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Editorial 

The theme for this issue of the Hillary Place Papers was Rising to Contemporary Challenges in 
Education Research.  With our understanding of the long-term impacts of the Covid pandemic 
developing, this issue was interested in addressing how the pandemic has affected approaches 
to research, how researchers are coping with and improving their post-pandemic research 
processes and the challenges faced by researchers when iden�fying, recrui�ng, and working with 
par�cipants.  Papers included in this issue explored various aspects of the authors’ interac�ons 
with par�cipants, such as posi�onality and collabora�on as well as challenges faced when 
managing the research process and teachers’ experiences of professional qualifica�ons. 

The first paper is Power, Par�cipants and Pandemics – steering a reciprocal path through 
research methods by Michael Taylor, a part-�me PhD student at the School of Educa�on, 
University of Glasgow. Michael explores the need to consider reciprocity and power dynamics 
when working with human par�cipants. He uses his own PhD research, involving interviews with 
school professionals and na�onal policy influencers, which offers an example of how reciprocity 
and power dynamics may be employed to help overcome poten�al obstacles such as the COVID-
19 pandemic. The paper highlights ques�ons about how researchers might consider the power 
dynamic within interview research and offers sugges�ons of how this might be considered when 
planning to conduct interviews honestly, ethically and in a mutually beneficial way. 

Our second paper is An account of presen�ng a poster at the 16th Research Students’ Educa�on 
Conference (RSEC) at the University of Leeds by Clare Copley, a PGR at the School of Educa�on 
at the University of Leeds, who focuses on her personal experience of her research topic, and 
considers whether her posi�onality is a help or a hindrance. She reflects upon her personal 
connec�on with her explora�on of sex and gender differences in growing up with Developmental 
Coordina�on Disorder (DCD) with specific considera�on of mental health issues experienced by 
females with DCD and the impact of this as they transi�on into higher educa�on. Clare reports 
that presen�ng her poster resulted in unexpected but welcome reac�ons of conference 
delegates, acknowledging that personal experience can be accompanied by passion, drive, and 
determina�on to overcome barriers. Clare’s poster is included to complement her paper. 

The third paper is about Hungarian EFL Teachers’ Experiences of CELTA. Gergely Kajos, a Masters 
student at the School of Educa�on at the University of Leeds, examines the experiences and 
mo�va�ons of non-na�ve speakers of English who have undertaken the Cer�ficate in English 
Language Teaching to Adults (CELTA), including their reasons for enrolment, such as seeking a 
challenge and new inspira�on. This qualita�ve study involved reflec�ve narra�ves and semi-
structured interviews with three teachers, which were analysed using thema�c analysis. The 
resul�ng analysis highlights implica�ons for CELTA trainers and training providers by iden�fying 
key challenges and experiences of non-na�ve teachers. 

In our fourth paper, Entangled Engagement: Ge�ng Started with Lines, Knots and Par�cipatory 
Theatre, Hannah Wainwright, a PGR at the School of Educa�on at the University of Leeds, 



Hillary Place Papers  Issue 8, November 2023 

4 

presents a think-piece reflec�ng on the challenges that she has faced in the early part of her PhD, 
during which she spent around 250 hours as a volunteer in the Theatre of Sanctuary programme 
run by a local theatre. She frames what happens at the theatre as an ongoing work of becoming, 
in which par�cipants, spaces and methods are characterised as flowing and ongoing lines, which 
come together to create a fully-realised world. Hannah explores how, by becoming knoted within 
this ongoing flow of places, prac�ces, and people, she has begun to accept the challenge of mess 
in her research. 

Our last paper is The challenge of managing the research process: from ini�al ideas to co-
created new knowledge by Marianne Talbot, a PGR at the School of Educa�on, University of 
Leeds. This ar�cle reflects on Marianne’s experiences as a PGR leading a Research England funded 
project focused on how best to support teachers to engage with professional development (PD), 
that commenced in summer 2022 and remains ongoing. The focus of this ar�cle is not the 
research itself but the process of bidding for funds, planning for and undertaking the ini�al 
research, and building on that research, leading to newly co-created meaning and avenues of 
inves�ga�on. For example, Marianne led a discussion about the project at the AEA-Europe Annual 
Conference in November 2022, and is now developing 10 case studies of successful teacher 
engagement with PD. 

An exci�ng addi�on to this issue was the inclusion of papers and posters from PGR students 
atending the 16th Research Students’ Educa�on Conference (RESC) hosted by the School of 
Educa�on The conference theme, Messy Research, encouraged presenters to share the 
innova�ve and non-tradi�onal research methods they used to engage par�cipants in crea�ve and 
dynamic ways. Anna Harwood, a PGR at the School of Educa�on at the University of Leeds, 
summarises the conference, which provided an opportunity for Postgraduate Researchers (PGRs) 
and Masters students to showcase their research as well as engage with peers and senior 
academics from the School of Educa�on in a suppor�ve and inclusive forum.  

The editorial team would sincerely like to thank the contributing authors, the staff reviewers, and 
those who helped by reviewing papers, advertising the call for papers, and contributing in 
numerous ways to ensure the successful publication of this issue of the Hillary Place Papers.  Thank 
you. 
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Power, Par�cipants and Pandemics – steering a reciprocal path 
through research methods 

Michael Taylor, School of Education, University of Glasgow 

Abstract  

This paper explores the need to consider reciprocity and power dynamics when working with 
human par�cipants.  

It classifies the poten�al costs to par�cipants in research and how researchers can engage in acts 
of reciprocity to mi�gate these and leave par�cipants with a net benefit from par�cipa�ng in 
research. Using my own PhD research involving interviews with school professionals and na�onal 
policy influencers, it offers an example of how these considera�ons may be employed, 
par�cularly during the �me of extreme pressure placed on these par�cipants from the COVID-19 
pandemic. Through this paper, I highlight ques�ons about how researchers might consider the 
power dynamic within interview research and offer sugges�ons of how this might be considered 
when planning to conduct interviews honestly, ethically and in a mutually beneficial way. 

Introduc�on 

Conduc�ng research involving par�cipants can offer a glimpse into the percep�ons of the lived 
experiences of groups of individuals that offer differing perspec�ves of a social event or topic. 
Par�cipants offer insight into their lived experiences, personal perspec�ves and struggles in their 
everyday lives. The delicate nature of disclosures from par�cipants should be respected and 
protected, following ethical guidelines required of all research. S�ll, beyond this, the nature of 
par�cipants giving their worldview generously to the researcher who may benefit should be 
considered. This window into the world of par�cipants should be valued by researchers not just 
for the data that it may offer but also for the privileged posi�on it places the researcher, benefi�ng 
from the �me and openness of their par�cipants. This benefit to the research should be 
considered, along with the poten�al for it to place a cost on par�cipants that may need to be 
considered more subtly than other considera�ons, such as physical and psychological harm.  

This work evaluates these considera�ons and uses the posi�on of my own PhD research as a 
context. My research aimed to interview teachers and na�onal policy influencers from both 
Scotland and England and explore their percep�ons of the purposes for which assessment should 
be used in these two countries. Working with teachers and school leaders, it was necessary to 
navigate ethical procedures both for my ins�tu�on and local authori�es. These processes ensured 
that I considered the poten�al harm to par�cipants. It did not ask me to consider the �me cost 
to par�cipants, however, which was par�cularly per�nent to school par�cipants at a �me when 
educa�onal ins�tu�ons were recovering their ways of working following the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Although different to direct harm, the difficul�es that par�cipa�on may cause should also be 
considered.  
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Research involving par�cipants may invite them to become involved with or recall difficult 
situa�ons, such as recalling areas of tension and conflict in their lives. Ethical procedures for 
educa�on research should be consulted, such as the Bri�sh Educa�onal Research Associa�on 
(BERA) guidelines (BERA, 2018), which s�pulate that researchers must minimise harm and 
consider ways in which researchers might ‘protect all who are involved in or affected by a piece 
of research’ (BERA, 2018, p.2). This need to protect from harm is, of course, a vital requirement 
for educa�on research (BERA, 2018), as is the need to balance any poten�al harm with poten�al 
benefits (Cohen et al., 2018, p.111). Beyond the small discussion of the use of incen�ves for 
research and the need to maximise benefits to par�cipants within this literature however, the 
obliga�on for researchers to contribute to the lives of their par�cipants is limited and perhaps an 
oversight. This should be considered as par�cularly important where pressures on academics to 
produce publica�ons are exerted (McGrail et al., 2006). 

The need for a researcher to posi�vely contribute to the lives of their par�cipants can be termed 
reciprocity (Cohen et al., 2018) and involves the researcher considering their obliga�on to 
improve the lives of their par�cipants. Reciprocity is necessary when there is an imbalance of 
power between those involved in research, which can be achieved by reconsidering the research 
methods and any power imbalances or by offering rewards and incen�ves to compensate for this 
power imbalance (von Vacano, 2019). Without this considera�on, the researcher is taking 
research data through interac�on with their par�cipants, possibly with the reward of publica�on 
or research qualifica�on for the researcher, and not offering a contribu�on to their par�cipants. 
Research conducted in this way may be said to be exploita�ve of par�cipants, and the term ‘rape 
research’ has been used to describe this form of exploita�on (Sikes, 2006, p.112). Working with 
par�cipants in this way may make any aim of improving the research context problema�c, as the 
first benefit of the research to par�cipants has not been considered. As Paulo Freire outlined, 
admitedly describing the role of teachers rather than researchers, ‘The oppressors, who oppress, 
exploit, and rape by virtue of their power, cannot find in this power the strength to liberate either 
the oppressed or themselves’ (Freire & Macedo, 2018, p.44). When there is the poten�al for 
researchers to exploit their par�cipants, even when the ethics of mi�ga�ng harm have been 
considered, it becomes of high importance that considera�on is paid to what the researcher 
might do for their par�cipants.  

Opportuni�es for reciprocity may be realised in a number of ways, both informally and through 
formal incen�ves. Discussing tensions and strains with par�cipants working and living in difficult 
circumstances may provide a rare opportunity for them to be heard and perhaps encourage them 
to con�nue these conversa�ons about their context. This is especially true in contexts where 
individuals may be �me-poor, or where policy enactment is enforced, such as schools, 
opportuni�es to discuss and reflect on such challenges may be discouraged. Where these 
par�cipants are professionals such as teachers working in environments where accountability 
may restrict their agency (Buchanan, 2015), these research conversa�ons may be an opportunity 
to offer trust and agency and a genuine opportunity for professional dialogue.  
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More formal reciprocity may take the shape of incen�ves that are offered to par�cipants in 
exchange for their par�cipa�on. These can be adver�sed as part of the ini�al contact from 
researchers and on consent documenta�on. However, the use of such incen�ves should be 
considered, as they may encourage par�cipa�on, on a surface level, from par�cipants just looking 
to receive the reward. Docket et al. (2009) relates the use of reciprocity to building trust between 
par�cipants and researchers due to the mutual benefit of par�cipa�ng in research, which is built 
on by Brooks et al. (2014) to mean financial incen�ves to demonstrate the value of the 
par�cipant’s input by the researcher. It may not be the case, however, that these financial 
rela�onships always build trust, as some par�cipants may feel obliged to par�cipate and con�nue 
within the research when they can ill-afford the nega�ve implica�ons of withdrawing from the 
research and financial opportunity. The sources of these finances should also be ques�oned as 
part of research ethics considera�ons by researchers and ethics panels, especially where private 
organisa�on funding may present a conflict of interest or assert the power to promote posi�ve 
views around products or services.  

The influence of power should be considered at all levels, with the interac�ons of different groups 
within the research. It has been argued that ethical considera�ons should be considered 
throughout the research process, not just during the ini�al gplanning or permission stages 
(Hammet et al., 2022) and so should the power balances between par�cipants and researchers. 
As cri�cal researchers atemp�ng to reduce unethical imbalances of power, Foucault’s work 
reminds us to work reflexively and consider how there might be undue influence on par�cipants 
through reciprocity and incen�visa�on (Schirato et al., 2020). Readers and research users should 
also be cri�cal of the role financial incen�visa�on has played within the research in a similar way 
to other areas of research, such as climate science communica�ons framed by oil companies 
(Schlich�ng, 2013) and research on the effects of smoking from tobacco companies (Bero, 2003). 
Without this cri�cality for the research process and its outcomes, any findings cannot be assured 
to be removed from poten�al bias. Furthermore, the publica�on of findings that are less 
favourable to financial sponsors may be less likely to be published.  

When conduc�ng research within schools, it is most o�en the ins�tu�on itself that acts as the 
gatekeeper for par�cipants. However, my PhD research also involved permission to be sought 
from a local authority’s educa�on department and access to teachers was provided through 
school leaders. This presented ethical dilemmas, whereby recrui�ng teachers via school leaders 
was much easier than approaching individuals, but the informal conversa�ons and persuasion of 
par�cipants by the school leaders was unknown to me as the researcher. It would be 
commonplace for school leaders and parents to be contacted to arrange research with students 
within a school, due to difficulty with informed consent from young children; however, this would 
not be the same with adult professionals in school. A key concern with this is that teachers may, 
however, feel obliged to par�cipate in the research or feel as though par�cipa�on was required 
according to their employment contract. For this reason, it was important, within my research, 
for further communica�on beyond the introduc�ons to be made with the teachers themselves 
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and to ensure they are approached directly once their interview transcripts are produced to 
ensure they s�ll wish to par�cipate in the research.  

When working with teachers, it was common for them to describe our conversa�on as on a level 
of professional dialogue that they did not normally engage in. Assessment policies in many 
schools in England and Scotland are o�en related to external exams or government policy and 
enacted in schools on teachers. There is litle conversa�on about how these might look or 
contribu�ons from teachers to shape them. Each school was offered the contribu�on of a writen 
report from me, whereby I would write anonymous responses to ques�ons about my findings. 
This was offered to be useful with school self-assessment and enable schools to use it as evidence 
of third-party review of policy enactment, which is useful to schools as part of a review and 
prepara�on for normal external inspec�on processes such as Ofsted in England.  

Through these themes of power, pandemic and par�cipants, these issues were nego�ated 
throughout the design of my main study. The nego�a�ons were necessary to work for formal 
ethical processes as a normal part of PhD research and recruit par�cipants as reflexive 
researchers. Each theme will now be considered in more depth and within the context of my PhD 
research par�cipants.  

Pressures on par�cipants 

Working with par�cipants can place demands on them, which can vary greatly depending on the 
�me commitments and the effects on par�cipants' of engaging in the research themes. This work 
has highlighted reciprocity's significance for these demands, yet a deeper understanding of our 
research's impact on par�cipants can aid in managing or valuing them. It should be a fundamental 
aspect of ethical research. However, this may not be explored beyond the level of reducing 
pressures that may be considered harmful or nega�ve.  

Obtaining informed consent, ensuring voluntary par�cipa�on, and addressing physical and 
psychological risks are key ethical concerns in the ini�al stages of research. I aim to delve into 
these aspects and advocate for equal considera�on of par�cipant costs beyond no�ons of harm. 
No�ons of harm are currently served within many university ethics processes, although it has 
been argued that even these are addressed rather superficially (Hammet et al., 2022). Other 
consequences to par�cipants from taking part in research should be equally considered by the 
research team before working with par�cipants.   

When considering informed consent, par�cipants should be informed of what is required of them 
and the researchers should have considered this. Any par�cipant informa�on forms should 
inform the par�cipant exactly what might be required in terms of �me and logis�cs such as the 
loca�on of the research. Gowen et al. (2019) provide recommenda�ons for researching with 
individuals from the au�sm community. One of their sugges�ons is to talk to members of the 
community to understand what informa�on would benefit them about the study and how to 
format this in a manner that can be understood. This recommenda�on however would help 
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researchers working with any group of par�cipants to ensure all par�es understand what is 
required. 

The requirements of par�cipa�on might be considered as costs to par�cipants and should be 
considered as part of the research. Working with par�cipants can help researchers to iden�fy 
these costs and plan to mediate or compensate for them. This should be a necessary part of 
informed consent and designing research that aims to at least leave par�cipants in a state that is 
no worse than prior to the research. Il�s (2004) compares this to people not agreeing to financial 
costs in other life transac�ons without a quota�on for the costs before work is completed. To 
enable others to consider the costs of par�cipa�on to their par�cipants, some categories of 
par�cipa�on costs have been classified below in Table 1. This list has been generated through a 
considera�on of poten�al school par�cipants, informed by my own work with schools during the 
PhD study. This list is by no means exhaus�ve but meant to illustrate and broaden more 
commonplace no�ons of what researchers might be asking of their par�cipants.  

Category of Cost Descrip�on 

Loss of privacy and 
confiden�ality 

Par�cipants might feel uneasy about sharing personal informa�on, 
fearing their privacy could be compromised. Even with assurances of 
confiden�ality, the risk of uninten�onal disclosure or data breaches 
might cause anxiety. 

Time commitments Par�cipa�ng in research o�en requires a significant �me commitment. 
This can be par�cularly burdensome for par�cipants who are already 
busy with work, family, or other responsibili�es. 

Financial costs Some research studies might involve travel expenses, accommoda�on 
costs, or �me away from work. These financial burdens could deter 
poten�al par�cipants, especially those with limited resources. 

