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Abstract 

To be buoyant means to be robust and adaptable in the face of adversity, the ability 

to ‘bounce back’ quickly from difficulties. In everyday life, adolescents are regularly 

required to deal with an array of setbacks in the formal educational setting, and an 

ability to cope and recover with such challenges can be reflective of their buoyancy. 

In Ireland, curricula reform and policies that inform the development of student 

support strategies place importance on competencies that are related to the concept 

of academic buoyancy. The most recent curriculum reform at post-primary education 

introduced a mandatory wellbeing curriculum into the lower second level, for 

students 12-15 years. However, in terms of supporting buoyancy, a term frequently 

used interchangeably with resilience and wellbeing, for students who are 16 years 

and older there is no such curriculum in place. This falls at a point in time where 

academic success and decision-making can have a significant impact on a student’s 

pathway into upper second level education and higher education. Consequently, 

students often find the transition from one academic level to another to be a 

challenging, sometimes traumatic, experience and this is particularly true when 

students transition from lower second level to upper second level in a context where 

high stakes examination predominates. 

In Ireland, as students approach the transition to upper secondary school, they have 

the option of taking a year-long elective programme called Transition Year. This 

programme allows students time to develop life skills, sample various curricular 

options and to give them time to make more informed decisions regarding their 

future. This transitional phase presents an opportunity for the introduction of a 

module to enhance skills that will aid in the students’ academic success. In response 

to a professional and innate imperative to nurture academic buoyancy in students, 

this doctoral study sought to explore how a student-informed, pedagogically 

informed modular intervention for second level students aged 15 to 17 years, can 

enhance their ability to deal with challenges in school life. 

Drawing on a social-constructivist perspective where the learner forms an active part 

of the learning process, Design-Based Research was employed as an overarching 

research methodology for this study, allowing this work to materialise by a 

participatory process involving both the researcher and the students. Acknowledging 
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the research environment as complex and informed by literature, a multi-ontological 

framework was developed that would be robust enough to inform design while at the 

same time offer the flexibility of real world applied pedagogical construct with 

students at the heart of its concern. An elective module of intervention was co-

designed with students, developed and tested through a multi-cycle process of 

iterative refinement to assess its effectiveness in developing and enhancing 

participants levels of academic buoyancy. To advance design and implementation, 

three theoretical pillars that provide a theoretical framework for the designed 

intervention were identified: collaboration, engagement and reflection. Collaboration 

was viewed as central to fostering an environment where students could collectively 

tackle academic challenges, enhancing their learning experience through shared 

insights and efforts. Engagement was viewed as critical for the success of the 

intervention; and reflection was employed to enable students to critically assess their 

experiences and learning processes. Taken together, these three pillars are conceived 

as providing the prerequisite conditions required for fostering academic buoyancy. 

Over the course of the three cycles of iterative refinement carried out over three 

academic years, triangulated data that included student artefacts, reflective 

submissions, researcher observations, teacher observations and reflections revealed 

outcomes associated with academically buoyant students such as persistent effort, 

adaptive learning strategies, high self-efficacy and composure. These improvements 

were most evident within student reflective pieces and show creative approaches 

toward students facing challenges together. Results from reflective journals and from 

validated scales, used to indicate movement and as a further point of triangulation, 

also evidenced measurable growth in buoyancy levels among participants in all three 

participating cohorts (n=255) and improving as the iterative refinement process of 

the study continued, affirming the interventions impact during this critical 

transitional phase between Junior and Senior Cycle in secondary education. 

This doctoral study demonstrates the transformative potential of intentional 

curriculum design in cultivating academic buoyancy. The success of the intervention, 

evidenced by a collective increase in buoyancy levels of participants, is an indicator 

of its efficacy. By integrating collaboration, reflection and engagement, the twelve-

week module of intervention not only equipped participating students with essential 
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skills but also fostered a resilient and creative learning community potentially aiding 

in the success of future academic endeavours. The theoretical implications of this 

module highlight its potential to inform future educational frameworks by providing 

a model for integrating buoyancy-building creatively into curricula. Furthermore, 

this designed module is one which can be adapted and adopted to Irish secondary 

school settings while the robust design of the module makes it transversal to other 

educational settings, thereby offering a scalable and flexible solution to various 

educational contexts. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Chapter Introduction 

Education plays a central role in economic development and in achieving global 

priorities such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (Science, 2024). 

However, international evidence raises concerns about whether education systems 

are successfully equipping all learners with the foundational and future-oriented 

skills required in a modern economy. Large-scale assessments such as the 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) reveal persistent disparities 

in student achievement across countries, highlighting gaps in critical areas such as 

problem solving, creativity and adaptability (OECD, 2022, 2023). These 

competencies - often referred to as “future skills” - are increasingly recognised as 

essential for both individual wellbeing and societal progress. Notably, OECD (2023) 

findings indicate that countries including Ireland face ongoing challenges in 

fostering these skills among adolescents, pointing to a need for more responsive and 

cohesive approaches to skills development within education systems. 

The essential future skills that were identified by OECD are particularly important in 

a world that is undergoing rapid and unpredictable change. Global disruptions, 

including the COVID-19 pandemic, alongside accelerating digitalisation, 

automation, and economic volatility, have reshaped how individuals engage with 

education and employment (OECD/Cedefop/European 

Commission/ETF/ILO/UNESCO, 2024). These shifts have exposed the limitations 

of traditional approaches to skills development and highlighted the growing 

importance of preparing individuals for uncertainty (UNESCO, 2021). Indeed, recent 

global disruptions have highlighted the critical importance of developing future-

oriented skills, particularly those that support resilience at both individual and 

systemic levels (forum, 2024). Foundational competencies such as adaptability, 

flexibility and the capacity to “learn how to learn” have become essential for 

navigating uncertainty (OECD/Cedefop/European Commission/ETF/ILO/UNESCO, 

2024). Beyond technical expertise, individuals must be equipped to respond to 

continuous change, while institutions and education systems must develop the 

capacity to adapt and respond collectively to emerging challenges. As highlighted in 
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international skills policy discourse (OECD/Cedefop/European 

Commission/ETF/ILO/UNESCO, 2024). Investing in resilience – through education, 

lifelong learning and upskilling - is central to ensuring both individual wellbeing and 

broader economic sustainability (OECD, 2023). 

Within the Irish context, the development of future skills has been prioritised through 

national policy initiatives such as the National Skills Strategy 2025, which aims to 

support Ireland’s economic and social growth by fostering a well-educated, 

adaptable, and resilient workforce (Skills, 2016). The strategy emphasises the 

importance of lifelong learning, critical thinking, problem-solving and adaptability in 

responding to evolving societal and labour market demands. Complementing this, 

the Digital Strategy for Schools 2027 further highlights the role of education in 

developing students as engaged thinkers, active learners and digitally competent 

global citizens (Science, 2024). 

Despite these policy advances, evidence suggests that challenges remain in 

translating such ambitions into classroom practice. Post-primary education in Ireland 

comprises the Junior Cycle (lower secondary education, typically ages 12–15, 

culminating in the Junior Cycle Profile of Achievement) and the Senior Cycle (upper 

secondary education, typically ages 15–18, leading to the Leaving Certificate 

examination).Recent policies aimed to address the changing needs of education, with 

the Senior Cycle Redevelopment Programme identifying building resilience as a key 

competency, highlighting its importance within current policy (NCCA, 2024b). Such 

policies aim to address research findings that indicate that Irish post-primary 

students continue to experience high academic pressures, with comparatively less 

emphasis placed on the development of future-oriented skills such as independent 

learning, collaboration and adaptability (Smyth & Banks, 2012; Smyth et al., 2022). 

While there has been increased attention to student wellbeing, there remains a 

notable gap in understanding how these skills can be effectively developed in 

practice. This highlights the need for targeted, evidence-based educational 

interventions that support both wellbeing and skill development. In response, the 

present study explores an intervention designed to enhance student buoyancy and 

future skills, contributing empirical insights into how such competencies can be 

fostered within the Irish educational context. 
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This study explores the design and implementation of a targeted educational 

intervention for students aged 15–17 within the Irish Transition Year (TY) 

Programme. Positioned at a critical juncture between the Junior and Senior Cycles, 

TY provides a unique opportunity to support students in developing the skills needed 

to navigate both academic and personal challenges. By integrating the intervention 

within this context, the study seeks to address identified gaps in current educational 

practice, particularly in relation to the development of future skills and student 

wellbeing. 

Central to this research is the concept of academic buoyancy, which refers to 

students’ capacity to effectively deal with the routine challenges and setbacks of 

everyday academic life (Martin et al., 2010; Martin & Marsh, 2008). Drawing on 

existing literature, this study distinguishes buoyancy from broader notions of 

resilience and examines the key factors that support students in remaining engaged 

and adaptive in the face of academic pressure. 

Adopting a participatory (Lundy, 2007)(Lundy, 2018, 2007) design approach, the 

intervention was negotiated (Fitzpatrick, 2016) with students to enhance relevance, 

engagement and ownership. Grounded in principles of collaboration, reflection and 

engagement, the intervention aims to foster key future skills, including adaptability, 

independent learning and problem-solving. The study evaluates the effectiveness of 

this intervention in promoting academic buoyancy and considers its implications for 

educational policy and practice within the Irish context. 

In addressing the need to address future skills and increase students’ resilience, this 

study looks to distinguish between academic resilience defined as students’ capacity 

to achieve positive outcomes despite significant and often chronic adversities, such 

as socio-economic disadvantage, family difficulties, or learning barriers (Hirvonen et 

al., 2020; Malhi et al., 2019; OECD, 2018a), and academic buoyancy, defined as 

students’ ability to effectively manage the routine pressures of school life, including 

workload demands, examination stress, and occasional academic setbacks (Martin & 

Marsh, 2006, 2008, 2009; Martin et al., 2016). While this study adopts a 

complementary view of these constructs, recognising that together they offer a more 

comprehensive framework for understanding student responses to adversity, it 

focuses on academic buoyancy, recognising its relevance in the day-to-day 
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experiences of all students.  By strengthening students’ capacity to manage routine 

academic challenges, there is potential to support both immediate engagement and 

longer-term resilience within educational settings. 

1.2 Post-primary Education in Ireland  

1.2.1 Junior Cycle 

The implementation of the Framework for Junior Cycle (Department of Education 

and Skills, 2015) introduced a wider range of curriculum components and 

assessments to facilitate broader learning, improved Special Educational Needs 

(SEN) provision, renewed focus on learning in the area of wellbeing, and a broader 

form of reporting through the Junior Cycle Profile of Achievement (JCPA). While 

the implementation was impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, the end of the 

2021/2022 academic year has seen all new Junior Cycle specifications complete their 

first full cycle in schools. There are a range of views on the impact of structural 

changes at Junior Cycle, and while research is ongoing into the impact, the 

implementation of the Framework is arguably the curricular development that has 

the greatest impact on TY since the programme was introduced in schools three 

decades ago. 

Aspects of the Framework for Junior Cycle, such as the flexibility afforded to 

schools to have more control over the design of the curriculum at Junior Cycle, the 

introduction of Classroom Based Assessments (CBAs) with an emphasis on 

formative assessment to support teaching and learning, and encouragement of 

students into a more participative role in their own learning, could increase the 

potential for greater alignment with the experience in TY. The Framework has also 

seen the introduction of Level 1 and Level 2 Learning Programmes for students with 

general learning disabilities. The programmes are based around priority learning 

units which are designed to develop social, pre-vocational and life skills for these 

students with special educational needs. 

1.2.2 Senior Cycle 

Whilst the Senior Cycle has been characterised more by conservation than change 

(NCCA, 2022b) over the last two decades, there have been many important 

developments in recent years, most notably since 2016. These changes include the 
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introduction of new subjects such as Politics and Society, Computer Science, 

Physical Education, Mandarin Chinese, Lithuanian, Polish and Portuguese, as well 

as the review and redevelopment of existing Leaving Certificate Applied (LCA) 

descriptors and Leaving Certificate subjects (NCCA, 2022b). 

Key features of all these new and revised subject specifications include a learning 

outcome approach to curriculum design; the integration of the five key skills of 

Senior Cycle into learning outcomes; and the introduction of second assessment 

components worth at least 20% of a student’s final marks (NCCA, 2022b). 

The most recent, and arguably, the most significant development has been the 

announcement by the Minister for Education of plans for the reform of the Senior 

Cycle. These plans build on the Senior Cycle Review: Advisory Report (NCCA, 

2022b). Some of the changes announced by the Minster have already been 

introduced, including the opening of the Leaving Certificate Vocational Programme 

(LCVP) to all students in schools where the programme is available. 

1.2.3 The Transition Year Programme 

Secondary, or post primary, education in Ireland is structured into a three-year Junior 

Cycle (grades 7 – 9) and a Senior Cycle that lasts either two or three years (grades 10 

– 12). The length of the Senior Cycle varies due to the optional Transition Year (TY) 

programme, which, if included, constitutes the first year. Although transition year 

forms an official part of the Senior Cycle, it is not available in all schools and is an 

optional year in the schools where it is offered. As a result, some students (a minority 

in all schools) opt to skip transition year and move straight into fifth year (grade 11). 

Participation rates have been steadily increasing since the early 2000s and latest 

figures show 98% of schools offering the optional year with over 80% uptake from 

students (NCCA, 2022b). The variability in the availability and participation 

distinctly separates transition year from the uniformity of other educational levels in 

Ireland, which are typically mandatory and uniformly implemented across schools. 

The Transition Year programme is a relatively ‘non-academic’ year embedded 

midway through post-primary education (Clerkin, 2016). Schools enjoy considerable 

autonomy in designing their Transition Year curricula within broad national 

parameters set in 1993, marking another unique aspect of this programme in the 
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context of Irish secondary education (Department of Education, 1993). Transition 

Year is explicitly intended to promote socio-emotional development – to give 

students time and space to mature and develop in the absence of examination 

pressure (Clerkin, 2016). In a chapter from Jeffers work on Listening to Young 

People’s Voices (2015), Jeffers states that a successful TY programme continually 

seeks students’ views. Listening to these young voices assists the school in 

deepening everyone’s understanding of TY (Jeffers, 2015). A key feature of TY tends 

to be a balance and breadth to the structure of the programme components, where the 

programme components are consistently renewed to be relevant and stimulating 

(Department of Education, 1993). This applies across sampling of Senior Cycle 

subjects, TY-specific lessons and responsiveness to the needs of the students and the 

wider school community (Jeffers, 2015). 

Beneficial components of TY tend to explicitly interconnect the learning experiences 

in the classroom with experiences outside the classroom such as work experience, 

community placement, competitions, educational trips and once-off TY events. The 

benefits of the programme components are intertwined with reflective teaching 

practice in the classroom, and where new skills and a greater sense of responsibility 

for their own learning are often implicit gains for the students (Clerkin, 2019; 

Jeffers, 2015). 

The Senior Cycle programme in the post primary sector in Ireland is currently under 

redevelopment, and for this study the researcher has worked from the most recent 

draft revised Transition Year Programme Statement 2024 as well as the Department 

of Education, Transition Year Programme: Guidelines for schools 1993 (An Roinn 

Oideachais, 2024; Department of Education, 1993; NCCA, 2022a). The new 

Transition Year Programme was introduced into schools in September 2025. Given 

its structured yet flexible curriculum and strategic timing between the Junior and 

Senior Cycles, TY was the ideal setting for this intervention. 

One major change the Department of Education is seeking to introduce is that 

schools which have not previously provided Transition Year will be encouraged to do 

so (NCCA, 2022b). The TY Guidelines are structured around Curriculum Principles 

and Organisation, promoting a varied range of active, innovative, and relevant 

learning experiences. Importantly, schools are afforded a high degree of autonomy in 
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designing their TY programmes, enabling them to tailor provision to the specific 

needs of their students. This flexibility aligns with the Wellbeing Policy Statement, 

which requires schools to engage in an ongoing review and development cycle for 

wellbeing promotion, embedding it within school policies and practices as a key 

indicator of success (NCCA, 2021). 

Designed as a year with minimal academic pressure, transition year enables students 

– usually 15 to 17 years old – to concentrate on personal, social and vocational 

growth. Over the past two decades, from Circular M1/00 in 2000 to the 2021/2022 

advice note to schools (NCCA, 2021), the Department of Education has reiterated 

some of the areas of which schools need to be particularly mindful: continue good 

practice of creative and innovative programmes, with breadth and balance across all 

aspects of the programme. The Chief Inspector’s Report 2016-2020 from the 

Department of Education concluded that TY remains a successful element of Senior 

Cycle provision and has been one of the major innovations in Irish education 

(NCCA, 2022b).  

The Junior Cycle curriculum aims to encourage students to become more 

independent and take an active role in their learning (NCCA, 2024a). Building on 

these skills this intervention seeks to further enable students to deal with portfolios in 

Transition Year along with coursework and projects as they enter their final two 

years of Senior Cycle in formal education (NCCA, 2024).  A particular focus 

emerged from that review on the importance of integrated development to help every 

student to become more enriched, engaged and competent, as they further develop 

their knowledge, skills, values and dispositions in an integrated way (NCCA, 

2022b). The intervention outlined in this study is positioned within this context.  

1.3 Rationale for the intervention 

There is a desire for broader learning goals for education at all levels (An Roinn 

Oideachais, 2024). These goals are referred to in the literature as “Future Skills” and 

“Deep Learning” (Haider & Shabir, 2024; McGuinness, 2023; NCCA, 2024a). The 

focus of these broader learning goals is on learning beyond traditional school subject 

boundaries. They are variously named as key skills, transversal skills, key 

competencies and include the development of characteristics such as critical and 

creative thinking, collaborative working and the ability to manage one’s own 
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learning (McGuinness, 2023). These broader learning goals embrace various 

emerging cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary fields, including life skills, 

citizenship education, intercultural understanding, and sustainability education 

(OECD, 2018a). These goals assist students in navigating learning across diverse and 

complex contexts. For the purpose of this research the learning goals, as referred to 

in the OECD’s report, The Future of Education and Skills: Education 2030 (OECD, 

2018a, 2021), will be referred to as “future skills” for the following reasons: 

Scope and Relevance: “Future skills” implies a focus on competencies and abilities 

that are anticipated to be important, particularly in the context of evolving job 

markets and societal needs. This term can encompass a range of skills, from 

technical capabilities like coding and data analysis to soft skills like collaboration, 

reflection and critical thinking (McGuinness, 2023). It aligns with the concept of 

preparing learners for future challenges and opportunities, making it relevant and 

forward-looking. 

Broad and Integrative Learning: More so than “deep learning,” which often refers 

to an intense, focused, and thorough understanding of specific content areas, “future 

skills” suggests a broader set of competencies that integrate various disciplines and 

learning experiences. It emphasises versatility and the ability to navigate and adapt 

to complex environments (McGuinness, 2023). 

Alignment with Lifelong Learning: The term “future skills” supports the idea of 

lifelong learning, where education is seen as a continuous process needed to keep 

pace with ongoing changes in technology and society (McGuinness, 2023). It 

encourages an ongoing learning mindset that is essential in a rapidly changing world. 

The intervention designed for this study seeks to enhance future skills for application 

within the formal educational context. The intervention has a significant emphasis on 

developing non-cognitive skills. The aim is for students to solve problems when they 

are presented in more complex real-life situations rather than the, often more 

predictable, classroom scenario. However, engagement with such complex and 

uncertain learning contexts inevitably involves challenge, setbacks and failure. In 

this regard, the concept of academic buoyancy is particularly relevant, as it refers to 

students’ capacity to effectively deal with the everyday academic difficulties and 

pressures that arise in the learning process. Developing academic buoyancy can 
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therefore be understood as a key enabling factor in the development of future skills, 

as it supports students in sustaining engagement, managing challenge and persisting 

in the kinds of complex learning environments required for their development. 

1.4 The Imperative for this Intervention 

The OECD’s worldwide survey on social and emotional skills, titled Beyond 

Academic Learning (OECD, 2021), explored the relationship between academic 

achievement and student well-being, unveiling interesting findings. The survey 

identified a decline in reported social and emotional skills as students transition into 

adolescence, with 15-year-olds demonstrating lower levels of these skills compared 

to 10-year-olds. Notably, decreases in creativity and curiosity were observed, as 

reported by both parents and teachers (OECD, 2021). This report also outlines that 

education is no longer solely about teaching students content knowledge, but about 

equipping them with a reliable compass and the tools to navigate the world with 

confidence. 

While interpreting these patterns necessitates caution due to variances in school 

environments and systems, the results affirm the significance of non-cognitive skills 

in enhancing student learning and consequently student well-being in educational 

settings. Recognising the importance of well-being as a key component of 

educational objectives, it is increasingly acknowledged as an essential aspect of both 

individual and collective educational outcomes (NCCA, 2021). This recognition is 

central in the OECD’s Learning Compass (2018) and is further supported by various 

OECD working papers and literature reviews on emotional aspects of education 

(OECD, 2018a, 2018b, 2021). Reflecting these trends, national curriculum 

authorities in all 27 EU countries have begun to incorporate non cognitive skills into 

curriculum revisions, implementation plans, and professional development for 

educators (McGuinness, 2023). 

Furthermore, approaches focusing on key competencies align with current research 

on developing resilient and academically buoyant students (McGuinness, 2023). 

Contemporary perspectives on learning emphasise the importance of equipping 

students with strategies for thinking, self-regulation and motivation, enabling them 

to adapt flexibly to new challenges and sustain positive beliefs about their 

capabilities as learners (OECD, 2018a). This more proactive view of learning places 
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key competencies at the forefront of enhancing the transferability of knowledge and 

skills. Notably, OECD reports (OECD, 2018a, 2019) highlight that these 

competencies are relevant across all stages of education, from early childhood 

through to the senior phases of secondary schooling. 

1.5 Research Question and Aims 

This research study is framed by one principal research question:  

How can a designed intervention increase students’ ability to deal successfully 

with everyday setbacks in their school life? 

This overall question is supplemented by a number of aims of this study: 

• To enhance academic buoyancy in second level settings 

• To iteratively design and refine an innovative pedagogy that supports the 

enhancement of academic buoyancy in the context of the real-world messiness 

of second-level classrooms 

• To explore the role of collaboration within the classroom setting in enhancing 

academic buoyancy 

• To explore a participatory role of the student in the development of the design 

• To enable students to develop their capacity and appreciation of engaging in a 

reflective process 

1.6 Biographical Motivation 

Driven by a profound understanding of the pivotal moments in a student’s academic 

journey, this seasoned teacher with 23 years of classroom experience embarked on a 

dedicated research path. Observing the transitions students navigate in formal 

secondary education, a critical gap was identified in the support provided as students 

move from the junior to the Senior Cycle. Recognising the importance of well-being 

initiatives implemented during the Junior Cycle, the researcher felt compelled to 

expand these efforts to better support students during a crucial period when they face 

significant academic decisions. 

This researcher, who has guided countless students through their formative years, 

pinpointed the necessity for developing academic buoyancy to everyday academic 

challenges, as students balance the demands of making important decisions, 
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competing deadlines and the stresses of exams. The researcher believes that while 

much attention is given to transitions from primary to secondary education and from 

secondary to third level, the transition within the secondary school structure, from 

Junior to Senior Cycle, lacks sufficient focus and resources. 

This research aims to address this oversight by advocating for and developing 

strategies that equip students to handle the multitude of challenges typical for 15–17-

year-olds. The goal is to foster students’ ability to not only manage but thrive amidst 

these pressures. Through this study, the researcher aspires to fill the existing support 

gap, thereby enhancing student outcomes and well-being as they prepare for the next 

stages of their educational development. 

In summary, the primary motivation for this research stemmed from the researcher’s 

professional interests and experience. The Transition Year Programme presents an 

optimal opportunity to introduce this intervention for students, given its placement 

after the Junior Cycle and at the beginning of the Senior Cycle, where the flexibility 

of the curriculum during this year enhances its suitability for such initiatives.  

Considering these factors, the researcher initiated this study, guided by the research 

question and aims as outlined. 

1.7 Thesis Narrative 

Chapter 1: Introduction 

The introduction chapter provides an overview of the research topic, academic 

buoyancy, and its significance in the educational landscape. It outlines the research 

question, aims, and the rationale for the study. The chapter also introduces the 

structure of the thesis, providing a brief summary of each subsequent chapter to 

guide the reader through the research journey. 

Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This chapter presents a comprehensive review of existing literature on academic 

buoyancy. It explores definitions, dimensions and the theoretical foundations of 

academic buoyancy, distinguishing it from related constructs such as resilience. The 

review includes an analysis of recent studies, identifying gaps in the literature and 

areas requiring further exploration. Particular emphasis is placed on key themes such 
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as the impact of academic buoyancy on student performance, coping strategies and 

the role of teachers and educational environments. Central to this review is a 

dedicated focus on student participation, examining its significance in shaping 

learning experiences and its role in supporting the development of academic 

buoyancy. 

Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

This chapter outlines the research design and methodology, with a particular focus 

on Design-Based Research (DBR) and its appropriateness for this study. It explains 

the iterative nature of DBR, which allows for the continuous refinement of 

educational interventions through cycles of design, implementation, analysis and 

redesign. The chapter details the data collection methods and ethical considerations, 

providing a clear rationale for the chosen approach. A mixed-methods approach is 

employed, incorporating quantitative data gathered through the Academic Buoyancy 

Scale (ABS) alongside qualitative data derived from both structured and unstructured 

student reflections. This combination of data sources enables a comprehensive 

examination of the intervention’s impact on students’ academic buoyancy and their 

lived experiences throughout the process. 

Chapter 4: Theoretical Framework 

Chapter four outlines the theoretical framework underpinning the study, presenting 

the key psychological and educational theories that inform the concept of academic 

buoyancy. It examines Martin and Marsh’s 5Cs Framework (Martin & Marsh, 2006) 

as a central lens for understanding how students navigate everyday academic 

challenges. The chapter also articulates the ontological and epistemological stance of 

the researcher, situating the study within a social constructivist paradigm. In doing 

so, it highlights the importance of participatory approaches to learning and research, 

particularly through the use of participatory design in educational contexts. 

Furthermore, the chapter explores the core theoretical pillars of collaboration, 

engagement, and reflection, positioning them as foundational to both the design of 

the intervention and the interpretation of findings. Collectively, these perspectives 

provide a coherent framework that informs the research design, methodology and 

analysis, offering a lens through which the study’s findings are understood. 
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Chapter 5: Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of this study is centred on fostering academic buoyancy 

among 15–17-year-old students through a relational and reflective model of learning. 

Informed by the literature, it integrates collaboration, engagement and reflection as 

interconnected processes that support students in navigating everyday academic 

challenges. 

Central to the framework is Lundy’s (2007) model of participation, which 

emphasises students’ voice, space, audience, and influence, ensuring their active 

involvement in the design and implementation of the intervention. A conjecture 

mapping approach further underpins the framework, linking key design features to 

expected processes and outcomes while providing a structured means of examining 

how the intervention supports the development of academic buoyancy. 

The chapter also acknowledges the practical challenges of implementing these 

concepts within the constraints of the Irish educational system, particularly in 

relation to participation. Overall, it demonstrates how the theoretical framework is 

translated into practice, providing a coherent link between theory, design, and 

implementation. 

Chapter 6: Design Cycle I – Testing the Waters 

Design Cycle I (DCI) involved the participatory design and implementation of a six-

week taught intervention aimed at enhancing academic buoyancy through both 

individual and group-based challenges situated within everyday school life. Guided 

by an adapted eight-stage Negotiated Integrated Curriculum (NIC) process, students 

actively contributed to the design of the intervention, ensuring it was grounded in 

their lived experiences and concerns. The chapter outlines student participation at 

each stage of this process, highlighting how their input shaped the development of 

the intervention. 

The implementation of the taught element is then detailed, alongside the methods of 

data collection and analysis employed. A mixed-methods approach is used, with 

findings presented through both quantitative and qualitative data, supported by visual 

representations such as charts, graphs and tables. Results are analysed thematically 

and interpreted through the theoretical pillars of collaboration, engagement and 
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reflection, with connections made to the underpinning theoretical framework. A 

conjecture map is also utilised to examine the relationship between design features, 

mediating processes and observed outcomes. 

The chapter concludes by evaluating the effectiveness of the intervention, identifying 

challenges encountered and outlining modifications to inform the subsequent design 

cycle (DCII), thereby demonstrating the iterative nature of the DBR process. 

Chapter 7: Design Cycle II – Diving Deeper 

Design Cycle II represents a refinement and extension of the initial intervention, 

shaped by the insights and challenges identified in the first cycle. In response to 

these findings, the intervention was adapted to allow for deeper and more sustained 

student engagement, with particular emphasis placed on the development of 

reflective practices. The duration of the taught element was extended, creating 

greater space for students to engage with and revisit key concepts associated with 

academic buoyancy over time. This also enabled the incorporation of more 

structured opportunities for reflection within the classroom. 

A further development in this cycle was the involvement of additional teachers in the 

delivery of the intervention. This shift supported a more distributed model of 

implementation and addressed considerations related to researcher positionality 

identified in the initial cycle. Through these refinements, Design Cycle II aimed to 

strengthen both the enactment and evaluation of the intervention, providing a more 

robust context in which to examine how its underlying principles operated in 

practice. The outcomes of this cycle contribute to an evolving understanding of how 

the intervention can be adapted and sustained within real classroom settings. 

Chapter 8: Design Cycle III -  

Design Cycle III represents the culmination of the iterative design process, drawing 

together the learning developed across the earlier cycles. At this stage, the 

intervention was enacted in a more integrated and coherent form, reflecting ongoing 

refinements to both its structure and underlying principles. Particular emphasis was 

placed on aligning the negotiated and taught elements of the intervention, allowing 

students’ concerns and experiences to more directly inform their engagement with 

the core constructs of academic buoyancy. 



35 

 

This cycle also marked a shift towards consolidation, with the intervention designed 

to support students in navigating challenges with greater independence and 

awareness. The established predictors of buoyancy, alongside an increased focus on 

community, provided a more comprehensive lens through which student experiences 

could be understood. In this context, the conjecture map functioned as a design tool 

but also as a means of synthesising insights across cycles, supporting a more holistic 

interpretation of how the intervention operated in practice. As the final cycle, Design 

Cycle III offers a critical opportunity to consider the overall coherence, sustainability 

and potential transferability of the intervention within broader educational settings. 

Chapter 9: Discussion 

The preceding chapters have presented the findings from across the three design 

cycles, tracing the iterative development of the intervention and the ways in which 

students engaged with its key components. This chapter now turns to a discussion of 

these findings, bringing them into dialogue with the study’s theoretical framework 

and existing literature. In doing so, it considers how the intervention contributed to 

the development of academic buoyancy within a Transition Year context, with 

particular attention to the roles of collaboration, engagement and reflection as 

guiding design principles. The discussion also reflects on how the intervention 

evolved across cycles, highlighting key insights, tensions and limitations that 

emerged through the design process. In this way, it points towards areas for further 

research, particularly in relation to the longer-term sustainability and broader 

applicability of the intervention. 

1.8 Chapter Summary 

This chapter outlines the rationale for undertaking this research and the context of 

this study. The overarching aim of this study seeks to illuminate the experiences of 

Irish secondary school students, situating itself within the broader context of 

international educational challenges, and aims to provide an opportunity for 

academic buoyancy to be effectively nurtured in Ireland’s secondary education 

system. The underlying research question laid out in this study seeks to evaluate the 

effectiveness of a designed intervention aimed at enhancing academic buoyancy 

skills in secondary school students. 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides an overview of the literature relevant to understanding how 

students respond to everyday academic challenges, with a particular focus on the 

concept of academic buoyancy. As academic demands increase during adolescence, 

the ability to respond adaptively to such challenges becomes increasingly important 

for sustaining motivation, engagement and wellbeing in school contexts (Putwain & 

von der Embse, 2021). Understanding how academic buoyancy develops within 

classroom contexts is, therefore, important for educational research and practice. 

The chapter begins by situating academic buoyancy within the broader literature on 

resilience in education, outlining the distinction between academic resilience and 

academic buoyancy. It continues with an examination of psychological and 

contextual factors associated with academic buoyancy, including constructs such as 

self-efficacy, coping strategies and supportive relationships with teachers and peers, 

focusing particularly on adolescents in secondary education. This is followed by a 

focus on literature exploring protective and risk factors that influence students’ 

capacity to respond to everyday academic challenges. The chapter also includes a 

dedicated section on student participation, tracing its development from children’s 

rights frameworks, particularly Article 12 of the UNCRC, through to its application 

in educational contexts. This section examines key debates regarding the definition 

and enactment of participation, reviews influential models and outlines how 

participation is conceptualised within the present study. 

The chapter concludes by identifying gaps in the existing literature, particularly the 

limited research examining how academic buoyancy can be actively developed 

through classroom-based interventions and participatory learning approaches. These 

gaps provide the foundation for the present study, which explores how a 

participatory designed intervention may support the development of academic 

buoyancy among secondary school students. 

2.2 Resilience and Academic Resilience 

Resilience has been widely defined within psychology and education research as the 

capacity to adapt successfully despite adversity (Ungar, 2018). Early resilience 
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research examined how individuals, particularly children and adolescents, were able 

to achieve positive developmental outcomes despite experiencing significant 

challenges such as socio-economic disadvantage or unstable family environments 

(Masten, 1991; Werner & Smith, 1982). These studies identified a range of 

protective factors that supported resilience, including individual attributes such as 

problem-solving ability and emotional regulation, as well as external supports such 

as positive relationships with family members and teachers. While more recent 

resilience research provides a useful foundation for understanding how individuals 

cope with adversity, educational researchers have adapted to focus more specifically 

on students’ experiences in learning contexts through the concept of academic 

resilience (Larson, 2023; Putwain et al., 2022). 

Within educational research, academic resilience has been used to describe students’ 

ability to maintain or regain academic engagement and achievement despite facing 

substantial challenges that threaten their educational progress (Anderson, Haney, et 

al., 2020; Hirvonen et al., 2020). These challenges may include socio-economic 

disadvantage, learning difficulties, emotional distress or other environmental barriers 

to learning (Perry et al., 2018). Academic resilience research has therefore focused 

on identifying the factors that enable students to remain engaged with learning and 

sustain academic success despite such adversities. Such research highlighted the 

importance of psychological factors such as self-efficacy, motivation and adaptive 

coping strategies in supporting academic resilience (Kahu & Nelson, 2017; Yeager & 

Dweck, 2012). Students who believe that their abilities can improve through effort 

are more likely to persist in the face of challenges and maintain engagement with 

learning (Aditomo, 2015; Dweck, 2017). Similarly, supportive learning 

environments and positive teacher–student relationships have been identified as 

important protective factors that enable students to adapt successfully when 

encountering academic difficulties (Radhamani & Kalaivani, 2021). 

However, resilience research has been criticised for conceptual ambiguity, with 

multiple definitions, measurement, and approaches used across studies (Perkins, 

2018; Ungar, 2018). Furthermore, much of the resilience literature focuses on 

students experiencing significant or chronic adversity, which may not reflect the 

everyday academic challenges encountered by the majority of students in typical 

school contexts. These limitations have prompted researchers to consider whether 
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the resilience framework accurately captures the everyday academic challenges 

experienced by most students in school settings. This question has contributed to the 

development of the concept of academic buoyancy. 

Although academic resilience and academic buoyancy are closely related constructs, 

they differ in the scale and nature of the adversity they address (Martin & Marsh, 

2008; Putwain & Daly, 2013; Ungar, 2012). Academic resilience typically refers to 

students who achieve positive educational outcomes despite experiencing significant 

or persistent adversity, such as socio-economic disadvantage or prolonged 

disengagement from school (Anderson, Beach, et al., 2020; Meneghel et al., 2019). 

In contrast, academic buoyancy refers to students’ capacity to manage the everyday 

academic challenges that arise during routine school experiences (Martin & Marsh, 

2008), thus proposing a framework for understanding how the majority of students 

respond to the everyday academic pressures that characterise routine school 

experiences. 

2.3 Academic Buoyancy 

Academic buoyancy refers to the ability of students to cope with and respond 

constructively to everyday academic challenges and setbacks (Malmberg et al., 2012; 

Martin et al., 2010; Martin & Marsh, 2008), shifting the focus from the extreme 

adversity typically associated with resilience to the routine demands experienced by 

the majority of students. While everyday academic challenges are generally less 

severe than the adversities examined in resilience research, they are nevertheless 

common features of school life and can significantly influence students’ motivation, 

engagement and wellbeing (Putwain et al., 2019). Martin and Marsh conceptualise 

academic buoyancy through the 5Cs Framework, comprising confidence, 

coordination, commitment, control and composure as the components of academic 

buoyancy. These components reflect the motivational, behavioural and emotional 

processes that enable students to manage routine academic demands (Martin et al., 

2010; Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2009). 

Higher levels of academic buoyancy are linked to a range of positive academic and 

emotional outcomes (Anderson, 2023; Lakkavaara et al., 2024), including increased 

confidence, improved organisation and planning skills, sustained persistence, 

improved emotional regulation and reduced academic anxiety (Martin et al., 2010). 
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Students who demonstrate greater academic buoyancy are more likely to maintain 

confidence in their academic abilities, engage more effectively with learning tasks 

and experience lower levels of academic anxiety (Martin et al., 2010).  

Within the Irish educational context, students frequently report experiencing pressure 

related to examinations, performance expectations and academic evaluation (Smyth, 

2019). Exam-focused learning, high expectations and fear of making mistakes 

contribute to increased levels of stress among adolescents in secondary school 

(Smyth, 2019). Earlier research by Smyth and Banks similarly identified 

examinations and school assessments as key sources of pressure for students (Banks 

et al., 2018; Smyth, 2016). Collectively, this body of research supports the relevance 

of academic buoyancy for understanding how students navigate routine academic 

challenges in school environments. Further research in Irish schools similarly 

highlights the importance of supportive school environments to high levels of 

engagement and academic success (Banks et al., 2018). Supportive relationships 

with teachers and peers can provide a buffer against stress and foster a sense of 

belonging within the school environment (Masten, 2001). Conversely, students who 

lack academic or family support often demonstrate lower levels of academic 

buoyancy (Collie et al., 2017). 

2.3.1 Protective Factors for Academic Buoyancy 

Understanding the factors that support or hinder students’ ability to cope with 

academic challenges is central to research on academic buoyancy. Early work in 

resilience theory emphasised the importance of both protective factors, which 

support positive development, and risk factors, which increase the likelihood of 

negative outcomes (Rutter, 1985; Ungar, 2019). This dual-factor perspective has 

informed studies examining how internal psychological resources and external 

support interact to influence students’ ability to navigate academic adversity 

(Putwain et al., 2023; Ungar, 2019). 

Within educational research, protective factors refer to personal and contextual 

resources that enhance students’ capacity to respond adaptively to academic 

challenges, whereas risk factors increase the likelihood of negative educational 

outcomes (Martin & Marsh, 2020) . Research has consistently identified both 

individual psychological resources and supportive learning environments as 
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important contributors to academic resilience (Radhamani & Kalaivani, 2021). 

Within resilience research, protective factors are understood as personal and 

contextual resources that mitigate the effects of risk and support positive adaptation 

when individuals encounter challenges (Lei et al., 2022). 

2.3.1.1 Self-Efficacy 

One of the most widely recognised internal protective factors is academic self-

efficacy, defined as an individual’s belief in their ability to succeed in specific tasks 

or situations (Bandura, 1993, 2012). Students with strong self-efficacy are more 

likely to approach challenging academic tasks with confidence and commitment, 

viewing difficulties as opportunities for learning rather than threats to be avoided 

(Bandura, 1993). Research suggests that students with higher self-efficacy 

demonstrate greater motivation, persistence and adaptive coping when faced with 

academic setbacks (Cassidy, 2015; Victor-Aigboidion et al., 2020). 

Studies demonstrated that students with higher self-efficacy are more likely to persist 

when confronted with challenging tasks and employ strategies that support 

successful problem solving (Lei et al., 2022; Schunk & Pajares, 2002). Further 

research indicates that academic self-efficacy is positively associated with academic 

performance through the mediating role of academic buoyancy, reflecting students’ 

ability to deal with everyday academic challenges and setbacks (Lei et al., 2022). 

Students who possess strong self-efficacy are therefore more likely to demonstrate 

persistence and adaptive responses when facing academic difficulties (Chong et al., 

2018). 

2.3.1.2 Engagement and Belonging 

Student engagement and a sense of belonging within the school environment 

function as important protective factors supporting academic resilience (Radhamani 

& Kalaivani, 2021). Students who feel connected to their school community are 

more likely to remain motivated and engaged with learning activities (Dooley et al., 

2019; Verrier et al., 2018). Participation in classroom activities and extracurricular 

opportunities can strengthen students’ sense of purpose and preparedness for future 

academic and career pathways (Dooley et al., 2019). 

Structured extracurricular activities have also been shown to contribute positively to 

students’ development by fostering social connections, leadership skills and 
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confidence (Barber et al., 2005). Participation in such activities can support the 

development of adaptive skills and resilience, helping students to manage academic 

and personal challenges (Tremaine, 2024; Trujillo, 2021). 

2.3.1.3 Supportive Teacher–Student Relationships 

Supportive relationships within the school environment represent another key 

protective factor for academic resilience. Positive teacher–student relationships 

provide emotional support, encouragement and constructive feedback that can 

strengthen students’ ability to cope with academic challenges (Masten, 2001; Rutter, 

1985). Recent research continues to highlight the importance of classroom 

relationships in fostering resilience. Afzali and colleagues found that supportive 

teacher–student interactions contribute to students’ adaptive responses to academic 

challenges (Afzali et al., 2024), while Frisby demonstrated that positive classroom 

relationships can promote hope and resilience among students (Frisby et al., 2020). 

Students who perceive their teachers as supportive are more likely to engage actively 

in learning and demonstrate greater persistence when facing academic difficulties. 

2.3.2 Risk Factors for Academic Buoyancy 

While protective factors support positive development, several risk factors can 

undermine students’ ability to cope with academic challenges. 

2.3.2.1 Academic Pressure 

Academic pressure represents a significant challenge for many students, particularly 

during periods of high assessment demands like the Leaving Certificate exam in Irish 

Secondary Schools. Exposure to sustained academic stress can negatively affect 

students’ motivation, emotional regulation and academic performance (Banks & 

Smyth, 2015; Evans & Kim, 2013). The COVID-19 pandemic further intensified 

these pressures by disrupting learning environments and increasing levels of stress 

and uncertainty for students (Asbury et al., 2021). 

2.3.2.2 Negative School Climate 

A negative school climate can also increase the likelihood of academic 

disengagement and poor educational outcomes. Research has shown that 

environments characterised by bullying, limited teacher support and low levels of 

student engagement can undermine students’ sense of safety and belonging (OECD, 

2022; Thapa et al., 2013). In the Irish context, concerns regarding school climate and 
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bullying remain significant, with research indicating that experiences of bullying can 

negatively affect both academic performance and student wellbeing (Keating et al., 

2020; Keating, 2024). 

2.3.3 The Interplay of Protective and Risk Factors 

Protective and risk factors are increasingly understood as complex and dynamic 

processes that interact within students’ educational environments (Ungar, 2019). 

Studies suggest that supportive school environments can mitigate the impact of 

socio-economic disadvantages by providing resources, mentorship and academic 

support (Kara et al., 2020; Perkins, 2018; Werner & Smith, 1982). In addition to 

environmental support, individual skills such as problem-solving can also function as 

protective factors, enabling students to navigate academic challenges and offset risks 

associated with learning difficulties (Kara et al., 2020). 

In recent years, technological developments have introduced additional protective 

and risk factors within students’ learning environments. Access to online educational 

resources and virtual learning communities can expand learning opportunities and 

provide additional academic support (Ludvigsen et al., 2016). However, excessive 

use of mobile devices and social media may expose students to risks such as 

cyberbullying and harmful online content, which can negatively affect mental health 

and academic performance (Keating et al., 2020; Putwain et al., 2023; Twenge, 

2017). These influences are particularly significant during adolescence, when 

increased digital engagement coincides with heightened sensitivity to peer influence 

(Liu et al., 2020). Such factors may also shape how students experience academic 

stress and respond to setbacks, making them relevant to discussions of academic 

buoyancy. 

Understanding how protective and risk factors interact within students’ educational 

experiences is therefore important for developing interventions that support students’ 

ability to respond effectively to academic challenges. Strengthening protective 

factors such as self-efficacy, supportive relationships and engagement, while 

addressing risks such as academic pressure and negative school climates, can 

contribute to environments that support students’ academic development and 

wellbeing (Martin & Marsh, 2020). These protective and risk factors are particularly 

relevant to understanding the skills and supports that contribute to the development 
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of academic buoyancy (Martin & Marsh, 2008). Building on this perspective, 

research has sought to identify specific psychological predictors that enable students 

to manage routine academic challenges, leading to the development of frameworks 

such as Martin and Marsh’s 5Cs model. 

2.3.4 The 5C’s Framework 

Research examining academic buoyancy has identified a range of psychological and 

contextual factors that contribute to students’ ability to manage academic challenges. 

Among the most influential theoretical frameworks in this area is Martin and 

Marsh’s 5Cs model, which identifies five key predictors of academic buoyancy: 

confidence, coordination, commitment, control and composure (Martin et al., 2010). 

These factors represent a combination of motivational, behavioural and emotional 

processes that support students’ responses to routine academic setbacks: 

Confidence – refers to students’ beliefs in their academic capabilities and is closely 

related to academic self-efficacy. 

Coordination – reflects students’ ability to organise and manage their academic 

responsibilities. 

Commitment – refers to sustained effort and persistence toward academic goals. 

Control – relates to students’ perceptions that their academic outcomes are 

influenced by their own actions. 

Composure – refers to students’ ability to regulate emotional responses to academic 

stress. 

