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For my dissertation, my current thinking is to use participatory research methods to conduct
a program evaluation for a classroom serving students with emotional and behavioral disabil-
ities (EBD). This paper looks at the theoretical framework of participatory research, and its
connection with social work, k-12 education, and resilience.

The K-12 educational system faces challenges on many
fronts. Students have a diverse set of needs to be addressed in
the classroom and school setting. Paired with the challenges
of equipping staff to meet those students’ concerns, these var-
ied challenges give insight into the complexity of the edu-
cation system. Being able to offer high-quality services for
students require educators to be able to be reflective about
the types of interventions they are employing or the systems
that are in place to help support all students. Students with
special education services have a higher level of deficits re-
quiring support within the school system. All students who
qualify for special education services have a disability as de-
scribed by the “Individuals with disabilities education act,
20 U.S.C. § 1400” (IDEA) Amendments of 1997. When
a student qualifies for special education services, there are
many protections and services school districts are required
to implement, including the provision of specially designed
instruction. One of the disability categories that can qualify a
student for special education services is that of an emotional
disturbance.

Students with emotional disturbance, which is frequently
described at emotional and behavioral disabilities (EBD),
demonstrate a significant number of disruptive and difficult
behaviors within the classroom, school environment, home,
and community. Special education services are a continuum
and not just a class. Services range from making modifi-
cations and accommodations within a general education set-
ting to being in a self-contained classroom or school (Knight,
1999). Self-contained classrooms and schools are consid-
ered highly restrictive environments as they limit the stu-
dent’s interaction with general education peers, and all the
academic instruction is completed in that setting Lane et al.,
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2005. The Snyder et al. (2008) describes many students with
emotional disturbance (which is also frequently referred to
as emotional and behavioral disabilities or EBD) spend a sig-
nificant amount of their time outside of a general education
setting. This report, the Digest of education statistics, 2018,
describes that 17.7 percent of students with EBD spend less
than 40 percent of their time with their general education
peers. These students might be in a resource room setting
or a self-contained classroom setting. A sizable number of
these students are in an even more restrictive environment,
where 12.4 percent are outside of comprehensive schools and
in a separate school for students with disabilities.

Students with EBD can also have high rates of traumatic
events that have impacted them, adverse childhood experi-
ences, and symptoms related to post-traumatic stress disor-
der. Cavanaugh (2016) describes that based on the preva-
lence of traumatic experiences for students with EBD, there
is a need for their teachers to be aware of the impact of
trauma and effective methods for addressing students’ educa-
tional and social needs in light of that trauma. Kirst-Ashman
and Hull (2015) describe social workers as engaging with
clients through micro practice, mezzo practice, and macro
practice. They describe micro as working with individuals,
mezzo as working with groups, and macro as working with
communities and organizations.

Students are affected by this trauma, but so are staff, and
school climate. Compassion fatigue seems to contribute to
the difficulty in maintaining special education teachers Hoff-
man et al. (2007). There is a need to understand individual
students within a classroom looking at their overall needs.
This includes their traumas, strengths, and skills they possess
for being resilient. Determining these distinguishing factors
allows educators to tailor content to student’s direct needs.

Along with understanding the individual needs or micro
level, the information can be compared and understood at
a small group level within the classroom setting or mezzo
level. Dombo and Sabatino (2019) describe eleven school-
wide interventions that are useful for creating a trauma-
informed school. These include: recognizing the impact on
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development and coping strategies, making a recovery from
trauma a primary goal, employing an empowerment model,
maximizing student’s choice and control in the recovery pro-
cess, basing services on relational collaboration. Program
services also require creating an atmosphere of safety, accep-
tance, and respect for survivors. Trauma-informed services
focus on strengths and resilient adaptation over pathology,
minimize the possibility of retraumatization. They provide
services in a culturally competent manner, solicit consumer
involvement and input, and address vicarious trauma. Staff

competence and understanding of the effects of trauma and
its counterpart resilience play in the lives of students also
should be examined to understand the overall needs of the
system. See Figure 1: Resilience and Educational Systems.

The specifics of my dissertation inquiry is still being
molded and determined. The following are some of the ques-
tions I am looking at investigating: What is resiliency like
for students in a self-contained classroom setting for EBD?
How are resiliency and trauma understood with a school
setting? What are the resilience factors of students within
the classroom? What kind of resilience supporting elements
does staff implement within the classroom and school set-
ting? In general, I plan to use participatory action research
methods as a tool to understand, classify, and make recom-
mendations based on factors of resiliency for students with
EBD. Through a facilitated process, staff will discuss student
needs, issues, traumas, and how they impact students within
their classroom setting. They will consider factors related to
increasing resilience within a classroom/school setting and
develop a self-created plan for how to increase resiliency.