S�gma and social 
consequences 

Engaging in certain research, especially if it is about s�gma�sed topics 
(e.g., mental health, substance abuse, sensi�ve personal experiences), 
could lead to social s�gma, discrimina�on, or nega�ve consequences in 
personal and professional rela�onships. 

Cogni�ve burden Studies involving complex tasks, cogni�ve challenges, or a high 
cogni�ve load might be mentally taxing for par�cipants. This can lead 
to fa�gue, stress, and reduced decision-making capacity. 

Withdrawal of 
consent 

Par�cipants who experience discomfort or dissa�sfac�on might want 
to withdraw from the study, poten�ally leading to feelings of guilt, 
regret, or pressure to con�nue par�cipa�ng. 
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Loss of control Some research ac�vi�es might involve relinquishing control over 
decisions, such as when par�cipants are exposed to experimental 
condi�ons they might not fully understand. 

Misunderstanding Par�cipants might not fully comprehend the study's purpose, 
procedures, or poten�al risks, which could lead to unrealis�c 
expecta�ons and later disappointment or distress. 

Unintended 
Consequences 

Par�cipants might not foresee all the poten�al consequences of their 
involvement, and some aspects might affect them nega�vely in 
unexpected ways. 

Table 1 Categories of potential cost to participants to be considered in research design 

My PhD study also included work with na�onal policy influencers as interview par�cipants. For 
my policy influencer par�cipants, I provided them all with the agency over when the interviews 
would take place by providing access to a booking form connected to my calendar. I was mindful 
to include evenings and weekends to provide flexibility around their other responsibili�es. It 
would also allow them to be mindful of when they par�cipated, as they may not wish to 
par�cipate at a busy �me when the cogni�ve burden of par�cipa�on may be detrimental to their 
other priori�es.  

As I recruited and worked with par�cipants, I consulted with them before and a�er the interviews 
about how the work would be used and how they might like it to be used. Although my teacher 
par�cipants were concerned with protec�ng their anonymity as an individual, all expressed hope 
that my work would be shared with policymakers in their school and na�onally to help those 
making decisions understand the lived experiences of teachers and students. I asked them about 
whom they would like anonymised statements to be shared with to ensure they had control over 
this and could inform how the impact of my research might look in communica�on with 
policymakers. This also helped them to discuss with me how best to protect their anonymity, 
especially as this might pertain to the disclosure of certain details that may not be necessary to 
the research point, they were making but might allow them to be iden�fiable. Ensuring this 
happened was par�cularly important given that I only worked with fi�een par�cipants across two 
schools.  

Although my work was not par�cipatory, as the work was completed by the researcher rather 
than groups of interested people who may also be par�cipants  (Cohen et al., 2018, pp.55–56), it 
was nonetheless important to consult with the teachers I was engaging with. O�en for schools, 
this involved co-planning with school leaders as well to ensure teachers could be provided with 
the �me needed to par�cipate. However, there is always the poten�al for unintended nega�ve 
pressures from the research, and it was important for me to feel that I was able to give something 
back to the teachers and evidence to them that their par�cipa�on had made an impact. This led 
to a considera�on of how reciprocity might be used to address any nega�ve effects of 
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par�cipa�on beyond the harms which I had considered to remove during the university ethics 
process.  

Working with Par�cipants ethically to ensure reciprocity 

Once researchers have considered the costs for their par�cipants of contribu�ng to the research, 
they should consider how the research might benefit the par�cipants. Reciprocity has been 
introduced in this paper as an approach to bring tangible and intangible benefits to individuals 
who contribute to the research process. This paper argues it should not just be the researcher 
who personally benefits from the research process but the communi�es who have contributed 
to it. 

Returning briefly to the need to consider the impact of the research on the par�cipants, it is useful 
to consider their contribu�on and how this might inform the idea of reciprocity. Baumrind (1964), 
considering the ethically infamous behavioural study by Milgram, suggests that in some work, the 
researcher may be detached from the subject, which can prevent them from considering their 
contribu�on to the research as an individual. In Milgram’s obedience study (1963), par�cipants 
were asked to deliver electric shocks to fellow par�cipants with increasing levels when they 
responded with an incorrect answer to a ques�on. The electrical shocks were pretend, and the 
second par�cipant was actually a confederate who pretended through a microphone to be 
shocked, causing distress to some par�cipants, although 84% were pleased to have taken part 
when interviewed as part of a debrief. Baumrind con�nues to say that ‘a debt does exist, even 
when the subject’s reason for volunteering includes course credit or monetary gain’ (Baumrind, 
1964, p.421). Cohen et al. (2018) suggest this can be resolved if par�cipants are thanked for their 
contribu�on in a post-research mee�ng with the researcher. This sugges�on fails to fully consider 
the true cost of par�cipa�on and perhaps overvalues the role of the researcher’s �me as a 
poten�al reward (Brooks et al., 2014).  

Previous wri�ng on reciprocity, such as Brooks et al. (2014), has provided too few sugges�ons for 
how researchers might embed methods to compensate par�cipants for costs involved with 
research par�cipa�on. A comprehensive list of sugges�ons as to how researchers might engage 
in acts of reciprocity is needed to allow for full considera�on when planning research methods 
and ethics. Whilst the argument of this paper is that the choice of how to mi�gate the pressures 
of research par�cipa�on is best done with par�cipants, it is beneficial for researchers to have a 
framework of possible modes for reciprocity to help with this planning.  

In this sec�on, I introduce categories of reciprocity that might be considered in the research 
design phase. The aim is to collate sugges�ons of how researchers can work with par�cipants to 
ensure the research process is rewarding for all par�es. It is also worth no�ng here that the 
ac�vi�es designated as reciprocity can be considered as a part of the research methodology and 
have been reported as illumina�ng to the analysis of other aspects of the study (Trainor & 
Bouchard, 2013). The sugges�ons collated in Table 2 below aim to contribute a systema�c list but 
are not, nor can they be, exhaus�ve. All research and its demands on par�cipants are unique, and 
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so this list should be used to s�mulate a broad considera�on of how research works to be 
mutually beneficial.  

Category of 
reciprocity 

Descrip�on 

Par�cipatory 
design of 
research 

Invi�ng par�cipants to iden�fy what should be researched and how a 
research project might atempt to do this is a fundamental aspect of some 
epistemologies, including the feminist perspec�ve. For feminist research, it is 
considered a fundamental principle that ‘research par�cipants should be fully 
included in the research process; they should help to set the research agenda 
… and have an opportunity to influence its design, analysis and dissemina�on’ 
(Oakley, 2000, p.18). This aspect of reciprocity can work to ensure that 
research considers what is most valuable to and for the groups of society they 
are commited to understanding.   

Financial Financial contribu�ons may be provided to par�cipants in the form of 
payment vouchers, compe��ons, or direct payment. This can be a useful way 
to compensate for the �me, and any costs par�cipants face when taking part 
in research ac�vi�es. Beyond this, however, it can also offer an incen�ve for 
par�cipa�on that may be more difficult to turn down by poten�al par�cipants 
if, for example, they are facing financial hardship. It may be found that 
par�cipants are engaging in the research for financial gain, which may impact 
their willingness to par�cipate authen�cally (Docket et al., 2009).  

Brooks et al. (2014, p.97) suggest the use of financial incen�ves to ‘reduce 
the power differen�als between the researchers and those being researched’. 
However, there is an inconsistency with this argument in that if some 
par�cipants feel financially dependent on the research and the incen�ve 
offered, the researcher holds power over this resource. Par�cipants may lose 
the ability to opt out or perhaps say honest ideas that may lead to them being 
de-selected to par�cipate.  

Informa�ve Through par�cipa�ng in the research process, par�cipants may gain 
knowledge and understanding in the area of study, or may receive a follow-
up conversa�on with the researcher, who may be an expert in their field.  

This conceptualisa�on, however, iden�fies the researcher as the expert and 
the par�cipant as lacking knowledge or understanding. This may of course, 
not be the case, and sugges�ng this may create inequali�es of power (Docket 
et al., 2009). 
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Opportunity 
for direct 
impact 

Par�cipants may choose to engage with research if there is a prospect of it 
poten�ally leading to a direct impact on their lives or situa�ons. The impact 
may contribute towards beter policies and procedures that help to improve 
their lived experiences or for those they care about. This depends, however, 
on all par�es being aware of what poten�al impact might arise from the 
study.   

Opportuni�e
s to 
contribute to 
wider society 

Par�cipants may contribute to research to make a difference in the lives of 
others; this requires the researcher to inform par�cipants of how their 
par�cipa�on can make this contribu�on. It can also be achieved through co-
designing with par�cipants how answers to the research ques�ons might 
help with their own agency or work towards the desired improvements.  

Fulfil 
Professional 
or Personal 
curiosity 

Some research par�cipants may welcome the opportunity to discuss and co-
research aspects of their professional or personal lives. This can bring 
immediate benefits, such as providing research par�cipants the agency, 
exper�se, or encouragement to look deeper into their personal lives or 
situa�ons.  Some par�cipants, such as employees and students, may lack an 
opportunity to explore their situa�on in their normal professional lives or 
situa�ons.  

It is worth no�ng that this �me spent considering the problems par�cipants 
might face can also be detrimental to their experience. This is par�cularly true 
where par�cipants may lack the agency to change their difficult 
circumstances and become further aware of their helplessness within a given 
situa�on. Trainor & Bouchard (2013) iden�fy that these conversa�ons might 
also be challenging for researchers when par�cipants disclose difficult 
situa�ons where the researcher may act as an advocate or support for the 
par�cipant, but this help is declined. 

Opportunity 
to voice 
thoughts and 
feelings 

Offering par�cipants a voice is a core strength of many social research 
methods and provides an opportunity that may not otherwise be available to 
some individuals. For example, in some ins�tu�ons, such as schools and 
hospitals, where professionals are responsible for the people they are caring 
for, it is important to take account of the individual’s needs and choices. 
Hearing the voices of those who do not always make the decisions can help 
them to feel heard and provides further benefit to them if these views are 
communicated to those that do.  

Table 2 A classification of categories for reciprocity in research design 

The opportuni�es detailed above for researchers to reciprocate the contribu�ons par�cipants 
can make to their research have the poten�al to impact all who engage with it. In summary, the 
framework offers an opportunity to provide ideas for all who par�cipate in research design to 
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receive posi�ve benefits in response to the pressures described earlier in this paper. By no means, 
however, should they be considered transac�onal in their use, and opportuni�es to provide as 
many types and amounts of reciprocity should be u�lised and provided to par�cipants, where 
feasible.  

In contrast to the above recommenda�ons for applying reciprocal approaches, Brooks et al. 
(2014) provide a general cau�on against using a degree of incen�ves that may distort the purpose 
of the research. It may also disincen�vise par�cipa�on where the reciproca�on portrays 
par�cipa�on as needing whatever the incen�ve may be. An example of this might be teachers 
receiving CPD for par�cipa�on in research on teaching and learning, whereby their par�cipa�on 
may appear directed by school management.  

When considering how to reciprocate within my own research, this was considered before 
engaging in the ethical review process and before recrui�ng par�cipants. Although the methods 
did not follow a true par�cipatory design, teachers were consulted about the methods for the 
interviews and how they might be conducted. It was important that teachers feel as comfortable 
as possible to talk about their prac�ce without the feeling of any judgment about competency. 
The school leadership was asked whether they would value any feedback about the assessment 
processes within the school and anonymised feedback about where this was working and where 
there might be tensions between policy and prac�ce. This was taken up, and I was careful to 
minimise any expecta�on of assessment exper�se on my own part, rather that I would simply 
provide a narra�ve of what was working within the school and what could be improved from the 
perspec�ves of teachers.  

During COVID-19, it felt par�cularly important to try and offer something to the schools and other 
par�cipants for this study. Many public sector organisa�ons were feeling par�cularly pressured 
as the pandemic created many opera�onal difficul�es without any lowering of expecta�ons as to 
service quality. Kim & Asbury (2020) iden�fied pressures teachers faced from COVID-19, including 
concerns over pupil welfare, increased workload and even their professional iden�ty. The schools 
I worked with were coping with the need to recuperate lost learning �me, cover teacher absence 
due to illness, and work with their communi�es to con�nue suppor�ng them with other 
difficul�es that were exacerbated by the pandemic. The schools’ agreement to facilitate twenty-
five hours of interviews with their teachers was a significant gi� to my PhD project and, therefore 
required considera�on of how this �me could be used for the benefit of the schools and members 
of their community.  

Throughout these considera�ons, there should be a considera�on of power. In the case of 
working with schools, empowering the par�cipants who can inform and improve the nature of 
the research and how they are treated as co-designers with benefit to them.   

Who has the power in research?  

Power in research can be considered in posi�on with the work of Michel Foucault, whose work is 
useful for us to understand how posi�ons of power are entwined with knowledge (Foucault, 
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2020). Researchers may possess and shape certain types of knowledge, but so do certain 
par�cipants, and this can impact how research rela�onships are ini�ated. Social science 
researchers will take the contribu�ons from par�cipants and select, contrast, disagree and 
reinterpret what is said, and this power should be moderated with the voices of those we are 
researching (Hollway & Jefferson, 2000). By contrast, par�cipants may be chosen because of their 
posi�on, exper�se, and prior experience, which can empower them in some research situa�ons. 
These rela�ve posi�ons can provide difficulty for the organiser and opportuni�es to explore the 
lived experience of actors in their field of study.  

Firstly, concerning research with par�cipants with less power in the research process, there are 
numerous considera�ons, including the op�on for par�cipatory methods described earlier. 
Methods may need to be changed and adjusted depending on the par�cipant's age, abili�es, or 
posi�on (Aldridge, 2014), which is especially useful for working in schools where par�cipants may 
be of different ages and need adjustments to language. Trying to pre-empt and mi�gate all 
aspects of these can be challenging, especially when poten�al vulnerabili�es are unknown prior 
to the research planning, making the empowerment of par�cipants a challenging prospect.  

The meaning of the term empowerment with par�cipants is rather nebulous despite much 
discussion over the need to consider par�cipants as more than research subjects. Ross (2017, 
p.2) uses the term empowerment to iden�fy methods that have the ability to ‘dismantle 
inequali�es in researcher-par�cipant rela�ons’. Whilst the various methods of empowerment are 
beyond the scope of this work, using the previously discussed frameworks of pressures faced by 
par�cipants and methods to reciprocate their par�cipa�on would be a good start to ensuring all 
par�cipants are not only welcome to engage but also reduces the barriers that poten�al 
par�cipants might face.  

As indicated previously, some par�cipants may be considered to have the reverse posi�on in the 
research rela�onship with the researcher. These par�cipants may put the researcher in a 
dependent posi�on (Elliot, 2023), and this can make it difficult to ensure par�cipa�on (Goldstein, 
2002) and operate on the agenda of the research priori�es rather than the priori�es of the 
par�cipant (Morris, 2009). Of course, this final point considers that the par�cipant may not have 
been part of the research design process; however, when such par�cipants are involved, there 
needs to be careful considera�on that their ‘elite’ status does not allow them to dominate the 
research planning in a similar way.  

This sec�on has reviewed two possible posi�onali�es that may create inequali�es between 
par�cipants and researchers where they are not the same individuals. For my own research, these 
inequali�es were considered in the design. As a former teacher in England and now a researcher 
from a known local university, it was difficult to predict how par�cipants may interpret my 
posi�on. This was true for the teachers in school that I worked with as much as for the par�cipants 
I referred to as policy influencers who had worked as high-profile academics, civil servants, and 
heads of organisa�ons.  
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For the teachers I worked with, it was important to be transparent with these posi�ons, and some 
teachers seemed to appreciate being able to relate to this in their explana�ons with phrases such 
as ‘you know how it is when you are trying to make decisions about a class as you are teaching 
dynamically’ or ‘you’ll know we all have pressures for certain grades to be produced’. At the same 
�me, I was also aware that some referred to me as ‘the assessment expert’ and other such 
phrases where I was posi�oned as the researcher who might be making judgments about 
prac�ce. I ensured all par�cipant informa�on made it clear that the purpose of the work was to 
improve the understanding of how assessment policy worked and how this might be improved, 
not judge any individual teacher or organisa�on for their prac�ce. In addi�on, I reassured my 
par�cipants that I did not consider myself to have any par�cular exper�se in their own context 
and found myself more perplexed by the difficul�es of making assessment work the more I 
researched it.  

Despite my explana�on of not wishing to judge par�cipants, many seemed nervous of what 
would be asked at the start of our interview. Only once I had explained my aim to reciprocate 
their contribu�ons by anonymously repor�ng what was working for my par�cipants regarding 
assessment policy did they seem to relax and enrich their discussion. They were happy to tell me 
of their frustra�ons in their role and the barriers and pressures they faced, knowing that my 
research aimed to understand these mechanisms and report what wasn’t working to policy 
influencers. Many changes had taken place at a fast pace in these schools, especially since COVID-
19 and the restric�ons and pressures this applied meant that many felt their views and 
experiences hadn’t been consulted. Knowing the research aimed to understand and use their 
suggested priori�es seemed to empower the school par�cipants to discuss their most pressing 
thoughts on the interview topics openly.  