Together, the predictors of academic buoyancy factors provide a useful framework 

for understanding the processes that enable students to respond constructively to 

everyday academic pressures. 

Longitudinal studies have further supported the predictive value of the 5Cs 

Framework in understanding students’ responses to academic setbacks (Colmar et 

al., 2019; Martin et al., 2010). Martin and Marsh identified key outcome constructs 

associated with academic buoyancy, including enjoyment of school, class 

participation and self-esteem (Martin & Marsh, 2006). These outcomes were 

previously incorporated within the Student Motivation and Engagement Wheel 

(Martin, 2002), which conceptualises the psychological and engagement dimensions 
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that underpin students’ responses to academic challenges. Building on this work, 

Martin and Marsh later identified the 5Cs as key predictors of academic buoyancy, 

offering a more targeted framework for understanding how students persist with 

learning tasks when facing challenges. 

Recent research highlighted a bidirectional relationship between academic buoyancy 

and academic adversity (Lei et al., 2022; Putwain et al., 2022). Martin and Marsh 

demonstrated that higher levels of academic buoyancy can lead to reductions in 

perceived adversity over time, suggesting that buoyancy may function as a protective 

factor in students’ academic development (Martin & Marsh, 2020). Additional 

studies have linked the 5Cs Framework to broader educational outcomes, including 

effective learning strategies and improved mental health (Collie et al., 2017). 

However, much of the existing research relies on self-reported measures and cross-

sectional designs, which are not always situated within the broader educational 

environment and therefore limit the extent to which causal relationships can be 

established. 

While the 5C’s Framework emphasises individual psychological resources, emerging 

literature suggests that social and relational factors also play an important role in 

fostering academic buoyancy. In particular, supportive school environments and 

positive school relationships are recognised as significant contributors to students’ 

capacity to navigate everyday academic challenges (Cook-Sather, 2020; Putwain et 

al., 2019). Building on this work, some scholars have suggested that the concept of 

community may represent an additional dimension that supports the development of 

academic buoyancy (Smith, 2020). Community in this context refers to students’ 

sense of belonging within their school environment, including supportive 

relationships with teachers and peers as well as opportunities for collaborative 

engagement in learning. Considering community alongside the 5C’s Framework 

highlights the importance of recognising both individual and relational dimensions 

of academic buoyancy. While confidence, commitment and control emphasise 

internal psychological resources, community reflects the broader educational 

environment within which students’ academic experiences take place. Together, these 

factors illustrate how both personal characteristics and supportive learning 

environments contribute to students’ capacity to respond constructively to everyday 

academic challenges.  
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Taken together, the literature highlights that academic buoyancy is shaped by a 

complex interaction of psychological, relational and contextual factors. Individual 

characteristics such as self-efficacy, emotional regulation and motivation play an 

important role in enabling students to respond constructively to everyday academic 

challenges. At the same time, a strong sense of belonging within the school 

community can strengthen students’ capacity to manage academic setbacks. These 

factors do not operate in isolation but interact dynamically within students’ learning 

experiences, suggesting that both individual and environmental supports are 

important in fostering academic buoyancy among adolescents (Ye et al., 2025). 

2.4 Gender and Academic Buoyancy 

Research examining students’ experiences of academic stress and motivation has 

also identified potential gender differences in how students respond to academic 

challenges. Studies suggest that adolescent girls often report higher levels of 

academic pressure and anxiety compared to boys, particularly in examination-

oriented educational environments (Putwain & von der Embse, 2021). At the same 

time, girls frequently demonstrate strong engagement with academic tasks and place 

high value on academic achievement, whereas boys are often found to report lower 

levels of academic anxiety (Putwain & von der Embse, 2021; von der Embse et al., 

2018). 

The gendered patterns of academic engagement and stress may influence how 

students experience setbacks and the strategies they use to manage them. For 

example, girls may be more likely to experience anxiety related to academic 

performance, which may heighten sensitivity to feedback, examinations and 

perceived academic failure (von der Embse et al., 2018). Understanding these 

dynamics is particularly important when examining academic buoyancy within 

single-sex educational contexts, where gender-specific patterns of academic 

motivation and stress shape students’ responses to everyday academic pressures 

(Datu & Yang, 2016). 

Although research examining gender differences in academic buoyancy remains 

relatively limited, existing studies suggest that emotional responses to academic 

evaluation, perceptions of academic competence and coping strategies vary between 

male and female students (Datu & Yang, 2016; Ging & O’Higgins Norman, 2016; 
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Putwain & von der Embse, 2021). Considering these differences may therefore 

provide important insight into how academic buoyancy develops within particular 

educational contexts. 

2.5 Participation 

2.5.1 Introduction 

The concept of participation in decision making is not new and was mainly used in 

the context of citizen empowerment. One of the first to discuss citizen participation 

was Arnstein who developed the first Ladder of Participation (Arnstein, 1969), that 

is made up of eight rungs, each corresponding to the extent of citizens’ power in 

influencing decision making. The ladder ranges from non-participation 

(manipulation and therapy), through degrees of tokenism (informing, consultation 

and placation), to levels of citizen power (partnership, delegated power and citizen 

control), reflecting increasing levels of influence in decision-making processes 

(Arnstein, 1969). Arnstein’s work influenced the development of child participation 

models following UNCRC declaration, with an adapted ladder of participation that 

was introduced by Hart (Hart, 1992). Indeed, the UNCRC that identified 

participation as a right was the starting point of the development of the scholarly 

field of child participation. This section will discuss the concept of child 

participation as presented in the UNCRC, present the challenges of defining 

participation, review various models of participation, and situate participation in the 

context of this study.   

2.5.2 Participation in Children’s Rights: From Article 12 to Educational Practice 

The concept of child participation is most commonly associated with Article 12 of 

the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC, 1989), which 

affirms the child’s right to express their views “freely in all matters affecting them 

and to have those views given due weight in accordance with their age and 

maturity”. Although the term participation does not explicitly appear in the text of 

Article 12, it has become widely adopted as a way of implementing this right. 

However, participation is not confined to Article 12 alone and is also reflected across 

other provisions of the Convention, including Article 2 (non-discrimination), Article 

3 (best interests of the child), Article 5 (the right to appropriate guidance), Article 13 

(freedom of expression), and Article 19 (protection from all forms of harm), 
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highlighting its broader role in enacting children’s rights (Child, 2009). As Hanna et 

al. (2025) demonstrate, the concept of participation, even if not explicitly named, 

extends across the UNCRC and functions as a key mechanism for enacting children’s 

rights in policy, practice and research. 

Hanna et al. (2025) note that the use of participation as an overarching concept has 

emerged through interpretive and discursive processes that extend beyond the 

original legal text. The Committee on the Rights of the Child has acknowledged that 

the concept of participation is “omnipresent” in interpretations of Article 12, 

reflecting its growing significance within children’s rights discourse. However, this 

expansion has also contributed to conceptual ambiguity, as participation has come to 

encompass a wide range of meanings and practices across different contexts. 

Within educational settings, participation is often translated into practices such as 

student voice initiatives, classroom dialogue and involvement in decision-making 

(Lundy, 2007). Yet, the application of participation is not straight forward. As 

research has shown, the translation of participation from international legal 

frameworks into national policy and classroom practice is neither direct nor uniform 

but involves processes of reinterpretation and adaptation which can reshape its 

meaning (Hanna et al., 2025; Lundy, 2007; Percy-Smith, 2010). Consequently, 

participation in education cannot be understood as a straightforward enactment of 

Article 12, but rather as a concept that is continually constructed and negotiated 

within specific institutional contexts. This broad application of participation across 

policy, practice and research has led to a lack of conceptual clarity, with the term 

encompassing a wide range of meanings and interpretations. 

2.5.3 The Problem of Definition: Conceptual and Semantic Ambiguity 

A key challenge in theorising participation lies in the absence of a shared or stable 

definition (Tisdall & Kay, 2017). As highlighted by Hanna et al. (2025), participation 

is characterised by significant semantic and conceptual complexity, making it 

difficult to establish a common understanding across different contexts. One 

important distinction identified in their work is between the signification of 

participation, referring to its relatively stable, dictionary-like definition, and its 

contextual meanings, which relate to how participation is interpreted and enacted in 

specific settings (Hanna et al., 2025). While the signification of participation may 
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broadly relate to notions of “taking part” or “being involved,” its meaning in 

educational contexts can range from mere attendance or engagement in activities to 

more substantive forms of influence and decision-making (Hanna et al., 2025; 

Lansdown, 2014). In some cases, participation may be framed as an obligation rather 

than a right, particularly in school contexts where students are expected to “take 

part” in prescribed activities, thereby limiting their capacity to choose whether and 

how to participate (Hanna et al., 2025; Lundy et al., 2011). 

Taken together, these insights highlight that participation is not a neutral or self-

evident concept, but one shaped by discourse, context, and power relations. Rather 

than representing a limitation, the absence of a universally agreed definition reflects 

the complex and multifaceted nature of participation itself. For researchers, this 

necessitates a careful and explicit approach to conceptualisation, in which 

participation is defined in relation to the specific context and purposes of the study. 

This ambiguity has important implications for educational contexts, where 

participation is interpreted and enacted in diverse ways, often shaped by institutional 

priorities and local practices. In this context, the following section examines key 

theoretical models of participation in order to explore how the concept has been 

conceptualised and operationalised within the literature. 

2.5.4 Models of Participation 

Over the years, a number of theoretical models have sought to define, classify and 

operationalise what participation means in practice. As Hanna et al. (2025) observe, 

these models do not all address the same question. Some models provide normative 

frameworks that define what participation should look like in light of children’s 

rights. Others are classificatory, seeking to distinguish between stronger and weaker 

forms of participation. While others are multidimensional and contextual, designed 

to analyse the factors, conditions and structures that shape participatory practice 

across settings. As such, the value of these models lies not in their interchangeability, 

but in the different conceptual work they perform.  

One of the most influential and early models is Hart’s (1992) Ladder of Participation, 

which distinguishes between forms of non-participation and increasing levels of 

genuine involvement. Hart’s original publication describes eight rungs, with the 

lower three representing manipulation, decoration and tokenism, and the higher 
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rungs representing increasingly substantive forms of involvement. Hart’s model is 

significant because it foregrounds the distinction between tokenistic practices and 

more meaningful forms of shared decision-making, and in doing so it made a major 

contribution to the field by demonstrating that not all initiatives described as 

participatory are substantively so. However, Hart’s framework has been criticised for 

its hierarchical and implicitly linear structure (Shier, 2001; Treseder, 1997). By 

presenting participation as movement upwards through progressively “better” levels, 

it risks suggesting that higher levels are always more desirable and that participation 

can be neatly categorised within fixed stages. 

Shier’s (2001) model, Pathways to Participation, can be understood as development 

of the ladder-based thinking. Like Hart, Shier distinguishes between different levels 

of participation, ranging from children being listened to, through to children sharing 

power and responsibility in decision-making. However, Shier moves beyond a 

simple hierarchy by introducing the concepts of opportunities and obligations at each 

level. This is an important contribution because it acknowledges that participation is 

not simply about where children are positioned on a scale, but about whether the 

institution is willing and able to create the conditions that enable participation. 

Shier’s model is therefore valuable for drawing attention to both the organisational 

and ethical commitments required to support participatory practice. Shier’s model 

sets out five levels, from children being listened to through to sharing power and 

responsibility, and the model explicitly frames each level in terms of opportunities 

and obligations.  

At the same time, Shier’s model (2001) retains some of the limitations of levels-

based frameworks. Although more flexible than Hart’s ladder, it still implies staged 

progression in which participation can be mapped in relatively orderly ways. This 

can obscure the reality that participation often involves movement across modes 

rather than progression through levels. While models such as Hart’s (1992) and 

Shier’s (2001) propose a linear progression between levels, this has been critiqued 

for not fully capturing the complexity of participation in real-life contexts (Thomas, 

2007), where it is often negotiated, partial and evolving. Therefore, while Shier’s 

model is highly useful in highlighting the enabling role of adults and institutions, it 

does not fully allow for the uneven distribution of decision-making across different 

levels, which is often the case in pedagogical processes. 
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One of the first models that suggests moving away from the view of participation in 

hierarchical structure was introduced by Treseder (1997). In his work, Treseder 

argues for a more flexible understanding of participation, recognising that different 

forms of participation may be appropriate in different contexts (Treseder, 1997). This 

is important because it recognises that participation does not always need to 

culminate in full child-led decision-making in order to be meaningful, a concept that 

was later reiterated by Lundy (2018). Treseder model is more relevant to classroom 

setting as is the case in this study, where there are pedagogical and institutional 

responsibilities that remain with adults. It moves away from the simplistic view that 

participation is only authentic when it is entirely child-directed, as indicated by Hart 

and Shier. Treseder work is, therefore, particularly relevant to this study.  

Herbots and Put (2015) conceptualise participation as a multidimensional construct, 

proposing a framework based on four key components: purpose, context, 

stakeholders, and mode (Herbots & Put, 2015). This approach broadens 

understandings of participation beyond a sole focus on power-sharing, instead 

emphasising why participation is undertaken, where it occurs, who is involved, and 

how it is organised. In doing so, the model responds to the ambiguity and fragmented 

interpretation of participation rights under the UNCRC, particularly Article 12, by 

offering a more analytical lens through which participation can be understood. 

Hanna et al. (2025) highlight the value of this model in its capacity to evaluate and 

measure participation across diverse contexts, rather than simply defining what 

participation should entail. In particular, the model’s attention to context 

acknowledges that participation is shaped within organisational settings, which is a 

notable strength when considering participation in schools. However, while this 

breadth allows for flexibility in recognising different forms of meaningful 

participation, it may also limit the model’s usefulness as a practical guiding 

framework for implementation within specific educational contexts. 

A model that is specifically designed for school settings is that of Perry-Hazan and 

Somech(Perry-Hazan & Somech, 2021). Their model of student participation in 

school decision-making offers an explicitly school-based and multidimensional 

account. It conceptualises collective student participation through various 

dimensions including decision domain, level, structure and target, while also 

recognising that rationales for participation and organisational culture shape how 



 

51 

 

participation is enacted and what effects it may have. Importantly, the model 

responds to a broader lack of conceptual clarity in the field, where student 

participation has often been treated as a vague or “container” concept, making it 

difficult to compare practices or evaluate impact. A key strength of this model is that 

it moves beyond idealised notions of participation by highlighting the tensions 

between its promotion and its enactment in practice. While student participation is 

frequently justified on moral, developmental and pragmatic grounds, the model 

acknowledges that there is limited empirical evidence of its impact, particularly at 

the level of whole-school outcomes. It also draws attention to the risk of tokenistic 

practices, where participation structures, such as student councils, may reproduce 

existing power relations and privilege certain groups of students, rather than enabling 

broad and meaningful engagement. Furthermore, the model foregrounds the role of 

organisational culture as a significant mediating factor. Participation is not enacted 

uniformly across schools but is shaped by cultural norms, particularly in relation to 

power and authority. In more hierarchical or high power-distance contexts, 

participation may be limited to consultative processes rather than genuine shared 

decision-making. In this sense, the model challenges one-size-fits-all approaches to 

student voice, emphasising that participation is context-dependent and may take 

different forms depending on the values and structures of the school. As Hanna et al. 

outline this model as being especially useful for understanding participation in 

collective decision-making in schools and for examining how institutional conditions 

shape both process and outcome. This makes it relevant to educational research. 

However, its specific focus on collective decision-making, understood here as 

decision-making processes that operate at a whole-school or institutional level, 

means that it may be more readily applied to whole-school participation structures 

than to a classroom-based, targeted pedagogical intervention. 

Taken together, these models suggest that participation cannot be adequately 

understood through a single lens. Hart (1992) and Shier (2001) are useful in 

foregrounding levels of involvement and alerting researchers to the difference 

between tokenistic and more substantive participation, but both remain shaped by 

classification logics that do not sit well with the fluidity of classroom practice. 

Treseder usefully challenges these hierarchies by recognising that different forms of 

participation may be appropriate in different contexts. Herbots and Put (2015), and 
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Perry-Hazan and Somech (2021), offer broader multidimensional accounts that are 

especially helpful for recognising the contextual dimensions of participation. 

Building on these perspectives, Lundy’s (2007) model offers an influential 

framework for conceptualising the conditions necessary for meaningful participation. 

One of the most dominant models of participation is Lundy’s model (2007) which 

was widely adopted in national and international polices (Department of Children 

and Youth Affairs, 2015; Lundy, 2018). Lundy’s model directly addresses a central 

weakness of earlier models: the tendency to reduce participation to voice alone. 

Drawing on Article 12 of the UNCRC, Lundy argues that participation must be 

understood through four interrelated elements: space, voice, audience and influence. 

The significance of this model lies in its insistence that it is not enough for children 

and young people to be given opportunities to speak; meaningful participation 

requires that their views are listened to and that those views have the possibility of 

making a difference. Nevertheless, Lundy’s model is not without limitations. A key 

limitation of the framework lies in its normative orientation - that is, its focus on 

outlining what meaningful participation should look like in principle, rather than 

explaining how it is enacted in practice. While the model effectively defines the 

conditions necessary for participation, it offers less explanatory detail regarding how 

these conditions are operationalised across varying organisational and educational 

contexts. This critique is presented by Hanna et al. (2025), who suggest that Lundy’s 

model is primarily concerned with what participation rights should mean in 

principle, as outlined by the UNCRC, rather than how participation is implemented 

and evaluated within specific contexts. While tokenistic participation is problematic, 

Lundy (2018) argues that it can still represent a starting point from which more 

meaningful engagement can develop, particularly when participation is understood 

as inherently imperfect and not as an ideal that must be fully realised before it is 

attempted. Constraints such as time, resources and access mean that participatory 

practices will often fall short of their most comprehensive form. However, setting 

too high of a threshold for participation risks discouraging engagement altogether, 

thereby excluding children from decision-making processes that affect them. Instead, 

participation should be understood as an evolving process grounded in respectful 

dialogue rather than a fixed standard to be achieved (Lundy, 2007, 2018). 
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2.5.5 Conceptualising Participation in this Study 

Based on the literature, in this study, participation conceptualised a relational, 

negotiated and contextually situated process through which students express their 

views, engage in dialogue and exert influence over aspects of their educational 

experience, particularly through contributing to the design and refinement of 

learning activities. This understanding draws primarily on Lundy’s (2007) 

conceptualisation of participation as comprising space, voice, audience and 

influence, while also recognising the need for adaptation within the constraints of a 

classroom-based context. Lundy’s framework is particularly suited to this study due 

to its emphasis on the conditions required for meaningful participation. However, 

rather than adopting Lundy’s model as a fixed standard, participation is 

conceptualised for this study as differentiated and negotiated across stages of the 

intervention, where opportunities for influence are real but not absolute.  Lundy 

(2018) emphasises that participation should not be understood as an ideal to be fully 

realised, but rather as an inherently imperfect and evolving practice. Practical 

constraints such as time, resources and institutional structures mean that participation 

will often fall short of its most comprehensive form. Importantly, setting the 

threshold for participation too high risks excluding students altogether. From this 

perspective, participation can be understood as a process that develops over time, 

beginning with the creation of space and voice, and deepening through the presence 

of an audience and opportunities for influence. In the context of this study, space and 

voice were intentionally cultivated, audience was enacted through sustained dialogue 

between the researcher and students, and influence was realised to a meaningful, 

though bounded, extent. This highlights the need to apply Lundy’s model flexibly, 

recognising participation as differentiated and negotiated within the practical 

realities of classroom-based research.  

 

In this study, participation is not understood as a full transfer of pedagogical 

authority to students, nor as a linear progression towards increasing levels of control. 

Instead, it is conceptualised as a negotiated and contextually bound process in which 

students are meaningfully involved in identifying concerns, shaping content, 

informing iterative improvement and influencing educational provision at a local 

level, while final responsibility for pedagogical design remains with the researcher. 
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In this sense, an adapted Lundy model is especially helpful as it preserves a strong 

rights-based commitment to meaningful participation, while allowing participation to 

be understood as differentiated within the practical realities of classroom practice. In 

doing so, this study responds to calls for more context-sensitive and practically 

grounded conceptualisations of student participation. 

2.6 Research Gap 

The literature reviewed in this chapter highlights the growing recognition of 

academic buoyancy as a construct for understanding how students respond to the 

everyday challenges of school life. Research demonstrates that students who exhibit 

higher levels of academic buoyancy are better able to manage routine academic 

setbacks, maintain motivation and sustain engagement with learning (Martin et al., 

2010; Putwain et al., 2023). Yet, several gaps remain within the existing literature. 

First, much of the research examining academic buoyancy has relied on quantitative 

survey-based methodologies that focus on statistical relationships between buoyancy 

and other psychological constructs (Martin & Marsh, 2008; Putwain & Daly, 2013). 

While these studies have contributed valuable insights into the predictors of 

academic buoyancy, they provide more limited understanding of how buoyancy 

develops within classroom contexts, how educational practices may support its 

development, or how students experience academic buoyancy. Relatively little 

research has explored academic buoyancy through qualitative approaches that 

examine students’ lived experiences of academic challenges. Such research may 

provide deeper insight into how students interpret and respond to everyday academic 

setbacks and how educational environments can support the development of adaptive 

coping strategies. 

Research has identified examination pressure as a significant source of stress for 

adolescents in secondary education. For example, Putwain highlights how test 

anxiety can negatively influence students’ motivation, emotional regulation and 

academic performance (Putwain et al., 2023), and Smyth emphasises the pressures 

associated with high-stakes examinations and fear of making mistakes among 

students in the Irish context (Smyth, 2019). Despite these findings, the development 

of academic buoyancy during this stage of schooling remains underexplored. 
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Finally, while existing studies have examined psychological predictors of academic 

buoyancy, there remains limited research investigating how academic buoyancy can 

be actively supported through classroom-based interventions. Understanding how 

educational practices can foster academic buoyancy among adolescents therefore 

represents an important area for further investigation. 

In response to these gaps, the present study explores how a participatory classroom 

intervention may support the development of academic buoyancy among secondary 

school students before they decide on their area of study, a decision that is significant 

to their future. By examining students’ experiences of everyday academic challenges 

and the strategies they employ to navigate these difficulties, this research seeks to 

contribute to a deeper understanding of how academic buoyancy can be supported 

within real-world classroom contexts. The following chapter outlines the 

methodological approach adopted in this study and explains how the research design 

was developed to explore students’ experiences of academic buoyancy and design a 

classroom intervention using a participatory approach. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1 Introduction 

This chapter describes the method used to answer the research question: How can a 

designed intervention increase students’ academic buoyancy? The chapter begins 

with a review of possible methods and provides justification for using Designed-

Based Research (DBR) approach, followed by the theoretical foundation of DBR. 

The chapter continues with a detail description of the application of DBR in this 

study, the study timelines, the study population, data collection and data analysis. 

The chapter provides a clear justification for the use of a mixed methods approach to 

data collection within the overarching research methodology. Lastly, the chapter 

describes the researcher’s positionality and ethical considerations inherent to 

conducting research within this domain, detailing the measures taken to uphold the 

integrity of the research process and respect the rights and well-being of all 

participants. 

3.2 Methodological Selection 

The general aim of the research, enhancing academic buoyancy of transition year 

students through the delivery of a specially developed intervention, required 

designing an intervention, implementing it and evaluating its impact, prior to 

adjusting it and repeating the process. The most effective approach to this type of 

research is through the application of design practice (Kimmons, 2022; Novak & 

Khan, 2022). The selection of an appropriate design research methodology is central 

to this study as it shapes the research design, data collection and eventual outcomes 

through reflexive, iterative processes. To identify the most appropriate method for 

answering the research question, a number of approaches to design research were 

considered. These include Action Research (AR), Design-Based Implementation 

Research (DBIR) and Design-Based Research (DBR), all which are typically used in 

education settings where the aim of the research is to affect change.  The various 

methods are described below.  

3.2.1 Action Research 

Action Research (AR) was originally conceptualised as an iterative process linking 

inquiry with action to address real-world problems (Lewin, 1946). Early foundations 
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proposed a cyclical process of model involving iterative cycles of planning, action 

and fact-finding about the results of action (Dickens & Watkins, 2006). Over time, 

action research evolved into a range of participatory and critical approaches (Jacobs, 

2018). One important development was Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

(Chalaune, 2021; Jacobs, 2018). This approach emphasises the involvement of 

participants focusing on collaboration between researchers and participants in the 

inquiry process (Burns et al., 2021). Influenced by the critical pedagogy of Freire, 

PAR frames research as a dialogical and emancipatory process through which 

participants critically reflect on their experiences and take action to transform their 

social conditions (Chalaune, 2021). These participatory traditions have strongly 

influenced the adoption of action research within professional fields such as 

education. Action Research (AR) in the context of education involves teacher-

practitioners systematically examining the effectiveness of their teaching within their 

own classrooms (Efron & Ravid, 2020). It is characterised as iterative and 

participatory, emphasising collaboration and actionable outcomes (Kerridge & 

Simpson, 2021), and operates through cycles of planning, acting, observing and 

reflecting (McNiff, 2017). 

While AR aligns with the collaborative orientation of this study, its emphasis 

remains on localised problem-solving. Findings are typically confined to the 

immediate context, limiting broader theoretical contribution (McNiff, 2017). AR 

does not systematically prioritise the development of transferable design principles 

(Efron & Ravid, 2020). Although widely used in practitioner research, its scope is 

insufficient for a study seeking both practical refinement and theoretical 

advancement. 

3.2.2 Design-Based Implementation Research 

Design-Based Implementation Research (DBIR) is a methodological development 

aimed at addressing the challenges of implementing and sustaining educational 

innovations within complex systems (Dickens & Watkins, 2006). Building on 

principles from design-based research and implementation science, DBIR 

emphasises long-term collaboration between researchers and practitioners to co-

design, test and refine interventions in authentic educational settings (Penuel et al., 

2011). Rather than focusing solely on the design of learning environments, DBIR 

seeks to understand how innovations can be effectively implemented, adapted and 
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scaled across institutions and policy contexts (Fishman & Penuel, 2018). The 

approach typically involves sustained partnerships between researchers, educators, 

policymakers and other stakeholders, with the aim of generating both practical 

improvements and knowledge about how educational change can be achieved within 

complex systems (Fishman & Penuel, 2018; Penuel et al., 2018). 

DBIR similarly foregrounds collaboration and iteration but operates at a systemic 

level. It seeks to improve educational practice through sustained partnerships and 

emphasises scalability and long-term implementation within complex systems 

(Ungar, 2021). It commonly involves policymakers and cross-institutional 

stakeholders and unfolds across schools or districts over extended periods (Pieters et 

al., 2019). 

The scope and timeframe of the present study do not align with this systemic 

orientation. The intervention in this study is aimed at a specific cohort within a 

single school, and the study examined its initial impact rather than large-scale 

implementation. The absence of a broader stakeholder network and long-term reform 

agenda renders DBIR unsuitable. 

3.2.3 Design-Based Research 

Design-Based Research (DBR) positions design as both the means and object of 

inquiry, bridging theory and practice through iterative cycles of analysis, design, 

implementation and evaluation (Amiel & Reeves, 2008; Sandoval & Bell, 2010)). It 

systematically examines how and why learning occurs in context, generating 

“humble theories” capable of informing practice beyond the original setting 

(Kennedy-Clark, 2015; McKenney & Reeves, 2014). 

The iterative, context-responsive approach makes DBR an ideal framework for this 

study. By employing three cycles of collaborative participation with students, the 

methodology of DBR enables continuous refinement of the intervention while 

capturing insights into how academic buoyancy can be fostered in a school context. 

DBR has established itself as a robust methodology for use in educational settings 

(Sandoval, 2014). This methodology allowed for close collaboration with 

participants, responsiveness to the outcomes of each cycle and an emphasis on both 

practical impact and theoretical insight. This study required a methodology capable 

of supporting iterative pedagogical design while contributing to theoretical 
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understanding. The research question - How can a designed intervention increase 

students’ ability to be academically buoyant? - requires the iterative development 

and refinement of an intervention within an authentic educational setting. In this 

study, the intervention represents the proximal outcome of the research, developed 

and refined across three collaborative design cycles. The study generates both a 

proximal outcome in the form of a pedagogical intervention and a distal contribution 

in the form of theoretical insights and emerging design principles regarding how 

academic buoyancy can be fostered within a school context. 

In conclusion, the overarching methodology of DBR adopted in this study was 

selected for its ability to address the complexities faced by transition-year students 

within the ‘messiness of the real-world classroom’ (Barab & Squire, 2004).  The next 

section will discuss the history of DBR and its theoretical foundations in more detail. 

3.3 Theoretical Foundations of Design-Based Research 

DBR is grounded in a pragmatic view of educational inquiry that seeks to bridge 

theory and practice through the iterative design and study of interventions in 

authentic learning environments (Kimmons, 2022). Influenced by Dewey’s 

philosophy, DBR conceptualises knowledge as emerging through cycles of action, 

reflection and refinement within real-world contexts (Al-Wadi, 2023). Rather than 

separating theory from practice, DBR treats educational design as a means of 

generating and testing theoretical insights about learning processes and instructional 

approaches. This method is informed by perspectives emphasising the social nature 

of knowledge and learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Consequently, DBR involves the 

systematic development and analysis of educational interventions in collaboration 

with practitioners, with the dual aim of improving practice and contributing to 

theoretical understanding (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Brown, 1992; Collins et al., 

2004). A DBR methodology aligns closely with the social constructivist ontology 

underpinning this study. It recognises learning environments as socially situated and 

complex rather than controlled settings (Kimmons, 2022).  

DBR is grounded in the learning sciences, an interdisciplinary field focused on 

understanding learning and designing educational environments that support deep 

and socially situated knowledge construction (Sawyer & DeZutter, 2009). Within the 

Learning Sciences, DBR has become more common and is frequently seen as a 
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preferred methodology for testing small interventions (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). 

DBR lends itself to the field of educational research as its underlying premise is to 

develop the design of artefacts, tools and curriculum while furthering existing 

theories and developing new theories in naturalistic settings that can support and lead 

to a deepened understanding of learning (Kennedy-Clark, 2015). 

 

Figure 1. Model of Design-Based Research 

According to Amiel and Reeves, the development of design principles in DBR 

studies, in contrast to predictive research, undergoes a series of systematic testing 

and refinement cycles (Figure 1) in which data are collected to redefine problems, 

potential solutions, and the principles that best address them (Amiel & Reeves, 

2008). In DBR, a classroom design is proposed with careful attention to the 

complexities of real-world interactions and is subsequently refined through iterative 

cycles of design–reflection–redesign. Data are systematically gathered and re-

examined to inform successive iterations, enabling the investigation of critical 

variables and contextual limitations (Amiel & Reeves, 2008). Reeves cautions that it 

would be unrealistic to expect significant or transferable outcomes from a single 

implementation of an intervention (Amiel & Reeves, 2008); rather, iterative cycles 

strengthen both the robustness and transferability of findings. The outcome of this 

process is the development of empirically grounded design principles capable of 

informing similar contexts, while contributing to theory development, often 

emerging through sustained engagement and multiple cycles (Kennedy-Clark, 2013). 

Such iterative refinement enables a deeper understanding of how interventions 
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interact with the contexts in which they operate, ultimately enhancing their 

effectiveness (Al-Wadi, 2023).  

3.3.1 The Emergence of Design-Based Research 

Ann Brown introduced the term “design experiment” in 1992 as an innovative 

approach to educational research (Brown, 1992).  This approach has since gone 

through a series of developments and refinement to form the current DBR 

methodology. During the 1960s, design research evolved as a recognised field of 

study, and since the early 1990s, DBR has gained prominence in response to the 

demand for research with direct educational relevance aimed at enhancing the 

education experience (Barab & Squire, 2004; Sandoval & Bell, 2004). Sandoval and 

Bell argue for an educational psychology that is both practically useful and 

scientifically reliable, necessitating the direct examination of educational phenomena 

in their complex reality (Sandoval & Bell, 2010). Bell explains that the motivation 

behind adopting DBR is to gain a deeper understanding of how to facilitate 

innovative learning experiences within children’s everyday educational settings, 

while also generating new theoretical insights into learning processes (Bell, 2004). 

3.3.2 Definition and relevance of design-based research 

DBR is often defined as a series of approaches rather than a single approach, 

allowing for the flexibility of the research design (The Design Based Research 

Collective, 2003). The adaptability of DBR has enabled its application across a wide 

range of educational contexts (Sandoval & Bell, 2004). This flexibility aligns with a 

key motivation of the methodology: “to make learning research more relevant to 

classroom practice” (Reimann, 2010) p. 37. Wang and Hannafin offer a more 

detailed definition, viewing DBR as a systematic, yet adaptable approach that 

enhances educational practices through continual cycles of analysis, design, 

development and implementation, facilitated by the collaboration between 

researchers and practitioners in real-life environments (Wang & Hannafin, 2005). 

This leads to the creation of design principles and theories that are sensitive to the 

specific contexts they are applied.  Derived from these interpretations, Wang and 

Hannafin’s definition seems most persuasive as it stands out for its thorough 

explanation, detailing the multifaceted aspects of DBR and its application from 

various angles. In DBR, consistency in data collection across cycles is essential to 
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ensure reliability and validity (Kennedy-Clark, 2015), enabling systematic 

refinement and comparison over time (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). 

While design-based research is not a new methodology, it has received increasing 

attention in educational settings, and for the context of this study it is important to 

clarify the meaning of the methodology. DBR has been conceptualised in a variety of 

ways within the literature. Shavelson et al. (2002) describe DBR as a method 

grounded in existing research and theory that involves the implementation and study 

of interventions within authentic educational environments in order to examine 

learning processes in the complex contexts of classrooms and schools (Shavelson et 

al., 2002). In this sense, DBR seeks both to refine theories of teaching and learning 

and to develop instructional materials capable of functioning within the practical 

realities of educational settings (Flynn et al., 2022). Similarly, Barab and Squire 

(2004) characterise DBR as a collection of methodological approaches aimed at 

generating new theories, artefacts and practices that meaningfully influence teaching 

and learning in naturalistic contexts. 

3.3.3 Characteristics of design-based research 

Wang and Hannafin identify five fundamental characteristics of DBR, labelling it as 

interventional, innovative, iterative and participatory (Wang & Hannafin, 2005). 

Table 1. Characteristics of Design-based Research 

Adapted from Wang and Hannafin (2005). 

Characteristics Explanations 

Pragmatic Design-based research refines both theory and practice. 

The relevance of theory is appraised by the extent to 

which its principles inform and improve practice. 

Grounded Design is theory-driven and grounded in relevant 

research, theory, and practice. 

Design is conducted in real-world settings, and the 

design process is embedded in, and studied through, 

design-based research. 



 

63 

 

Interactive, Iterative and Flexible Designers are involved in the design processes and 

work together with participants.  

Processes include iterative cycles of analysis, design, 

implementation and redesign. 

The initial plan is usually insufficiently detailed so that 

designers can make deliberate changes when necessary. 

Integrative Mixed research methods are used to maximise the 

credibility of ongoing research. 

Methods vary during different phases as new needs and 

issues emerge, and the focus of the research evolves. 

Rigour is purposefully maintained, and discipline 

applied appropriate to the development phase. 

Contextual The research process, research findings, and changes 

from the initial plan are documented. 

Research results are connected with the design process 

and the setting.  

The content and depth of generated design principles 

vary. 

Guidance for applying generated principles is needed. 

 

3.3.4 Conducting DBR 

DBR research is conducted in three stages: Preliminary research that consists of 

needs analysis, literature review and the formation of a conceptual or theoretical 

framework for the research; Design phase where the intervention is designed and 

tested iteratively, with evaluation that informs changes required for each subsequent 

design and assessment phase, where the results of the evaluation are assessed to 

determine if the intervention aligns with the established criteria (McKenney & 

Reeves, 2013). These three phases provide a comprehensive framework, capturing 
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all the necessary activities and iterative processes that a study grounded in design-

based research principles should consider (Plomp, 2007). These principles are: 

addressing complex problems in real contexts in collaboration with students and 

practitioners integrating known and hypothetical design principles to render 

plausible solutions to these complex problems; and conducting rigorous and 

reflective inquiry to test and refine innovative learning environments as well as to 

define new design principles (Amiel & Reeves, 2008). 

3.3.5 Role of DBR researcher 

Within the DBR framework, researchers take on a dual role as both curriculum 

designers and, by implication, curriculum theorists (Barab, 2006). As curriculum 

designers, the researchers operate in their working environment, which is also the 

research field, as knowledgeable professionals with the intent of developing, testing 

and improving educational interventions, drawing on insights from existing research 

(Collins et al., 2004). As theorists, they aim to refine and expand upon existing 

theories of learning through their work (Brown, 1992). 

The familiarity of the of DBR practitioners with the research field increases the level 

of responsibility and accountability in their role, unlike researchers conducting 

traditional research who are removed from their subjects (Barab & Squire, 2004). 

Compared with their counterparts who value detachment as a means to objective 

observation and theory testing, design-based researchers enter their fields with 

specific objectives and see their involvement as critical to the research process. 

While the active involvement in the research process is considered imperative, this 

level of engagement also introduces the challenge to researcher positionality (Cobb 

et al., 2003), which is examined in section 3.9.1. 

3.4 Application of DBR in the Current Study 

A properly constructed design experiment involves developing an instructional 

intervention grounded in a local theory of learning (Schoenfeld, 2009). This study 

employed a participatory approach for developing the intervention, alongside a 

mixed-methods approach for the evaluation at each stage to inform the refinements 

required for the subsequent iteration through pre- and post-intervention 

questionnaires. This data informed adjustments to the intervention before the next 

cycle.  
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3.4.1 Implementation of DBR 

Within this study, the DBR process was structured across three iterative design 

cycles. Each cycle was followed by evaluation and refinement, with insights from 

one phase informing modifications in the subsequent cycle. This cyclical structure 

reflects the standard phases of DBR (Plomp, 2013). The initial phase, prior to 

implementing the first cycle, establishes the research question through engagement 

with relevant literature and the development of a theoretical and conceptual 

framework. The second phase involves the implementation of a first design cycle 

(DCI), treated as a stand-alone phase in which formative evaluation plays a central 

role. This formative evaluation seeks to refine the intervention, the pedagogical 

approach and the intended outcomes. The final phase focuses on assessment, 

determining the extent to which the intervention meets its intended objectives and 

addressing the problem identified at the outset (Plomp, 2013). This phase may also 

generate recommendations for further development and future research.  

Consistent with DBR principles, the mixed methods approach involved the 

integration of qualitative and quantitative approaches. This enables a more 

comprehensive understanding of complex learning environments and supports 

systematic refinement across cycles (Bannan-Ritland, 2003; Brown, 1992; Fishman 

& Penuel, 2018; Wang & Hannafin, 2005). The development of design principles in 

this study therefore proceeded through a series of testing and refinement cycles, with 

data collected systematically from DCI through DCIII to redefine emerging 

problems, identify potential solutions and refine the principles most suited to 

addressing them. As data were re-examined and reflected upon, successive design 

modifications were implemented, producing the continuous cycle of design–

reflection–redesign. In line with Plomp’s (2013) framework, the phases of this study 

incorporated iterative design cycles in which implementation, formative evaluation 

and refinement occurred. This structure is illustrated in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 Development of Design Research 

3.4.2 Mixed Methods Evaluation Approach 

For the evaluation of the intervention, the study utilises a mixed-methods design, 

incorporated pre- and post-intervention questionnaires to examine changes within 

each cycle and reflective journals to capture rich qualitative insights. Reflective 

journals were used to refine lessons and ideas from cycle to cycle, providing a robust 

data set (Bower, 2008). This approach offers a mechanism for refinement, reflection 

and triangulation over the entire course of the research, building reliability and 

trustworthiness into the design.  

3.4.3 Adoptable and Adaptable 

This DBR methodology aims to create a practical intervention while also 

establishing a framework that other educators can apply in their own settings. Such a 

methodology is designed to generate durable “artifacts” from the DBR study, which 

can be adopted and tailored by future users to offer practical, effective solutions for 

educators and learners, facilitating easy integration into similar educational practices 

(Barab & Squire, 2004). The durability and adaptability of these artifacts, especially 

in real-world settings as emphasised by DBR, enhance the potential for the transition 

year programme developed in this research to be widely applicable. 
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In this study DBR is used not only to develop an intervention to increase academic 

buoyancy but also to lay down guidelines for other educators intending to improve 

academic buoyancy in their settings. This approach aligns with Kelly’s perspective 

that design studies should generate artifacts with lasting utility that can be adapted 

and employed by a broader audience “producing an artefact that outlasts the study” 

p.116 (Kelly, 2004). It also aims to refine the theoretical underpinnings of the 

research and create an intervention that is both adoptable and adaptable, specifically 

tailored for the development of academic buoyancy skills. 

3.5 Complexities Considered 

In the process of identifying a methodology for this study, several critical factors 

were considered. It was imperative that the chosen methodology was appropriate for 

navigating the complexities and inherent challenges of the educational landscape, 

referred to by Barab & Squire as the messiness of real-world practice (Barab & 

Squire, 2004). The selected methodology needed to be flexible and responsive to the 

nuanced needs and dynamics of the educational setting. The literature on academic 

resilience and buoyancy highlighted the challenges of implementing an intervention 

in real classroom scenarios where numerous variables, such as peer dynamics, 

classroom climate and time constraints, could influence the outcome of such 

interventions (The Design Based Research Collective, 2003). 

Building on the literature, this research considered several factors critical to the 

successful integration of the proposed intervention, including timetabling and the 

involvement and support of management of the school as well as other teachers. 

Additionally, the students’ openness to participate in the process of designing the 

intervention, and their readiness to engage in reflective practices were vital 

considerations in this study. Hence, the methodology adopted needed to be capable 

of operating within the authentic, ‘real-world’ context of an ongoing transition year 

programme, ensuring that the designed intervention was both practical and 

applicable. 

3.5.1 Complexity of DBR in Real-World Settings 

Implementing an intervention in a real-world setting is challenging, requiring  

researchers to make decisions over an extended period, making it difficult to 

maintain experimental control (Sandoval & Bell, 2010). However, embedding DBR 
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within authentic educational contexts enhances the external validity of the design 

principles developed (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; The Design Based Research 

Collective, 2003). A challenge that is unique to DBR is its iterative aspect which is 

demanding (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). However, the Design-Based Research 

Collective (2003) emphasises that repeated analyses across these cycles are critical 

for ensuring the reliability and validity of study findings (Fink, 2003). 

Another challenge which is inherent to DBR lies in its longitudinal design. 

Researchers must systematically and comprehensively record the design process, 

capturing key aspects such as problem analysis, proposed solutions and procedural 

steps to facilitate retrospective analysis over time (Kimmons, 2022; Yang & Lee, 

2025). Thorough documentation is essential to track interventions, failures and their 

effects on outcomes, ensuring transparency, supporting replication and enhancing the 

study’s validity (Collins et al., 2004; Hoadley, 2004). 

3.5.2 Close Involvement of the Researcher 

As noted earlier, the researcher’s dual role as both designer and implementer of the 

intervention represents a recognised challenge in DBR studies (Plomp, 2007). 

Anderson and Shattuck note the tension inherent in balancing objectivity with active 

engagement, requiring the researcher to remain analytically rigorous while 

simultaneously supporting the intervention’s development (Anderson & Shattuck, 

2012). This position has been described as functioning both as an “advocate and 

critic” (The Design Based Research Collective, 2003), a dual stance that demands 

reflexivity and methodological transparency. To mitigate such risks, they recommend 

triangulating data across multiple sources and carefully documenting enactment 

cycles in order to strengthen claims regarding research outcomes. The adoption of 

established qualitative research practices further enhances credibility and 

trustworthiness within naturalistic settings (Barab & Squire, 2004). 

While the researcher’s embedded involvement may introduce potential bias, it can 

also enhance the validity of findings (Rowe, 2014). Insider knowledge of the 

context, sustained collaboration with participants and a natural presence within the 

learning environment contribute to a richer understanding of how the intervention 

functions in practice (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; Wang & Hannafin, 2005). 

Moreover, undertaking multiple roles within the design process can support the 
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development of theory with stronger practical applicability (Hoadley, 2004). Thus, 

although the dual role presents methodological challenges, it also constitutes a 

distinctive strength of DBR when managed with reflexive awareness and 

methodological rigour. 

3.5.3 Managing Extensive Datasets 

The use of diverse data collection methods in DBR strengthens validity and the 

potential scalability of the research (Ungar, 2018). However, combining multiple 

methods with detailed design documentation results in the accumulation of large 

volumes of data over the course of the study (Collins et al., 2004; Shavelson et al., 

2002). Reimann refers to this as a "data deluge," where excessive data may lead to 

the omission of potentially valuable insights, possibly impacting research quality 

(Reimann, 2010). To avoid such a selective data analysis, researchers must 

systematically document all data selection and analyse decisions (Brown, 1992), as 

well as involvement of ‘critical friends’ who provide an external perspective and by 

employing a clear conceptual framework to guide decision-making (Plomp, 2007). 

Both strategies were implemented in the current study, with the taught element of the 

intervention delivered by other teachers during subsequent design cycles. 

 

3.6 Data Collection 

Data were collected using multiple methods in order to capture both quantitative and 

qualitative insights throughout the study. Pre- and post-intervention questionnaires 

generated quantitative data on changes across each cycle, while reflective journals 

and other qualitative sources provided deeper insight into participants’ experiences 

and perspectives. 

3.6.1 Triangulation of Data  

To enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the claims made in this design-

based research (DBR) study, data triangulation was employed throughout each 

design cycle. Triangulation refers to the use of multiple data sources, methods, or 

perspectives within a study to examine a phenomenon from different angles, thereby 

strengthening the credibility and validity of research findings (Lichtman, 2023). 

DBR studies are particularly well suited to triangulation, as they typically generate 
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diverse forms of data across iterative cycles of design, implementation and 

evaluation (Adami & Kiger, 2005). 

