six-

step framework (p. 87) was utilised in thematically analysing my whole data collection.  

 

Figure 4.1: Phases of Thematic Analysis of Data   

Source: Braun and Clarke (2006: 87) 

See Table 2 for a more detailed description of the six-step framework. 

 

 

4.4.1 Coding of Reflections  

After each of the four cycles, I reflected on the three interventions introduced into my practice, 

based on self-constructed reflective questions. This meant I had four sets of reflections from 

the Two Stars and a Wish and the MDCD interventions along with two sets of reflections from 

the Circle Time Discussions and on formal discussions with my critical friend. I started by 

familiarising myself with the data collection and analysing it by identifying initial codes. From 

these codes I assembled three themes; (1) pupil agency, (2) relationships and (3) challenging 

the traditional view of SET practice. These themes highlighted the findings from my school-

based data collection. The codes, themes and findings are presented in Table 4.  

 

Familiarisation 
of Data

Generating 
Initial Codes

Searching for 
Themes

Reviewing 
Themes

Defining and 
Naming 
Themes

Producing the 
Report 



 55 

 

Table 4: Coding of Reflections 

 

 

4.4.2 Coding of Interviews 

I coded the interview transcriptions using the same six phases of thematic analysis. I began by 

familiarising myself with the data and detecting initial codes. Four themes were then identified 

(1) student choice and voice, (2) communication, (3) relationships with pupils and (4) pros and 

cons of the SEN model. The themes informed four findings which emerged from the 

interviews. The codes, themes and findings are presented in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Coding of Interviews 

 

 

4.4.3 Findings from Reflections vs Findings from Interviews 

The final three steps of the six phase analysis process revealed that the themes from the 

reflections and the themes from the interviews overlapped significantly. The findings 

established informed by each of these themes merged together to result in four key findings. 

The connecting themes and findings are displayed in Table 6.  
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Table 6: Initial Themes and Findings from Data Analysis 

 

Table 6 displays six themes which overlap and merge to produce four key findings. At this 

stage, the themes informing the findings did not appear concise enough, so I went a step further. 

  Themes      Findings 

 

Figure 4.2: Final Themes and Findings 

 

 

ÅPupil Agency

1. Providing student voice and choice can develop 
pupil agency, promote well-being and develop 
higher levels of engagement, enjoyment, 
motivation and inclusion.

ÅRelationships

ÅCommunication

2. Academic abilities and individual diagnoses 
should not influence the practice of care in 
relationships in the school environment. 

3. Communication among teachers, pupils and 
colleagues can develop relationships and aids in 
providing adequate support to individual pupils.

ÅThe Traditional Special 
Education Environment

4. Developments of SEN policies and models can 
benefit students and staff, as a one-size-fits-all 
approach cannot cater for the needs of individual 
pupils in all learning environments.
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Figure 4.2 shows the four themes (1) pupil agency, (2) relationships, (3) communication, and 

(4) the traditional special education environment, in addition to the finalised findings which 

emerged from these themes. I will now continue by discussing each of the four findings in 

detail. 

 

4.5 Finding One: Provision of Student Voice and Choice 

The first finding states that providing student voice and choice can develop pupil agency, 

promote well-being, and develop higher levels of engagement, enjoyment, motivation, and 

inclusion. The Draft Curriculum (2020) emphasises that the pedagogical approaches and 

strategies used by teachers to tailor learning experiences, promote wellbeing through 

ñengagement, motivation, choice and agency in the learning experienceò (p. 22). The research 

interventions introduced prompted the development of autonomy for my pupils and their 

abilities to voice their opinions and their personal choices, thus enhancing their well-being. 

Further engagement, enjoyment, motivation and inclusion were observed in the learning 

environment as a result. 

 

As a SET, to give my students a voice in their education meant that the provision of individual 

choice in their learning activities was unquestionable. My value of voice is situated in Lundyôs 

(2007) Model of Child Participation (see Figure 2.1) which Conceptualises Article 12 of the 

UNCRC (2010). Lundyôs model focuses decision-making on space, voice, audience and 

influence. Children should have the right to express their views which should be given due 

weight (Lundy, 2007). By introducing the MDCD intervention into my practice, the students 

were enabled to have a say in their learning. Additionally they experienced choice when 

creating their can-do activities. Providing these opportunities promotes a pupil-centred 

environment which ñfosters the development of the skills, knowledge and confidence of pupils 
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with special educational needs, affirms their range of abilities and responds to their diverse 

academic and personal needsò (NCSE, 2011: 30). They gained further agency as they became 

facilitators of their own learning by creating and making adequate differentiated choices. 

 

Naturally, I differentiate my teaching and learning to enable each pupil to actively participate 

in all activities, whilst simultaneously challenging each individual child. The NCCA (1999a) 

Primary School Curriculum recognises that there are distinct types of learning and that it is 

important to take each individual child into account as they all learn in diverse ways. Similarly 

the Draft Curriculum (2020) acknowledges that the Irish society is more diverse than ever 

before as classrooms are mirroring society by becoming more dynamic. Teachers must support 

and respond to a greater diversity of learners, helping each to grow and develop (2020: 3). The 

planning approach taken by a teacher in addition to the instruction and representation of lessons 

should provide adequate differentiation to ensure motivation is present amongst learners.  

 

The MDCD format provides pupils with the opportunity to establish and compliment their own 

unique learning styles. The voice of the students is recognised and trusted. Choice is provided, 

through the creation of can-do activities. Within this practice, pupils had the agency to 

incorporate topics of personal interest within their literacy-based activities. I noticed this 

enhanced motivation and enjoyment levels within their learning.  
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I witnessed higher levels of motivation in the students as they had the opportunity to choose 

their must-do learning activities. The DES (2020) states that ñengagement is enhanced when 

schools listen to and build on pupilsô interests, aspirations and strengths when developing 

educational interventionsò (p. 24). I observed determination amongst the pupils as they eagerly 

completed the must-do activity prior to beginning the chosen can-do activity, which often 

involved their interests and strengths. The idea of focusing on studentôs proficiencies was 

validated in my interviews, two examples include;  

 

 

 

The confidence instilled in the students relates back to the opportunity provided to voice their 

opinions when creating their can-do activities. I noticed that the children included personal 

interests, where possible, in their can-do lists. Furthermore they had the choice of the order 

they would complete their must-do activities in throughout the duration of the week.  

 

In an interview conducted with a lecturer in inclusive and special education, the provision of 

choice through the presentation of learning arose, while discussing how to provide students 

with the opportunity to form and express their views in accordance with their abilities in 

primary education. The interviewee stated,   
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Previously, I would not have considered providing choice within my teaching and learning 

activities as a means of allowing student voice. I had not made the significant correlation 

between the effectiveness of providing choice with student voice and its impact on engagement, 

enjoyment, motivation, and inclusion. 

 

4.6 Finding Two: The Practice of Care in Relationships  

The second finding declares that the practice of care in schools should not be influenced by 

academic abilities or individual diagnoses. As previously discussed in the literature review, 

these factors should not have an influence on the caring relationships experienced in any 

learning environment. Care must be a central within a childôs educational environment with 

the aim to develop each individual to become ñunique, capable and caringò (NCCA, 2020: 5). 

 

 Care and relationality have a pivotal role in my philosophy of education. Through the 

interventions introduced, I discovered first-hand how important it is to build relationship 

foundations in a school environment through the practice of care. It was not until I made a vital 

attachment with relationality and care as two of my core values, that I became aware of their 

importance and noticed their implications in my everyday practice. It was Noddings (2005) 

who states that caring is ñthe strong, resilient backbone of human lifeò (p. 175). Furthermore, 

caring in every domain implies competence. Personal competences must be continuously 

developed so that the recipient of care is enhanced (Noddings, 2005). Through my self-study 
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my personal competences were studied and scrutinized as I attempted to improve my practice 

whilst living by my values of inclusion, care, relationality, and voice.  

 

Throughout the interviews, it became apparent that care and relationships go hand in hand. 

Often, one would not be mentioned without the other. To build any solid relationship, care 

must initially be conveyed by all. Furthermore, to maintain a strong relationship, care must 

remain present. In Figure 4.3, I present relevant data quotations from the interviews conducted 

with educational professionals. Quotations are extracted from the interview audio-transcripts 

with educational professional (Appendix D.2). 

 

Figure 4.3: Quotations Extracted from Interviews with Professionals 

 

The correlation between care and relationships in an educational environment is evident from 

these data extracts. Additionally, the Circle Time Discussion provided the opportunity to 
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strengthen relationships with pupils in an honest and open environment. Care was being 

practiced in the group discussion as they listened and responded to personal elements of each 

otherôs lives. The students were aware that they could express themselves freely without 

judgement, in a safe environment. Upon reflection I observed, 

 

 

A domino effect of the practice of care can be seen here between students and the teacher. As 

I gained the opportunity of getting to know my pupils further, I practiced care to a greater 

degree. By becoming aware of the childrenôs likes and dislikes, both personally and within an 

educational context, I included this knowledge into the planning of targets in their SSPs. 

Additionally, I used this information as I wrote up the can-do activities for the first two cycles 

of the MDCD intervention. The pupils made a stronger connection to their learning activities 

when they were interested in the content and when they enjoyed the medium through which 

they were completed, for example presenting work through art, digital technology or games. 

This links with CAST (2022) and its core principle of expression through the UDL, which 

explores the various ways pupils can develop and demonstrate learning. I will now move onto 

the third finding of my data analysis process. 
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4.7 Finding Three: Building Relationships through Communication 

Communication is another element which aids in building strong positive relationships. The 

third finding from my data analysis states that communication among teachers, pupils, and 

colleagues develops relationships and aids in providing adequate support to individual pupils. 

If nurturing, committed relationships are present among all participants, there is a positive 

influence on the support provided to the students. All three interventions aided in improving 

the level of communication in my own relationships in the school environment with students 

and colleagues alike. Communication is one of the ten themes identified as fundamentally 

important in the IEF (2011) which states that ñreciprocal, open lines of communication take 

into account the needs of pupils with special educational needsò (p. 28). Additionally, 

communication and using language is one of the seven key competencies of the Draft 

Curriculum (2020) which emphasises the importance of children having the ability to share 

their experiences to communicate and connect with others and develop new knowledge. 

Through my research, I discovered that I could provide greater support for my pupils when 

clear communication existed with my caring colleagues who worked closely with my pupils, 

their mainstream class teacher and their SNA, if applicable. 

 

The Two Stars and a Wish intervention in particular, significantly improved communication  

in my relationships with students and colleagues. This practice involved opinions being shared. 

The template acted as a stimulus and conversations with my pupils naturally developed. Several 

students were eager to share the feedback I provided with their class teacher and SNA as they 

were proud of their achievements. ñI witnessed one fifth class boy who skipped into his 

classroom in the direction of his class teacher to show her the feedback he had received. He 

was over the moon and just so proud of himself.ò (RJ, 23/03/2022). Experiencing this moment 

conveyed how important it was for this pupil to share his feedback with his class teacher. Their 
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relationship had the opportunity to flourish due to the communication of this studentôs 

successes, being communicated outside of the SEN context.  

 

Sharing this regular feedback improved communication levels with my students and so 

relationships were strengthened. I realised how ñcapable my students are in acting upon 

constructive feedbackò (RJ, 11/03/2022). I was underestimating the abilities of my pupils and 

their resilience. By making these assumptions, I was in fact a óliving contradictionô as I was 

ñholding educational values whilst at the same time negating themò (Whitehead, 2018: 13). 

This reminded me how important it is to have an open-mind towards all pupilsô abilities, 

regardless of their academic abilities or their individual diagnoses. Without introducing this 

intervention, I may have continued to use a deficit-focused approach and I may not have 

provided the opportunity to challenge my pupils to reach their full potential. Regular 

opportunities for the students to self-assess and discuss their personal development were also 

provided. It is important to take the pupilsô personal interpretations of their learning into 

account. I may not notice the same progress or determination, as to what the student deems as 

being significant to them. 