In contrast to school par�cipants, the policy influencer group may have understood their role in 
the research, as they were individually sought to contribute their exper�se. Working with these 
par�cipants as a researcher meant ensuring I could reveal their true thoughts and feelings on the 
research topic and gain their perspec�ves on how the policy environments were created. Similar 
solu�ons were deployed, however, by framing the interviews as conversa�ons to co-create a 
shared understanding of how certain policy environments can be created and what the effects of 
these might be for different contexts, such as schools serving different communi�es. Invi�ng the 
elite policy influencers to create a shared understanding helped to mediate any role of control or 
expecta�ons they might bring to the interview due to their posi�on and enabled the rela�onship 
to be reflexive and based on shared inves�ga�on.  

Ensuring that both groups of par�cipants could par�cipate in the research with me was a 
deliberate aim. As a PhD project, it might have been more difficult for the project to be designed 
in a completely par�cipatory way, especially as the groups of par�cipants were diverse, which 
may have placed a further burden on them that would have precluded their par�cipa�on. Whilst 
it was possible for me to meet with school leaders before commencing the research, as they 
rightly wanted to gate-keep their teacher’s �me and workload, it wasn’t possible to co-plan this 
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with teachers without asking them to commit to further �me and workload. This may have also 
been difficult due to my par�cipants both working in schools and na�onal policy ins�tu�ons, as 
the availability of the groups may not have been possible to work synchronously. This sec�on has 
atempted to provide a brief summary of how power dynamics in my research were considered, 
however, and offer an example of how these dynamics can be diverse within the same study 
depending on the makeup of the par�cipant groups.   

Discussion  

The COVID-19 pandemic provided a variety of opportuni�es for researchers to contemplate how 
their methods may need to be adapted to con�nue working with research par�cipants. This paper 
has considered the power dynamics of research and how par�cipants might be burdened or 
rewarded through their par�cipa�on in research. These issues of pressure and reciprocity were 
par�cularly acute during the pandemic as the social ins�tu�ons we work with such as schools, 
were already facing unprecedented challenges to con�nue func�oning normally. Although the 
pandemic brought these issues to the fore, it shouldn’t be considered that they should not be 
priori�sed as we emerge into a more normal way of working.  

Just as some methodologies, such as online tools, have con�nued in their use since the pandemic, 
considera�ons, and ethical processes to reduce the burden of research should also con�nue. This 
paper aims to contribute to this endeavour by providing a framework for planning the poten�al 
pressures that may be placed upon those par�cipa�ng in research and poten�al methods by 
which they may be incen�vised and rewarded for their par�cipa�on. Whilst ethical processes and 
guidelines support researchers to consider examples of physical and psychological harms that 
may arise from research, the considera�on of other costs and the corresponding need for 
reciprocity has not been classified. Whilst these examples may apply differen�ally depending on 
the par�cipant and their context, they offer a framework to ini�ate conversa�ons between the 
researcher and their par�cipants to ensure that research rewards all those who par�cipate.  

This paper also used my own doctoral research to illustrate how some of these themes and 
considera�ons may be applied. I recognise the poten�al, however, for my own methods to have 
been improved to ensure a more democra�c process to the considera�ons of pressures and 
reciprocity for my par�cipants. If this is true, it serves as evidence for the further need for the 
frameworks within this paper to be incorporated into the processes of ethical planning. These 
frameworks should be further developed and incorporated into ethical guidelines to ensure that 
research methods' pressures and power dynamics are considered beyond the COVID-19 
pandemic.  
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An account of presen�ng a poster at the 16th Research Students’ 
Educa�on Conference (RSEC) at the University of Leeds 

Clare Copley, School of Education, University of Leeds 

Personal Experience of a Research Topic - a Help or a Hindrance? 

This year’s Research Students’ Educa�on Conference (RSEC) held at the University of Leeds on 
19th July 2023 focussed upon the theme of ‘messy research’.  Considering my own PhD research 
challenges and ‘messy research’, I chose to reflect upon my personal connec�on with my chosen 
area of study. My PhD is concerned with exploring sex and gender differences in growing up with 
Developmental Coordina�on Disorder (DCD) with specific considera�on of mental health issues 
experienced by females with DCD and the impact of this as they transi�on into higher educa�on. 
Tradi�onally, there has been male bias within neurodevelopmental research (Santos et al., 2022). 
This has implica�ons for missed or misdiagnosis for women and girls, who tend to present with 
complex co-occurring condi�ons, which can hinder diagnos�c processes and limit access to 
support within health and educa�on se�ngs (Young et al., 2018). 

As an occupa�onal therapist by profession, I work with young adults within higher educa�on, 
many of whom are neurodivergent and some experience difficul�es specifically rela�ng to DCD.  
In addi�on to my professional experience, I have always been vocal about being the proud parent 
of a child with DCD and how, like many mothers before me, this led to some self-realisa�on about 
lifelong difficul�es I have had, resul�ng in my own diagnosis of DCD in recent years. Both my 
clinical prac�ce and personal experiences have undoubtedly driven me professionally and 
ins�lled a passion and determina�on to contribute to making posi�ve change – which ul�mately 
is why I began on my PhD journey. However, I have some�mes considered if there is a nega�ve 
aspect to these experiences. I have ques�oned if I am at risk of jeopardising my own research 
with a personal bias rela�ng to DCD, which could blur boundaries within my professional 
rela�onships. When exploring the conference theme of ‘messy research’, I began to consider if I 
am conscious enough of how my own experience of DCD differs from that of others due to the 
heterogeneous nature of the condi�on. It is important to ensure that my personal connec�on 
with DCD does not limit my knowledge and understanding of how diversely the condi�on can 
present.   

I am well versed with the concept of self-reflec�on, it forms a crucial aspect of my working 
prac�ce and guides much of my clinical judgment (Krueger et al., 2020).  However, comple�ng 
this poster enabled discussions with my academic supervisors who encouraged a process of 
reflexivity. Unlike reflec�on, which is largely completed retrospec�vely to consider what could be 
done differently to enhance prac�ce, reflexivity encourages considera�on of your posi�onality. 
Posi�onality within research requires an acknowledgment of the posi�on that an individual 
adopts within their research based upon personal iden�ty and world views (Holmes, 2020). 
Within research, reflexivity can be used to consider beliefs, judgements, and bias throughout the 
whole process, guiding a theory of knowledge and approaches (Jamieson et al., 2023). This was  
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helpful in reframing my concerns and to consider how using my knowledge and lived experience 
can poten�ally help rather than hinder my research prac�ce. I am reassured that transparency 
about my personal experiences could enrich my study design through a process of though�ul 
engagement (Jamieson et al., 2023). Open and honest discussions with myself, my academic 
supervisors, peers, and stakeholders at different stages of my research could help me to gain a 
deeper understanding of my posi�on, enriching my study and therapeu�c rela�onships. 

Presen�ng my poster resulted in an unexpected and welcome development within my research. 
The overall reac�on of peers and conference delegates to my poster seemed to echo much of the 
findings about the importance of lived experiences when considering neurodivergence (Tougaw, 
2023). There was a general acknowledgement that with personal experience can come passion, 
drive, and determina�on, which many felt was an essen�al component of postgraduate study. It 
was encouraging to hear from other researchers with a personal experience or connec�on to 
their own research. This once again demonstrated the mo�va�on and undeniable insight that can 
be gained from lived experience.  

Biography 

 Clare Copley is an occupa�onal therapist and a second year PGR.  Clare’s 
research is concerned with young women’s experiences of Developmental 
Coordina�on Disorder (DCD) and the impact upon mental health and 
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consider how this might make her research ‘messy’.  

  

References 

Holmes, A.G.D. 2020. Researcher Posi�onality - A 
Considera�on of Its Influence and Place in Qualita�ve 
Research - A New Researcher Guide. Shanlax 
Interna�onal Journal of Educa�on. 8(4), pp.1–10.  

Jamieson, M.K., Govaart, G.H. and Pownall, M. 2023. 
Reflexivity in Quan�ta�ve Research: A Ra�onale and 
Beginner’s Guide. Social and Personality Psychology 
Compass. 17(4), p.e12735.  

Krueger, R.B., Sweetman, M.M., Mar�n, M. and 
Cappaert, T.A. 2020. Self-Reflec�on as a Support to 
Evidence-Based Prac�ce: A Grounded Theory 
Explora�on. Occupational Therapy In Health Care. 
34(4), pp.320–350 

Santos, S., Ferreira, H., Mar�ns, J., Gonçalves, J. and 
Castelo-Branco, M. 2022. Male Sex Bias in Early and 

Late Onset Neurodevelopmental Disorders: Shared 
Aspects and Differences in Au�sm Spectrum Disorder, 
Aten�on Deficit/hyperac�vity Disorder, and 
Schizophrenia. Neuroscience & Biobehavioral 
Reviews. 135, p.104577.  

Tougaw, J. 2023. Neurodiversity: The Movement | 
Psychology Today United Kingdom. Psychology Today. 
[Online]. [Accessed 27 June 2023]. Available from: 
htps://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/the-
elusive-brain/202004/neurodiversity-the-movement.  

Young, H., Oreve, M.J. and Speranza, M. 2018. Clinical 
Characteris�cs and Problems Diagnosing Au�sm 
Spectrum Disorder in Girls. Archives de Pédiatrie. 
25(6), pp.399–403. 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/the-elusive-brain/202004/neurodiversity-the-movement
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/the-elusive-brain/202004/neurodiversity-the-movement


Hillary Place Papers  Issue 8, November 2023 

23 

Hungarian EFL Teachers’ Experiences of CELTA 

Gergely Kajos, School of Education, University of Leeds 

Abstract 

The Cer�ficate in English Language Teaching to Adults (CELTA) is widely recognized as the most 
prominent English language teaching qualifica�on. Although originally aimed at Na�ve Speakers 
(NS), CELTA has become popular amongst non-na�ve speaker (NNS) teachers in recent years due 
to its worldwide reputa�on. There is limited research focusing on NNS teachers’ CELTA 
experiences, which is why this study explored the CELTA experiences of Hungarian English as a 
Foreign Language teachers. 

This qualita�ve study involved reflec�ve narra�ves and semi-structured interviews with three 
teachers, which were analysed using thema�c analysis. The obtained data revealed that 
par�cipants had similar percep�ons of CELTA to teachers from other parts of the world 
(Anderson, 2016, 2018, 2020; Aydin et al., 2016; Tang, 2020). For instance, they found CELTA 
useful for enhancing their teaching skills and improving job prospects. Addi�onally, this study 
helped iden�fy new reasons for enrolment, such as seeking a challenge and new inspira�on. It 
also had implica�ons for CELTA trainers and training providers by highligh�ng the challenges and 
experiences of non-na�ve teachers. 

 

Introduc�on 

CELTA is an interna�onally recognised teaching qualifica�on that trains candidates to teach 
English language without any teaching experience/background within one month. CELTA has 
become one of the most widely recognised qualifica�ons in the field of English Language Teaching 
(ELT), which is shown by its presence as a minimum requirement in three quarters of ELT job 
adver�sements worldwide (Cambridge University Press and Assessment, 2018). Historically, 
CELTA has been associated with being a course for na�ve speakers of English (Ferguson and 
Donno, 2003), and therefore has been mostly researched by focusing on trainees from Western 
anglophone countries (see Jenvey, 2022). However, limited research has focused on the CELTA 
experiences of trainees in non-na�ve English-speaking countries. Two studies have focused on 
non-na�ve trainees’ experiences globally (Anderson, 2016, 2018), whilst some studies explored 
the Turkish (Aydin et al., 2016), Egyp�an (Anderson, 2020) and Japanese (Tang, 2020) contexts. 
Given the scarce literature in the European context, it was found worthwhile to explore the CELTA 
experiences of trainees in this area. This study was specified on the Hungarian context due to the 
importance of quality English language teacher training in Hungary. As the local language 
(Hungarian) is not widely spoken outside of Hungary, it is crucial that English language educa�on 
is at a high standard to encourage interna�onal connec�ons via the use of English as a lingua 
franca.  
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In order to improve CELTA, which is having growing popularity amongst Hungarian teachers; the 
aim of this research project was to gain further insight into the experiences of Hungarian CELTA 
graduates by looking at their reasons for taking the course and how useful they have found it. It 
aimed to explore the efficiency of CELTA from Hungarian teachers’ perspec�ve, by looking at 
trainees’ mo�va�on and challenges in rela�on to CELTA. 

Literature review 

Foreign language teacher training 

Up un�l the 1970s, Teacher Training (TT) in foreign language educa�on in Western countries 
focused primarily on the teaching content, which meant knowing the subject language well 
(Graves, 2009). Since then, foreign language TT curricula have gradually become more inclusive 
of pedagogy, which meant equipping trainees with not only content-knowledge, but with the 
prac�cal skills to transmit that knowledge to students (Farrell, 2021). With the globalisa�on of 
English, different teaching contexts started to require different approaches to training and 
qualifica�ons. For instance, in a primary school context in Europe, teachers are generally required 
to have gained state-recognised qualified teacher status through a university degree, whilst adult 
courses in language schools may only require a short-term qualifica�on (Barduhn and Johnson, 
2009). These different contextual expecta�ons of teachers have influenced TT curricula due to 
the different needs in such diverse teaching se�ngs (Freeman, 2009). Farrell (2021) states that 
the level of emphasis on theory and prac�ce varies according to different kinds of TT. 

Although various scholars discussed the irrelevance of “na�veness” in foreign language TT 
(Farrell, 2021; Moussu and Llurda, 2008), some research show that English language proficiency 
is considered as a crucial factor for Non-Na�ve Speakers’ (NNS) professional training (Berry, 1990; 
Murdoch, 1994). Consequently, academics have found that TT for NNSs may lack sufficient 
training on the pedagogy aspect of the content-pedagogy dichotomy due to the crucial need for 
achieving proficiency in the language to become successful language teachers (Moussu, 2006; 
Randal and Thornton, 2001). For instance, Tang (2020) found that qualified non-na�ve English-
speaking teachers with many years of experience may seek addi�onal courses to improve their 
methodological knowledge through pedagogy-focused courses, such as CELTA. 

In Barduhn and Johnson’s (2009) review of the issues around cer�fica�on in the English Language 
Teaching (ELT) industry, an array of qualifica�ons was evaluated with their relevance to 
professional aspects (such as TEFL (Teaching English as a Foreign Language), CELTA, DELTA 
(Diploma in English Teaching for Adults), BA, MA, MEd, PhD, etc.). One of their conclusions was 
that many teachers begin their journey in the ELT industry a�er comple�ng 1-month introductory 
courses, which are usually referred to as TEFL cer�ficates (Barduhn and Johnson, 2009). In the 
next sec�on, I will review one of these TEFL courses, namely the CELTA. 

CELTA 

According to the official syllabus (Cambridge University Press and Assessment, 2022), CELTA is  
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an introductory course for candidates who have litle or no previous English language teaching 
experience. It may also be suitable for candidates with some experience but litle previous 
training (p.3). 

It is a 120-hour long course, completed full-�me in four/five weeks or part-�me over 2-3 months. 
The minimum requirements to enrol include 1) having English language proficiency at least at 
Common European Framework for Reference for Languages (CEFR) C1 level (proficient), 2) being 
at least 18-years-old, and 3) having an educa�on that would be required to enter higher 
educa�on. 

The syllabus covers the following five main themes:  

A - learners and teachers, and the teaching and learning context 

B - language analysis and awareness 

C - language skills: reading, listening, speaking and wri�ng 

D - planning and resources for different teaching contexts 

E - developing teaching skills and professionalism. 

(Cambridge University Press and Assessment, 2022) 

Assessment is carried out throughout the whole dura�on of the course, and it includes writen 
assignments and six hours of observed Teaching Prac�ce (TP). Overall, it is a course that 
approaches TT in prac�cal and dynamic ways to accommodate the trainees, who have diverse 
backgrounds and reasons for taking the course (Scot, 2007).  

CELTA has both posi�ve and nega�ve aspects, which have been highlighted by researchers 
(Barnawi, 2016; Borg, 2002; Hobbs, 2016; Kanowski, 2004; Mackenzie, 2014; Stanley and Murray, 
2013). On the one hand, CELTA addresses the content-pedagogy dichotomy in a dispropor�onate 
way. In the syllabus, four themes (A, C, D and E) focus on pedagogy and only one theme (B) 
focuses on language. Hobbs (2013) pointed out to the superficiality in language knowledge and 
awareness in TEFL courses, arguing that 120-hour courses are not suitable for equipping trainees 
with sufficient understanding of linguis�c knowledge, despite it being crucial for second language 
teachers. Moreover, Stanley and Murray (2013) concluded that CELTA may deliver what can be 
expected from a 4-week course, but it does not provide sufficient content knowledge about the 
language, which would be crucial for both NS and NNS candidates. In this vein, it is worth re-
men�oning that CELTA was originally designed for NS of English language (Ferguson and Donno, 
2003) in an era when a NS language knowledge was considered the ideal (Phillipson, 1992). 
CELTA’s Communica�ve Language Teaching (CLT), which is defined as an approach to teaching EFL 
with a focus on building communica�ve competence in students (Litlewood, 1981), emphasises 
an English-only classroom policy, which is par�cularly suitable for monolingual English NSs 
(Howat, 1984; Anderson, 2020). However, due to the spread of English as a lingua franca and the 
disputed ownership over English language nowadays, such arguments are less relevant and in fact 
disputed (Houghton and Rivers, 2013).  
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Furthermore, arguments remain that CELTA does not provide suitable prepara�on to be 
considered a TT leading to a teaching qualifica�on due to its brevity and highly procedural 
approach (Stanley and Murray, 2013). Although CELTA’s learning outcomes may help trainees 
become English language teachers, the acquired teaching skills may only be useful in contexts 
similar to the TP sessions of CELTA (Barnawi, 2016). In various subfields of the ELT industry, such 
as EAP (English for Academic Purposes) or CLIL (Content and Language Integrated Learning), 
CELTA qualified teachers may not be able to successfully deliver lessons in the environments that 
require more in-depth understanding of both language and teaching methodology (Ferguson and 
Donno, 2003). 

