
Shared knowledge construction in Participatory Action Research:

perceptions of researchers and educational community

This study explores Participatory Action Research (PAR) as a practice that promotes

collaborative knowledge construction between researchers and participants. Within this

framework, a PAR experience carried out for the transformation of a school in the

province of Valencia (Spain) is explored. The aim is to analyse the shared construction

of knowledge during the process and the changes produced through the perceptions of

the educational community and the research group. From a qualitative methodology, a

case study is elaborated through the analysis of documents produced during the

research and ad hoc focus groups, and the data obtained are analysed following a mixed

categorization. The results show that the shared construction of knowledge during PAR

has led to the development of more horizontal roles and strategies between researchers

and participants, and changes towards a new school model, for which the improvement

of the participation of the agents involved has been key. Elements that invite reflection

on the shared construction of knowledge through PAR are discussed, among which

stand out the complexity of the researchers’ task, the timing, the articulation of the

students’ voice and the relationship between the type of research carried out and the

changes produced.
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Introduction

The challenges that must be addressed on the way to progress and social justice require

questioning hierarchies of power that are a source of inequality and marginalisation. This

power is manifested in the control exercised over knowledge when it comes to establishing

which epistemologies are legitimised to articulate social structures and dynamics. In relation

to this, from the study of the democratisation of knowledge, Hall and Tandon (2017) state

that university institutions hold only a small part of knowledge at the global level.

This is why research practices that contribute to the decolonization of knowledge are

required through a deeper analysis of knowledge and how it is constructed, transmitted and



becomes an agent of transformation. In this sense, it is appropriate to study the potential of

Participatory Action Research to address this issue, since it is a methodology that

democratises the process by actively involving stakeholders as research partners and

empowering them to reflect and transform their reality (Stern 2019).

Thus, this research aims to investigate the shared construction of knowledge in a

Participatory Action Research experience carried out in a rural school (province of Valencia,

Spain), where the educational community and the researchers of the MEICRI (Educational

Improvement and Critical Citizenship) research group have collaboratively investigated to

improve and transform this school.

Participatory Action Research

Participatory Action Research ('PAR' hereafter), as a collaborative and cooperative research

process that seeks to empower stakeholders and achieve social change (Baldwin 2012), can

be described through four fundamental features: collaborative culture, democratic

participation, sense of belonging and social transformation.

Collaborative culture and democratic participation. PAR involves researching with

participants so that "the subject-object relationship is transformed into a subject-subject

relationship through dialogue" (Anderson 2017, 437). It takes the form of a democratic and

transparent research method in which the design, implementation, analysis and dissemination

are carried out collaboratively and from a horizontal and equal relationship between

researchers and groups of people involved in the reality being studied (Guishard 2009).

Sense of belonging. PAR takes into account the cultural, social, political and economic

realities of the context in which it is carried out and the personal experiences of the

individuals involved (Brydon-Miller and Maguire 2009). In this sense, participants jointly



interpret the elements that are key in their community (Arcidiacono et al. 2017) and

recognize matters that need to be addressed and how to act upon them (Dudgeon et al. 2017).

Social transformation. The action component emerges as a key element since PAR

focuses on a given context in which research is integrated with practice to produce substantial

changes within the framework of social justice (Mackenzie et al. 2012; Guy et al. 2020).

Participants bring into consideration shared values, beliefs, experiences, etc. to produce

changes in the environment that contribute to the common good (Blackstock et al. 2007).

Shared knowledge construction

The elements described above suggest the capacity of PAR to open up and democratise the

research process, giving greater prominence to the context and participants in the production

of knowledge. Thus, PAR requires thinking about the practices in which researchers and

participants construct knowledge in a shared manner. Several authors have documented these

processes under different terms, such as co-creation (Skipper and Pepler 2020), co-production

(Campbell and Vanderhoven 2016) or cogeneration (Donato et al. 2021) of knowledge, but

with the same underlying idea.

