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Preface

This playbook began with a simple frustration. Too often,
research methods are taught as an abstract catalogue of
techniques (a parade of designs, instruments and terms to be
memorised) set apart from the real, situated questions that
draw people into educational research in the first place.
Students and practitioners are then left to translate that
abstraction into practice on their own, frequently at the very
moment they can least afford to get it wrong.

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
Is an attempt to close that gap. It is written for the teacher
who wants to understand their own classroom more deeply,
for the postgraduate student facing a first empirical study,
and for the scholar navigating the particular demands of
curriculum and policy research. Its guiding conviction is that
research is best learned not as doctrine but as informed
decision-making: a series of reasoned choices that anyone
can learn to make well, and to defend.

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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Throughout, | have tried to be honest about the fact that real
research is untidy. Questions shift, data resist, and the neat
sequence described in textbooks rarely survives contact with
a school, a community or a policy setting. Rather than hide
this, the playbook treats it as the normal condition of inquiry
and offers ways to think clearly and act deliberately in the
midst of it. Where | have taken a position, | have signposted it
as such, so that you can disagree and choose your own path
with your eyes open.

No text of this kind is written alone. It owes a debt to the
students, colleagues and fellow researchers whose
questions, doubts and insistence on plain answers shaped
every chapter. It is offered here not as the final word but as a
working companion — one | hope you will annotate, argue
with and adapt as your own scholarship develops.
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chapter one
1. Doing education, curriculum and policy
scholarship: an overview of the playbook

Introduction

Welcome to The Education, Curriculum and Policy
Scholarship Playbook. This playbook is a practical companion
for anyone undertaking research in education — whether you
are a teacher investigating your own classroom, a
postgraduate student designing a first study, or an
established scholar working across curriculum and policy. Its
purpose is to demystify the research process: to explain not
only what researchers do, but why they make the choices
they do, and how to make those choices well.

Research in education is rarely tidy. Real questions are
messy, settings are complex, and the “right” method is
seldom obvious. Rather than offering a single recipe, this
playbook treats research as a craft — a set of decisions, each
with its own reasons, trade-offs and consequences. Its aim is
to help you build a coherent inquiry in which your problem,
your questions, your methods and your underlying
assumptions all hang together — the “golden thread” that
runs from a problem worth studying through to conclusions
you can defend.

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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The playbook moves from the concrete to the conceptual. It
opens with the practical business of doing research —
practitioner inquiry approaches for studying and improving
your own practice (Chapter 2), and the work of discovering
and defining a research problem and linking it to clear aims,
objectives and questions (Chapter 3). It then turns to the
people and principles involved — choosing participants
(Chapter 4) and research ethics in practice (Chapter 5) —
before exploring the tools of analysis and evidence:
argumentation and discourse (Chapter 6), research methods
(Chapter 7), and qualitative and quantitative data analysis
(Chapters 8 and 9). From there it examines the approaches
and paradigms that shape how education, curriculum and
policy are studied (Chapters 10 and 11). It goes on to consider
what qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods designs
can and cannot tell us (Chapter 12), and the philosophical
foundations — ontology, epistemology, methodology, axiology
and praxeology — that underpin every methodological choice
(Chapter 13). Finally, Chapter 14 brings these threads
together to help you plan and carry out your own inquiry.
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Each chapter follows a common shape: an introduction that
frames the topic, structured guidance and worked detail, and
references for further reading. You need not master every
idea before you begin; research is learned by doing, and the

playbook is meant to be returned to as your project develops.

Use it to interrogate your own decisions, to anticipate the

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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questions that examiners, reviewers and readers will ask,
and to build the confidence to defend the choices you make.

Above all, this playbook is an invitation to think carefully and
act deliberately. Good research begins not with a method, but
with a genuine question and the willingness to pursue it with
rigour, honesty and imagination.
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chapter two
2. Practitioner inquiry in education, curriculum
and policy scholarship

Introduction

In this chapter, we explore practitioner inquiry: the process
by which educators investigate their own practice as a form
of research. Practitioner inquiry (often called action research
or reflective practice) starts from questions about real
classroom events or policy issues that teachers and
administrators care about. For example, imagine a maths
teacher who notices that a particular lesson plan isn't
engaging students as hoped. Instead of ignoring this, the
teacher designs a small study: perhaps varying instructional
strategies in two sections of a class to see which approach
leads to better student reasoning. This kind of self-directed
exploration is practitioner inquiry: the teacher acts as
researcher, systematically examining a problem in the
context of the classroom.

Throughout this chapter, we discuss how practitioner inquiry
differs from other research approaches. Practitioner
research is typically cyclical (try something, reflect, try
again) and collaborative (often involving colleagues or
students in consent and feedback). We examine methods that
teachers can use in-situ, such as keeping detailed journals,

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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conducting low-stakes interviews with students, or analysing
student work samples. Importantly, we emphasise that
practitioner inquiry is not “perfect research” with massive
samples and laboratory controls; it is honest, messy
investigation. Its strength comes from being immediately
relevant to practice. For example, a school principal might
track attendance data before and after a new family-
engagement initiative, treating the school year as a field
experiment.