Nevertheless, CELTA has some beneficial components and aspects. Research about CELTA 
trainees’ experiences found that the TP is a highly beneficial and much-valued element of the 
course (Borg, 2002). Kanowski (2004) added that the real value behind those six hours does not 
necessarily lie in the teaching itself, but in the self-reflec�on on trainees’ professional behaviour, 
which therefore creates a bridge between professional prac�ce and pedagogical knowledge. 
Consequently, with a sensi�ve considera�on of its posi�on on the wide spectrum of teacher 
educa�on and teacher development, CELTA could be regarded as a useful course (Mackenzie, 
2018). 

Non-Na�ve Speakers experiences of CELTA 

The first study that explicitly considered NNS teachers’ experiences of CELTA was conducted by 
Anderson (2016) who explored the difference between NS and NNS in their percep�ons of ini�al 
training courses (ITCs), such as CELTA and Trinity College London CertTESOL. The study found that 
NNSs tend to complete ITCs for improved job prospects, but they receive less relevant support 
than NSs. NNS par�cipants mostly hoped to learn about innova�ve methodology, which may be 
incompa�ble with their future teaching contexts in their home countries. Also, it was found that 
experienced NNSs benefit less from ITCs’ language awareness component due to their previous 
teaching and TT experiences. Consequently, Anderson (2016) concluded that ITCs are not suitable 
for the majority of NNS candidates and suggested that an alterna�ve course could be more 
beneficial to them, despite the overall sa�sfac�on demonstrated by NNSs. Overall, although this 
was a pioneering study due to researching NNSs in rela�on to CELTA, it did not provide in-depth 
explana�ons for some findings, which Anderson (2016) acknowledged by recommending further 
qualita�ve research.  

Anderson (2018) further inves�gated NNSs teachers’ experiences of ITCs with a focus on 
professional development. In this study, he found that par�cipants’ main reasons for taking an 
ICT were to improve their career prospects and their classroom prac�ce, which is consistent with 
his previous findings in 2016. Reflec�ng on na�ve speakerism (the ideology that considers NSs 
superior in language teaching), par�cipants thought that a widely recognised ITC, such as CELTA, 
could be a qualifica�on that somewhat removes the barrier between NSs and NNSs in hiring 
prac�ces. In addi�on, Anderson found that the most useful element was the TP in conjunc�on 
with reflec�ve feedback sessions. These findings could be connected to the strengths of CELTA 
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discussed by Borg (2002) and Kanowski (2004), such as the focus on prac�cal teaching experience 
via reflec�ve prac�ce. However, some experienced teachers reported that incorpora�ng new 
elements into their internalised teaching style was challenging (Anderson, 2018). The 
incompa�bility of monolingual and highly communica�ve CELTA methodology with par�cipants’ 
future teaching contexts was another issue for some par�cipants (Anderson, 2018), which was 
one of CELTA’s limita�on argued by Barnawi (2016) and Ferguson and Donno (2003). Moreover, 
although ITCs led to career promo�ons in some cases, par�cipants felt that it did not help to 
obtain roles that were impacted by discriminatory NS-only policies (Anderson, 2018). It is 
worthwhile men�oning that par�cipants had not heard of Cambridge’s in-service courses, which 
might have been more useful (Anderson, 2018). These courses, however, have since been 
discon�nued and replaced with courses, such as DELTA (Cambridge University Press and 
Assessment, 2023). Overall, Anderson (2018) provided mul�ple recommenda�ons to tailor ITCs 
to become more suitable for NNSs (such as  to be more inclusive of experienced teachers’ 
exper�se). He also concluded that despite its limita�ons, CELTA remained a posi�ve experience 
for NNS trainees, who agreed that CELTA is “like a passport” in the interna�onal context of ELT 
(Anderson, 2018, p.6). 

Contras�ngly, a study in the Middle East has come to different conclusions. Aydin et al. (2016) 
inves�gated how CELTA is perceived by Turkish teachers with different teaching experience and 
with ELT and non-ELT-related educa�onal background. This study, which involved 44 par�cipants, 
revealed that CELTA is beneficial for trainees with different educa�onal backgrounds. Although 
the study found that candidates with non-ELT educa�on background and litle teaching 
experience benefit the most from CELTA, the six hours of TP remains insufficient for them. For 
experienced teachers, however, the TP provided an opportunity to evaluate and reflect on their 
exis�ng teaching style. Experienced teachers had previous knowledge about ELT theories, and 
therefore could focus more thoroughly on the improvement of their teaching style (Aydin et al., 
2016). All par�cipants reported that CELTA’s feedback and reflec�ve approach makes it a useful 
course, and that it was an interna�onally valuable cer�ficate. These findings seem to oppose 
Anderson’s (2016) conclusion by demonstra�ng that CELTA can indeed be a suitable choice for 
professional development for experienced NNS teachers. Aydin et al.’s (2016) results are 
persuasive because an in-depth explana�on of the par�cipants’ experiences is provided through 
looking at the influence of their teaching and educa�on backgrounds. However, the contextual 
specifica�on makes it difficult to draw strong conclusions for NNS teachers because depending 
on each country/region, teachers might experience different approaches to teacher training, 
which then impacts their prac�ce (Darling-Hammond and Lieberman, 2012). 

Anderson conducted another qualita�ve study looking into NNS teachers’ percep�ons of changes 
in their classroom prac�ces six months a�er comple�ng CELTA (Anderson, 2020). In contrast to 
his previous studies involving a global cohort of par�cipants (Anderson, 2016; Anderson 2018), 
he focused this project on Egyp�an teachers. The study revealed that CELTA graduates intend to 
incorporate communica�ve and learner-centred approaches into their teaching. However, it is 
crucial that the applica�on of CELTA’s teaching approach on specific teaching contexts is 
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accounted for during the training, which is a finding that con�nually emerged in his previous 
studies (Anderson, 2016, 2018). It was also found that teachers’ self-confidence both in the 
classroom and in the interna�onal job market was increased further due to comple�ng CELTA 
(Anderson, 2020). This study provided an insight into the Middle Eastern context previously 
ini�ated by Aydin et al. (2016). 

Another study by Tang (2020) explored three Japanese teachers’ percep�ons of CELTA in terms of 
usefulness and implementa�on in their teaching prac�ces. By interviewing teachers, who had 
experience with both young learners and adults; it was found that their percep�ons are 
consistent with previous studies (Anderson, 2018, 2020; Aydin et al., 2016) for three reasons: 1) 
CELTA’s most valued element is the TP, 2) the relevance of linguis�c knowledge teaching during 
CELTA is not significant due to the trainees’ previous teacher training, and 3) they aimed to 
incorporate CELTA’s core teaching techniques into their teaching se�ngs by applying a more 
induc�ve approach. This is a crucial study because it explored NNS teachers' experiences who 
had previous training in East Asia.  

Research Ques�ons 

Based on the exis�ng literature about the CELTA program, it has been found significant to look at 
teachers’ experiences in a European country (Hungary) to contribute to the holis�c understanding 
of NNSs experiences of CELTA. Therefore, this research aimed to contribute to the globally 
available research on NNSs’ experiences of CELTA by answering the following Research Ques�ons 
(RQ): 

RQ1: What were the par�cipants’ reasons to take CELTA? 

RQ2: How useful did the par�cipants find CELTA? 

Methodology 

This study adopted a qualita�ve approach because it aimed to inves�gate in detail people’s 
experiences of teacher training. Two research methods were used. Par�cipants were asked to 
write a reflec�ve narra�ve, which is a method that can provide a writen account of people’s 
personal percep�ons about their experiences. This was followed by individual, online, semi-
structured interviews, which is a method that involves engaging conversa�ons with par�cipants 
to gather in-depth qualita�ve data. The reflec�ve narra�ves were used to gain a general 
understanding of par�cipants’ pre-CELTA TT and teaching backgrounds. This research method 
helped develop the interview ques�ons, allowing the researcher to collect even more in-depth 
data. 

The research involved three par�cipants, who were chosen via purposive sampling to ensure the 
relevance of the data collec�on to the RQs. There were three sampling criteria:  

To self-iden�fy as Hungarian and as a user of English as a foreign language, 

To have completed CELTA successfully and  
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To have at least six months of EFL teaching experience a�er comple�ng 
CELTA.  

Table 1 providing informa�on about the par�cipants can be found below.  

Par�cipant 
pseudonyms 

Year of 
CELTA 

Educa�onal 
background 

Teaching experience 
(context) 

Teaching 
experience 
(years) 

Erzsébet 2015 Teacher training in 
EFL 

Primary, Secondary, 
Further Educa�on, Adults, 
Business English, Teacher 
training 

Over 20 years 

Margit 2018 Teacher training in 
EFL and Geography 

Primary, Secondary, 
Higher Educa�on 

Over 20 years 

Ilona 2012 Teacher Training and 
MA in EFL 

Further Educa�on, Higher 
Educa�on, Business 
English, Exam 
Prepara�on, One-to-one 
Tutoring 

Over 25 years 

Table 1. Information about participants. 

Data collec�on began with par�cipant recruitment via social media. Par�cipants were first asked 
to write a reflec�ve narra�ve on their previous TT and teaching experiences in no more than 300 
words. Once the reflec�ve narra�ves were received by the researcher, a �me was agreed for the 
interviews. The interviews lasted approximately 25 minutes. Interviews were automa�cally 
transcribed by Microso� Teams so�ware and then reviewed and edited by the researcher to 
correct transcrip�on errors, as well as to improve readability by removing false starts, repe��ons 
and unnecessary fillers. When the researcher iden�fied an ambiguous comment during the 
edi�ng process, follow-up emails were sent to the par�cipants for clarifica�on. The researcher 
wrote up the findings and sent the corresponding sec�on to the par�cipants to conduct member 
checking, which is a crucial process in qualita�ve research to ensure the credibility of the findings. 
A�er member checking, all sensi�ve data was permanently destroyed. The collected data was 
manually analysed using thema�c analysis (Braun and Clark, 2006). Through engaging with the 
narra�ves and transcripts and iden�fying codes, the following themes were iden�fied: seeking 
novelty, beter career prospects, teaching methodology, teacher training methodology and 
collabora�on. 

Ethical Considera�ons and Challenges 

This study was guided by the Bri�sh Associa�on of Applied Linguis�cs Good Prac�ce Guidelines 
(2021) and the Associa�on of Internet Researchers Ethical Guidelines 3.0 (2019). Some of the key 
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ethical considera�ons were obtaining informed consent, ensuring confiden�ality and anonymity, 
and storing all sensi�ve data on an encrypted cloud space. 

One ethical challenge was encountered by the researcher. Some interview ques�ons could 
poten�ally bring up memories of nega�ve experiences due to discrimina�ons faced by NNSs in 
the ELT industry (Selvi, 2011). To avoid this risk, the researcher emphasized to par�cipants at the 
beginning of the interview that they did not have to answer any ques�ons that would make them 
feel uncomfortable. 

Findings and Discussion 

Seeking Novelty 

Some par�cipants recalled looking for new inspira�on and/or a new challenge as a reason to take 
CELTA. Firstly, Erzsébet stated in her reflec�ve narra�ve that “[she] wanted to gain first-hand 
prac�cal experience on how to find inspira�on again”. She further expanded on this reasoning in 
the interview:  

‘I had been teaching for some 14-15 years at the �me and felt that I didn’t 
really have the same drive I had when I started teaching, and I really wanted 
to find new ways to get back this inspira�on again [...] to get back to 
teaching because that was a period in my life when I was contempla�ng 
giving up teaching or doing something else’ 

(Erzsébet, interview). 

This could poten�ally be explained by experiencing teacher burnout. Khani and Mirzaee (2015) 
found that EFL teachers may experience burnout due to low self-efficacy in their teaching by 
failing to engage students. In Erzsébet’s case, CELTA was a tool to tackle demo�va�on a�er over 
a decade of teaching; and resulted in acquiring new classroom management techniques, which 
increased student engagement. 

Secondly, Margit decided to do CELTA due to its reputa�on of being a challenging course. She 
recalled hearing about CELTA being a par�cularly difficult and demanding programme from her 
co-workers, and as she described herself as an audacious person, she wanted to experience it 
herself: 

‘I actually wanted to do [CELTA] because I heard so much about the fact 
that it's so hard. So, I was wondering what can be so hard’ 

(Margit, interview). 

Such reputa�on may have stemmed from her co-worker's experiences of CELTA, as various studies 
iden�fied the high level of challenge associated with CELTA (Anderson, 2018; Borg, 2002). Margit 
further explained her challenge-seeking character, which suggests that this finding may be 
regarded as a personal reason to take CELTA. 

Beter Career Prospects 
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A crucial finding of the data collec�on was CELTA’s role in having beter career prospects. This was 
both a reason for and a result of obtaining CELTA. Furthermore, it elicited percep�ons about the 
value of CELTA in the ELT job market. 

Firstly, teaching abroad was the mostly associated no�on with CELTA amongst the three 
par�cipants. For instance, Ilona recognised that CELTA was considered a cer�ficate with which 
“you can become an English teacher anywhere in the world”, which is a percep�on that emerged 
in Barnawi’s (2016) research as well. As one of her dreams was going to the UK to teach on a pre-
sessional summer course, it seemed that CELTA would help realising her ambi�ons of ge�ng hired 
abroad. Further to comple�ng CELTA, she taught on mul�ple summer courses, which she then 
associated with a sense of achievement in her career as demonstrated by the following extracts: 

‘[CELTA] was good for fulfilling my dream. I have been to these pre-sessional 
courses three summers...’ 

(Ilona, interview) 

‘...how can you be [prouder] of yourself than by saying that I have taught 
English language in the United Kingdom?’ 

(Ilona, interview). 

Although one of Anderson’s (2018) conclusions was that CELTA is not useful for finding 
employment abroad for the majority of NNS teachers, the findings of this study, despite the small 
sample size, can ques�on this conclusion because not only Ilona, but Margit also reported success 
in securing EFL teaching jobs outside of Hungary. Margit recalled CELTA as a key to securing jobs 
in the interna�onal labour market. In her experience as a foreign teacher in the Middle East, the 
employers are “[keener] to keep you as a teacher” if you have CELTA, regardless of other 
qualifica�ons and experience. This was especially relevant because around the �me when she 
was considering CELTA, she no�ced a tendency towards hiring local teachers over foreign ones. 
Although CELTA was not a reason for finding a job abroad, it was deemed beneficial in keeping 
her job. Par�cipants in Anderson’s (2018) research reported being made redundant unless they 
take CELTA, which is similar to Margit’s experience towards the CELTA-dominated cer�fica�on for 
securing a job. The experiences of Ilona and Margit provide an example for CELTA’s usefulness for 
beter career prospects for NNS teachers.  

CELTA was considered as a tool for interna�onal job opportuni�es by Erzsébet too. The first �me 
Erzsébet had considered doing CELTA was when she had plans for moving abroad and was looking 
at ways in which she could be hired as an English teacher in the Middle East. Ilona also men�oned 
that by ge�ng CELTA-cer�fied, she had an�cipated a higher salary both for having the 
opportunity to move abroad and for being able to apply for vacancies with beter renumera�on 
locally. These findings confirm the conclusions of CELTA being strongly associated with improved 
job prospects in Anderson’s (2018) and Barnawi’s (2016) research findings. 

Nevertheless, when asking about beter career prospects, different forms of discrimina�on were 
men�oned in several responses. Margit felt that by having completed CELTA, she could now apply 
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to more vacancies than before with her master's degree only. She con�nued explaining that the 
main requirement has become to be CELTA-cer�fied in the interna�onal EFL job market. However, 
she highlighted that “in many places they look for CELTA-cer�fied teachers as only na�ves, which 
is [something that is] always going to be there”. Addi�onally, Ilona witnessed that even in the 
pool of CELTA-cer�fied teachers, you can get hired because of your gender and your appearance, 
instead of for your knowledge and experience. This shows that the discrimina�on NNS teachers 
face can go beyond na�ve speakerism and extend to sexism (discrimina�on based on gender) and 
lookism (discrimina�on based on physical appearance). This finding supports Fithriani’s (2018, 
p.741) conclusion of racist policies, such as “recrui�ng White English teachers”, accoun�ng for an 
addi�onal challenge NNS teachers face in ELT professionalism. Consequently, this episode le� 
Ilona ques�oning the actual value of CELTA: 

‘If we say that [CELTA and DELTA are] the top English teaching industry 
qualifica�ons, then if such things happen, it loses its value.’ 