Pavvola and Hakkarainen's (2005) metaphor of knowledge creation states that knowledge

creation is not just a dialogic process in which only direct communication between

individuals is taken into account, but it should also be understood from a trialogical approach,

which implies developing a set of shared practices and tools through which this dialogue

takes place, and which are continuously evolving. Moreover, the shared construction of

knowledge requires multidirectional interaction strategies (Landry et al. 2008) and

developing interdependent relationships (Skipper and Pepler 2020) between researchers and

agents, as well as the negotiation and redistribution of power that calls into question the

position of researchers in terms of the control they exercise over the research process (Darby



2017). This way of producing knowledge incorporates new narratives from voices that have

hitherto been silenced (Cook et al. 2019). Participants are not only bearers of information, but

they become aware of and take responsibility for the knowledge they possess and use it to

generate new knowledge with other subjects (Damsa et al. 2010). Shared knowledge is

configured according to the culture, dynamics and identity held in common by individuals in

the context in question. Thus, the tacit and local knowledge owned by each individual is

interpreted, reconfigured and adapted through social interaction until it becomes

institutionalised public knowledge (Chang 2018), and personal identities are linked to that

institutional identity (Glaés-Coutts and Nilsson 2021). In this way, the knowledge generated

is applicable and relevant to the environment and, therefore, likely to contribute to the

solution of societal problems and challenges (Campbell and Vanderhoven 2016), as well as

promote equality and emancipation (Wynne-Jones et al. 2015).

Table 1 relates the above to the features of PAR in order to try to understand it as a

type of research that promotes the shared construction of knowledge.

<Please insert ‘Table 1: Relation between PAR and shared knowledge construction’
near here.>

In the context of school application, Anderson (2017) points out PAR as an

epistemology of transformation in which the knowledge of students, teachers and the

community is legitimised, and alliances are created among these agents to build alternative

power structures to achieve the desired changes. In relation to this issue, Diez (2013)

describes an experience of PAR in which innovation and change are sought in an educational

cent with the involvement of all the voices of the organisation in a shared process of

reflection and debate that results in a consensual definition of its school culture as well as the

strategies and actions needed to achieve it.



On the other hand, PAR guarantees children's right to participate while contributing to

challenge adult-centrism (Shamrova and Cummings 2017) and implies giving voice to the

students’ vision of their environment and experiences as well as defining what they are

interested in learning (Shabel 2014). Thus, learning that occurs dialogically and

collaboratively entails a process in which students contrast their personal views and

participate democratically in the construction of knowledge (Omodan 2019). Furthermore,

according to Weinberg et al. (2018), PAR serves to educate in social justice and empower

students in the transformation of their school, their community and themselves.

Based on the above, the central question posed by this study is how the PAR cycles

developed in a rural centre have promoted the construction of knowledge in a shared manner

by the agents of the educational community and the researchers, and what perception they

have of the transformations produced in the school as a result of the process.

Method

Research context

This research has been carried out in a ‘Colegio Rural Agrupado’ (CRA), which is an

educational centre made up of several small rural schools located in different municipalities

but functioning as a single administrative structure and sharing resources and subject

teachers. The CRA Benavites-Quart de les Valls, where this study is framed, was constituted

as a rural grouped school in the 2005/2006 school year and it has two buildings located in

two villages in the province of Valencia: one with 638 inhabitants and the other with 1024

inhabitants (INE, n.d.).

During five school years, between 2013 and 2020, the CRA has developed a process

of change towards a more inclusive and intercultural educational model, more linked to its

territory. For this, they requested the accompaniment of the MEICRI research group of the



Universitat Jaume I (Castelló de la Plana) , so we suggested a PAR process as advisors and

critical friends (Sales et al. 2021).

In the first cycle of PAR (2013-2014), the classroom and management practices of the

centre were revised to analyse its democratisation through the improvement of community

participation (Lozano et al. 2014); in the second cycle (2014-2016), the emphasis was placed

on the key elements that favour citizen participation to produce not only school change, but

also to link to the territory and make the school an agent of social change (Moliner, Sales, and

Sanahuja 2017); in the third cycle (2016-2018), the communicative practices of the centre are

investigated, and a greater reciprocity and horizontality is sought in communications between

members of the educational community (Lozano et al. 2018); finally, in the fourth cycle

(2018-2020), the problematization and reformulation of curricular practices are deepened to

link them to the territory and turn students into co-researchers of their own reality (Sales,

Traver, and Moliner 2019).