This chapter introduces action research, lesson study,
learning study and related approaches (outline, assumptions,
rigour, process and key questions), alongside quality criteria
for practitioner inquiry. Practitioner inquiry is the systematic,
intentional study by practitioners of their own practice: an
‘inquiry as stance’ sustained over a career (Cochran-Smith &
Lytle, 2009). Its defining feature is that the researcher is an
insider seeking to understand and improve practice, so rigour
cannot rest on detachment; it is established through
disciplined evidence, collaboration and critique. The
approaches below are a family, not rivals: (i) lesson study is
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a collaborative form; (ii) learning study adds an explicit
theory to it; (iii) reflective practice underpins them all; and
several can be framed within an action-research cycle.

Table 1 provides an overview of common practitioner inquiry

approaches, their assumptions, biases, processes and key

questions.

Table 1. Practitioner inquiry approaches in education, curriculum and policy

Approach

Outline

Assumptions

Rigour & bias checks

Process (cycle)

Key questions

Action research
& participatory
(PAR)

Practitioners
systematically investigate
and improve their own
practice through iterative
cycles; PAR extends this
to co-inquiry with
participants and an
emancipatory purpose.
Roots in Lewin; developed

in education by Stenhouse,
Carr & Kemmis, and Elliott.

Practitioners
generate valid
knowledge about their
own settings; knowing
and doing are
intertwined (praxis);
research should
change, not merely
describe, practice.

Insider bias and
advocacy; conflating
hoped-for with actual
change. Guard with
triangulation, critical
friends, systematic (not
impressionistic) data,
and attention to the
ethics of researching
one’'s own pupils.

PlanY actY observeY
reflect Y re-plan. Set a
focus; gather baseline;
introduce a change;
collect evidence; analyse;
refine over successive
cycles.

How can | improve this
aspect of my practice?
What is actually
happening, and with
what effect? What will |
change next, and why?

Collaborative
teacher inquiry
inquiry groups /
PLCs

Groups of teachers
systematically investigate
a shared question about
their practice and pupils’

Inquiry is a career-
long stance, not a
one-off; knowledge is
generated collectively

Groupthink and
consensus over
evidence; superficial
“data” use; confirmation

Agree a shared inquiry
question Y gather and
examine evidence of
pupil learning Y

What do we need to
understand about our
pupils’ learning? What
does our evidence

' Practitioner inquiry connects to the wider research design covered elsewhere in this series: it still needs a clear problem and question,
appropriate evidence and warranted claims (the ‘golden thread’), and it sits within the pragmatist and critical/participatory traditions with a
strongly praxeological orientation: knowing enacted in, and for the improvement of, practice. Two considerations cut across every approach:
the ethics of insider research (informed consent, the power differential over one’s own pupils, anonymity and safeguarding), and
sustainability (designing inquiry that enhances rather than adds to workload). Findings are primarily for improving local practice; they can
inform others through analytic, not statistical, generalisation.

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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Approach Outline Assumptions Rigour & bias checks Process (cycle) Key questions

learning, often data- and locally; using of existing practice. interpret collaboratively show? What will we try,

informed, within evidence about pupils  Guard with protocols for  (protocols) Y try and how will we know if

professional learning drives professional examining evidence, changes Y review it helps?

communities or inquiry learning; collaboration dissenting voices, impact Y sustain as an

cycles. Draws on “inquiry improves both external input and links ongoing cycle.

as stance” (Cochran-Smith  practice and to research literature.

& Lytle) and cycles knowledge.

(Timperley).
Exploratory A sustainable form of Understanding Risk of staying Notice a puzzle (“why What puzzles me about
practice practitioner inquiry (from matters more than descriptive or never do..?") Y involve what's happening here?
puzzles, not language education, quick fixes; inquiry moving to action; learners as co-inquirers ~ Why is it so (rather than
problems Allwright) that prioritises should be part of ensuring normal Y use normal pedagogic  how do | fix it)? Can

understanding “puzzles” teaching, not extrato  pedagogic activities are activities to explore it Y learners explore this

over solving “problems” it; learners are co- genuinely used as develop understanding with me, using our

and integrates inquiry into  researchers; inquiry. Guard with collegially Y let action normal work?

normal pedagogy, so it sustainability and collegial discussion and  follow understanding.

enhances rather than wellbeing are treating ordinary

burdens teaching and principles, not classroom work as

classroom life. afterthoughts. evidence.
Improvement A disciplined, iterative Variation and the Chasing or gaming Specify the problem & What system produces
science approach to improving system, not metrics; mistaking aim Y map the system this result? What change

PDSA cycles /
NICs

practice at scale, adapting
Plan-Do-Study-Act cycles
and networked
improvement communities
to education (Bryk, Gomez,
Grunow & LeMahieu;
Langley et al.). Focuses on
the system producing
outcomes.

individuals, explain
most outcomes;
improvement is
learned through rapid,
small, measured tests
of change;
implementation
matters as much as
the idea.

activity for improvement.
Guard with a clear aim +
measures + change
ideas (driver diagrams),
balancing measures,
short measured cycles,
and distinguishing
special- from common-
cause variation.