 

Peer-feedback through the Two Stars and a Wish communication system provided another lens 

for the students to use to assess their personal progress. It provided a structured way for the 

pupils to communicate opinions and observations with their peers in a respectful manner. I was 

pleasantly surprised with how well the students participated in this activity and especially the 

sensitivity and consideration conveyed within the group.  
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Witnessing the children taking the feelings and anxieties of others into consideration through 

their gentle and caring approach of the peer-assessment, was wonderful to experience. I 

discovered through the implementation of my interventions, being patient is vital in order to 

observe the true benefit of the practice. It is also important to remember that an intervention 

which runs smoothly and effectively with one group of children, could result differently with 

another group of children. Peer-feedback, used in appropriate situations, provides the 

opportunity for honest communication in the learning environment. These interactions provide 

genuine child-led feedback, which can then be considered during self-assessment. Relationship 

building through open lines of communication is an outcome of the intervention.  

 

The Two Stars and a Wish strategy highlighted the importance of communication through body 

language and emotions. As I reflected on how several students responded to the intervention, 

it became clear that changes had to be made. One specific child who has acute learning needs, 

did not respond well to the teacher-led feedback. He thought that he would receive additional 

stars each week as the cycles progressed. He became fixated on the intervention. It was causing 

him stress in his learning environment. This pupil struggled to orally convey his opinion of the 

intervention. Thankfully as I had already formed a strong relationship with him, I could see 
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how upset he was becoming. I discussed this matter with my critical friend to get a second 

opinion on what to do going forward. We decided that stopping the teacher-feedback and 

continuing only with the studentôs self-assessment would be best practice to avoid further 

disappointment and confusion for this child. He responded well to the scaffolded, self-

assessment aspect of the intervention. It provided him with ñthe opportunity to evaluate [his] 

own work and progress, from [his] own viewpointò (RJ, 16/02/2022).  He liked thinking about 

and discussing his ólittle winsô.  

 

Overcoming this challenge resulted in significant learning in my professional development. I 

realised how impactful asking for professional advice can be, in addition to the positives of 

discussing it with a critical friend. Having another lens to assess this situation, from an 

outsiders perspective, added a layer of additional confidence in my decision-making. I 

experienced first-hand how important it is to acknowledge when something is not working and 

to stop completing certain activities if the students are not benefitting from them. Without 

having already established a strong relationship with this child, I may not have been as quick 

to realise the negative impact this intervention was having on him. The Code of Conduct (2016) 

recognises the importance of working on improving relationships in the school environment, 

in hope of building a culture of trust and respect. Furthermore, the uniqueness, individuality 

and specific needs of pupils are acknowledged within relationships to promote the holistic 

development of the students, as previously voiced in the literature review (TC, 2016). 

 

4.8 Finding Four: A One-Size-Fits-All  Approach is not Adequate in SET practice 

The fourth finding from my research declares that developments of SEN models and policies 

can be beneficial to students and staff. A one-size-fits-all approach does not serve the needs of 

various learners in a SEN context. Aspects such as smaller class sizes, additional professional 
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development and support for staff, funding, and the use of the general allocation model can 

have a positive impact on catering for the needs of SEN pupils in primary schools. However 

there are limitations in every school environment which hinder the provision of support for 

SEN pupils. Staffing, school buildings, time allocation and SEN resources are to name a few 

of the restraints posed which affect the support provided. Whilst completing interviews with 

colleagues, the opportunities and restrictions of SET practice cropped up through the 

discussion of the commitment to inclusion in primary schools. Quotations in Figure 4.4 are 

extracted from the interview audio-transcripts with colleagues (Appendix D.1). 
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Figure 4.4: Quotations Extracted from Interviews with Colleagues 

 

 

This data highlights the strengths and limitations in the education system encompassing the 

commitment to inclusion. The consensus of this data is that there could not be a one-size-fits-

all SEN model which would sufficiently respond to the extensive range of needs and strengths 

in all environments of education. SEN provision needs to be catered for on a case by case basis. 

According to Shevlin and Banks (2021), ñIreland has undergone a considerable transformation 
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in a relatively short time regarding the establishment of legislative and administrative structures 

designed to support students with special educational needs in mainstream schoolsò (p. 161). 

Progress has been made but there is still plenty of room for further improvements.  

 

As discussed in the literature review, SETs cannot be asked to be autonomous whilst promoting 

inclusion, if they are not adequately supported. The well-being of the teacher must be 

considered as demands multiply within the education system. Simply talking about policies 

and providing teachers with more agency is not enough, support must be given and action must 

be taken. This aspect cropped up in an interview whilst discussing whether Irish primary 

schools practice inclusion appropriately, the interviewee proclaimed that; 

 

 

The three interventions introduced into my practice address a portion of the needs of the variety 

of learners within my special education environment. I cannot imagine that there could ever be 

enough support to cater for the needs of all students in Irelandôs primary education system. 

Motivation undoubtedly exists among policymakers to review existing provision and to create 

a model which facilitates for the additional needs of pupils within mainstream schools, whilst 

challenging the traditional mindset (Shevlin & Banks, 2021), but the relevant supports must be 

provided. This chapter now turns to the discussion of how I connect my research and findings 

with my teacher identity. 
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4.9 Teacher Identity 

In this section of chapter four, I will discuss the ónegotiationô of my teacher identity throughout 

this project. I notice how I am thinking differently as I focus on my values. I am being more 

mindful and considerate of the perspectives of others in my everyday actions. Following the 

2017 revised allocation model for special education in mainstream schools, the DES (2020) 

released a new document entitled: Guidelines for Primary Schools Supporting Pupils with 

Special Educational Needs in Mainstream Schools. These guidelines offer greater autonomy 

for schools to cater for the needs of the pupils in their schools, without the requirement for a 

diagnosis (p. 4). I can relate this with Buchanan (2015) as I draw on my professional identity 

to interpret the ñnew normsò and how my identity has been reformed in the process (p. 713). 

Trialling out new interventions, whilst ónarrating, navigating and negotiatingô my self-

understanding has aided in the realisation of what works with my individual students. Coming 

to terms with self-understanding is necessary for top-quality and meaningful teaching to occur, 

as previously discussed in the literature review.  

 

The Two Stars and a Wish and the MDCD interventions adapt a strengths-based approach to 

teaching and learning which offers room for further inclusion. As the Code of Conduct (2016) 

states, teachers should be committed to equality and inclusion and should respect and 

accommodate diversity (p. 7). Shevlin et al. (2013) discuss the significance of Irish schools 

ensuring that inclusive practice becomes the norm and that this involves teachers ñreappraising 

their attitudes and practices and being offered opportunities to develop their professional 

knowledge and skill baseò (p. 1131). By undertaking a M.Ed I have provided myself with the 

opportunity of improving my practice, knowledge, and skill base within the field of special 

education. 
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I can relate to Palmer (1997) who believes that if you do not know yourself, how can you know 

your subject. Reflective practice became infused into my regular routine, as I distinguished my 

values and mindfully incorporated them into my teaching methodologies. One personal 

reflective question I regularly addressed in my journal read, ñIs this activity inviting me to 

challenge/affirm my own narrative or inner thoughts/perspectives?ò (RJ, 2022). I reflected on 

how to improve my practice and the activities I could instigate to challenge deficit-based 

teaching and practice greater care with my students. The data collected and analysed provided 

four key findings which I can share, along with the positives and negatives of the research, in 

both my school environment and in the wider field of education.  

 

4.10 óReflection-on-Actionô  

My self-study enquiry which is orientated towards teaching with inclusion, has moved my 

practice away from an authoritative style of teaching, to a facilitator of learning. I provided my 

students with additional voice, choice and independence in their individual learning journeys. 

By conducting careful analysis of my data collection, I have noticed how my practice has been 

informed by mindful decisions and reflective practice, which have advanced my teaching 

beyond a deficit-focused approach. Examples of these include providing my students with a 

voice in their SSPs, giving my pupils a choice in their learning activities and providing assorted 

options of how to present and communicate their learning. As I use my professional judgement 

in response to my students, agency has been promoted in their learning environment through 

the provision of additional opportunities to thrive, flourish and reach their full potential as 

individuals. 

Positive developments in communication, pupil choice, pupil voice, relationships, and agency 

have been facilitated as part as of my self-study. Echoing Buchanan (2015), the correlation 

between teacher agency and teacher identity has become one of the key implications of my 
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research. Full devotion to my values has informed my teacher identity and teacher autonomy 

through living by my values in my practice. Critical reflection made me aware of the changes 

I could make to enhance my practice and to positively improve the education of my students. 

Like the opinion of Pithouse et al. (2009), I believe that ñknowing more about ourselves as 

teachers and teacher educators changes us, provokes growth, jolts us out of complacencyò (p. 

48). The sense of urgency to flourish as a teacher, aroused an urge to undertake self-study 

research, which according to Clandinin and Connelly (2004) holds the highest possible 

potential for improving education and revealing knowledge of the educational landscape.  

 

4.11 Conclusion 

This chapter analyses the data collected and discusses the findings which emerged during the 

research process. The findings have significant implications for challenging deficit-focused 

teaching, promoting inclusion, and practicing care through relationships. These findings have 

enabled new learning regarding my previous assumptions and have changed my pedagogical 

thinking. I aspire to continue to challenge these assumptions whilst affording due weight to 

student voice and student agency, which will aid in nurturing higher levels of inclusion. In the 

next chapter I will conclude by clarifying the new understanding this thesis has contributed to, 

within my teaching and for the provision of SET practice further afield.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion and Recommendations 
 

5.1 Introduction 

This thesis examines the consequences of deficit-focused teaching in the special education 

context and the impact of the practice of care on individual pupils in the school environment. 

Undertaking strengths-based teaching methodologies and practicing care, without focusing on 

academic abilities or diagnoses, was the focus of this self-study action research project. My 

classroom-based research involved the introduction of three values based interventions; Circle 

Time Discussion, Two Stars and a Wish, and MDCD. I implemented these interventions in a 

series of four cycles, which I critically reflected upon and made any necessary changes as the 

research progressed. My values, reflective journaling, and discussions with my critical friend 

acted as standards which I judged my practice upon. Additionally, I conducted five interviews 

with educational professionals, which provided another outlook to critique my research with. 

This chapter will critically discuss the limitations of the study, a summary of the research and 

findings, recommendations for future practice, and finally a personal statement.  

 

5.2 Limitations of the Study  

The first limitation I encountered in my research included balancing subjectivity and 

objectivity between the role of the teacher and the role of the teacher as researcher. The second 

limitation involved SETs being regularly employed as substitute mainstream class teachers, 

due to the impact of Covid-19. To no fault of the school, additional absenteeism of teachers 

occurred during the pandemic and substitute teachers were scarce. Furthermore due to 

restrictions, classes could not be separated up for supervision. The implementation of my 

interventions did not run as smoothly as expected. For example, there were sporadic times in 

each cycle when I could not execute my research interventions as planned in my SET role, due 
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to staffing issues. The final limitation I experienced was that action research is not suited to all 

researchers and all students within their care. It is important to be mindful and clear of  your 

role as a teacher and to not get fixated on trying to achieve the aims of your research. 

Considering these limitations adds to the credibility of the self-study as the researcher is aware 

of the possible influence they can hold on its discoveries.  

 

5.3 Summary of Key Findings 

Chapter four of this thesis presented the data analysis process and the findings which emerged 

from the coding of my qualitative data and the thematic analysis. This section reviews and 

situates the findings in context. I will discuss what the findings offer, firstly to the 

understanding of my individual practice, secondly to general SET practice and policy, and 

ultimately how they affect my identity as a teacher. This project was guided by my research 

question, óhow can I challenge deficit-based teaching as a SET and practice care through 

relationships with the pupils before meô. 