Theoretical Framework - Participatory Research

Participatory research (PR) is a methodology and theoret-
ical framework that allows the researcher to conduct a rig-
orous qualitative evaluation that has the potential to make a
meaningful contribution to a quantitatively inclined scientific
community. This contribution to the academic community is
a staple of research methodologies. Participatory research
goes further than this scientific contribution and looks to-
wards potentially making a positive impact through social
justice and the process completed within the study. This dual
focus of PR is to connect science and practice Bergold and
Thomas, 2012; Cochran et al., 2008. Figure 2: Dual Fo-
cus of Participatory Research shows this connection. Per-
sons with disabilities benefit from taking a participatory re-
search method. Bergold and Thomas (2012) describe PR as a
“methodology that argues in favor of the possibility, the sig-
nificance, and the usefulness of involving research partners
in the knowledge-production process” (p. 192).

Pedagogy of the Oppressed as a Foundation for
Participatory Research

Pablo Freire and the Critical Consciousness Movement in
Latin America were foundational in the formation of partic-
ipatory research. Streck and Holiday (2015) divide the start
of participatory research into two groups of theorists. First,
theorists such as Kurt Lewin, Carl Rogers, and Martin Buber
and the start of the humanist movement provided foundation
and conceptualization for the beginnings of participatory re-
search. The second set of theorists is related to the conci-
entização (Portuguese for critical consciousness) movement,
which was highly influenced by Freire. Boden et al. (2015)
described Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed as a seminal
work for participatory research.

Freire (1921) is an argument against what he calls the
banking model of education where educators view students
as if they are empty vessels, like a piggy bank, that needs to
be filled with knowledge. Freire counters this way of see-
ing learners and describes that pedagogy should treat them
as co-creators of knowledge. He calls his counter method-
ology problem-posing education, where there is a dialogue
completed between teacher-student and student-teachers. As
a text and set of ideas, Freire has been influential for educa-
tors, participatory researchers, and people focused on libera-
tion and other critical-based theories.

Freire (1921) describes that problem-posing education of-
fers the people opportunity for transformation. That student-
teachers “develop their power to perceive critically the way
they exist in the world with which and in which they find
themselves; they come to see the world not as a static reality,
but as a reality in process, in transformation” (p. 83). The
methodology of thematic investigation is closely aligned to
agreed-upon components of participatory research. He de-
scribes this as useful to help find the contextual reality of the
individuals and analysis of the interactions.

Meanwhile, the significant dimensions, which in their turn
are constituted of parts in interaction, should be perceived
as dimensions of total reality. In this way, critical analysis
of a significant existential dimension makes possible a new,
critical attitude towards the limit-situations. The perception
and comprehension of reality are rectified and acquire new
depth. When carried out with a methodology of conscienti-
zagdo, the investigation of the generative theme contained in
the minimum thematic universe (the generative themes in in-
teraction) thus introduces or begins to introduce women and
men to a critical form of thinking about their world (p. 104).

The argument for the teachers to follow a more problem-
posing educational model is directed towards implementa-
tion at a micro level but is completed in a mezzo application.
In general, the argument described by Freire (1921), takes a
critical and change focus. He relates that dialogics and an-
tidialogics as opposing theories of social action. He calls for
a type of liberation that can only happen at a macro level.
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The theoretical framework related to participatory action
research is intricate with many ways of approaching the
broad methodology and conceptual framework for analysis.
Freire (2000) has made a significant contribution to the theo-
retical framework of participatory research without having
named that specifically. It seems to have been a type of
groundwork for what would later come. Rogers (1979) move
towards a person-centered counseling model and Freire focus
on dialogue with students. Borda (2008) describes participa-
tory research requiring a type of scientific modesty, that there
is a “struggle against academic arrogance and imperialism”
(p. 360) to help bridge the gap between academics and other
others involved in the participatory research process.

Contemporary Understanding of Participatory Research

Participatory research (PR) contributes to social action in
co-researchers’ everyday life and generating basic knowl-
edge in social sciences (Cochran et al., 2008). This con-
centration makes some of the fundamental principles of PR
relevant components to consider in its implementation. First,
participatory research must be understood in the context of
a democratic approach in its execution and in the systems
that allow it to be engaged. The very nature of a partici-
patory evaluation is at least democratic in how it facilitated.
The inclusion of participants from under-privileged demo-
graphic groups and the social commitment required by the
researchers is only possible if there is a political framework
that allows it. Second, the facilitators must keep the group
as a safe space. Intending a prominent level of participation
for the co-researchers, the facilitator must implement prac-
tices that encourage engagement and participation. Partic-
ipatory research groups include a facilitator who leads the
group. Paradoxically, along with the facilitator’s leadership,
is that that co-researchers also must be granted opportunities
to lead the group through expressing their desires or anxi-
eties. When participants trust each other, they are willing to
express their views. Third, the community needs to be able
to be defined. Participatory research has gone into many dif-
ferent community sectors and with diverse populations. To
understand the outcomes and concepts expressed by the par-
ticipants. The researcher must also understand the nuances
and context of the participants (Bergold & Thomas, 2012).
Figure 3: Components of Participatory Research provides a
graphic showing these.