(driver diagram) Y
devise change ideas Y
run small PDSA tests
with measures Y study
results Y adopt / adapt /
abandon Y scale via
networks.

might be an
improvement? How will
we know a change is an
improvement? How do
we test it small and
fast?

Learning study
variation theory

A hybrid of lesson study
and design experiment
that adds an explicit
learning theory — usually
variation theory — to
specify the object of

Learning is discerning
the critical aspects of
an object of learning;
what varies and what
is held invariant
shapes what is

Requires disciplined use
of the theory, not label-
dropping; pre/post
measures add rigour but
need valid instruments;
avoid attributing gains

|dentify the object of
learning Y pre-test to
find missing critical
features Y design a
lesson patterning
variation/invariance Y

What exactly should
pupils discern (e.g.
tolerance in making)?
What are the critical
features and necessary
variation? Did

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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Approach

Outline

Assumptions

Rigour & bias checks

Process (cycle)

Key questions

learning and the critical
features pupils must
discern. Developed by
Marton, Lo and Pang.

learned; theory should
guide design, not only
reflection.

solely to the lesson.
Triangulate.

teach & observe Y post-
test Y analyse against
the object of learning Y
revise.

discernment change,
and how do we know?

Lesson study
jugyo kenkyu

A collaborative, Japanese-
origin approach in which
teachers jointly study,
plan, teach and analyse a
“research lesson” around
a shared research theme
(koan) to improve teaching
and pupil learning. Spread
internationally by Lewis,
Fernandez & Yoshida, and
Dudley.

Teaching improves
collaboratively and
incrementally through
close study of live
lessons; pupil
learning is observable
in the lesson;
expertise is collective;
a “knowledgeable
other” adds input.

Observe the teaching,
not the teacher (avoid
personal/evaluative
judgement); confirmation
of the plan; single
lessons limit
generalisation. Guard
with structured
observation of pupil
learning, multiple
observers and
discussion protocols.

Study curriculum & set a
theme Y collaboratively
plan a research lesson
Y one teaches while
others observe pupils Y
post-lesson discussion
Y revise and often re-
teach Y document and
share.

What should pupils
learn, and how will we
see it? What did pupils
actually do and
understand? How should
the lesson and our
teaching be revised?

Reflective
practice

a stance,
structured by
cycles

The disciplined
examination of one’s
practice to learn from it —
a foundational stance
underpinning the others
rather than a single
method. Schon’s
reflection-in/on-action;
Brookfield's critical
lenses; often structured by
a cycle (e.g. Gibbs).

Professional knowing
is largely tacit and
enacted in action;
experience alone
does not teach —
reflection does;
practice improves by
surfacing and
guestioning one’s
framing.

Reflection can become
self-affirming,
superficial or merely
descriptive. Guard with
critical (not just
descriptive) reflection,
multiple lenses (self,
pupils, peers, literature)
and evidence beyond
memory.

Frame an experience Y
describe it Y analyse
feelings, assumptions
and alternatives (using a
model) Y draw
conclusions Y plan
action Y test in practice.

What happened, and how
did | frame it? What
assumptions shaped my
response? How else
could it be seen? What
will | do differently?

Self-study of
practice
S-STEP /
practitioner
research

Practitioners (often
teacher educators)
systematically study their
own practice to
understand and improve it
and to generate public
knowledge; the self and
one’s practice are the site
of inquiry. Developed

One’s own practice is
a legitimate object of
rigorous study;
improvement requires
making tacit
reasoning explicit;
personal knowledge
must be made public

Solipsism and self-
justification are the key
risks. Guard with critical
friends, multiple data
sources, transparency
about method, and
making the account
public for peer critique;

Frame a question about
one’s practice Y collect
data (journals,
recordings, pupil work,
colleague feedback) Y
analyse with critical
friends Y reframe and
act Y make the account
public.

What is the tension in
my practice, and how do
I know? What
assumptions underlie
how | teach? How might
| reframe it? What can
others learn from this?

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook

Matt McLain (2026)

8|Page



Approach Outline Assumptions Rigour & bias checks Process (cycle) Key questions

through the S-STEP and open to critique; distinguish it from mere
community (Loughran; reframing is central. reflection.
LaBoskey; Samaras).

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook Matt McLain (2026) 9/Page



Alongside practical examples, this chapter provides guidance
on setting up a practitioner inquiry. We discuss framing a
clear question (e.g. “How does reordering my lessons on
symmetry affect student understanding?”), choosing simple
measures of progress (like pre- and post-lesson quizzes or
student reflection notes), and reflecting on results. Each
stage is portrayed as a deliberate decision. For instance,
choosing whether to interview students in groups or

individually depends on class dynamics: an example we
illustrate through a case where group interviews encourage
shy students to speak up, whereas individual chats allow
more personal insights. Throughout, tables summarise key
elements, such as types of practitioner research (action
research, case studies, practice-led research) and common
data sources (observations, surveys, student work), with
commentary linking each to practical goals.