Following this process of transformation, there is an interest in questioning the way in

which the agents involved in these PAR cycles have constructed knowledge, as well as the

changes that have taken place. In this direction, the following research questions are posed:

(1) How has the process of knowledge construction taken place?; (2) What changes have

occurred in the school through the shared construction of knowledge?

Thus, the main objective of the research is to analyse the shared construction of

knowledge in the PAR cycles and the changes introduced from the point of view and

discourses of the participants, both the agents of the educational community (students,

families and teachers) and the researchers of the MEICRI research group. From this general

purpose, the following specific objectives are derived: (a) To delimit the key elements that

have guided the knowledge building process in PAR, based on the participants’ perceptions



of the process; (b) To describe the changes perceived by the participants in the school as a

result of building knowledge in a shared manner through PAR.

Methodology

The research consists of an intrinsic case study (Stake 1995) since it focuses on the

singularization of a specific PAR experience in order to understand the dynamics of shared

knowledge construction that have occurred in that particular context. In addition, a qualitative

methodology is used based on the narratives offered by the research participants (Arnold

2011).

Data production

In order to obtain the information that answers the research questions, we have resorted to the

analysis of information from documents generated on the PAR process over the last 8 years,

and the focus group as an ad hoc instrument for this study.

What was initially a demand for training by teachers was renegotiated in a

communitarian assembly as a PAR process between the trainers (researchers) and the school

community. The following documents generated during the research process have been used:

a) Researchers’ team diary: a document written by the researchers throughout the

PAR process and shared on a collaborative platform with the participants, to

contrast views on the joint working sessions.

b) Minutes of Participatory Social Diagnosis (PSD) dynamics: techniques to

facilitate opportunities for collective reflection that include collaborative detection

of problems and planning of solutions in feedback sessions (Aguirre

Garcia-Carpintero et al. 2018). The PSD techniques were designed together with

the Coordinating Commission and were developed and evaluated in Open Days

with the whole educational community.



c) Interviews with teachers and focus groups with members of the educational

community: At the end of each cycle, interviews and focus groups were added to

the dialogical diary and the DSP techniques, which were conducted by the

researchers, in their role as facilitators of the PAR process, with the aim of

drawing conclusions about the process from different points of view. The script of

questions was previously proposed and supported with infographics on the

activities carried out in the PAR cycles to make it more accessible to the

participants. These instruments addressed the ideals or beliefs about the school

model being pursued, the principles and values that guide the process towards this

model, as well as the practices implemented to achieve it. The aim is to gather the

perceptions of the participants that allow us to assess the impact of the knowledge

generated on the PAR process and the school model.

d) Transcripts of the School Council or Coordinating Commission: this is the school

governing structure composed by members of the whole educational community

e) Scientific articles on PAR cycles published by researchers.

Consequently, in all the PAR process, the objectives of the research were negotiated

with the participants and their consent to be recorded was obtained and for the information to

be used for the agreed dissemination purposes. Table 2 summarises the data production

instruments and shows the triangulation of participants and techniques that have been carried

out.

<Please insert ‘Table 2: Data production instruments and participants’ near here>

Data Analysis

A mixed content analysis was carried out based on the theoretical categories of PAR and

shared knowledge construction; this was initially deductive and subsequently inductive, with



new empirical categories emerging from the data (Thomas 2006). These categories were

validated by saturation and triangulation of participants and instruments (See Table 3).

<Please insert ‘Table 3: Emerging categories’ near here>

Findings

Figure 1 associates each of the research questions with the emerging categories that arise

from the inductive analysis, which organise the results.

<Please insert ‘Figure 1: Relation between research questions and emerging categories’ near

here>.

How has the knowledge construction process occurred?

Figures 2 and 3 provide a conceptual map summarising the results for each of the two

categories of analysis corresponding to the first research question.

Negotiation and evolution of roles

<Please insert ‘Figure 2: Results about ‘Negotiation and evolution of roles’ near here>

The relationship between researchers and agents of the educational community during the

PAR cycles has required reflection, clarification and transformation of the role played by

each party in terms of leadership and decision making.