(Ilona, interview). 

12 of the 19 par�cipants in Anderson’s (2018) research also reported that having an 
interna�onally recognised teaching cer�ficate cannot counteract hiring prac�ces dominated by 
na�ve speakerism. Therefore, the findings of this research project suggest that CELTA’s value is 
ques�onable in the global job market as the interviewed Hungarian EFL teachers report 
experiencing unjust employment screening despite being CELTA-cer�fied. 

Teaching Methodology 

Teaching methodology has been found as a controversial topic associated with CELTA. On the one 
hand, as a reason to take CELTA, Erzsébet and Margit recalled looking for the most up to date 
teaching methodologies. The following interview extracts demonstrate what they had hoped to 
gain from CELTA: 

‘I’ve been already teaching for more than 10 years, and I wanted to brush 
up on my knowledge, to get to know more about what is up to date, what 
is more relevant to what I’m doing in the classroom’ 

(Margit, interview) 

‘I wanted to find and explore new prac�ces for methodology because I felt 
that I got to the end of my resources and even though I was reading a lot 
online and trying to discover new things, I just felt that on my own I 
wouldn’t be able to implement those’ 

(Erzsébet, interview) 

Erzsébet con�nued by explaining that she needed “proper guidance” on how to make her 
methodology more up-to-date and effec�ve, which is why she chose CELTA. Based on the internet 
research she had done on the course provider’s website, she concluded that CELTA would give 
her what other trainings, such as masterclasses or local language schools’ training courses, have 
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failed to do. In addi�on, another par�cipant, Margit, wrote in her reflec�ve narra�ve that her 
reason for taking CELTA was her "desire to improve [herself] as a teacher and add to [her] exis�ng 
teacher toolkit”. Asking her about CELTA’s usefulness, she went into more detail about how CELTA 
fulfilled her hope to improve her teaching methods. For example, with the help of CELTA trainers, 
she could properly acquire teaching techniques, such as Instruc�on Checking Ques�ons (ICQ) and 
Concept Checking Ques�ons (CCQ), which she has been using in her teaching ever since. As she 
does not speak the na�ve language of her students, it was crucial that she applies the “CELTA 
way” in her classes every day: 

‘[ICQs and CCQs] are actually working. Even though I don’t speak Arabic, I 
can understand whether my students understand me or not because of 
these ques�ons’ 

(Margit, interview) 

The no�on of iden�fying and working on professional difficul�es as a teacher, such as low student 
engagement, has similarly emerged from Erzsébet’s views on CELTA. She considered the 
experience of “[facing] your own weaknesses as [an experienced] teacher” as a significant 
contribu�on to why CELTA was a posi�ve experience for her. Despite the high workload she 
experienced during the course and having to prepare for the TPs with different levels, she enjoyed 
that she had to apply a new approach to teaching, which was different to what she had 
experienced in Hungarian state schools. Therefore, learning about a new teaching methodology 
was deemed beneficial and highly applicable in her post-CELTA teaching, which is demonstrated 
by the following interview extract:  

‘Before CELTA I was always giving an explana�on [to the students]. A�er 
CELTA I was trying to make them work out things on their own because they 
can [do most things]. I was just not familiar with this method [of student 
engagement]’ 

(Erzsébet, interview). 

Erzsébet also men�oned how certain CLT techniques, such as ICQs and CCQs, help her ensure 
that her students understand grammar. This may mean that, for Erzsébet, CELTA was the key in 
shi�ing from a deduc�ve to induc�ve teaching. These findings are consistent with the findings of 
other studies that focused on NNS teachers’ experiences of CELTA (Anderson, 2016; Anderson, 
2018; Aydin et al., 2016, Anderson, 2020; Tang, 2020). Therefore, this study supports the 
argument that one of CELTA’s most appreciated features is its poten�al to provide trainees with 
efficient teaching methods. 

On the other hand, Ilona concluded that as a one-to-one EFL tutor, she does not use the typical 
ac�vi�es which they prac�ced during the CELTA course, such as pair and group work. This finding 
supports the argument about a limita�on of CELTA discussed by Barnawi (2016), and Ferguson 
and Donno (2003). The four-week training cannot account for the diversity of ELT contexts, which 
was confirmed by Ilona’s percep�on of CELTA’s usefulness in rela�on to teaching methodology. 
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Moreover, such concern emerged in Anderson’s (2020) findings too, in which it was reported by 
Egyp�an EFL teachers that CELTA did not prepare them for specific teaching contexts. Anderson’s 
(2020) findings combined with Ilona’s comment emphasise that although CELTA can be useful for 
acquiring teaching methodologies, providing adjustment strategies to tailor the CELTA-way to fit 
specific teaching contexts may be desired to be incorporated in the CELTA curriculum. 

Teacher Training Methodology 

CELTA’s training methodology received both posi�ve and nega�ve comments in the data 
collec�on. On the one hand, one of the reasons why Margit found CELTA useful was its prac�cal 
approach to training. She highlighted that implemen�ng the training input in her TP sessions was 
a crucial factor in improving herself during the four weeks of CELTA. She concluded that the 
trainers make you face your weaknesses as a teacher. She recalled that CELTA had a significant 
impact on herself from the very beginning: 

‘For me it was like I went to Budapest one day and the next day I wasn’t 
myself... You fall fully apart and then you put [yourself] back together [piece 
by piece]’ 

(Margit, interview). 

Addi�onally, she stated that trainers provided feedback in “such a smooth mode that it gets under 
your skin”. They are not instruc�ng you but “guiding” your development. To demonstrate, with 
the help of the trainers, she could acquire how to use the course material “for [her] own 
advantage”. She also pointed out that she had never finished a class without acquiring something 
new: “you always have something to take away. There is no lesson that you walk out without a 
takeaway”. This is a percep�on that is likely due to CELTA’s reflec�ve approach to training 
teachers. This has been highlighted as an advantage of CELTA in Kanowksi’s (2004) work by 
arguing that CELTA can be successful in only four weeks due to its reflec�ve training methods.  

On the other hand, Ilona had some nega�ve experiences in rela�on to CELTA’s training. She 
recalled facing humilia�on due to being a qualified teacher with years of teaching experience. 
She remembered the training as an unpleasant interac�on:  

‘I was humiliated, sort of oppressed every day [during the TPs], when I put 
such things in prac�ce that I had seen before on methodology courses in 
the UK. You were told that ‘no, no [don’t do that, do this]’ 

(Ilona, interview). 

She argued that trainers would not tolerate teaching techniques that were inconsistent with the 
CELTA curriculum. Therefore, she concluded that she would not do the course again, although she 
admited the usefulness of being CELTA-cer�fied later in her career as discussed above. 

It is relevant here that when Copland et al. (2009) inves�gated post-observa�on feedback in 
CELTA and other TEFL courses, they concluded that many trainers do not receive sufficient training 
in how to provide reflec�ve feedback and called for more support and resources from training 
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organisa�ons. Whether Ilona’s nega�ve experience was a result of one of the CELTA trainer’s 
training style or similar incidents have occurred with other trainees is a ques�on that cannot be 
answered within this research, and therefore calls for future research.  

This experience could also be connected to Anderson’s (2018) and Aydin et al.’s (2016) contras�ng 
findings about the effects on training experience of being an experienced teacher on CELTA. 
Although the usefulness of such a no�on was found to be ques�oned in Anderson (2018) and 
confirmed in Aydin et al. (2016), it was unanimously found that it can be difficult to incorporate 
new methods into internalised teaching skills. Therefore, this may suggest that CELTA trainers 
should receive training to be more inclusive in training experienced teachers. However, this may 
be conflic�ve due to CELTA being adver�sed as an introductory course and not as a professional 
development course. 

Collabora�on 

Firstly, another reason for enrolling in CELTA for Margit was to meet na�ve speakers of English. 
She wanted to meet speakers of English who have different linguis�c and cultural backgrounds to 
the people in her work environment: 

‘I was hoping to get trainers from England... because I hear English speakers 
from all around the world, but not na�ves. I meet Indian, Pakistani, 
Moroccan, Egyp�an, Sudanese and Saudi English speakers, but none of 
them are na�ve. So, I really wanted to get in touch with na�ve speakers and 
hear their voices actually’ 

(Margit, interview).  

For Margit, CELTA was a tool to meet na�ve speakers due to the general percep�on of CELTA being 
a course for NSs as described by Ferguson and Donno (2003). It is notable that despite na�ve 
speakerism being a key topic in TESOL research in the past four decades, there has not been a 
significant shi� in how society thinks about NS and NNS teachers beyond academia (Tupas, 2022). 
Although Medgyes (2017) discussed that NSs have an undeniable role in ELT, this finding may also 
be understood as an example for the considera�on of NS superiority as a pertaining issue due to 
their accents and associated ownership over English. 

Secondly, it must be acknowledged that for some trainees, interac�ng with English speakers with 
different accents may pose an addi�onal challenge. For instance, Ilona found it difficult to 
communicate with fellow trainees and trainers from Australia and Scotland for the first weeks 
due to their accents. In addi�on, as explained above, Margit considered CELTA as a course for NSs 
due to the tradi�onal associa�on of CELTA being designed for NS. She enjoyed this as a challenge, 
however it also caused communica�on difficul�es that at �mes le� her feeling that she was 
“lagging behind because of the language”. NNSs’ experiences of CELTA in rela�on to collabora�on 
with NSs has received litle aten�on in research. However, research on MA TESOL programs have 
iden�fied similar percep�ons to these findings. An example is demonstrated by interna�onal 
students on MA TESOL in Canada repor�ng the nega�ve impact of the level of their English 
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language proficiency on their social engagement (Faez and Karas, 2019). Liu (1999) suggested that 
MA TESOL courses accommodate NNS students by providing more support to improve their 
English language proficiency. Consequently, although one of the requirements to enrol in CELTA 
is to have C1 level of English, it may be desired to provide addi�onal language support on CELTA 
courses. As a conclusion, it is crucial that trainees are supported for their specific learning needs. 
This may mean further support in linguis�cs and grammar for example, which can be a crucial 
need of NS CELTA trainees too (Borg, 2002), or addi�onal help with the improvement of trainees’ 
English language proficiency.  

Lastly, Erzsébet valued the collabora�on with other trainees from different countries including 
the US, China, the UK, Germany and Russia. Although generally preferring to work independently, 
she enjoyed helping her Bri�sh friend with the assignments by using her previous experience in 
learning linguis�cs. This relates to Barrat’s (2010) recommenda�on about fostering collabora�on 
amongst trainees by sharing their previous linguis�cs knowledge with each other. A similar idea 
of collabora�on is recommended by Medgyes (2017) who emphasized the importance of 
reciprocal support in using NSs’ and NNSs’ individual strengths and weaknesses. He suggested 
recognising teachers’ own highlights and challenges and complemen�ng each other to create a 
beter educa�onal environment. Although this recommenda�on is for NS-NNS collabora�on in 
teaching, it could be applied to training scenarios, such as CELTA.  

Conclusion 

The aim of the present qualita�ve research was to inves�gate Hungarian EFL teachers’ 
experiences of CELTA. Firstly, a common reason of the par�cipants for taking CELTA was for beter 
career prospects. Each par�cipant highlighted how the possibility of teaching abroad was a 
mo�va�ng factor in enrolling on CELTA. Secondly, par�cipants also reported seeking a way to 
acquire a more up to date EFL teaching methodology in CELTA. It was viewed as a course that 
equips trainees with innova�ve teaching skills, which was a key factor in seeking professional 
development a�er over a decade of teaching. Moreover, an addi�onal reason to take CELTA was 
the par�cipants’ aspira�on for a challenge and new inspira�on. Due to the role and percep�on 
of CELTA in the ELT industry, CELTA can be a way to achieve professional sa�sfac�on and valida�on. 
Furthermore, one of the par�cipants decided to enrol in the CELTA course to meet NS of English. 
This can be viewed as an addi�onal benefit of CELTA for those seeking to interact with NS 
speakers. Overall, CELTA is useful in finding employment abroad. However, its value in the ELT job 
market was ques�oned due to na�ve speakerism, sexism and lookism hiring policies. 
Furthermore, CELTA was considered useful for acquiring teaching skills that improve students’ 
engagement. Par�cularly, ICQs and CCQs were highlighted by the par�cipants. It is notable though 
that CELTA’s usefulness in terms of teaching methodologies is highly context specific, which is why 
it is recommended that CELTA incorporates adjustment strategies that allow teachers to tailor the 
“CELTA way” to trainees’ specific teaching contexts. Finally, it was found that the availability of 
language support may be desired for certain trainees. This is crucial in making CELTA more 
inclusive and effec�ve for all trainees. 
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The key contribu�on of this research is that it provided valuable insight into trainees’ percep�ons 
of CELTA in the Hungarian context. The findings are relevant to CELTA providers for crea�ng a 
more inclusive training space and helping trainers to recognise and adjust to NNS trainees’ 
addi�onal needs. 

Limita�ons 

The researcher iden�fied two limita�ons of the research project. Firstly, the small sample size 
could be viewed as a limita�on as to how strong the conclusions can be made for a broader 
(Hungarian/European) context. Secondly, par�cipants had completed CELTA over five years ago. 
CELTA is con�nuously undergoing quality-control, which may suggest that certain aspects of this 
study’s findings on CELTA have been improved over the past years. 
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Entangled Engagement: Ge�ng Started with Lines, Knots and 
Par�cipatory Theatre. 

Hannah Wainwright, School of Education, University of Leeds  

Abstract 

This think-piece reflects on the challenges that I have faced in the early part of my PhD, during 
which I have spent around 250 hours as a volunteer in the Theatre of Sanctuary programme run 
by a local theatre. Drawing on the work of Tim Ingold (2007;2015), the paper rejects metaphors 
that see humans as bounded and separate individuals which might be characterised as blocks or 
blobs (Ingold, 2015, p.3). Rather I frame what happens at the theatre as an ongoing work of 
becoming, in which par�cipants, spaces and methods are flowing and ongoing lines (Hayes et al., 
2021, p.514), which come together to weave the world from “ever unspooling strands” (Ingold, 
2015, p.15). Using illustra�ons drawn from Ingold’s work and from my experience at the theatre, 
the paper explores how, by becoming knoted within this ongoing flow of places, prac�ces, and 
people, I have begun to accept the challenge of mess in my research.   

Introduc�on  

I suspect that I am not alone in bringing a desire for order to my PhD studies. When I began my 
doctoral studies in 2021, I pictured my PhD a bit like a block tower in which the bricks represented 
my ideas. According to this metaphor, each idea would each fit neatly with those surrounding it 
and would be combined into a solid wall of knowledge, which I could write up, submit, defend, 
and move on from! I think I can forgive my slightly younger self for picturing my research like this, 
because the building-block metaphor is deeply entrenched in our culture (Ingold, 2015, p.14). A 
cursory google yields over seven and a half million results for the phrase “atoms as building blocks 
of the universe” for example, and we o�en hear DNA described as the “building blocks of life” 
(Ingold, 2015, p.14). Nor am I the first to use it epistemologically, as was illustrated by sta�s�cian 
Douglas Altman who, in 2012, collated hundreds of examples from PubMed, Google and Google 
Scholar of papers describing themselves as the building blocks of knowledge (Altman, 2012).   

What I have learned in the early part of my PhD, however, is that my project is much messier than 
my ini�al imaginings allowed. The purpose of this paper is to consider my emerging and con�nued 
dissa�sfac�on with this architectural metaphor and its failure to accurately describe the research 
process in which I am engaged. I will discuss some of the theory that has been helpful to me in 
making sense of what I have found, my discomfort with the messiness that I have experienced in 
my work, and my ongoing quest to reconcile myself to it.  

A Messy Project  

My PhD grew out of my teaching career, and specifically my unmet desire to adequately support 
refugees who were seeking sanctuary in the UK. The terms ‘Migrant Crisis’ and ‘Refugee Crisis’ 
have been used in the Bri�sh and European media since 2015, when large numbers of people 
started dying when atemp�ng to travel to Europe by boat (Balabanova and Balch, 2020, p.413). 
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Between star�ng teaching in 2010 and leaving the profession in 2020, I welcomed increasing 
numbers of children with refugee backgrounds into my classroom against the backdrop of the 
‘crisis of hospitality’ (Balch, 2016), which saw legisla�ve measures designed to make staying in 
the UK very difficult (Simpson, 2020, p.489) and a media campaign of misinforma�on about 
migra�on (Simpson, 2020, p. 489), which posi�ons migrants as a threat to the na�on’s prosperity 
and security (Cooper et al., 2021, p.196). At the same �me, my teaching prac�ce was impacted 
by austerity-driven financial cuts, which impacted language support, classroom assistant �me, 
and staff training (Granoulhac, 2017). I had something of a lightning-bolt moment when I realised 
that the African drumming sessions that my class took part in once a week seemed to be a 
par�cular moment of connec�on for a newly arrived member of my class, and embarked upon 
my PhD with lots of par�ally formed ideas about how performing arts might be useful as an 
educa�onal tool for children with refugee backgrounds.  