Judging quality: validity criteria for practitioner inquiry

Because the practitioner studies their own setting,
conventional notions of objectivity and generalisation apply
awkwardly. Herr and Anderson'’s five criteria offer a practical

Table 2. Quality indicators in practitioner inquiry

framework for warranting practitioner inquiry (Herr &
Anderson, 2015).

Quality criterion What it asks

How to strengthen it

Catalytic validity

transform it?

Does the process deepen participants’ understanding
of their own reality and energise them to act on and

Build in reflection that reorients participants; document shifts in the
understanding and action of both researcher and participants over
the cycles.

Democratic validity

of stakeholders (including pupils)?

Is the research done with, not on, those affected —
incorporating the multiple perspectives and interests

Collaborate with participants in framing and interpreting; include
diverse and dissenting voices; ensure the problem and solutions are
locally relevant.

Dialogic validity

rather than settled privately?

Have the reasoning and findings been exposed to
critical scrutiny by peers and the wider community,

Use critical friends and inquiry groups; present, share and publish for
peer review; invite challenge to interpretations before claiming them.

Outcome validity

premature closure?

Did the inquiry move the problem that prompted it —
and open richer new questions rather than force

Track whether the problem genuinely shifted (not just whether
activity occurred); treat successful action as spiralling into the next
cycle; report what did not work.

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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Quality criterion What it asks

How to strengthen it

Process validity

perspective and is learning ongoing?

Is the inquiry conducted soundly, so its findings can
be trusted? Are events framed from more than one

Triangulate methods, data and perspectives; keep an audit trail; use
appropriate evidence rather than anecdote; avoid premature closure
and single-source claims.

By the end of this chapter, you should feel equipped to begin
your own inquiry into practice. Remember that practitioner
research has both rigour and realism: you use systematic
methods (notetaking, comparison of data) while staying
grounded in your everyday teaching or policy work. We revisit
the opening example and consider what the hypothetical
maths teacher learned: perhaps that small group work
followed by peer teaching significantly improved test scores,
suggesting a refined lesson plan. In the concluding reflection,
we reinforce that no outcome is “wrong” — a negative result
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chapter three

3. Discovering and defining research problems in

education, curriculum and policy scholarship

Introduction

This chapter explores approaches to identifying and framing
a researchable problem in education, curriculum and policy
scholarship, and shows how the problem drives the aims,
objectives and research questions.

A first choice underlies all of these: whether the problem is
treated as found (a gap or discrepancy “out there”, in realist
traditions) or as constructed (problem-framing is itself part
of the inquiry, in interpretive and especially critical / post-
structural traditions). The eight approaches below span that
range, most studies blend two or three.

Every strong research project begins with a clear problem or
puzzle to solve. This chapter is about how to find and refine
those problems, especially within the educational and policy
worlds. Often, the seed of a research problem comes from an
everyday observation or question: a classroom teacher might
ask, “Why are my maths students struggling with fractions?”
or an educational leader might wonder, “How does a new
policy on grading influence teacher morale?” These initial

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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hunches are valuable, but we need to turn them into precise
research problems that can guide a study systematically.

First, we explore how to go from a general curiosity to a
well-defined problem. Using examples, we show how an
open-ended issue (“students struggle with fractions”)
becomes narrowed into something researchable (“students
struggled specifically on fraction equivalence problems in
Unit 3, and | suspect this is due to my instructional
approach”). We discuss strategies like reviewing existing
literature (what have others said about learning fractions?),
talking to peers, and reflecting on data (perhaps test scores
or classroom video) to sharpen ideas. For instance, one case
example follows a history teacher who notices grade
inflation after a school policy change. Instead of simply
lamenting “grades are higher”, the teacher gathers syllabi
and student feedback to pinpoint that grade inflation seems
tied to less challenging assignments. This discovery process
IS unpacked step by step.
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The chapter then covers how to articulate research aims,
objectives, and questions from that refined problem. We
explain, with accessible language and examples, the
differences: research aim is the broad goal (e.g. “to
understand the effects of X on Y”), objectives are smaller
sub-goals or tasks, and research questions are the specific
queries guiding data collection. For example, after noticing

the grade inflation trend, the history teacher’s research
questions might become: “What changes in assignment
difficulty occurred after the policy change?” and “How do
students perceive these changes?” We provide sample
frameworks and encourage students to write multiple trial
questions, then narrow down to the most focused ones.

Table 3. Techniques for discovering and defining research problems

Approach Outline Assumptions Bias checks Procedures Key questions
Anomaly- & The problem is prompted Anomalies are Distinguish signal from  Document the surprise What surprised me,
surprise-driven by something that doesn't  informative and worth noise or artefact; resist Y verify it is genuine against what
abductive fit — a surprising result, pursuing; existing premature explanation  (data quality, replication) expectation? Is the

discrepant case or puzzle  frameworks are and hindsight pattern- Y specify the anomaly real? What

in data or practice. incomplete (fallibilist, seeking; treat the expectation it violates Y  could explain it, and

Reasoning is abductive: discovery-oriented). hunch as tentative. generate rival how could | test it?

inference to the best explanations Y frame

explanation. the problem as

explaining it.