From the beginning, as teachers trainers, we have tried to avoid the role of experts,

seeking to place ourselves on a more horizontal position in order to become facilitators and

companions. However, we state that we have had to learn not to take the role we play for

granted, since sometimes it has been the members of the educational community themselves

who have placed us in this expert position during the first counselling and training sessions:



We wanted to be one more voice, and that they let us be one more voice, and it was not

always easy because sometimes they did not want us to be one more voice, but the expert

voice. (FG_R)

Although this has not always been achieved, during the second and third year, the

educational community and researchers have been encouraged to place ourselves on the same

level of interdependence and shared decision-making, collaboratively organising Open Days

to explain the school project classroom observations to analyse didactic methodologies or

community assemblies to make decisions together:

These activities are important for you and us because this way we all learn. (FG_S)

We evolve all parts. (FG_F)

The sense it has for us is that we could not investigate in any other way if we do not do it

from the school itself. (FG_R)

Thus, we have been developing and legitimising an accompaniment model in which

we have dynamized PSD activities, as well as sessions for the return and shared analysis of

the information collected in them, through “mirror” dynamics (timelines, social maps or

photovoices were analised together) and participatory evaluation (through dynamics as “I

congratulate-I criticise- I propose”), with the aim of recognizing and mobilising the

discourses of students, families and teachers:

We agreed to take advantage of the meeting to explain once again the role and place of

the [research group] in the process of school transformation and to specify among the

participants the way in which the data will be analysed in greater depth. [...] We talked

about the need to organise a conference to analyse the data and also to listen to the

different groups’ narratives about the day (including the children). (TD)

It is even stated that, during the second and third cycle, we have managed to move

from the role of companion or facilitator to that of co-investigator. Some concrete examples



of shared construction in which there has been a peer-to-peer relationship are the joint writing

of articles by teachers and researchers, as well as the common work of both parties in

communicating the results of the school's PAR projects at international congresses and

experience-sharing sessions with other schools:

I remember the moment when for the first time we talked about the project, and it was

outside the school, specifically in Switzerland [...] with the teachers in a congress, in

another language, and agreeing on how we were going to tell it, what we were going to

share, .... (FG_R)

With all this, reflection and feedback among the various agents has been achieved on

an egalitarian level through the dynamics and participatory sessions. From the

democratisation of the discourses, a complex and diverse story has been built from different

points of view that dialogue and interact. In the fourth PAR cycle students undertook a

service-learning project as a research project to renovate their school building, taking the lead

in action and change:

When you come, I feel at ease because you ask us questions, we talk to you, and that way

you see what we do, and it is easier to investigate. (FG_S)

On the one hand, the agents of the educational community have been appropriating

the knowledge generated, empowering themselves and articulating those voices that tend to

be more invisible:

For me as a mother, it has brought me satisfaction to see how the children, at this age,

have been very capable, but very capable. […] How they develop it and how they

research ... to see that there are ways to set a goal and that they are capable of doing

things as adults. (FG)

On the other hand, this has allowed us, the researchers, to find a humbler position

from which carry out our work, being accepted as another voice, and we have had the



opportunity to question our position of power, legitimising other knowledge and configuring

our own learning process from the shared construction of knowledge:

The role of expert researcher is transformed into a person who, in addition to what he/she

does, is learning, and I think that is the height. (FG_R)

Interaction elements

<Please insert ‘Figure 3: Results about ‘Interaction elements’ near here>

The strategies used by the agents of the educational community and the researchers to carry

out the PAR process cannot be understood separately from the roles we have assumed, but

rather as a bidirectional relationship. In this sense, in a manner consistent with the roles, the

need has arisen to seek forms of interaction also understood from a horizontal and egalitarian

relationship. At the same time, these strategies have created bonds based on commitment and

mutual trust between the different parties, and these bonds of union have driven the roles to

evolve during the process towards co-research. From the second PAR cycle onwards, the

school community took ownership of the project: families claimed their place in the working

commissions, the teaching staff began to feel that they were leaders in the process and the

training sessions with researchers became collaborative work on their project:

We have also been evolving in the roles and in the relationship between us because they

have totally trusted that we were going to be with them and that we were going to

commit ourselves to the project, and that they were making it their own. (FG_R)

