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My study

Eight expert Indian 
teachers of English: 
A participatory 
comparative case 
study of teacher 
expertise in the 
Global South 
(Anderson, 2021, 
2023a, 2023b)

Figure from 
Anderson, 2023b. 
Used with 
permission.

Participants 
waived the right 

to anonymity 
after participant 

validation. 
Instead, they 
wanted to be 

recognised and 
celebrated.
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The partially participatory design

7. Self-mobilization

6. Interactive participation

5. Functional participation

4. Participation for material incentives

3. Participation by consultation

2. Passive participation

1. Manipulative participation

Pretty (1995, p. 1252; 
display reversed; also see 
Arnstein, 1967; Hart 1992)

• Sources (e.g., Bergold & Thomas, 2012; Cornwall & 
Jewkes, 1995; Pretty, 1995; Thiollent, 2011) largely agree 
that for a study to be considered participatory:

a) both sides (participant[s] and researcher) must 
benefit from the research process;

b) there needs to be meaningful interaction at the 
study design stage, when…

 “the most important distinctions centre on how 
and by whom is the research question formulated and 
by and for whom are research findings used [sic]” 
(Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995, p. 1668).

• These criteria can be met through “functional 
participation”.

• My working definition of participatory research: 
 “…research which involves participants to varying 

degrees in making decisions and/or fulfilling roles 
traditionally assigned to the researcher(s).” 
(Anderson, 2023a, p. 300)
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Benefits and dangers of partially participatory research

Advantages
1. Greater equity: power is (more) shared 
2. Increased usefulness and relevance for practitioners 
3. Sense of shared community and purpose 
4. Facilitates more effective data collection and analysis

Why fully participatory teacher research isn’t always desirable 
1. Designs can be more complex, more ambitious (e.g., multi-site), leading to findings that 

may be generalisable and more widely useful. 
2. Opens up participation to a wider range of research designs (e.g., case study, 

ethnographic studies, phenomenology). 
3. Participants don’t always have the time, interest or skills to conduct research; 

researchers can take away the burden of this while also allowing participants to have a 
say in the design. 

Potential dangers
1. Tokenism or manipulation (Arnstein, 

1969) 
2. Conflicting goals within the group 
3. What happens if participants don’t like 

the findings?
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Why I didn’t anonymise participants

• Teacher expertise studies typically report mainly positive findings that 
participants are proud of (Anderson & Taner, 2023)

• Expert teachers are more aware of research norms, and capable of 
making informed decisions regarding pseudonymisation.

• If, from a fully informed perspective, they want to be named, why 
should I assume the right (the norm) to pseudonymise? Isn’t that just 
stealing their ideas and practices without credit? In any other field, 
doing this would be unethical; suable even. 

• It’s more ethical to give them the choice.

• Advantages of naming – they can be known locally and nationally, and 
their expertise drawn upon; we can publish together, do talks 
together, etc.
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How I didn’t anonymise participants
• During early stages, to remove pressure, we made the decision (during the 

planning meeting) to assume they would be pseudonymised until they were fully 
informed about what I would write about them.

• Only after they had a chance to read all relevant findings and discussion, they 
would decide whether they wanted to be named.

• 2 stages of participant validation/member checking were carried out: first for 
their own chapter, and then for the full preliminary findings, incl. comparison and 
discussion. 

• The only requests received during participant validation related to ensuring that 
3rd parties weren’t identifiable, or if they were, they were not portrayed 
negatively (e.g., criticism of head teacher removed).

• All chose to be ‘de-anonymised’ after discussing together (they had their own 
WhatsApp group).

• Ethical approval for this was sought, revised consent forms were redistributed 
and signed. 

• Outputs followed!
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Outputs 

• My PhD study

• My academic publications

• Participants’ own publications 
and presentations on the 
project

• Shared presentations and 
teacher development 
webinars

• The participants’ book (Gode 
et al., 2021)
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Critical caution

• Cornwall (2008, p. 274): “participatory interventions may result in 
effects that were never envisaged at the outset”.

• Design may sacrifice rigour in order to mitigate/address participant 
concerns or suggestions. 

• Teacher expertise studies are likely to report positive findings, but 
“studies in which there are likely to be a number of critical findings 
may encounter more challenges when attempting to achieve a degree 
of useful participation” (Anderson, 2023a, p. 306). 

• Those interested in conducting partially participatory expertise 
studies should read Traianou’s cautionary tale (2007).
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