In this longitudinal investigation involving three distinct Transition Year cohorts, 

triangulation was achieved through the systematic comparison of multiple qualitative 

and quantitative data sources collected across successive design cycles. The primary 

qualitative sources included structured and unstructured student reflections, while 

quantitative data were gathered using the Academic Buoyancy Scale (ABS) and the 

Academic Resilience Scale (ASR-30). These interconnected datasets were analysed 

and compared to identify patterns of convergence and divergence across sources. 

Quantitative data were used to highlight areas for further investigation within the 

reflective journals, allowing themes emerging from qualitative data to be examined 

alongside quantitative indicators of academic buoyancy. This process of comparing 

evidence from different sources provided a form of cross-validation (Wiersma, 2000) 

and enabled the researcher to develop a more comprehensive understanding of 

students’ experiences and the development of academic buoyancy. Examining 

patterns across these distinct but related sources strengthened the robustness of the 

findings and supported the credibility of the study’s interpretations (Cohen et al., 

2017; McKenney et al., 2006). 

3.6.2 Study Participants 

Participants of this study are 15–17-year-old girls in Transition Year in an all-girls 

school in rural Ireland. Across three academic years, 255 students participated in the 

study. A detailed description of the population and the data collected is presented in 

Table 2.  

Table 2. Study population and data collection by design cycle 

Design Cycle Academic Year Participants Data Collection Tools 
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DCI 2020-2021 84 

 

Quantitative: 

Pre-intervention questionnaires: n=84  

Post-intervention questionnaires: n=82 

Qualitative: 

Structured class reflections – 368  

Unstructured reflective journals –  

33 fully complete, 

12 partially complete 

39 not submitted 

DCII 2021-2022 75 

 

Quantitative: 

Pre-intervention questionnaires: n=75 

Post-intervention questionnaires: n=74   

Qualitative: 

Structured class reflections: 528  

Unstructured reflective journals:  

53 fully complete, 

11 partially complete  

11 not submitted 



 

72 

 

DCIII 2022-2023 96 

 

 

Quantitative: 

Pre-intervention questionnaires: n=96  

Post-intervention questionnaires: n=94  

Qualitative: 

Structured class reflections: 816 

Unstructured reflective journals:  

65 fully complete 

21 partially complete 

10 not submitted 

 

3.6.3 Quantitative Data Collection  

All students were invited to complete a pre- and post- intervention survey. The 

questionnaires were completed in week one at the beginning of the intervention, and 

again, at the end of the intervention after the final lesson. Two validated scales were 

included in the questionnaire, the Academic Resilience Scale and the Academic 

Buoyancy Scale.  

3.6.3.1 Academic Resilience Scale 

The Academic Resilience Scale (ARS-30) is a multidimensional measure, assessing 

academic resilience through a 30-item Likert scale questionnaire that gauges 

students’ adaptive cognitive-affective and behavioural reactions to educational 

challenges (Cassidy, 2016). The scale evaluates both adaptive and non-adaptive 

responses to such challenges. The ARS-30 includes items that reflect self-efficacy 

and self-regulation, encompassing a spectrum of attributes, characteristics, and 

factors typically linked with resilience. The ARS-30 assesses students’ reactions 

through a case vignette that simulates a realistic academic hardship. This scenario is 

crafted to depict an educational adversity, prompting students to exhibit either 

adaptive or non-adaptive behaviours, thus offering insights into their academic 

resilience analogous to other scales that assess resilience in response to specific life 

events (Hardy et al., 2004). The vignette attached to the ARS-30 represents a critical 
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incident representing significant academic challenge and struggle, from which it is 

necessary to recover and the degree to which adaptive responses are selected confers 

capacity for ‘bounce back’ (Cassidy, 2016). This instrument was considered as a tool 

to indicate students’ ability to effectively cope with academic challenges, providing 

insights into their resilience levels and any shifts resulting from the intervention.  

 

Construct validity and internal reliability  

Following Cassidy’s (2016) guidelines for using the ARS-30, items were reversed-

scored and the internal reliability of the three pre-set factors (Perseverance, Adaptive 

help-seeking, Negative affect) were tested using Cronbach’s alpha. However, the 

factors that were proposed by Cassidy did not converge in this population. To 

identify alternative factors, a number of Factor Analysis (FA) tests were run in order 

to determine construct validity for this study population, following similar steps that 

were previously reported in the literature (Ahmed et al., 2025; Cui et al., 2023). 

None of the factors that were identified remained consistent before or after the 

intervention, or indeed across the three design cycles. Given the weak construct 

validity and the lack of consistency, the ARS-30 was deemed unsuitable and is not 

presented in the findings.  

This decision to omit the ASR-30 from the analysis reflects a commitment to 

methodological rigour rather than a limitation of the study. Retaining an unreliable 

instrument would have risked producing misleading or invalid findings. Instead, the 

study employed an alternative measure of academic buoyancy that was more closely 

aligned with the age, context and everyday academic experiences of participants. 

3.6.3.2 Academic Buoyancy Scale 

The Academic Buoyancy Scale (ABS) is designed to measure everyday resilience 

(Martin & Marsh, 2008). Prior cross-sectional and longitudinal research has provided 

evidence of the scale’s one dimensionality, approximately normal distribution, 

invariance as a function of age, gender and ethnicity, internal consistency and 

associations with other educational processes and outcomes (Colmar et al., 2019; 

Martin et al., 2010; Martin & Marsh, 2008; Putwain et al., 2012; Putwain & Daly, 

2013). The scale comprises four items: “I’m good at dealing with setbacks (e.g., bad 
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mark, negative feedback on my work)”, “I don’t let study stress get on top of me”, “I 

think I’m good at dealing with schoolwork pressures”, “I don’t let a bad mark affect 

my confidence”, with repones options varying from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 7 

(Strongly Agree).  The internal reliability of the Scale is Cronbach Alpha=0.731, 

representing high internal reliability. 

3.6.4 Qualitative Data Collection  

A core part of the intervention was reflection. Participants were asked to complete 

both structured and unstructured reflections through which the intervention was 

evaluated. In the initial stages of the intervention, reflections were scaffolded. 

Scaffolding reflections in the initial stages is crucial for fostering students’ critical 

thinking and ensuring high-quality reflections, as it provides a structured framework 

that guides their learning and self-assessment processes (Van de Pol et al., 2015). 

Students completed a structured reflection at the conclusion of each lesson within the 

taught part of the intervention. Initially, these reflections were extensively 

scaffolded, incorporating prompt questions to improve the quality of the reflective 

responses, particularly in the early stages of the intervention. Scaffolds were 

lessened in latter stages and students were provided with opportunities to reflect on 

the taught element of the intervention at the end of each lesson. 

In addition, participants were asked to keep an unstructured reflective journal. 

Reflective practice is important for students as it promotes deeper understanding, 

enhances critical thinking and fosters lifelong learning by enabling them to evaluate 

their experiences and apply insights to future endeavours (Kolb, 1984). The 

unstructured journal allowed the students the freedom to express their thoughts and 

experiences without predefined constraints. Students created journals outlining their 

journey through this intervention working independently through reflecting, charts, 

diagrams, quotes and drawings. 

The two types of reflections facilitated the generation of rich, diverse data. The 

reflection journals empowered students to articulate their perspectives freely 

(Ahmed, 2019) and yielded extensive and valuable insights into their subjective 

experiences and the impact of the intervention. 
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3.7 The Timeline of the Study  

The timeline presented outlines the design and implementation process of the 

participatory designed intervention, which was developed and refined over the 

course of three academic years. This iterative process involved collaboration with 

teachers and students, allowing for continuous feedback and adaptation based on 

real-world classroom experiences. Across the three cycles, the intervention was 

rolled out to a total of 255 Transition Year students. Each cycle informed the 

subsequent one, with insights from previous iterations contributing to the content, 

delivery methods and reflective practices. This phased approach not only 

strengthened the relevance and effectiveness of the intervention but also ensured that 

it remained responsive to the evolving needs and contexts of participating students 

and educators. 

 

 

Figure 3. Timeline for design and implementation of the intervention 

 

3.8 Data Analysis 

Quantitative data gathered from each cycle were analysed using the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS). Pre- and post- intervention differences were 

analysed using a paired sample t-test. Results were displayed in charts exported from 

the software. Rather than calculating an overall quantitative score, the analysis 

focused on identifying evidence of developing academic buoyancy within student 

reflections. The findings were therefore presented thematically, illustrating how 

students described experiences related to the predictors of buoyancy and how these 

experiences evolved across the design cycles. 
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Qualitative data in the form of structured and unstructured journals were analysed 

using NVivo qualitative data analysis software. The researcher consistently 

familiarised herself with the data cycle by cycle, thoroughly reviewing student class 

reflections and reflective journals. Through this extended iterative process of 

repeatedly reading the written reflections, the researcher acquired new insights.  

The reflective journals provided an insight into participants’ experiences of the 

intervention. Journal writing can provide students with opportunities to articulate 

experiences and perceptions that may not otherwise be expressed verbally, while also 

encouraging deeper engagement with learning experiences (Mardi, 2019). 

3.8.1 Thematic Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis was employed to analyse the qualitative data generated throughout 

the design cycles. Thematic analysis is a widely used and flexible method for 

identifying, analysing and reporting patterns within qualitative datasets (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Unlike some qualitative analytic approaches, it is not tied to a specific 

theoretical framework and can therefore be adapted to suit different epistemological 

positions and research purposes (Boyatzis, 1998). This flexibility makes thematic 

analysis particularly suitable for studies that seek to generate rich and detailed 

interpretations of participants’ experiences. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) distinguish between two primary analytic orientations 

within thematic analysis: deductive (theory-driven) and inductive (data-driven) 

approaches. In deductive analysis, the researcher begins with an existing theoretical 

framework that guides the coding process, whereas inductive analysis allows themes 

to emerge from the data without predetermined categories (Lichtman, 2023). 

In this study, a combined deductive–inductive analytic strategy was employed. The 

initial phase of analysis was deductive and guided by Martin and Marsh’s framework 

of academic buoyancy, which identifies five key predictors: confidence, 

coordination, commitment, composure and control (Martin & Marsh, 2008). In 

addition, a theme of community was incorporated to capture the role of peer support, 

collaboration and classroom belonging within students’ reflections. This extension 

reflects the importance of social context in students’ learning experiences and 

provides a more comprehensive lens through which to interpret student reflections. 

Following the deductive phase, an inductive analysis was conducted to identify 



 

77 

 

patterns and subthemes emerging within the data that extended beyond the 

predefined framework. This approach ensured that the analysis remained 

theoretically grounded while also remaining responsive to insights arising directly 

from students’ reflections. Across both analytic stages, themes were understood as 

patterns of meaning that captured something important about the data in relation to 

the research questions (Lichtman, 2023). As qualitative thematic analysis does not 

prescribe strict rules for what constitutes a theme, the researcher’s interpretive 

judgement played an important role in determining which patterns were analytically 

meaningful (Boyatzis, 1998). 

The analytic process followed the six-phase framework outlined by Braun and 

Clarke (2006), see Table 3. In the first phase, the researcher familiarised herself with 

the dataset through repeated reading of reflective journals while noting preliminary 

ideas. In the second phase, initial codes were generated by systematically identifying 

relevant features across the dataset. These codes were subsequently collated into 

potential themes during the third phase. The fourth phase involved reviewing and 

refining themes to ensure coherence within themes and consistency across the 

dataset. In the fifth phase, themes were defined and named in order to clarify the 

central organising concept represented within each theme. Finally, the sixth phase 

involved producing the analytic report through the selection of illustrative extracts 

and linking the findings back to the research questions and relevant literature. 

3.8.1.1 Analysis of Student Reflective Journals 

Student reflections formed a central qualitative dataset within this study. Students 

completed structured class reflections at the end of lessons using prompt questions 

designed to encourage reflective thinking (Plack et al., 2005). In addition, students 

maintained reflective journals throughout each design cycle of the intervention. 

These journals were submitted in both electronic format via Google Classroom and 

in handwritten form. To facilitate systematic analysis of the large volume of 

qualitative data generated across the design cycles, all reflections were digitised and 

imported into the software program NVivo. NVivo supported the organisation, 

coding and retrieval of qualitative data and enabled the researcher to maintain a clear 

audit trail of coding decisions and analytic development. 
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Following the initial deductive coding stage, the analysis proceeded through an 

iterative process aimed at identifying subthemes within each of the six overarching 

categories. Reflections coded under each dimension were re-read to support deeper 

familiarisation with the data. Analytic notes were recorded to capture emerging 

patterns and recurring ideas. Similar observations were grouped together and refined 

into preliminary subcodes representing consistent clusters of meaning within each 

overarching theme. The subcodes were iteratively reviewed and refined to ensure 

clarity and coherence. 

Clear definitions were subsequently developed for each subcode, together with 

inclusion and exclusion criteria and examples of student language associated with 

each category (see Appendix 11.1). The codebook supported consistent application 

of the coding framework and strengthened analytic rigour (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

While the coding framework was primarily deductive, the researcher remained 

attentive to patterns emerging outside the six dimensions. Additional themes such as 

COVID and collaboration emerged during the coding process to capture reflections 

that did not fit neatly within the original framework. Including these themes ensured 

that the analysis did not force data into inappropriate categories while allowing 

broader issues raised by students to be considered in the final discussion. 

Table 3. Braun and Clarkes ‘6 phases of thematic analysis (2006)  

Phase Description of the process 

1. Familiarising yourself with your 

data: 

Transcribing data (if necessary), reading 

and re-reading the data, noting down 

initial ideas. 

2. Generating initial codes: Coding interesting features of the data in 

a systematic fashion across the entire data 

set, collating data relevant to each code. 

3. Searching for themes: Collating codes into potential themes, 

gathering all data relevant to each 

potential theme. 
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4. Reviewing theme: Checking if the themes work in relation 

to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the 

entire data set (Level 2), generating a 

thematic ‘map’ of the analysis. 

5. Defining and naming themes: Ongoing analysis to refine the specifics of 

each theme, and the overall story the 

analysis tells, generating clear definitions 

and names for each theme. 

6. Producing the report: The final opportunity for analysis. 

Selection of vivid, compelling extract 

examples, final analysis of selected 

extracts, relating back the analysis to the 

research question and literature, 

producing a report of the analysis. 

 

To support rigour within the analytic process, the checklist of thematic analysis 

criteria proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006) was employed, see Table 4. This 

checklist ensured careful attention to transcription accuracy, comprehensive coding, 

coherence between data and analysis, and consistency between the researcher’s 

epistemological position and the interpretation presented.  

Table 4. Checklist of Thematic Analysis Criteria  

Process Criteria 

Transcription The data has been transcribed to an appropriate level of detail 

and the transcripts have been checked against the tapes for 

‘accuracy’. 

Coding Each data item has been given equal attention in the coding 

process.  
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Themes have not been generated from a few vivid examples 

(an anecdotal approach), but instead the coding process has 

been thorough, inclusive and comprehensive. 

All relevant extracts for each theme have been collated. 

Themes have been checked against each other and back to the 

original data set. 

Themes are internally coherent, consistent, and distinctive. 

Analysis Data has been analysed/interpreted, made sense of/rather than 

just paraphrased or described. 

Analysis and data match each other/the extracts illustrate the 

analytic claims. 

Analysis tells a convincing and well-organised story about the 

data and topic. 

A good balance between analytic narrative and illustrative 

extracts is provided. 

Overall Enough time has been allocated to complete all phases of the 

analysis adequately, without rushing a phase or giving it a 

once-over-lightly. 

Written report The assumptions about, and specific approach to thematic 

analysis is clearly explicated. 

There is a good fit between what you claim you do, and what 

you show you have done. 

The language and concepts used in the report are consistent 

with the epistemological position of the analysis. 

The researcher is positioned as active in the research process. 
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3.9 Ethical Considerations 

Researchers must remain attentive to ethical dilemmas that may arise throughout the 

research process while balancing these considerations with the aim of developing a 

deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study (Cohen et al., 2017). Ethical 

considerations are particularly important in educational research involving 

participants under the age of eighteen, who are considered a vulnerable population 

(Cook-Sather, 2020). The British Educational Research Association (BERA) outlines 

key principles that guide ethical educational research, including minimising harm, 

respecting participants’ autonomy, protecting privacy, offering reciprocity, and 

treating participants equitably (BERA, 2019). These principles emphasise the need 

for researchers to ensure that participation is voluntary, that participants’ personal 

information is protected, and that the research process does not disadvantage or 

unfairly benefit any group involved. 

In design-based research (DBR), ethical awareness is especially important because 

the researcher is often closely involved with participants and the educational 

environments in which interventions are implemented. As Barab and Squire (2004) 

note, educational researchers may need to make ethical judgements about when to 

intervene in classroom situations where students or teachers require support. Given 

the complexity and unpredictability of classroom contexts, it is therefore essential to 

anticipate potential ethical issues, implement strategies to minimise risk and engage 

in ongoing reflection throughout the research process. 

3.9.1 Positionality and Researcher Reflexivity 

Positionality refers to the role the researcher adopts within a study and the ways in 

which this position may influence the research process, interpretations and outcomes 

(Rowe, 2014). In design-based research (DBR), the researcher is often closely 

involved in the conceptualisation, design, development and implementation of the 

intervention being studied (Kimmons, 2022). As Barab and Squire note, when 

researchers are intimately involved in the development and investigation of a 

pedagogical intervention, ensuring that claims made about the research are credible 

and trustworthy, can present a significant methodological challenge (Barab & Squire, 

2004). 
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In this study, the researcher adopted a dual role as both practitioner and researcher. 

This positioning provided several advantages, including direct access to the study 

population and a deep understanding of the classroom context. Such familiarity with 

the educational setting enabled the development and implementation of an 

intervention that was closely aligned with the realities of the Transition Year 

classroom. The researcher’s insider knowledge of the educational environment also 

supported nuanced interpretations of qualitative data and enabled the intervention to 

be adapted in response to emerging classroom dynamics across the design cycles. 

These characteristics are often considered strengths within DBR, as the approach 

seeks to develop educational innovations within authentic learning environments 

(Yang & Lee, 2025). 

However, the dual role of practitioner-researcher also raises important considerations 

regarding researcher influence and potential bias. To address these challenges, 

deliberate steps were taken to create distance between the researcher’s teaching role 

and the evaluation of the intervention. Specifically, the researcher transferred 

responsibility for delivering the taught element of the intervention to colleagues 

during the second design cycle (DCII), allowing the intervention to be implemented 

independently of the researcher. This handover enabled the study to examine the 

adaptability and effectiveness of this part of the intervention when delivered by other 

teachers. In the third design cycle (DCIII), the researcher resumed delivery of the 

taught element with two of the three class groups in order to examine the process 

once again and to finalise the intervention. This alternating approach helped to 

mitigate concerns regarding positionality while simultaneously testing the 

intervention’s transferability across different classroom contexts, an important 

criterion for broader educational applicability (Connolly & Flynn, 2023). 

Closely related to positionality is the concept of researcher reflexivity, which 

concerns the researcher’s ability to critically examine how their own perspectives, 

assumptions and relationships with participants may shape the research process and 

interpretation of findings (Cairns-Lee et al., 2021). Reflexivity becomes particularly 

important when the researcher is deeply embedded within the research setting, as is 

often the case in practitioner-led educational research (Finlay, 2002). 
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Throughout this study, reflexive practice formed an integral part of the research 

process. The researcher maintained a reflective journal in order to document 

thoughts, observations and decisions throughout each design cycle. Such journals 

provide a valuable mechanism for recording how positionality and experience may 

influence the research process (Rowe, 2014). In addition, analytic memo writing was 

used to support ongoing reflexive engagement with the data and the research 

process. Memo writing encourages researchers to interrogate their assumptions and 

consider how their perspectives shape the interpretation of findings (Perkins, 2018). 

Teacher reflexivity therefore played a critical role in maintaining the rigour of the 

study. Through continuous reflection on her role as both teacher and researcher, the 

researcher critically examined potential biases, power dynamics and assumptions 

that might influence the research process. This reflexive engagement helped ensure 

that interpretations remained grounded in the data rather than shaped solely by the 

researcher’s expectations. At the same time, reflexivity required careful negotiation 

of what Finlay (2008) describes as the methodological “swamp” of endless self-

analysis, where the goal is not excessive self-disclosure but a thoughtful awareness 

of how the researcher’s position interacts with the research process. 

Through the combined use of role separation during key design cycles and ongoing 

reflexive practice, the study sought to address the methodological challenges 

associated with practitioner-led research while preserving the contextual insight and 

authenticity that DBR seeks to achieve. 

3.9.2 Voluntary Participation 

As part of respecting autonomy, participants had a choice on whether or not to take 

part in this study. Students and their parents were informed about the research being 

carried out during the first week of their academic year through information letters 

and consent was sought from both parents/guardians and students.  While all 

students in transition year were required to participate in the implementation part of 

the intervention, as part of their Transition Year Programme, they were asked to give 

their consent for using their data in this study. Both parents and students were 

informed that their choice to participate or not, would not affect the credits being 

awarded at the end of the year. Any student who did not return a consent form or 

who returned a consent form declining participation, did not have their data included 

in the study. Only one student across the three cycles opted out of the study.  
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3.9.3 Confidentiality and Anonymity 

Confidentiality and anonymity were carefully maintained throughout the study in 

order to protect participants’ identities and personal information. Anonymity refers to 

the removal or protection of identifying information so that individual participants 

cannot be recognised within the research data or subsequent reporting (Cohen et al., 

2017). In this study, participants’ data was treated anonymously during analysis and 

reporting. Students’ names were removed from data sets and replaced with coded 

identifiers within the Excel files used to record results from the scales. Similarly, 

student reflections were coded so that individual participants could not be identified. 

Any photographs or images included in the thesis were only used where explicit 

permission had been obtained from both the students and their parents. 

In addition to maintaining anonymity in the presentation of the data, confidentiality 

was also prioritised throughout the research process. All results from the pre- and 

post-intervention surveys were stored on a password-protected Google Drive to 

which only the researcher had access. Structured class reflections were submitted 

through an assignment folder in Google Classroom and stored within the same 

secure drive. Reflective journals were submitted in both electronic and hard-copy 

formats. Electronic versions were stored on the password-protected Google Drive, 

while hard-copy journals were securely stored in a locked cabinet accessible only to 

the researcher. These measures ensured that participants’ data remained protected 

throughout the research process. 

3.9.4 Disclosure and Debriefing 

In line with the University’s ethical principles, it is recommended that participants 

are debriefed following their participation in a study. Consistent with this guidance, 

the results of each design cycle were shared with participants, and a debriefing 

session was conducted. In addition, the Board of Management of the school 

requested that they be informed of the progress of the research, and they were 

therefore updated annually throughout the study. Upon completion of the thesis, the 

findings will also be made available to the Board of Management. The school 

principal was likewise informed of the outcomes from each design cycle. 

The ethical principles outlined in this section shape the conduct of the study and 

reflect a commitment to respecting participants’ autonomy and dignity, protecting 
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privacy, ensuring informed consent and promoting equality, inclusivity and social 

responsibility within the research process. 

3.9.5 Voluntary Participation and Power Relationships 

A further ethical consideration in this study relates to the voluntary nature of 

participation within a school context where an inherent power relationship exists 

between the researcher and participants. In this study, the researcher also held the 

role of classroom teacher, which may create a perceived power imbalance that could 

influence students’ willingness to participate or the way they respond within the 

research process. It must be noted that research conducted in educational settings 

requires careful attention to such dynamics, as participants may feel implicit pressure 

to participate when the researcher occupies a position of authority (Cohen et al., 

2017). This dynamic is particularly relevant in practitioner research, where the 

researcher’s professional role may influence participants’ perceptions of choice and 

autonomy. 

To address this concern, particular care was taken to emphasise the voluntary nature 

of participation throughout the study. Participants were informed that participation in 

the research components of the study was entirely optional and that choosing not to 

participate would have no impact on their classroom experience, academic 

evaluation or relationship with the teacher (see Appendix 11.2). In addition, 

participants were reassured that their responses would be treated confidentially and 

reported in an anonymised form. These measures were designed to minimise 

potential coercion and ensure that participants felt able to engage with the research 

freely and honestly. 

Recognising and addressing these power dynamics is an important aspect of ethical 

research practice in educational settings (BERA, 2019; Cohen et al., 2017). By 

explicitly acknowledging the positional relationship between teacher and students 

and implementing safeguards to protect participants’ autonomy, the study sought to 

uphold the principles of voluntary participation, respect and ethical responsibility 

throughout the research process. 

Ethical approval was obtained from the university, with provisional approval granted 

on 18th March, 2021, followed by full approval on 16th April, 2021 (Appendix 11.3). 
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3.10 Conclusion  

This chapter has outlined the methodological design underpinning the study. 

Grounded in a social constructivist ontology and an epistemology of co-constructed 

knowledge, the research adopted a Design-Based Research (DBR) framework to 

iteratively develop and refine an intervention aimed at enhancing academic 

buoyancy among Transition Year students. The chapter has justified DBR as 

practically suited to the study’s purpose, detailing its iterative design cycles, 

participatory orientation and commitment to generating contextually grounded yet 

theoretically meaningful insights. Data collection and analysis procedures were 

analysed, as well as the ethical considerations that informed the conduct of the study. 

The following chapters present the theoretical framework of this study, including its 

philosophical positioning, followed by the conceptual framework that guides the 

study. Drawing on constructivist theory, epistemic agency, engagement, collaborative 

and reflective practice, the framework articulates the theoretical pillars that shaped 

the design of the intervention and informed its refinement across cycles. In doing so, 

it bridges the methodological commitments outlined here with the theoretical 

constructs that support the intervention. 
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4. Theoretical Framework 

4.1 Introduction 

In the realm of educational research, the theoretical framework serves as the 

intellectual foundation upon which a study is constructed, providing a lens through 

which to understand and interpret the complexities of teaching and learning (Dickson 

& Emad, 2018). This chapter delves into a theoretical framework grounded in 

constructivist beliefs, emphasising the active role of learners in the construction of 

knowledge through meaningful interactions and experiences. Building upon this 

foundation, the methodology chapter explores the integration of a Design-Based 

Research (DBR) approach. DBR has an emphasis on iterative cycles of design, 

implementation and evaluation in authentic educational settings (Barab & Squire, 

2004). This methodological framework aims to enhance educational practice while 

aligning with constructivist principles, particularly through an emphasis on 

collaboration as a foundational element of the intervention’s learning process. The 

synthesis of constructivist philosophy and DBR methodology provides a robust 

framework for investigating and advancing understanding of the dynamic interplay 

between theory and practice in educational contexts. The theories explored provide a 

lens through which the research problem is examined and interpreted. 

With the constructivist paradigm being central to this study, there is a particular 

emphasis on social constructivism, epistemic agency, collaboration, reflection and 

engagement theories. Ontology concerns the nature of reality, while epistemology 

addresses the nature of knowledge and its acquisition. With this study's social 

constructivist ontological stance, Vygotskys work posits human beings as 

fundamentally social creatures who develop meaning through interactions within 

their environment (Bandura, 2012; Shabani, 2010). Epistemologically, the study 

aligns with work of Piaget and Dewey in the belief that knowledge is co-constructed 

through social engagement (Pardjono, 2016). Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of social 

constructivism emphasises the importance of social interactions in learning (Gredler, 

2012). His notion of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) highlights how 

learners acquire knowledge through guided support from more knowledgeable peers 

or mentors (Karimi-Aghdam, 2017). Scardamalia & Bereiter (1994) and Stahl (2010) 
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further expand on this, emphasising collaborative knowledge-building processes, 

while epistemic agency refers to an individual’s capacity to engage in knowledge-

building collaboratively (Damşa et al., 2010). Collaboration plays a pivotal role in 

active learning environments, enabling learners to participate in metacognitive 

activities, including planning, monitoring and regulating their collaborative efforts 

(Borge et al., 2018). Student engagement is a key theoretical pillar underpinning this 

research. Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991) concept of ‘flow’ explains how individuals 

become deeply immersed in meaningful activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004). 

Kearsley and Schneiderman’s engagement theory further elaborates on this, 

advocating a Relate-Create-Donate model to foster student motivation and 

collaborative learning (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998). 

These theoretical principles provide a robust foundation for this study, ensuring that 

the research is grounded in well-established academic perspectives. The next chapter 

on the conceptual framework will explore how these theories inform the study’s 

design and implementation.
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4.2 Social Constructivism 

Learning, according to Lev Vygotsky (1978), is a social construct. As stated earlier, 

Vygotsky proposed that social constructivism attaches significance to the influence 

of social interaction, shared conversation and culture on learning (Gredler, 2012). 

Woo and Reeves (2007) emphasise the central role of interaction in learning, arguing that 

meaningful interaction supports learners’ intellectual development. Scardamalia positions 

knowledge construction as a mediated process, while Vygotsky emphasises the 

significant mediating role of adults in strengthening children’s learning (Ackermann, 

2004; Scardamalia, 2002). These theorists converge in understanding learning as a 

result of social interactions within social contexts. This is particularly important 

when considering learning in groups, as knowledge construction is mediated not 

only through peer collaboration but also through engagement with more 

knowledgeable others across the learner’s broader community context. Bereiter 

develops the notion that knowledge building takes place through collaboration 

(Bereiter & Scardamalia, 2014). Further studies by Nicolini et al. and Stahl pose that 

it is increasingly important to take into account the knowledge emerging from the 

interaction associated with co-construction and learning collaboratively (Nicolini et 

al., 2012; Stahl, 2010). Similarly, from a Piagetian perspective, interactions should 

be balanced, comprising of open (student-led) construction in conjunction with 

guided (teacher-led) co‐construction (Pardjono, 2016). The next sections review the 

constructivist philosophy and the key theorists in this field.  

4.3 Constructivist Philosophy in a Pedagogical Context 

During the 1970s, there was a surge in the adoption of constructivist philosophy, 

which manifested in diverse pedagogical approaches, many of which continue in 

contemporary educational practices (Jonassen, 2013). Constructivist teaching 

methods are grounded in constructivist learning theory, shaped significantly by 

influential theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky, and Dewey (Pardjono, 2016). The core 

tenet of constructivist theory asserts that learners do not passively receive 

knowledge; rather, they actively engage in the learning process, constructing their 

own knowledge and cultivating understanding in relation to their surroundings 

(Fosnot, 2005). According to this perspective, learners leverage their prior 

experiences to make sense of new information, framing learning as a process of 
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meaning-making (Woo & Reeves, 2007). Constructivist learning environments 

necessitate careful design that incorporates elements mirroring real-world settings 

while facilitating active engagement by learners in the process of constructing 

personal meaning (Do et al., 2023). This active involvement occurs through 

collaborative endeavours, involving discussions related to planning, negotiation and 

problem-solving (Jonassen, 2013). 

Constructivism, as a prominent learning theory, posits that learners actively construct 

their knowledge and understanding of the world by engaging with their environment, 

assimilating new information into existing cognitive structures and accommodating 

their mental frameworks through meaningful experiences (Pardjono, 2016). This 

theoretical framework places a strong emphasis on the active role of learners in the 

learning process, highlighting the idea that knowledge is not transmitted passively 

but is actively built by the learner. 

4.4 Constructivist Theorists 

4.4.1 Jean Piaget 

Jean Piaget, a foundational theorist in constructivism, proposed that cognitive 

development occur through a series of stages, and learning is most effective when it 

is tailored to an individual’s current developmental stage (Pardjono, 2016). In his 

work, Piaget emphasised the importance of hands-on experiences and interactions 

with the environment in the construction of knowledge. The concepts of assimilation 

and accommodation were introduced by Piaget, describing how individuals 

assimilate new information into their existing cognitive structures and modify those 

structures to accommodate new experiences (Pardjono, 2016). 

4.4.2 Jerome Bruner 

Bruner posited the notion that children engage in the construction of knowledge and 

meaning through their active interactions with the surrounding environment (Raw, 

2014). Within Bruner’s framework, the learner is conceptualised as an active agent, 

with a pronounced emphasis on the influential role of pre-existing schemata in 

guiding the learning process (Wood et al., 1976). Bruner’s educational philosophy 

advocates for the cultivation of autonomous learners, wherein the primary objective 

of education shifts from the mere transmission of knowledge to the facilitation of a 

student’s critical thinking and problem-solving skills (Raw, 2014). This 
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transformative education is designed to equip students with cognitive abilities that 

can be applied across diverse contexts. 

Central to Bruner’s perspective is the belief that education should not be confined to 

the mere dissemination of information; rather, its core purpose lies in fostering a 

child’s cognitive faculties, enabling them to navigate a spectrum of situations 

effectively (Wood et al., 1976). Fundamental to Bruner’s work is also the premise that 

students, as active participants, play a pivotal role in constructing their own 

knowledge. Aligned with Bruner’s views, constructivism emerges as a learning 

theory accentuating the dynamic involvement of learners in the active construction of 

their understanding. Constructivism is defined by Elliot et al as “an approach to 

learning where people actively construct or make their own knowledge, and that 

reality is determined by the experiences of the learner” (Elliot et al., 2000) p. 256). 

This theoretical perspective underscores the learner’s agency in shaping their 

cognitive frameworks, accentuating the significance of experiential encounters in 

shaping one’s perception of reality. 

4.4.3 Lev Vygotsky 

Lev Vygotsky is an influential figure in constructivism where his social learning 

theory puts an emphasis on the importance of social interaction for the development 

of learning and cognition. Vygotsky’s theory approaches learning from a 

sociocultural viewpoint, arguing that individual development does not happen 

without being informed by social and cultural contexts (Gredler, 2012). He proposed 

that conversations with more knowledgeable people are required to drive forward 

understanding and cognition (Pardjono, 2016). 

The foundational principle of Vygotsky’s theory is that of cognitive development 

being fundamentally informed and influenced by social interactions (Dickson & 

Emad, 2018). This theory of how learning happens in conjunction with work by Jean 

Piaget and Jerome Bruner where they all converge to form an umbrella under which 

learning can be understood as a result of social contexts. This is particularly 

important when considering how learners draw on peers and other members of their 

community during group learning. 
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4.5 Constructivism in this Study 

As outlined earlier, constructivist principles emphasise the active role of learners in 

constructing knowledge through engagement, experience and social interaction 

(Clark, 2018; Scardamalia, 2002). Building on the work of constructivist theorists 

Piaget, Bruner and Vygotsky, this study draws on their principles to guide its 

approach, emphasising learners’ active engagement in knowledge construction 

within social and collaborative contexts. 

In this study, constructivist principles inform both the design and facilitation of 

learning activities, emphasising learners’ autonomy, reflection and interaction with 

peers. Social constructivism, in particular, frames knowledge construction as a 

mediated process, highlighting the role of dialogue with more knowledgeable others 

(Pardjono, 2016; Scardamalia, 2002), including teachers, peers and members of 

learners’ wider communities. Applying these principles, the intervention designed in 

this study encourages students to engage in inquiry-based tasks, collaborate on 

problem-solving activities and reflect on their learning experiences. This approach 

aligns with the broader constructivist view that cognitive development is fostered 

through active engagement and social interaction, enabling learners to assimilate 

new knowledge while developing buoyancy skills. By integrating constructivist 

principles into practice, this study seeks to support learners in navigating challenges, 

enhancing their ability to cope with challenges and fostering meaningful 

collaborative learning. To achieve this, a participatory approach was used to develop 

an intervention that is designed around three key pillars: collaboration, engagement 

and reflection. The next section discusses participatory design in education and its 

application in this study. 

4.6 Participatory Design in Education: A Theoretical Positioning 

One way to adhere to the constructivist principles central to this study is through the 

adoption of a participatory approach to the design of the intervention. Participatory 

design emphasises the involvement of users as active contributors to the 

development of systems and practices that affect them (Spinuzzi, 2005). In 

educational contexts, this perspective has informed approaches that position students 

not only as learners but also as partners in shaping their learning environments. 

Druin conceptualises young people as “design partners,” arguing that learners can 
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meaningfully contribute to the development of learning experiences (Druin, 2002). 

Similarly, the concept of computational empowerment suggests that participatory 

design in education should enable students to critically engage with and shape 

learning systems, rather than merely use them (Dindler et al., 2020). These 

perspectives are reflected in student voice literature, which emphasises the 

recognition of students as active agents in educational change (Flynn & Hayes, 

2021). 

However, participation in educational contexts is not unproblematic. Student 

involvement can remain superficial, with learners positioned as sources of data rather 

than as collaborators in decision-making processes (Fielding, 2001; Lundy, 2007, 

2018; Robinson, 2014). Models of student voice highlight that participation exists 

along a continuum, ranging from tokenistic consultation to more democratic forms of 

partnership (Charteris & Smardon, 2019; Fielding, 2001). Within this continuum, 

participation is shaped by institutional structures and constraints. While student 

voice has been conceptualised as a reconfiguration of power relations in schools in 

which students are recognised as knowledgeable contributors to educational 

improvement, such participation remains necessarily negotiated within existing 

organisational and pedagogical boundaries (Cook-Sather, 2020). 

This study is theoretically grounded in such participatory traditions within 

educational research. The researcher’s epistemological position is reflected in an 

understanding of knowledge as co-constructed with, rather than extracted from, 

participants. Design-based research supports this view, emphasising the iterative 

development of educational interventions through collaboration in authentic learning 

contexts (The Design Based Research Collective, 2003). The design process adopted 

in this study aligns with participatory principles, incorporating structured 

opportunities for student consultation in the development of the intervention. 

Students contributed to the identification of everyday academic concerns and to the 

prioritisation of thematic areas, ensuring that the intervention was influenced by and 

grounded in lived educational experience of the students. At the same time, 

responsibility for pedagogical design of the lessons remained with the researcher. 

Within this study, participation operates both as a method and as a broader 

methodological orientation. Participatory processes were integrated within the design 
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and refinement of the intervention, with students contributing to the identification of 

key concerns, the construction of themes and the development of learning activities. 

These contributions informed the iterative design process, ensuring that student 

perspectives meaningfully shaped the intervention. More broadly, participation 

functioned as a guiding principle, shaping the research approach as one grounded in 

dialogue. 

Beyond informing the research process, participation is also conceptualised as 

integral to the aims of the intervention itself. By engaging students as active 

contributors to the design and refinement of learning experiences, the study positions 

participation as a process that not only reflects principles of student voice but also 

shapes how students engage with their learning. Through opportunities to articulate 

concerns, collaborate with peers, and influence aspects of their learning 

environment, students are positioned as capable agents with an enhanced capacity to 

engage with and navigate everyday academic challenges. 

4.6.1 Student Voice and Negotiated Participation 

The approach adopted in this study is a Negotiated Integrated Approach (Fitzpatrick, 

2016). Students were consulted regarding their everyday academic concerns and 

invited to articulate possible supports that would help them address these challenges. 

Through dialogue, students contributed ideas about potential lesson directions that 

might respond to these concerns. However, final pedagogical design decisions 

remained with the teacher, who retained responsibility for curriculum coherence, 

feasibility and alignment with educational aims. Within this positioning of 

participation, consultation represents meaningful involvement when it genuinely 

influences decision-making (Hart, 1992).  

O’Reilly’s Negotiated Integrated Curriculum (NIC) approach as presented in 

Fitzpatrick (2016) provided a practical mechanism for participation. In this approach, 

participation represents the underlying pedagogical approach, emphasising student 

voice, collaboration and shared decision-making in shaping learning experiences. 

The NIC framework outlines the structured phases through which students and 

teachers work together to identify learning needs, negotiate content and co-construct 

elements of the curriculum. Within this study, these phases provided a systematic 

means of embedding participatory practices into the intervention, ensuring that 
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students were not only consulted but were involved in shaping some aspects of the 

intervention. References to participation throughout this thesis therefore reflect the 

broader pedagogical approach, while the negotiated integrated curriculum describes 

the process through which this approach was implemented in practice. 

4.7 Theoretical Pillars 

The intervention that was developed through a participatory approach was designed 

around three key pillars: collaboration, engagement and reflection. These pillars 

were identified by the researcher as fundamental to this intervention. Each of these 

pillars align effectively with the researcher’s ontological stance. Grounded in a 

relational and reflective model, the researcher views learning as a dynamic, socially 

constructed process where students develop buoyancy through meaningful 

interactions and critical self- examination. Collaboration emerged as essential, 

reinforcing the idea that learning thrives in a supportive, cooperative environment 

where students co-construct knowledge and navigate challenges collectively. 

Engagement was prioritised by designing activities that required students to actively 

contribute, reflect and collaborate, ensuring they were not passive recipients of 

knowledge but active participants, this fostered intrinsic motivation and a sense of 

ownership over their learning. Reflection serves as the connective tissue, enabling 

students to critically analyse their experiences, adapt their strategies, and develop a 

deeper awareness of their own academic growth. These pillars, informed by 

established theory, provide a strong foundation for an intervention designed to 

develop both academic buoyancy, and in doing so, develop the key skills students 

need to navigate future challenges. 

4.7.1 Collaboration 

The first major theoretical influence on the development of the intervention is the 

representation of learning as a social construct, in essence, the role of collaboration 

in education. As discussed, Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory attaches 

significance to the influence of social interaction, shared conversation and culture on 

learning (Woo & Reeves, 2007), emphasising the important role of adults in 

strengthening the child’s learning. This approach expends on Dewey who viewed 

teacher guidance as a valuable source of assistance in promoting learning gains for 

students in guiding the learners to reach conclusions and form collaborative solutions 
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(Dewey, 1933). Brown observes that collaborative learning is more than just nice, it 

is necessary. The interdependence associated with collaborative learning promotes an 

atmosphere of mutual respect and a sense of personal and group identity (Brown, 

1992). 

An important aspect of learning collaboratively is outlined in Vygotsky’s social 

learning theory as The Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). Here Vygotsky argues 

that learning is most effective when it occurs within the zone where a learner can 

perform a task with the assistance of a knowledgeable peer or teacher (Faysal, 2019). 

Social interaction, collaboration and dialogue play crucial roles in cognitive 

development, according to Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory (Shvarts & Bakker, 2019). 

4.7.1.1 Zone of Proximal Development 

The concept of the zone of proximal development (ZDP) (Figure 4) came to the fore 

following the publication of an edited collection of Vygotsky’s writings (Pardjono, 

2016). According to Vygotsky, the ZPD is the distance between the actual 

development level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance, 

or in collaboration with more capable peers (Eun, 2017). In other words, the zone of 

proximal development (ZPD) refers to the difference between what a learner can do 

without help and what he or she can achieve with guidance and encouragement from 

a skilled partner. This zone represents tasks beyond the learner’s current abilities, but 

which are attainable with the help and guidance of the more knowledgeable other 

(MKO) (Karimi-Aghdam, 2017). The ZPD is the range of tasks a person cannot 

complete independently but can accomplish with support (Eun, 2017). The term 

“proximal” refers to skills the learner is “close” to mastering (Karimi-Aghdam, 

2017). The ZPD ensures the challenge is not too hard or too easy. Learning is most 

productive within the Zone of Proximal Development, where tasks are slightly 

beyond the learner’s current competence and can be achieved through support from a 

more knowledgeable other (Wass & Golding, 2014). In order to learn, students must 

be presented with tasks just out of their ability range. Challenging tasks promote 

maximum cognitive growth. 
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Figure 4. Zone of Proximal Development 

 

The ZPD defines the parameters of the learner’s immediate future development. It 

bridges the gap between current and potential ability. What a learner does with help 

today, they will be able to do independently tomorrow. This is typical of community-

based interaction and formal learning environments where group exchange is 

encouraged rather than stifled (Stahl, 2010). 

4.7.1.2 Scaffolding 

The ZPD has become synonymous in the literature with the term scaffolding, see 

figure 5. However, it is important to note that Vygotsky never used this term in his 

writing. Instead, this component has been put forth by other researchers who have 

expanded upon the original theories (Shvarts & Bakker, 2019; Wood et al., 1976). 

Wood et al (1976) described scaffolding as how an expert may assist a novice in 

carrying out a difficult task (Shvarts & Bakker, 2019). Scaffolding refers to the 

support provided within a learning environment that enables a student to complete a 

task or achieve a goal that would otherwise be beyond their independent capability, 

and when effectively implemented, it guides learners toward actions that generate 

relevant solutions (Wood et al., 1976). Support is tapered off as it becomes 

unnecessary, much as a scaffold is removed from a building during construction. The 

students will then be able to complete the task again independently and eventually 

‘fly on their own’ (Wood et al., 1976) p.96. 
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Scaffolding exists where there is engagement with a learner’s development in tandem 

with others, peers as well as more knowledgeable others, as they work together within 

that scaffolded environment towards a common vision or goal (Dillenbourg, 2016; 

Gilbert & Driscoll, 2002). To this end, scaffolding in a collaborative environment is 

not temporal, but rather it is dynamic and flexible. In this type of environment 

meaning making is shared as part of a collaborative social negotiation and itself acts 

as a scaffold to the group (Stahl, 2000). 

 

 

 

Figure 5. Scaffolding in the ZPD 

To facilitate the development of a collaborative learning environment the scaffolds 

created for participants in this study will be supported in the design of the 

intervention, harnessing the benefits of collaboration. The design will be flexible 

enough to allow for renegotiation and facilitate engagement. However, scaffolding 

does not simplify the learning task itself but temporarily eases the learner’s role 

through graduated teacher support, with the ultimate aim of gradually transferring 

responsibility for task completion from teacher to learner (Van de Pol et al., 2015). 

With a constructivist lens, Soloway et al (1996) describe that scaffolding can take 

place through: 

• Expressing the task as a series of steps, to reduce its complexity, thereby 

reducing cognitive overload. 

• Relating new information to previously acquired information, through use of 

examples and multiple representations. 
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• Use of relevant and meaningful tasks, which will motivate the learner to 

actively engage. 

• Encouraging reflection and metacognitive awareness while making the 

cognitive benefits of the activities explicit for learners.  