Participants highlight the use of dialogic interaction strategies as a good tool for

managing differences of opinion and conflicts and understanding differences in a positive

way. For example, in the School Council, they point out that it is not always necessary to seek

consensus but that, through dialogue and respect for the beliefs of others, they have



legitimised disagreement, understanding it as a richness and an opportunity to articulate their

common project around the diverse views of the entire educational community:

It is important to know how to discuss, because many times ideas and beliefs are

polarised. So, it is necessary to go beyond, to overcome that obstacle and not to reach a

consensus, but to work on the basis of dissent. (FG_F)

On the other side, we point out as a facilitating aspect the use of accessible languages

and communicative formats (infographics, panels, audio-visual clips) in such a way that we

could bring the discourses closer to the agents of the educational community, so that they

could also express themselves, and generate from there a more participatory space for

dialogue, for example in the sessions for the detection of needs or proposals for action, where

children, old people, councillors or neighbours participated. In addition, we also consider a

challenge to return the information collected with the precaution of giving the school agents

themselves the opportunity to be the ones to analyse it.

Finally, both teachers and researchers agree in considering time as an issue to be

reviewed. Between the second and third PAR cycle, from the photovoice at the beginning of

the course to the "Socratic wheel" dynamic to collectively evaluate different proposals for

action, almost at the end of the semester, so much time passed that some of them became

unfeasible or outdated. The different work tempos between the university research group and

the school have conditioned and limited the proposals for action in the PAR process:

We may consider that we are far behind what we are really experiencing. [...] when they

start the PAR process and do the feedback, when they give us back that data, we see that

we don't need that concrete thing now. (FG_T)

What changes have occurred in the school as a result of the shared construction of

knowledge?

Figures 4 and 5 provide a conceptual map summarising the results for each of the two



categories corresponding to the second research question.

Shared construction of the school model

<Please insert ‘Figure 4: Results about ‘Shared construction of the school model’ near here>

The transformation of the school through the PAR cycles has generated a school model that

has been worked on, discussed and reflected upon by the educational community as a whole.

This school model has been configured as more participatory and democratic throughout the

process, as the agents have been modelling and building their identity as a group:

I believe it is a model that has been seeking and finding new spaces and new times to

participate, and that has rethought a lot its idea of what the educational community was

and who they were. (FG_R)

As a result, teachers find the need to document and support in a new Educational

Project of the Centre (official document that defines the school's identity and educational

model) all those aspects that have transformed the school. This is a document that, in their

opinion, should provide clear, precise and unequivocal information so that there is no room

for doubt as to which model is being defended:

As this school had already gained a certain reputation, many people came with a

preconceived idea that was not the reality. The 'word of mouth' was reaching the families

and each one was getting what was convenient for them, and that when they arrived at

the centre creates a conflict, because everyone has an idea. [...] Therefore, the solution

has been to sit down and write it down. (FG_T)

Participants identify elements that illustrate this new model and promote a sense of

belonging to the school. This linkage is reflected mainly through the signs of identity and

symbols that have been created in the transformation process.



Among the various signs of identity pointed out at a particular level, one is identified

whose importance is shared by all the voices consulted: the link between the school and its

territory. This connection to the environment emerges as a key element for understanding the

democratic, intercultural and inclusive school model towards which they are moving, through

the community detection of needs at Open Days, the service-learning projects (the Village

Book, the school building refurbishment), the communication campaigns via social networks

for the experience-sharing days between schools:

Without this relationship [school-territory] there are things that could not be done or

would be done much worse. (FG_S)

In addition, the educational community has developed its own symbols, among which

the school's logo and slogan stand out: "Som més que un CRA" ("We are more than a CRA",

as an administrative unit). These symbols are part of the idea of the school as a dynamic

entity, with its own identity and essence, and in which cohabit a group of people who share

the same project and the same values:

The logo and slogan mean that we are not only a school, but a very very big family

(FG_S).

It suggests to me that we can be much more than we are now (FG_F).

Finally, it is worth mentioning the Welcome Open Days held in the school itself and

also outside the school in emblematic locations in the villages. In these, the entire educational

community and the social agents of the municipalities are invited to attend, and PSD

dynamics are organised to jointly decide on the school model to be pursued, what is to be

changed and what the guiding principles should be. Both the educational community and the

researchers agree in positively valuing the joint Open Days, since they have been a powerful

cohesive element for the two educational communities of the two villages that make up the



grouped school, as opposed to other activities that were previously carried out separately and

generated fracture and competitiveness between municipalities.