Equity- & Begin from an observed Research should serve  Avoid confirming a Identify the inequity and ~ Who is disadvantaged,
justice-driven inequity — differential equity and prior political affected group Y centre  how, and by what
critical access or attainment, emancipation; conclusion, speaking their perspectives Y arrangements? Whose

marginalised voices, the
hidden curriculum — and
define the problem by who
is disadvantaged and why.

arrangements embed
power and are not
neutral; knowledge is
value-laden (critical
axiology).

for rather than with,
and deficit framing;
ground in evidence and
lived experience; be
reflexive about power.

analyse structural
causes Y frame the
problem as the actual-
vs-just gap Y consider
action.

voice is missing? What
would a more just
situation look like?

Read the field
systematically to locate
what is missing —
neglected topics, contexts
or groups; contradictory
findings; replication

Gap-spotting
literature-based

Knowledge
accumulates and has
identifiable holes; the
literature is broadly
sound and to be

A gap is not
automatically
significant; guard
against selective
reading, recency and
English-language bias,

Scoping/systematic
search Y synthesis
matrix (known /
contested / absent) Y
name the gap and its

What is known,
contested and absent?
Why does this gap
matter, and to whom?
What would filling it
change?

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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Approach Outline Assumptions Bias checks Procedures Key questions

needs; under-used extended (realist, and mistaking consequence Y confirm

methods. The problem is incremental). unfamiliarity for no one has filled it.

the gap. absence. Always ask

“so what?".

Policy- & The problem originates Problems can Don't uncritically adopt ~ Read the Whose problem is this,
reform-driven externally — a curriculum  legitimately be set by the commissioner’s reform/brief/ARI Y and how is it framed? Is
external / reform, assessment policy actors and framing — interrogate restate the implied that framing defensible?

commissioned

change, funder priority or
Area of Research Interest.
Common in
commissioned, impact-
oriented work.

stakeholders; research
should be relevant and
timely (pragmatic, use-
oriented).

it (cf. WPR); keep
relevance from
crowding out rigour;
retain analytic
independence.

problem in researchable
terms Y interrogate its
framing Y negotiate and
bound scope.

What can research
actually answer? Where
must | stay
independent?

Problem of
practice
practitioner /
design-based

Start from a persistent
tension or aspiration in
real practice — a
pedagogy that misfires, an
assessment that distorts
learning, a workshop
resource gap. Strong in
action and design-based
research.

Practice generates
valid problems and
situated knowledge;
research should
improve, not only
understand, practice
(praxeological).

Distinguish symptom
from root cause; check
insider assumptions
and advocacy; don't
inflate a personal
frustration into a field-
level problem.

Describe the difficulty
concretely Y gather
local evidence Y root-
cause (“5 whys" /
fishbone) Y separate
problem from solution
Y link to theory and
literature.

What is not working, for
whom, and how do |
know? Is this the
problem or a symptom?
What would count as
improvement?

Problem-as-
representation
WPR / policy
discourse

Treat the “problem” as
constituted in policy and
discourse rather than
pre-given; analyse how a
reform represents the
problem to be solved
(Bacchi). Central to policy
scholarship.

Problems are
discursively produced,
not neutrally
discovered; framing
shapes solutions and
responsibility (post-
structural).

Don't read your politics
into the text or treat
one representation as
the only one; stay
textually grounded and
reflexive; weigh
competing framings.

Select policy texts Y
ask what the problem is
represented to be Y
surface underlying
presuppositions Y trace
silences Y consider
effects and alternatives.

What is the problem
represented to be? What
assumptions underlie
it? What is left
unproblematic or silent?
How else might it be
framed?

Problematisation
assumption-
challenging

Instead of a gap, surface
and challenge the
assumptions a field,
theory or policy takes for
granted, opening a more
original problem
(Alvesson & Sandberg).

Fields rest on
unexamined in-house
or ideological
assumptions;
guestioning these
yields richer problems

Avoid straw-manning,
iconoclasm for its own
sake, and over-claimed
novelty; evidence that
the assumption is
genuinely held and
consequential.

|dentify a dominant
assumption (e.g. “D&T is
practical, not academic”)
Y articulate it Y ask
what follows if it is false
Y frame the problem as
the tension exposed.

What does this field
take for granted? Whose
interests does it serve?
What becomes visible if
| suspend it?

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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Approach Outline Assumptions

Bias checks Procedures Key questions

than gap-filling

(constructivist/critical).

Theory-driven Derive a problem by Theory guides what is Beware theory-laden Articulate the What does this theory
derivation testing, extending or worth noticing; blindness and forcing framework Y identify an assume that is untested
framework-first  applying a framework to a problems follow from a  an ill-fitting framework; untested implication or here? Where might it
new context (e.g. framework’s tensions seek disconfirming boundary condition Y break down? Would a
Legitimation Code Theory  or untested claims cases and consider specify the context Y rival framework frame
or social realism applied (coherence with a rival theories; keep the  frame the problem as it differently?
to D&T knowledge; a tradition). phenomenon in view. the test/extension.
model of design
cognition).