In this study, scaffolds consist of the activities provided by the researcher-

practitioner, or in some cases by a competent peer, to support the student as they are 

led through the zone of proximal development. Initially the task is controlled by the 

more competent other (the researcher-practitioner), allowing the student to 

concentrate on the elements that are within their capabilities before progressing to 

more complex, challenging problems. 

In summary, learning is best understood as a socially mediated process that emerges 

through interaction and collaboration, rather than as an abstract or individual 

endeavour (Pardjono, 2016). Vygotsky (1978) believes that community plays a 

central role in the process of “making meaning”. For Vygotsky, the environment in 

which children grow up will influence how they think and what they think about. 

Thus, all teaching and learning is a matter of sharing and negotiating socially 

constituted knowledge. Vygotsky states cognitive development stems from social 

interactions from guided learning within the zone of proximal development as 

students collaboratively co-construct knowledge (Karimi-Aghdam, 2017).  

4.7.2 Engagement 

Student engagement is a critical factor in shaping the effectiveness of any 

educational intervention, as the extent to which learners are actively involved and 

invested in the learning process significantly influences the outcomes achieved. High 

levels of participation and meaningful involvement contribute to deeper learning and 

greater success, (Chong et al., 2018), highlighting the important role engagement 

plays in attaining desired outcomes within this intervention. 

Newmann describes engagement as being difficult to define operationally, but “we 

know it when we see it, and we know when it is missing” (Newmann, 1986) p. 242). 

Students are engaged when they devote substantial time and effort to a task, when 

they care about the quality of their work, and when they commit themselves because 

the work seems to have significance beyond its personal instrumental value 

(Newmann, 1992). However, several characterisations of engagement exist in the 



 

100 

 

literature. Many of these were employed throughout the rollout of each cycle of the 

intervention to inform the search for evidence in the participants’ reflections. 

4.7.2.3 Engagement Theory 

Kearsley and Schneiderman’s engagement theory argues that engaged learning 

prompts active cognitive processes such as creativity, problem solving, reasoning, 

decision-making and evaluation (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998). Their findings 

suggest that student engagement is fostered through the integration of technology, 

creative pedagogical approaches and opportunities for meaningful communication 

(Schneiderman, 1998). Schneiderman states that memorable educational experiences 

that engage students are ‘enriching, joyful and engaging, students become proud of 

their accomplishments and are then ‘ready to take greater responsibility for their 

education (Schneiderman, 1998) p.25. Similar to constructivist theorists, these 

researchers believe that for effective learning to occur there must be meaningful 

engagement and interaction with others. 

The Relate-Create-Donate theory of engagement as displayed in figure 6 is outlined 

as (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998): 

• Relate – collaborative learning allows students experience diversity, increases 

their motivation to learn and facilitates problem solution through categorising 

and clarification of problems. 

• Create – learning is problem-based and creative, fulfilling a specific purpose 

and allowing self-control for learners. 

• Donate – projects have an authentic focus, allowing students contribute while 

learning. 
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Figure 6. Engagement Theory Framework 

Students are encouraged to connect their learning with past experiences so that they 

can construct their own knowledge while identifying the real-life use of this learning 

(Woo & Reeves, 2007). This results in knowledge gained being more effectively 

applied when solving future real-life problems (Herrington & Oliver, 2000). 

Engagement can be achieved in in-person activities, but also in online interactions 

(Miao & Ma, 2022). During the COVID-19 pandemic, the role of digital engagement 

in the relationship between students’ digital competence and academic engagement 

was explored providing insights into the factors influencing students’ academic 

engagement in online learning environments (Heidari et al., 2021). Such studies 

collectively contribute to a deeper understanding of the multifaceted nature of 

academic engagement in online learning environments and its implications for 

student success, demonstrating that engagement in an online learning environment 

sustains students’ motivation in learning, engages them in constructive activities, and 

helps them complete their course successfully (Heidari et al., 2021). 

4.7.2.4 Emotional Engagement 

The role of emotional engagement in fostering academic buoyancy is a critical aspect 

of students’ learning experiences, with implications for their overall academic 

success. Research has indicated that emotional engagement plays a fundamental role 

in shaping students’ motivation, resilience and overall well-being in educational 

settings (Martin et al., 2013). The significance of emotional engagement in 

promoting students’ adaptive coping and persistence in the face of academic 

challenges has been illustrated, highlighting its contribution to academic buoyancy 

(Yu & Martin, 2014). Furthermore, the interplay between emotional engagement and 
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academic adversity has been explored, demonstrating the protective role of 

emotional engagement in reducing academic adversity over time (Colmar et al., 

2019). The mediating role of emotional engagement in the relationship between 

positive emotions and task engagement has also been recognised, demonstrating its 

impact on the importance of engagement in the classroom (Ye et al., 2022). Findings 

from these studies collectively validate the pivotal role of emotional engagement in 

fostering academic buoyancy and its multifaceted implications for students’ academic 

engagement and achievement. 

4.7.3 Reflection 

Reflection has been conceptualised in multiple ways across the literature. It has been 

described as John Dewey’s (1933) notion of thinking that encompasses feelings and 

emotions within practice settings (Fosnot, 2005); as ‘thinking about doing something 

while doing it’ (Schön, 1983) p. 54); as reflective learning (Moon, 2013). Reflection 

is a process of making sense of experience in situations that are complex and 

resistant to simplification through pre-taught concepts or frameworks (Kennedy-

Clark, 2015). Within the context of design, Schön (1983) characterises reflection 

broadly as a process of critically examining and thinking about one’s own work 

while it is unfolding. 

4.7.3.1 Reflection Theorists 

A significant amount of literature on reflection in education is based on the ideas of 

Dewey and Schön (Calderhead & James, 1992; Valli, 1997). The theory of reflective 

practice was born out of Schön’s desire to heal what he saw as a rift between theory 

and practice (Finlay, 2008). 

Dewey (1933) holds that reflection: 

“… enables us to act in deliberate and intentional fashion to attain future 

objects or to come into command of what is now distant and lacking. By 

putting the consequences of different ways and lines of action before the 

mind, it enables us to know what we are about when we act. It converts 

action that is merely appetitive, blind and impulsive into intelligent action”. 

(Dewey, 1933 p. 17). 
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Schön sees reflective practice as a dialogue of thinking and doing through which the 

participant becomes more skilful (Schön, 1983). Kinsella describes Schön’s view of 

reflective practice as “…a critical assessment of one’s own behaviour as a means 

towards developing one’s own abilities in the workplace and as a dialectical process 

in which thought and action are integrally linked” (Kinsella, 2009)p. 7). A key 

contemporary researcher in the field of reflective practice, Moon, has significantly 

influenced the design of activities used for reflective practice in education and 

experiential learning (Moon, 2013). 

In this study, reflection is conceptualised as an integrative construct, drawing on key 

elements from the theoretical perspectives of Schön, Dewey and Moon. It adopts a 

blended understanding that recognises reflection as an active, emotionally informed 

and cognitively engaged process, occurring both during and after experience and 

contributing to deeper learning and professional growth. 

4.7.3.2 Reflection and Design 

Reflection is a key element in the design of this intervention; by integrating the 

elements of reflection, collaboration and engagement, the resulting intervention will 

be enriched by diverse perspectives and experiences, enhancing its effectiveness and 

relevance to the students’ learning needs. Structured reflection on the design process 

helped the researcher-practitioner improve the design from iteration to iteration. By 

reflecting explicitly on the current design situation and on the design activities 

performed, in a systematic way and on a regular basis (Reymen, 2001), it was 

possible to plan suitable changes to elements of the intervention from cycle to cycle. 

Bakker and van Eerde (2015) reinforce this position by arguing that interventions 

should be guided and refined through systematic reflection. In design-based research, 

the researcher is required to synthesise theoretical principles with the realities of 

implementation in practice, integrating what is intended with what actually occurs 

(Barab & Squire, 2004). This dynamic interplay between theory and enacted practice 

creates opportunities for informed design adjustments in subsequent phases. 

Design-Based Research (DBR) necessitates an incubation period in which 

implementation, reflection and iteration function as core mechanisms of 

development (McHugh, 2017). Through this cyclical process, DBR enables sustained 

innovation while embedding critical reflection over time. Reflection on the design 
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situation can offer information about the difference between current and desired 

properties of the intervention (Reymen, 2001). 

4.7.3.3 Conceptualising Reflection in Design and Learning 

Reflection serves a dual purpose in this study. For students, engaging in reflective 

practices enables them to critically analyse experiences, integrate theory with 

practice, and transform each encounter into a meaningful learning opportunity, 

supporting both personal and professional growth (Ahmed, 2019; Alam, 2022; 

LeFroy et al., 2021; Virginia et al., 2017; Yang et al., 2020). Reflection enhances 

decision-making, deepens understanding and helps learners make sense of complex 

situations. 

Within the research context of this study, reflection on the design and 

implementation of the intervention provides critical insights for improving future 

cycles. Drawing on Dewey’s notion of reflective thinking (Pardjono, 2016), this 

study integrates reflection at multiple stages: during participatory design with 

students, following individual lessons, unstructured student reflections throughout 

the study and in summative evaluation at the intervention’s conclusion. This iterative 

reflective approach identifies both effective and less successful activities, informing 

targeted adaptations enhancing the overall effectiveness of the intervention. 

4.7.3.4 Models of Reflection 

Reflection is widely recognised as an important component of learning, enabling 

students to examine experiences, make sense of challenges, and develop more 

informed responses to future situations (LeFroy et al., 2021). Within this study, 

reflection was integrated as a core element of the intervention to support students in 

engaging with their everyday academic experiences. 

Reflection was implemented in two complementary forms: structured, activity-based 

reflection and more general, ongoing reflection. Activity-based reflection typically 

occurred following specific lessons or tasks and was guided by Driscoll’s (1994) 

Simpler Solution model (Driscoll, 1994) (Figure 7). This structure supported 

students in describing their experiences, analysing their significance and considering 

how they might respond to similar situations in the future. The simplicity of this 

model made it accessible and appropriate for students who were beginning to engage 

in reflective practice. In addition to these structured activities, students also engaged 
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in more general forms of reflection throughout the intervention. These reflections 

were less formally structured and provided opportunities for students to consider 

their broader experiences of school, including recurring challenges and patterns in 

how they responded to them. 

These two forms of reflection served complementary purposes within the study. 

While activity-based reflection supported focused analysis of specific events, 

ongoing reflection enabled students to identify patterns across experiences and 

develop a broader understanding of how they engage with everyday academic 

challenges. Together, they supported a holistic reflective process, allowing students 

to connect individual experiences with wider patterns in their learning. 

 

Figure 7. Driscoll’s Simpler Solution, 1994 

 

4.8 Conclusion 

In conclusion, the theoretical perspectives presented in this chapter provide a 

coherent foundation for this study, integrating constructivist principles, epistemic 

agency, engagement and reflective practice. Together, these frameworks emphasise 

the importance of participatory, collaborative and student-centered learning, while 

highlighting the value of reflection. Constructivist theory informs the design of 

interventions that foster participation and co-construction of knowledge; epistemic 

agency highlights the need to empower students to take ownership of their learning; 

and engagement theories guide the creation of motivating and cognitively 

stimulating experiences. Reflective practice supports ongoing critical analysis, self-

awareness and iterative improvement. Collectively, these theoretical pillars inform 

the conceptual framework in the following chapter, bridging theory and practice and 
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guiding the development of a negotiated structured intervention aimed at enhancing 

academic buoyancy through supporting student engagement and fostering 

meaningful learning outcomes. 
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5. Conceptual Framework 

5.1 Introduction 

This chapter explains how the theories outlined in the previous chapter are applied to 

the research design, methodology and intervention. The conceptual framework 

serves as a bridge between theory and practice, guiding the study’s implementation.  

The adoption of constructivist philosophy is manifested in diverse pedagogical 

approaches forming a strong element in contemporary educational practices (Clark, 

2018). Constructivist teaching methods are grounded in constructivist learning 

theory, shaped significantly by influential theorists such as Piaget, Vygotsky and 

Dewey. As discussed in Chapter 4, these philosophical figures played pivotal roles in 

the advancement of progressive and informal educational ideologies. The core tenet 

of constructivist theory asserts that learners do not passively receive knowledge; 

rather, they actively engage in the learning process, constructing their own 

knowledge and cultivating understanding in relation to their surroundings (Fosnot, 

2005). According to this perspective, learners leverage their prior experiences to 

make sense of new information, framing learning as a process of meaning-making 

(Woo & Reeves, 2007). Within this study, constructivist learning environments are 

intentionally designed to incorporate elements of real-world contexts, enabling 

learners to actively engage in constructing personal meaning. 

Productive involvement of students occurs through collaborative endeavours, 

involving discussions related to planning, negotiation and problem-solving 

(Jonassen, 2013). The theoretical framework chapter places a strong emphasis on the 

active role of learners participating in the intervention design process, highlighting 

the idea that knowledge is not transmitted passively but is actively built by the 

learner. Social constructivist principles informed this study’s pedagogical approach 

placing students at the heart of shaping the focus and direction of the intervention 

through the negotiated integrated process in each cycle in this study. Participation is 

operationalised through the negotiated integrated curriculum framework proposed by 

O’Reilly in Fitzpatrick (2008), which provides the structured phases through which 

student voice and collaboration are embedded in the intervention. 
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In integrating Vygotsky’s ZPD, the study designed learning experiences that foster 

collaborative knowledge-building (Shabani, 2010). The participatory element 

encourages shared epistemic agency by incorporating strategies that promote student 

autonomy and engagement. The designed intervention includes collaborative 

activities where students take collective responsibility for their learning (Yang et al., 

2020). Drawing from Csikszentmihalyi’s (1991) ‘flow’ theory, the study implements 

learning activities designed to balance challenge and skill levels, ensuring deep 

engagement.  

Reflection is a key pillar in the design of the intervention and is integrated into every 

aspect of the process to facilitate its continuous improvement. Lessons in the 

intervention leverage scaffolding techniques (Wood et al., 1976) to support both 

structured and unstructured reflections. Students engaged in structured reflections to 

refine their learning strategies (Driscoll, 1994) and unstructured reflective journals to 

enhance their critical thinking skills (Schön, 1983). 

The participatory element of involving students in designing the intervention in this 

study aims to increase their academic buoyancy by strengthening their sense of 

commitment, control and community, encouraging students to take ownership of 

their learning, feel greater agency over academic challenges and engage 

collaboratively with their peers. The intervention builds upon students’ experiential 

knowledge and addresses routine challenges within an academic context, equipping 

them with effective strategies for resolution. Table 5 illustrates the main theories 

which informed and shaped the designed intervention as presented within this 

chapter, along with a summary of its impact on the final designed intervention. Table 

6 maps the key concepts in this study to academic buoyancy. 

This conceptual framework operationalises the theoretical perspectives outlined in 

the previous chapter. By integrating social constructivism, epistemic agency, 

collaboration, engagement strategies and reflective practice the study designs a 

structured yet flexible approach to support the development and enhancement of 

skills to become more academically buoyant.  

5.2 This research through a Constructivist Lens 

This chapter epitomises the theoretical structures informing the practical and 

empirical development work undertaken as part of this thesis. The intervention 
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expounded is that which evolved over the course of the three design cycles. As 

discussed in this conceptual framework, the design pillars of collaboration, 

engagement and reflection are developed and evaluated as a means of their 

contribution in this study to developing more academically buoyant students. The 

theoretical framework combined with the empirical findings of the study informed 

the thesis’ approach to finalising the intervention designed to meet the aims of this 

study. 

As outlined in section 3.3, the methodology chosen for this study, design-based 

research, emphasises educational design through prototyping and experimentation. 

Paramount in DBR is a reflexive relationship between theory and practice (Brown, 

1992). DBR aims to bridge the theory practice gap through the iterative 

implementation and evaluation of an emergent intervention, which is informed and 

inspired by theory while concurrently rolled out in practice (McKenney et al., 2016). 

5.3 Collaboration 

Collaboration is a central pillar of this study, underpinning both the design and 

implementation of the negotiated intervention. While collaboration and engagement 

are closely related within this study, they are conceptualised as distinct constructs. 

Collaboration refers to the social processes through which students work together in 

constructing knowledge including dialogue, shared problem-solving and collective 

responsibility for learning. Engagement, in contrast, refers to the behavioural, 

emotional and cognitive investment students demonstrate in the learning process. In 

this study, collaboration is understood as a key mechanism through which 

engagement is fostered; however, engagement also extends beyond collaborative 

activity to include individual motivation, reflection and sustained involvement in 

learning tasks. Research highlights the importance of collaborative learning in 

fostering engagement, deeper understanding and shared epistemic agency 

(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 2010). In this study, collaboration is not only viewed as a 

pedagogical tool but also as a means of empowering students to be active 

contributors to their own learning experience. 

As outlined, this study supports constructivist principles where knowledge is co-

constructed through dialogue, shared problem-solving and reflection. By actively 

involving students in the intervention’s development, the study utilises Lundy’s 
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Model of Participation (2007), ensuring that students have meaningful space, voice, 

audience and influence in shaping their learning environment (Lundy, 2007). The 

scaffolding provided by educators enhances the collaborative process in the 

negotiated phases, enabling students to take ownership of their learning while being 

supported in developing key skills such as critical thinking, decision-making, 

working collaboratively and being reflective learners. 

Moreover, collaboration in this study extends beyond student engagement to include 

teachers, Transition Year (TY) coordinator and school management, ensuring that the 

intervention aligns with broader educational goals and the evolving TY curriculum. 

This multi-stakeholder approach reflects contemporary educational research 

advocating for partnership-driven learning environments, where students and 

educators work together to design meaningful, relevant and impactful learning 

experiences (Whelehan, 2020). By embedding collaboration at every stage, from 

intervention design to evaluation and by incorporating student voice as an important 

element of this research, this study demonstrates how student participation enhances 

student engagement and supports a more inclusive and participatory learning 

environment.  

5.4 Engagement 

Engagement is also a key pillar of this study, it directly influences students’ 

motivation, participation and overall learning experience (Heidari et al., 2021). 

Research on student engagement highlights its multidimensional nature, 

encompassing behavioural, emotional and cognitive engagement (Thomas & Allen, 

2021). This study leverages a participatory approach to enhance all three dimensions 

by actively involving students in shaping the focus of the lessons by identifying the 

concerns to be addressed, ensuring that learning is both relevant and meaningful to 

them. By incorporating Lundy’s Model of Participation (Lundy, 2007), this study 

fosters a sense of ownership and investment in the learning process among students, 

resulting in increased student engagement. This is consistent with the constructivist 

principles of this study where students are encouraged to engage deeply in 

participation and consequently become engaged with the lessons of the intervention 

through discussion, reflection and collaborative problem-solving. The scaffolded 

learning design of the intervention also plays a crucial role in sustaining engagement. 
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Through structured activities, guided reflection and interactive learning experiences, 

students are supported in developing academic buoyancy, helping them navigate 

challenges with confidence and commitment (Martin & Marsh, 2008). Additionally, 

the integration of student voice ensures that the intervention remains responsive and 

tailored to students’ interests and needs, making learning more dynamic and 

engaging. 

Furthermore, engagement in this study is not limited to students; educators, the TY 

coordinator and school management are actively involved in adopting the 

intervention each year. This collaborative approach ensures alignment with the 

evolving TY curriculum (NCCA, 2024a) as well as broader learning goals (NCCA, 

2022b), contributing to the long-term sustainability and impact of the intervention. 

By including engagement as a pillar in this study, the research highlights how student 

involvement, scaffolded learning and the participatory framework contribute to a 

more interactive and inclusive learning experience. 

5.4.1 Measuring Student Engagement 

This table illustrates the constructs which were utilised in the search for evidence of 

engagement throughout the intervention as evidenced in reflections. 

Table 5. Constructs and assessing engagement 

Author Evidence of Engagement 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1991 
• Losing track of time when 

involved in a task 

• Becoming engrossed in a task 

• Intrinsically motivated 

• Challenged by the activity, but 

not overwhelmed by it 
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Schneiderman, 1998 
• Increased knowledge and skills 

• Sense of accomplishment 

• Intense motivation leading to 

students wanting to solve 

challenging problems 

• Pride in what they have done 

 

5.5 Reflection 

Reflection in this study was used not only to inform and improve the current design 

process but also to potentially influence subsequent design processes. The 

intervention was designed to support structured reflection within each lesson, 

enabling ongoing evaluation of the programme. As insights emerged lessons were 

refined accordingly. 

Reflection plays a dual role in this study. Firstly, a key objective was to teach 

students how to reflect effectively. Reflection is an important skill that enhances self-

awareness, allowing students to analyse their actions, recognise their impact on 

performance, and make improvements based on their experiences (Alam, 2022). This 

emphasis on reflection also aligns with its identification as a key competency within 

the Senior Cycle redevelopment, highlighting its importance in supporting students 

as reflective and self-directed learners (NCCA, 2024b). By engaging in reflective 

practice, students develop a deeper understanding of their learning process and are 

better equipped to adapt and grow (Yang et al., 2020). Being reflective also enhances 

the skills of problem-solving abilities, critical thinking skills, self-awareness and 

emotional intelligence, ultimately leading to improved decision-making skills 

(LeFroy et al., 2021). The development of students’ reflective skills is evident in all 

predictors of academic buoyancy (Martin & Marsh, 2008) particularly coordination, 

as students are supported in monitoring and regulating their learning strategies and 

thereby contributing to the development of adaptive learning behaviours. 
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5.6 Mapping Key Concepts in this Study  

The following table outlines the core concepts explored in this study and their 

relevance to the development of academic buoyancy. It highlights how various 

theoretical frameworks provide insights which contribute to enhancing students' 

buoyancy and capacity to navigate academic challenges. By mapping these key 

concepts, the table demonstrates the integrated approach of this study, which 

combines theory, research findings, activities and iterative design to foster academic 

buoyancy in students. 
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Table 6 Mapping key concepts to academic buoyancy  

Concept Definition Key Relationships 
Influence on 

Academic Buoyancy 
Measurement/Indicators 

Student Voice 

Students were involved in 

shaping the focus of the 

intervention, as their 

expressed concerns and 

experiences informed its 

development 

Directly connects to 

engagement, voice and 

empowerment to an 

acceptable degree in the 

learning environment 

Empowering students to 

express their perspectives 

increases motivation, self-

efficacy and buoyancy 

Surveys, class reflections, reflective journals, 

classroom observations and class feedback. 

Participation in collaborative work in negotiating. 

Reporting to the class, TY coordinator and school 

management evaluating the intervention as part of 

the TY curriculum 

Collaboration 

Working together with peers 

on tasks, discussions and 

problem-solving activities. 

Strengthens social bonds, 

facilitates learning through 

peer feedback, and fosters 

engagement. 

Collaborative environments 

increase feelings of support, 

shared responsibility, and 

buoyancy. 

Peer assessments, group project evaluations and 

participation. 

 

Engagement 

The physical, emotional, 

cognitive and behavioural 

involvement in learning 

activities. 

Closely linked to student 

motivation; influenced by 

both student voice and 

collaboration. 

High levels of engagement 

are associated with greater 

academic buoyancy as 

students feel more invested 

& involved. 

Participation rates, student feedback, attendance 

and completion of tasks. 

Reflection 
The process of critically 

analysing one's learning 

Encourages metacognition 

and self-regulation, which are 

Reflection fosters buoyancy 

by helping students view 

Structured class reflections, unstructured 

reflective journals, class feedback. 
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Concept Definition Key Relationships 
Influence on 

Academic Buoyancy 
Measurement/Indicators 

experiences, challenges and 

achievements. 

key to sustaining academic 

performance. 

setbacks as opportunities 

for growth. 

Academic 

Buoyancy 

The ability to maintain focus, 

motivation and optimism in 

the face of academic 

challenges and setbacks. 

The outcome of the combined 

influence of student voice, 

collaboration, engagement 

and reflection. 

Directly enhanced by 

preceding concepts, 

resulting in a student’s 

ability to navigate academic 

challenges. 

ABS, reflections and reflections assessing 

academic perseverance. 
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5.7 Development of Pillars across Design Cycles 

Tables 4-6 illustrate how the key themes and theoretical frameworks from this study 

are integrated and evolve through each design cycle. They map the relationship 

between the recurring themes, as determined from the analysis of reflections (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006),  framed under engagement, collaboration and reflection and the 

corresponding theories that guide the design process. These tables highlight how the 

iterative cycles of design allowed for refinement and alignment with theoretical 

perspectives, ensuring the intervention’s continuous development and relevance to 

fostering academic buoyancy. 

5.8 Conjecture Maps through the Cycles  

The conjecture map is a means of specifying the salient relationships in a design 

intervention or iteration. It sets out the specific speculative impact of a design 

pertaining to its function within a learning context (Sandoval, 2014). Through the 

iterative cycles of this design-based research (DBR) study, the conjecture map serves 

as a dynamic framework to guide and refine the intervention. Starting with DCI, the 

map establishes foundational elements such as theoretical and high-level conjectures, 

mediating processes, and anticipated outcomes (Section 6.11). As the study 

progresses through Design Cycles II and III (Section 7.10 and 8.9), the maps evolve 

to incorporate richer insights from both participant feedback, enhancing its relevance 

and applicability. Each cycle of the intervention improves the previous one by 

incorporating additional elements, such as teacher language and classroom 

expectations about knowledge, making the intervention stronger both theoretically 

and in practice. By maintaining a clear focus on buoyancy and skill development, 

while also adapting to emergent findings, the map ensures a structured yet flexible 

approach. This iterative refinement fosters a more impactful intervention 

highlighting the map's role as a vital tool for aligning theory, design and outcomes in 

this study.  

5.9 Contextual Considerations 

As with many design-based research studies, several practical and methodological 

challenges emerged during implementation. The following section outlines these 

considerations and the strategies adopted to address them: 
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• Attendance and Engagement: 

Use of asynchronous learning materials (e.g., recorded lessons and access to 

Google Classroom) enabled students who were absent to remain engaged 

with the intervention content. 

• Student Insight: 

Reflective journals from students with irregular attendance were examined to 

gain insight into potential barriers to participation and to inform adjustments 

to the intervention. 

• Bias Mitigation: 

Teacher colleagues were involved in the delivery of the intervention to 

reduce potential researcher bias and provide additional perspectives, at stages 

during implementation. 

• Time Constraints: 

The flexibility of the Transition Year programme provided an opportunity to 

test and refine the intervention within a dedicated timeframe. 

• Alignment with School Priorities: 

Intervention activities were aligned with existing school wellbeing priorities 

to support integration within the broader school programme. 

5.10 Evaluation and Impact Assessment  

Measuring Success:  

Analysis of reflective journals for recurring themes of improved problem solving, 

critical thinking, perseverance and buoyancy in students.  

Sustaining Influence:  

Development of a toolkit for other schools to implement the intervention, 

incorporating student feedback from Mercy College Roscommon.  

Results can be shared with wellbeing-focused educational bodies to advocate for 

broader adoption.  

The intervention can be shared with Transition Year coordinators in other schools to 

be integrated into new Transition Year Programme to meet new criteria set by the 

Department of Education and Youth (2024). 
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5.11 Conclusion 

This chapter has outlined the relationship between the theoretical foundations and 

practical applications that shape the conceptual framework guiding this study. By 

integrating constructivist principles, epistemic agency, student voice and 

collaboration, the research establishes a structured yet flexible approach to fostering 

academic buoyancy among students. Key themes such as engagement, reflection and 

collaboration are embedded within the design of the intervention, ensuring that 

students are not passive recipients of knowledge but active participants in shaping 

their own learning experiences. 

The participatory process, central to this study, emerged as an important mechanism 

for incorporating the unique backgrounds and experiences of students. By 

identifying the academic challenges students encounter and involving them 

collaboratively in the development of shaping a focus to address these challenges, 

the study highlights the value of student voice and participation in educational 

practice. Integrating student insights into the intervention contributed to increased 

engagement and supported the creation of a more inclusive learning environment in 

which students feel valued and empowered. A key aim of the research was to 

encourage sustained student engagement with the intervention, including 

participation in collaborative and reflective activities throughout the intervention. 

This democratic approach to participation supported meaningful student involvement 

in intervention. By fostering an environment that prioritises engagement and 

reflection, the study aims to support the development of academic buoyancy by 

enabling students to approach challenges with greater confidence. 

Overall, this chapter demonstrates how the conceptual framework informs the design 

and implementation of the intervention, with a focus on promoting academic 

buoyancy through active student engagement, collaborative practices and reflective 

learning strategies. Through this framework, the study seeks not only to address the 

immediate needs of students but also to provide opportunities for them to feel 

empowered to develop the skills necessary to become more academically buoyant. 

Having established the conceptual framework guiding the study, the following 

chapter presents the findings from Design Cycle I. It begins by outlining the 
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negotiated approach adopted in the intervention before presenting the findings that 

emerged from this initial phase of the research. 
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6. Design Cycle I – “ Testing the Waters” 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter begins by outlining the pedagogical intervention that was developed 

during Design Cycle I of this Design-Based Research (DBR) study. The initial phase 

of DCI involved engaging students in identifying the day-to-day challenges and 

concerns they experience in school, through which they articulated their concerns.  

This initial stage was informed by two of the pillars of the theoretical framework: 

collaboration and engagement. Students were engaged in conversations on daily 

stressors in school and worked collaboratively to identify the themes that stemmed 

from their conversations. This stage was followed by a six-week taught element of 

the intervention that was developed by the researcher, guided by findings from the 

negotiated part of the intervention. Surfacing their day-to-day challenges primed 

students to better engage with the content of the lessons in the taught element of the 

intervention. The process was accompanied by structured and unstructured 

reflections which encouraged students to further engage with the taught material, 

thus linking the intervention to the third pillar of the theoretical framework, 

reflection. 

The process focusing on student involvement drew on O’Reilly’s Negotiated 

Integrated Curriculum (NIC) framework (Fitzpatrick, 2016) and was primarily 

situated at the ‘consulted and informed’ level of Hart’s (1992) Ladder of 

Participation, with elements extending towards ‘adult-initiated, shared decisions with 

children’ where students contributed to aspects of intervention development (Hart, 

1992). Students’ participation throughout this study ensured that they had a 

meaningful voice in informing the direction of the intervention, while responsibility 

for curricular coherence and theoretical alignment remained with the researcher. 

Each stage of the design cycle is detailed, outlining the activities undertaken and the 

responsive adaptations made as insights emerged. The complete taught element of 

the intervention is then presented in full, with each of the six lessons described in 

detail to demonstrate how the concerns that students expressed were addressed in the 

lessons aiming to foster academic buoyancy. A conjecture map illustrates this 

process, aligning theoretical intentions with enacted pedagogical decisions and 
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ensuring that the iterative development of the intervention remained focused on 

increasing academic buoyancy. 

The chapter subsequently outlines the analytical procedures undertaken within DCI. 

In alignment with the study’s ontological framework and DBR methodology, both 

qualitative and quantitative data were collected and analysed. The integration of 

these data sources enabled the generation of robust findings, supported with student 

quotes from their reflective journals. This informed the conclusions drawn from DCI 

and provided direction for the subsequent design cycle, DCII, detailed in chapter 

seven. 

6.2 Student Participation in DCI 

Traditionally, post-primary teaching in Ireland has been characterised by 

predominantly didactic methodologies (Gleeson, 2012). The high-stakes nature of 

the Junior Certificate and Leaving Certificate examinations necessitates a structured 

and rigorous approach to curriculum delivery. Teachers operate within prescribed 

guidelines and significant time constraints to ensure students are adequately prepared 

for these summative assessments. Consequently, classroom practices have often 

positioned students as relatively passive recipients of knowledge within the 

secondary school system (Reeve & Shin, 2020). However, developments within the 

Junior Cycle Framework (JCF) have created new opportunities for pedagogical 

innovation (Department of Education and Skills, 2015). The framework affords 

schools increased autonomy to design and implement a Wellbeing Programme that is 

engaging, challenging and responsive to students’ needs (NCCA, 2021), creating a 

space for more student-centred approaches to curriculum development. 

The intervention was developed based on the NIC Framework, emphasising 

collaborative problem-solving, iterative refinement and the integration of both 

student and researcher perspectives to enhance educational practice (Fitzpatrick, 

2016). Within this framework, the researcher retains responsibility for pedagogical 

design while engaging students in meaningful dialogue and reflection, enabling their 

voices to inform the focus and structure of the intervention. By combining 

professional expertise with student insights, the NIC framework supports a 

participatory approach to curriculum development that is responsive, contextually 

grounded and oriented toward continuous improvement. 
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6.2.1 The Negotiated Integrated Curriculum (NIC) 

Negotiated integrated curriculum (NIC) is an approach to curriculum design and 

enactment in which students are actively invited to participate in shaping their 

learning through processes of dialogue and negotiation with their teacher 

(Fitzpatrick, 2016). Central to NIC is the dual notion of negotiation and integration. 

The negotiated dimension involves students contributing to decisions about the focus 

and direction of learning, typically through the identification and exploration of 

issues or concerns that are meaningful to them (O’Reilly, 2008), while an integrated  

curriculum reflects a broad conception of curriculum integration as the making of 

connections between school knowledge and lived experience (Drake & Reid, 2018). 

The theoretical foundations of NIC are strongly informed by the work of Boomer 

(1982, 1992), who conceptualised curriculum negotiation as a deliberate pedagogical 

stance. Boomer argues that negotiating the curriculum involves intentionally creating 

opportunities for students to contribute to and reshape the educational programme, 

thereby fostering a sense of ownership and investment in both the learning process 

and its outcomes (Boomer, 1992). Boomer states,  

“Negotiating the curriculum means deliberately planning to invite students to 

contribute to, and to modify the educational program, so that they will have a 

real investment both in the learning journey and in the outcomes” (Boomer et 

al., 1992) p. 14).  

Within a NIC, the concept of negotiation is extended through an emphasis on the 

ongoing, dialogic co-construction of knowledge between teachers and learners. What 

distinguishes NIC from earlier integrative approaches is a sustained and explicit 

commitment to negotiation as a continuous process, underpinned by communication, 

collaboration and shared meaning-making (Fitzpatrick, 2016). Consequently, group 

work and dialogic interaction are not simply pedagogical strategies but are 

constitutive of the approach itself (Boomer et al., 1992). 

NIC closely aligns with the integrative curriculum tradition work by Beane (Beane, 

1997), in which curriculum is organised around the questions and concerns of 

learners. NIC utilises thematic structures to organise learning. These themes, 

however, are not predetermined, but rather emerge from students concerns. 

Importantly, NIC extends these traditions by integrating perspectives, decision-
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making processes and responsibilities within the learning environment (Fitzpatrick, 

2016). In doing so, it offers an authentic means of engaging with issues that are 

meaningful to students. Hoy and Hoy claim that learning is enhanced when students 

perceive a connection between curricular content and their own concerns (Hoy & 

Hoy, 2006). 

Epistemologically, NIC is grounded in social constructivism, with its emphasis on 

knowledge as socially constructed through interaction. The processes of negotiation 

that characterise NIC are inherently social, occurring through dialogue between 

teacher and students and among students themselves. These interactions position 

learners as active participants in knowledge creation. A key outcome of this process 

is the promotion of agentic engagement, whereby students exercise influence over 

their learning by contributing to decisions regarding curriculum content and 

pedagogical approaches (Beane, 1997; Boomer et al., 1992). Agentic engagement is 

evident when students articulate their perspectives, shape learning activities and 

participate collaboratively and critically in shared inquiry (Lawson & Lawson, 

2013). 

While NIC facilitates a redistribution of power within the classroom, it does not 

imply the absence of teacher authority. Rather, teachers play a crucial role in 

enabling and sustaining the conditions necessary for meaningful negotiation (Drake, 

2012). This includes making principled decisions about the extent to which control is 

shared and ensuring that essential curricular requirements are addressed. As such, 

teachers may incorporate “non-negotiables” within the process, such as mandated 

content or learning outcomes that must be included (Bovill et al., 2011; Drake, 

2012). In this way, NIC can be understood as a negotiated balance between student 

agency and teacher responsibility, where the curriculum remains both responsive to 

learners and accountable to broader educational expectations. 

6.2.2 Implementation of NIC in this Study 

Set within a supportive classroom environment, the NIC framework was used at the 

outset of the design cycle. The initial stage of the intervention involved structured 

negotiation with students to identify and articulate the primary concerns, daily 

challenges and setbacks encountered in their school lives. O’Reilly emphasises that 

the core learning and impact of NIC begins in these early stages of engagement, 
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particularly when students recognise that their ideas are taken seriously and 

meaningfully influence curriculum direction (O’Reilly, 2008). This framework 

informed the negotiated process in DCI and contributed to the iterative refinement of 

the intervention in subsequent cycles. 

The NIC process is structured into ten distinct stages, each designed to guide 

collaboration, data-informed decision-making and iterative development of the 

intervention. The following is a description of the application of this process in DCI. 

Stage 1: Identifying Personal Concerns 

The first stage in the NIC model focuses on identifying personal concerns. In this 

stage, students reflect individually on challenges they face in their daily school life, 

with a goal of creating an open space where students can express their struggles 

without judgment. During this stage, each student listed five challenges on a 

worksheet.  

Stage 2: Grouping Personal Concerns 

Students collaborated in groups of three and four, shared personal concerns in small 

groups to establish commonalities, and categorised their personal concerns into 

common themes. It is made clear to students that they can choose what to share and 

what to keep private. It also allows the teacher to identify key areas emerging from 

the students’ responses. The outcomes of the group discussions were presented 

online to the class, by each group, in Google Meets. This step helps students 

recognise shared experiences and foster a sense of community. 

Stage 3 & 4: World Concerns & Grouping World Concerns (Omitted in this study) 

The original framework included an exploration of broader world concerns, but for 

this study the focus remains on individual and group-level challenges within the 

school environment. 

Stage 5: Finding Themes 

The grouped personal concerns are analysed to identify overarching themes with 

each of these themes providing the foundation for structuring the intervention. 

Stage 6: Sharing Themes 

The themes are presented back to students by students, to ensure accuracy and 

confirm their contribution was represented in the feedback. The presentations varied 
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from posters to the use of the whiteboard. Students had the opportunity at this stage 

to refine, expand or merge themes based on further reflection and class discussion. 

Stage 7: Student Vote 

Students prioritise which themes they find most important, with the voting process 

ensuring that the intervention remains student-centered. The highest-ranked themes 

shape the final lessons. 

Stage 8: Connecting Questions to Themes 

Key questions were linked to each theme to support structured discussion and 

reflection. These questions were used to facilitate classroom dialogue and to prime 

students’ thinking. 

Stage 9: Selecting Activities 

Students help decide on activities that will best support their learning under each 

theme. The goal here is to ensure engagement through relevant and practical learning 

experiences. 

Stage 10: Unit Planning 

The researcher finalises the themes and structures the lessons into the taught element 

of the intervention. Student input informed this process. The final structure seeks to 

be balanced, progressive and aligned with the goal of increasing academic buoyancy. 

While the original framework includes stages dedicated to exploring and grouping 

broader world concerns (Stages 3 and 4), these stages were intentionally omitted in 

this study. The focus of the present intervention was specifically on enhancing 

student buoyancy in response to everyday setbacks and challenges experienced 

within the school environment. This adaptation ensured contextual relevance and 

conceptual coherence, while maintaining fidelity to the participatory principles of the 

NIC approach. 

The negotiated design process for DCI was conducted entirely online, due to 

nationwide school closures and the shift to remote learning as a consequence of the 

COVID-19 pandemic lockdown restrictions. All stages of student engagement 

including discussion, collaborative activities and collective decision-making, were 

facilitated through digital platforms from Google Suite. The implementation of the 

resulting curricular intervention, likewise, took place in a remote setting as the 
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COVID-19 pandemic restrictions continued. As a result, both the development and 

delivery of the intervention were shaped by the affordances and constraints of online 

learning environments. Despite these contextual limitations, the core pedagogical 

principles of engagement, collaboration and reflection that underpin the design of the 

intervention, as set out in the conceptual framework chapter, remained central to the 

intervention. 

6.2.2.1 NIC Timeline 

Table 7 below presents the timetable for the NIC process employed in DCI, detailing 

the scheduling of each stage in the negotiation process of this intervention. The same 

schedule was implemented across the three participating class groups in TY (TYA, 

TYB and TYC).  

Table 7. Timetable for Consultation for TYA, TYB and TYC 

Date Stage 

Session 1 1. Personal concerns 

Session 2 2. Grouping concerns 

Session 3 5. Finding themes 

Session 4 6. Sharing themes 

Session 5 7. Student vote 

Session 6 8. Connecting questions to themes 

Session 7 9. Selecting activities 

 10. Planning – Pedagogical Design Researcher Task 

 

6.2.2.2 Implementation of NIC in DCI 

Figure 8 presents the stages from the negotiated process for DCI showing the 

adapted version of the NIC framework used in the negotiated process of this 

intervention, emphasising where opportunities for collaboration occurred at three 

levels: individual, group and class. 
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Figure 8. Stages in Negotiated Process for DCI 

Each stage is presented here in detail, outlining the activities and processes that 

occurred in each class during DCI. As this cycle was conducted online, student 

contributions were recorded and represented by the teacher (e.g., on whiteboards and 

post-it notes) and shared digitally with the class. 

 

Stage One – Identify personal concerns 

On a Google Doc worksheet students individually list their personal concerns which 

arise regularly in their school life.   

 

Stage Two – Identify group concern 

Students share personal concerns in small groups to establish commonalities. It is 

made clear to students that they can choose what to share and what to keep private. 

These are presented to the class by each group online in Google Meets. 

 

Stage Five – Finding themes 

In finding themes, the major ideas are collected onto the classroom board. The class 

discusses what is meant by a theme and then uses the material on the board to 

connect common concerns. 
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Stage Six – Sharing themes 

When themes were shared, a facilitated Google Meets class discussion enabled 

students to collectively review the suggestions and identify areas of repetition or 

overlap. 

 

Stage Seven – Student vote 

Students were invited to prioritise the themes identified through a structured, 

student-centred process. Following a class discussion to clarify and refine each 

theme, students participated in a live voting activity conducted synchronously via 

Google Meet. A show-of-hands approach was used to capture student preferences. 

Votes were counted and recorded by the researcher and themes were subsequently 

ranked based on frequency of selection. The highest-ranked themes directly 

informed the design of lessons. While this approach facilitated efficient data 

collection in a remote setting, it did not allow for anonymous responses, a limitation 

addressed in subsequent design cycles. 

 

Emerging themes from stages 5 to 7 

Recurring themes were primarily derived from students’ own language, with minor 

refinement by the researcher for clarity and coherence. 

The following recurring themes emerged: 

Study Skills – Students expressed concerns about keeping up with coursework, 

meeting deadlines and handling exam stress. Students also expressed difficulty with 

Classroom Based Assessments (CBAs) and anxiousness around how to present their 

projects. 

Resilience – Students reflected on how setbacks, such as receiving a low grade or 

struggling with a new topic, impacted their confidence. Students recognised the need 

to shift from a fear of failure to a mindset where mistakes were seen as learning 

opportunities.  
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Communication and Organisation Skills – Students highlighted the challenge of 

managing extracurricular activities, language barriers, friendships, part-time jobs and 

family expectations alongside their studies. 

Personal Growth & Teamwork – Students identified moments where they had to 

make difficult choices, such as choosing subjects to take for their leaving cert. There 

were also concerns around conflict with friends. Students highlighted the impact of 

COVID-19 and this period of remote learning on their motivation, engagement and 

confidence. Many described difficulties with concentration, reduced interaction with 

peers, fear of going back to in-person classes and gaps in their learning.  

 

Figure 9. DCI concerns mapped to themes 

 

Stage Eight – Connecting questions to themes 

Following guiding questions from the researcher, students suggest initial learning 

activities to address the concerns they agreed upon. These are written on post it notes 

and placed underneath the relevant theme of concern. For example, if “decision 

making” was identified as a theme, guiding questions included: How do we decide 

what is an important decision and what is less important? What strategies can we 

use to help us when we need to make important decisions? 

These themes became the foundation for structuring the intervention, ensuring that 

the content remained relevant and meaningful to students' everyday school 

experiences. This process allows for a sense of learner agency and decision-making. 
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Stage Nine – Selecting activities 

Based on the activities that the students suggested in stage eight, stage nine involved 

students selecting the activities that they would like included in the intervention. 

These included using a variety of presentation methods for example videos, 

podcasts, TED Talks, YouTube videos and groupwork with suggested activities 

including group discussions, reflective journaling, worksheets and problem-solving 

exercises. 

 

Stage Ten – Curricular planning 

Curricular planning involved the researcher designing the lessons included in the 

taught element of the intervention. The core lesson concepts and overall structure 

were informed by the researcher’s pedagogical expertise, including prior experience 

in designing Transition Year modules, a practical understanding of what can be 

achieved within a one-hour class period as well as engagement with the literature on 

academic buoyancy. Students’ contributions played a key role in shaping the content 

of these lessons, particularly by informing how topics were contextualised and made 

relevant to their lived experiences through their suggestions, feedback, and work on 

theme development. This ensured that while the conceptual framing remained 

researcher-led, the enacted curriculum reflected students’ experiences. 

The lessons focused on key aspects of cognitive and emotional buoyancy, including 

understanding the brain, metacognition, reflection, decision-making, goal setting and 

the development of grit (Appendix 11.5). While these areas were grounded in 

student-identified needs and interests, they were interpreted and translated by the 

researcher into a coherent and developmentally appropriate sequence of learning 

experiences. The aim of the intervention was to empower students with tools and 

strategies to enhance their capacity for academic buoyancy. Each lesson incorporated 

interactive discussion, practical activities and structured reflection.  

Once all lessons in the taught element were finalised, the researcher presented the 

plan to the class, outlining the structure of the lessons and explaining the rationale 

underpinning key design decisions. This supported transparency, reinforced a shared 
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sense of purpose, and situated student contributions within a professionally designed 

framework. 

