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Research Questions and Aims

What are the perceptions and experiences of students with intellectual disabilities  in 
mainstream post-primary schools in the Irish context?

 To explore the experiences of students with intellectual difficulties in post-primary 
mainstream schools;

 To operationalise students’ rights to express a view and to have their views heard;

 To explore the barriers and facilitators to participation in the life of the school, 
including decision making;

 To work with students as co-creators of meaning to develop insights for post-
primary schools to enhance the participation of students in decision making; 

 To use findings to potentially inform policy and practice to advance inclusive 
practices in post-primary schools in Ireland.



Rationale

Students have the right to express their views, for their views to be 
given due weight and for their views to be heard in all matters 

concerning them.

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) Article 12 

The perspectives of students with disabilities are rarely consulted 
(Alderson and Morrow 2020; Lundy and Cook- Sather 2016)

Students with disabilities are frequently described as the missing voice 
in educational research

(Alderson and Morrow 2020; Maloney et al. 2021)



What Does this Mean for Schools?

If Article 12 is to be fully implemented students must be involved and participate at 
each stage of decision making which impacts on them. 

Decisions are being made which impact on 
individual children.

When school and classroom policies are being 
developed (Lundy 2007).



How are Schools Enhancing Student 
Participation? 

Student Voice activities are regarded as the primary way for schools to 
enhance children’s participation in matters concerning them (Pazey 2021). 



What is Student Voice? 
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What is Student Voice? 

 Student voice includes having an opportunity to be heard, to be counted on and to 
have influence on outcomes (Cook-Sather 2006). 

 It is a process whereby students collectively or individually speak about their 
experiences in school (Thomson 2011). 

 Thiessen (2007) and Fleming (2015) argue that student voice initiatives reposition 
students as active agents of change and reform. 

 All students must be facilitated to engage in dialogue, discussion and consultation 
on issues which concern them, particularly in relation to pedagogy and their 
experiences of schooling (Fleming 2015). 



How Can Schools Achieve This? 
Eliciting the Voices of the Seldom Heard

 Traditional evaluative techniques such as interviews, focus groups and questionnaires 
can be problematic for students who present with language and communication needs. 

 Consequently, schools must utilise inclusive participatory approaches which support 
students to engage in a meaningful manner.

 Inclusive participatory approaches incorporates methodologies which are accessible for 
all learners. 

 Photography, drawings, mapping, role play, visualisations, timelines support multimodal 
opportunities to participate.

 My project seeks to use photography in a method called Photovoice to support students 
to give voice to their experiences. 



Photovoice Project: What is Involved for Schools?
Meetings Description

1st meeting Inform students of the purpose of the project.
Re-seek assent to participate. 
Interview to gather demographic details. 
Develop research questions with students.
Provide cameras,  guidance, rules and prompts for taking photographs

2nd meeting Collect cameras & discuss their experiences of taking photographs 

3rd meeting Photo-elicitation interview.
Photographs will be used as prompts for the student to describe their experiences. 
Copy of photographs will be given to participants. 
Students sign a Photograph Release Form 

4th meeting Students select photographs which best reflect their experiences. 
Create themes with students which tell their stories via a visual presentation. 

5th meeting Students present the photographs and their findings to members of the school 
community via a medium of their choice  (video, poster, presentation). 
Impact survey on audience (principal, teachers, parents).



Why is this Research Important?

Students as right holders have the right to express their views and have their views heard. 

Students are experts in their own lives and their own learning.

With increasing numbers of students with intellectual disabilities attending mainstream post-primary schools it is 
essential we understand their experiences and perspectives to enhance inclusive practice.



If you would like more details or you are interested in participating in 
this study, please feel to contact me.
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