 

This study sets out to enhance my personal practice, as conventional action research has a clear 

focus on the óIô, as I aimed to live closer with my values of inclusion, care, relationality, and 

voice. This research reviews and responds to where I was in my teaching journey and ensued 

personal growth and development in my individual professional practice. Undoubtedly a 

similar replication would be different for other participants. Like Kelchtermans (2018) belief, 

coming to terms with understanding myself, as both a teacher and a reflective practitioner, was 

the result of my professional practice and moreover a significant determinant of future practice.  
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5.3.1 Finding One: Provision of Student Voice and Choice 

Analysing my findings and distinguishing how they resonate with literature has aided in 

making a claim to knowledge that providing students with opportunities to voice their opinions 

and make choices in their learning, can develop pupil agency and promote well-being. 

Furthermore, higher levels of engagement, enjoyment, motivation, and inclusion are observed.  

 

As I adjusted my SET practice and provided more opportunities for pupil voice and choice, I 

noticed a change in my students. They were happier within the special education environment 

and were more motivated and engaged in their learning activities. As declared in my literature 

review, receiving additional support should not impose the right to provision of voice. Murray 

(2019) specifies that when childrenôs views are used to inform educational provision, their 

well-being can be enhanced. This includes the provision of those in special education 

environments. Tailoring learning experiences through pedagogical approaches and strategies, 

according to the Draft Curriculum (2020) promotes wellbeing through óengagement, 

motivation, choice and agencyô. A shift in my intentions and adapting my methodological 

approaches to build the self-confidence of my students through offering choice and listening 

to their views, created a motivating, pupil-centred learning environment which promoted the 

inclusion of all diverse learners. The following extract from my reflective journal displays the 

response towards the MDCD intervention; 
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If providing choice and voice was mandatory in all learning environments, there could be 

astonishing impacts on the well-being of pupils. Furthermore, teaching in a special education 

setting should not impact the level of choice and voice being provided for the students.  

 

5.3.2 Finding Two: The Practice of Care in Relationships   

The second finding conveys that the practice of care in schools should not be influenced by 

academic abilities or individual diagnoses. By reflecting on my journal entries, through a 

reflexive lens, I can make a claim to knowledge about the realisation of the value of care 

throughout my classroom practice. As I look internally at my practice and externally on the 

social conditions of my practice, I have realised that without holding care as a value, it would 

not be possible to implement my three other values of inclusion, relationality, and voice. 

Teaching implies finding oneself in a relationship of responsibility with the students that are 

entrusted to oneôs care (Kelchtermans, 2011). Through investigating the response to promoting 

strength-based teaching, care was evidently central to the three interventions introduced.  
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Being critically reflexive on the initial entries in my reflective journal, I can now declare that 

I was not clear of my values. I previously wished to instil a ógrowth mindsetô in my students. I 

was focused on changing my students rather than enhancing my own practice and my self-

understanding. I thought I was aware of my teacher identity and the values I held. As Zembylas 

(2018) expresses ñit is important that teachers challenge narratives of the selfò (p. 83). Through 

reflective practice my values became clear. I made sense of my self-understanding as a teacher, 

which resulted in professional development and enhancement of my future practice 

(Kelchtermans, 2018). My practice and identity have developed greatly throughout this self-

study. I want my identity as a teacher to be exposed through the relationships with my students 

entrusted in my care and to be treated as unique human beings (Kelchtermans 2011). Every 

child is different, and I respect their individual identities. 

 

With particular regards to the practice of care in relationships, I can draw on Noddings (2012) 

who claims that the relation between two people is ontologically basic and the caring relation 

is both ethically and morally basic. Similarly during my interview with a lecturer in inclusive 

and special education, the importance of care in primary education was discussed;  

 

 

Throughout this self-study, I scrutinized my practice in hope of enhancing it to positively affect 

the students in my care. I want all students, particularly those who receive additional support 

at school, to feel ócared-forô, accepted, and included. To experience a caring and inclusive 
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learning environment, relationships must be built with the students. It is through relations that 

a human individual emerges as every childôs life begins in relation (Noddings, 2012). 

Implementing Circle Time Discussions, the Two Stars and a Wish, and the MDCD aided in 

promoting the voice of my students, building relationships, and being more included in the 

school environment. As a SET, I aspire for my students to encounter the feeling of being 

accepted for who they are and to have a voice in their education, without reference to academic 

abilities or diagnoses. I want this as I care for each of my unique pupils. I believe that care 

must be a core value for teachers, as genuine care being present in the relationships with the 

students, can result in the well-being of the students being positively influenced. The students 

will hopefully feel ócared-forô and may be happier and more motivated in their learning 

environment. 

 

5.3.3 Finding Three: Building Relationships Through Communication 

My third finding declares that communication among teachers, pupils, and colleagues develops 

relationships and aids in providing adequate support to individual students. Through relating 

the significance of this finding to relevant literature, I can confidently claim that the themes 

and key competencies surrounding communication in the IEF (2011) and the Draft Curriculum 

(2020) have been encountered in this research and ñthe uniqueness, individuality and specific 

needs of pupilsò have been met within relationships (TC, 2016: 7). Meaningful communication 

was developed in my own relationships with students, colleagues, and professionals in the field 

of education, through the introduction of my interventions and through carrying out interviews. 

 

The óMy Thoughts About School Checklistô (Department of Education and Science, 2007: 11) 

is completed where applicable, as part of our SEN school policy at the beginning of the 

academic year, with individual students who receive additional support. This checklist helps to 
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get to know the pupils on a one-to-one basis. It entails the pupil providing their general opinions 

of school and their views on receiving additional support. In my future SET practice, I plan to 

complete Circle Time Discussions with groups of students where appropriate, to get a further 

insight to their views on receiving additional support and how it could be improved. In the 

Circle Time Discussions I heard profound, authentic opinions during the group conversations 

in comparison to the opinions provided in the individual discussion of the óMy Thoughts About 

School Checklistô. The Circle Time Discussion provides an additional approach to developing 

reciprocal, open lines of communication with students who receive additional support and aids 

in taking the needs of SEN pupils into account from their personal viewpoint (NCSE, 2011). I 

questioned my practice in my reflective journal asking, ñIs this practice consistent with my 

values as a teacher or do I still experience a living contradiction?ò To which I responded on 

two separate occasions stating that; 

 

 

Introducing the supplementary practice of Circle Time Discussion, supports existing school 

policy, while adding another dimension of valuable knowledge about the specific children. 
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Deeper student-teacher relationships can be developed when the teacher is aware of additional 

information about the child. Consequently, stronger relationships in the school environment 

can have positive knock-on effects such as a happier learning environment, teaching to meet 

the needs of the pupils, and setting achievable and compelling student goals.  

 

5.3.4 Finding Four: A One-Size-Fits-All Approach is Not Adequate in SET Practice 

The final finding holds that there is no one correct way to foster a SEN learning environment 

which adequately serves the needs of all diverse learners. The needs of each individual child 

who receives support must be taken into account and responded to in order to promote an 

inclusive learning environment. The range of needs and strengths which must be catered for 

through SEN provision is undoubtedly vast. Expectations can be daunting for SETs, who are 

deemed the experts in responding to the needs of the pupils with SEN. Developing inclusive 

provision within schools requires increased expertise and an integrated service model involving 

a high degree of collaboration between education and health professionals (Shevlin et al. 2013).  

 

The needs of the pupils who receive special education provision will not stay static year on 

year, ñchange is inevitable, and teachers must be given the tools to respond appropriately over 

a long period of timeò (OôGorman and Drudy, 2010: 164). This literature resonates with my 

claim to knowledge that the professional development needs of teachers working with children 

with SEN, must be appropriately supported to promote inclusion. SEN support and professional 

development provided in schools was discussed in an interview with a lecturer in inclusive and 

special education. The following comment was made in response to the question; ñDo you 

think special education provided in Ireland is appropriate in its current format?ò 



 82 

 

 

This data displays that the revised allocation model is working well when support is provided. 

However, the fact that this is not the case in all schools is simply not good enough. Schools are 

doing their best to cater for the needs of all pupils whilst following the revised allocation model. 

The inconsistencies in supporting the implementation of the new model means that the same 

services are not being provided for all and some pupils are at an advantage over others, 

depending on the school for example in test schools and sample schools. This begs the question 

for equality of service and can have an influence on the inclusion of the pupils. Equal supports 

should be provided and all staff who collaborate with children who have SEN should feel 

confident in their role.  

 

5.4 Future Practice and Recommendations 

5.4.1 Future Practice 

In my future practice, I will provide my students with choice in their learning to continue on 

my journey towards teaching with inclusion. I aim to implement the principles of the UDL 

within my practice through multiple means of engagement, representation, and expression. 

UDL proactively helps to accommodate all learners by leveraging pupils individuals strengths, 

which can increase confidence and reduce anxiety (Brennan, 2022). With hindsight, I realise 

that during the creation of my classroom interventions, my pedagogical knowledge of UDL 
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was limited. I was unaware of the positive effects of UDL on creating engaging lessons, 

accessible to all diverse learners. Brennan (2022) asserts that ñevery pupil can be an expert in 

something and UDL principles can facilitate thisò (p. 36). Although not a focus of my self-

study action research, the significance of neurodiversity was brought to my attention during 

my research. Neurodiversity refers to the ñvariation in neurocognitive functioningò of 

individuals whose brain functions differ from those who are neurotypical (Hughes, 2016: 3). 

The neurodiversity movement values the full spectra of differences and rights such as inclusion 

and autonomy (Kapp, 2020), which significantly links with my project.  

 

Choice and flexibility are vital within UDL in order to respond to the strengths of the students. 

The Draft Curriculum (2020) addresses the importance of engaging children in decision-

making about their own learning (p. 21). Going forward, I aim to give my students a greater 

input into the planning of their SSPs. Critical reflection has helped me to recognise that I stand 

by Lundyôs (2007) perspective which affirms that involving pupils in decision-making is a 

legal and human right imperative of the child (p. 931). The need to involve SEN pupils in the 

planning of their learning was discussed in the interview with my SET colleague; 
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Taking a strength-based approach when writing up SSPs would bring a positive outlook to the 

personalised plan and to the meeting held with parents to discuss its contents. Having the child 

present and providing them with a say in their individual plan would promote higher levels of 

inclusion in this process.  

 

Going forward I can confidently disclose that my practice will not be deficit-focused. I am no 

longer fixated on assessments and planning my teaching around areas which need improving. 

My teacher identity has transformed and my commitments have shifted. My focus now is on 

how I can bring my values of inclusion, care, relationality, and voice into my practice. Taking 

a strengths-based approach to motivate and engage my learners, and to build their self-

confidence is the ongoing future goal of my practice. Critical reflection will continue to ensure 

that I hold myself accountable to my practice and decision-making in the future, through 

ñwholeheartedness, open-mindedness and intellectual responsibilityò (Dewey, 1933: 33).  
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5.4.2 Recommendations 

I would recommend that the provision of choice is introduced slowly in a step-by-step process 

which can continuously be built on. In my research I suddenly introduced my students to too 

much freedom in a short space of time. The change went from providing a teacher-designed 

list of can-do activities which the pupils could choose from in cycles one and two, to the 

students independently writing up a full list of can-do activities independently in cycle three. I 

thought the students would be thrilled with the independence, however they were overwhelmed 

with being provided this much freedom at once. I reflected on this in my journal and provided 

an example of a structure to how I would introduce choice in the future; 

 

 

It is important to acknowledge that certain methods of practice will work with some children 

and not with others. Nothing is static in education and being prepared to be wrong helps with  

being able to handle a certain degree of chaos, uncertainty and messiness (Brydon-Miller et 

al. 2003). 
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Another recommendation I would give is to provide enough time to trial interventions to fully 

inspect their true impacts. This recommendation is relevant both for teachers trialling new 

practices in the classroom environment or for future participants of research in practice. 

Specifically with regards to the Two Stars and a Wish intervention, I found that my data 

collection could have been different and possible imporved, if I provided a longer period of 

time to execute the interventions. Further opportunities for reflecting, analysing and discussing 

with my critical friend would have materialised. I only decided to introduce the peer feedback 

element of this intervention during the final cycle of my research after reflecting on a discussion 

with my critical friend. Unfortunately my timeframe would not allow for another cycle.  I think 

it would have been beneficial to have implemented this practice numerous times to ensure 

credibility of its effectiveness.  