As a part-�me student, I have not yet begun the process of data genera�on, but I have spent 
around 250 hours volunteering in the Theatre of Sanctuary programme run by a local theatre. It 
is within this context that I intend to conduct my research. The programme runs every week, with 
one session catering for adults and the other for pre-school children and their families. The 
sessions are facilitated by theatre prac��oners, a member of staff from the theatre and a team 
of volunteers, and they involve storytelling, drama games, conversa�on, and the sharing of food, 
amongst other things. It has become increasingly evident to me, during my engagement in these 
sessions, that this research is not going to be as neat and orderly as I imagined at the project’s 
outset.  

One obvious inadequacy of the building block metaphor is that it fails to take account of the fluid 
nature of my role in the sessions. I do not arrive at the theatre, execute a neatly classifiable task 
that can be encapsulated within a �dy framework and then leave. Rather, my involvement 
includes a range of ac�vi�es including conversa�ons, moving furniture, suppor�ng cra�s, 
occasional piano playing, and the celebra�on of birthdays and other special events. As part of my 
volunteering, I have distracted small children from too-bright lights in a projector, cleaned dirty 
floors, poured juice, made tea, supplied food and become gree�ngs-card-buyer-and-writer-in-
chief. The edges of my role are wobbly and stretch and move to accommodate what is needed in 
each session. This flexibility is not accommodated by my building-blocks picture.  

Furthermore, I occupy a dual role within the sessions, as both a volunteer who is genuinely 
commited to the theatre’s objec�ves, and as a beginning researcher – constantly on the lookout 
for things that might shape the direc�on of my project. This duality is par�cularly evident in my 
relief at the theatre’s recent procurement of more funding for its Theatre of Sanctuary projects, 
which is coloured by my own, slightly selfish ques�ons around whether this funding will last for 
long enough for me to complete my data genera�on. Even before star�ng the data genera�on 
process, I have begun to experience the “role confusion” iden�fied by Jenifer Hagan in her work 
on ethnography and volunteering (Hagan, 2022, pp. 1180-1181). I an�cipate that this will become 
even more pronounced as I start my data genera�on, when I will face the challenge of remaining 
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a helpful member of the team, who is fully engaged in the session, whilst also keeping my eyes, 
ears, pen, and camera on things that speak to my research ques�ons (Garthwaite, 2016, p.64).  

My posi�on as a volunteer also troubles the insider-outsider dichotomy (Merton, 1972, p. 21; 
Saidin and Yaacob, 2016), because I am simultaneously an insider (in my role as a volunteer) and 
an outsider (because there is no forced migra�on in my background) (Holmes, 2020, p.7). What’s 
more, my posi�on at the theatre means that I have a very definite impact on the sessions. I cannot 
claim to be an objec�ve observer who arrives, watches, and leaves the sessions, returning to my 
desk to transcribe what I have witnessed. While in that picture the researcher might be a block 
who can be easily removed from the se�ng in which they are working, my volunteering role 
means that I am inevitably a part of what happens during the sessions, and any knowledge that 
is created later in my project will come about through embodied interac�ons (Watson and Till, 
2010, p.126), rather than distant and objec�ve observa�ons. My rela�onships at the theatre do 
not fit easily into a block either. They are messy, mul�-faceted and complicated. My professional 
background is as a primary school teacher, and this has le� me with a strong inclina�on to 
maintain professional distance. I recall, for example, my ini�al anxiety when an adult par�cipant 
in one of the sessions added me on Facebook, because the management in my former school was 
very clear that staff members should avoid interac�ng with parents on social media. What I have 
found at the theatre, however, is a very different world from the fierce professional distance 
expected in my teaching career, where hospitality is crucial (Turner-King, 2018), and rela�onships 
are a fundamental part of the prac�ce in a different and freer way to a primary school. 

I have already suggested that the edges of my research are flexible, and as I near the end of my 
second-year volunteering, the rela�onships that I have built are stretching out beyond the 
confines of the theatre sessions into other parts of my life. I’ve recently had an invita�on to the 
wedding of one of the theatre prac��oners, for example, and went out to eat with the staff and 
volunteers from one of the sessions during the summer. There is talk of a road-trip to visit a family 
who were very involved at the theatre un�l they moved into dispersal accommoda�on elsewhere 
in the country, and we are currently rallying friends and family members to help to furnish the 
flat of one of the par�cipants who has recently come to the top of the council’s housing wai�ng 
list. 

What’s more, the messiness that I have found in my rela�onships at the theatre makes the ethics 
of my project feel par�cularly complicated. I am acutely aware that, while I have been a regular 
fixture at the sessions for the past 18 months, I have not yet begun formal data genera�on, and 
the par�cipants in the sessions have not yet consented to being part of my research. It is vital, 
therefore, that I do not exploit my “undocumented historical knowledge of the people and 
cultural phenomenon being studied” (Taylor, 2011, p.9), and that anything that I have seen prior 
to ethical clearance and par�cipant consent does not make an appearance in my PhD. 

I am struggling even to put hard boundaries around my language choices. Very early on in my 
PhD, I decided to abandon the term ‘asylum seekers’ because of the nega�ve ways in which it has 
been used by right-wing media and a certain brand of poli�cian. Along with terms like ‘Small 
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Boats’, ‘Migrant Crisis’ and ‘Economic Migrant’, ‘Asylum Seeker’ has been used to reinforce 
binaries and highlight difference (Jackson, 2005; McKay and Bradley, 2016). It has been employed 
to depict some humans as “a threat to the na�on, its culture and the livelihood of its people” 
(Yuval-Davis, 2007, p.567). In an atempt to distance myself from this rhetoric, I have tried out a 
number of alterna�ves, none of which I am en�rely happy with. A�er a recent mee�ng with 
representa�ves from the City of Sanctuary ini�a�ve, I came to appreciate their use of ‘Sanctuary 
Seekers’, which lacks some of the nega�ve connota�ons of ‘asylum seeker’. Unfortunately, 
though, it also lacks its clarity. I have been tes�ng it out over recent months and have been met 
with puzzled looks and ques�ons about whom, exactly, I am working with. For the moment, I 
have chosen to adopt refugee or, where appropriate, refugee seeking sanctuary, as a middle 
ground. While less loaded than ‘Asylum Seeker’, the term ‘Refugee’ does carry some s�gma and 
nega�ve associa�ons. I have started to use different terms in different circumstances, so that 
rather than being independent blocks about which I have made a decision and built into my 
theore�cal wall, my language choices are con�ngent and provisional, and are subject to ongoing 
revision. 

Turning to Theory – Blocks, Blobs or Lines?  

In the light of these messy engagements, it is clear that the building block metaphor discussed 
above does not work for my research. Anthropologist Tim Ingold suggests that the problem with 
it and other dominant metaphors of containers and chains is that they do not allow for life (Ingold, 
2015, p.14). According to Ingold’s theory, a wall of blocks does not genuinely interact, rather they 
are stacked next to or on top of each other. Ingold extends this ‘building block’ thinking to argue 
that what this understanding of the world does is characterise people as blobs. In his book, The 
Life of Lines, he argues: 

It is… usual to think of persons or organisms as blobs of one sort or another. 
Blobs have insides and outsides, divided at their surfaces. They can expand 
and contract, encroach and retrench. They take up space … They may bump 
into one another, aggregate together, even meld into larger blobs rather 
like drops of oil spilled on the surface of water. What blobs cannot do, 
however, is cling to one another…For when they meld internally, their 
surfaces always dissolve in the forma�on of a new exterior  

(Ingold, 2015, p3). 

Unlike building blocks, blobs can come together, but, as Ingold points out, when they do so, they 
forfeit their own surfaces and integrity, forming something en�rely new in the same way that 
copper and �n combine to make bronze when mixed in the right propor�ons (Ingold, 2015, p.3). 
This model of interac�on seems to offer more than building blocks, but I am not sure it accounts 
well for the end of our interac�ons. Are we forever melded with every person or thing with whom 
we interact? Or might we temporarily or permanently be separated from them to interact with 
other people? And do we always become something completely new in our interac�ons? I’m not 
sure. 
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I have not found either the building block nor the blob metaphor to give an accurate or en�rely 
helpful picture of my experiences so far in my PhD. Ingold’s sugges�on is that, rather than being 
about stacking blocks or melding blobs, life is about clinging. As he sees it, we are designed to 
cling – first to our mothers, then to other people. And what is essen�al for clinging is found in 
neither blobs nor blocks but in the emergence of lines (Ingold, 2015, p3). Ingold goes so far as to 
argue that “life began when lines began to emerge and to escape the monopoly of blobs” (2015, 
p4) and points to lots of examples of lines emerging from blobs, which facilitate the vibrancy of 
life. 

Picture for a moment a bacterium, for example, a blob-like cell with a wispy flagellum. Ingold 
characterises this as a blob and a line – whereby the blob contributes energy and line mobility 
(Ingold, 2015, p.4). Similarly, a potato in a sack ready to be eaten is a reservoir of carbohydrates 
but put it in the soil (or leave it in the vegetable rack for too long) and threadlike roots start 
sprou�ng from the blob – moving out from it to seek water and nutrients (Ingold, 2015, p.4). Or 
consider the example of a tadpole – star�ng as a decidedly blobby piece of frogspawn and being 
transformed by the emergence of lines, first in the form of a tail, then limbs, which endow the 
frog with the ability to swim and jump (Ingold, 2015, pp.4-5). For Ingold, it is the presence of lines 
that allow for both movement and clinging together. 

For me the idea of s�ckling bricks is helpful here. While building blocks just sit on top of each 
other, the lines built into the structure of the bricks allow them to cling to each other. In building 
with the s�ckle bricks the lines reach out to each other, inter-locking and intermingling to allow 
the bricks to temporarily combine to form something new, whilst retaining their own integrity. 

And not only do lines enable us to reach out and cling to each other, but for Ingold, humans and 
other elements are constantly engaged in the prac�ce of drawing lines (Ingold, 2007, p.1) 
because, as he puts it, lines represent our “most fundamental mode of being in the world” 
(Ingold, 2007, p.83). This means that, for Ingold, all elements in a scenario, including people, 
methods and physical spaces, can be thought of as an already-flowing line, coming from 
somewhere and flowing somewhere else (Hayes et al., 2021, p.514). Ingold calls this process of 
us drawing lines ‘wayfaring’ and argues that the wayfarer lives their life along the trails of their 
journey, which are “typically winding and irregular, yet comprehensively entangled into a close-
knit �ssue” (Ingold, 2007, p.81). He describes the close-knit �ssue forged as a result of this kind 
of being-in-the-world as a meshwork. According to this metaphor, life itself is imagined as “a 
manifold woven from countless threads spun by beings of all sorts, both human and non-human, 
as they find their ways through the tangle of rela�onships in which they are enmeshed” (Ingold, 
2007, p.3). This picture is truly a messy one, but it feels more honest than imagining myself as a 
building block which can be extracted from the others as in a game of Jenga. 

In thinking about my engagement at the theatre as wayfaring, I imagine everyone involved in the 
sessions as being woven and knoted together like threads in a piece of cloth. A glance at our 
clothing reminds us that threads in a piece of cloth cannot be easily untangled. Indeed, any 
atempt to do so would be destruc�ve of both the cloth and the individual strands which make it 
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up. Ingold argues that, for the wayfarer, knowing is found along the way of walking (Ingold, 2007, 
p.91) and that “the knowledge we have of our surroundings is forged in the very course of our 
moving through them” (Ingold, 2007, p.88). If the line of my walking through the world is the path 
of my knowing, then trying to disentangle myself from the se�ng of my research and the people 
that I am researching with would also disentangle me from the knowing that I am seeking. While 
this research might be messy, Ingold’s theory has helped me to reconcile myself to the entangled 
nature of my work, and to adopt a different perspec�ve from no�ons of professional distance and 
remaining separate from my par�cipants in the pursuit of more objec�ve knowledge. 

Becoming Entangled in my Research  

I am s�ll very much in the process of understanding the complexi�es of Ingold’s ideas about lines 
and wayfaring and how they relate to my own research. That said, I am going to close this paper 
with some examples of the ways in which I have experienced the drawing of lines in my 
volunteering at the theatre so far.  

The line that I am drawing through my research grows out of my prac�ce as a primary school 
teacher. I started out on my PhD journey because of my frustra�on at my inability to provide 
adequately for children who had recently arrived in my class. It was fuelled by my frustra�on at 
the lack of resources that I had at my disposal and my dissa�sfac�on with my own prac�ce. It will 
not end when my fieldwork does but will go into my analysis and wri�ng up and then into the 
rest of my life and career. This line became entangled with the theatre through a sugges�on by a 
friend that I find out about the theatre’s work, and an email introduc�on which set me on the 
path of collabora�on with them and with the refugees with whom they work. The lines that I am 
drawing are mingling with the lines drawn by other people who are involved in the sessions, and 
many who are not. As I interact with people at each session, the lines that we are drawing become 
increasingly enmeshed and knoted together, through our interac�ons, as we build shared 
experiences and make art together.   

Other lines come from elements in the sessions that are not atributable to an individual. 
Religious fes�vals intervene, altering the content of the sessions or the number of atendees, as 
does par�cularly good or bad weather. Other organisa�ons contribute to the meshwork as they 
send people to us or keep them away with other ac�vi�es. Even a late dinner service in the ini�al 
accommoda�on centre draws lines which interact with those drawn at the theatre. Lines are 
drawn by food that is shared in the sessions, stories that are offered and problems that are solved. 
They are drawn by government policy, media rhetoric, news stories, phone calls from family 
members or an infesta�on of bedbugs at the ini�al accommoda�on centre.  

Lines that have been drawn by individuals unspool in other direc�ons as people “get their 
postcodes” and are moved onto dispersal accommoda�on around the UK (Home Office, 2023), 
and new lines are drawn by people arriving at the ini�al accommoda�on centre. Lines become 
more enmeshed and knoted as the par�cipants, staff and volunteers become involved in each 
other’s lives – suppor�ng with medical appointments, offering informal transla�on to each other, 
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loaning out carpet cleaners, celebra�ng each other’s milestones and commisera�ng with each 
other on bad news.  

Conclusion  

While the metaphors of blocks and building bricks might look �dier, I am increasingly coming to 
find value in the messiness of my engagement with those that I will research with. I was fortunate 
to have been at Professor Awad Ibrahim’s CLAIR Conversa�on session in Leeds during the last 
academic year. During this session, Professor Ibrahim spoke very convincingly about research 
done ‘as an act of love’ (Ibrahim, 2014, p.15), which requires that, as researchers we “place 
ourselves…completely into a rela�onship, to truly understand and “be there” with another 
person, without masks, pretences, even without words” (Ibrahim, 2014, p.16). For me, this no�on 
chimes completely with Ingold’s ideas about wayfaring because there is knowledge to be found 
in drawing lines in rela�onship with other people. This kind of thinking is helping me to stop 
seeing messiness as a problem to be solved, but to recognise that there is knowledge to be found 
along the way, as I allow myself to become entangled with all those engaged in the drawing of 
lines alongside me. 
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The challenge of managing the research process: ini�al ideas to co-
created new knowledge 

Marianne Talbot PGR, School of Education, University of Leeds 

Abstract 

This ar�cle reflects on the experiences of a PGR leading a Research England funded project that 
commenced in summer 2022. The project is being carried out under the auspices of the University 
of Leeds Research Culture Crucible. The project remains ongoing and focuses on how best to 
support teachers to engage with professional development (PD). The main ac�vi�es from which 
data has been sourced were three online roundtable discussions, each held in July 2022, 
supported by pre- and post-event surveys. 

However, the focus of this ar�cle is not the research itself but the process of bidding for funds, 
planning for and undertaking the ini�al research, and building on that research, leading to newly 
co-created meaning and avenues of inves�ga�on. For example, the researcher led a discussion 
about the project at the AEA-Europe Annual Conference in November 2022, and is now 
developing 10 case studies of successful teacher engagement with PD, based on the original 
findings. 

Structure and background 

Firstly, I will outline the methodology used to develop this paper, which is intended to be an 
autoethnography based on my own personal experiences of managing a research project 
between spring 2022 and summer 2023. Secondly, I will use alternate ‘chapters’ and ‘reflec�ons’ 
to recall and reflect upon the progress of the project from its incep�on to its current state. Finally, 
I will endeavour to reflect on the process of developing this paper and my experience of using 
autoethnographic techniques for the first �me. 

I was inspired to experiment with autoethnography by reading a pre-print paper authored by a 
friend and colleague, who delved deep into their own past to uncover repressed memories of 
perceived failure (Tissington, 2023); I was intrigued to see if I could capture my experiences of 
becoming a PGR using a similar method. According to Adams et al (2017) “Autoethnography is a 
research method that uses personal experience (“auto”) to describe and interpret (“graphy”) 
cultural texts, experiences, beliefs, and prac�ces (“ethno”).” I have very much relied on my 
personal circumstances, interpreta�ons of situa�ons, exposure to contexts, and real first-hand 
experience to inform my recollec�ons and reflec�ons. 