Participation improvement

<Please insert ‘Figure 5. Results about ‘Participation improvement’ near here>

A central factor from which the participants articulate their perceptions of the changes

produced in the school is participation. It is clear that the PAR cycles have triggered a set of

dynamics, strategies and spaces that have led to an improvement in the participation of the

educational community.

At the same time, this improvement has guided and strengthened the shared

construction of the desired school model. To this purpose, the space for reflection generated

through the PSD dynamics has been key. Some of the techniques used that are most

significant for these purposes are (Aguirre Garcia-Carpintero et al. 2018): the 'timeline' in

which the educational community builds on a mural a collective reading of the school's

history; the ‘Socratic wheel’ used to prioritise the most appropriate actions from among a set

of previously decided action alternatives; and the ‘I congratulate, I criticise, I propose’

dynamic through which participants assess the school transformation process by formulating

positive aspects, issues to improve and proposals for further progress considering the

contribution of all the voices of the educational community.

Among these participatory dynamics, the intention to make visible and articulate the

voice of the students and their families, who are usually the most silenced, is especially

noteworthy. The consensual organisation of the Welcome Open Days is an example of this:



We begin by dividing families, students and teachers into three different classrooms for

the first part of the session. [...] Explain the reason why the different groups are

separated: all voices must be heard. [...] 19.20h. The heterogeneous groups begin to form.

To do so, we randomly hand out numbers to family members so that when students and

teachers enter the classroom, they are placed in the group that corresponds to them. They

are given post-it notes and a sheet of paper with the topics to be discussed. [...] 19.50h

We go outside. They begin to place the post-it notes on the mural. One researcher

explains that everything that appears on the mural is important because: [...] It has been

elaborated by all of us. (PSD)

In the community assemblies, agents have worked on the idea that it is not enough for

families to be present, but that they must also assume a commitment to the improvement of

the centre, a responsibility, and feel challenged. In this way, their involvement has been

increased and they have found ways to contribute their knowledge to the school, making

classroom observations, participating in service- learning projects or being part of mixed

work commissions, those in which the proposals for action are implemented by families,

teachers and students together:

To make the speech, all the mothers got together and wrote it in a cooperative way. In

their speech they showed the enthusiasm of a shared project. They were happy to count

on them to carry out this project and thanked all the people and institutions for their work

in making the project of "our school" possible. (TD)

However, during this transformation process, it became evident that the voice of the

students was still in the background and that it was difficult to articulate it:

In certain groups, the voice of the student was still silenced, and the voice of the leader

was still that of the teacher, with the exception of a couple of them [...] By silenced, I

mean that they did not speak unless they were asked their opinion [...] One student told

me "What they want is very different from what I want. I want grass on the soccer field,

and they want to talk more" (PSD).



Thus, from the awareness of this weakness, the improvement of student participation

has become the fundamental axis from which participatory proposals are formulated and

evolve:

Before, the only voice was that of the teachers. Then they tried to incorporate parents and

people from the town, but they forgot that the most important voice was that of the

students, and they were the ones who had the least voice. But then that has been

changing, and now the voice of the students is the most important and the strongest,

fortunately (FG_F).

It has been the students’ participation that has made the difference in the evolution,

realising that they did not have the adequate spaces or moments, that they were still too

much tutored or invisible, and I believe that the participatory proposals have been

evolving precisely thanks to the fact that we looked at how the students participated.

(FG_R)

In order to establish this improvement in the involvement of the various stakeholders,

during the fourth PAR cycle, new spaces for participation have emerged in the school, well

delimited and structured according to common limits and rules that are assumed by all the

members of the educational community. This is the case of the work commissions of which

the different agents are part to address specific issues, (IT, communication infrastructures,

library, etc). In addition, student assemblies have been created in which the students of the

different classrooms discuss what happens in the daily life of the centre and resolve conflicts

(homework, playground spaces, classroom rules).