 

5.5 Personal Statement  

Reflection has been a consistent, vital element in my practice throughout this study and has 

made a noticeable difference to my identity. I see myself now a contrastingly different person 

in respect to who I was starting out this journey as a traditional SET. My self-image, self-

esteem, job motivation, task perception and future perspectives have all been developed 

(Kelchtermans, 2009). My identity has made critical headway professionally and personally. I 

am open and willing to base my practice around my students. I intend to capitalise on their 

strengths and opinions.  

 

My identity has been greatly influenced by Kelchtermans (2009, 2011, 2018) literature. 

Kelchtermansô ópersonal interpretative frameworkô (2009) has helped to make sense of my 

teacher identity and my professional self-understanding. I have gained a self-understanding 

and a realisation that my identity has changed to a facilitator of learning. Developing caring 
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relationships with my students, which are centred around voice and inclusion, is now central 

to my practice. ñWho I am in how I teachò (Kelchtermans, 2009: 257), would not have been a 

captivating statement to me in the past. It is now evident that my values of inclusion, care, 

relationality, and voice depict ñwho I am in how I teachò. 

 

Giving my students a voice is a major element of my negotiated practice. I consider their 

valuable opinions to be on par with my own and take them into thorough consideration. This 

has altered my practice as my pupilsô views influence the writing up of fortnightly plans and 

setting targets in SSPs. The idea of involving children in decisions would previously have had 

to be ñsoldò to me (Lundy, 2007: 940). The teacher I am now, wants to take the views of my 

pupils on board for planning purposes and consequently enhancing the teaching and learning 

activities encountered.  

 

With the aid of reflective questions from McNiff and Whitehead (2005: 1), I designed 

interventions which I could bring into my practice as I lived by my values. I no longer wanted 

to teach in an power-driven, dictatorial environment. I see a link in critical pedagogy between 

the reflective questions of McNiff and Whitehead (2005) and Moon (2004), with Kemmis and 

McTaggartôs (1988) self-reflective spiral. Merging these theoristôs viewpoints and using them 

to critically reflect on my personal learning journey has provided the validity of the 

transformation in my practice.  

 

I have travelled a meandering path and have moved my practice away from the traditional, 

authoritarian teacher, in the direction of being a facilitator to my students in their own learning 

journeys. I aim to provide an authentic vision of myself to my students, which assists them to 

use their strengths and to share their voice. This makes me think about how I can provide 
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further opportunities going forward. A learning environment I aspire to foster, will involve 

equal weight-bearing stakeholders, in which the children have a right to engage in decision-

making (Byrne & Lundy, 2019).  

 

5.6 Conclusion 

Through critically reflecting on my findings I can claim that I did enhance my teaching through 

taking a strengths-based approach and moving my practice as a SET beyond deficit-focused 

teaching. My values of inclusion, care, relationality, and voice became the óstandards of 

judgementô in this transformational process. Adopting my values throughout my self-study, 

empowered my reflective practice to question my former deficit-focused methodology and to 

make justified decisions to generate my own óliving theoryô. I am confident that I have achieved 

the aim of my research, as my practice has been realigned with my values and I am no longer 

a óliving contradictionô. I have assessed the prospect of utilising a strength-based approach in 

teaching and learning situated within the scope of the SEN environment. Like the opinion of 

McNiff (2002), it might be true that I cannot change the world, but I have certainly changed 

my bit of it. My research has opened up the understanding of the impact of; providing choice 

and voice, practicing care in relationships, building relationships through communication, and 

assessing each SEN environment on a case by case basis. These aspects add to the provision 

of teaching with inclusion and practicing care with all diverse learners. Action research is 

driven by our need to know in order to create desired change (McNiff, 2016). A journey of 

transformation has occurred as my practice has moved from an authoritative style of teaching 

to a facilitator of learning. The intentions and commitments for my practice are now orientated 

towards living by my values and making agentic decisions as a reflective practitioner.  
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Appendix A: Ethical Documents 
 

Appendix A.1 Ethics Application 

 

 
 

Froebel Department of Primary and Early Childhood Education 
Master of Education (Research in practice) (MEd) 

 
 

Ethics Approval for Master of Education (Research in Practice)  
(Please read the notes in the course handbook before completing this form) 

 
 

Student name: 
 

Ellen Butterly 

Student Number: 
 

21251716 

Supervisor: 
 

Dr David Gibson 

Programme: 
 

Master of Education Research in Practice 

Thesis title: 
 

Teaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET 
practice beyond deficit teaching  
 

Research Question(s): 
 
 

How can I challenge deficit based teaching in SET and practice 
care in relationships with the child/student before me (not the 
diagnosis)  

Intended start date of data 
collection: 

January 2022 

Professional Ethical Codes or 
Guidelines used: 
 

National University of Ireland Maynoothôs Ethical Guidelines 

 
 
1(a) Research Participants: Who will be involved in this research?  
 
 
 

Participants/group (tick all that apply) 

Early years / pre-school 
 

 

Primary school students 
 

 

Secondary school students  
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Young people (aged 16 ï 18 years) 
 

 

Adults ï professional colleagues, professionals in 
education, parents  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Provide a brief description of the individuals and their proposed role in your research below 

[Max 50 words]: 
In my role as a Special Education Teacher (SET), I plan to introduce three new practices which will be 

examined as part of my research: 
Providing 5th class students with agency and ownership of their learning through óMust do, Can 

doô activities. 
Enhancing communication and relationality through fortnightly communication via Seesaw with 

parents of 2nd class students through the structure of óTwo Stars and a Wishô. 
Conducting a circle time group discussion with 5th class students on their thoughts and feelings 

towards receiving additional support in school and how it affects them 
 

There are two groups I wish to carry out research with: 
i) Professional Colleagues 
-Interviews with mainstream teacher, SET teacher and SNA practitioners about inclusion, voice, relationality 

and care in primary education. 
-Discussion with my critical friend, after observing my practice, on the óMust do, Can doô and circle time 

activity. 
ii) Professionals in education (academics, staff of the NCCA, NEPS or Teaching Council)  
-A selection of professionals (provisionally four) will be invited to individual interviews to discuss inclusion, 

voice, relationality and care in primary education. 
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1(b) Recruitment and Participation/sampling approach: How will these participants become 
involved in your research? What type of sampling is involved? Please describe the formal and informal 
recruitment processes?  Please describe the type of participation and level of engagement of 
participants? Are there gatekeepers and what is their part of sampling process? [Max 100 words] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i) School based Research ï Once ethics approval has been granted, I will formally contact the Board of 

Management and the Principal requesting permission to carry out research. I will provide the Board of 

Management and the Principal with a Plain Language Statement and Informed Consent Document to carry out 

research in the school. They will be given the opportunity to approve or reject the four elements. Each element 

will have a separate plain language and informed consent document,  
     a) Permission to interview colleagues about three new practices (Plain Language and Informed Consent 

Documents     for interviewees). Interviews will be audio recorded.  
     b) Permission to approach a colleague to act as critical friend (Plain Language and Informed Consent 

Documents     for  critical friend) ï Hard copy or online 
 

ii) Educational Professionals - Potential participants are adults and will be contacted directly with an 

invitation to participate in the research. If they are interested in taking part, a plain language and informed 

consent document will be shared with them. The questions for the interview will be provided to participants a 

few days in advance. If requested, they will be included with the plain language statement and informed 

consent document.  If required, further information about the general study will be provided to the organisation 

if required.  
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2. Summary of Planned Research (please indicate anonymised location type, purpose and aims of 
research, research questions and design, methods to be used and time frame, process of analysis) 
[250 words] 
 
 

 
 

Research Plan: 
As a Special Education Teacher, in accordance with my values I will commence a self-study which involves 

researching the inclusion of SPHE specific practices in my learning environment.  
I plan to introduce three new practices which will be examined as part of my research.  

Providing 5th class students with agency and ownership of their learning through óMust do, 

Can doô activities. 
Enhancing relationality through fortnightly communication via Seesaw with parents of 2nd 

class students through the structure of óTwo Stars and a Wishô. 
Conducting a circle time group discussion with 5th class students on their thoughts and feelings 

towards receiving additional support in school and how it impacts them 
 

Data Gathering 
I will keep a reflective journal throughout this process, with specific reference to my values of care, 

relationality, inclusion and teacher identity. 
There will be three components of data collection associated with this change in practice. This research will 

take place between January ï May 2022 
 i) Professional Colleagues  
-Interviews, which are audio recorded, with mainstream teacher, SET teacher and SNA practitioners about 

inclusion, voice, relationality and care in primary education. 
-Discussion in person on school premises  with my critical friend, after observing my practice, on the óMust 

do, Can doô intervention. Handwritten notes will be taken during this discussion. 
ii) Professionals in education (academics, staff of the NCCA, NEPS or Teaching Council) ï A selection of 

professionals (provisionally four) will be invited to individual interviews, either in person or via Microsoft 

Teams to discuss the inclusion of SPHE specific interventions into the environment of a special education 

teacher. These interviews will be audio recorded. 

 
Data Analysis (February 2022 ï August 2022) 
I will analyse the data through two methods: 

Thematic analysis 
Coding 
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3. Ethical Issues: Please outline the main ethical issues which may arise while undertaking this 
research. Outline the nature of consent and assent about participants. (You should discuss these 
concerns and outline the responses/supports you will provide in the boxes below) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Vulnerability (minimising risk, discomfort, coping with unforeseen outcomes, can any aspect of the 

research give rise to any form of harm to participants, including the researcher)?) [Max 100 words] 
Research Interviews: questions will be approved in advance by supervisor, for school interviews approved by 

Board of Management / Principal before commencement. Questions will be provided in advance. All 

participants can pause, skip or end interviews at any time. I wish to minimise the risk of conflict arising 

amongst participants and I by adhering to the anonymity of their responses to my research. I hope to develop 

my own professional growth through this self-study, however I must remember that circumstances may not 

unfold as planned and disappointment could be experienced. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All research is being carried out with adults.  
 Research with Adult Participants 
-In advance of research, communication with adult participates will set out clearly what is involved in the 

research, the risks associated with the research, etc. The question for interviews will be shared in advance.   
-The interviews with adult participants is a basic form of enquiry process. It is not considered to generate any 

risk or discomfort and relates to their professional domain.  
-In the midst of research, adult participants will be permitted to pause, skip questions or stop the interview at 

any time. In the event that a participant experiences discomfort or upset, the interview will be paused, and the 

participant given the opportunity to stop. 
 