If there were a table listing different research problem
examples with columns such as “Observation”, “Possible
Problem Statement”, and “Refined Research Question”, a
commentary would walk through one row in detail. For
example: “Consider a row where the initial observation is
‘Students seem disengaged during group work.’ The table
might suggest a problem statement: ‘Investigate factors

affecting engagement in group activities." The refined

research question could be: ‘How does group size influence

student participation in science labs? The commentary would
explain that we take an initial broad statement and, through
discussion and consideration of practical constraints, narrow
it to a specific variable (group size) and context (science
labs). This process is what students should mimic when
using the table as a guide.” Such commentary helps readers
see how a vague observation can transform into a solid
research question.

The “golden thread”: from problem to questions to design

The defined problem supplies the why; everything

downstream should trace back to it in an unbroken line of

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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Table 4. Components of a research problem framing®

Element What it is & its function Typical grammar / exemplar Alignment test
Research The gap, tension or puzzle the study “Despite X, we do not know Y; this matters because Can you state it as problem +
problem addresses, and why it matters. The " consequence in two or three
source of everything downstream — the e.g. Although D&T entries have declined for over a sentences?
why. decade, the curricular and accountability

mechanisms behind the fall are not well understood,
limiting effective response.

Aim(s) The overarching purpose — the Infinitive of purpose: “to examine / evaluate / Does the aim answer the problem?
destination. Usually, one or two develop / theorise.." Is there one clear destination?
statements that answer the problem’s e.g. To examine how curriculum and accountability
“so what”. policy has shaped participation in D&T since 2004.

Objectives The concrete steps that operationalise Action infinitives: “to identify.. to compare... to Do the objectives together
the aim — the route, and often the spine  analyse... to synthesise..”; specific, sequenced, accomplish the aim? Is each one
of chapters or work packages. achievable. necessary?

e.g. to map entry trends; to analyse how reforms
represented the “problem” of D&T; to relate
accountability measures to entry patterns.

Research The specific interrogatives the study “how / why / what is it like” (interpretive); “how Does each question map to an
questions will answer, derived from problem and  much / what effect / what relationship” or objective — and is it answerable
aim. Their grammar signals the kind of ~ hypotheses (quantitative); paired or integrated with feasible data?
knowledge claim. (mixed).

e.g. How have successive reforms represented the
“problem” of D&T? What is the relationship between
accountability measures and entry patterns?

2 Cross-cutting tools support every approach: a conceptual framework makes the argument connecting problem to design (Ravitch & Riggan,
2017; Maxwell, 2013); scoping or systematic review maps the terrain; and researchability screens such as FINER — feasible, interesting, novel,
ethical, relevant — test whether a problem is worth pursuing. Positionality and reflexivity run throughout. In emergent qualitative and post-
qualitative designs, the thread is recursive, with questions refined as inquiry proceeds (Agee, 2009), but the expectation of alignment between
problem, purpose, questions and design holds across paradigms.
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Element What it is & its function Typical grammar / exemplar Alignment test
Design, data & Where the thread meets paradigm, Each question Y a method Y adatasourceY a Can you draw a clean line from
findings methodology and data (the earlier finding/chapter. each question to a method and a

chapters of this playbook): these are
chosen to answer the questions, and

the findings answer them in turn. discussion.

e.g. WPR analysis of policy texts (Q1) and time-
series analysis of entry data (Q2), integrated in the sight”).

finding? (the examiner’s “line of

By the end of this chapter, you should be able to look at a
situation or problem in education and meld it into a clear,
researchable form. We remind readers that this refining
process often takes time and iteration — drafting questions,
revisiting literature, even seeking informal student feedback
can all tighten the focus. We revisit our examples,
demonstrating how each ended with a precise question ready
for data collection. For example, the maths teacher’s general
concern about fractions became the specific question of how
instructional strategy affects understanding of fraction
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equivalence. The history teacher’s grade inflation issue
became focused on assignment difficulty and student
perspective. These examples show that a well-defined
problem not only directs the research but also builds the
“golden thread” of coherence across a study. With a problem
and set of questions in hand, the next step (Chapter 4) is to
think about who will provide the data — how to choose
participants. But first, take a moment to ensure your problem
is firmly grounded, and as clear as possible, so that the rest
of your study stands on solid ground.
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chapter four

4. Choosing participants in education, curriculum

and policy scholarship

Introduction

Choosing participants (sampling) is deciding who or what to
study from a wider population. Three terms anchor it: the
population (all cases of interest), the sampling frame (the
accessible list from which you draw) and the sample (those
actually studied). The guiding question is fitness for purpose:
what kind of claim do you want to make? Probability sampling
(where every member of the population has a known, non-
zero chance of selection) supports statistical generalisation,
but it needs a full frame and numbers that small-scale
educational research rarely has. Non-probability sampling
(where selection is purposive or opportunistic) cannot
support statistical generalisation but is the norm and is
entirely legitimate when the aim is depth of understanding,
theory-building or improving a particular practice. In small-
scale work the honest goal is usually analytic or theoretical
generalisation, or transferability, not statistical
representativeness. Whatever the strategy, choose it
deliberately, justify it against the research questions, and be
transparent about its limits.