Table 8 illustrates the relationship between student-identified concerns, the themes 

derived from these concerns, and the corresponding lessons included in the 

intervention. Concerns raised by students were grouped by the students into broader 

thematic categories. The outcomes reflect the intended development of key skills and 

dispositions across the thematic areas. Student-identified concerns include low 

confidence, difficulty with decision-making, and challenges associated with COVID-

19 and online learning, which were then grouped into shared thematic categories 

reflecting their experiences. The first design cycle focused on responding to this 

broad range of concerns through the identification of key themes such as social 

challenges arising from online learning, resilience, teamwork, commitment, and 

decision-making. While these themes emerged from student input, the researcher 

played a key role in interpreting and translating them into actionable design 

decisions. As shown in Table 8, these themes directly informed the structure of the 

lessons, which were designed to address both the emotional and academic needs 

identified by students. In particular, the intervention focused on building confidence, 

improving communication and supporting coping strategies. This initial design cycle 

therefore represents an exploratory phase in which student voice directly shaped the 

direction and content of the intervention, with the researcher interpreting these 

themes and designing structured lessons to address them. 
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Table 8. Sample of the journey of class TYB through the stages of NIC  

Concerns Themes 
Design 

Decision 
Lessons Outcomes Predictor 

Low 

confidence 

in CBA 

presentations 

Resilience (self-

esteem, 

communication, 

coping) 

Introduce 

content to 

build self-

awareness 

and 

confidence 

Lesson on The 

Brain (decision-

making, 

strengths & 

limitations) 

Increased 

confidence 

and 

engagement 

Commitment, 

Confidence 

Friendship 

issues / 

different 

personalities 

Teamwork 

(collaboration, 

perceived 

competence) 

Incorporate 

collaborative 

learning 

opportunities 

Groupwork and 

breakout room 

activities 

Improved 

confidence 

and 

composure 

Confidence, 

Composure 

Difficulty 

making 

subject 

choices 

Decision-

making (5th year 

subjects) 

Provide 

structured 

support for 

decision-

making 

Lesson on 

Decision- 

Making 

(organisation, 

communication) 

Improved 

coordination 

and 

composure 

Coordination, 

Composure 

Feeling 

isolated / 

disengaged 

(online 

learning) 

Commitment 

(engagement, 

study balance) 

Increase 

student 

connection 

and 

engagement 

Lesson on Goal 

Setting 

(planning, 

awareness, 

sharing goals, 

collaboration) 

Greater sense 

of control and 

coordination 

Control, 

Coordination 

Overwhelm 

from 

workload 

Personal 

Growth 

(planning, 

communication) 

Support 

planning and 

prioritisation 

Lesson on 

Developing Grit 

(coping, 

managing 

setbacks) 

Improved 

composure 
Composure 
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Concerns Themes 
Design 

Decision 
Lessons Outcomes Predictor 

Boredom / 

lack of 

variety 

Technology 

(engagement 

strategies, peer 

discussion, 

interactive 

exercises) 

Use varied 

teaching 

approaches 

Integration of 

technology and 

interactive 

methods 

Increased 

engagement 

and 

confidence 

Control, 

Confidence 

Frustration 

with jargon 

Communication 

/ accessibility 

Simplify 

language 

and 

instruction 

Adjusted 

teaching 

approach across 

lessons 

Reduced 

frustration, 

improved 

understanding 

Composure 

Fear of 

failure / 

giving up 

(post-

COVID) 

Resilience / grit 

Normalise 

struggle and 

persistence 

Reflection 

activities across 

lessons 

Increased 

confidence 

and 

commitment 

Confidence, 

Commitment 

 

6.2.3 Results of NIC on Intervention Design 

The findings from the NIC process guide the lessons included in the taught element 

of the intervention, ensuring that each lesson was designed to address the real 

concerns and everyday school needs of students.  

As a result, the taught intervention was structured around six core lessons, reflecting 

the themes prioritised during the participatory design process: 

The Brain – Understanding neuroplasticity and how the brain adapts to challenges. 

Metacognition – Developing self-awareness in learning and thinking. 

Reflection – Recognising setbacks and analysing personal responses. 

Decision-Making – Strengthening problem-solving and critical thinking skills. 

Setting Goals – Learning how to set realistic and achievable academic goals. 
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Developing Grit – Cultivating perseverance and a long-term mindset. 

The poster below provides a visual overview of the content and focus of the lessons 

in the taught element of the intervention. 

 

 

Figure 10. Finalised outline of the taught element of the intervention  

6.3 Implementation of the Taught Element 

The lessons in this part of the intervention focused on key aspects of cognitive and 

emotional buoyancy, including understanding the brain, metacognition, reflection, 

decision-making, goal-setting and developing grit. The aim of the taught element of 
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the intervention was to empower students with tools and strategies to enhance their 

ability to be academically buoyant. Each lesson included interactive discussions, 

practical activities and structured reflections, as follows: 

 

Lesson 1: The Brain 

The intervention began with an exploration of the major regions of the brain, 

particularly those involved in decision-making, critical thinking and emotional 

regulation. Students examined how the teenage brain develops and how this impacts 

learning and behaviour. 

Class Activity: After teacher instruction and watching a video, students worked in 

small groups to label large-scale diagrams of the brain, focusing briefly on key areas 

such as the prefrontal cortex, amygdala and hippocampus. Each group researched the 

function of their assigned region using teacher recommended online resources, at a 

surface level, and presented their findings to the class both orally and on a poster. 

Class Reflection: A teacher led whole-class discussion focused on how 

understanding brain function could help students manage stress and improve 

learning. Students shared personal experiences orally of when their decision-making 

was influenced by emotions and learned why some students are more practical 

thinkers and possess different talents than others. 

 

Lesson 2: Metacognition 

Students explored strategies for thinking about thinking through reflection and 

discussion, enhancing their learning process and problem-solving skills.  

Class Activity: A teacher led ‘think-aloud ’problem-solving exercise was conducted, 

where students verbalised their thought processes while working through a 

challenging academic task. This encouraged awareness of cognitive strategies. 

Class Reflection: Students wrote down two or three learning strategies they had 

used in the past and discussed in small groups how they could refine or expand them 

for greater effectiveness. 
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Lesson 3: Reflection 

This lesson introduced self-assessment techniques and personal growth strategies by 

engaging students in reflective discussion and short self-evaluation activities, helping 

students gain deeper insights into their learning experiences. 

Class Activity: A learning timeline activity allowed students to map out key 

academic moments from the past year, identifying successes and challenges. This 

visual representation helped link past experiences to future learning goals. 

Class Reflection: A structured class discussion centered on the importance of 

reflection in learning, with students identifying one key takeaway from their timeline 

exercise.  

 

Lesson 4: Decision-Making 

Students examined tools and strategies to enhance their ability to make informed 

decisions and develop confidence in their choices by analysing scenarios and 

discussing possible responses in small groups.  

Class Activity: Using the ‘DECIDE ’model (Define, Explore, Consider, Identify, 

Decide, Evaluate), students worked through real-life scenarios in small groups, 

discussing potential outcomes and evaluating the best course of action. Students 

watched a video on what constitutes an important and a less important decision. 

Class Reflection: Students shared examples of past decisions they had made and, 

using the model, considered alternative approaches. The discussion highlighted the 

role of emotions and external influences in decision-making. 

 

Lesson 5: Setting Goals 

This session focused on techniques to define, plan and achieve personal objectives. 

Class Activity: Students created SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 

Relevant, Time-bound) goals, outlining steps needed to achieve them. Following 

this, they shared their goals with a peer for feedback and refinement. 
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Class Reflection: A quickfire ‘questioning check-in’ had students reflect on what 

small step they could take that week to move closer to their goal.  

 

Lesson 6: Developing Grit 

The final lesson focused on building perseverance, resilience, and the ability to 

overcome academic challenges. 

Class Activity: Students participated in a resilience-building challenge, working 

through a complex task with limited instructions. Student responses in the form of 

written reflections emphasised persistence, problem-solving and adaptability as key 

elements of the task.  

Class Reflection: A class discussion centered on moments of struggle and how 

students overcame them.  

 

6.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

Across three classes, a total of 84 students participated in the intervention (28 

students in each of three classes).  For the purposes of anonymity, the three 

participating classes are referred to as Transition Year Class A, Transition Year Class 

B and Transition Year Class C in Table 9. The classes represented a range of 

academic abilities, however, none of the students required additional learning 

support for participation in this intervention. The taught intervention was delivered 

to all classes by the researcher, ensuring consistency in both implementations.  

A mixed methods approach to data collection and analysis was adopted in order to 

capture both quantitative outcomes and qualitative insights related to the 

implementation of the intervention. The Academic Buoyancy Scale (ABS) (Martin et 

al., 2010) was administered prior to the commencement of the six-week taught 

intervention and again after its completion to assess changes in students' academic 

buoyancy. To support ongoing reflection, students were required to submit structured 

class reflections on Google Classroom the day following each lesson (Appendix 

11.6). Additionally, students were encouraged to maintain an unstructured reflective 

journal throughout the intervention, allowing for more personal and flexible 



 

138 

 

engagement with their experiences and providing rich qualitative data (Appendix 

11.7).  

Eighty-four students were eligible and agreed to be part of the study. Information 

sheets and consent forms were distributed and returned to the researcher. All 84 

students completed the pre and post ABS. Of the structured class reflections 368 

were collected over the 6-week course. Unstructured reflective journals yielded 33 

fully completed, 12 partially completed and 39 incomplete. 

6.4.1 Writing Up the Analysis 

The final phase involved reporting the findings, where the refined themes and their 

associated sub-themes were systematically presented and interpreted in relation to 

the research question. At this stage, the six overarching themes - Confidence, 

Coordination, Commitment, Composure, Control and Community - provide the 

primary analytical structure, with sub-themes capturing the more specific patterns 

and nuances within each theme. 

The findings are presented thematically, illustrating both the overarching predictors 

of academic buoyancy and the detailed sub-themes emerging from students’ 

reflections. Selected student extracts are used to exemplify these patterns, 

demonstrating how the intervention from beginning to end supported the 

development of academic buoyancy. This phase moves beyond coding to interpret 

how themes and sub-themes collectively address the study’s central research 

question. 

6.5 Results  

This section presents the findings from this first cycle, examining how the 

intervention influenced students’ academic buoyancy. The analysis integrates 

quantitative results from the ABS with qualitative insights drawn from student 

reflections, which were initially coded deductively according to the six predictors of 

academic buoyancy – Commitment, Confidence, Co-Ordination, Composure, 

Control (Martin & Marsh, 2008) and Community (Smith, 2020). Within each 

predictor, sub-themes were developed inductively to capture the nuanced ways in 

which students articulated their experiences, ensuring that the analysis remained 

grounded in their perspectives. Findings are organised by overarching themes, with 
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sub-themes clearly defined according to inclusion and exclusion criteria outlined in 

the codebook. Key patterns are illustrated and supported with selected student 

quotations and excerpts, providing rich evidence of how the intervention influenced 

students’ coping strategies, confidence, and engagement. Collectively, this analysis 

addresses the central research question by demonstrating the ways in which the 

intervention contributed to the development of academic buoyancy within the DCI 

context.  

Initially the quantitative results are presented, followed by a thematic analysis of the 

reflections, organised by theme and sub-theme, to provide a nuanced understanding 

of students’ experiences informed by the naturalistic context of the study. 

6.5.1 Quantitative Findings 

Changes in academic buoyancy before and after the intervention were tested using 

paired-sample t-test, allowing examination of the differences in the mean scores 

before and after the intervention, and testing of the statistical significance of these 

changes. Table 9 presents the ABS means and standard deviation, before and after 

the intervention, by class and for the whole sample. 

Table 9: Mean and Standard Deviation of ABS Pre and Post Scores by Design Cycle 

and Class 

Class Mean (Pre) SD (Pre) Mean (Post) SD (Post) Paired-T-test 

A 4.26 0.53 4.98 0.26 t(26)=-8.74, p<0.001 

B 2.12 0.30 4.89 0.43 t(27)=-27.57, p<0.001 

C 2.56 0.34 5.06 0.37 t(26)=-27.98, p<0.001 

Overall 2.98 1.01 4.97 0.36 t(81)=-1.78, p<0.001 

The paired-samples t-test revealed a significant increase from pre-test (𝑀=2.98, 

𝑆𝐷=1.01) to post-test (𝑀=4.97, 𝑆𝐷=0.36), 𝑡(81)=−1.78, 𝑝<0.001, with similar 

reported increase in academic buoyancy reported in class B and class C.  The 

exception is class A where the increase was more moderate, probably as a result of a 

higher level of academic buoyancy before the intervention, although the increase was 
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statistically significant ((𝑀=4.26, 𝑆𝐷=0.53) to post-test (𝑀=4.98, 𝑆𝐷=0.26), 

𝑡(26)=−8.74, 𝑝<0.001). 

6.5.2 Qualitative Findings 

The qualitative findings are presented according to the six predictors of academic 

buoyancy – Commitment, Confidence, Co-Ordination, Composure, Control (Martin 

& Marsh, 2008) and Community (Smith, 2020) which serve as the overarching 

themes, with sub-themes capturing the more specific patterns and nuances within 

each category as articulated by students in their reflections. 

6.5.2.1 Theme 1: Confidence  

One of the predictors of academic buoyancy that was identified by Martin and Marsh 

(2008, 2010) is confidence. In this study, confidence was defined as belief in one’s 

ability to succeed in school. Consistent with the literature, confidence was not 

expressed as a fixed trait (McGuinness, 2023). Instead, the qualitative data indicate 

that confidence was developmental, relational and context-sensitive, shaped by 

pedagogical structures, opportunities for reflection and students’ ongoing evidence of 

progress over time. Two subcodes emerged from the data in relation to confidence, 

representing students’ internal academic self-belief and their confidence to 

participate actively in learning: Belief in Ability to Improve and Self-Efficacy in 

Speaking. 

Belief in Ability to Improve 

Belief in the ability to improve refers to students’ developing conviction that effort, 

reflection and time can lead to meaningful academic progress. This subcode 

corresponds closely with growth-oriented beliefs, self-efficacy and adaptive 

academic responses, all of which are associated with academic buoyancy (Martin et 

al., 2010). In their reflections, students demonstrated tentative belief in their ability 

to improve. Improvement was typically framed as a future possibility rather than as a 

personal experience.  Students referred to the practice of reflection as a tool that 

could support improvement rather than a strategy that is already contributing to 

change. Indeed, students commented on the possibility that reflection will support 

their improvement, noting that:  
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“because it (reflection) can help you improve next time” (AC TYA)  

“it helped me improve for future projects” (AD TYA). 

Similarly, confidence was often projected forward, with students expressing hope 

that the intervention would “target the right concerns” (RMcG TYB), so that 

improvement could occur at a subsequent academic stage. These accounts suggest an 

externalised locus of control, where improvement was anticipated but not yet 

grounded in students’ own observation of progress. Early indications from this first 

cycle suggest that belief was not solely attitudinal but appeared to be shaped through 

engagement with reflective practices embedded in the intervention. 

 

Subcode 2: Self-Efficacy in Speaking 

Student reflections indicated an increase in confidence, specifically in terms of self-

efficacy in speaking within group settings. One student noted that: 

“even though we were in breakout rooms and not in person I was better 

able to contribute to the group than I would normally” (EC TYA).  

This may suggest that the online environment reduced some of the social pressure 

typically associated with in-person group work. Similarly, another student reported 

an improvement in their ability to speak out within a group context as the 

intervention progressed saying:  

“I got better at talking out in a group after doing so many group activities in 

this intervention" (MB TYC).  

“… the way it is a smaller group first and then the bigger group so if you 

don’t like speaking in front of big groups at least everyone did it in front of 

the smaller group and that was good…” (ÉS TYC)  

“speaking in front of the class [wasn’t] something I ever like doing but I 

don’t mind as much now” (GO’G TYB).  

These quotes from students indicate a growing belief in a student’s own capacity to 

actively participate in discussions over time. Collectively, these responses highlight 

how structured small-group settings supported students’ self-efficacy in speaking, 

contributing to an overall increase in confidence. 
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6.5.2.2 Theme 2: Coordination  

Within Martin and Marsh’s 5Cs Framework, coordination is understood as the 

organisational and self-regulatory capacity that supports students to manage 

competing demands, plan ahead, and structure effort over time (Martin et al., 2010; 

Ungar, 2021). In this study, coordination was defined as planning, organisation and 

time management in school. Coordination skills help students manage their everyday 

academic challenges, such as deadlines, workload and competing pressures, without 

feeling overwhelmed. Strong coordination skills allow students to respond with 

adaptive action, including breaking tasks down, planning next steps and using 

reflection to stay on track. Two subcodes emerged under coordination: planning 

ahead, referring to students’ ability to anticipate tasks and organise their work in 

advance; and managing competing deadlines, referring to their strategies for 

balancing multiple academic demands simultaneously. 

Subcode 1: Planning Ahead 

Student accounts reflect emerging organisational awareness in learning to become 

more structured. Students commented on the impact that the intervention had on 

their ability to plan and organise, suggesting that they introduce some level of 

coordination into their academic practice. 

“I started planning my work better and then I’m not as stressed and I’m 

more prepared for the classes. It doesn’t even take too long” (EK TYA) 

“After doing these lessons I think I am more prepared, like I can actually 

organise myself better”  (RG TYA) 

“The class was about learning strategies and how to plan our time it was 

good as I can see the benefits of being more organised” (NW TYB) 

“I liked the way the class was all organised and while some parts were hard, 

it would be easier if other classes were as organised” (AG TYC) 

Coordination at this early stage appears to function as a stabilising pedagogical 

feature, particularly within the uncertainty of an online learning context. From this, it 

can be seen that coordination is understood to be a stabilising process through which 

students navigate this period of disruption. 
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Subcode 2: Managing Competing Deadlines 

Managing competing deadlines in this study refers to students’ ability to balance 

multiple demands, for example, homework, exams, sport, extracurricular 

commitments and to prioritise effectively under pressure. Students often framed 

competing demands in practical terms, particularly around balancing schoolwork and 

training: 

“like I can actually organise myself better and get my homework done as well 

as go training. It is still a bit of a struggle as there is a lot to juggle some 

evenings, but when I actively make an effort instead of thinking about 

everything then I can get more done” (AD TYA) 

“Not now but sometimes I need to get better at getting my homework done as 

well as my training and I think this lesson showed us that a little organisation 

can go a long way” (TNC TYB DCI) 

“Not having training helps me not to have to juggle too much but I also think 

that this lesson will help me to be more aware of doing the more important 

things first and divide my time out better” (EM TYC DCI) 

These reflections suggest that challenges for students to be coordinated, were partly 

buffered by reduced extracurricular demands during online learning. Coordination 

was recognised here as being important, though efforts were not yet consistently 

enacted, it appears to be shaped by the interaction between structured support and 

reduced external demands during this cycle. 

6.5.2.3 Theme 3: Commitment 

Commitment refers to students’ capacity to sustain effort, persist with learning tasks 

and remain engaged even when academic work becomes challenging (Martin et al., 

2010; Putwain et al., 2023; Ungar, 2021). Commitment was defined as persistence, 

effort and following through or sticking with a task. In this study, commitment is 

evident in students’ descriptions of persistence, re-engagement after difficulty, and 

their efforts to manage competing demands, particularly schoolwork and sport. Two 

subcodes emerged under this theme: persistence, referring to students’ willingness to 

continue working despite challenges or setbacks and balancing priorities, referring 
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to their efforts to manage and negotiate competing commitments across different 

areas of their lives. 

Subcode 1: Persistence 

Persistence in this study refers to students’ willingness to continue with tasks when 

they become challenging, to re-attempt after mistakes and to sustain effort rather 

than disengage. Persistence was expressed primarily as “keeping going” and “not 

giving up”, often framed in straightforward behavioural terms. Students described 

deliberately maintaining effort when tasks became difficult. 

“Even when things got hard, I reminded myself why it mattered and kept 

trying” (EO’F TYA) 

“Some of the lessons made me conscious of trying hard and that made me 

give my best” (AC TYA) 

“I made myself keep going instead of giving up like the last time I wasn’t able 

to figure out my maths” (AD TYA) 

Across classes, students also emphasised repeated attempts and a growing tolerance 

for being “stuck”: 

“I just try again when I get stuck at something hard in maths” (CD TYC) 

“I don’t get that sick feeling in my stomach when I’m stuck now. I kinda know 

I’ll figure it out eventually well I try hard to anyway” (ER TYC DCI) 

Notably, students linked persistence with reduced emotional reactivity, suggesting 

that commitment was already supporting buoyancy-friendly responses to difficulty. 

Subcode 2: Balancing Priorities 

Balancing priorities is the capacity to sustain engagement with academic tasks while 

navigating competing demands, particularly sport, homework load, competing 

deadlines and other routine disruptions. In this cycle students referred to absence of 

the need to balance priorities, some reflecting on the advantage of not having to 

balance competing demands, while others were looking forward to getting back to 

regular activities: 
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“This isn’t much of a problem now as we just log in to class and we don't 

have homework or training to go to” (RG TYA DCI) 

“Its actually nice to be so calm and relaxed and not to be thinking of training 

and homework every evening” (NW TYB DCI) 

“I am looking forward to going back to matches and training even though I 

know it will be busier and harder to manage” (AG TYC DCI) 

These accounts provide experiential context, suggesting that reduced external 

demands may have supported sustained engagement and commitment during this 

cycle. 

6.5.2.4 Theme 4: Composure 

Composure as part of the 5C’s Framework refers to students’ capacity to manage 

academic stress, regulate emotional responses and remain sufficiently calm to 

engage productively when faced with everyday academic challenge (Martin et al., 

2010). Composure is an important predictor of academic buoyancy. Routine setbacks 

including mistakes, workload pressure or poor performance, can escalate into anxiety 

or disengagement if students lack strategies for emotional regulation. 

In this study, composure was defined as the ability to regulate emotions and remain 

calm under pressure. Two related subcodes emerged from the data: managing stress 

and anxiety, referring to students’ efforts to cope with feelings of pressure or 

uncertainty, and emotional regulation during challenge, referring to students’ ability 

to maintain focus and regulate their emotional responses when faced with difficult 

tasks or setbacks. 

Subcode 1: Managing Stress and Anxiety 

Managing stress and anxiety appeared in this study as students’ awareness of 

academic stressors and their perceived ability to cope with pressure related to 

workload, performance and expectations. This subcode captures both students’ 

general experiences of stress and their emotional responses when encountering 

difficulty, mistakes or setbacks. In this cycle, students frequently described feeling 

calmer and less pressured, often attributing this to the online learning context and the 

temporary reduction in extracurricular and school-related demands, with fewer 
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priorities to balance. Composure in this cycle is commonly framed as an absence of 

stress rather than as an actively developed regulatory skill: 

“I am not panicking as much when things pile up as there are not as many 

things piling up”  (RMcD TYB DCI) 

“Deadlines are still a weak spot, though I panic less when the workload piles 

up”   (KG TYB DCI) 

“Since listening to the video in this lesson it made me a bit more confident 

and a bit less nervous as in lockdown there are less places to go and 

activities to attend” (AG  TYC DCI) 

Students also referenced their emotional reactions when encountering challenge, 

though these were often described in broad or reactive terms rather than in relation to 

specific coping strategies, “I used to panic when I didn’t understand something” 

(AC TYC) and “I’d get frustrated and want to stop” (TH TYA). 

Taken together, these accounts suggest that composure during this cycle was 

supported largely by contextual conditions rather than by students’ own emotional 

regulation strategies. Reduced pressure appeared to buffer stress responses allowing 

students to remain engaged, without yet demonstrating consistently enacted 

approaches to managing anxiety during challenge. 

6.5.2.5 Theme 5: Control  

Control referred to by Martin and Marsh as a student’s belief that they have agency 

over their academic performance and that success or setbacks are influenced by 

factors within their influence, rather than being determined by external forces 

(Martin & Marsh, 2008). It is a student’s perceived capacity to influence what 

happens in their learning, including having choice, agency and strategies that enable 

them to respond adaptively to everyday academic pressures.  

In this study, control is evident in students’ descriptions of increased autonomy and 

voice in learning, alongside the development of self-regulatory practices such as 

reflection, goal setting and planning. Control was defined as the belief that students’ 

own actions influence outcomes. To capture the development of control, the data 

were examined through two subcodes: autonomy in choice, referring to students’ 

experiences of having agency in their learning decisions, and goal orientation and 
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reflection, referring to students’ engagement in goal setting, monitoring progress and 

reflecting on their learning. 

Subcode 1: Autonomy in Choice  

Autonomy in choice emerged as a subcode in students’ reflections, however, the 

sense of agency developed within a context where students were not accustomed to 

having an active voice in intervention design. Although students expressed feelings 

of ownership and meaningful input, their responses suggested that participation in 

shaping the intervention was a new experience:  

“I was unsure whether we were supposed to have a say in the intervention, as 

we are not usually involved in making decisions about our learning” (FC 

TYB) 

“It felt strange being asked what we wanted to change because we’re not 

usually asked about how the work is organised” (HL TYC) 

For other students the perception that the intervention addressed their concerns 

contributed to greater engagement, while also highlighting a shift from passive 

participation towards emerging student agency. Students commonly framed ‘control’ 

as being listened to and having ownership in the learning process. Students valued 

that their concerns and opinions were explicitly invited and acted upon:  

“I realised I liked having more control, even if it meant putting in extra work. 

TY is probably the only year we could do something like this, and it made me 

appreciate the chance to take ownership of my learning” (SF TYA)  

“I was happy to have our opinions included in the module” (HC TYB)  

“I got to write down my concerns and we talked about ways to tackle them” 

 (MD TYC)  

Across reflections, control appeared less about managing difficulty directly and more 

about experiencing agency in a learning context where students typically felt they 

had limited influence. The data suggest that experiencing voice and ownership has 

supported buoyant engagement during this cycle, with control not yet internalised as 

a self-regulatory capacity.  
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Subcode 2: Goal Orientation and Reflection  

This subcode captures how students described reflection, goal-setting, organisation 

and planning as mechanisms for staying on track. Reflection functions here as a 

regulatory tool, enabling students to identify what went wrong and decide what to do 

next. 

Students began to link reflection to personal development and self-awareness:  

“I used to think reflection was pointless, but I see now that it helps me 

improve. It’s still hard to do sometimes, but the value is there. Reflection 

made me more aware of how I learn. That awareness made me feel more 

capable” (AC TYA)  

“I like having a plan and reflection helps to make plans a reality” (MG 

TYC)  

These early reflections suggest that students were beginning to treat reflection as a 

learning tool that supported their capacity to respond productively to challenge, “I 

like having a plan and reflection helps to make plans a reality” (MG TYC). 

6.5.2.6 Theme 6: Community  

While Martin and Marsh’s 5Cs Framework focuses primarily on individual-level 

psychological predictors of academic buoyancy, the qualitative findings from this 

study indicate that community emerged as an additional, socially-grounded code 

shaping students’ capacity to cope with everyday academic challenges. Smith 

introduces community as a 6th C outlining the importance of students’ sense of 

belonging, mutual support, shared experience and collective engagement within the 

learning environment (Smith, 2020). 

Rather than functioning as a predictor in the same way as confidence, commitment, 

composure, coordination and control, community appears to operate as a contextual 

and relational condition that supports the development and enactment of buoyant 

behaviours across the design cycles. In this study, community was defined as a sense 

of belonging, connection and contribution within learning groups, classrooms, 

school or broader contexts (e.g. parents/guardians or other teams and groups). 

Students’ reflections suggest that feeling supported by peers, family members and 

trusted adults reduced isolation, normalised challenge and created emotionally safe 
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learning environments in which other buoyancy-related capacities could be 

expressed. Within the dataset, this sense of community is reflected through two 

subcodes: peer support and shared experience, as well as belonging and collective 

engagement within the learning environment. 

Subcode 1: Peer Support and Shared Experience 

Peer support and shared experience refer to students’ perceptions that others were 

facing similar challenges, and that learning occurred within a network of mutual 

encouragement rather than in isolation. This subcode is particularly relevant to 

buoyancy, as everyday academic difficulties can feel less threatening when students 

recognise that struggle is shared and socially understood. 

Students described an emerging sense of community despite the online context. 

Students valued opportunities to hear others’ concerns and recognised common 

experiences of difficulty and uncertainty:  

“It was nice to know other people felt the same way” (LS TYA) and “Our 

football coach always tells us stories we can relate to” (AH TYC).  

Although interaction was mediated through online platforms, the reflections suggest 

that community functioned as a reassurance mechanism: 

“Even though we weren’t in school, it felt like we were still a group because 

we could talk about what was going on during the online lessons” (CW TYA) 

“Sharing our experiences online made the work feel less isolating and 

created a sense of support in the online group” (HMcL TYC) 

Helping others articulate similar concerns appeared to help students reframe 

individual struggles as shared and understandable, supporting comfort and continued 

engagement during a period of disruption. 

Subcode 2: Belonging through Participation and Voice 

Students frequently linked community to having a voice and feeling acknowledged 

within the group,  

“I like that we got to have a say in the module by telling our concerns” (EK 

TYB)  
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“I also liked that working with peers allowed us to share different 

perspectives” (RMcG TYB) 

“Even though we were online I enjoyed the groupwork as working with 

others is important to me. Presenting our work from the breakout room to the 

class felt like sharing something valuable with others” (AD TYA) 

“Group discussions were important because we built on each other’s ideas 

(SP TYB) 

These accounts suggest that belonging emerged through participatory practices, even 

within the constraints of online delivery. 

6.5.2.7 COVID-19  

A theme that emerged from the data is Covid-19 which, given the timing of DCI, is 

not surprising. DCI took place during the COVID-19 pandemic, when students 

experienced profound disruption in all aspects of their lives. While not a construct of 

academic buoyancy, this theme operated more as a contextual condition that shaped 

students’ learning experiences, emotional responses and capacity to engage with 

everyday academic challenges across the design cycles. Within the dataset, this 

progression is reflected through disruption to learning and routine, which captures 

students’ experiences of interrupted schooling and altered learning structures, and re-

adjustment, referring to students’ efforts to adapt to changing expectations and re-

establish learning habits. 

Subcode 1: Disruption to Learning and Routine 

This subcode captures students’ accounts of how Covid-19 disrupted schooling, 

learning routines, motivation and engagement, particularly during and following 

periods of remote learning. Covid-19 became an immediate disruption to students’ 

learning experiences in the first design cycle. Students frequently described online 

schooling as fragmented and demotivating, with limited structure and reduced 

engagement: 

“Covid really affected how I learned because online school didn’t suit me at 

all” (LS TYA) 

“It was hard to stay motivated during lockdown” (ÉS TYB) 
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“I felt very disconnected from school during Covid” (GO’G TYB) 

Students’ reflections suggest that the absence of normal routines and face-to-face 

interaction made everyday academic challenges feel more difficult to manage. 

Learning was often described in terms of getting through, rather than progressing, 

indicating that academic buoyancy was constrained by the broader instability of the 

period: 

“Most of the time it just felt like I was trying to get through the work and the 

week, not really learning it properly, just finishing what had to be done” 

(PJW TYC) 

Subcode 2: Readjustment 

Students rarely described recovery or re-adjustment, as they were still embedded 

within the disruption itself throughout this cycle. Feelings of uncertainty and 

instability dominated their accounts: 

“Everything felt uncertain during Covid” (SF TYA) 

“I didn’t really feel settled with school at that time” (HC TYB) 

At this stage, Covid functioned as a pervasive external condition, limiting students’ 

capacity to respond buoyantly to academic challenges. 

6.6 Intervention Effectiveness: A Reflective Analysis  

Student feedback from DCI highlights limitations in both the duration and structure 

of the intervention, particularly in relation to reflective practice. While participants 

engaged positively with the activities and reported increased awareness of their 

learning processes, many expressed uncertainty about how to reflect effectively: 

“I liked the idea of the intervention but I didn’t really understand how we 

were meant to reflect. We were just kind of told to do it without being shown 

how” (AC TYA) 

“I learned new things about myself, but I wasn’t always sure what a good 

reflection was  supposed to look like, we did them last year but I didn't know 

then either. I think teachers just expect us to reflect without telling us what to 
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do. There are reflections in our journals and on our tests but we were never 

told how to do them" (AG TYC) 

 

Reflection was therefore perceived more as an expectation than a skill, indicating 

that students lacked sufficient scaffolding to support this element of the intervention. 

Several students also indicated that the six-week timeframe felt rushed, limiting 

opportunities to fully engage with the concepts introduced: 

“It felt rushed over the six weeks, especially since we were online. I think if it 

was longer, we could have understood the reflection part better and got more 

out of it" (MD TYB) 

 

“I think the intervention felt over just when I was getting into it. Even though 

we were online, it was one of the best subjects as it was all organised and we 

got the activity sheets in Google classroom and the breakout rooms for 

groups worked well too. It was just that we could have done with another 

term of the intervention” (LB TYA) 

“I thought it was a very interesting intervention but we didn’t have enough 

time of it” (NW TYC) 

Reflections from the first cycle suggest that belief in students’ own learning 

capabilities was not merely attitudinal but actively constructed through engagement 

with reflective practices embedded in the intervention. In particular, developments in 

confidence and control, as captured within the 5Cs Framework (Martin & Marsh, 

2008), were evident as students began to articulate a greater sense of self awareness 

and ownership over their learning. This was especially significant in light of 

COVID-19, where disruptions to learning had contributed to uncertainty among 

students. The emerging patterns indicate that persistence and commitment began to 

develop early in the intervention, suggesting initial shifts in students’ capacity to 

manage everyday academic challenges, creating supportive conditions for the 

development of academic buoyancy 
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6.7 Theoretical Pillars in DCI 

The intervention was designed around three theoretical pillars identified in the 

literature as essential for creating a context that supports the development of 

academic buoyancy. The intervention aimed to increase students’ ability to be 

academically buoyant through creating an environment where students can work 

collaboratively, engage with the intervention and reflect on their experiences and 

skills. This section discusses the findings of DCI though the lens of these theoretical 

pillars. 

6.7.1 Collaboration 

The development of the taught element of the intervention through the NIC created 

the conditions for collaborations. The NIC framework required students to 

collaborate to identify shared concerns and themes, to vote on the themes and 

develop questions that stem from these themes. The process inherently required 

group work which created conditions that enabled scaffolded students’ collaboration. 

Beyond just developing the themes, the processes created and normalised a 

collaborative environment in which academic buoyancy could develop. The group 

work was then carried on to the taught element of the intervention, where 

collaborative work was an integral part of each of the six lessons.  The qualitative 

data demonstrate a notable improvement in students’ willingness and ability to work 

collaboratively. The group activities embedded in the taught element of the 

intervention encouraged students to communicate effectively, share ideas and 

support each other as a group. This collaborative environment developed essential 

skills such as teamwork, problem solving and interpersonal communication. 

Vygotsky’s Social Development Theory emphasises the fundamental role of social 

interaction in the development of cognition (Gredler, 2012). This theory shows that 

learning occurs through social interaction, particularly within the Zone of Proximal 

Development, where students benefit from guidance by more knowledgeable others 

(Shabani, 2010). Similarly, McGrath et al. highlight the importance of strong 

teacher-student relationships in creating a supportive classroom climate that 

enhances motivation, engagement and overall academic outcomes (McGrath & Van 

Bergen, 2015). Indeed, the collaborative activities in the taught element of the 

intervention facilitated this type of social learning, enabling students to benefit from 
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each other’s knowledge and perspectives. The findings from DCI suggest that the 

concept of collaboration is most clearly demonstrated within the theme of 

community: students had reflected on how they became increasingly comfortable in 

working with their fellow students and with their teacher, creating an environment 

that is less stressful and more conducive to learning through social interactions. 

Figure 11 summarises what students said about their experiences of working in 

groups.  

 

 

Figure 11. Groupwork quotes from DCI 
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6.8 Engagement 

Engagement with the intervention was conducted entirely online due to the 

constraints of COVID-19. Despite the shift to online learning, the findings indicated 

high levels of engagement, with participation surpassing typical levels seen in 

traditional in-person schooling, where an average of 8-9% of students are typically 

absent each day (Tusla, 2023). The higher engagement levels in this study reflect the 

effectiveness of participation in all elements of the intervention and the online format 

in sustaining students ’interest and commitment, even in a virtual environment. This 

aligns with previous research, which suggests that online learning can enhance 

engagement when designed to be interactive and student-centered (Miao & Ma, 

2022). 

This high engagement was evidenced by full attendance rates in the Google 

Classroom setting and active participation during lessons through interactive 

breakout rooms and creation of artefacts such as reflections and reviews for their end 

of year portfolios. Research on student engagement highlights that behavioural 

engagement, which includes participation and attendance, is a crucial component of 

overall engagement and is positively influenced by relevant and meaningful learning 

experiences (Fredricks et al., 2004).  The intervention’s relevance to the students’ 

everyday academic experiences, alongside the inclusion of appropriately challenging 

tasks, contributed to this heightened level of involvement.  

The student-centered nature of the intervention and student participation in 

developing the contributing themes and activities, played a crucial role in enhancing 

engagement by valuing students’ input, increasing their intrinsic motivation and 

making the curriculum relevant to their academic experiences. Theoretical 

frameworks such as Self-Determination Theory, the Zone of Proximal Development, 

Flow and Ecological Systems Theory provide a solid foundation for understanding 

the positive outcomes observed in DCI. Collectively, these theories emphasise the 

importance of involving students in curriculum design to foster deep and meaningful 

engagement, further reinforcing the effectiveness of this approach. Creating a 

climate for student engagement is critical for addressing contemporary challenges in 

education (Baird et al., 2015).  
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6.9 Reflection 

Despite the successes in engagement and collaboration, results from DCI highlighted 

reflection as an area in need of improvement. The data indicated low engagement 

with reflective activities, and where students did engage, responses were largely 

descriptive and lacked analytical depth, highlighting the need for more structured 

and guided reflective practices. Reflection is a critical component of learning as it 

allows the participants to pause and make sense of their experiences, identify areas 

for growth and develop self-awareness (Alam, 2022; Mardi, 2019). 

Before the students began using a reflective journal, the researcher spent a class 

period (one hour) discussing reflective practice. They were introduced to types of 

reflective practice during the lesson. Students received instruction on the importance 

of reflective practice and the benefit of making consistent journal entries throughout 

the intervention. Students reflected on experiences of the NIC process at the end of 

lessons in the taught element of the intervention, in conjunction with overall 

unstructured reflections on the intervention as a whole. Student engagement with 

reflective tasks in DCI was limited on both the structured and unstructured 

reflections, and the level of the reflection was basic. It was evident from early 

analysis that more instruction was needed to evoke a deep level of critical reflection.  

It became evident early on that maintenance of reflective journals does not 

necessarily ensure that students reflect. Some simply described their experiences and 

did not take the critical step towards analysis. This is still an important step in the 

reflective process (Ahmed, 2019). The journals yielded valuable comments and 

information on the students’ view of the intervention. Although the majority of 

students who completed the reflective journal during DCI showed good process and 

content knowledge, a depth of critical reflection was not evidenced. 

Addressing Positionality of the Researcher  

To mitigate potential biases and ensure objectivity, the researcher will remove 

themselves from the direct delivery of the intervention in DCII for reasons outlined 

in Connolly and Flynn (Connolly & Flynn, 2023), see Appendix 11.4. This 

separation allows for a clearer distinction between the roles of researcher and 

practitioner, enhancing the validity of the study’s findings. By having other educators 

deliver the intervention, the research can more accurately assess the intervention’s 



 

157 

 

effectiveness without the influence of the researcher’s presence. This approach is 

supported by Herr and Anderson, who emphasise the importance of addressing 

positionality to maintain the credibility and reliability of action research (Herr & 

Anderson, 2015). 

 

6.10 Thematic and Theoretical Connections in DCI 

Table 10 illustrates how the key themes and theoretical framework evolved in DCI. It 

maps the relationship between the recurring themes - as determined from analysis of 

reflections. Results are framed under engagement, collaboration and reflection, and 

the corresponding theories that guide the design process.  
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Table 10. Thematic and theoretical connections in DCI 

Pillars Theory DCI 

 

 

Collaboration 

 

 

Social Constructivism – Vygotsky, Piaget & Scardamalia 

(Scardamalia, 2002) (Pardjono, 2016) 

Participation (Lundy, 2007) 

 

Learner Active Engagement  - Bruner (Raw, 2014) 

Epistemic Agency (Damşa et al., 2010) 

Zone of Proximal Development -Vygotsky 

Scaffolding (Driscoll, 1994) (Dillenbourg, 2016) 

Working together in small groups chosen by the participants 

 

Space - Menti word clouds for anonymous feedback. Themes 

decided collaboratively 

Peer discussions 

Allowing students to decide on groups and take ownership of class 

Provided timely feedback to support growth 

Guiding students to work together 

 

 

Engagement 

Transactional model of student engagement (Lawson & Lawson, 

2013) 

State of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004) 

 

Engagement Theory (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998) 

 

Student Voice (Lundy, 2007) 

Students come up with suggestions for activities for lessons 

Used supported tasks that required students to focus on topics of 

interest to them 

Students are involved in a project that will form part of the TY 

programme 

Students expressed their ideas freely 

Students were given the voice, space, audience and as much 

influence as possible to address their challenges 
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Reflection 

Command what is lacking (Dewey, 1933) 

 

Becoming more skilful (Schön, 1983) 

 

 

Reflective Practice and Experiential Learning (Moon, 2013) 

 

Interventions steered by reflections 

 

Amalgamate theory with reality 

 

 

DBR and Reflection (Sandoval, 2014) 

 

Driscoll’s Simpler Solution (Driscoll, 1994) 

Reflection encouraged after each class 

 

Practice reflecting more often and try to become better at it and 

embrace the activity 

 

Encourage self analysis 

Realised more instruction was needed early in the pilot 

Encourage students to appreciate the importance of reflection 

 

Continuous refinement of reflections and increased scaffolding 

Encouraged an appreciation of importance of reflecting to change 

future experiences 

Encouraged students to use scaffolded steps to reflect on experiences 

and feelings 

Encouraged students to ask the questions: if what? so what? and now 

what? 
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6.11 Conjecture Map DCI 

The conjecture map in Figure 12 was developed in this cycle to articulate the initial theoretical assumptions underpinning the 

intervention. It serves as a visual tool to link design features with intended learning outcomes, guiding the development and 

refinement of the intervention. 

 

 

Figure 12. Conjecture map summarising enactment and predictions in DCI 
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6.12 Advancing to DCII 

Based on the findings from DCI, several alterations will be made to enhance the 

effectiveness of the intervention in DCII. These changes are guided by the feedback 

received, the theoretical framework for this study and the need to answer the 

research question. According to Reeves, iterative design cycles allow for continuous 

improvement and refinement of educational tools, ensuring that subsequent iterations 

better meet learning objectives (McKenney & Reeves, 2021). 

6.12.1 Micro Changes: 

Tweaks to PowerPoint presentations: Adjustments will be made to the visual and 

content aspects of the presentations to improve clarity and engagement. In addition, 

the extension of the intervention to twelve lessons necessitates revisions to ensure 

stronger alignment and smoother progression between topics, allowing lessons to 

build more coherently on one another. 

More scaffolds for class reflections: Additional scaffolding will be provided during 

class reflections to guide students in developing deeper and more meaningful 

reflective practices. This change is informed by findings indicating low engagement 

with reflective activities and a tendency for student responses to remain largely 

descriptive, rather than analytical. 

Detailed instructions for unstructured reflective journals: More comprehensive 

guidance will be provided on maintaining unstructured reflective journals, 

supporting students in documenting and analysing their learning experiences more 

effectively. This is in response to evidence of limited engagement with journal tasks 

and a lack of depth in students’ reflective writing. 

6.12.2 Macro Level Changes: 

Extension of intervention duration: The taught element of the intervention will be 

extended from six to twelve weeks. This change is informed by findings indicating 

low engagement with reflective activities and limited depth in students’ reflective 

responses. 

Increased depth of learning: The extended timeframe allows for a more gradual 

and structured exploration of key concepts, enabling students to engage more 

meaningfully with content and practise new skills over time.  
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Enhanced reflective practice: Additional time supports the integration of scaffolded 

reflective activities, addressing previously observed low engagement and 

predominantly descriptive responses, enabling progression towards more analytical 

reflection.  

Removing the researcher from the delivery of the intervention: Due to 

considerations of positionality, the DCII intervention will be delivered by teacher 

colleagues rather than the researcher, ensuring a more neutral learning environment 

and minimising potential power dynamics that could influence student responses and 

potential bias. 

By implementing these changes, DCII aims to create a more robust and adaptable 

educational tool that better supports students in developing the skills and buoyancy 

needed to succeed in school. This iterative approach ensures that the intervention 

continues to evolve based on empirical evidence and theoretical insights, ultimately 

leading to a more effective and impactful educational experience.  DCI was a 

valuable first step in the research process, aiding in fine-tuning the intervention and 

increasing the likelihood of successful consequent iterations. 

 

6.13 Conclusion 

Design Cycle I was a fundamental phase of this research process. Through the 

facilitation of a supportive classroom environment, engaging learning experiences 

and student participation, students were empowered to develop a greater sense of 

ownership and enjoyment in their learning. Students reported increased focus when 

group work was incorporated, while the positive relationship between teacher and 

students was attributed to the participatory and negotiated nature of the intervention. 

Design Cycle I also indicated improvements in students’ self-efficacy, determination, 

and willingness to embrace mistakes. As engagement increased, students developed a 

stronger belief in their ability to manage academic challenges. This was 

accompanied by greater perseverance, as students demonstrated increased 

determination to overcome obstacles. The taught element of the intervention 

supported students in becoming more comfortable with failure as part of the learning 

process, a key component of academic buoyancy. While engagement with reflective 
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tasks remained inconsistent notable improvements in both student reflections and 

ABS data, with some variation in the extent of progress across groups, suggest 

emerging development of academic buoyancy. 