Risk of contraction of Covid-19 due to interviewing in person. Due consideration will have to be taken of the 

NPHET guidelines as well as directions from the Dept. of Education. All current public health guidelines will 

be followed.  
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Outline the potential for increased risk to participants considering changing circumstances in the 
school environment because of immediate closure or threat to privacy or anonymity. Consider 
implications for a change or changes in methodological tools (virtual formats). [Max 50 words] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Power dynamics (between researcher-participants, amongst participants, insider-research, reflexivity, 

gatekeepers, working with your colleagues, working with students, etc): [Max 100 words] 
I will remind all willing participants that this research is about my own practices and not theirs. I want all 

involvement to be honest, open-minded and whole-hearted . 
There are considerable power dynamic tensions here: 
i) Teacher as professional vs teacher as researcher (relevant related permission by the principal and board of 

management and the agreement for participation of colleagues and parents) 
ii) Insider research ï As I have a direct involvement and connection with the research setting, I will remain aware 

of the power dynamics that exist (SET vs research). This will be negotiated with my colleagues through the 

explanation that this is a self-study action research process focusing on my practice as an educational professional 

and not the judgement or analysis of their participation and contribution to the study. At all times my duty of care 

to children will be paramount and if the research is hindering student engagement or the development of the 

students, I will pause my research and seek immediate guidance from my principal or assistant principal and my 

supervisor. 
iii) This ethics process vs requirement to get consent from the BOM 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Informed consent and assent (for participants - and guardians where appropriate. Please also note any 
other approvals that may be required from other bodies (i.e. Board of Management.): [Max 100 words] 
 
For Research in School  
a) Principal / Board of Management ï Plain Language Statement + Informed Consent Document 
b) Interview participants ï Plain Language Statement + Informed Consent Document 
c) Critical Friend - Plain Language Statement + Informed Consent Document 
 
For Research with Professionals 
Educational Professionals ï Plain Language Statement + Informed Consent Document 
If required for employers of educational professionals - Plain Language Statement + Informed Consent 
Document 
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Consider if consent of participants may need to include a list of any new scenarios/situations that may 
be required for data collection activity in light of school closures or short-term illness of school 
members (teachers/SNA) and how this may impact the research. Outline below; [max 50 words] 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ensure you have read University Ethics guidelines for Human Research and GDPR (General Data 
Protection Regulation) related documentation to address the above questions on data. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

If permitted, all interviews with professionals will take place in person. Full adherence to National, Public, 

Health, Emergency Team (NPHET), the Department of Education and Maynooth University guidance will 

be followed where appropriate i.e. interviews taking place in an education institution or campus. 
If not permitted, individual interviews will take place with four professionals and one critical friend online 

via Microsoft teams, which will be audio-recorded. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sensitivity (topics that may be potentially sensitive, intrusive or stressful, have you considered what 

to do in relation to dealing with the aftermath of a sensitive disclosure? how do you intend to deal 

with unexpected outcomes?) [Max 100 words] 
The questions for the interview will be shared with professionals in advance. The interview questions are not 

considered to generate any significant risk of disclosure. In the event of a disclosure or unintended outcomes, 

participants will be given the opportunity to pause, skip or end the interview and withdraw consent. I will 

adhere to  The Childrenôs First Act (2015) at all times. If Iôm unsure of any issue that arises, I will seek 

guidance from my supervisor and course co-ordinator. 
All  survey questions by nature will be reviewed by my supervisor and provided in advance. Participants will 

be informed that they can skip any question and or chose to withdraw by not submitting their survey. 
As my reflective journal is focused on my own practice as a professional, these will not contain any sensitive 

data.  
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Attachments 
Please attach, where available and applicable, information letters, consent forms and other materials 
that will be used to inform potential participants about this research. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Data storage (where will the findings be stored; will they be potentially published in future? And by 

whom?) [Max 100 words] 
Findings will be stored in an encrypted Maynooth University Microsoft OneDrive folder. This password protected 

folder will contain all data from the research. Contents in this folder will be dated and items will be recorded on 

an index which can easily be checked.  
Audio from professionals  
The audio will be stored on a secured Maynooth University (MU) Microsoft OneDrive and will be transferred 

from the device immediately after the interviews. Once transferred to the drive successfully it will be deleted 

from the recorder. Only I will have access to the recording as it is stored on a password protected Maynooth 

University drive. The audio recording will be transcribed, by me, within a week of the interview. The participants 

will have an option to remain anonymous or if they chose to have their name included with their contribution. 
If a participant chooses to remain anonymous, there will be two transcriptions made. The first transcriptions will 

include pseudonyms and a removal of any identifying information, so individual participants will not be 

identified. The second transcript will include the participantôs name but securely stored in a password protected 

file. Only I will have access to this file. The purpose of this file is in the event where a participant wishes to 

withdraw from the research. This transcript will be used to identify their contribution in the anonymised transcript 

and will be removed effectively. This file will have a different set of passwords to the anonymous data set 

document. Once I have these transcriptions the audio recording will be deleted from the OneDrive. The audio 

recording will be destroyed after one week.  
 
These anonymous transcripts or transcripts with permission to be named, will be used in the thesis with 

participantôs consent. Participants will be given opportunity to view the transcription and retract any statement 

made, as they wish, if they consent for the transcript to be included. Data may possibly be used for presentations 

on this topic, future papers, or a research presentation in a conference. Transcripts from participants will be in an 

anonymised form so there will be no personal data from anonymised sources.  
 
The anonymised data set will be saved for ten years. The data from this set may be used for presentations on the 

topic, future papers or research presentations in education conferences by the researcher only. 
The second data set which links pseudonyms and participants, along with consent forms, will be destroyed by 

February/March 2023 at the end of my masters studies.  
Hard copies of the anonymous data set will be stored securely and will only be accessible to the researcher and 

supervisor. They are kept in the event of a personal data request or for the purpose of withdrawal from research 

and where instructed by a Legal Court.  
In the event that online interviews are required in place of in person interviews, all university guidance on 

carrying out online research via Microsoft Teams will be followed. Before proceeding, I will consult with my 

research supervisor. The same procedures concerning transcription, destruction, storage and anonymisation will 

be followed. 
 
The overall research findings may potentially be published in the future and this will be noted on all plain 

language statements and informed consent forms. All participants will remain anonymous if there is future 

publication through academic journals or books. Approval by Maynooth University and my supervisor must be 

granted before any future publications. 
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Declaration (Please sign and date) 
 
 
óI confirm that to the best of my knowledge this is a full description of the ethical issues that may arise 

in the course of undertaking this research.ô If any of the conditions of this proposed research change, I 

confirm that I will renegotiate ethical clearance with my supervisor. 

Signed:                                                        Date: 15/12/2021 

 
 
 
 
 
Supervisor use only: 
 
Date Considered: _____________________________ 
 

Approved 
 

 

Approved with recommendations (see below) 
 

 

Referred to applicant 
 

 

 
Referred to Department Research and Ethics Committee 

 

 

 
 (Tick as appropriate) 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
Recommendations: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signature of supervisor: __________________________________________ 
Date: __________ 
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Department use only: (only where applicable) 
 
Date Considered: _____________________________ 
 
 

Approved by Froebel Department Research and Ethics committee 
 

 

Approved with recommendations (see below) 

 
 

Referred to applicant (changes to be approved by supervisor) 

 
 

Referred to Maynooth University Social Research Ethics Subcommittee 

 
 

(Tick as appropriate) 

 
 
Recommendations: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signature of Dept. Ethics Committee Chair: __________________________________________ 
 
 
 

Approved by Froebel Department Research and Ethics committee 
 

 

Referred to applicant (changes to be approved by supervisor) 

 
 

(Tick that apply) 
 

 
Maynooth University Social Research Ethics Subcommittee use only (only where applicable) 
 
Date Considered: _____________________________ 
 
 
Signed:  
 
__________________________________________ 
FSS Research Ethics Committee nominee  
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Checklist for students 

 

Please complete the checklist below to confirm you have considered all  
ethical aspects of your research.  

(Note that the consent form/s, assent form/s and information sheet/s  

that must accompany this application will be scrutinised and any  

omission or inadequacy in detail will result in a request for amendments). 

Please  

tick 

I have attached (an) proper consent form/s, assent form/s and/or 
information sheet/s 
 

 

Each form and sheet is presented to a high standard, as suitable work  
carried out under the auspices of Maynooth University 
 

 

Each consent form has full contact details to enable prospective participants  
to make follow-up inquiries 
 

 

Each consent form has full details, in plain non-technical language, of the  
purpose of the research and the proposed role of the person being invited to  
participate 
 

 

Each consent form has full details of the purposes to which the data (in all  
their forms: text, oral, video, imagery etc) will be put, including for research  
dissemination purposes  
 

 

Each consent form explains how the privacy of the participants and their data  
will be protected, including the storage and ultimate destruction of the data as 
appropriate 
 

 

Each consent form gives assurances that the data collection (questionnaires,  
interviews, tests etc) will be carried out in a sensitive and non-stressful manner,  
and that the participant has the right to cease participation at any time and  
without the need to supply a reason  

 

Please include here any other comments you wish to make about the consent  
form(s) and/or information sheet/s. 
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Appendix A.2 Plain Language Statement For Principal / Board of Management 

 
Date:  

 

Dear Principal and Board of Management, 

 

Purpose of the Study.  

My name is Ellen Butterly (ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie), a Masters student in the Froebel Department in 

Maynooth University. As part of the requirements for a Master of Education (Research in Practice) degree, I am 

undertaking a research study under the supervision of Dr. David Gibson (David.gibson@mu.ie) 

 

The title of the study is óTeaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET practice beyond deficit 

teachingô. This study is an opportunity for me to explore how I can challenge deficit based teaching in SET and 

explore how care can be practiced in relationship with the children/students I teach and support. As part of this 

research I intend to introduce new elements in my SET practice, interview colleagues in St. Maryôs Parish Primary 

School, and to engage in conversations with a critical friend who is a colleague in the school. 

 

What will the study involve?  

The study will involve the introduction of three new elements to my SET practice. In my SET practice with 5th 

class students, I want to facilitate a óMust do, Can doô approach to learning activities to support agency and 

ownership of learning. In SET practice with 5th class students, I want to conduct a circle time group discussion 

with students to provide an opportunity for their voice to be heard and specifically to invite discussion on their 

thoughts and feelings about receiving additional support in the school.  Finally, I want to model an enhanced 

communication process through regular communication via Seesaw with parents, class teacher, SNA and students, 

of 2nd class students who receive additional support, via a óTwo Stars and a Wishô layout. 

 

Furthermore, I want to carry out interviews with colleagues about voice, care, inclusion and relationality in 

primary education (See interview questions attached). I plan to interview one mainstream teacher, one SET 

teacher, and one SNA in April 2022. The interviews will last approximately 20 minutes each and will be audio 

recorded. I would like to carry out the interviews after school, on site but can switch to teams if required by School 

Authorities or Public Health Guidance. 

 

This study will also involve a colleague acting as a critical friend. Their role will be to observe lessons, listen, and 

provide honest feedback. I want to have informal conversations about my practice and intentions at four points in 

the term. No data will be taken from these conversations. I will use the conversation as a stimulus for reflection.  

mailto:ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie
mailto:David.gibson@mu.ie
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Who has approved this study? 

This study has been reviewed and received ethical approval from Maynooth University Research Ethics 

committee. You may have a copy of this approval if you request it.  

 

Why have you been asked to take part?  

Permission to carry out the research must be provided by the Board of Management and Principal as the research 

involves my practice, interviewing colleagues, inviting a colleague to act as a critical friend and carrying out 

research on the school premises.  

 

Guidance is also being sought about the appropriate form of communication to follow when inviting colleagues 

to participate in research for interviews and for the role of critical friend.   

 

Do you have to grant permission?  

For research to be carried out on school property and with school staff, the permission from the Board of 

Management and Principal is required. It is up to the Board of Management and Principal to decide whether or not 

this research should take place. If you decide to do so, you will be asked to sign a consent form. You are 

recommended to keep a copy of the consent form and this Plain Language Statement for your own records. If you 

decide to grant permission, this can be withdrawn at any time without giving a reason. A decision to withdraw at 

any time, or a decision not to take part, will not affect your relationships with me as a staff member.  

 

What information will be collected?  

No data on children will be recorded for this project.  There are two types of data to be collected: 

i. Colleague ï Interview (adult) Role: Mainstream Teacher, SET and SNA. Individual semi-structured 

interviews with three colleagues will provide staff, in three different roles, with the opportunity to discuss care, 

voice, inclusion and relationality in primary education. If participants are willing, the interview will be audio 

recorded  

 

ii. Reflections on your practice ï reflective journal ï a focus on methods and overall success, with no reference 

to specific children. The focus is on my practice. Stimulus for some of these reflections may be drawn from 

conversations with the critical friend. No data will be taken from the critical friend, rather I will be reflecting on 

the conversation about my practice and intentions.  

 

 

Will participation in this study be kept confidential? 

The identities of participants in this study will not be contained in the submitted Dissertation of this research 

(which will be held in NUI Maynooth Library).  

 

Data collected from interviews will only be accessed by myself and my research supervisor, Dr David Gibson. 

Once the interview is over I will transfer the audio file to a secure Maynooth OneDrive and delete the original 
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from my hard drive/recording device. Within a week of the interview I will transcribe the interview and at that 

time a pseudonym will be inserted in place of the staff member's name. Any data that would allow for staff to be 

identified will be removed from this transcript (anonymisation). Once the transcript of the interview is complete, 

the audio recording will be deleted. 