Methodology and mo�va�ons 

This reflexive memoir is mainly intended as an autoethnographic recollec�on and retrospec�ve 
analysis of my experience of the process of being involved in a research project, developed from 
my own notes made during the process, emails and mee�ng notes, and spending �me reflec�ng 
on the experience a�er approximately 12-18 months had passed. Thus, I must acknowledge my 
own subjec�vity and emo�onal connec�on with the research project (Ellis et al., 2011), and also 
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recognise the possibility of straying into a personal narrative at some points. I believe the dividing 
line between a reflexive memoir and a personal narra�ve is at best blurred and perhaps may not 
really exist, and I acknowledge that there is debate over the efficacy of personal narra�ve as a 
research method (Heidelberger & Uecker, 2009, and Moen, 2006). I recognise that my experience 
is just that: my experience. My central aim is to document that experience and use it to create a 
connec�on with the reader to enable them to reflect on their own experiences in rela�on to 
managing research and co-crea�ng knowledge. I believe my observa�ons and reflec�ons are valid 
and reliable, as I am a seasoned member of the research community, with over 30 years’ 
experience of working in and around public sector and academic research. However, I remain 
cognisant, like Mendez (2013), not just of the advantages of using memoir as autoethnography, 
such as the opportunity to see into private worlds full of rich data, but also of its limita�ons, 
including the personal or exposed nature of some disclosures, which can raise challenging 
emo�ons in researchers and readers alike. 

I have tried not to be too selec�ve about my remembrances, but to remain authen�c and fully 
mindful of the wider cultural context of the process, whilst documen�ng it faithfully in a hopefully 
engaging yet informa�ve way. As Mann & Walsh say, “a record of reflec�on is the reflec�on itself” 
(Mann & Walsh, 2017, p.130), that is that simply wri�ng about experiences forced me to reflect, 
although they acknowledge the tension when wri�ng becomes the focus rather than the 
reflec�on itself. However, I felt quite free to write what I wanted about the issues that seemed 
relevant, without going into the minu�ae of events or decision-making. I have broadly followed 
the steps in Tummons’s framework for reflec�ve wri�ng (Tummons, 2010, p.77), to consider 
events, my reac�on to them, and what I have learnt from the process. I have dra�ed my 
recollec�ons in chapters, each followed by a reflec�on on that chapter, my aim being to tell the 
story punctuated by conscious, reflexive self-evalua�on of the process and my part in it 
(Tissington, 2023). This interleaving of recollec�on and reflec�on also echoes Schön’s technique 
of reflec�ve conversa�on, where the research “talks to the situa�on” and the situa�on “talks 
back” (Schön, 2016, p.79), contras�ng his models of reflec�on-in-ac�on with reflec�on-on-ac�on 
(Schön, 2016, p.49), leading to what I call my ‘call and response’ model of alterna�ng chapters 
and reflec�ons (see Table 1: Call and response model, drawing on Schön, 2016 and Tissington, 
2023 below). 

Reflec�on-in-ac�on Intui�ve, tacit, and immediate 
applica�on of deep-seated and rich 
knowledge 

Broadly corresponding 
to my chapters 

Reflec�on-on-ac�on Considered, deliberate, and conscious 
contempla�on without new or 
addi�onal ac�ons necessarily being 
undertaken 

Broadly corresponding 
to my reflec�ons 

Table 1: Call and response model, drawing on Schön, 2016 and Tissington, 2023 
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My mo�va�ons for wri�ng this reflexive memoir include, but go beyond, a desire to record my 
experiences before they become overlain with later ones. I also want to learn from those 
experiences, and to share them with others who might be considering undertaking similar work 
at a similar stage in their academic careers. I have tried to bear in mind this purpose and 
prospec�ve audience of readers (Mann & Walsh, 2017, p.133) as I have been reflec�ng and 
wri�ng, piecing together a narra�ve of memories supplemented by what Mann & Walsh (2017, 
p.146) call a por�olio of notes, emails, and other artefacts. 

Ethical considera�ons 

I am conscious that autoethnography always includes reference to and impacts on others, not 
just the researcher. Building on Richardson’s idea of “ethical ethnography” (Richardson, 2000, 
p.253) and her ideas about ethical reflexivity (Richardson, 2000, p.254), I have taken care to share 
dra�s of this paper with key players in the bidding and research process and taken their 
comments and feelings into account. I hold myself accountable to meet ethical standards for 
discussing the people and events I have men�oned. Whilst obtaining upfront informed consent 
is not a realis�c scenario in wri�ng such as this, retrospec�ve considera�on of all par�es’ thoughts 
and recollec�ons is an important element of being honest and respec�ul about the events being 
described, analysed, and evaluated (Edwards, 2021). 

Reflexive memoir (or personal narra�ve?) 

CHAPTER 1: ORIGINS 

In Spring 2022, less than six months a�er star�ng my doctoral studies, I no�ced an invita�on to a 
series of three, fortnightly, half-day Research Culture Crucible (RCC) workshops, which offered 
the chance not only to collaborate with other researchers but also to bid for money to support 
small projects focused on an aspect of research culture. Coincidentally, I had been speaking with 
a colleague (Mick) about the possibility of researching barriers to teachers’ engagement with 
professional development (PD) and how some overcome these barriers, which is hugely affected 
both by the culture in their schools but also by access to funding and high-quality PD 
opportuni�es. I atended the workshops and met individually with other fellow ‘crucibilists’ to 
discuss their projects and mine. I was supported (and encouraged) in my endeavours by Mick, 
and we developed a ‘teaser’ to share at the second workshop, and a set of slides for presenta�on 
at the final workshop, to outline our project ra�onale, plan and bid for funds. 

REFLECTION 1 

This ini�al period only lasted about four weeks, but in my mind, it seems much longer. It was a 
�me of intense discussion, reading, learning, dra�ing, and edi�ng. Working out what we wanted 
to do and how best to achieve it was exci�ng and energising. I do work well under pressure, and 
this felt quite pressured, even though it was en�rely voluntary and separate from my doctoral 
research. I always enjoy working with Mick, who offered sage advice and made some great 
sugges�ons about how we could proceed. Mee�ng with other ‘crucibilists’ was interes�ng and 
encouraging, although not directly relevant to our bid. The teaser and the presenta�on were 



Hillary Place Papers  Issue 8, November 2023 

51 

received well, and the bid was successful, which was a huge relief given how much work I had 
done. 

Chapter 2: project planning (co-crea�on between researchers) 

It took about a week a�er our presenta�ons for ‘crucibilists’ to be told that all our bids were 
successful. The email informing me of our success is atached at Error! Reference source not 
found.. It helpfully includes feedback on the bid and sugges�ons for improvement, which were 
useful as we entered the project planning phase. As part of the bid prepara�on, we had 
developed an outline �meline and research methodology, but now we had to build a much more 
detailed plan, find, and recruit our par�cipants, and put the plan into ac�on. Firstly, my co-
researcher and I agreed to subdivide the required ac�ons. Mick focused on finding par�cipants 
from amongst his professional contacts, with a variety of lengths and levels of experience as 
teachers or as professionals suppor�ng teachers, such as teaching union officials or subject 
associa�on staff, who might be able to atend a roundtable event either in-person in Leeds or 
online in Microso� Teams; I sought teachers I knew who I thought might be willing to par�cipate, 
some of whom I had trained as Chartered Educa�onal Assessors (CIEA, 2023). We decided to run 
events characterised as ‘roundtables’ rather than ‘focus groups’, as whilst focus groups offer an 
“opportunity to study the ways in which the individuals collec�vely make sense of a phenomenon 
and construct meanings around it” (Bryman, 2001, p.338), we wanted also to promote open, free-
ranging, frank, democra�c conversa�ons, avoiding hierarchies or preconceived no�ons of the 
par�cipants as ‘research subjects’ and encouraging exposure to, considera�on of, and reac�on to 
others’ perspec�ves (Evans & Kotchetkova, 2009). 

To complement the roundtables, I dra�ed pre- and post-event surveys to collect a small amount 
of quan�ta�ve data about par�cipants to establish a general picture of their perspec�ves on 
access to and engagement with PD, which was used to help iden�fy emerging themes for further 
inves�ga�on in the roundtables, and to capture par�cipants’ views a�er the roundtables. More 
challenging was our applica�on for ethical approval, as I had never dra�ed one before, and it had 
to be done very quickly if approval was to be in place so we could send out roundtable invita�ons 
in good �me. 

Reflec�on 2 

Dra�ing the project plan, finding par�cipants, and designing research instruments were all well 
within my comfort zone, and are amongst my favourite parts of the research process, as all is 
an�cipa�on at this point. What I found more challenging was the �mescale for the whole project, 
which was that we had to have carried out the work and invoiced for all expenses by the end of 
July. This was a requirement of Research England, who were funding the work. Since we were 
only awarded the money in early April, this was a very �ght �mescale, especially since ethical 
approval can take several weeks or even months. 

I found Mick’s support hugely important, as he had not only been through the process of ethical 
approval several �mes before but had also sat on the relevant ethics commitee. Even so, the 
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project did not receive approval un�l late June (see screenshot at Appendix B), which was 
stressful and poten�ally put the whole project in jeopardy. Whilst we had tenta�vely approached 
par�cipants and asked them to hold a date for a roundtable, we were not able to share the 
Par�cipant Informa�on Sheet, seek informed consent, confirm arrangements, or distribute the 
pre-event survey un�l we received ethical approval. 

Chapter 3: undertaking the research (co-crea�on with par�cipants) 

It was a significant challenge to find sufficient and diverse par�cipants, who were also willing and 
available at short no�ce. We arrived at a total of 15, five for each roundtable, nine teachers and 
six other professionals. All 15 returned their pre-event survey, but one dropped out of the first 
roundtable on the day, so the total number of par�cipants ended up being 14. Mick ran the first 
roundtable online, I ran the second online, and we ran the third one jointly online, having had to 
pivot on the morning of the last roundtable from an in-person mee�ng on campus to an online 
mee�ng due to the extreme hot weather and the precarity of travel by public transport. Due to 
the short no�ce, we s�ll had to pay for the refreshments, although mee�ng room costs were 
waived. 

The roundtables were recorded and transcribed, with par�cipants briefed in advance that we 
were hoping to extract case study material from their comments. Mick and I spent several weeks 
a�er the roundtables checking and correc�ng the transcrip�ons for accuracy; Microso� Teams 
does not always catch the nuances of conversa�on, especially if voices overlap or a par�cipant 
has a strong regional accent. Mick created an ini�al coding frame, and we organised the 
transcribed comments by theme. These themes were developed and refined over the next few 
weeks, as they were combined or split, depending on the strength of representa�on and 
emerging links between them. 

I spent some �me chasing par�cipants to return their post-event surveys; 11 were eventually 
returned, the last some six weeks a�er the roundtables were held. I also spent considerable �me 
liaising with colleagues at the university to get each school, professional organisa�on, and 
independent consultant set up as a supplier, issued with a purchase order, so they could submit 
an invoice, and then get the invoice paid. I had started this process about a month before the 
roundtables, once our par�cipants were confirmed, but it took so long and so many emails, that 
it was not concluded un�l late August. I had to deal with at least five different teams across the 
School, Faculty, and University. 

Reflec�on 3 

Carrying out the surveys, roundtables, and thema�c analysis was enjoyable and reasonably 
straigh�orward. It was, however, equally �me-consuming ensuring that our par�cipants were set 
up as suppliers and paid for their �me. This proved tortuous. It was not clear to me who in the 
process could do what or who was responsible for paperwork being processed and approved. I 
had no way of checking what was happening other than emailing individuals and hoping they 
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would respond. I spent a lot of �me chasing for responses, o�en to be told to ask someone else. 
This was really stressful on top of an already heavy workload and felt unnecessarily convoluted. 

I understand that this period coincided with the university’s financial year end, a very busy �me 
for all concerned, and that this probably exacerbated the issue, but it did not feel collegiate or 
suppor�ve to someone like me who was new to the process and needed help to understand it. I 
probably made mistakes along the way but believe that was due to insufficient guidance and the 
lack of a single, simple system that I could access and manage. This is in no way disparaging of 
the individuals, who by and large were responsive and helpful once I found the right person in 
the chain of command, but I remain cri�cal of the system and its lack of user-friendliness, which 
not only drained my �me and energy, but also affected those I was contac�ng and our par�cipants 
and administra�ve staff in their organisa�ons, who in turn spent �me chasing me. 

Chapter 4: next steps in the research process (co-crea�on between researchers and with 
par�cipants) 

Mick and I had submited an abstract to the Annual Conference for AEA-Europe, to be held in 
Dublin in November 2022. In the event, Mick could not atend, and I led a dynamic one-hour 
discussion atended by about 20 delegates, based on a working dra� of our ini�al findings, 
derived from the surveys and thema�c analysis. This energe�c discussion ini�ated several 
dialogues and new connec�ons with researchers from around the world, which was exci�ng for 
me as a new academic. Notes of the session summarising the lively discussion are atached at 
Appendix C. 

The process for submi�ng or sharing the working dra� of our report to the Research Culture 
Team or to Research England has never been clear. However, Mick and I have con�nued to work 
on it, developing 10 case studies during summer 2023, based on par�cipants’ comments made 
at the roundtables. Dra� case studies were shared with each origina�ng par�cipant; many added 
a few extra details or provided some clarifica�on. We are currently seeking a journal or similar to 
publish them, ideally alongside the research report, or a version thereof. The case studies cover 
a range of contexts and strategies which are proving successful in overcoming barriers and 
enabling teachers to engage in PD. See Appendix D for an index of the case studies. 

Reflec�on 4 

I was very much looking forward to presen�ng at the AEA-Europe conference, alongside Mick, 
but the reason he did not atend was almost en�rely financial. Even though we underspent on 
the project (largely due to conver�ng the third roundtable to an online mee�ng) and asked if we 
could use those funds to cover Mick’s conference travel and registra�on, that change in use was 
not permited, despite many, many emails deba�ng it. As a new researcher, having a trusted 
colleague co-leading a session with me would have felt very much less nerve-wracking. Of course, 
Mick was adamant that I was more than capable of leading the session myself, and I was, but it 
did feel scarier and slightly unfair that Mick could not be there to enjoy and develop the fruits of 
his labours too. The need for intense and frequent liaison with various teams about this and the 
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par�cipants’ payments has put me off bidding for similar funding for the �me-being. However, I 
have learnt a lot about the processes of bidding and budge�ng, and wri�ng up and sharing 
research findings, including that I can hold my own in a roomful of experienced academics, 
because I know my subject and have a breadth and depth of experience to draw upon. 

It feels very much like the work is in our hands now, which might be how it is meant to feel, but 
to us, the funders seem more focused on the process and do not seem terribly interested in the 
outcomes. We feel that the rela�onship could have been much more open and perhaps a bit 
more flexible or responsive. We are clear that the case studies add value to the report but could 
also stand alone, so we are exploring ways of publishing them that will expose them and our work 
to an appropriate audience. 

Final reflec�ons 

Undertaking and then reflec�ng on my first-hand experience of the process of bidding for funding, 
carrying out the research, and now trying to get it ‘out there’ has proved very instruc�ve. As 
Tummons (2010, p.105) said “finding some �me to think” is vital to understanding my place in 
the wider academic landscape; he was talking about teaching more widely, but I believe the 
sen�ment is per�nent to my developing iden�ty as a researcher and to this atempt at 
autoethnography. 

Retrospec�vely, it is hard to disentangle the excitement of planning the project, having the 
funding bid accepted, and undertaking the research ac�vi�es, from the slog of the administra�on, 
mainly financial in nature; I would have been lost and unable to dra� this paper without my notes 
and other sources of evidence, for example, those atached as appendices. These artefacts helped 
me to maintain fidelity to the �meline and sequencing of events, and some�mes gave me clues 
as to my state of mind as I made notes of animated and inspiring conversa�ons or sent excited or 
frustrated emails. 

I have strived to be conscien�ous and to remain faithful to the autoethnographic process, valuing 
the story and making it accessible and engaging, by blending my personal experiences with cri�cal 
thinking (Adams et al., 2017), “making connec�ons between past and current experiences” 
(Mann & Walsh, 2017, p.147). I like to think I have addressed all five of Richardson’s criteria for 
evalua�ng ethnography as a method (Richardson, 2000, p.254): “substan�ve contribu�on, 
aesthe�c merit, reflexivity, impact, and expression of a reality”, whilst seeking meaning, to learn 
about myself and the research process. 

Whilst I have been cri�cal of some parts of the process, I hope I have remained respec�ul of all 
those individuals involved in it. As Holman Jones (2005) almost said, I see this autoethnography 
as a highly personal perspec�ve on the process, which might in some small way make the research 
world a beter place. I agree that “by wri�ng a narra�ve of our experiences we are beter able to 
understand and control them, enabling changes to current and past prac�ces to be made” (Mann 
& Walsh, 2017, p.148). My experience of developing this paper has led me to believe 
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autoethnography merits a place in my research canon, as a powerful itera�ve tool to promote 
reflexive habits and therefore as a valuable method to support improved research prac�ces.  