Overall, these findings highlight the potential of the structured intervention to 

support the development of academic buoyancy, while also identifying key areas for 

refinement, particularly in relation to reflective practice. The insights gained from 

Design Cycle I provide a strong foundation for the adaptation and enhancement of 

the intervention in Design Cycle II, where more explicit scaffolding and targeted 

strategies will be implemented to further support student learning. 
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7. Design Cycle II “Diving Deeper” 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter outlines the second design cycle, in which a revised intervention was 

implemented. The chapter presents the negotiated part of the intervention, followed 

by the revised taught element of the intervention. The chapter includes a full analysis 

of the data collected, exploring the findings through key themes and subcodes to 

assess the intervention’s effectiveness. The revised conjecture map helps shape 

Design Cycle II, offering structure to interpret themes and refine the intervention 

design in response to insights gained during DCI. Finally, this chapter draws 

conclusions from the findings, considering their implications for future iterations of 

the intervention and its potential impact on student buoyancy. 

Building on the findings of Design Cycle I, this chapter outlines the refinement and 

extended enactment of the intervention within Design Cycle II. The key changes that 

were introduced in DCII are a longer taught element of the intervention, more focus 

on developing reflection skills and the involvement of other teachers in the delivery 

of the taught element of the intervention. Extending the taught element from six to 

twelve weeks allowed more time to be devoted to developing reflection skills and to 

include class reflection sessions. Extending the lessons also allowed for more 

sustained engagement with the constructs underpinning academic buoyancy. 

Involving other teachers in the delivery of the taught element of the intervention 

aimed at overcoming the potential bias that is inherent to the researcher’s 

positionality.    

7.2 Student Participation in DCII 

The first part of the intervention remained unchanged from DCI. The NIC 

framework was used to facilitate students’ participation in identifying daily concerns 

that they experienced, although greater attention was given to supporting student 

reflection and ensuring that their contributions more directly informed the ongoing 

development of the intervention.  

As in DCI the NIC process was implemented with TY students and the process 

informed the content of the taught element of the intervention, even though the titles 

of the lessons remained largely unchanged.  The NIC consisted of eight stages and 
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was facilitated by the researcher. While the overall process remained the same, one 

major situational difference between DCI and DCII is that the NIC process took 

place in-person, as some of the COVID-19 restrictions were by then lifted.   

Student concerns were gathered through small group discussions and subsequently 

shared with the wider class, allowing for collective reflection on common 

experiences. These concerns were then analysed and grouped into overarching 

themes, where they reflected similar results to those obtained in DCI. In line with the 

NIC process, students participated in a structured voting activity to prioritise these 

themes and suggest activities they would like included in the lessons. This ensured 

that both the content and delivery of the taught element of the intervention were 

informed by student voice. Based on this input, the taught element of the 

intervention was adapted and extended to a twelve-week programme, allowing for 

greater depth of engagement and an increased emphasis on reflective practices 

throughout the intervention. 

Following the negotiated stage, the researcher designed a structured twelve-week 

series of lessons, building on insights generated during the first design cycle along 

with student contributions from the NIC process in DCII. While student voice 

remained an important informing influence, the responsibility for organising the 

themes, sequencing content and selecting pedagogical approaches rested firmly with 

the teacher. This ensured that the intervention was coherent, developmentally 

appropriate and aligned with both curricular expectations and the overarching aim of 

fostering academic buoyancy. 

In DCII, the taught intervention was adapted to reflect student input with the 

extended twelve-week programme allowing for deeper engagement. The lessons 

included in the taught element, directly informed by student concerns and with the 

identified themes aligning closely with the focus of each lesson. The range of lesson 

topics was expanded to ensure that all key themes and student-selected activities 

were incorporated. In response to student needs, there was an increased emphasis on 

structured reflection, explicit coping strategies and practical supports such as study 

skills, planning and managing multiple academic demands. These adaptations 

ensured that the lessons remained responsive to student input while providing a 

coherent and comprehensive programme of learning. These themes were translated 
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by the teacher into clear learning intentions and classroom activities, ensuring that 

concepts were accessible, practical and directly relevant to students’ experiences. 

Teacher agency remained central to curricular decision-making, and so the 

researcher exercised professional judgement in shaping the depth, pacing and 

integration of content across the twelve-week taught element of the intervention. 

Particular attention was given to balancing personal development with practical 

strategies, enabling students not only to understand key ideas but also to apply them 

in their academic lives. 

Continuity was maintained throughout the design process by consistently integrating 

students’ identified concerns and challenges within the thematic structure. A high 

level of consistency was observed in the concerns raised by students in DCI, with 

key areas such as stress, decision-making, relationships and academic pressure 

emerging repeatedly, despite some groups expressing this in different ways. This 

consistency suggests that the themes reflect stable and shared aspects of students’ 

lived experiences, allowing the intervention to remain responsive while benefiting 

from a more systematic and intentionally designed framework. 

The final design was shared with students at the outset of the twelve lessons, 

outlining the structure, focus and rationale of this part of the intervention. This 

contributed to maintaining transparency, fostering a collective sense of purpose and 

framing the intervention as both research-informed and grounded in sound 

pedagogical practice.  

Table 11 illustrates how themes derived from earlier student input were translated by 

the teacher into specific lessons and intended outcomes across the twelve weeks of 

lessons. Each thematic strand represents a deliberate progression from identified 

student needs to targeted skill development, supporting the overall aim of enhancing 

academic buoyancy. 
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Table 11. Mapping concerns through outcomes as part of curricular planning 

Concerns Themes 
Design 

Decision 
Lessons Outcomes Predictor 

Personal 

challenges 

in school 

Managing 

stress and 

anxiety 

Introduce 

explicit coping 

strategies 

based on 

student needs 

Lesson on 

metacogniti

on and 

reflection 

Improved 

coping 

strategies for 

stress and test 

anxiety 

Composure 

Difficulty in 

decision-

making 

Decision-

making skills 

Provide 

guidance to 

support 

decisions 

Lesson on 

decision-

making 

strategies 

Enhanced 

ability to make 

informed 

decisions 

Control 

Peer 

relationships 

- conflict 

Communication 

and conflict 

resolution 

Develop 

interpersonal 

skills through 

explicit 

instruction 

Lesson on 

communicat

ion and 

conflict 

resolution 

Improved 

relationships 

and 

communication 

Community 

Time 

management 

due to 

workload 

Goal setting 

and 

productivity 

Support 

organisation 

and planning 

skills, setting 

achievable 

goals 

Lessons on 

time 

management 

and study 

skills 

Improved 

assignments 

and meeting 

deadlines 

Commitment 

& 

Coordination 

Study 

pressure – 

fear of not 

doing well 

Buoyancy and 

grit 

Develop 

resilience to 

academic 

pressure 

Lesson on 

developing 

grit and 

buoyancy 

Greater 

persistence and 

ability to cope 

Commitment 
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7.2.1 Results of NIC process 

As in DCI, the negotiated process served to surface students’ daily challenges and 

primed them to suggest activities for the lessons and to engage with the second part 

of the intervention.  The process also required students to work collaboratively, to 

reflect on their own experience and to engage in thinking and informing the taught 

element of the intervention, thus creating the prerequisite conditions for developing 

or improving academic buoyancy.   

A notable outcome of the negotiated process in DCII was the thematic similarity of 

student concerns compared to DCI.  While some of the concerns raised by students 

were worded differently, there were overarching similarities. In both design cycles 

students raised concerns around decision-making, peer relationships and school 

pressure - although these were expressed differently and reflected on different 

experiences in the two cycles.   

Key themes identified in the negotiated process in DCII include: 

Tests and fear of not doing well: Students expressed concerns around academic 

pressure, particularly the stress related to exams, deadlines and balancing 

schoolwork with personal life. This theme led to a lesson on strategies to manage 

stress and build emotional resilience. 

Feeling overwhelmed with important decisions: Many students highlighted 

difficulties in making important decisions, such as subject choices and future 

academic paths. This theme resulted in a lesson centered on developing students' 

ability to make informed, confident decisions and to handle the uncertainty that 

comes with key academic choices. 

Conflict: Peer relationships were a concern, with students in this cycle noting issues 

around communication and conflict with friends and classmates. The lesson on this 

theme focused on enhancing students' interpersonal skills, particularly in resolving 

conflict and maintaining healthy relationships. 

Workload and time management: Several students struggled with managing their 

time effectively, often feeling overwhelmed by schoolwork, tests and extracurricular 

activities. This theme resulted in a lesson around the importance of setting clear, 
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achievable goals and improving time management skills to boost productivity and 

reduce feelings of overwhelm. 

Fear of not doing well: The theme of resilience emerged from students' reflections 

on their ability to bounce back from setbacks, whether related to academic 

challenges or personal struggles. A lesson on building grit and persistence in the face 

of difficulty is recognised as a key factor in maintaining academic buoyancy. 

 

 

Figure 13. DCII concerns and themed analysis 

 

7.2.2 Insights from the NIC process 

Building on the negotiation element of the intervention, this section shows how 

students experienced and contributed to the process, with particular attention to 

engagement, participation, voice and collaboration. These elements are central to 

understanding not only how the intervention functioned in practice, but also how 

students positioned themselves within it. By drawing on student reflections and 

direct quotations, this section highlights the ways in which students engaged with the 

NIC process, the extent to which they felt heard and how collaborative processes 

influenced both their experience and the overall effectiveness of this negotiated 

element of the intervention. 
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7.2.2.1 Student Engagement and Participation 

The replication of the negotiated process in DCII reaped similar benefits to those 

observed in DCI, particularly in terms of student engagement. By involving students 

directly in the design and modification of the intervention, they felt a greater sense of 

ownership and responsibility towards their learning experience, see Figure 14. This 

participatory method not only fostered a more inclusive educational environment but 

also empowered students to voice their concerns and contribute to tangible changes. 

Engagement levels remained high, as students were actively involved in discussions 

and decision-making processes. This collaborative atmosphere helped in creating a 

learning environment that was more attuned to their needs and preferences, 

ultimately leading to an enriched educational experience. The increased engagement 

was evident through higher attendance rates and more active participation in class 

discussions. 

Quotes from the negotiated element of DCII were examined and categorised into key 

themes that emerged. These themes encompass aspects such as fostering a sense of 

responsibility and control, enhancing meaningful involvement, deepening 

comprehension, promoting teamwork, developing practical abilities, and 

encouraging flexibility. This thematic organisation allowed for a more nuanced 

understanding of the participants' experiences and insights. Some key quotes from 

each theme are outlined here. 

Empowerment and Ownership: 

“Being part of the design process made me feel like my opinions really 

matter. It’s great to know that what we think can actually change how we 

learn” EG TYB 

“I feel more responsible for my learning now because I helped shape the 

lessons. It’s like I have a say in my own education, and that’s just different 

from the usual where we are told everything we need to do.”  ES TYB 

Relevance and Engagement: 

“The lessons feels more relevant to my life because it was designed with our 

input. We included real-life examples that make the content more 

interesting.” LM TYA 
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“I’m more interested in the lessons because we included activities that we 

enjoy and that make sense to us. It’s not just the same old boring stuff in this 

class.” KB TYC 

Improved Understanding and Clarity: 

“We talked a lot about what causes us stress or confusion in a subject, and 

the lesson was adjusted to explain things better. Now, I understand the 

material much more clearly.” MH TYA 

“Having a say in how things are taught means that the lessons are clearer 

and less confusing. We made sure the instructions and explanations are in a 

language we get.” GG TYC 

Collaboration and Support: 

“Working with teachers and other students to design the lessons made me 

realise that we’re all in this together. It’s not just about grades, it’s more 

about learning and supporting each other.” OC TYB 

“The negotiated process helped us create a supportive class. We included 

peer feedback and collaboration, which makes it easier to stay motivated and 

help each other out. We also use peer feedback in other subjects but we don’t 

work together as much” TV TYA  

Practical Skills and Confidence: 

“Being involved in designing the lessons taught me practical skills like 

teamwork. These are skills I can use in the future, not just in school.” KC 

TYC 2021 

“The process boosted my confidence. Seeing my ideas being used in the 

actual lessons makes me believe in myself and be more confident in my 

abilities.” LK TYA2021 

Flexibility and Adaptability: 

“We included flexible deadlines and options for assignments, which helps us 

manage our time better. It’s less stressful and more adaptable to our 

individual needs. I play a lot of sport and a bit of flexibility means I won’t just 

give up and not bother, I can submit my reflection even if I am a day or two 

late.” RE TYC 2021 

“Having input on how assessments are done means they are more varied and 

suited to different learning styles. It’s not just about tests anymore, there are 

projects and presentations too. I really like this aspect of the lessons, tests 

don’t suit everyone and it’s good that we don’t have to worry about them for 

this subject at least” MF TYB 2021. 
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7.2.2.2 Student Voice: Quotes & Reflections 

Student voice played a central role in the negotiated process of DCII. By actively 

engaging students in shaping the content and structure of their learning experience, 

the taught element of the intervention became more personalised and relevant, 

tailored to address their specific needs and challenges. Allowing students to express 

their thoughts, ideas and concerns empowered them to take ownership of their 

learning journey, fostering a deeper connection to the material and increasing overall 

engagement. The importance of having their voices heard was evident throughout the 

process, as students felt that their contributions helped shape an intervention that was 

meaningful but was also relevant to their personal experiences and aspirations. 

The following are some student quotes highlighting the significance of having a 

voice in the process: 

"It felt like this subject was made for me. I had a say in everything, and that 

made it more interesting" (GT, TYC) 

"When we voted on the themes, I felt like my opinion mattered. It was nice to 

see how everyone’s concerns were taken seriously, even us quieter ones” (JC 

TYC) 

"Being able to share my ideas and listen to others made the subject feel more 

real. It wasn’t just a lesson, it was something we all built together" (VT TYA) 

"I really appreciated having the chance to help design the lessons. It made 

me feel like I had control over my own learning" (SF TYA) 

"Having a voice in the process made me more motivated. I felt more engaged 

because I knew this was for us, based on what we care about, this never 

happens in school!" (LM TYB) 

7.2.2.3 Collaboration: Quotes and Reflections 

Students expressed mixed, but largely positive, thoughts on collaboration during the 

negotiation process, particularly when working in groups to discuss and categorise 

their concerns before reporting back to the class. Many students appreciated the 

opportunity to work together valuing the chance to express their concerns and to 

share ideas, listen to others, and build upon each other's thoughts. The collaborative 

nature of the process allowed them to recognise that their individual experiences 

were shared by others. Students noted that working in groups also helped them refine 
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their ideas, as different perspectives allowed them to reflect on their experiences and 

led to more thoughtful reflections on the themes and issues. 

However, as with any group work, there were challenges. Some students mentioned 

frustrations when certain group members did not contribute equally, which led to 

imbalances in the workload. Despite this, the overall consensus was that the benefits 

of collaboration outweighed these challenges. Students acknowledged that 

presenting their findings to the class was an important part of the process, as it gave 

them the chance to practice communication skills and gain feedback from their 

peers, though some preferred not to be part of the “reporting back” students. 

Here are some student quotes that reflect their thoughts on collaboration: 

"Working in a group helped me see that I'm not alone in how I feel about 

some of the challenges we face. It was good to hear other people's thoughts" 

(MWS TYA) 

"At first, I was’t sure about group work, but it was actually helpful. It made 

us come up with better ideas, and I liked presenting them to the class" (MS 

TYA) 

"There were times when some people didn't do their part, and it made things 

harder, but overall, it was good because we could bounce ideas off each 

other" (KC TYC) 

"I liked that we got to report back to the class because it felt like everyone’s 

ideas mattered, and it gave us a chance to be heard, it was cool to 

collaborate with my classmates because we all brought different thoughts to 

the table. It made the whole subject feel more real." (MM TYC) 

 

7.2.3 Summary of Negotiated Findings 

As in DCI, the negotiated part of the intervention enabled students’ participation 

with students playing an active role throughout each stage, engaging in dialogue and 

reflection. Their engagement, captured through reflections and classroom 

interactions, demonstrates how opportunities for voice and collaboration supported 

meaningful engagement and encouraged students to articulate and respond to their 

everyday academic challenges, see Figure 14. The ongoing emphasis on student 

participation was embedded throughout this negotiated phase of the intervention. 
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Figure 14. A selection of quotes from DCII 

7.3 Implementation of the taught element of the intervention  

Building on the insights gained from DCI, the taught part of the intervention was 

extended to twelve weeks, incorporating both micro and macro changes identified 

from DCI. Extending the taught element of the intervention to twelve weeks, allow 

for a deeper exploration of critical areas, particularly the area of reflection. In 

addition, in DCII the researcher handed over the delivery of the taught element of the 

intervention to other teachers, to address concerns regarding the researcher 

positionality. This strategic decision aims to eliminate potential biases and enhance 

the objectivity of the study’s outcomes, as recommended by Herr and Anderson 

(Herr & Anderson, 2015). By entrusting the implementation of this part of the 

intervention to other educators, the research can more accurately evaluate the 

intervention’s effectiveness and in doing so, the researcher seeks to ensure the 

intervention’s independence and validate its robustness. A successful handover 

would demonstrate that the intervention can effectively stand on its own, 

independent of its original developer, thereby confirming its scalability and 

adaptability for broader application in diverse educational contexts (Fishman & 

Penuel, 2018). 

At a micro level, several refinements have been made to individual class resources 

and group work dynamics. PowerPoint presentations have been tweaked for clarity 

and to give more direction. Additional scaffolds have been provided for class 
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reflections and detailed instructions have been given for maintaining unstructured 

reflective journals A key change in DCII that is not inherent to the planned design 

was the shift from online teaching to face-to-face teaching, as some of the COVID-

19 restrictions were lifted. While this was never part of the design, it allowed test the 

stability of the intervention in different contexts 

 

The twelve-week lessons focused on understanding the brain, metacognition, 

reflection, decision-making, goal setting, developing grit, and developing reflection 

skills. As in DCI, the aim of the lessons was to empower students with tools and 

strategies to enhance their ability to be academically buoyant. Each lesson included 

interactive discussions, practical activities and structured reflections, as follows: 

 

Week 1: Introduction  

The initial session included an overview of the lessons, followed by an explanation 

of academic buoyancy. Students were then provided with reflective journals and 

given guidance on how to use them effectively. In addition, they joined Google 

Classroom and received instruction on where and how to submit their class 

reflections.  

Week 2: The Brain 

This session introduced students to the concept of neuroplasticity, with a focus on 

how the brain adapts to challenges. It also explored individual areas of strength and 

talent, alongside a discussion of growth mindset and the role of effort in shaping 

intelligence. 

Week 3: Reflection 

This session focused on developing students’ understanding of the role of self-

reflection in learning. It also introduced strategies for effective self-reflection, with 

students using their journals alongside scaffolds and guided prompts to support this 

process. 

Week 4: Decision-Making 

This session explored a range of decision-making models and guided students in 

identifying important decisions in their own lives. It also examined the factors that 
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influence effective decision-making in both school and everyday contexts, alongside 

strategies to support more informed and thoughtful choices. 

Week 5: Metacognition 

This session focused on developing students’ understanding of how they think and 

learn. It explored strategies to enhance self-awareness in learning processes and 

examined reflection as a key method for developing this awareness. 

Week 6: Setting Goals 

This session introduced the SMART goal-setting framework and examined strategies 

for maintaining motivation and tracking progress. Students then applied these 

concepts by setting a personal goal for themselves. 

Week 7: Developing Grit 

This session focused on developing students’ understanding of perseverance and 

resilience in the pursuit of long-term goals. It also revisited the concepts of growth 

and fixed mindsets, particularly in relation to overcoming setbacks. 

Week 8: Reflection 

This session involved a midway review of students’ progress and the challenges they 

had encountered. It included identifying areas for improvement and adjustment, 

along with checking in on the depth of reflections in their reflective journals. 

Week 9: Successful Study Practices 

This session explored effective revision techniques and approaches to time 

management. It also examined strategies to help students overcome procrastination 

and manage exam-related stress. 

Week 10: Identifying Strengths 

This session focused on students’ self-assessment of their personal strengths and how 

these could be used effectively. It also explored the connection between these 

strengths and both academic and personal success. 

 

 

 



 

177 

 

Week 11: Problem Solving / Critical Thinking Skills 

This session involved practical exercises in problem solving, with a focus on 

evaluating alternative solutions. It also examined strategies to develop logical 

reasoning and adaptability. 

Week 12: Reflection 

This session reviewed the progress made throughout the intervention and provided 

an opportunity to discuss key lessons learned. It also focused on how the strategies 

developed could be applied beyond the duration of the intervention. 

 

The poster below provides a visual overview of the content and focus of the lessons 

in the taught element of the intervention. 

 

 

Figure 15. Finalised outline of the taught element of the intervention 

 

7.4 Data Collection and Analysis of the Taught Element of the 

Intervention 

Across three classes, a total of 75 students in three classes participated in the taught 

element of the intervention. Pre- and post- intervention surveys were completed by 

74 students. A further 528 structured class reflections and 64 unstructured reflections 

(of which 11 partially completed) were collected over the twelve-week taught 

element of the intervention, see Appendices 6 and 7.  
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7.5 Results  

This section presents the findings from DCII, examining how the refined 

intervention influenced students’ academic buoyancy within an in-person classroom 

context. As in DCI, the analysis integrates quantitative results from the Academic 

Buoyancy Scale (ABS) with qualitative insights drawn from student reflections. The 

section begins with presenting the quantitative data, followed by thematic analysis of 

the reflections.  Collectively, the analysis addresses the central research question by 

exploring how the refined intervention supported students in managing everyday 

academic challenges. 

7.5.1 Quantitative Findings 

As in DCI, the analysis presents changes in academic buoyancy before and after the 

taught part of the intervention, using paired-sample t-test to test the statistical 

significance of these changes. Table 12 presents the ABS means and standard 

deviation before and after the intervention by class and for the whole sample. 

Table 12. Mean and Standard Deviation of ABS Pre and Post Scores by Design 

Cycle and Class 

Class Mean 

(Pre) 

SD 

(Pre) 

Mean 

(Post) 

SD 

(Post) 

Paired-T-test 

A 3.06 0.59 3.33 1.05 t(23)=-1.62, p=0.060 

B 3.06 0.55 3.78 0.58 t(24)=-4.35, p<0.001 

C 2.22 0.37 4.74 0.45 t(24)=-34.97, 

p<0.001 

Overall 2.77 0.64 3.96 0.94 t(73)=-8.48, p<0.001 

 

The changes in academic buoyancy before and after the taught element of the 

intervention were substantially lower in DCII compared to DCI, suggesting that the 

taught intervention in DCII was not as efficient as before. The paired-samples t-test 
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revealed a significant increase from pre-test (𝑀=2.77, 𝑆𝐷=0.64) to post-test 

(𝑀=3.96, 𝑆𝐷=0.0.94), 𝑡(73)=−8.48, 𝑝<0.001, with similar reported increase in 

academic buoyancy reported in class B, and a more substantial increase in class C.  

The exception is class A where the increase was more moderate, and not statistically 

significant ((𝑀=3.06, 𝑆𝐷=0.59) to post-test (𝑀=3.33, 𝑆𝐷=1.05), 𝑡(23)=−1.62, 

𝑝=0.060). 

7.5.2 Qualitative Findings 

Findings are again organised according to the six predictors of academic buoyancy 

(Martin & Marsh, 2008), with Community (Smith, 2020) included as an additional 

theme, and further elaborated through sub-themes derived from students’ reflections 

coded in Nvivo. 

7.5.2.1 Theme 1: Confidence  

Before examining the subcomponents of confidence in DCII, it is important to 

consider how confidence manifested across this cycle more broadly. Following the 

return from online learning, the context was marked by notable absenteeism and a 

degree of disruption as students readjusted to face-to-face routines. Within this 

unsettled environment, confidence appeared less stable than in DCI. In response to 

findings from DCI, refinements were introduced to strengthen structure and 

reflective scaffolding, however, these supports operated within a context where 

attendance patterns and re-adjustment shaped how confidence could be developed. 

The subcodes explore the different ways in which confidence was negotiated during 

this transitional period.  

Subcode 1: Belief in Ability to Improve 

By DCII, belief in the ability to improve became more personal, experiential and 

emotionally grounded. Students increasingly linked confidence to persistence and 

effort, often in contrast to prior negative learning experiences. Statements such as:  

“when I keep trying I actually can improve” (LG TYA), indicate a shift from 

optimism to experientially grounded confidence.  

Some students reflected on their improvement comparing recent work to earlier 

work:  
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“when I compared my earlier work to my more recent work, the difference 

was obvious” (AMcR TYC) 

Through this reflective comparison, students began to reinterpret struggle as part of 

learning rather than as confirmation of inadequacy. One student explained: 

“I used to assume that because I struggled at first, I would never be able to 

do well. But the more I practised, the easier things became. That experience 

showed me that my ability isn’t fixed” (AOB TYB) 

Students saw improvement as tangible evidence that ability was malleable rather 

than fixed. One student’s account was an initial feeling of being overwhelmed but 

later recognising that they had improved: 

 “When I looked back at my earlier work and compared it to what I’m doing 

now, I could see how much it had improved” (EC TYB) 

“I used to assume that because I struggled at first, I would never be able to 

do well. But the more I practised, the easier things became. That experience 

showed me that my ability isn’t fixed, and that I can improve if I give myself 

enough time” (AOB TYB)  

This illustrates how reflective comparison enabled students to reinterpret struggle as 

part of learning rather than as failure. Confidence was no longer purely anticipatory 

but was increasingly grounded in lived experience. However, this development 

occurred within a disrupted context characterised by inconsistent attendance, 

changing teaching arrangements and ongoing uncertainty.  

Subcode 2: Self-Efficacy in Speaking 

Student reflections indicated an increase in confidence related to self-efficacy in 

speaking with the return to in-person groupwork. Despite the return to the physical 

classroom, students reported feeling more capable of contributing verbally than they 

did in the online situation.  

“Being back in class, I felt more comfortable speaking in the group and I was 

able to contribute more than I would have when we were online.” (LG, TYA) 

“I found it easier to speak out and share my ideas in group work in class 

compared to online, where I would usually stay quieter” (AM TYA) 
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These reflections suggest that participation structures within the classroom supported 

students in managing the social demands of speaking. Similarly, another student 

reflected on an improvement in their ability to speak out in a group: 

“I feel like this class helped my confidence, especially when it comes to 

speaking. I used to get so nervous in front of the class, but now I feel a little 

calmer” (KL TYC)  

“I didn't think I'd like working in groups, but it actually helped my 

confidence. It felt less scary to share my ideas with a few people, and then it 

was easier to speak up when we had to report back to the whole class” (KM 

TYC) 

These findings suggest that in-person classroom conditions, when appropriately 

structured, can foster students’ self-efficacy in speaking. The data highlights how 

students’ confidence is shaped not only by individual disposition, but by the learning 

environment and opportunities provided to experience successful verbal 

participation. 

7.5.2.2 Theme 2: Coordination  

In DCII, coordination was analysed within a context marked by absenteeism and 

readjustment to face-to-face learning. While students continued to recognise the 

importance of organisation and routine, their use of coordinated practices appeared 

uneven as classroom stability was still being re-established. 

Subcode 1: Planning Ahead 

Students’ reflections on the intervention in this cycle demonstrate a more explicit 

attempt to plan ahead as a strategy to reduce stress and gain control, with students 

describing organisation as something that helped them feel calmer and more capable 

in day-to-day learning: 

“One of the most helpful parts of the subject was learning how to organise 

myself better” (AH TYA DCII) 

“Goal setting worked well for me because it gave me a reason to keep 

going” (KG TYB DCII) 

“I’ve started to get more organised and that helped me feel less stressed” 

(LM TYC DCII) 
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These accounts suggest that coordination was beginning to function as a coping 

resource rather than simply a feature of the lesson. However, this development 

occurred within a disrupted context characterised by a return to school, varied 

teaching delivery and ongoing Covid-related interruptions to extracurricular 

activities. 

Subcode 2: Managing Competing Deadlines 

In this cycle, students positioned coordination as a tool for coping with pressure and 

responsibility, linking organisation to emotional regulation and preparedness. 

“I’m more careful with deadlines now” (AD TYB) 

“The organisation skills were actually the most useful thing I got from this 

subject, I felt less stressed because of it” (HF TYB) 

“I found setting goals really useful, especially for balancing school and 

sports” (MS TYC) 

Although students still report difficulties, reflections indicate that coordination skills 

were developing in ways that supported day-to-day coping. 

7.5.2.3 Theme 3: Commitment  

Commitment within DCII emerged as a more complex and context-dependent aspect 

of academic buoyancy. In contrast to DCI, where external activities were limited due 

to COVID-19 restrictions, students in DCII were navigating a renewed balance 

between academic responsibilities and extracurricular commitments, particularly, 

increased participation in sporting events. This shift appeared to impact students’ 

ability to consistently engage with schoolwork, with some reflections indicating a 

tension between competing priorities:  

“I find it hard to stay focussed in school as it is TY and we are just getting 

back to going to matches again after having none for 8 months” (PJW TYB). 

In response, the taught element of the intervention placed greater emphasis on 

supporting students in sustaining effort, managing competing demands and 

maintaining focus on academic tasks. Strategies related to goal setting, time 

management and prioritisation were more explicitly embedded across the 

intervention to address these challenges. 
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Within this theme, two key sub-themes emerged: persistence and balancing 

priorities. These capture how students described their efforts to remain engaged with 

schoolwork and the ways in which they negotiated competing demands on their time. 

Subcode 1: Persistence 

In the second design cycle, commitment remained visible but appeared more 

intentional and explicitly shaped by fatigue and real-world pressures of being back to 

extracurricular commitments since lockdown. Students continued to describe 

“sticking at” work even when it felt challenging: 

“I try to stick at work even when it feels tough…” (EM TYA)  

“Sport makes me tired but also teaches me to commit better” (RS TYA)  

Students increasingly connect commitment in school to persistence learned through 

sport and other activities: 

“I like that sport teaches me to be committed…” (MW TYC)  

“Sport can be tiring but it teaches me persistence” (KS TYB) 

These accounts reflect persistence under strain. Students described effort as 

something that had to be actively managed alongside tiredness, 

disrupted routines and scheduling pressures. These findings suggest that while 

commitment was present, the contextual demands of this cycle (absenteeism) may 

have limited its capacity to translate into stronger overall buoyancy gains.  

 Subcode 2: Balancing Priorities 

The return of sport, deadlines and full school routines made balancing priorities 

more complex. Students described the need for organisation and prioritisation to 

maintain commitment: 

 “We are back playing matches and it is going to be hard to juggle the 

matches, training and homework. Doing organization as they suggest in this 

subject should help” (JM TYA)  

“Now that we’re back at training, it will be the usual rushing and racing 

again but I think that being more organised with some of the planning we 

learned will help. I need to stay on top of homework on the nights I’m not as 

busy and rank my activities in order of importance” (RS TYA)   
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“I've been more careful about keeping up with my deadlines since some of the 

classes on organisation” (CMcN TYC)  

“I missed a lot of class because of matches, which made it hard to keep up 

with the work. I like that sport teaches me to be committed, but it also takes 

up a lot of time. Sometimes I choose training over homework. It's a tough 

balance to manage” (KH TYC). 

Here, commitment becomes a common challenge involving time, energy and 

competing responsibilities.  

7.5.2.4 Theme 4: Composure  

Composure in DCII appeared somewhat more fragile, reflecting students’ 

readjustment to the demands of in-person schooling following a period of online 

learning. With the return to a more structured and academically demanding 

environment, students were again required to manage assessment pressures, 

classroom expectations, important decision making and peer interactions which for 

some contributed to heightened experiences of stress and anxiety. This suggests that, 

while students may have been less exposed to such pressures during remote learning, 

their capacity to regulate emotional responses in the face of challenge required 

further development upon returning to the classroom. 

In response, the intervention placed a stronger emphasis on strategies to support 

emotional regulation, including recognising stress triggers, developing coping 

mechanisms and overall building of buoyancy in response to setbacks. While there 

were clear indications that students were beginning to engage with and apply these 

strategies, inconsistent attendance limited the extent to which all students could fully 

benefit from this lesson. 

The two key subcodes in this theme are: managing stress and anxiety and emotional 

regulation during challenge. These reflect how students described their experiences 

of academic pressure and the strategies they employed to navigate these challenges. 

Subcode 1: Managing Stress and Anxiety  

Students in this cycle explicitly describe stress, anxiety and emotional strain in 

academic routines as deadlines and extracurricular commitments resumed, following 

Covid-related disruption. Unlike DCI, composure in this cycle appeared more fragile 

and effortful:  
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“I still get anxious sometimes, but I feel a little more composed and a little 

more able to push through it now” (KM TYC)  

“I’m slowly replacing panic with plans” (CC TYB)  

I'm not a huge fan of reflection, but I can see how it's worthwhile. It's 

important to stop and think about what you're doing, but I don't always feel 

like doing it. I think the teachers' comments are enough for me to know where 

I need to improve, but this subject did make me more self-aware (KC TYC) 

While stress was clearly present, some students began to reference strategies 

introduced through the intervention as helpful for managing anxiety, even if these 

strategies were applied inconsistently. This reflects a transitional phase in which 

students were developing awareness of emotional regulation which was not yet 

stabilised in their reflections.  

Findings show that composure was emerging under conditions of contextual 

instability, limiting its capacity to fully support buoyant responses during this cycle.  

Subcode 2: Emotional Regulation during Challenge 

In this cycle emotional reactions to challenge were more vividly described. Students 

referenced frustration, anxiety and pressure, often linked to workload and 

performance expectations: 

Stress management has improved so much for me. Having a plan and being 

organised gave me confidence. Reflection helped me stick with it and adapt 

when needed. I feel calmer in tests and more capable of handling setbacks. 

Being part of the design also motivated me, and that sense of ownership kept 

me engaged from start to finish (HM TYA) 

“It was also good to learn that it's okay to feel nervous when you're in a class 

full of peers” (MM TYC)  

“I get nervous in class but I try to stay composed since learning of strategies” 

(IG TYB)  

These reflections indicate that while emotional regulation was not yet stable, 

students were beginning to experiment with strategies for managing emotional 

responses.  

 



 

186 

 

7.5.2.5 Theme 5: Control 

Control within DCII was reflected in students’ developing sense of autonomy over 

their learning and their capacity to set, monitor and reflect on goals. As students re-

engaged with in-person schooling, opportunities for independent decision-making 

and self-directed learning became more visible, with many students describing 

different ways in which they exercised choice in their academic work. However, this 

sense of control appeared somewhat uneven, with disrupted attendance impacting 

students’ ability to consistently apply and build upon these skills over time. 

The intervention placed continued emphasis on fostering autonomy, supporting 

students in setting meaningful goals and engaging in regular reflection on their 

progress. While there were indications of instability in how consistently these skills 

were implemented, students expressed a positive orientation towards the strategies 

introduced and demonstrated an emerging awareness of their ability to take greater 

ownership of their learning. 

Sub-themes for control are: autonomy in choice, goal orientation and reflection. 

These capture the ways in which students described exercising control over their 

learning and developing a more active role in shaping their academic experiences. 

Subcode 1: Autonomy in Choice 

Autonomy remained visible in this cycle but was more often expressed through 

students ’descriptions of practical tools and the perceived relevance of learning:  

“Those sessions gave me new tools for how to approach studying” (AH 

TYB)  

“Having a say in what we learned made me feel more invested” (CD TYC)  

“It was a good change from our usual classes, and it felt like it was more 

about us than about exams” (AMcR TYC)  

Here, control is tied to strategy use and personal relevance. However, these 

experiences occurred within a disrupted learning environment characterised by 

inconsistent delivery and attendance.  

Qualitative findings show that while students continued to describe experiences of 

agency and control, broader instability may have constrained the extent to which 

these experiences translated into stronger overall buoyancy during this cycle.  
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Subcode 2: Goal Orientation and Reflection 

Students emphasised the relevance of the intervention and its focus on transferable 

skills, while also noting challenges linked to instructional continuity: 

“This subject was completely different from anything else we do. It was more 

about life skills and personal growth than just facts for an exam. That made 

me more interested, and I feel like what we learned will actually be useful in 

the future” (OB TYA) 

“The session on study skills and goal setting gave me new tools for how to 

approach studying” (AD TYB DCII)  

“I think I learned a lot more from the subject when the teacher was there. 

The substitutes just gave us worksheets to fill out, and it felt like a waste of 

time. I wish the classes had been more consistent so we could have gotten 

more out of it” (HF TYB) 

These accounts illustrate that students experienced control-building practices, but 

that inconsistency in delivery could interfere with how reliably these routines 

were established.  

 

7.5.2.6 Theme 6: Community  

Community emerged as a particularly significant dimension in DCII, shaped by 

students’ return to in-person schooling following a period of online learning. The re-

establishment of face-to-face interactions created renewed opportunities for 

connection, with students placing clear value on listening to, relating with and 

learning from their peers. Many reflections highlighted the importance of shared 

experiences in normalising challenges and fostering a sense of belonging within the 

classroom environment. 

The intervention supported this by incorporating collaborative activities and 

structured opportunities for discussion, enabling students to engage collectively with 

the material and with one another. Group work was generally well received, with 

students expressing appreciation for the chance to work together and draw on peer 

perspectives. In addition, support from a range of more experienced adults 

contributed to students’ sense of being supported within a wider learning community. 
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Key subcodes for community are: peer support and shared experience and belonging 

and collective engagement. These reflect the ways in which students described their 

connections with others and the role of the learning environment in supporting their 

academic buoyancy. 

Subcode 1: Peer Support and Shared Experience 

Peer support became more explicitly valued in the second cycle as students returned 

to in-person schooling after prolonged disruption. Many students highlighted the 

importance of talking, listening and learning alongside peers who were also 

adjusting: 

“It helped knowing others were finding things hard too” (EC TYA) 

“It helped hearing other students talk about their experiences because we 

were all learning how to reflect together, and it made me feel more confident 

to share my own ideas” (HK TYC) 

“Listening to the others in my class made me realise I wasn’t the only one 

finding it difficult at first, and talking about it as a group helped me 

understand the work better” (CC TYB) 

Here, community appears to play a stabilising role during a time of re-adjustment. 

Peer interaction supported students ’willingness to engage, particularly when 

confidence and composure were still recovering.  

Belonging was described as important but sometimes inconsistent, reflecting wider 

contextual challenges such as disrupted routines and varying teaching approaches: 

“I felt like the group work helped me, especially when we had to report back 

to the class. It forced me to actually put in the effort because I didn't want to 

let my group down” (AOB TYB) 

“I'm a bit unsure about a lot of things for next year, and the lesson on 

decision-making didn't help as much as I hoped it would. I'm still trying to 

figure things out, and I don't always trust myself to make the right choices” 

(BH TYA) 

Here, collective engagement supported effort and accountability when present, but 

its inconsistency mirrored the broader instability of this cycle. 

Subcode 2: Belonging and Collective Engagement 
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The data indicate that students place significant value on guidance from trusted older 

individuals, such as family members and teachers, when making important 

educational decisions. Students perceived these figures as sources of experience and 

reassurance, particularly in relation to subject choice and future pathways:  

“I always talk to my older brother before making big decisions because he’s 

in second year in college in Galway” (AOB TYB) 

“I usually get advice from my parents and my class teacher I trust when 

making decisions like what subjects to choose as it really will matter for the 

rest of my life. After Covid I realise anything can happen and it’s better to 

have advice from someone older” (KC TYC) 

This suggests that decision-making was not viewed as an isolated or independent 

process, but rather as one supported through interpersonal relationships and dialogue. 

 

7.5.2.7 Theme 7: COVID-19  

The impact of COVID-19 continued to shape students’ experiences in DCII, as they 

transitioned back to in-person schooling following a prolonged period of disruption. 

Many students were still adjusting to the reinstatement of routines, expectations and 

academic demands, with some describing difficulties in re-establishing consistent 

study habits and classroom engagement. A noticeable feature of this phase was 

students’ desire to re-engage with extracurricular and social activities, particularly 

sporting events, which at times competed with academic priorities. 

At the same time, students’ responses to this transition were mixed. While some 

found it challenging to return to structured classroom environments and collaborative 

work, others expressed a strong appreciation for being back in school, valuing the 

social interaction and sense of normality it provided. This highlights the varied ways 

in which students experienced recovery and readjustment, with lingering effects of 

disruption still evident in both their academic behaviours and emotional responses. 

Within this theme, there are two key subcodes: disruption to learning and routine 

and recovery, readjustment and lingering impact. These capture the ways in which 

students reflected on the ongoing influence of the pandemic on their engagement, 

motivation and overall school experience. 
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Subcode 1: Disruption to Learning and Routine 

Although students had returned to in-person schooling with some positive elements, 

Covid-related disruption remained evident in their reflections. Students described 

gaps in learning, difficulty concentrating and challenges re-establishing group work 

and productive routines: 

“Group work was a big part of this subject, and I usually enjoy working with 

others. But I found it awkward with masks and social distancing” (RK TYA) 

“Since Covid I find it strange to work in groups again, I talk about this at 

home with my parents and they understand and said that it is actually hard 

for them to go back to work in the office too” (JP TYA) 

“After COVID, I really appreciated being able to talk and work with 

classmates again. The group discussions made me feel more connected. It 

wasn’t always easy with masks, but it was still better than being on my own 

online. I think that social part made me more engaged in the learning too 

(RK TYA) 

These reflections indicate that Covid’s impact extended beyond lockdown itself, 

shaping students ’confidence and engagement even after physical return to the 

classroom. Disruption was no longer immediate but residual, influencing how 

students experienced groupwork, challenge and workload. 

Subcode 2: Recovery, Re-adjustment and Lingering Impact 

Students more frequently described attempts to re-adjust to normal schooling, though 

this process was often framed as difficult and emotionally demanding: 

“Since Covid I find it strange to work in groups again, I talk about this at 

home with my parents and they understand and said that it is actually hard 

for them to go back to work in the office too” (AB TYA) 

“We had just come back from online school so I was more focused on being 

back with friends than doing this sort of stuff” (AH TYA) 

“Covid made me realise I value being in school again, even if I’m still unsure 

about decisions like working in groups” (HS TYB) 

“I'm glad to be back but we missed out on a lot of TY things and now we are 

back in the classroom without all the fun TY stuff done” (KC TYC) 
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These accounts suggest that re-adjustment was not immediate or uniform. Covid 

continued to influence students ’emotional regulation, confidence and readiness to 

engage with learning demands. 

7.6 Intervention Effectiveness: A Reflective Analysis 

Student feedback from DCI informed the redesign of the taught element of the 

intervention, resulting in the implementation of an extended twelve-week 

programme in DCII with increased emphasis on structured reflection and 

adjustments to lesson content.   

Data from DCII brought to the fore challenges associated with implementation rather 

than the content of the lesson itself. Although students recognised the value of the 

intervention and its focus on learning enabling them to cope with school setbacks, 

engagement was negatively impacted by inconsistent attendance and disruptions 

caused by sporting commitments and timetable changes:  

“I liked the subject and the planning parts of it but it was hard to stay 

involved when we missed so many classes because of sport as a lot of us went 

to matches for a change after being in lockdown last year” (KM TYA)   

“Sometimes it felt like we were doing something new each week instead of 

building on what we learned before” (RS TYA)  

“It would have helped if we had the same teacher all the time because then it 

would feel more connected as one subject” (TR TYA)  

This was particularly evident in Class A, where the teacher’s additional 

extracurricular commitments, including coaching responsibilities, resulted in a 

higher number of missed class periods than anticipated. This disrupted continuity 

and made it more difficult for students to build progressively on prior learning. In 

addition, the involvement of multiple teachers contributed to a perception of reduced 

coherence across the lessons, with students describing the experience as fragmented 

rather than unified:   

“I think the subject works better when it’s more regular and not broken up 

with interruptions and different teachers slotting in" (SM TYC)  

While online learning proved effective during the closure, returning to the classroom 

in a face-to-face setting is more conducive to student engagement and interaction and 

is more realistic to teaching going forward. 
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These findings can explain the moderate changes seen in the quantitative data.  

 

7.7 Theoretical Pillars in DCII 

The second iteration of the intervention aimed at increasing the conditions that were 

identified as those required for fostering academic buoyancy. Based in the first cycle, 

a concentrated effort was made to improve reflection skills. In addition, extending 

the taught element of the intervention provided further opportunities for 

collaboration and engagement for the students. This section discusses the findings of 

DCII through the lens of these theoretical pillars. 

7.7.1 Collaboration 

Collaboration was again a central aspect in DCII, woven throughout the design of the 

intervention, with the goal of developing collaborative skills to support more 

academically buoyant students. However, this cycle was situated within the context 

of students returning to in-person schooling following a period of online learning, 

which influenced how collaboration was initially experienced. For some students, 

wearing masks and group work presented challenges, with early reflections 

indicating a degree of awkwardness and hesitation as they readjusted to peer 

interaction within the classroom. 

Despite this initial adjustment, the intervention was carefully structured to provide 

scaffolds that supported collaborative work in the early stages, with these supports 

gradually removed as students gained confidence and familiarity with group 

processes. Over time, working collaboratively became a more natural and embedded 

aspect of classroom practice. For those consistently present, this shift reflected not 

only increased comfort in collaborative settings but also a growing recognition of the 

value of shared effort in achieving academic goals. 

Student reflections highlighted a generally positive response to being back in a social 

learning environment. Many students expressed enjoyment in reconnecting with 

peers, teachers and other supportive adults such as coaches and family members, and 

noted the importance of learning from more experienced others. At the same time, 

attendance patterns influenced the extent to which all students could fully engage 
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with collaborative activities, as some prioritised extracurricular involvement 

following a period of restricted participation during COVID-19. 