  

Notes taken from conversations and reflections on conversation with my critical friend will be anonymised at 

source. The notes and observations about my teaching and reflections on my practice, and reflections prompted 

by conversations with the critical friend, will be stored securely on my Maynooth OneDrive account.  

 

No information will be distributed to any other unauthorised individual or third party. 

óIt must be recognised that, in some circumstances, confidentiality of research data and records may 

be overridden by courts in the event of litigation or in the course of investigation by lawful authority. 

In such circumstances the University will take all reasonable steps within law to ensure that 

confidentiality is maintained to the greatest possible extent.ô  

 

It is possible that staff members or members of the community familiar with the school may, based on a reading 

of my thesis in Maynooth Library, be able to identify participants engaged in the research. Every effort will be 

made to ensure anonymity, to prevent this from happening. As my place of employment is on public record, 

readers of the thesis will be able to identify the school this research is carried out in.  

 

What will happen to the information provided by participants?  

Throughout the research process, data will be stored with secure protocols in place. All data from interviews 

(audio recording and anonymised transcripts) will be stored on Maynooth OneDrive which is encrypted.  

 

Informed Consent Documents for interview participants and from the Principal/Board of Management are 

considered personal data from Data Protection/GDPR perspectives. These documents will be kept on my 

personal laptop in a password protected folder. This is done to ensure that the identifiers for participants taking 

part in the study are separate from the site containing data. A breach of either will not allow for data to be linked 

to participants.  

 

Once the research is complete, the anonymised data (interview transcripts and reflective notes) will be stored at 

Maynooth University. This information will be stored in such a way that it will not be possible to identify 

participants.  The data will be retained on the Maynooth University server. Audio recordings from interviews 

will be destroyed after one week. Personal data and identifying information data sets will be kept securely and 

deleted on completion of the masters. Anonymous data sets will be kept for 2 years. All data will be destroyed 

by me.  

What will happen to the results?   

The research will be written up and presented as a Masterôs degree thesis. A copy of the research findings will 

be made available to you upon request. 
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What if there is a problem?  

If during your participation in this study you feel the information and guidelines that you 

were given have been neglected or disregarded in any way, or if you are unhappy about the 

process, please contact the Secretary of the Maynooth University Ethics Committee at 

research.ethics@mu.ie or +353 (0)1 708 6019. Please be assured that your concerns will be 

dealt with in a sensitive manner. 

 

For your information the Data Controller for this research project is Maynooth University, 

Maynooth, Co. Kildare. Maynooth University Data Protection officer is Ann McKeon in 

Humanity house, room 17, who can be contacted at ann.mckeon@mu.ie.  Maynooth 

University Data Privacy policies can be found at https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-

protection.  
 

 

Due consideration will have to be taken of the NPHET guidelines as well as directions from the Department of 

Education and Government of Ireland on the permissibility of research in person. The intention is to carry out 

research interviews with colleagues on the school site but outside of lesson times.  

 

Any further queries?   

If you need any further information, you can contact me: ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie 

 

If you are happy for research to take place in your school, please see the attached informed consent document.  

 

 

  

mailto:research.ethics@mu.ie
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-protection
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-protection
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Appendix A.3 Plain Language Statement for Interview Participants & Critical Friend 

 

Date: 

 

Dear Primary School Teacher, SET Teacher and SNA Practitioner, 

 

Purpose of the Study.  

My name is Ellen Butterly (ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie),  a Masters student in the Froebel Department in 

Maynooth University. As part of the requirements for a Master of Education (Research in Practice) degree, I am 

undertaking a research study under the supervision of Dr. David Gibson (David.gibson@mu.ie) 

 

The title of the study is óTeaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET practice beyond deficit 

teachingô. This study is an opportunity for me to explore how I can challenge deficit based teaching in SET and 

explore how care can be practiced in relationships with the children/students I teach and support. As part of this 

research I intend to introduce new elements in my SET practice, interview colleagues in our school, survey parents 

of children who I support/teach and to engage in reflective conversations with a critical friend, who is a colleague 

in the school. 

 

What will the study involve?  

The study will involve the introduction of three new elements to my SET practice. In SET practice with 5th class 

students, I want to facilitate a óMust do, Can doô approach to learning activities to support agency and ownership 

of learning. In SET practice with 5th class students, I want to conduct a circle time group discussion with students 

to provide an opportunity for their voice to be heard and specifically to invite discussion on their thoughts and 

feelings about receiving additional support in the school. Finally, I want to model an enhanced communication 

process through regular communication via Seesaw with parents, class teacher, SNA and students, of 2nd class 

students who receive additional support, via a óTwo Stars and a Wishô layout. 

 

In addition to my own practice, I want to carry out interviews with colleagues about voice, care, inclusion and 

relationality in primary education (See Interview Questions attached). I plan to interview one mainstream teacher, 

one SET teacher, and one SNA in April 2022. The interviews will last approximately 20 minutes each and will 

be audio recorded. I would like to carry out the interviews after school, on site but can switch to Microsoft Teams 

if required by School Authorities or Public Health Guidance. 

 

This study will also involve a colleague acting as a critical friend. Their role will be to observe lessons, listen, and 

provide honest feedback. I want to have informal conversations about my practice and intentions at four points in 

the term. No data will be taken from these conversations. I will use the conversation as a stimulus for reflection.  

mailto:ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie
mailto:David.gibson@mu.ie
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Who has approved this study?   

This study has been reviewed and received ethical approval from Maynooth University Research Ethics 

committee. You may have a copy of this approval if you request it.  

This study has (pending approval) from the Principal and Board of Management of this School. 

 

Why have you been asked to take part?  

You have been asked to take part as you are a primary school teacher, SET Teacher or SNA Practitioner working 

in either a mainstream classroom or learning support room.  I would like to know if you would be willing to 

participate in interviews to discuss my values of voice, care, inclusion and relationality in primary education or 

to act as my critical friend.  

 

 

Do you have to take part?  

No, you are under no obligation to take part in this research. If you decide to do so, you will be asked to sign a 

consent form and be given a copy and the information sheet for your own records. A decision to withdraw at any 

time, or a decision not to take part, will not affect your relationships with the researcher/colleague, or Maynooth 

University. You are free to withdraw at any time without giving a reason and/or to withdraw your information up 

until such time as the research findings are submitted in my thesis in September 2022. If you decide to do so, you 

will be asked to sign a consent form. You are recommended to keep a copy of the consent form and this Plain 

Language Statement for your own records. If you decide to grant permission, this can be withdrawn at any time 

without giving a reason. A decision to withdraw at any time, or a decision not to take part, will not affect your 

relationship with me as a colleague.  

 

Interview Questions  

The questions for the interview are attached below. Please read the questions in advance of the interview and 

before agreeing to take part in the research. You are not required to answer any question you do not wish to.  

 

Vulnerability / Risk Management 

i) In advance of research, communication with adult participants will set out clearly what is involved 

in the research, the risks associated with the research, etc. The question for interviews will be 

shared in advance.   

ii)  The interviews with adult participants is a basic form of enquiry process. It is not considered to 

generate any risk or discomfort and relates to their professional domain.  

iii)  In the midst of research: adult participants will be permitted to pause, skip questions or stop the 

interview at any time. In the event that a participant experiences discomfort or upset, the interview 

will be paused, and the participant given the opportunity to stop. 
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In the Event of Restrictions  

In the event of immediate closure due to Covid-19 level restrictions, all interviews may be carried out online via 

Microsoft teams as recommended by Maynooth University. All meetings will be planned and organised in 

advance with all consenting participants receiving the questions prior to the interview. Consenting participants 

will be informed that the interview may be audio-recorded for data collection purposes, and they may withdraw 

from the interview at any stage of the research process.  

 

Will participation in this study be kept confidential? 

The identities of participants in this study will not be contained in the submitted Dissertation of this research 

(which will be held in NUI Maynooth Library). Data collected from interviews will only be accessed by myself 

and research supervisor, Dr David Gibson. Once the interview is over I will transfer the audio file to a secure 

Maynooth OneDrive and delete the original from my hard drive/recording device. Within a week of the 

interview I will transcribe the interview and at that time a pseudonym will be inserted in place of the staff 

member's name. Any data that would allow for you to be identified will be removed from this transcript. Once 

the transcript of the interview is complete, the audio recording will be deleted 

  

Notes taken from conversations and reflections on conversation with my critical friend will be anonymised at 

source. The notes and observations about my teaching and reflections on my practice, and reflections prompted 

by conversations with the critical friend, will be stored securely on my Maynooth OneDrive account.  

 

No information will be distributed to any other unauthorised individual or third party. 

óIt must be recognised that, in some circumstances, confidentiality of research data and records may 

be overridden by courts in the event of litigation or in the course of investigation by lawful authority. 

In such circumstances the University will take all reasonable steps within law to ensure that 

confidentiality is maintained to the greatest possible extent.ô  

It is possible that staff members or members of the community familiar with the school may, based on a reading 

of my thesis in the Maynooth Library, be able to identify participants engaged in the research. Every effort will 

be made to ensure anonymity, to prevent this from happening. As my place of employment is on public record, 

readers of the thesis will be able to identify the school this research is carried out in.  

 

What will happen to the information provided by participants?  

Throughout the research process, data will be stored with secure protocols in place. All data from interviews 

(audio recording and anonymised transcripts) will be stored on the Maynooth OneDrive, which is encrypted.  

 

Informed Consent Documents for interview participants and from the Principal/Board of Management are 

considered personal data from Data Protection/GDPR perspectives. These documents will be kept on my 

personal laptop in a password protected folder. This is done to ensure that the identifiers for participants taking 

part in the study are separate from the site containing data. A breach of either will not allow for data to be linked 

to participants.  
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Once the research is complete, all information will be stored at Maynooth University. This information will be 

stored in such a way that it will not be possible to identify participants. The data will be retained on the MU 

server. Recordings of students will be deleted after one week, personal data and identifying information data 

sets will be kept securely and deleted on completion of the masters. Anonymous data sets will be kept for two 

years.. All data will be destroyed by me.  

 

What will happen to the results?   

The research will be written up and presented as a Masterôs degree thesis. A copy of the research findings will 

be made available to you upon request. 

 

What if there is a problem?  

 

If during your participation in this study you feel the information and guidelines that you 

were given have been neglected or disregarded in any way, or if you are unhappy about the 

process, please contact the Secretary of the Maynooth University Ethics Committee at 

research.ethics@mu.ie or +353 (0)1 708 6019. Please be assured that your concerns will be 

dealt with in a sensitive manner. 

 

For your information the Data Controller for this research project is Maynooth University, 

Maynooth, Co. Kildare. Maynooth University Data Protection officer is Ann McKeon in 

Humanity house, room 17, who can be contacted at ann.mckeon@mu.ie.  Maynooth 

University Data Privacy policies can be found at https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-

protection.  
 

 

 

Due consideration will have to be taken of the NPHET guidelines as well as directions from the Department of 

Education and Government of Ireland on the permissibility of research in person. The intention is to carry out 

research interviews with colleagues on the school site but outside of lesson times.  

 

Any further queries?   

If you need any further information, you can contact me: ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie 

 

If you are happy for research to take place in your school, please see the attached informed consent document.  

 

Any further queries?   

If you need any further information, you can contact me: ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie 

 

If you are happy for research to take place in your school, please see the attached informed consent document.  

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this 

 

mailto:research.ethics@mu.ie
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-protection
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-protection
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Appendix A.4 Plain Language Statement for Educational Professional 

Date: 

 

Dear ____________________ 

 

Purpose of the Study.  

My name is Ellen Butterly (ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie),  a Masters student in the Froebel Department in 

Maynooth University. As part of the requirements for a Master of Education (Research in Practice) degree, I am 

undertaking a research study under the supervision of Dr. David Gibson (David.gibson@mu.ie) 

 

The title of the study is óTeaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET practice beyond deficit 

teachingô. This study is an opportunity for me to explore how I can challenge deficit based teaching in SET and 

explore how care can be practiced in relationships with the children/students I teach and support. As part of this 

research I intend to introduce new elements in my SET practice, interview colleagues in our school, survey parents 

of children who I support/teach and to engage in reflective conversations with a critical friend, who is a colleague 

in the school. This research will take place between January 6th and April 30th, 2022.    