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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After defining a clear research problem and questions, the
next crucial step is deciding who will be involved in
answering them. This chapter focuses on selecting
participants for educational and policy research. Whether you
plan to interview students, survey teachers, or analyse
school documents, the choices you make about participation
affect your study’s validity and ethics. We begin by discussing
the two main concerns: relevance (ensuring participants can
best inform your question) and feasibility (what is practical
given your time and resources).

To make these ideas concrete, we look at examples. Suppose
you're studying how middle school teachers implement a new
curriculum. You might decide to interview the teachers who
actually taught the new content, rather than teachers from
other subjects. The chapter walks through this decision: you
look at who has direct experience (relevance) and then
consider how many interviews you can realistically schedule
(feasibility). We also introduce sampling strategies like
purposive sampling (choosing specific people for a reason)
and convenience sampling (go with who's available),
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explaining the strengths and drawbacks of each. Another
example addresses a school district policy study: a
researcher interested in the effects of a new lunch

show what happens if a researcher fails to get proper
permission from a school, leading to disruptions. The chapter
emphasises diversity and representation too: if researching a

programme might include students from two different
schools, rather than all grades at one school, to capture

broader perspectives.

We also cover practical details: how to recruit participants
respectfully (writing inviting emails, explaining the study’s
purpose in simple terms) and the role of gatekeepers (like
principals or department heads). A cautionary example might

district policy, it's important to include voices from different
backgrounds (e.g. various grade levels, socio-economic

statuses, or urban vs rural schools) to avoid biased results.
Tables in this chapter might list sampling methods (e.g.

Table 5. Probability sampling. selection by chance, for statistical generalisation

random sampling, stratified sampling) or criteria for
inclusion and exclusion of participants. The commentary on
such tables will explain, for each entry, why a researcher
might choose that option.

Approach How it works Affordances Constraints Fit for educational research
Simple random Every member of the Minimises selection bias; Needs a complete, accurate Rarely feasible: a small random
sampling population has an equal, supports unbiased statistical sampling frame (often draw is still too small to be
independent chance of generalisation and inferential ~ unavailable in schools); can representative or adequately
selection; draw at random (e.g. statistics; the benchmark miss small subgroups by powered, and a full frame is
a random-number generator) against which other designs chance; says nothing about seldom available.
from a complete sampling are judged. non-response.
frame.
Systematic Select every k-th case from an  Simple and quick; spreads the  Biased if the frame has a Occasionally useful (e.g. from a
sampling ordered frame after arandom  sample evenly across the hidden periodic pattern class register or pupil list), but

start (k = population + desired
sample size).

frame; approximates random
sampling without listing
everyone individually.

aligned with k; still needs an
ordered frame; shares
random sampling’s small
sample limits.

the representativeness gain is
marginal at very small n.

Stratified (random)
sampling

Divide the population into
strata (e.g. year group, gender,
prior attainment) and
randomly sample within each

Guarantees representation of
key subgroups; more precise
than simple random for the
same n; enables planned
subgroup comparison.

Requires knowing stratum
membership in advance and a
frame; more complex; over-
sampling needs weighting for
population estimates.

The most useful probability
design at modest scale — if a
frame exists and subgroup
coverage matters — but each
stratum quickly becomes tiny.

The Education, Curriculum and Policy Scholarship Playbook
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— proportionately, or over-
sampling small groups.

Cluster & multi-
stage sampling

Randomly sample naturally
occurring groups (clusters) —
e.g. schools or classes — then
study all, or a further random
sample of, their members
(multi-stage).

Efficient when the population
is dispersed and no individual
frame exists; a frame of
clusters (schools) is far easier
to obtain; practical for
reaching pupils via schools.

Higher sampling error (people
within a cluster resemble one
another — the “design effect”);
precision needs more
clusters, not more people per
cluster.

A single class or school is
effectively one cluster, so
findings can't be generalised
beyond it statistically; useful for
access, not representativeness.

Table 6. Non-probability sampling.: selection by judgement or access — the norm at small scale

Approach

How it works

Affordances

Constraints

Fit for educational research

Convenience /
opportunity

Select cases that are readily
accessible — your own class,
a nearby school, willing
colleagues.

Fast, cheap and practical; often
the only feasible option; fine
for pilots, exploratory work
and instrument testing.

High risk of selection bias; the
sample may differ from the
wider population in unknown
ways; a weak basis for any
generalisation.

Very common and defensible if
its limits are acknowledged
and claims kept modest —
don't present it as
representative.

Purposive /
purposeful

Deliberately select
information-rich cases fitting
the research purpose. Sub-
types: typical-case,
extreme/deviant-case,
critical-case, maximum-
variation and homogeneous
sampling.

Aligns the sample tightly with
the research questions; yields
depth and insight; the
workhorse of qualitative
educational research; flexible.

Depends on the researcher’s
judgement (which can smuggle
in bias); not statistically
generalisable; demands
transparency about selection
criteria.