If you are interested to hear more about this work, or would like to add your thoughts on or 
experiences of barriers, solu�ons, and the impact of PD on teachers, please get in touch with 
Marianne at edmjt@leeds.ac.uk  

References 

Adams, T.E., Ellis, C. & Jones, S.H. 2017. 
Autoethnography. In The International Encyclopedia 
of Communication Research Methods. Available 
from: htps://doi.org/10.1002/9781118901731.iecr
m0011   

Bryman, A. 2001. Social Research Methods. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  

Chartered Ins�tute of Educa�onal Assessors. 2023. 
Chartered Educational Assessor Assignment. [Online]. 
[Accessed 30 July 2023].  Available from: 
htps://www.herts.ac.uk/ciea/ciea-qualifica�ons   

Edwards, J. 2021. Ethical Autoethnography: Is it 
Possible? International journal of qualitative 
methods. 20, p.160940692199530–.  

Ellis, C., Adams, T.E. & Bochner, A.P. 2011. 
Autoethnography: An overview. Forum: Qualitative 
Social Research. 12(1).  

Evans, R. & Kotchetkova, I. 2009. Qualita�ve research 
and delibera�ve methods: promise or peril? 
Qualitative Research. 9(5), pp.625-643.  

Heidelberger, C.A. & Uecker, T.W. 2009. Scholarly 
Personal Narrative as Information Systems Research 
Methodology. Midwest (MWAIS)/AIS Electronic 
Library (AISeL) 2009 Proceedings. [Online]. [Accessed 
28 August 2023]. Available from: 
htp://aisel.aisnet.org/mwais2009/22   

Holman Jones, S. 2005. Autoethnography: Making the 
personal poli�cal. In: Norman K. Denzin & Yvonna S. 

Lincoln eds. Handbook of qualitative research. 
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, pp.763-791.  

Mann, S. & Walsh, S. 2017. Reflective Practice in 
English Language Teaching: Research-Based 
Principles and Practices. New York, New York: 
Routledge.   

Méndez, M. 2013. Autoethnography as a research 
method: Advantages, limita�ons and 
cri�cisms. Colombian Applied Linguistics 
Journal. 15(2), pp.279–287.  

Moen, T. 2006. Reflec�ons on the Narra�ve Research 
Approach. International Journal of Qualitative 
Methods. 5(4), [no pagina�on].  

Richardson, L. 2000. Evalua�ng 
Ethnography. Qualitative Inquiry. 6(2), pp.253–255.  

Schön, D.A. 2016. The reflective practitioner: how 
professionals think in action. London: Routledge.  

Tissington, P. 2023. Uncovering my pentimento: an 
autoethnographic investigation of psychological 
distress due to career failure. [LinkedIn]. [Accessed 24 
July 2023]. Available from: 
htps://www.linkedin.com/posts/pat-�ssington-
0050978_uncovering-my-pen�mento-an-
autoethnographic-ac�vity-7041797473786286081-
cUrN/?originalSubdomain=uk   

Tummons, J. 2010. Becoming a professional tutor in 
the lifelong learning sector. Second edi�on. Exeter: 
Learning Maters.  

Biography 
Marianne Talbot is a post-transfer PhD researcher at the University of Leeds School of Educa�on. 
Her area of interest is the impact of professional development in educa�onal assessment on 

qualified teachers, their assessment prac�ce, and their influence on others 
around them. Her experience is in qualifica�ons and assessment development 
and evalua�on, project management including impact assessments, and course 
leadership for the Chartered Ins�tute of Educa�onal Assessors, based at the 
University of Her�ordshire. 

  

mailto:edmjt@leeds.ac.uk
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118901731.iecrm0011
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781118901731.iecrm0011
https://www.herts.ac.uk/ciea/ciea-qualifications
http://aisel.aisnet.org/mwais2009/22
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/pat-tissington-0050978_uncovering-my-pentimento-an-autoethnographic-activity-7041797473786286081-cUrN/?originalSubdomain=uk
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/pat-tissington-0050978_uncovering-my-pentimento-an-autoethnographic-activity-7041797473786286081-cUrN/?originalSubdomain=uk
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/pat-tissington-0050978_uncovering-my-pentimento-an-autoethnographic-activity-7041797473786286081-cUrN/?originalSubdomain=uk
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/pat-tissington-0050978_uncovering-my-pentimento-an-autoethnographic-activity-7041797473786286081-cUrN/?originalSubdomain=uk


Hillary Place Papers  Issue 8, November 2023 

56 

Appendices 

Appendix A 

(Screenshot of email confirming the project funding, including feedback on our bid) 

 

Appendix B 

(Screenshot of email confirming ethical approval of the project) 
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Appendix C 

Notes of Engaging Teachers in Professional Development Discussion, 

AEA-Europe Annual Conference, 11/11/22 

Marianne Talbot, University of Leeds 

The discussion followed a 10-minute introduc�on, presen�ng findings so far from fieldwork 
carried out in summer 2022. Delegates were responsive and keen to contribute based on their 
own experiences and perspec�ves. They acknowledged barriers to PD, including the difficulty of 
ge�ng teachers out of the classroom and/or out of school. They also highlighted that, in a model 
of ‘input-ac�vity-review’, teachers struggle to fit the ‘ac�vity’ stage in. Hidden barriers can exist 
where teachers do not want to engage, for example SLT and staff can have very different 
viewpoints, mo�va�ons, and expecta�ons. It was suggested that, in England, some academy 
chains have alienated their staff with respect to PD, including teaching assistants. 

Helpful solu�ons suggested included having a menu of opportuni�es with signpos�ng to a wide 
variety of PD, although it was agreed that this requires someone to coordinate, organise cover, 
and ensure the school can func�on in the absence of the teacher. It was suggested that this could 
be enhanced by collabora�on with the local authority and/or other schools. The use performance 
management discussions to plant seeds, such as ‘what is PD in this instance?’ was advocated. It 
was noted that less experienced teachers probably need considerable guidance – but in a 
neutral/open way so as not to shut down interests or opportuni�es. Modelling was recognised as 
a key method of demonstra�ng good PD engagement and prac�ce. 

It was acknowledged that a shared vision and values can lead to successful engagement which in 
turn can lead to successful implementa�on. Reflec�ve prac�ce can benefit students and self-
reflec�on can help iden�fy skills and areas to improve, as part of performance management and 
talking to colleagues. Keeping PD manageable is key, otherwise it can become overwhelming, but 
�me should be allowed for trialling, reviewing, considering pros and cons, and building bridges 
between PD and prac�ce, perhaps using communi�es of prac�ce. PD and its impact can be very 
individual; it does not necessarily need to be managed or organised or recognised if there is a 
sound ra�onale which is communicated and nego�ated. 

Delegates from Sweden suggested that teacher appe�te for PD is higher there, and that 

online solu�ons have been embraced, such as a MOOC for teachers leading on SEND. Norway has 
a massive online PD programme, used mainly by upper secondary teachers, less by lower 
secondary, and even less by primary – teachers’ capacity to engage varies enormously. Ireland 
provided online PD for 32,000 teachers during covid-19 and has protected two days per annum 
to focus on curriculum changes, the hypothesis being that such system-wide approaches can be 
suppor�ve. 

It seems sensible to demonstrate online for teachers teaching online, but this is both a high trust 
model and poten�ally a lonely one if teachers have no-one to discuss the PD with, so perhaps a 
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hybrid model could be more beneficial. In person PD is almost always preferred, if possible, to 
allow for subtle�es of tone and body language, and informal interac�ons, but supplemented by 
live remote sessions and asynchronous ac�vi�es such as forum posts. 

Appendix D 

(Screenshot of an extract from the project report, showing the range of case study �tles) 
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Conference Report: 16th Research Students’ Educa�on Conference 
(RSEC): “Messy Research” 

Graduate School of Educa�on at the University of Leeds 19 July 2023. 

Clare Copley, Deepa Ellepola, Anna Harwood, Helen Latka, Siying Shen, Dan Trowsdale, 
and Hannah Wainwright, School of Education, University of Leeds 

Introduc�on 

The conference provided a unique opportunity for Postgraduate Researchers (PGRs) and Masters 
students to showcase their research as well as engage with peers and senior academics from the 
School of Educa�on in a suppor�ve and inclusive forum.  Designed to encourage submissions 
from students at all stages of their research, the conference welcomed presenta�ons and posters 
from those who were new to the postgraduate journey as well as work-in-progress, completed 
and co-authored work. 

The conference theme, Messy Research, encouraged presenters to share the innova�ve and non-
tradi�onal research methods they used to engage par�cipants in crea�ve and dynamic ways. 
Presenta�ons were categorised into two sub-themes. 

1. Ge�ng started – discovering innova�ve and ethical methods of recrui�ng par�cipants, 
promo�ng inclusivity, and reaching underrepresented groups. 

2. Fostering posi�ve rela�onships – crea�ve use of the self as a researcher and engaging 
posi�vely with par�cipants during the study. 

Fi�een presenta�ons from postgraduate researchers in the School of Educa�on at the University 
of Leeds comprised the conference programme:  nine oral presenta�ons and six posters. The 
presenta�ons explored various aspects of students’ interac�ons with their par�cipants, 
encompassing topics such as recruitment, researcher posi�onality, and collabora�on. 

Poster presenta�ons 

Poster presenta�ons were available to view throughout the day in the St George’s room with 
scheduled opportuni�es to talk to the presenters over lunch and coffee. The six posters reflected 
the wide and varied knowledge and professional experiences of the exhibitors. 

Kubrah Alhawamdeh, University of Leeds 

Exploring Early Childhood Teachers’ Experiences with Funds of Knowledge 
Approach:  Innova�ve and Ethical Recruitment Strategies for 
Underrepresented Groups 

Mavis Brew and Damian McDonald, University of Leeds 

How can collabora�ve pizza making open our appe�te for diverse, cri�cal, and 
crea�ve curriculum and learning conversa�ons? 
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Clare Copley, University of Leeds 

Personal experience of a research topic – a help or a hindrance? 

Helen Latka, University of Leeds 

Parents as experts in their child’s deafness 

Daljit Sehmi, University of Leeds 

What barriers to suppor�ng their children do Punjabi and Urdu speaking 
parents perceive or experience in the English Secondary Educa�on System and 
how can schools ameliorate these? 

Siying Shen, University of Leeds 

Exploring Mandarin Learners’ mo�va�on in/with their context: the researcher-
par�cipants rela�onship in a longitudinal study 

Session 1:  keynote 

Moderated by Clare Copley, the keynote speech was given by former University of Leeds alumna 
and programme manager of the Born in Bradford: Age of Wonder research project, Dr Katy Shire. 
Dr Shire has been working with the Born in Bradford (BiB) research study for over ten years across 
a variety of projects as well as fulfilling a key role in the BiB’s Centre for Applied Educa�on 
Research (CAER), Bradford.  

Since 2007, BiB, one of the largest and most exci�ng health research studies in the world, has 
tracked the health and wellbeing of over 13,000 Bradford children from birth. In doing so, the 
project aims to discover why some people are happy and healthy, yet others are not.  

In 2022, Dr Shire took on the new role of Programme Manager for BiB’s Age of Wonder research 
project. This exci�ng programme intends to capture data on 30,000 young adults over a seven-
year period, as they experience the cri�cal period of adolescence and transi�on to young 
adulthood. It is hoped that the data collected will enable researchers to answer crucial ques�ons 
about how we can improve physical health, mental health, and life chances for young people. For 
the first �me, all aspects of the research are being co-produced with young people and a 
commitment to ensuring data is put back in the hands of the par�cipants and other stakeholders 
is also paramount. 

Dr Shire’s presenta�on reflected keenly on this hugely challenging and ambi�ous research project 
and highlighted some of the successes of the project so far. Difficul�es and barriers faced by the 
team were also discussed alongside how these challenges have shaped the team’s plans for the 
future of the project. 

Session 2:  ge�ng started 

Moderated by Siying Shen, Session 2 – Ge�ng Started. This ini�al Post Graduate Researcher -led 
session focused on the early stages of the research process. Presenters reflected on how they had 
recruited par�cipants, promoted inclusivity, and engaged with under-represented groups.  
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Samson Sofowora, PhD student and high school maths teacher, spoke in his on-line presenta�on 
about Problem Solving in Mathema�cs at the GCSE Level in England (Successes and Challenges). 
Samson briefly summarised the process involved in selec�ng, engaging with, and recrui�ng 
par�cipants. Central to his presenta�on was the importance of ethics and the issues that may 
arise when working with vulnerable groups such as children under the age of 16. 

Kubra Alhawamdeh, PhD student, presented on Exploring the Use of Cultural Sources (Funds of 
Knowledge Approach) in Early Childhood Educa�on:  Challenges and Innova�ons in Par�cipant 
Recruitment and Inclusivity. Kubra’s presenta�on was a hear�elt expose of the challenges faced 
when trying to recruit par�cipants in a country that is not your country of birth. Despite her light-
hearted and o�en amusing recount of the difficul�es and barriers faced when trying to recruit 
par�cipants, Kubra demonstrated the important role resilience and tenacity play to successfully 
recruit par�cipants. 

Hannah Wainwright, PGR student in the School of Educa�on at the University of Leeds, spoke 
about Entangled Engagement: Ge�ng Started with Lines, Knots, and Par�cipatory Theatre. 
Hannah’s presenta�on was a masterclass in the effec�ve use of slides. Through a series of 
photographs, Hannah led the audience through the theore�cal framework of her research and 
how par�cipatory drama in informal educa�onal se�ngs might be used to shape and support 
belonging for those seeking sanctuary in the UK. 

Dan Trowsdale, Associate Professor, and part-�me PhD student in the School of Educa�on at the 
University of Leeds, presented on Using Visual Methods for Deep Engagement with Par�cipants. 
Dan afforded the atendees an insight into his engineering mind. With a focus on design thinking 
and visual approaches to study and design Dan was able to demonstrate how this approach can 
pinpoint the �me and dura�on of deep engagement between researcher and par�cipant in a �me 
effec�ve manner. 

Session 3:  fostering rela�onships 

Moderated by Dan Trowsdale, Session 3 – Fostering Rela�onships. This session focused on ways 
in which PGRs maintain good research rela�onships throughout the dura�on of their projects. 
Presenters reflected on their own posi�onality and how they navigated the challenges and 
benefits of the research rela�onships upon which their work relies. 

PhD student Deepa Ellepola’s research interests lie in Second Language Teacher Training and 
Teacher Educa�on. In her presenta�on, Researching from the Inside: Challenges and Benefits in 
Qualita�ve Inquiry, Deepa discussed how her professional experience as a Master Trainer in Sri 
Lanka allowed her to foster deep and meaningful rela�onships with the teachers involved in her 
research. Focusing specifically on researcher posi�onality, Deepa shared some of the possible 
risks and benefits experienced as an insider researcher. 

Johanna Quina, first-year PGR student and former clinical psychologist, presented on Researcher 
or Research Instrument: A Twist in the Iden�ty of the Researchers in Par�cipatory Approaches. 
Johanna focused on how par�cipatory research can best be used with young popula�ons. 
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Specifically, Johanna reflected upon ethical considera�ons when co-producing knowledge whilst 
conduc�ng par�cipatory research and the importance of overcoming the researcher-par�cipant 
division.  

In her presenta�on, Using a Play-arts Amalgam to Engage Year 6 Children with Democracy, PhD 
student, playwright and performance-based poet, Miranda Duffy highlighted the extent to which 
a play-arts based approach can atract Year 6 children (ages 10-11) to engage with democracy. 
U�lising her crea�ve experience as a playwright and performance-based poet, Miranda 
demonstrated how her professional knowledge allowed her to not only engage with her young 
par�cipants but also the conference delegates. 

Vicky Ringer, PhD student at the University of Leeds and co-founder of Levi’s Star, shared a deeply 
personal and incredibly moving presenta�on, Exploring Parent and School Collabora�on and 
Communica�on when Suppor�ng Children Living with the Effects of a Brain Tumour. Vicky’s 
presenta�on demonstrated the impact even a small-scale research study can have. Building upon 
her own experience, Vicky described how important collabora�on and communica�on between 
parents and schools is when suppor�ng children living with the effects of a brain tumour. 

As a prac�cing specialist teacher for cogni�on and learning who supports mainstream primary 
and secondary schools, Joanne Callaghan, part-�me PhD student at the University of Leeds, is 
perfectly placed to observe some of the challenges young people face when transi�oning from 
primary to secondary school. Her presenta�on, “Be your own shepherd, don’t be a sheep”: 
‘Successful Reading’ during Primary-Secondary School Transi�on, demonstrated the importance 
of iden�fying, mee�ng the needs of and developing inclusive prac�ce at this important �me in a 
young person’s development. 

Session 4 – panel discussion 

Moderated by Helen Latka, the conference concluded with a panel discussion led by staff from 
the School of Educa�on, at the University of Leeds: Professor Alice Deignan, Dr Peter Hart, and 
Dr Harry Kuchah Kuchah. In a wide-ranging and open conversa�on, the panellists shared personal 
insights into their own messy research experiences and discussed ways in which impact may be 
built into our research rela�onships alongside providing par�cipants with meaningful feedback. 
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