 

What will the study involve?  

The study will involve the introduction of three new elements to my SET practice. In SET practice with 5th class 

students, I want to facilitate a óMust do, Can doô approach to learning activities to support agency and ownership 

of learning. In SET practice with 5th class students, I want to conduct a circle time group discussion with students 

to provide an opportunity for their voice to be heard and specifically to invite discussion on their thoughts and 

feelings about receiving additional support in the school. Finally, I want to model an enhanced communication 

process through regular communication via Seesaw with parents, class teacher, SNA and students, of 2nd class 

students who receive additional support, via a óTwo Stars and a Wishô layout. 

 

In addition to exploring my own practice, I am carrying out interviews with educational professionals within the 

school as well as from outside.  

 

Purpose of the Interviews  

The purpose of this part of the research is to investigate the views and attitudes of educational professionals in 

relation to inclusive education in primary education with a specific focus on SET. It is intended that a total of 

four academics or educational professionals will be interviewed. 

mailto:ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie
mailto:David.gibson@mu.ie
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Interviews with educational professionals will occur between January and April 2021. These interviews will 

occur at the convenience of the participants. Each interview will be guided by a set of specific questions. The 

interview questions are attached. 

 

Who has approved this study?   

This study has been reviewed and received ethical approval from Maynooth University Research Ethics 

committee. You may have a copy of this approval if you request it.  

 

Do you have to take part?  

No, you are under no obligation to take part in this research. If you decide to do so, you will be asked to sign a 

consent form and be given a copy and the information sheet for your own records. A decision to withdraw at any 

time, or a decision not to take part, will not affect your relationships with the researcher/colleague, or Maynooth 

University. You are free to withdraw at any time without giving a reason and/or to withdraw your information up 

until such time as the research findings are submitted in my thesis in September 2022. If you decide to do so, you 

will be asked to sign a consent form. You are recommended to keep a copy of the consent form and this Plain 

Language Statement for your own records. If you decide to grant permission, this can be withdrawn at any time 

without giving a reason. A decision to withdraw at any time, or a decision not to take part, will not affect your 

relationship with me as a colleague.  

 

Interview Questions  

The questions for the interview are attached. Please read the questions in advance of the interview and before 

agreeing to take part in the research. You are not required to answer any question you do not wish to.  

 

Vulnerability / Risk Management 

iv) In advance of research, communication with adult participants will set out clearly what is involved 

in the research, the risks associated with the research, etc. The question for interviews will be 

shared in advance.   

v) The interviews with adult participants is a basic form of enquiry process. It is not considered to 

generate any risk or discomfort and relates to their professional domain.  

vi) In the midst of research: adult participants will be permitted to pause, skip questions or stop the 

interview at any time. In the event that a participant experiences discomfort or upset, the interview 

will be paused, and the participant given the opportunity to stop. 

 

In the Event of Restrictions  

In the event of immediate closure due to Covid-19 level restrictions, all interviews may be carried out online via 

Microsoft teams as recommended by Maynooth University. All meetings will be planned and organised in 

advance with all consenting participants receiving the questions prior to the interview. Consenting participants 

will be informed that the interview may be audio-recorded for data collection purposes, and they may withdraw 

from the interview at any stage of the research process.  
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Will participation in this study be kept confidential? 

The identities of participants in this study will not be contained in the submitted Dissertation of this research 

(which will be held in NUI Maynooth Library). Data collected from interviews will only be accessed by myself 

and research supervisor, Dr David Gibson. Once the interview is over, I will transfer the audio file to a secure 

Maynooth OneDrive and delete the original from my hard drive/recording device. Within a week of the 

interview I will transcribe the interview and at that time a pseudonym will be inserted in place of the 

interviewer's name. Any data that would allow for you to be identified will be removed from this transcript. 

Once the transcript of the interview is complete, the audio recording will be deleted 

  

No information will be distributed to any other unauthorised individual or third party. 

óIt must be recognised that, in some circumstances, confidentiality of research data and records may 

be overridden by courts in the event of litigation or in the course of investigation by lawful authority. 

In such circumstances the University will take all reasonable steps within law to ensure that 

confidentiality is maintained to the greatest possible extent.ô  

It is possible that staff members or members of the community familiar with the school may, based on a reading 

of my thesis in the Maynooth Library, be able to identify participants engaged in the research. Every effort will 

be made to ensure anonymity, to prevent this from happening. As my place of employment is on public record, 

readers of the thesis will be able to identify the school this research is carried out in.  

 

 

What will happen to the information which you give?  

Throughout the research process, data will be stored with secure protocols in place. All data recorded and stored 

on Maynooth University OneDrive will be secured by a password protected password. Once the research is 

complete, all information will be stored at Maynooth University. You will have an option to i) remain 

anonymous and your profession not named, ii) have a pseudonym and your profession named or iii) for your 

name and profession to be named in the research. You will also have the option as to whether a transcript of 

your interview is to be included as an appendix in the research.  If you choose to remain anonymous, this 

information will be stored in such a way that it will not be possible to identify participants. The data will be 

retained on the Maynooth University OneDrive server. The anonymous data sets will be kept for ten years. All 

data will be destroyed by me. Manual data will be shredded confidentially, and electronic data will be deleted by 

the researcher in Maynooth University. Any data with identifiable information will be deleted by September 

2022. 

 

What will happen to the results?   

The research will be written up and presented as a Masters degree thesis. Additionally, data and information 

from this research may possibly be used in the future for presentations on this topic, future papers, or a research 

presentation in educational conferences. 

A copy of the research findings will be made available to you upon request. 
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What if there is a problem?  

If during your participation in this study you feel the information and guidelines that you 

were given have been neglected or disregarded in any way, or if you are unhappy about the 

process, please contact the Secretary of the Maynooth University Ethics Committee at 

research.ethics@mu.ie or +353 (0)1 708 6019. Please be assured that your concerns will be 

dealt with in a sensitive manner. 

 

For your information the Data Controller for this research project is Maynooth University, 

Maynooth, Co. Kildare. Maynooth University Data Protection officer is Ann McKeon in 

Humanity house, room 17, who can be contacted at ann.mckeon@mu.ie.  Maynooth 

University Data Privacy policies can be found at https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-

protection.  
 

 

 

Due consideration will have to be taken of the NPHET guidelines as well as directions from the Deptartment of 

Education and Government of Ireland on the permissibility of research in person.  

 

 

Any further queries?   

If you need any further information, you can contact me: ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie 

 

If you are happy for research to take place in your school, please see the attached informed consent document.  

 

Thank you for taking the time to read this 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:research.ethics@mu.ie
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Appendix A.5 Informed Consent Document for Principal and Chairperson of Board of 

Management 

 

Research Title:  Teaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET practice beyond deficit 

teaching 

Researcher: Ellen Butterly (ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie)  

Supervisor: Dr David Gibson (david.gibson@mu.ie)  

 

Clarification of the Purpose of Research  

The aim of this research is to explore opportunities to challenge deficit based teaching in SET through self-study 

action research and qualitative research by Ellen Butterly.  The research is being carried out as part of Masters 

in Education. 

 

Confirmation of requirements as highlighted in the Plain Language Statement 

School teachers, SET teachers and SNA practitioners will be interviewed by Ellen Butterly on themes of 
inclusion, voice, care and relationality in primary education. A SET teacher will be invited to act as a critical 

friend for Ellen Butterly and discuss aspects of Ellenôs SET practice. Ellen Butterly will contact and invite 

potential participants to take part in the research in a format approved by the Chairperson of the BoM or the 

Principal. 

 

Confirmation that Involvement in the Research Study is voluntary 

The school can withdraw from participation in this study at any time. A decision to withdraw at any time, or a 

decision to limit that type of research activity, can be made without any reason 

 

Confirmation of Arrangements to protect Confidentiality of Data 

Arrangements to protect anonymity and confidentiality of data have been explained to me. I am aware that the 

confidentiality of information provided is subject to legal limitations.  

 

Please tick the Yes or No box for each statement below:    NO                  YES  

I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me).                              

I understand the information provided                                                                        

It has been explained to me how my data will be managed and that I may access it on request. 

            

I understand the limits of confidentiality as described in the information sheet     

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study.                            

I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions       

 

 

I have read and understood the information in this form. My questions and concerns have been answered by the 

researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form. Therefore, I consent to take part in this research project 

 

Signature: ________________________                      Name in BLOCK CAPITALS: _____________________ 

 

Date:  

 

mailto:ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie
mailto:david.gibson@mu.ie
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If during your participation in this study you feel the information and guidelines that you were given have been 

neglected or disregarded in any way, or if you are unhappy about the process, please contact the Secretary of 

the Maynooth University Ethics Committee at research.ethics@mu.ie or +353 (0)1 708 6019. Please be assured 

that your concerns will be dealt with in a sensitive manner. 

 

For your information the Data Controller for this research project is Maynooth University, Maynooth, Co. 

Kildare. Maynooth University Data Protection officer is Ann McKeon in Humanity house, room 17, who can be 

contacted at ann.mckeon@mu.ie.  Maynooth University Data Privacy policies can be found at 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-protection 
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Appendix A.6 Informed Consent Document for Interviews with School Staff 

 

Research Title:  Teaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET practice 

beyond deficit teaching 

Researcher: Ellen Butterly (ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie)  

Supervisor: Dr David Gibson (david.gibson@mu.ie)  

 

Clarification of the Purpose of Research  

The aim of this research is to explore opportunities to challenge deficit based teaching in SET 

through self-study action research and qualitative research by Ellen Butterly.  The research is 

being carried out as part of Masters in Education. 

 

Confirmation of requirements as highlighted in the Plain Language Statement 

I will participate in one interview in person or via Microsoft Teams that will be audio 

recorded.  

 

Confirmation that Involvement in the Research Study is voluntary 

I know that participating in the research is voluntary. I can withdraw from the research 

process at any stage. During the interview I may pause, skip, stop or withdraw from the 

research also. 

 

Confirmation of Arrangements to protect Confidentiality of Data 

Arrangements to protect anonymity and confidentiality of data have been explained to me. I 

am aware that the confidentiality of information provided is subject to legal limitations.  

 

Please tick the Yes or No box for each statement below:  NO                   YES  

I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me).        

I understand the information provided                                                   

 

It has been explained to me how my data will be managed and that I may access it on request.

            

I understand the limits of confidentiality as described in the information sheet   

            

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study.       

I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions      

mailto:ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie
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I have read and understood the information in this form. My questions and concerns have 

been answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form. Therefore, I 

consent to take part in this research project 

 

 

Signature: ________________________       

 

Name in BLOCK CAPITALS : _____________________ 

 

Date:  _______________ 

 

If during your participation in this study you feel the information and guidelines that you 

were given have been neglected or disregarded in any way, or if you are unhappy about the 

process, please contact the Secretary of the Maynooth University Ethics Committee at 

research.ethics@mu.ie or +353 (0)1 708 6019. Please be assured that your concerns will be 

dealt with in a sensitive manner. 

 

For your information the Data Controller for this research project is Maynooth University, 

Maynooth, Co. Kildare. Maynooth University Data Protection officer is Ann McKeon in 

Humanity house, room 17, who can be contacted at ann.mckeon@mu.ie.  Maynooth 

University Data Privacy policies can be found at https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-

protection.  
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Appendix A.7 Informed Consent Document for Critical Friend 

 

Research Title:  Teaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET practice 

beyond deficit teaching 

Researcher: Ellen Butterly (ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie)  

Supervisor: Dr David Gibson (david.gibson@mu.ie)  

 

Clarification of the Purpose of Research  

The aim of this research is to explore opportunities to challenge deficit based teaching in SET 

through self-study action research and qualitative research by Ellen Butterly.  The research is 

being carried out as part of Masters in Education. 

 

Confirmation of requirements as highlighted in the Plain Language Statement 

I will act as a critical friend for Ellen Butterly and discuss her practice, at four different times 

during the research project.  