Where engagement was sustained, feedback from reflections indicated a noticeable 

improvement in students’ willingness to participate in collaborative work, 

particularly when working with peers outside their usual friendship groups. This shift 

suggests that the intervention successfully challenged students’ initial preferences for 

selective collaboration, encouraging them to engage with diverse perspectives and 

build broader social connections. Students also recognised the benefits of mixed-

group work, noting that it often led to more meaningful discussion and more creative 

approaches to problem solving. 

The interactions within this collaborative environment - both with peers and with 

more experienced others - played an important role in shaping students’ ability to 

adapt to the demands of the intervention. As the classroom evolved into a space 

where collaboration was both expected and valued, students’ sense of community 

and belonging strengthened. 

Overall, the collaborative learning activities embedded in the lessons were 

instrumental in enhancing students’ ability to work effectively with others. These 

experiences supported the development of key interpersonal and academic skills, 

equipping students with the confidence and adaptability required to navigate 

challenges.  

7.7.2 Engagement 

Engagement was a central focus throughout both the negotiated and taught elements 

of the intervention in DCII, with all aspects of the process taking place in person. 

The negotiated phase, conducted face-to-face with the researcher, demonstrated high 

levels of engagement among students in attendance. Students were actively involved 

in identifying priorities, contributing ideas and participating in collaborative 

decision-making. This student-centred approach fostered a strong sense of ownership 

and investment in the learning process (Lawson & Lawson, 2013), which was 

reflected in the enthusiasm and motivation evident in their contributions. As students 

engaged in shaping lesson content that directly addressed their needs and concerns, 

their level of interest and commitment to the intervention increased. This was further 

evidenced through their reflective responses and the documentation of their 
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involvement in their e-Portfolios, presented at their parent-teacher meeting and at the 

end of the year. 

In contrast, engagement during the taught element of the intervention, delivered by 

three teacher colleagues, was more variable. While many students remained 

positively engaged, reflective data indicated that some groups, particularly TYC, 

experienced lower levels of engagement at times. A key factor influencing this was 

attendance as Transition Year students were frequently involved in extracurricular 

activities, particularly since coming back from Covid restrictions. Absences due to 

matches and competitions disrupted continuity and limited some students’ ability to 

fully engage with the intervention. In addition, the absence of one of the teachers due 

to coaching commitments further impacted consistency in lesson delivery with this 

particular group. 

These challenges highlight the realities of the school context, where academic and 

extracurricular demands often intersect. Despite this, the data suggest that 

engagement remained closely linked to opportunities for student voice and active 

participation. Where students experienced a sense of autonomy and involvement in 

the learning process, engagement levels were notably higher reinforcing the value of 

student-centred approaches (Chong et al., 2018). 

Overall, the patterns of engagement observed in DCII illustrate both the potential 

and the challenges of sustaining consistent student involvement in a naturalistic 

school setting. While external factors such as attendance influenced levels of 

participation, the findings highlight the importance of incorporating student voice 

and meaningful involvement as key drivers of engagement and motivation. 

7.7.3 Reflection  

Reflection remained a central component of the intervention in DCII, building on its 

established importance in DCI, where a lack of depth in student reflections 

highlighted the need for more explicit instruction and scaffolding. Reflection is 

widely recognised as critical to learning, supporting self-awareness and identifying 

areas for growth (Alam, 2022; Dewey, 1933).  In response, greater emphasis was 

placed on developing students’ reflective skills during this cycle, with more 

structured guidance provided to support deeper and more meaningful engagement 

with the reflective process.  
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The efforts that were put into improving reflection seemed to bear fruit. Despite 

missing class time, many students were able to engage with reflective tasks 

independently, suggesting that reflection had become a more embedded and 

accessible part of their learning process. The availability of materials and reflective 

prompts supported this continuity, enabling students to maintain engagement and 

connection to the intervention. 

Overall, the findings suggest that enhanced reflective scaffolding in DCII supported 

deeper student thinking and contributed to the development of self-awareness and 

adaptability. As such, reflection will remain a critical focus in Cycle III, with 

continued emphasis on supporting students to engage in meaningful and sustained 

reflective practice. 

7.8 Addressing Researcher Positionality  

In Cycle II of the study, the researcher deliberately stepped back from the delivery of 

the intervention to address potential issues of researcher bias and to enhance the 

transferability of the findings (Connolly & Flynn, 2023). Responsibility for 

implementation was transferred to three teachers, allowing the intervention to be 

enacted independently of the researcher’s presence and teaching style. This decision 

aligned with qualitative research principles emphasising transferability, ensuring that 

the intervention could be realistically adopted across different educational contexts 

(Lichtman, 2023). By adopting a more neutral position, the researcher aimed to 

strengthen the validity of the findings and examine how the intervention functioned 

under typical classroom conditions. 

However, while this shift supported objectivity and scalability, it also introduced 

certain limitations. The absence of the researcher from the classroom may have 

impacted continuity, particularly in relation to established teacher–student 

relationships and the consistent delivery of the intervention’s pedagogical approach. 

Additionally, this cycle took place during a period of uncertainty, as students were 

readjusting to the classroom following COVID-19 restrictions, alongside higher-

than-normal levels of absenteeism due to extracurricular commitments of both 

students and one of the teachers. These contextual factors may also have contributed 

to the observed variability in outcomes. This highlights an inherent tension between 
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ensuring research rigour and maintaining the relational and pedagogical continuity 

that can support student outcomes. 

Despite these challenges, the findings must be interpreted within the broader context 

of the school environment. Quantitative data from the ABS showed some variability 

across the three classes, however, this can be understood in light of contextual 

disruptions, for example absenteeism. Such interruptions are reflective of real-world 

school settings and have capacity to influence levels of participation and engagement 

(Lee & Shute, 2010). As a result, the variability in quantitative outcomes does not 

necessarily indicate limitations of the intervention itself but rather the complexity of 

its implementation in practice. Importantly, the qualitative data provided critical 

insight into these dynamics. Student reflections and journals offered a more nuanced 

understanding of their experiences, highlighting how factors such as missed lessons 

and changing classroom contexts influenced their engagement. This triangulation of 

data strengthened the overall analysis, allowing for a more comprehensive 

interpretation of the findings. 

In response to these insights, Cycle III will adopt a more balanced approach. The 

researcher will resume a more active role in the delivery of the intervention 

alongside a teaching colleague, ensuring both continuity in pedagogical approach 

and further testing of the intervention’s transferability. This approach aims to retain 

the benefits of collaborative implementation while re-establishing consistency and 

relational depth within the classroom, thereby strengthening both the validity and 

practical applicability of the intervention. 

7.9 Thematic and Theoretical Connections in DCII 

Table 13 illustrates the continued development of key themes and their alignment 

with the theoretical framework in DCII. It maps the relationship between recurring 

themes identified through the thematic analysis of participant reflections. In this 

cycle, findings are framed around deepened engagement, strengthened collaboration 

and enhanced reflection, alongside the theoretical perspectives that inform the 

ongoing refinement of the intervention 
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Table 13. Thematic and theoretical connections across design cycles 

Pillars Theory DCII 
 

 

Collaboration 

 

 

Social Constructivism – Vygotsky, 

Piaget & Scardamalia 

(Scardamalia, 2002) (Pardjono, 2016) 

Co-Construction (Stahl, 2013) 

 

Learner Active Engagement  - Bruner 

(Raw, 2014) 

 

Epistemic Agency (Damşa, 2014) 

 

Zone of Proximal Development -

Vygotsky 

 

Scaffolding (Driscoll, 1994) 

(Dillenbourg, 2016) 

Facilitation of shared ideas 

 

Shared exploration of ideas and possible 

solutions 

 

Peer discussions and problem solving 

 

Student led activity to refine themes, 

taking ownership of the design 

 

Designed tasks to aid students to strive 

and push to their ability 

 

Guiding students to work collaboratively 

keeping all students involved 

 

 

Engagement 

Transactional model of student 

engagement (Whelehan, D 2020) 

State of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 

2004) 

 

Engagement Theory (Kearsley, G 

1998) 

 

Student Voice (Lundy, 2007) 

 

Empowered students to select topics of 

interest for lessons 

 

 

Created tasks that required more 

structured approaches to come up with 

solutions 

Students see the outcome of DCII as a 

meaningful subject in TY 

Students freely expressed their ideas and 

suggestions for lessons 

Students had autonomy to guide the 

design of their own intervention 

 

 

Reflection 

Command what is lacking (Dewey, 

1933) 

 

Becoming more skillful (Schön, 

1983) 

 

Reflective Practice and Experiential 

Learning (Moon, 2013) 

 

Interventions steered by reflections 

(Lousberg et al., 2019) 

 

Amalgamate theory with reality  

DBR and Reflection (Sandoval, 2014) 

 

Reflection booklet ranging from highly 

scaffolded reflections to unscaffolded 

reflections 

Challenge students to reconsider 

underlying assumptions they may have 

about certain scenarios 

Encourage ongoing self-evaluation and 

adjustment of strategies to deal with 

setbacks 

 

Adjusted interventions based on ongoing 

reflections and outcomes from DCI 

Constantly tweaking of lessons based on 

strategies that work and ongoing 

reflections 
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Kolb’s Experiential Learning Cycle, 

(Kolb, 1984) 

 

Gibbs Reflective Cycle (Gibbs, 2018) 

 

Driscoll’s Simpler Solution (Driscoll, 

1994) 

Continuous refinement of reflection 

lessons throughout the intervention  

 

Encouraged reflection after experiences 

to inform future practices 

Used structured steps to reflect on key 

setbacks and their emotional response 

Encouraged students to focus on what 

happened, how it happened and future 

strategies for improvement 
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7.10 Conjecture Map DCII 

The conjecture map in Figure 16 was developed in this cycle to articulate the initial theoretical assumptions underpinning the 

intervention. It serves as a visual tool to link design features with intended learning outcomes, guiding the development and 

refinement of the intervention.  

 

Figure 16. Conjecture map of projected implementation and outcomes in DCII
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7.11 Advancing to DCIII 

As the study progresses to Cycle III, the focus shifts towards refining the existing 

intervention rather than introducing significant changes. This involves making 

targeted micro-adjustments to ensure the content remains current, relevant and 

responsive to student needs. Updates will include revisions to PowerPoints and 

podcasts to incorporate recent research. In addition, refinements informed by student 

feedback from previous cycles will be implemented to strengthen accessibility and 

understanding. These adjustments aim to maintain the integrity of the intervention 

while supporting its continued development and effectiveness. 

7.11.1 Micro Changes for DCIII 

Updating podcasts and videos: The researcher will review and revise existing 

multimedia resources to ensure they remain engaging and relevant. This will include 

updating audio-visual material and introducing interactive elements where 

appropriate. 

Updating PowerPoints for clarity: PowerPoint materials will be refined and 

improved where needed. 

7.11.2 Macro Change for DCIII 

Researcher involvement in delivery of the taught intervention: In Cycle III, the 

researcher will resume an active role in delivering the intervention, alongside one 

teaching colleague. This approach aims to re-establish continuity in pedagogical 

delivery while continuing to test the intervention’s transferability. It will also enable 

the researcher to engage more directly with students, supporting ongoing refinement 

and ensuring alignment with the study’s aims and research questions. 

7.12 Conclusion 

In Design Cycle II, the intervention was systematically implemented and examined, 

with each of the twelve lessons analysed in relation to their contribution to student 

outcomes. The intervention remained grounded in the key pillars of collaboration, 

engagement and reflection. Quantitative data from the Academic Buoyancy Scale 

(Martin & Marsh, 2008), collected pre- and post-intervention, provided an overview 

of changes in students’ buoyancy, while qualitative data offered a more nuanced 

understanding of their experiences. 
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The use of triangulation was central to this cycle, enabling the researcher to move 

beyond surface-level interpretation of the results. While quantitative findings 

indicated some variability, qualitative data provided important context, highlighting 

the influence of factors such as extracurricular commitments, teacher and student 

absence and broader school dynamics. This reinforced the importance of examining 

student outcomes within the complexity of real-world educational settings. 

A key methodological development in this cycle was the researcher’s decision to step 

back from delivery. This strengthened the study’s objectivity and enhanced the 

intervention’s transferability, as it was implemented by multiple teachers in an 

authentic classroom context. However, this shift also introduced challenges relating 

to continuity and consistency, highlighting the tension between research rigour and 

the relational dynamics that support student engagement. 

Overall, DCII highlights both the potential and the complexity of implementing the 

intervention in practice. While findings suggest positive developments in students’ 

engagement and reflective capacity particularly through the use of the NIC approach, 

collaborative discussion and structured reflection, they also emphasise the influence 

of contextual factors and the importance of consistent pedagogical delivery. In line 

with the principles of Design-Based Research (McHugh, 2017), these insights will 

inform the next iteration of the intervention. DCIII will focus on fine-tuning the 

design while reintroducing greater continuity in delivery, ensuring a balance between 

scalability and the relational conditions that support student learning. 
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8. Design Cycle III “Navigating the Currents” 

8.1 Introduction 

Building on the insights of the previous cycles, “Dipping a Toe in the Water” and 

“Diving Deeper,” the third and final cycle, “Navigating the Currents,” represents 

the culmination of the iterative design process informing this intervention. This 

chapter outlines the final design cycle (DCIII) of the study. It begins by detailing the 

implementation of the Negotiated Integrated Curriculum (NIC) used to surface 

students’ concerns and to prime students to the taught element of the intervention, 

followed by the twelve lessons that formulate the taught intervention. The chapter 

goes on to present the analysis of quantitative and qualitative data, examining 

findings through the established predictors of buoyancy, the 5Cs Framework (Martin 

& Marsh, 2008), plus community (Smith, 2020). Findings are discussed by linking 

back to the theoretical framework under the pillars of collaboration, engagement and 

reflection. In this cycle, the conjecture map serves as a reflective tool, synthesising 

insights from the previous cycles. The chapter concludes with consideration of 

implications for future development. 

8.2 Student Participation in DCIII 

The NIC framework was unchanged in DCIII. It follows the same structure as in 

DCI and DCII and follows the same timelines as in DCII. The negotiated part of the 

intervention is perceived as key in enabling collaboration and engagement, and the 

data collected in DCII did not identify a need to make any changes to this part of the 

intervention. Building on the progression of previous cycles, the focus in this final 

iteration shifted towards refining the processes of participation and negotiation 

within the classroom. Student participation remained a central feature, ensuring that 

student voice actively engaged in informing the taught element of the intervention.  

Consistent with earlier cycles, the process was collaborative and participatory, with 

students contributing to the identification of key challenges and priorities. Notably, 

although the themes were worded differently, the overarching concerns were similar 

to those previously raised. The delivery of the NIC remained unchanged from DCII. 
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8.2.1 Findings from the Negotiated Process 

In DCIII, student concerns were generated through a combination of small group and 

whole-class discussions, allowing students to share and reflect on their experiences. 

These discussions informed the identification of overarching themes, with similar 

concerns grouped together where they reflect shared meanings. In line with the NIC 

approach, students next participated in a structured voting process to prioritise these 

themes and propose activities to be included in the intervention (see Table 14). This 

ensured that both the focus and delivery of the lessons were shaped by student input. 

A notable outcome of this process was the consistency of the concerns raised again, 

even where they were expressed slightly differently. This suggests that the themes 

identified were strongly representative of students’ lived experiences. Any additional 

concerns identified in this cycle were closely aligned with existing themes and were 

therefore incorporated, allowing for continuity in the design of the intervention while 

remaining responsive to student input. By stage ten of the NIC the researcher 

adapted lesson content and activities in response to student input along with 

researcher observation. This included the introduction of more structured strategies 

such as decision-making frameworks and guided goal-setting tasks, increased use of 

reflective and collaborative activities, and a stronger emphasis on real-life 

application through linking lesson content to students’ experiences of subject choice, 

exams and peer relationships.  Other than minor changes to the design, the taught 

element of the intervention remained the same and was delivered over twelve weeks. 

The main change in DCIII was the delivery of the taught element by the researcher 

rather than by other teachers as was the case in DCII.  

The final design was shared with students at the outset of the taught element of the 

intervention, outlining the structure, focus and rationale of the lessons. This 

supported transparency and reinforced a shared sense of purpose, positioning the 

intervention as student-informed and grounded in effective pedagogical practice. 

Table 14 illustrates a sample of how themes derived from student concerns were 

translated into specific lessons and intended outcomes across the intervention. Each 

thematic strand reflects a progression from identified concerns to targeted outcomes 

and predictor of academic buoyancy. 
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Table 14. Mapping concerns as part of researcher curricular planning 

Concerns Themes 
Design 

Decision 
Lessons Outcomes Predictor 

Personal 

challenges 

in school 

Managing stress 

and pressure 

Extend 

coping 

strategies to 

include goal 

setting and 

organisation, 

reflective 

journal for 

each student 

Lesson on 

metacognition, 

reflection, and 

goal setting 

Improved 

coping, 

organisation, 

and target 

setting 

Composure 

& 

Coordination 

Difficulty in 

decision-

making 

Decision-making 

skills 

Focus on 

applying 

decision-

making to 

real-life 

contexts 

Lesson on 

decision-

making 

frameworks 

Improved 

ability to 

identify and 

make 

important 

decisions 

Control 

Peer / 

teacher 

relationships 

Communication, 

conflict 

resolution, and 

problem solving 

Deepen 

interpersonal 

skills through 

reflection and 

grit 

Lesson on 

problem 

solving, grit, 

and reflection 

Improved 

relationships 

and 

resilience 

Community 

& 

Composure 

Time 

pressure 

Goal setting and 

organisation 

Emphasise 

managing 

workload 

under 

pressure: 

goal-setting 

tasks 

Lessons on 

goal-setting 

and study 

skills 

Improved 

organisation 

and meeting 

deadlines 

Commitment 

& 

Coordination 
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Concerns Themes 
Design 

Decision 
Lessons Outcomes Predictor 

Study and 

results 

pressure 

Organisation and 

commitment 

Integrate 

motivation 

with study 

and goal-

setting 

strategies 

Lesson on 

motivation, 

study skills, 

and goal-

setting 

Increased 

persistence, 

motivation, 

and 

resilience 

Commitment 

& Control 

 

8.2.2 Results of NIC process  

There was consistency of the overarching concerns between the three cycles. This 

suggests that the core issues experienced by students remained stable across cycles 

and were not limited to isolated individuals but instead reflected shared experiences 

within the cohort. 

In DCIII, the negotiated process built on the foundations established in earlier cycles, 

involving student voice within the refinement of the intervention. Students actively 

contributed to identifying and prioritising themes, engaging in group and whole-class 

discussions, along with structured activities such as voting, brainstorming and 

reflective exercises. This sustained involvement enabled students to shape the 

direction of the intervention while reinforcing their sense of ownership over the 

learning process. The iterative and participatory nature of the process ensured that 

students were primed to the taught part of the intervention. Increased opportunities 

for engagement appeared to support student motivation, as participants recognised 

the intervention as reflective of their own experiences and concerns. These outcomes 

suggest that student participation not only contributed to the refinement but formed a 

crucial part of the intervention, core to the design of the overall intervention.  

8.2.2.1 Collaboration: Quotes and Reflections 

Consistent with previous cycles, collaboration played a central role in the success of 

the NIC process in this cycle. The structure of activities, progressing from individual 

reflection to small group work and whole-class discussion, enabled students to 

engage in ways that aligned with their preferences and comfort levels. This layered 
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approach supported inclusive participation, allowing quieter students to contribute in 

smaller settings while also creating opportunities for broader idea-sharing through 

whole-class engagement. 

The use of varied collaborative formats facilitated a rich exchange of perspectives 

and fostered a sense of shared ownership for all throughout the development of the 

intervention. Students demonstrated an ability to engage meaningfully across 

different group sizes, with reflections indicating that both small-group interactions 

and whole-class discussions contributed to deeper thinking and idea generation. 

Feedback from students was consistently positive, with many highlighting the value 

of collaboration in enhancing their engagement and sense of connection to the 

intervention. As one student noted: 

“I liked how we got to work together in small groups, and I know that when 

we work together we can come up with better ideas, we call this synergy in 

business” (PW TYA). 

Similarly, another student reflected: 

“The class discussions were really helpful, we are all very similar and I 

learned a lot from hearing other people’s thoughts” (EW TYB).  

These responses suggest that the collaborative structure not only supported idea 

development but also reinforced students’ sense of voice and belonging within the 

learning process. 

Overall, the collaborative design of the NIC process was effective in promoting 

inclusive participation, meaningful engagement and collective ownership. 

8.2.2.2 Enhanced Engagement 

The negotiated process in DCIII continued to enhance students’ engagement and 

interest in the intervention, reinforcing patterns observed in earlier cycles. Active 

involvement in student voice fostered a strong sense of ownership, with students 

perceiving the intervention as directly relevant to their needs. This participatory 

approach appeared to deepen students’ connection to the learning process, increasing 

their willingness to engage and contribute. As one student reflected:  

“Having a say in how the subject was put together made me more excited 

about the lessons. I feel like I have a personal stake which makes me more 

motivated to participate” (LMcS TYB). 



 

207 

 

This suggests that engagement was not simply behavioural but rooted in a sense of 

agency and personal investment. 

8.2.2.3 Improved Group Dynamics and Collaboration 

The collaborative nature of the negotiated process continued to support positive 

group dynamics, with students working together to negotiate and refine themes. This 

process enabled the sharing of diverse perspectives, contributing to a more inclusive 

and representative design. Importantly, collaboration extended beyond task 

completion, to voting and contributing to class activities. This fosters respectful 

dialogue and participation across the group. As one student noted, “We all got a say 

in our group, even the quiet ones, everyone was respectful of others ’views” (KW 

TYA). These findings indicate that student participation functioned not only as a 

design mechanism but also as a means of developing key interpersonal skills, 

including communication, respect and collective decision-making. 

8.2.2.4 Empowerment and Confidence 

Participation in the negotiated process continued to promote a sense of 

empowerment, with students recognising that their contributions had a tangible 

impact on the intervention. This was reflected in increased confidence and an 

improved sense of responsibility towards their learning. Students valued the 

opportunity to influence aspects of their educational experience, which appeared to 

enhance motivation and engagement. One student commented, “Being part of the 

process of designing what the lessons will be about, showed me that my voice 

matters, this is worthwhile” (SM TYC), highlighting the significance of authentic 

participation. This sense of agency was further reflected in students’ growing 

confidence, as another student noted: 

“At the beginning, I wasn’t sure I could handle the job of being a part of 

creating a subject, but after working with my group and getting feedback, I 

realised I could do it. I feel more confident now” (EC TYA).  

Together, these reflections suggest that student voice, when meaningfully enacted, 

can contribute to the development of confidence and agency. 

8.2.2.5 Relevance and Personalisation 

The negotiated process ensured that the intervention remained closely aligned with 

students’ lived experiences, enhancing its perceived relevance. By incorporating 
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student-identified concerns and suggestions, the design became more responsive and 

also more personalised. This alignment appeared to strengthen engagement, as 

students recognised their input within the structure of the intervention. As reflected 

by one student: 

“It was great to know that our ideas were valued and actually used. I think 

this will be more relevant to our needs” (SK TYC). 

This sense of relevance was further reinforced by students’ connection to the 

learning experience, with another noting: 

“Working in groups during the first process of coming up with ideas for 

lessons made me feel more connected to the smaller group first and then the 

class. I was more invested in what we had to do” (RC TYC).  

This highlights the important role of student participation in bridging the gap 

between student experience and curricular content. 

8.2.2.6 What Worked Well 

The negotiated approach continued to be an effective method for developing a 

meaningful, engaging and relevant intervention, as evidenced in student reflections, 

see Figure 17. 

Student participation: 

Student participation remained a central strength of the intervention, with students 

actively contributing to its development. Their ongoing input ensured that the 

intervention was closely aligned with their needs, fostering a strong sense of 

ownership and engagement. Student feedback indicated that this collaborative 

process enhanced motivation and increased the perceived relevance of the 

intervention to their academic lives, see Figure 17. 

Refinement to fit time constraints: 

Targeted adjustments to the structure and pacing of activities improved the overall 

manageability of the intervention. These refinements ensured that content could be 

delivered effectively within the allocated timeframe without requiring substantial 

redesign. This iterative process reflects the responsiveness of the design and 

contributes to a more balanced integration of content and engagement. 
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Improved quality of reflection: 

A notable improvement in this cycle was the depth and quality of student reflections. 

Students demonstrated greater self-awareness and more critical engagement with 

their experiences of participation, suggesting a more developed understanding of 

reflective practice. This progression may be attributed to the increased emphasis on 

structured reflective prompts in the student journal, supporting students to move 

beyond descriptive responses towards more analytical reflection. 

 

Figure 17. A selection of quotes on NIC in DCIII  

8.2.3 Summary of Negotiated Findings 

Across the three design cycles, the intervention developed through a repeated 

process of student concern identification, theme development, and researcher-led 

design decisions. Although many concerns and themes remained consistent across 

cycles, this consistency strengthened the relevance of the intervention by showing 

that the core issues reflected students’ lived academic experiences. By DCIII, the 

intervention had become focused and applied, with lesson content adapted to reflect 

the concerns raised by students in that cycle. The NIC process in DCIII further 

demonstrated the value of student involvement in shaping their learning experience, 

with consistently high levels of engagement observed throughout the negotiated 

phase. By actively involving students in the development of the intervention, a 
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strong sense of ownership is likely to support continued engagement during its 

implementation. 

Consistent with existing research, student engagement was enhanced through active 

participation in decision-making processes (Lundy, 2007). The recurrence of 

overarching themes across cycles suggests that the core elements of the intervention 

closely reflect students’ lived academic experiences in this school. 

While this consistency indicates a strong alignment between the design of the 

intervention and student needs, it also points to a degree of stability within the 

intervention. At this stage, further iterations are unlikely to result in substantial 

changes to its core structure, with future refinement more likely to focus on delivery 

and implementation. The iterative, student-centred approach reflects the researcher’s 

ontological position and is grounded in constructivist learning theory, where learners 

actively contribute to the construction of their educational experience. 

8.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

Across three classes, a total of 96 students in three classes participated in the 

intervention. Pre- and post- intervention surveys were completed by 94 students. A 

further 816 structured class reflections and 86 unstructured reflections (of which 21 

partially completed) were collected over the twelve-week taught element of the 

intervention.  

8.4 Results  

This section presents the results from DCIII, examining how the further refined 

intervention influenced students’ academic buoyancy within the classroom context. 

As in DCI and DCII, the analysis integrates quantitative data from the ABS with 

qualitative insights drawn from student reflections. Qualitative data was coded using 

the same deductive framework based on Martin and Marsh’s (2008) predictors of 

academic buoyancy. As in DCII, the section begins with presentation of pre- and 

post-intervention ABS scores, followed by a thematic analysis of qualitative data to 

provide a richer understanding of how students experienced and responded to the 

intervention. 
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8.4.1 Quantitative Findings 

The quantitative data were analysed to identify changes in academic buoyancy 

before and after the taught part of the intervention, using paired-sample t-test to test 

the statistical significance of these changes. Table 15 presents the ABS means and 

standard deviation before and after the intervention by class and for the whole 

sample. 

Table 15. Mean and Standard Deviation of ABS Pre and Post Scores by Design 

Cycle and Class 

Class Mean 

(Pre) 

SD 

(Pre) 

Mean 

(Post) 

SD 

(Post) 

Paired-T-test 

A 2.63  0.65  4.32  0.60  t(31)=-11.73, 

p<0.001 

B 2.48  0.58  3.05  0.65  t(30)=-10.04, 

p<0.001 

C 2.38  0.67  4.35  0.61  t(30)=-16.54, 

p<0.001 

Overall 2.63  0.65  4.32  0.60  t(93)=-15.75, 

p<0.001 

 

The changes in academic buoyancy before and after the taught element of the 

intervention were substantially higher in DCIII compared to DCII, and resembled the 

changes observed in DCI, suggesting that changes made to the delivery of the taught 

intervention increased its efficiency. The paired-samples t-test revealed an overall 

significant increase from pre-test (𝑀=2.49, 𝑆𝐷=0.64) to post-test (𝑀=3.91, 

𝑆𝐷=0.86), 𝑡(93)=−15.75, 𝑝<0.001, with similar reported increase in academic 

buoyancy reported in all classes.  
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8.4.2 Qualitative Findings 

Findings are presented according to the six predictors of academic buoyancy (Martin 

and Marsh, 2008), with community (Smith, 2021) included as an additional theme 

and expanded through sub-themes identified from NVivo-coded student reflections. 

8.4.2.1 Theme 1: Confidence  

Confidence was a prominent theme within this cycle, with students demonstrating a 

more secure and internally grounded sense of belief in their abilities. In contrast to 

earlier iterations, confidence was more consistently linked to effort, reflection and 

experience rather than external validation. This theme is explored again through the 

subcodes: students’ belief in their ability to improve and their self-efficacy in 

speaking within the classroom. 

Subcode 1: Belief in Ability to Improve 

In this cycle, belief in the ability to improve was fully internalised and consistently 

articulated. Students described confidence as arising from their own efforts, 

reflective practices and capacity to learn from setbacks, rather than from external 

reassurance: 

“This subject showed me how important it is to trust the process. I didn’t see 

improvements at first, but they came once I kept working through the 

challenge” (AL TYC) 

Reflection was no longer positioned as an externally imposed requirement, but more 

as a self-directed analytical strategy. Students spoke of deliberately examining their 

work over time, identifying improvement through comparison and using this 

evidence to sustain motivation. 

Importantly, confidence in this cycle was grounded in process rather than outcome; 

improvement was understood as incremental, effort-based and achievable through 

persistence: 

“The more I practised, the more confident I became. Noticing those little 

improvements helped me believe that I have the ability to develop new 

strengths” (CT TYB) 

“Knowing I improved once gives me confidence that I can improve again” 

(AS TYB) 
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“I started believing in myself more when I noticed my efforts actually made a 

difference, like being taken onboard as part of this subject” (ES TYB) 

Students also explicitly reframed mistakes and unsuccessful attempts as productive. 

Learning from what “didn’t go well” reinforced a view of progress as iterative, 

supporting a buoyant mindset in which challenge was normalised rather than 

avoided. Confidence functioned both as an outcome of reflection and as a resource 

that enabled continued persistence when progress felt slow or uncertain, as outlined 

by one student: 

“What surprised me most was how much I learned from things that didn’t go 

well. Fixing those mistakes helped me see that improvement comes from 

trying again, not from getting things right the first time” (SH TYC)  

Across this cycle, belief in the ability to improve appeared robust. Students described 

an initial absence of confidence, followed by a gradual but convincing shift as small 

improvements accumulated. Mistakes and unsuccessful attempts were explicitly 

reframed as productive learning experiences. Confidence functioned both as an 

outcome of reflection and as a resource that enabled continued persistence when 

progress felt slow or uncertain: 

"there were times where I thought nothing was improving, but once I 

reflected, I realised I’d actually achieved quite a lot” (SH TYC).  

“I found myself improving slowly, and that small progress gave me hope. I 

learned that I don’t need to be perfect straight away. What matters is that I 

can get better, and noticing that change has boosted my confidence” (SJ 

TYA) 

“This subject helped me see that improvement is possible even when I doubt 

myself. When I looked back at my earlier work, the difference was obvious, 

and it made me more confident” (LP TYB) 

This trajectory reflects a movement to being more confident, where students trusted 

their capacity to progress even in the absence of immediate success. 

Subcode 2: Self-Efficacy in Speaking 

Students reported a noticeable increase in their willingness to speak during lessons, 

indicating growth in their self-efficacy in oral participation. Several learners 

described overcoming fear and hesitation around speaking in front of others: 
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“I wasn’t afraid to speak up, and this was because we firstly spoke in small 

groups and then went on to presenting to the class. I prefer this way” (SJOC 

TYA) 

“Groupwork made me more willing to speak in class” (AL TYC) 

“Group activities helped me to talk more in class” (SL TYC) 

The value of open classroom dialogue was also emphasised, and students linked this 

increased participation to greater confidence in presenting ideas publicly: 

“I got more confident in presenting back to the class” (SJ TYA) 

“I think I have become more confident in TY with this kind of thing as we 

have lots of projects to work on in groups, not just in this class. That has 

made me more confident presenting, much more than I was when presenting 

my CBA last year” (RK TYC) 

These responses suggest that structured opportunities for discussion and 

collaboration supported students in developing confidence to use their voice in the 

classroom. 

Group work emerged as a central factor in building students’ confidence to speak, 

particularly through peer support and reduced anxiety:  

“The think-pair-share worked for me because it went from just me to my 

partner then the class, this gave me confidence” (AC TYA) 

“Small groups also helped me share ideas without feeling nervous” (GA 

TYA) 

Students highlighted that speaking first in small groups made whole-class discussion 

more manageable: 

“The class activities, especially small group work, helped me because I felt 

safe sharing ideas there. I’m not always confident in front of the whole class, 

but in smaller groups I tried harder” (AH TYB) 

“The think-pair-share gave me practice in saying my decisions out loud, I 

feel more confident now, especially when working with others” (HL TYB) 

However, some students also noted limitations of group work, explaining that 

confidence depended on group composition: 
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“it depended on who was in the group, some use groupwork as a time to 

mess” (LS TYB) 

Beyond participation, students described a deeper shift in how they viewed 

themselves as speakers. Several expressed a growing belief that their ideas mattered: 

“I felt like the teacher really valued our ideas, and that made me contribute 

more. I even found myself speaking up in larger groups, which I normally 

avoid” (CH TYC) 

Students also linked confidence in speaking and self-belief:  

“This class has helped me with my public speaking, now I think about what I 

want to say, who my audience is, and how I can connect with them. I am now 

more confident doing this” (AS TYB) 

“Once I started speaking, I realised my ideas were actually useful. That gave 

me belief in myself and made me more confident” (ED TYC) 

“Slowly, I realised I could contribute more than I thought. That gave me 

confidence. I’ve started speaking up more, and that’s a big step for me” (LH 

TYC) 

 “That gave me more belief in myself now I feel like I have the tools to 

manage it. Our class felt like a space where everyone could share and be 

heard” (SH TYC) 

These responses demonstrate that increased opportunities for discussion and 

collaborative work contributed to sustained growth in students’ self-efficacy in 

speaking.  

8.4.2.2 Theme 2: Coordination 

Co-ordination was evident in students’ increasing ability to organise their learning, 

manage competing demands and respond more strategically to academic pressures. 

In this cycle, students demonstrated a more integrated approach, linking reflection 

with planning and prioritisation to support their capacity to cope with everyday 

challenges. This theme is explored through the two subcodes: planning ahead and 

managing competing deadlines. 
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Subcode 1: Planning Ahead 

Planning ahead is observed in the third cycle as being internalised and strategic, with 

reflection supporting students to slow down, notice patterns and build routines that 

link directly to coping and perseverance: 

“Reflections helped me slow down. I noticed I was rushing through 

homework. Once I wrote that down, I made myself take more time. That 

improved my work for the next time” (CB TYA) 

“Being organised has helped me in ways I didn’t expect. When I had a plan, I 

felt calmer and more capable” (AS TYB) 

“Planning ahead helped me manage stress. Reflection made me track what 

worked. That gave me belief in my ability to cope” (AR TYC) 

Here, planning is no longer just about “being organised” in general. It becomes a 

buoyancy mechanism in a coordinated process linking reflection and planning, 

resulting in reduced stress with the outcome of greater coping capacity. 

Subcode 2: Managing Competing Deadlines 

In this cycle managing competing deadlines is treated more explicitly as a stress-

management and prioritisation process. Students acknowledge ongoing difficulty 

(especially around sport-school balance), but they describe increased awareness and 

more deliberate prioritising habits as coping strategies: 

“Balancing sports and school is still hard for me. Lessons on goal setting 

and decision making gave me ideas for planning and even though I don’t 

always do it, at least I’m more aware now” (RG TYA) 

One of the best lessons for me was learning to prioritise. I used to get lost in 

small tasks and forget the big ones. Reflection made me notice that pattern. I 

started making lists where I put the most important thing first, and that gave 

me more structure. It also reduced my stress because I knew I was dealing 

with what mattered most” (GF TYA) 

“Prioritising tasks helped me reduce stress. Reflection made me see I was 

wasting time on the wrong things. Once I started tackling the harder tasks 

first, I felt more productive and less anxious” (ES TYA) 

These accounts reflect the ability to prioritise and manage several commitments as a 

buoyancy resource as students continue to experience pressure, while also describing 
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strategies that reduce panic and support coping, through prioritisation and reflective 

awareness. 

8.4.2.3 Theme 3: Commitment  

Commitment in this cycle was reflected in students’ evolving responses to challenge, 

with a stronger emphasis on persistence, effort regulation and sustained engagement. 

Students demonstrated a shift from externally driven effort to a more internalised and 

reflective approach, where setbacks were increasingly viewed as opportunities for 

learning rather than barriers to progress. This theme is explored through the two 

subcodes: persistence and balancing priorities. 

Subcode 1: Persistence 

Commitment was articulated as a mindset shift with a more internalised response to 

challenge evident in this cycle. Students explicitly referenced learning from 

mistakes, and reframed difficulty as part of the learning process: 

“It's like you can learn more from what goes wrong than what goes right. It's 

a whole new way of looking at things and I'm going to try to embrace my next 

fail” (RG TYA) 

“I feel like this class was really beneficial. I've always struggled when things 

get hard, and I just want to quit. But talking about grit and working on a 

group project that was challenging made me realise that I have more in me 

than I thought. I’ll definitely try to remember what we learned in this class 

when my next tough encounter” (ES TYA) 

“The problem solving lessons showed me that setbacks don’t mean failure” 

(ÉS TYA DCIII)  

Students also described concrete behavioural change in how they responded to 

difficulty:  

“Reflection has helped me see that mistakes aren’t the end of the world. 

Before, I got upset and gave up. Now I see mistakes as part of learning. 

Writing about them made me more positive. I think this attitude will help me 

in exams when I don’t get everything right the first time” (AS TYB) 

“The main lesson for me was not to give up after mistakes. Reflection showed 

me that I have a choice in how I respond. Instead of throwing in the towel, I 

can take a step back, think about what didn’t work, and try something else. 

That mindset has helped me not only in school but in sport as well. I used to 

get annoyed when I missed shots, but now I think about what I can change 
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and keep trying. Reflection gave me the discipline to keep improving and the 

belief that I can overcome setbacks” (SH TYC) 

Here, persistence is no longer described simply as effort, but as a deliberate, 

reflective process. Students explain why persistence matters and how they now 

respond differently when challenged.  

Subcode 2: Balancing Priorities   

While balancing priorities had featured previously in DCI and DCII, it was less 

evident in this cycle, with students emphasising persistence, strategic engagement 

and problem solving. This suggests that commitment was evolving from schedule 

management toward the regulation of effort and problem solving: 

“Solving problems isn’t just about getting things right, it’s about staying 

patient and determined until you find a solution. These skills are starting to 

help me not just in school but also in everyday life (LS TYB) 

8.4.2.4 Theme 4: Composure  

Composure in this cycle was reflected in students ’increasing capacity to manage 

stress and regulate emotional responses during times of academic challenge. 

Students described a shift towards more adaptive and controlled reactions, supported 

by reflection, planning and metacognitive awareness. Rather than avoiding pressure, 

they demonstrated an ability to remain engaged while navigating through tough 

times. This theme is explored through the two subcodes: managing stress and 

anxiety, and emotional regulation during challenges. 

Subcode 1: Managing Stress and Anxiety  

Students described noticeably more composed responses to academic challenges. 

Rather than focusing primarily on stress itself, students emphasised how they 

managed stress through reflection, planning and reframing difficulty: 

“I ask better questions now. Before I’d just say “I don’t get it” but now I can 

say the exact part I’m stuck on. That makes it easier to get help. I feel less 

embarrassed than I used to. It’s still not easy, but it’s better” (ROG TYA) 

“Mistakes don’t bother me as much now. They just show me what to fix” (TL 

TYA)  

“Stress management is something I didn’t expect to learn about in TY. But it 

came up a lot in the reflections and in the lessons on metacognition and 
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goalsetting and decision making. I realised that making a plan and writing 

goals reduces stress because it feels less chaotic. It also made me feel ready 

for the bigger workload coming in senior cycle” (AH TYB) 

Stress management has improved so much for me. Having a plan and being 

organised gave me confidence. Reflection helped me stick with it and adapt 

when needed. I feel calmer in tests and more capable of handling setbacks. 

Being part of the design also motivated me, and that sense of ownership kept 

me engaged from start to finish (AC TYC) 

At this stage, composure appears more internalised and stable. Students 

acknowledged stress as a normal part of learning but described having strategies that 

prevented anxiety from being overwhelming. Students’ accounts of continued 

pressure, alongside improved emotional regulation, suggest that composure supports 

buoyancy.  

Subcode 2: Emotional Regulation During Challenge  

Students more consistently described regulated emotional responses to challenge. 

Mistakes and difficulty were reframed as manageable and expected aspects of 

learning: 

“I used to get so stressed out about tests, but this class on metacognition has 

helped. I now think about what way suits me best to prepare, and I spend less 

time worrying about the test itself. I make a plan, and I stick to it. It’s a much 

more productive way to deal with my feeling of nerves in a class and it feels 

so good to feel prepared” (SK TYC) 

Since the last few lessons I think I am better able to deal with test pressure. I 

will get to test this more in 5th year but I think I'll be better and more 

prepared than I was in 3rd year (LS TYB) 

These accounts indicate a shift towards adaptive emotional regulation, where 

students remain engaged and reflective even when experiencing stress. In this cycle, 

composure functioned as a key mechanism supporting buoyant responses to 

everyday academic setbacks.  

8.4.2.5 Theme 5: Control 

Control in this cycle was evident in students ’growing sense of agency over their 

learning, with increased emphasis on autonomy, self-regulation and deliberate 

strategy use. Students described moving beyond reliance on external guidance 

towards a more self-directed approach, where reflection and goal setting supported 
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their ability to manage challenges independently. This theme is explored through the 

two subcodes: autonomy in choice and goal orientation and reflection. 

Subcode 1: Autonomy in Choice  

Students described control, less as something provided by the intervention and more 

as a capacity they could carry into other subjects and apply independently: 

“At the start, reflection felt like something teachers forced on us. But then I 

realised it actually made a difference to how I learn. I started doing it in 

other subjects without being asked. It feels natural now, not like extra work” 

(SR TYA) 

“This class was a big reminder that I’m the one in charge of my own 

education. I can’t just rely on the teacher to tell me everything. It’s up to me 

to be an active learner and find the best way to understand the material” (LS 

TYB)   

“I'm not the smartest person in the class, but I think I can become a better 

learner by using these new strategies. It's kind of a relief to know that I have 

some control over it” (EB TYC) 

Across these accounts, autonomy shifts from having a voice to exercising self-

directed control. Students describe using personal strategies to respond to difficulty 

and adopting a calmer stance toward setbacks. Students describe ongoing challenges 

alongside enhanced agency and control. 

Subcode 2: Goal Orientation and Reflection  

Students articulated reflection and goal setting as stable strategies for managing 

learning demands and responding to setbacks: 

“Reflection made me more aware of how I learn. That awareness made me 

feel more capable” (SL TYA)  

“Self-reflection turned out to be more important than I thought. At the start I 

didn’t see the point, but now I know it helps me stop, think and plan better 

especially when things aren’t going my way. It’s like pressing pause and 

looking at where you are. That has made me feel more capable in school 

because I know I can improve if I keep reflecting” (HK TYB) 

“Prioritising tasks is something I really improved at. I used to start with 

whatever looked easiest, and then I’d run out of time for the important stuff. 

Through reflection, I realised this was a problem, and I began to put the most 

important tasks first. That change reduced a lot of stress because I knew I 
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was tackling the big things instead of avoiding them. It also gave me more 

confidence in myself because I felt more in control of my work” (EB TYC) 

Here, control is expressed as self-regulatory competence. Students describe practical 

ways of managing difficulty and recovering from setbacks through deliberate 

planning and prioritisation indicating enhanced capacity to cope with everyday 

academic challenges. 

8.4.2.6 Theme 6: Community  

Community in this cycle was reflected in students’ increased reliance on peer 

interaction, shared learning and a sense of collective responsibility within the 

classroom. Moving beyond earlier notions of support as reassurance, students 

described community as an active resource that enhanced understanding, motivation 

and persistence. A stronger sense of belonging and collaborative engagement 

contributed to a learning environment where students felt more comfortable taking 

risks and responding to challenges. This theme is explored through the two 

subcodes: peer support and shared experience and belonging and collective 

engagement. 

Subcode 1: Peer Support and Shared Experience 

In this cycle, peer support was described as a more integrated and active feature of 

learning. Students referenced collaboration, discussion and collective problem-

solving as helping them persist through challenge: 

“My camogie coach is someone I trust to talk to about decisions because she 

gives practical advice. When we talk in school about one good adult then she 

is the one I pick as she is involved in different groups and helps kids out a lot. 

She knows a lot about sport commitment and can relate to us” (HK TYA) 

“Sharing ideas helped me see how much stronger our project became when 

we worked together” (IF TYB) 

“Group support was motivating because I didn’t want to let others down. That 

accountability made me work harder. I like to consult others when the 

decision is important like subject choice and CAO courses” (AR TYC) 

Community moves beyond reassurance and becomes a learning resource that 

supports persistence, understanding and confidence during difficulty. 
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Subcode 2: Belonging and Collective Engagement 

Belonging and collective engagement refer to students’ feelings of inclusion, safety 

and shared purpose within the learning environment. This subcode captures the 

emotional and motivational dimensions of social groups that support sustained 

engagement. 