The default for small-scale
qualitative work — choose and
justify the sub-type against
your aim (e.g. maximum
variation to map a range of
views; critical case to test a
proposition).

Quota sampling

Set quotas for key subgroups
(the non-probability analogue
of stratified sampling) and fill
them by convenience until
each is met.

Ensures subgroup coverage
without a frame; quick; useful
when rough
representativeness of known
characteristics is wanted.

Selection within quotas is non-
random, so bias remains; only
controls for the characteristics
chosen; no statistical
generalisation.

Useful when you need spread
across, say, phases or
subjects but lack a frame —
better subgroup coverage than
pure convenience.

Snowball / chain-
referral

Existing participants refer
others who meet the criteria,
building the sample through
networks.

Reaches hard-to-access,
hidden or dispersed
populations; builds trust via
referral.

Samples cluster within
networks (homophily), missing
isolated cases; biased toward

Valuable for niche populations
common in specialist fields —
e.g. teachers of a rare or
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the well-connected; the
population is hard to define.

emerging subject specialism —
where no list exists.

Volunteer / self-
selection

Participants opt in following
an open invitation (e.g. an
email or social-media call).

Easy to run; ethically clean
(participation is clearly
voluntary); can reach
motivated, engaged
participants.

Volunteers differ
systematically from non-
volunteers (self-selection
bias) — often more motivated
or opinionated;
representativeness is
unknown.

Practical for surveys and
interviews but interpret
findings as the views of those
willing to take part, not of the
population.

Theoretical
sampling
grounded theory

Sampling is guided by the
emerging analysis: further
cases are chosen to develop
and test emerging categories,

Directs data collection where it
is theoretically most
productive; central to rigorous
theory-building; responsive

Cannot be fully planned in
advance (complicating ethics
approval and timelines);
demands analytic skill; sample

The principled choice when the
aim is to build theory; requires
a flexible design and iterative
data collection.

continuing until saturation.

and iterative. size is emergent, not fixed.

Table 7. How many, and what can | claim? Sample size & generalisatiorn’®

Consideration

Guidance for small-scale educational research

Statistical vs analytic /
theoretical generalisation

Statistical generalisation (sample Y population) needs probability sampling and adequate n, rarely available at small
scale. Instead aim for analytic or theoretical generalisation — to concepts and theory (Yin, 2018) — or transferability,
giving thick description so readers can judge relevance to their own setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). State which you are
claiming.

Saturation (qualitative)

In many qualitative designs, sample size is judged by saturation — the point at which new data add little new insight.
Treat it as a reasoned, reported judgement rather than a magic number, and note it does not apply to every design (e.g.
interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) seeks depth per case, not saturation).

Rules of thumb (qualitative)

Indicative only: IPA studies often use ~3-6 participants; interview studies commonly 6-20+; focus groups ~3-6 groups;
grounded theory 20-30+. Fit the number to the question, the homogeneity of the sample and the depth of data — not to
convention.

®In practice, strategies are often combined: for example, purposive selection followed by snowballing to reach a niche group, or a
convenience sample stratified by phase. What matters is not the label but the reasoning: define the population and unit of analysis, choose a
strategy that fits the questions, report the criteria and the achieved sample transparently, and match your generalisation claim to what the
design can bear. Sampling is also an ethical act (who is included and excluded, and how voluntarily, connects directly to the ethics chapter)
and it is part of the “golden thread”, since the participants must be able to answer the research questions the problem set.
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Power & precision
(quantitative)

For inferential statistics, run an a priori power analysis: small samples are usually underpowered to detect anything but
large effects. Where numbers are fixed and small, prioritise description, effect sizes and confidence intervals over

significance tests (see the guantitative-analysis chapter).

Representativeness vs depth  You usually cannot maximise both. Small-scale work trades breadth and representativeness for depth, access and
feasibility — make that trade deliberately and align it with your aims.

Access, gatekeepers,
attrition & ethics
ethics chapter).

The achievable sample is shaped by gatekeepers (heads, parents), consent and drop-out. Over-recruit modestly to allow
for attrition, and remember that sampling decisions are also ethical decisions about voluntariness and inclusion (see the

Choosing the right participants is a balance of strategy and
pragmatism. In this chapter’'s conclusion, we revisit key
lessons with concrete recommendations. For example, we
might remind readers that if your question is very specific
(e.g. “What challenges do Year 11 (ages 15-16 years)
mathematics teachers face with the new exam format?”),
your participant pool should match (Year 11 maths teachers,
not another year group or subject). We also highlight that
ongoing reflection is important: if early data suggest a
missing perspective, you may need to go back and sample
additional participants (say, adding first-year teachers). The
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chapter wraps up by stating that thoughtful participant
selection lays the groundwork for strong data. With
participants identified, the next chapter (5) deals with how to
engage them ethically; that is, collecting data responsibly and
respectfully. But first, pause to consider: does your
participant group really align with your questions? Have you
included a range of voices that will make your findings
credible? A well-chosen participant group is like a strong
foundation for a building; everything you learn will stand

upon it.
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