However, not only have new spaces been created, but other existing ones have been

updated. The most significant case is the transformation of the School Council (the legal

representatives of the school community for democratic governance) into the so-called

Coordinating Commission. The law regulates the number of representatives of the

educational community that make up this body. However, in this school it has been expanded

to also incorporate the members of the aforementioned commissions, thus exceeding the



number established in the legislation, and in addition, any person from the educational

community is allowed to attend.

Nevertheless, some limitations are identified in this committee. Families are satisfied

with the openness of this council and the degree to which they are allowed to get involved.

However, the teachers themselves recognize that sometimes their voice emerges more

forcefully, a circumstance they attribute to a more holistic view of the reality of the school:

It seems that our voice has more weight, and it is because the teacher's view is much

more global than that of a family. A family will always have a more biased view because

it is based on the experience they are having with their son or daughter in the centre, [...]

But that is not because we are above them, but because when we tell and explain things,

they realise that we know things that families do not know. (FG_T)

But, undoubtedly, the most striking case is that of the students, in accordance with

what was mentioned above, since they are not present in this commission. Families and

researchers recognize that it is not a space adapted to favour their participation, while

teachers explain that they are the ones who bring to the Coordinating Committee the concerns

and needs expressed by the students in the classroom and in the school assemblies.

Another evidence of the improvement in participation is the review of classroom

practices. During the third PAR cycle, teachers opened the classrooms to families and

researchers to observe and analyse the methodologies used (cooperative learning,

project-based learning, learning corners, workshops). Observation templates were prepared,

and shared analysis sessions were held. After the observations in the classroom, in a “mirror”

dynamic, students and families contribute their opinion on teaching methodologies and make

the proposal to develop a Service Learning project, in order to situate learning through

linking curricular content with the needs of the immediate environment (a new school

building for future). In the moments of reflection inherent to the PAR process, it was noted

that "participation still occurs on the 'periphery' of the learning process (extracurricular



activities) and the need to focus it more on curricular practices has begun to become evident"

(Sales, Traver, and Moliner 2019, 180) (SA). For this reason, spaces for curriculum

negotiation have been generated in which teaching practices are questioned from a

socio-communitarian perspective. The goals of the Service Learning project were discussed

and agreed in the classrooms with students and families. Its development involved local

councils, professionals from the region and the neighbourhood. On this issue, the participants

maintain that the school participation model also implies democratising the school

curriculum, i.e., understanding that it should be constructed by all the members of the

educational community. In this regard, they consider that it entails an enrichment of learning

and an increase in the commitment and motivation of students with respect to school

dynamics:

If we wanted to do research on something we did a project on it, and it made you want to

learn more because it was what you wanted. (FG_S)

Quality relies on diversity and on the different models that our students can learn, not

only the teacher. (FG_T)

In addition, the opportunity given to families to become involved in what happens in

the classroom has also been beneficial in the sense of gaining confidence and, in some cases,

overcoming initial doubts about the new educational practices:

There were people who didn't quite agree that they were learning without books, in

corners, etc. That is why openness has been important. (FG_F)

After four PAR cycles, we have finished our accompaniment and the school continues

to hold its Open Days, community assemblies and meetings with other schools in the region

to continue generating collective knowledge and updating its project.



Discussion and conclusions

The case study shows that the adoption of more horizontal roles and strategies in the

Participatory Action Research process has empowered the educational community of the

CRA to actively participate in the transformation of the school towards a new model shared

by all the agents involved. In relation to this, the results obtained point in the direction that

PAR has enabled the mobilisation of the knowledge possessed by the research participants

and, in this way, that the knowledge generated in the process is built in a shared way to

produce changes in the school (Dudgeon et al. 2017).

It is observed how PAR, from democratic and inclusive approaches that combine

reflection and action, has triggered processes in which we exercise distributed leadership, and

participants are involved and empowered in decision-making (Dudgeon et al. 2017).