 

Confirmatio n that Involvement in the Research Study is voluntary 

I know that participating in the research is voluntary. I can withdraw from the research 

process at any stage. During discussion I can avoid, pause or withdraw from the conversation 

without providing a reason.  

 

Confirmation of Arrangements to protect Confidentiality of Data 

Arrangements to protect anonymity and confidentiality of data have been explained to me. I 

am aware that the confidentiality of information provided is subject to legal limitations.  

 

Please tick the Yes or No box for each statement below:  NO                   YES  

I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me).         

I understand the information provided                                        

 

It has been explained to me how my data will be managed and that I may access it on request.

            

I understand the limits of confidentiality as described in the information sheet   

            

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study.      

I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions      

 

mailto:ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie
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I have read and understood the information in this form. My questions and concerns have 

been answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form. Therefore, I 

consent to take part in this research project 

 

Signature: ________________________                        

 

Name in BLOCK CAPITALS : _____________________ 

 

Date:  _______________ 

 

If during your participation in this study you feel the information and guidelines that you 

were given have been neglected or disregarded in any way, or if you are unhappy about the 

process, please contact the Secretary of the Maynooth University Ethics Committee at 

research.ethics@mu.ie or +353 (0)1 708 6019. Please be assured that your concerns will be 

dealt with in a sensitive manner. 

 

For your information the Data Controller for this research project is Maynooth University, 

Maynooth, Co. Kildare. Maynooth University Data Protection officer is Ann McKeon in 

Humanity house, room 17, who can be contacted at ann.mckeon@mu.ie.  Maynooth 

University Data Privacy policies can be found at https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-

protection. 
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Appendix A.8 Informed Consent Document for Interviews with Educational 

Professionals 

 

Research Title:  Teaching with Inclusion: A self-study enquiry orientated to SET practice beyond deficit 

teaching 

Researcher: Ellen Butterly (ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie)  

Supervisor: Dr David Gibson (david.gibson@mu.ie)  

 

Clarification of the Purpose of Research  

The aim of this research is to explore opportunities to challenge deficit based teaching in SET 

through self-study action research and qualitative research by Ellen Butterly.  The research is 

being carried out as part of Masters in Education. 

 

Confirmation of requirements as highlighted in the Plain Language Statement 

I will participate in one interview in person or via Microsoft Teams that will be audio 

recorded.  

 

Confirmation that Involvement in the Research Study is voluntary 

I know that participating in the research is voluntary. I can withdraw from the research 

process at any stage. During the interview I may pause, skip, stop or withdraw from the 

research also. 

 

Confirmation of Arrangements to protect Confidentiality of Data 

Arrangements to protect anonymity and confidentiality of data have been explained to me. I 

am aware that the confidentiality of information provided is subject to legal limitations.  

 

Please tick the Yes or No box for each statement below:  NO                   YES  

I have read the Plain Language Statement (or had it read to me).     

I understand the information provided                                                   

It has been explained to me how my data will be managed and that I may access it on request.

            

I understand the limits of confidentiality as described in the information sheet   

            

I have had an opportunity to ask questions and discuss this study.      

I have received satisfactory answers to all my questions      

 

I have read and understood the information in this form. My questions and concerns have 

been answered by the researchers, and I have a copy of this consent form. Therefore, I 

mailto:ellen.butterly.2022@mumail.ie
mailto:david.gibson@mu.ie
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consent to take part in this research project 

 

Signature: ________________________                        

 

Name in BLOCK CAPITALS : _____________________ 

 

Date:  _______________ 

 

If during your participation in this study you feel the information and guidelines that you 

were given have been neglected or disregarded in any way, or if you are unhappy about the 

process, please contact the Secretary of the Maynooth University Ethics Committee at 

research.ethics@mu.ie or +353 (0)1 708 6019. Please be assured that your concerns will be 

dealt with in a sensitive manner. 

 

For your information the Data Controller for this research project is Maynooth University, 

Maynooth, Co. Kildare. Maynooth University Data Protection officer is Ann McKeon in 

Humanity house, room 17, who can be contacted at ann.mckeon@mu.ie.  Maynooth 

University Data Privacy policies can be found at https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/data-

protection.  
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Appendix A.9 Research Questions for Interview Participants with School Staff 

 

Relationality 
The Teaching Council seeks to develop positive relationships within the school community, that are 
characterised by professional integrity and judgement. 

1. In regard to the teacher/SNA-student relationship, what importance do you place on the type 
of relationship between a teacher/SNA and student. 

2. How important is the student-teacher/SNA relationship in your role in primary education? 
3. Can you think about what is a good type of relationship between teacher/SNA and student? 

Please, describe. 
4. What are the risks in primary education if the relationship between teacher/SNA and student 

is poor? 
5. What are your thoughts on power and or power dynamics between teacher/SNA and students 

in primary education? 
 

Care: 
The Teaching Council places care as one of the four ethical values which underpin the standards of 
teaching, knowledge, skill, competence and conduct in their Code of Professional Conduct.  

1. What are your thoughts on the importance of care in primary education? 
2. What practices or actions do you think demonstrate or reflect care in primary education?  
3. What does care look like in your professional practice? 
4. In respect of students who receive additional support (have a school support plan or school 

support plus plan), what practices or actions do you think demonstrate or reflect care? 
5. Do you think there are any further opportunities for care in the primary school classroom and 

or additional support? 
 

Voice: 
Article 12 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child states that children have a right 
to form their own views and to freely express their views in accordance with their age and maturity. 

1. Do you agree that children should have this right? Do you think it is respected in primary 
education? 

2. What activities or practices, if any, provide students with the opportunity to form and express 
their views in accordance with their abilities in primary education? 

3. What activities or practices, if any, provide students with the opportunity to form and express 
their views in accordance with their abilities in additional support education? 

4. What importance, if any, does student voice have in your practice? 
5. Do you think there are any further opportunities to value, encourage, support or foster student 

voice in the primary school classroom and or additional support? 
 

Inclusion: 
1. Based on your experiences in primary education, do you think Irish primary schools practice 

inclusion appropriately?  
2. Do you think special education provided in Ireland is appropriate in its current format? What 

are the strengths and limitations of special education? 
3. What does a commitment to inclusion in primary education ask of you 

a. In respect of the relationships between you and your students? 
b. In the way you practice care? 
c. In the importance you afford to student voice? 
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Appendix A.10 Research Questions for Education Professionals 

 

Relationality 

The Teaching Council seeks to develop positive relationships within the school community, that are 
characterised by professional integrity and judgement. 

1. In regard to the teacher/SNA-student relationship, what importance do you place on the type 
of relationship between a teacher/SNA and student. 

2. Can you think about what is a good type of relationship between teacher/SNA and student? 
Please, describe. 

3. What are the risks in primary education if the relationship between teacher/SNA and student 
is poor? 

4. What are your thoughts on power and or power dynamics between teacher/SNA and students 
in primary education? 

 
Care: 
The Teaching Council places care as one of the four ethical values which underpin the standards of 
teaching, knowledge, skill, competence and conduct in their Code of Professional Conduct.  

1. What are your thoughts on the importance of care in primary education? 
2. What practices or actions do you think demonstrate or reflect care in primary education?  
3. In respect of students who receive additional support (have a school support plan or school 

support plus plan), what practices or actions do you think demonstrate or reflect care? 
4. Do you think there are any further opportunities for care in the primary school classroom and 

or additional support? 
 

Voice: 
Article 12 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child states that children have a right 
to form their own views and to freely express their views in accordance with their age and maturity. 

1. Do you agree that children should have this right? Do you think it is respected in primary 
education? 

2. What activities or practices, if any, provide students with the opportunity to form and express 
their views in accordance with their abilities in primary education? 

3. What activities or practices, if any, provide students with the opportunity to form and express 
their views in accordance with their abilities in additional support education? 

4. Do you think there are any further opportunities to value, encourage, support or foster student 
voice in the primary school classroom and or additional support? 

 

Inclusion: 
1. Based on your experiences in primary education, do you think Irish Primary schools practice 

inclusion appropriately?  
2. Do you think special education provided in Ireland is appropriate in its current format? What 

are the strengths and limitations of special education? 
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Appendix B: Research Instruments 
 

Appendix B.1 Initial Action Research Timetable 

 

Date: Intervention: 

Week of 17/01/22 Circle Time Discussion no. 1 & reflection 

Week of 31/01/22 Must Do, Can Do (introduction & trial with 5th class students) 

Week of 07/02/22 Reflect on óMust Do, Can Doô and make any necessary 

changes 

Complete Two Stars and a Wish no. 1 

Interview no. 1 with colleague (class teacher) 

Week of 14/02/22 Must Do, Can Do no. 1 

Reflect on Two Stars and a Wish no. 1 

Discussion with critical friend 

Interview no. 2 with colleague (SNA) 

Week of 21/02/22 

(midterm 24th & 25th Feb) 

Reflect on óMust Do, Can Doô no. 1 and make further changes 

needed 

Interview no. 3 with colleague (SET)  
Week of 28/02/22 óMust Do, Can Doô no. 2 

Observation from Critical Friend and discussion afterwards 

Week of 07/03/22 Reflect on óMust Do, Can Doô no. 2 and make any final 

changes 

Complete Two Stars and a Wish no. 2 

Week of 14/03/22 Must Do, Can Do no. 3 

Week of 21/03/22 Reflect on Must Do, Can Do no. 3 

Complete Two Stars and a Wish no. 3 

Final discussion with Critical Friend 

Week of 28/03/22 Interview with two educational professionals 

Week of 04/04/22 Interview with two educational professionals 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 130 

Appendix B.2 Circle Time Discussion Rules and Questions Cycle One 

 

Circle Time Rules 

Only one person to speak at a time 

You must be holding the speaking object when talking 

Respect everyoneôs opinions 

Listen carefully when others are speaking 

There are no right or wrong answers 

Do not laugh at what someone else says 

Everyone has the right to pass 

 

Prompting Questions 

1. How do you feel about coming to my room for literacy/maths support?  

2. What is your favourite/least favourite thing about it? 

3. Do others in your class ever ask you about it? 

4. Do you like coming out in a group/on your own? Why/why not? 

5. Could you give any tips on how I could improve learning support? 

6. Are there new/different types of activities you would like to do with me? 

7. Do you like having two teachers at school? Why/why not? 
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Appendix B.3 Circle Time Discussion Rules and Questions Cycle Four 

 

Circle Time Rules 

Only one person to speak at a time 

You must be holding the speaking object when talking 

Respect everyoneôs opinions 

Listen carefully when others are speaking 

There are no right or wrong answers 

Do not laugh at what someone else says 

Everyone has the right to pass 

 

Prompting Questions 

1. How do you feel about coming to my room for literacy/maths support?  

2. Has your opinion about this changed? Why/why not? 

3. What do you think of the new activities we have been doing? - Two Stars and a Wish, 

Must-Do, Can-Do? 

4. Do you prefer the weeks when we do these activities or the weeks when we do not? 

5. How does it impact your learning? 

6. Do you like being able to give your opinions on your learning through Two Stars and 

a Wish? 

7. What do you like/dislike about the Must-Do, Can-Do activities  

8. Have you told any of your friends/anyone at home about the new activities we are 

doing?  

9. Do you think there are any other ways I can improve my teaching? 

10. Do you have any other suggestions or anything else you would like to say? 
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Appendix B.4 Two Stars and a Wish Template 

 

 
Two Stars and a Wish  
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Appendix B.5 Must-Do, Can-Do Blank Template 

 

Must - Do ṉ  
Can- Do 

1.                                           

 
A.  

  

B.  

2.     

 
C.   

  

D.   

3.      

 
E.   

  

F.   

4.      

 
G.   

  

H.   
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Appendix B.6 Must-Do, Can-Do Cycles One and Two 

 

Week of 31/01/2022  

 

 

Week of 14/02/2022  
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Appendix B.7 Must-Do, Can-Do Cycle Three 

 
Week of 28/02/ 2022 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 






























































































