Many interrelated research methodologies surround par-
ticipatory research. These different methods each have nu-
ance and difference between them. This essay is grouping
all of the related participatory research subtypes. These sub-
types include community-based participatory research, par-
ticipatory action research, feminist participatory action re-
search, and social action research. As a research method, PR
has a particular way of viewing and seeing the world. It is
essential to understand the axiology (or main ethical view),

the ontology (or reality), and epistemology (knowledge and
relationships with what can be known).

Participatory research often includes persons who are
from vulnerable populations. Balcazar et al. (1998) discuss
some special considerations that should be taken in look-
ing at participatory action research with persons who have
disabilities. They encourage researchers to have individuals
with disabilities articulating the problems they are experienc-
ing and participating directly in the process of defining, ana-
lyzing, and solving those problems. This direct involvement
of persons with disabilities in the process makes for a more
authentic and accurate understanding of their social reality.
The engagement that the persons with disabilities show can
increase their awareness of their strengths and resources. The
goal of the research is to improve the quality of life for indi-
viduals with disabilities.

The considerations for doing participatory action research
with persons with disabilities connect with the axiology of
PR. Figure 4: The OEA of Participatory Research addresses
ontology, epistemology, and axiology of participatory re-
search methods. Axiology addresses the ethical nature of a
research methodology (Killam, 2013). Lincoln et al. (2011)
describe that participatory research and the postmodern re-
search methods have the subjects’ voices present in the study.
Those voices need to be understood through the three prin-
ciples of deciding for others and with others and for one’s
self. It is about a “practical knowing how to flourish with a
balance of autonomy, co-operation and hierarchy” (p. 111).

Participatory research views and understands reality, or
its ontology, through an understanding of multiple realities.
Lincoln et al. (2011) describe this as a participatory reality or
a subjective-objective reality. The co-researchers co-create
that ontology. Each person has their worldview and way
of understanding events, context, and both individual and
group experiences. In the cooperative process, they deter-
mine and define the problems they are analyzing and develop
the group’s worldview.

Participatory research looks at a co-created set of findings
between the research facilitator and the co-researchers who
are participating in the process. Killam (2013) defines epis-
temology related to the relationship between the researcher
and the knowledge as we discover it. It is how the researcher
comes to know what they know. Participatory research in-
cludes identifying both through practical and experiential ap-
plications (Lincoln et al., 2011). The co-researchers who
are participating in the process of PR many times might not
be previously trained in research methods. The process is
designed to draw out the participants’ experiences and in-
ner wisdom as a procedure for defining a group’s needs as a
group and then using the group to analyze and address those
needs. Lincoln et al. (2011) also describe it as being a critical
subjectivity. Within the critical methodologies, they make
understanding group power dynamics a key point. They also
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work to address social change or action through the research
process.

Positionality of Participatory Research and Areas of
Inquiry

Participatory research has been used in a variety of fields
and to address a diverse set of needs. There are some fields
and areas of inquiry; it is most readily able to be used to im-
plement. The social work profession set of values connects
with participatory research. School systems and classrooms
serving students with EBD have also been linked to partici-
patory research. Resilience has also benefited from partici-
patory research methodologies.

The intersection of Social Work Values and Participatory
Research

Social workers follow a code of ethics that was ratified
by the of Social Workers (NASW) Delegate Committee in
1996 and then revised in 2017. It is focused on identifying
core values and summarizing ethical principles related to so-
cial workers. It helps social workers to identify professional
obligations and address ethical concerns. The NASW Code of
Ethics categorizes six core values embraced by social work-
ers. These include service, social justice, dignity and worth
of a person, importance of human relationships, integrity, and
competency.

The core values of social workers align with the practice
of PR. At their core, social workers are about service. on
Social Work Education (2015) describes both bachelor’s and
master’s level social work students need to be able to demon-
strate competency in what they term practice-informed re-
search and research-informed practice. This interchange
of practice and research is in line with the various action
research-oriented models. One of the primary outcomes of
participatory research is the change of systems for its clients
through social justice. Lincoln et al. (2011) describe that one
of the quality criteria for PR is that it leads to action in the
service of human flourishing through a transformation in the
world.