Collaborative work and the revision of power relations have enabled democratic

participation. Decision-making spaces and the negotiation of the curriculum have been

democratised. Local knowledge has been recognised and the active involvement of the

community has been encouraged. Thus, co-producing knowledge has led to transcending the

traditional frameworks of research from objectivity to the search for intersubjectivity between

participants and researchers, in line with the relationship of interdependence pointed out by

Skipper and Pepler (2020). We cease to situate ourselves in a distanced position with respect

to the context of study and the people who inhabit it to enter and become part of it, trying to

be one more member. As a consequence, research practice itself is a more complex process in

which we must constantly reconfigure our practice (Darby 2017) to become involved in the

context but, at the same time, take the appropriate precautions to avoid conditioning the

participants and legitimise our position as guides, far from expert models.

Furthermore, questioning and reflection have been required during the PAR process

among all parties, which calls on the search for interactive dynamics between the educational



community and the researchers in order to co-generate knowledge (Landry et al. 2008). Even

within the educational community, it happens that, for example, families and teachers

approach the same issue from different viewpoints. Perhaps the configuration of focus groups

in which these diverse voices interact could broaden and enrich the views and generate shared

times and spaces in which participants can qualify, complement or interpret their narratives.

In this sense, the results obtained point more significantly to the barrier to the process

posed by the fact that the educational community of the school and the researchers follow

different work rhythms. This issue opens up an interesting line of study that should seek to

identify, analyse and understand the facilitating and limiting factors that affect research times

in order to find mechanisms that harmonise the interaction between both parties.

The most substantial difference lies in the fact that we narrate our perceptions

alluding to a greater extent to the elements that characterise the PAR process itself, while the

actors of the educational community do not verbalise these aspects in such a notable way and

their view is more oriented towards the changes they perceive in the school.

With all this, the knowledge generated in research has been situated and rooted to the

context in which it is produced and to the values and cultural elements shared by the

educational community (Chang 2018; Glaés-Coutts and Nilsson 2021). In this way, it

contributes to the transformation of the participants, the school and its immediate

environment (Campbell and Vanderhoven 2016; Wynne-Jones et al. 2015). This linkage of

co-constructed knowledge between the school and the community, between the territory and

the school, has given a new sense of belonging as a community and has connected

institutional and cultural identities (Weinberg et al. 2018). The community feels part of a

common project, which is reflected in classroom practices and in the official school

documents.



In addition, it is worth highlighting the active and democratic participation of the

agents of the educational community in the daily life of the school as a fundamental element

in the construction of the school model (Damsa et al. 2010; Anderson 2017). To achieve this,

researchers and participants have needed to progressively create and provide themselves with

concrete structures of participation as a means to facilitate and promote this co-construction

of knowledge through dialogue, in accordance with the trialogical approach proposed by

Pavvola and Hakkarainen (2005). These are structures that host spaces and dynamics of

participation that first emerge in the PAR process and then end up being established in the

school.

In this way, the shared construction of knowledge is not only the means to achieve the

desired changes, but also an end in itself. The horizontality, egalitarian dialogue, and

democratisation of knowledge that characterise the PAR process are also identified in the

changes, structures and dynamics that have been permeating the school culture. For this

reason, the method employed is consistent with the school model being pursued: a radically

participatory research to build a school that is also participatory, capable of considering the

voices of all the actors in the community, with special attention to those that have

traditionally been more marginalised, such as the students and their families (Cook et al.

2019; Omodan 2019).

However, the information collected shows that the students’ voice has not yet been

articulated in all the spaces and moments of participation in the school, different from the

findings of Shamrova and Cummings (2017) on the capacity of PAR to challenge the

dominant position of adults. Despite the considerable increase in their participation,

leadership and decision-making on curriculum, classroom practices (Shabel 2014), as well as

in other spaces of the school such as assemblies, it is still a challenge for them to be present

and take action in more formal and institutionalised organs such as the Coordinating



Committee (Extended School Council). In this regard, a more in-depth study on how

knowledge is constructed in each of the different participation structures of the school could

shed more light on the causes that limit student empowerment in certain spaces, as well as

provide possible solutions.

In short, the experience described in this study contributes to the emerging literature

in the last decade that seeks and portrays meeting points between PAR and the shared

construction of knowledge (Anderson 2017). In this sense, it invites reflection on issues

related to the complexity of the researchers’ task of moving within these paradigms, the

timing of the research process, the vulnerability of the students’ voice, as well as the

correlation between the research practices used and the changes in the environment.
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