The dignity and worth of the person and the importance
of human relationships also have a secure connection to PR.
Bergold and Thomas (2012) explain that there is both close-
ness of the research participants and very personal reactions
that can come from participating in the inquiry. The con-
ditions that are conducive to participatory methods require
openness and an accepting attitude from the co-researchers.
The democratic nature of these types of groups also requires
the ability to engage the group members with dignity and
worth consistently. The identification of participants as co-
researchers is an attempt to pay homage to the individu-
als uniting to solve their problems. Consideration of co-
participants verses research subjects is in sharp contrast to

Table 1
Social Worker Core Values and Connections with Participa-
tory Research

Social Worker
Core Values

Connections with Participatory Re-
search

Service Focus on both serving science
(though advancing scientific un-
derstanding) and serving the co-
researchers through attempting to
improve

Social justice Leads to action in the service of hu-
man flourishing through a transfor-
mation in the world

Dignity and worth
of a person

Open and accepting attitudes;
Democratic nature of these types of
group

Importance of hu-
man relationships

Focus on participants as co-
researchers versus typical researcher
and subject relationship

Integrity Reflecting co-researchers’ view-
points accurately

Competency Components needed for the develop-
ment of the group

the majority of research methods that separate the researcher
and the participants.

In developing a safe space for the co-researchers to con-
duct their study, being able to reflect their viewpoints with
integrity is a vital skill for the facilitator in the process.
There are several competencies required to be able to fa-
cilitate a participatory group. Burdine et al. (2010), in a
discussion of community-based research partnerships, elab-
orates on components needed for the development of com-
munity health. These include elements such as building rela-
tionships, identifying priorities, defining problems, capacity
building, knowledge transfer, information dissemination, and
planning, implementing, and evaluating interventions. Each
of these components requires a diverse set of skills and com-
petencies to be performed effectively.

The intersection of Participatory Research and K-12 Spe-
cial Education

My initiation and first exposure to participatory research
were through my experience working with students with
emotional and behavioral disabilities in a K-12 educational
setting. Along with participatory research’s connection with
social work values and ethics, one of the reasons for my in-
terest in it as a methodology is related to previous experience
engaging with a type of PR. Within my role as a program so-
cial worker working with students with emotional and behav-
ioral disabilities, I support a set of classrooms K-12 working
with students who have the most severe behavioral difficul-
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ties in the district. This population can be an extremely chal-
lenging group to know how to best support both the students
and the staff who are working with them. One activity my
school district engaged was to bring in a consultant to as-
sist with assessing program needs and provide professional
development for staff. The evaluation process this consul-
tant used is an evidence-based program evaluation, a Par-
ticipatory Evaluation Expert Review for Classrooms Serving
Students with Emotional and Behavioral Disabilities (PEER-
EBD). Tsai et al. (2013) describe the psychometrics and pro-
cess of this evaluative process.

The general format for the participatory portion of the
evaluation is through a questionnaire that staff complete in-
dividually that reviews 19 practice indicators and 93 specific
sub-questions related to practice behaviors that align with
research-based best practices for engaging with students with
emotional and behavioral disabilities. The facilitator brings
together the school team, which includes district and build-
ing administrators, school psychologists, special education
teachers, paraeducators, and other staff working with the stu-
dents in the program. The facilitator guides the team to come
to censuses each of the practice indicators. Along with the
facilitated team meetings, there is an expert review of the
classroom looking for the same practice indicators in prac-
tice. Finally, based on areas of strengths and weaknesses, a
set of recommendations can be developed and implemented
to facilitate programmatic growth.

The PEER-EBD is not the only participatory research that
has been done in a K-12 educational setting. There have been
many, but as program evaluation, it has been implemented in
different school districts around the nation more often than
other individual participation research inquiries.

The intersection of Participatory Research and Resilience

Psychological resilience is a topic that has been looked
some through models related to participatory research meth-
ods but appears not to have been pursued to its fullest extent.
Often it has been examined through the lens of violence. Vin-
devogel et al. (2015) used a participatory research method
in war-affected communities in northern Uganda. Ellis and
Abdi (2017) report on how community-based participatory
research can assist participants in overcoming cultural barri-
ers, prevailing against stigma, and being able to build trust-
ing relationships with fellow participants as ways that PR can
directly connect to developing resilience.

Shaw et al. (2016) encourage resilience workers to expand
their methodological and analytic toolboxes to include tools
such as community-based participatory research. In relation-
ship to resilience, the PR helps to ground researchers with
the partnerships they have in the community. It is also a
method that allows explicit attention to be drawn on systems.
Participatory research facilitates precise attention on systems
understanding of psychological resilience.
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Appendices

Figure 1
Resilience and Educational Systems
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Figure 2
Dual Focus of Participatory Research
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Figure 3
Components of Participatory Research
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Figure 4
The OEA of Participatory Research
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