In DCIII, students described a clearer sense of collective identity and shared learning 

purpose. Group discussions, reflection, and collaborative activities contributed to a 

more cohesive learning environment: 

“Most of the camogie team happen to be in this class and that makes us work 

very well together when it comes to group work. Nobody seems to mind who 

we are put working with and we all get on very well together. I don't mind 

working with any of the girls anyway. We produce better answers and results 

when we are working in a group. I also don't mind presenting to the rest of 

the class from my group - I wouldn't like doing this in the other classes but 

our class bonds very well together” (AC TYA) 

“Group work gave me a sense of belonging I don’t usually feel in class. It 

wasn’t just about me, it was about all of us working together” (LS TYB) 

“Group work was hit or miss. Sometimes it was good, but lots of times it 

wasn’t. That made it less useful for me when I wasn't put with my friends. But 

in groups when we disagreed, we learned to compromise - that’s how real 

teamwork works” (RM TYC) 

Belonging in this cycle appeared closely linked to buoyant engagement. Students 

described community as supporting openness, persistence and emotional safety 

during challenge. 

8.4.2.7 COVID-19  

COVID-19 remained a contextual influence in this cycle, though its impact was less 

immediate and less frequently referenced by students. Rather than being experienced 

as an ongoing disruption, it was more often positioned as a past event that had 

shaped students’ resilience, attitudes and approaches to learning. Students reflected 

on this period as formative, informing their current responses to challenge and their 

appreciation of in-person learning. This theme is explored through the two subcodes: 

disruption to learning and routine, and recovery, readjustment and lingering impact. 
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Subcode 1: Disruption to Learning and Routine 

By DCIII, explicit references to disruption were less frequent and less emotionally 

charged. However, some students continued to reference Covid as having shaped 

their learning habits and attitudes: 

“I was a bit skeptical about this whole "grit" thing, but when we connected it 

to the stuff we went through during Covid, it made sense. Being stuck at 

home and having to teach myself things online was a total test of my 

patience, but I got through it. This class helped me see that all that was me 

building grit without even knowing it” (OE TYA) 

“My biggest takeaway from this class was realising that all the perseverance 

we had to show during Covid was an example of grit. It was so hard to stay 

on track with schoolwork and things, and this class helped me put a name to 

the strength we all had to get through it” (MF TYC) 

“The online learning during Covid wasn't good for my confidence, so it's 

good to feel like I'm getting it back” (JF TYB) 

At this stage, disruption appears to have shifted from an active barrier to a 

background influence, informing students’ perceptions and strategies for going 

forward. 

Subcode 2: Recovery, Readjustment and Lingering Impact 

Students increasingly positioned Covid as a past experience that had shaped their 

perspective rather than an ongoing obstacle: 

“Two years ago I did miss being around people but I'm grand again now” 

(ÉS TYA) 

“It's nice to be in a classroom again, and I feel more appreciative for doing 

groupwork” (OC TYB) 

“I'm delighted to be back in the classroom after so much online learning 

during Covid” (BM TYC) 

Here, Covid is reframed as a formative experience that influenced students’ attitudes 

toward learning, effort and routine with an appreciation for being back in the 

classroom. While its effects remained visible, they were no longer described as 

destabilising. 
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8.5 Intervention Effectiveness: A Reflective Analysis 

Student reflections in DCIII indicate a more positive and cohesive experience of the 

intervention as a whole. Students reported higher engagement and greater benefit 

from the structured progression from scaffolded to independent reflective activities: 

“The reflection activities really helped because at the start we were shown 

how to do them and then later we could do them ourselves” (AP TYC) 

“As we got into the swing of the subject I started to get into the lessons in the 

subject and the reflection activities, I have the diary and do that weekly now” 

(ÉS TYA) 

These reflections suggest that earlier revisions to the intervention successfully 

addressed issues identified in previous cycles.  

The increased use of collaborative activities supported peer discussion and shared 

problem solving, which students described as helping them to manage academic 

challenges more effectively: 

“Working in groups helped because we could talk about our problems in 

school and realise other people were dealing with the same things, so it made 

it easier to handle challenges” (SK TYA) 

“When we did activities together, we could help each other figure things out 

instead of getting stuck on our own, and that made schoolwork feel less 

stressful and I realised others were in the same boat as me” (RC TYB) 

Students also demonstrated greater awareness of strategies associated with academic 

buoyancy, indicating that the intervention was successful in supporting both 

cognitive and emotional aspects of learning: 

“The subject helped me see that it’s okay to struggle sometimes and that 

there are ways to deal with it instead of getting stressed or annoyed” (MF 

TYC) 

“Reflecting on my learning helped me understand what I can do when things 

don’t go well instead of just feeling bad about it” (SH TYC) 

“It would be good if some of this subject was linked more to real-life 

situations like exams or work experience” (WC TYA) 
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While overall satisfaction with the intervention was high, some students suggested 

that further opportunities for collaborative and real-life applications could enhance 

the relevance of the programme. Findings suggest that the refinements implemented 

across cycles resulted in a more effective and coherent intervention design, 

supporting both engagement and student development of coping skills. 

DCIII represents a more stable and coherent phase of implementation, reflecting 

deliberate refinements made in response to earlier findings. Following the variability 

observed in DCII, greater continuity in delivery was established through consistent 

facilitation by the researcher and one teacher, alongside a clearer emphasis on 

progressive and connected learning experiences. Building on refinements introduced 

between DCI and DCII, the twelve-week duration allowed sustained engagement and 

deeper consolidation of reflective skills. Explicit and structured instruction in 

reflective practice ensured that students were supported in developing reflective 

competence.  

Considered together, the design adjustments show signs of strengthening the 

intervention. The increased stability, continuity and structured scaffolding explain 

the improvements in the predictors of buoyancy observed in this cycle. This suggests 

that buoyancy development was a product of participation, exposure to content and 

carefully sequenced, consistent and sustained instruction. 

 

8.6 Theoretical Pillars in DCIII 

Consistent with DCI and DCII, the intervention in DCIII remained grounded in the 

three theoretical pillars identified in the literature as essential for supporting 

academic buoyancy. This section outlines the findings from DCIII, organised 

according to each of these pillars. 

8.6.1 Collaboration 

Collaboration functioned as a pillar within this cycle, shaping the conditions under 

which key predictors of academic buoyancy could be developed. Rather than 

operating solely as a pedagogical strategy, collaboration created an environment in 

which students could co-construct understanding, share responsibility for learning 

and engage more confidently with challenge. 
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In the early stages of this cycle, structured scaffolding supported students’ 

engagement with collaborative activities. These supports enabled students to 

participate meaningfully in group work, building initial confidence and reducing 

barriers associated in working with others. As the intervention progressed, the 

gradual removal of scaffolds reflected students’ increasing independence and 

capacity to engage in collaborative learning without as much reliance on teacher 

direction. This shift suggests that collaboration became internalised as a routine 

aspect of students’ learning behaviour. 

Within this collaborative context, students were more likely to develop competencies 

associated with academic buoyancy, including confidence, persistence and adaptive 

responses to difficulty. Collaboration provided a space in which challenge could be 

normalised and negotiated collectively, reducing the individual pressure often 

associated with academic setbacks. Students engaged in shared problem solving, 

discussion and reflection, drawing on peer support to sustain engagement and work 

through difficulties. Through sustained collaboration in each lesson in this cycle, 

students demonstrated an increased ability to communicate ideas, negotiate 

perspectives and build on peer contributions, indicating a shift towards more 

collective forms of learning. 

A key feature strengthening the collaborative context was the negotiated nature of 

the intervention. By involving students in shaping the content and structure of these 

lessons, the process fostered a strong sense of ownership, agency and student voice. 

The participatory approach enhanced motivation and engagement, as students 

recognised the relevance of their contributions to the learning experience. The 

collaborative environment also supported inclusive participation and respect for 

diverse perspectives, enabling a wider range of students to contribute meaningfully 

to the group. 

The structured design of collaborative activities further supported this development. 

Tasks were designed to promote shared responsibility, goal orientation and reflection 

on group processes. Within this context, students demonstrated an increased capacity 

to monitor their learning, manage group dynamics and sustain motivation. They 

became more aware of their contributions and those of others, and more capable of 

recognising the value of diverse perspectives in achieving stronger outcomes. 
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As collaboration became more integrated, students demonstrated increased 

confidence in navigating group dynamics and working with a wider range of peers. 

Initial preferences for working within familiar social groups diminished as the 

lessons progressed, suggesting greater adaptability and comfort within the 

collaborative environment. By the later stages of the intervention, collaboration 

appeared self-sustaining with students engaging in discussion, problem solving and 

shared reflection with minimal prompting. It became a normalised and expected 

aspect of classroom practice by the end of DCIII. 

8.6.2 Engagement 

Engagement in DCIII was notably strengthened when compared to earlier cycles, 

with students demonstrating more sustained and consistent participation in the 

intervention. This improvement can be understood as both a product of the evolving 

design of the intervention and the broader contextual conditions within which it was 

implemented. Unlike previous cycles, DCIII took place during students’ second year 

back in school following COVID-19 disruptions. While extracurricular commitments 

such as sport continued to impact attendance - a typical feature of school life - the 

initial surge in absences observed in the DCII had stabilised. As a result, patterns of 

attendance were more consistent, supporting continuity of engagement. 

In addition to these contextual factors, structural refinements to the delivery of the 

intervention also contributed to improved engagement. Greater continuity was 

achieved through a more stable implementation model, with the researcher 

delivering the intervention to two classes and a teaching colleague delivering it to a 

third. This approach supported consistency in content, expectations and pacing, 

reducing fragmentation in students’ experiences of the intervention. Such continuity 

is recognised as an important factor in sustaining student engagement, particularly in 

iterative design-based research contexts. 

Engagement in DCIII was not only more consistent but also more effortful. Students 

demonstrated an increased willingness to persist with challenging tasks, particularly 

within collaborative learning contexts. The integration of structured and unstructured 

reflection, alongside opportunities for collaborative problem solving, appeared to 

support students in maintaining focus and working through challenges rather than 

disengaging. 
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Furthermore, the participatory design of the intervention, grounded in the NIC 

process, continued to play a central role in fostering engagement. Students’ ongoing 

involvement in shaping the content and structure of the intervention contributed to a 

strong sense of ownership, which in turn supported sustained engagement. In this 

cycle, engagement appeared increasingly self-directed, with students taking greater 

responsibility for their involvement and contribution. This shift suggests that 

engagement in DCIII was not solely behavioural, but also agentic in nature, 

reflecting students’ growing capacity to actively shape their learning experiences. 

Overall, the findings from DCIII indicate that engagement was strengthened through 

the interaction of contextual stability, improved continuity of delivery and sustained 

participatory practices. These elements combined to support a more consistent, 

effortful and internally driven form of engagement. 

8.6.3 Reflection  

Reflection remained a central pillar of the DCIII intervention, alongside 

collaboration and engagement, supporting the development of students’ self-

awareness and their capacity to respond adaptively to academic challenge. In this 

cycle, engagement with reflective practices increased significantly, with 

approximately 90% of students submitting reflective journals, compared to 

substantially lower submission rates (40% in DCI) in earlier cycles. This 

improvement not only reflects increased participation but also provided a richer and 

more consistent qualitative dataset from which to examine students’ learning 

processes. 

A key factor underpinning this improvement was the introduction of a pedagogically 

designed reflective journal. This resource was intentionally structured to support 

students in developing reflective capacity over time, moving from initially 

scaffolded prompts towards more open, unstructured reflection. This gradual release 

of responsibility enabled students to build confidence in articulating their thoughts, 

while also supporting a transition towards more independent and self-directed 

reflection. As a result, reflection in DCIII was not only more frequent but also 

notably deeper and more analytical in nature. 

Students demonstrated an increased ability to evaluate their learning, recognise 

progress and identify strategies for improvement. Reflection supported the 
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development of self-regulatory skills in this cycle, enabling students to plan, monitor 

and adapt their approach to learning in response to challenge. 

Importantly, the impact of reflective practice extended beyond the intervention itself. 

Students demonstrated the transfer of reflective skills to other subject areas 

(transition year diary and e-portfolio), suggesting that reflection had become 

embedded as part of their broader approach to learning. This indicates that reflection 

functioned not only as a support mechanism within the intervention, but as a 

sustained strategy contributing to students’ overall academic development. 

The progression observed in both the depth and quality of reflection highlights the 

importance of explicit instruction and structured support in developing reflective 

capacity. In DCIII, reflection operated as a foundational mechanism supporting 

students in making sense of their experiences, recognising growth and responding 

more effectively to academic challenges. 

8.7 Addressing Researcher Positionality  

Building on the approach adopted in DCII, the inclusion of an additional teacher in 

DCIII provided a comparative perspective and helped mitigate the influence of the 

researcher’s dual role. 

The teaching colleague’s involvement contributed to a more balanced 

implementation of the taught element of the intervention, as they engaged with 

students without prior relational context. This supported a more objective 

perspective on student responses and engagement, strengthening the credibility of 

the findings. The dual-instructor model therefore functioned as a practical strategy to 

address positionality while maintaining the integrity of the intervention. 

Overall, acknowledging and actively managing positionality in DCIII supports the 

study’s commitment to rigorous and reflective research practice, enhancing the 

trustworthiness of the findings. 

 

8.8 Thematic and Theoretical Connections in DCIII 

Table 16 summarises the thematic and theoretical connections identified in DCIII, 

demonstrating how participant reflections contributed to a deeper alignment between 

the core pillars of engagement, collaboration and reflection and the theoretical 

framework guiding the final iteration of the intervention.
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Table 16. Thematic and theoretical connections across design cycles 

Pillars Theory DCIII 

 

 

Collaboration 

 

 

Social Constructivism – Vygotsky, Piaget & 

Scardamalia 

(Scardamalia, 2002) (Pardjono, 2016) 

Collaboration (Stahl, 2013) 

Learner Active Engagement  - Bruner (Raw, 2014) 

Epistemic Agency (Yang et al., 2020) 

Zone of Proximal Development -Vygotsky 

Scaffolding (Driscoll, 1994) (Dillenbourg, 2016) 

Facilitation of shared ideas and collective understanding 

Shared exploration of ideas and generation of solutions 

Active participation and critical analysis  

Empowerment of students to explain themes and lesson 

suggestions to each other 

Paired students to guide each other within their ZPD. 

Provided support for more complex solutions to themes 

Guiding of students while encouraging independent thought 

 

 

Engagement 

Transactional model of student engagement 

(Lawson & Lawson, 2013) 

State of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 2004) 

 

Engagement Theory (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 

1998) 

Empowered students to select topics of interest for lessons 

Created tasks that require a more focussed approach to come up 

with specific lessons 

 

Students see the outcome of DCII as a meaningful subject in TY 
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Student Voice (Lundy, 2007) Students freely expressed their ideas and suggestions for lessons 

Students had autonomy to guide their own learning and an 

audience to make an impact 

 

 

Reflection 

Command what is lacking (Dewey, 1933) 

Becoming more skillful (Schön, 1983) 

 

Reflective Practice and Experiential Learning 

(Moon, 2013) 

Interventions steered by reflections 

 

 

Amalgamate theory with reality  

DBR and Reflection (Sandoval, 2014) 

 

Driscoll’s Simpler Solution (Driscoll, 1994) 

Maintenance of structured and unstructured reflections. 

Continuous reflection encouraged documenting experiences in 

the subject 

 

Focus on analysing key times/tasks to improve and see benefits 

of reflective practice 

Encourage ongoing self evaluation and adjustment of strategies 

to deal with setbacks 

Adjusted interventions based on ongoing feedback and outcomes 

from DCII 

Implemented strategies in practice in the subject reflecting on 

their effectiveness from DCII and earlier lessons in DCIII 

Continuous refinement of reflection lessons throughout the 

subject – which were similar to those in DCII 

Encouraged and engaged students in experiences to inform future 

strategies to deal with setbacks 
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Used structured steps to reflect on key setbacks and their 

emotional response 

Encouraged students to focus on what happened, how it 

happened and future strategies for improvement 
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8.9 Conjecture Map DCII 

In Design Cycle III, the final iteration of the conjecture map reflects a more refined and evidence-informed alignment between design features 

and intended learning outcomes. Drawing on insights from previous cycles, this version represents a consolidation of both theoretical and 

practical understandings, supporting the evolution of the intervention into a more responsive and coherent learning experience. 

 

Figure 18. Conjecture map summarising the enactment and predictions in DCIII 
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8.10 Conclusion 

The findings from DCIII indicate clear improvements across both quantitative and 

qualitative measures, reinforcing the intervention’s positive impact on student 

academic buoyancy. While quantitative data suggested limited movement for a small 

subset of students, the majority demonstrated progress across results. These results 

suggest that students developed more effective coping strategies during the 

intervention. 

Qualitative analysis of reflective journals provided further evidence of growth in 

confidence, planning, perseverance, commitment and coordination. The descriptive 

statistics supported these trends, while student reflections offered deeper insight into 

the processes underpinning change. In particular, students demonstrated increased 

depth of reflection, stronger critical thinking and an enhanced ability to apply 

reflective insights to their learning. The high rate of journal completion further 

indicates strong engagement and intrinsic motivation, with students actively 

participating in reflective practices without external incentives. Excerpts from 

student reflections provided rich, authentic accounts of these developments. 

Researcher positionality was carefully managed again in this cycle through a balance 

of researcher-led and teacher-led instruction. This approach supported consistency in 

delivery while mitigating potential bias, strengthening the credibility of the findings. 

Conjecture maps across the three cycles illustrate the iterative refinement of the 

intervention, highlighting how design adaptations were informed by participant 

feedback. 

Within a Design-Based Research framework, maturity is reached when an 

intervention demonstrates stability, effectiveness and alignment with its intended 

outcomes (McKenney et al., 2016; Pareja Roblin & McKenney, 2019). In DCIII, the 

intervention shows evidence of this maturity, with consistent outcomes and a 

coherent alignment between design, implementation and impact. As such, no further 

major iterations are required. 

The final chapter provides a cross-cycle discussion of findings, drawing together 

insights from all three design cycles to critically examine the intervention’s impact 

and its broader implications for the development of academic buoyancy in 

educational contexts.  
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9. Discussion 

9.1 Chapter Overview 

This study set out to examine how a designed educational intervention could enhance 

students’ ability to deal successfully with everyday setbacks in school life, 

conceptualised as academic buoyancy (Martin & Marsh, 2006). The rationale for this 

study is situated within a broader shift in education towards the development of 

skills that extend beyond traditional subject knowledge. Increasing emphasis is being 

placed on so-called “future skills,” including critical thinking, collaboration and the 

ability to manage one’s own learning (McGuinness, 2023; OECD, 2018a). These 

skills are intended to support learners in navigating complex and uncertain contexts 

within and beyond formal education. 

Alongside the need to develop future skills, students should also hone the skills that 

are required for coping with the day-to-day challenges, uncertainty and setback that 

are integral to school life. A useful conceptual framework that addresses the skills 

that are required for coping with such everyday challenges is Martin and Marsh’s 

academic buoyancy (Martin et al., 2010; Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008). Academic 

buoyancy refers to students’ ability to successfully deal with the everyday setbacks 

and challenges that are typical of the ordinary course of school life. Such challenges 

include poor grades, workload pressure, negative feedback and fluctuations in 

motivation (Martin & Marsh, 2008; Salimzadeh et al., 2021).  The development of 

academic buoyancy can therefore be understood as an enabling factor in the 

development of future skills, supporting students to persist in the face of challenge. 

As academic demands increase during adolescence, the ability to respond to them 

adaptively is crucial not only to students’ academic success, but also to their 

wellbeing. Situated within the context of the transition from Junior to Senior Cycle 

in Irish secondary education, this study builds on this rationale by examining how an 

intervention designed to support academic buoyancy can contribute to students’ 

capacity to engage with these broader learning demands in a meaningful way.  

By exploring academic buoyancy, this study aims to address a recognised gap in 

targeted supports for developing coping skills in school settings (Clerkin, 2019; 

Perry et al., 2018). The study developed and implemented an intervention through an 
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iterative Design-Based Research (DBR) process (Barab & Squire, 2004). The 

intervention comprised two main elements: a negotiated phase, in which students 

participated in informing the design alongside the teacher, and the subsequent 

implementation of the intervention with the same cohort. Central to this approach 

was the active involvement of students through a Negotiated Integrated Curriculum 

(NIC) process (Fitzpatrick, 2016). 

The intervention was guided by a social constructivist orientation and structured 

around three core pillars - collaboration, engagement and reflection - which were 

identified the prerequisite conditions required for developing academic buoyancy. In 

addition, the study aligns with broader educational priorities relating to the 

development of transferable competencies referred to as future skills 

(OECD/Cedefop/European Commission/ETF/ILO/UNESCO, 2024)which are 

increasingly recognised as essential for navigating contemporary educational 

contexts (Bakhshi et al., 2017; Gust et al., 2022). 

The focus on academic buoyancy is particularly pertinent during periods of 

educational transition (Hoferichter et al., 2021), such as the move from Junior to 

Senior Cycle, where students encounter increased academic expectations and 

heightened performance pressures. In this context, supporting students to develop 

strategies for managing everyday setbacks becomes an important aspect of both 

academic success and overall wellbeing. By positioning academic buoyancy as a 

developable capacity, this study supports research that emphasises the role of school-

based interventions in fostering adaptive responses to challenge. 

Within this study, academic buoyancy served as the central framework through 

which students’ experiences were understood and the intervention was designed. 

Consistent with previous research, the challenges identified by students reflected the 

day-to-day demands of school life, including managing competing deadlines, 

balancing extracurricular commitments, making academic decisions and coping with 

examination pressure. This conceptualisation of academic buoyancy informs the 

interpretation of the findings presented in this chapter, particularly in relation to how 

students engaged with and responded to the intervention. The following sections 

examine these findings in greater detail, considering how student participation in the 

design of the intervention influenced engagement with the taught element of the 
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module, and how collaboration and reflection supported the development of 

students’ coping skills. 

The study was structured using a Design-Based Research (DBR) approach, 

characterised by iterative cycles of design, implementation, analysis and refinement 

(Barab & Squire, 2004; Yang & Lee, 2025). DBR is particularly suited to educational 

contexts as it allows for the development of interventions in real-world settings 

while simultaneously generating theoretical and practical insights (Anderson & 

Shattuck, 2012). In this study, the DBR framework supported the progressive 

refinement of the intervention across three cycles, with each cycle building on the 

findings of the previous phase. The first cycle (DCI) focused on the initial design 

and exploratory implementation of the intervention. In line with DBR principles, this 

phase involved identifying key challenges experienced by students and establishing 

the foundational structure of the intervention. The second cycle (DCII) involved the 

re-implementation of all elements of the intervention, incorporating insights gained 

from the first cycle. The third cycle (DCIII) represented a more developed iteration 

of the intervention, where previous refinements were consolidated. The cumulative 

insights from all three cycles enabled a comprehensive understanding of how the 

intervention worked in practice and how student participation influenced 

engagement and learning. This iterative process reflects a key feature of DBR, 

whereby interventions are continuously adapted in response to empirical findings 

(Lichtman, 2023; Yang & Lee, 2025). Data from this phase provided a deeper 

understanding of how students interacted with the intervention and the extent to 

which it supported their ability to manage everyday academic challenges. 

Across all three cycles, the DBR approach facilitated a close integration of theory 

and practice, with academic buoyancy serving as the guiding conceptual framework. 

The iterative nature of the process allowed for ongoing responsiveness to the 

educational context, ensuring that the intervention remained relevant to students’ 

lived experiences. In addition, the use of multiple data sources across cycles 

supported a process of triangulation, strengthening the credibility of the findings. 

This chapter will discuss the findings of this study, placing them in the context of the 

conceptual framework of the study.  
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9.2 Findings in the Context of Existing Knowledge 

The need for this study remains grounded in a growing recognition of the importance 

of social and emotional skills in supporting students’ academic success and 

wellbeing. International research has highlighted that these skills can decline during 

adolescence, particularly during key educational transitions, reinforcing concerns 

about students’ capacity to manage increasing academic demands (OECD, 2021). In 

response, there is increasing recognition that education must extend beyond content 

knowledge to include the development of skills such as self-regulation, resilience 

and adaptability (OECD, 2018a, 2018b), which can be addressed, at least somewhat, 

through supporting the development of academic buoyancy. Within the Irish context, 

this emphasis on skills is reflected in the ongoing redevelopment of the Senior 

Cycle, where skills such as resilience, collaboration and reflective practice are 

prioritised (NCCA, 2024b). However, despite the prominence of reflection and 

collaborative learning in this policy alignment there remains a need for practical, 

classroom-based approaches that support the development of these competencies in 

meaningful ways. This study introduces an intervention shaped by the principles of 

collaboration, engagement and reflection that aims to provide a practical approach to 

supporting students in developing strategies to manage everyday academic 

challenges using the concept of academic buoyancy.  

While academic buoyancy has been well established as a concept (Martin & Marsh, 

2006, 2008), there is limited research on how it can be explicitly developed within 

the Irish secondary school context. This study addresses this gap by examining how 

a DBR-informed intervention can support students in navigating routine academic 

setbacks. 

9.3 Developing Academic Buoyancy: Theoretical Framing 

Academic buoyancy is conceptualised as students’ capacity to successfully deal with 

the everyday academic setbacks and challenges that are typical of the ordinary 

course of school life (Martin & Marsh, 2006, 2008). Martin and Marsh (2006; 2008) 

propose that academic buoyancy is associated with a set of motivational and 

psychological factors, referred to as the “5Cs”: confidence, coordination, control, 

composure and commitment, which act as key predictors of students’ ability to 

manage everyday academic challenge.  However, while existing literature measures 
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academic buoyancy, it does not address the conditions that are required for students 

to successfully develop academic buoyancy skills. Building on constructivist 

learning theories (Pardjono, 2016), the researcher identifies three prerequisite 

conditions that are deemed essential for creating an environment in which academic 

buoyancy can develop - collaboration, engagement and reflection - which act as the 

core pillars of this DBR study.  

9.3.1 Collaboration  

The idea that learning is best achieved through social interaction is at the core of the 

concept of collaborative learning (Johnson & Johnson, 2013).  Learners thrive in a 

supportive, cooperative environment where students co-construct knowledge and 

navigate challenges collectively. As such, collaboration is central to the intervention, 

reflecting a view of learning as a socially constructed process. Within this study, the 

intervention was developed to include a negotiated phase, where students were given 

opportunities for dialogue, shared problem solving and peer interaction, where 

within group students discussed the challenges they encounter in their school life. 

This approach aligns with the view of the importance of social interaction and shared 

meaning-making in supporting learning (Woo & Reeves, 2007). 

The importance of guided interaction was also evident, particularly in the early 

stages of the intervention, where teacher support and structured activities helped to 

scaffold students’ engagement. This reflects the principle that learners can extend 

their understanding through interaction with more knowledgeable others, as outlined 

in Vygotsky’s concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (Faysal, 2019). The 

findings from the first phase of the intervention across all three design cycles 

demonstrated that students benefitted from such discussions and despite having to 

get familiar with working in groups and gaining the confidence to participate, they 

enjoyed this type of collaborative work. Over time, students demonstrated increasing 

independence in how they approached challenges, suggesting a gradual shift from 

supported to more self-directed learning. 

Collaboration also appeared to play an important role in shaping students’ responses 

to everyday academic setbacks. Through sharing experiences and working together, 

students were able to normalise challenges, gain alternative perspectives and develop 

strategies collectively. This process aligns with existing research highlighting the 
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role of collaborative learning in fostering engagement, mutual support and a sense of 

shared responsibility (Brown, 1992; Nguyen & Duong, 2025). 

In this study, collaboration functioned not only as a pedagogical approach but as a 

mechanism through which students’ capacity to manage everyday academic 

difficulties was supported. This is particularly relevant in the context of academic 

buoyancy, where the ability to respond effectively to challenge is shaped by 

individual factors and by the social context of learning. 

9.3.2. Engagement  

Student engagement, defined as the extent to which learners are actively involved 

and invested in the learning process significantly, is associated with deeper learning 

and greater academic success (Chong et al., 2018). Engaged learning prompts active 

cognitive processes such as creativity, problem solving, reasoning, decision making 

and evaluation (Kearsley & Shneiderman, 1998). Students are engaged when they 

devote substantial time and effort to a task, when they care about the quality of their 

work, and when they commit themselves to the work (Newmann, 1992). As all the 

reported outcomes of engagement and particularly of emotional engagement (Martin 

et al., 2013; Yu et al., 2019), are closely related to academic buoyancy, creating an 

environment that promotes engagement was deemed necessary for the success of this 

study. Within this study, engagement was evident through students’ willingness to 

participate, contribute to discussions and reflect on their experiences, suggesting a 

level of meaningful involvement in the learning process. Within the context of this 

intervention, engagement was achieved through the emphasis that was placed on 

student participation, which was found to support higher levels of engagement, as 

students were more invested in learning experiences that they had helped to shape. 

This sense of ownership contributed to sustained participation and a greater 

willingness to engage with the intervention. This is particularly relevant in relation to 

academic buoyancy, as students who are more engaged are more likely to persist in 

the face of setbacks and to adopt adaptive strategies in response to challenge. 

Engagement was therefore a key design pillar of the intervention to support students’ 

ability to navigate the routine difficulties associated with school life. 
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9.3.3 Reflection  

Reflection is a process of making sense of experience in situations that are complex 

and resistant to simplification through pre-taught concepts or frameworks (Kennedy-

Clark, 2015). Engaging in reflective practices enables learners to critically analyse 

experiences, integrate theory with practice and transform each encounter into a 

meaningful learning opportunity, supporting both personal and professional growth 

(Ahmed, 2019; Alam, 2022; LeFroy et al., 2021; Virginia et al., 2017; Yang et al., 

2020). As such, reflection is key for successfully developing academic buoyancy. For 

that reason, reflection was integral to the intervention, with regular structured and 

unstructured reflection activities across the two parts of the designed intervention. 

Within this study, reflection provided a structured opportunity for students to 

consider their experiences, evaluate their responses to challenges and identify 

strategies for managing similar situations in the future. This aligns with research 

which positions reflection as a process through which learners make sense of 

experience and develop deeper understanding (Kennedy-Clark, 2015; Moon, 2013). 

In practice, students’ reflective activities revealed an increased awareness of how 

they approached academic challenges, including their responses to setbacks, 

decision-making processes and strategies for managing workload and pressure. This 

suggests an improving ability to recognise and respond adaptively to everyday 

academic difficulties. Reflective engagement developed progressively across the 

design cycles. In DCI, reflection was limited in both participation and depth, but 

with the introduction of explicit instruction and scaffolding in DCII, students 

engaged more consistently and produced more structured responses. DCIII saw 

students demonstrate increasingly independent, deeper and more transferable 

reflective thinking. 

Reflection also played a significant role in the iterative development of the 

intervention itself. Consistent with DBR principles, ongoing reflection on each cycle 

enabled the identification of effective elements and areas for refinement, informing 

subsequent modifications (Bakker & van Eerde, 2015; Barab & Squire, 2004). This 

iterative process ensured that the intervention remained responsive to students’ needs 

and grounded in the realities of classroom practice. In this way, reflection functioned 

both as a pedagogical tool for student learning and as a mechanism for continuous 

improvement within the design process. Its integration within the intervention 
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supported students in developing greater awareness and control over their learning, 

contributing to their capacity to manage everyday academic challenges. As such, 

reflection can be understood as a key process through which academic buoyancy was 

supported within this study. This emphasis on reflection is also considered in the 

ongoing redevelopment of the Irish Senior Cycle, where students’ ability to reflect 

forms a large part of six of the seven key competencies (NCCA, 2024b). 

9.4 Evaluation of the Intervention across Design Cycles 

The intervention consisted of two phases, a negotiated integration curriculum 

(Fitzpatrick, 2016) and a taught element. The first phase consisted of eight stages in 

which students identified the key concerns related to their school life, developed 

these into themes, voted to agree on key themes, and discuss activities that could be 

used in the curriculum that form the second part of the intervention. The taught part 

of the intervention was developed by the researcher as the pedagogical expert, but 

was informed by the results of the first phase of the intervention. Throughout the 

intervention, students provided structured and unstructured reflections that were used 

both as part of the intervention and as key source of data. In addition, quantitative 

data on academic buoyancy was collected before and after the taught part of the 

intervention. The intervention was run three times, with learning from each iteration 

informing adjustments in the subsequent iteration.  

9.4.1 Design Cycle I 

Findings from DCI indicated that overall the intervention successfully improved 

academic buoyancy, as was clearly seen from the quantitative data where the mean 

score of the ABS increased from 2.98 (𝑆𝐷=1.01) to 4.97 (𝑆𝐷=0.36) (𝑡(81)=−1.78, 

𝑝<0.001). The qualitative data revealed that as the intervention progressed, students 

reported an increased belief in their ability to improve, growing confidence in 

speaking in groups, improved planning and managing of tasks, showed greater 

persistence and were better able to manage stress, while remaining goal-orientated. 

There was also evidence of an increased sense of peer support and belonging, issues 

that were particularly challenging during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

In terms of student engagement, the intervention proved highly effective, even 

within the constraints of an online learning environment. Sustained attendance, 

active participation and the production of learning artefacts indicate strong 
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behavioural engagement, while the negotiated and student-centered nature of the 

module points towards enhanced cognitive and emotional engagement. Importantly, 

data from student reflections showed that engagement appeared to be closely linked 

to relevance and ownership, with students responding positively to opportunities to 

shape the content and direction of their learning. This aligns with theoretical 

perspectives such as Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012), where 

autonomy and relatedness are key drivers of intrinsic motivation. From an evaluative 

perspective, engagement can therefore be seen as both an outcome of the 

intervention design and a contributing factor to the development of academic 

buoyancy, as consistent participation and investment in learning are prerequisites for 

building buoyancy to everyday academic setbacks. 

However, despite high levels of engagement, it was also evident that the 

intervention has not achieved satisfactory reflection skills. Students’ reflection 

remained short and superficial and had not improved as the intervention progressed.  

While reflective activities were embedded throughout the intervention, students 

demonstrated difficulty moving beyond descriptive accounts towards deeper, 

analytical reflection. This suggests that reflection was positioned as an expectation 

rather than as a skill, highlighting insufficient scaffolding within the design. The 

implication here is significant given that reflection supports self-regulation, self-

awareness and adaptive coping. The limited depth of reflection may have constrained 

the full impact of the intervention. Furthermore, the findings indicate that time and 

structure played a role, with the six-week duration perceived as rushed and 

insufficient for developing more complex metacognitive skills. 

Taken together, the findings from DCI suggest that the intervention was successful in 

establishing the core conditions for academic buoyancy, particularly through 

fostering collaboration, engagement and community. However, the depth and 

sustainability of these outcomes were limited by weaknesses in reflective practice 

and the overall temporal structure of the intervention. These insights provided a clear 

rationale for refinement in subsequent design cycles, particularly in relation to 

scaffolding reflection, extending the duration of the intervention, and strengthening 

the integration between reflective practice and the development of buoyancy-related 

skills. It is worth noting the due to the restrictions posed by COVID-19, DCI was run 

entirely online, which could have impacted students’ engagement and possibly, 
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reflection. Yet despite those restrictions, students increasingly demonstrated comfort 

in working with peers and engaging with their teacher, suggesting the emergence of a 

psychologically safe learning environment. This is significant when viewed through 

the lens of academic buoyancy, as such environments are known to buffer everyday 

academic stress and promote adaptive responses to challenge. 

9.4.2 Design Cycle II 

In DCII, several key modifications were introduced to the taught element of the 

intervention. The programme was extended to twelve weeks, with additional time 

allocated to explicit instruction in reflection. Furthermore, delivery of this 

component was handed over to three teacher colleagues, creating distance between 

the researcher and the classroom implementation and helping to mitigate issues 

related to positionality. 

Findings from DCII indicated that the intervention continued to support 

improvements in academic buoyancy, although these were less pronounced 

compared to DCI, as evidenced by the quantitative data, where the mean ABS score 

increased from 2.77 (𝑆𝐷 = 0.64) to 3.96 (𝑆𝐷 = 0.94) (𝑡(73) = −8.48, 𝑝 < 0.001). 

Additionally, unlike DCI, the differences between the classes were greater than in 

DCI, with one class now showing statistically significant improvement in academic 

buoyancy. The qualitative data further supported these findings, with students 

reporting an increased belief in their ability to improve and a growing sense of 

control over their learning. However, some challenges were evident within this 

cycle. Students described difficulties in maintaining commitment, often due to 

competing extracurricular demands, while the return to online learning appeared to 

impact their composure, with some reporting heightened anxiety and nervousness. 

Despite these challenges, students demonstrated improvements in their ability to 

coordinate tasks and increasingly relied on members of their community for support, 

highlighting the importance of peer relationships in sustaining engagement during 

this phase of the intervention. The intervention in DCII demonstrated a more 

complex pattern of student engagement, shaped in part by the return to in-person 

learning. While students responded positively to being back in a social classroom 

environment, initial participation was tentative, with mask-wearing and group 

interaction presenting early challenges. However, as the cycle progressed these 

barriers diminished and students became increasingly comfortable collaborating with 
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peers. The introduction of additional scaffolds appeared to support this shift, with 

students engaging more readily in group work and demonstrating improved 

coordination and shared responsibility over the twelve-week period. Where 

engagement was sustained, students reported valuing opportunities for meaningful 

discussion and creative approaches to problem solving, indicating the presence of 

both cognitive and emotional engagement. 

Despite these strengths, engagement across the cycle was less consistent than in DCI. 

Attendance was more variable, with students frequently prioritising extracurricular 

commitments, particularly sport, following earlier restrictions. As a result, 

maintaining continuity and consistent student involvement presented an ongoing 

challenge. Nevertheless, student reflections suggest that when present, learners 

valued having a voice in shaping aspects of the module, reinforcing the importance 

of ownership and participation as drivers of engagement. In addition, students 

increasingly recognised the role of their wider support networks, including teachers, 

coaches and family members, highlighting the significance of community in 

sustaining their engagement and development. 

Overall, the modifications introduced in DCII were beneficial in strengthening the 

reflective dimension of the intervention and supporting more sustained student 

engagement. The extension of the programme to twelve weeks, alongside an 

increased focus on reflection, contributed to improvements in both the quantity and 

quality of student reflections. The intervention also supported enhanced 

collaboration and engagement as students readjusted to the in-person learning 

environment, with the emphasis on social interaction and community, continuing to 

play a central role in fostering academic buoyancy. However, the handover of 

delivery to teacher colleagues was not uniformly successful. In one class continuity 

was affected due to teacher absence, linked to extracurricular commitments, 

impacting the consistency of implementation. More broadly, challenges relating to 

attendance, continuity and the uneven development of reflective skills limited the 

overall coherence of the intervention in this DC. 

These findings highlight the importance of sustained instructional time, explicit 

scaffolding of reflection and consistent implementation in supporting deeper 
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reflective practice, while also reinforcing the need for stronger structures to ensure 

continuity and participation in subsequent design iterations. 

9.4.3 Design Cycle III 

In DCIII, further refinements were made to strengthen the consistency and depth of 

the intervention. Responsibility for delivery was largely returned to the researcher, 

with one teaching colleague facilitating a single group, thereby improving overall 

consistency of implementation. In addition, greater support was provided for 

reflective practice through the introduction of a researcher-designed reflective 

journal, intended to scaffold students’ engagement with reflection and develop more 

structured and meaningful responses. Findings from DCIII indicated that the 

intervention resulted in substantial improvements in academic buoyancy, as 

evidenced by the quantitative data, where the mean ABS score increased from 2.63 

(𝑆𝐷 = 0.65) to 4.32 (𝑆𝐷 = 0.60) (𝑡(93) = −15.75, 𝑝 < 0.001). This increase reflects 

growth in academic buoyancy, suggesting a more comprehensive and integrated 

development of students’ capacity to manage everyday academic challenges. The 

qualitative data further supported these findings, with students demonstrating a 

stronger belief in their ability to improve, increased confidence in their learning and 

a more sustained sense of control and coordination in managing academic tasks. In 

contrast to earlier cycles, there was also evidence of greater emotional stability, with 

students appearing better equipped to manage stress and respond adaptively to 

setbacks. Furthermore, students continued to draw on their peer networks and wider 

support systems, reinforcing the role of community as a central factor in sustaining 

engagement and fostering academic buoyancy within this final phase of the 

intervention. 

DCIII represents the most refined iteration of the intervention, illustrating how 

cumulative design adjustments, alongside more stable implementation conditions, 

supported the development of academic buoyancy. In contrast to earlier cycles, 

DCIII was characterised by greater coherence, continuity and alignment between 

design and enactment, contributing to a more consistent student experience. A key 

insight from this cycle is the importance of implementation stability. While DCI and 

DCII were shaped by constraints relating to time and continuity, these were largely 

mitigated in DCIII through more consistent facilitation, clearer sequencing and 

sustained exposure over twelve weeks. This appeared to support deeper student 
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engagement, suggesting that the development of academic buoyancy is influenced 

not only by design quality, but also by the consistency of delivery.  

Within this context, collaboration became more integrated into classroom practice. 

As scaffolding was reduced, students demonstrated greater independence in 

managing group work, engaging in shared problem solving and drawing on peer 

support to navigate challenges. Similarly, student engagement was more consistent 

and agentic, with students showing increased willingness to persist, contribute 

meaningfully and take responsibility for their learning. This suggests a shift towards 

deeper investment in learning, supported by the participatory design and improved 

continuity within the intervention. Reflection also showed notable development in 

DCIII. Building on earlier cycles, students demonstrated increased capacity for more 

analytical reflection, supported by a structured progression from scaffolded to 

independent practice. There was some evidence of transfer beyond the intervention, 

suggesting that reflection was beginning to function as a more sustainable learning 

strategy. 

These findings indicate that the integration of collaboration, engagement and 

reflection within a stable learning environment created conditions that supported the 

development of buoyancy-related skills. By DCIII, reflective practice had become a 

notable strength of the intervention, with students demonstrating the ability to 

engage in deeper, more critical reflection and in some cases transferring this skill to 

other areas of their school life. The increased consistency of implementation within 

this cycle also yielded positive outcomes, with results indicating the highest levels of 

improvement in academic buoyancy across the three iterations. More broadly, the 

progression across the cycles highlights the iterative nature of design-based research, 

where effectiveness emerges through refinement, responsiveness to context and 

alignment between design and practice. An important consideration emerging from 

the progression across cycles is the positionality of the researcher and its influence 

on both the implementation and outcomes of the intervention. 

In DCII, the researcher deliberately stepped back from the taught element in order to 

reduce potential bias and address issues of positionality, however, this shift coincided 

with a reduction in the overall effectiveness and coherence of the intervention. In 

contrast, in DCIII the researcher resumed a more active teaching role for the majority 
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of groups, with only one group facilitated by a colleague. This cycle yielded the most 

positive outcomes across measures of engagement, reflection and academic 

buoyancy. This raises important questions regarding the extent to which the success 

of the intervention is dependent on the researcher’s direct involvement. Field notes 

from DCIII suggest that familiarity with the intervention design, responsiveness to 

student needs and the ability to adapt instruction in real time may have contributed to 

more effective implementation. Similarly, this dual role as practitioner-researcher 

introduces tensions between authenticity and objectivity, as the improved outcomes 

may be partly attributable to the researcher’s expertise, relationships with students 

and commitment to the intervention. 

Rather than suggesting that researcher involvement is a prerequisite for success, 

these findings highlight the importance of considering how interventions can be 

designed for transferability beyond the original context. They also point to the need 

for clearer structures, supports and professional learning to enable consistent 

implementation by other practitioners. In particular, the findings suggest that 

continuity of facilitation across different components of the intervention is an 

important design consideration. While continuity was enacted by the researcher in 

this instance, it does not require the researcher per se, but rather the involvement of 

the same practitioner across both phases of the intervention in order to maintain 

familiarity, relational trust and coherence for participants. This highlights the 

complex and productive role of positionality within design-based research, where the 

researcher’s positionality in practice can both enhance and complicate the generation 

of knowledge. 

9.5 Implications for Practice, Policy and Research 

9.5.1 Implications for Practice 

This study offers several important implications for teaching and learning, 

particularly in relation to how academic buoyancy can be intentionally developed 

within everyday classroom practice. A key finding across the design cycles is that 

academic buoyancy does not develop implicitly, but requires structured, sustained 

and contextually relevant pedagogical approaches. In particular, the integration of 

collaborative learning, structured reflection and student-centred design emerged as 

critical strategies in supporting students to manage routine academic challenges. 
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Firstly, the findings highlight the value of collaborative learning environments in 

supporting both academic and socio-emotional development. When collaboration 

was consistently implemented and scaffolded, students demonstrated increased 

confidence, persistence and willingness to engage with challenge. This suggests that 

collaboration should be positioned not simply as a methodological choice, but as a 

core pedagogical condition that supports students in developing adaptive responses 

to difficulty. In practice, this requires the intentional structuring of group work, with 

clearly defined roles and expectations to support equitable participation, alongside 

the explicit teaching of collaborative skills such as communication, conflict 

resolution and shared problem solving. It also involves a gradual release of 

responsibility, enabling students to move from scaffolded collaboration towards 

more independent and self-regulated group functioning over time. 

Secondly, the study emphasises the importance of explicitly teaching reflective 

practice. Earlier cycles demonstrated that reflection cannot be assumed as an 

inherent skill, however, when structured supports such as guided prompts and 

gradual release of responsibility were introduced, students developed the capacity to 

engage in deeper, more analytical reflection. This has direct implications for 

classroom practice, indicating that reflection should be systematically scaffolded and 

embedded over time in order to support self-regulation and metacognitive 

development. 

A further implication relates to student engagement and participation. The findings 

consistently show that engagement was strongest when students were actively 

involved in shaping their learning experiences. The use of a participatory approach, 

grounded in student voice, enhanced relevance, motivation and ownership. This 

suggests that creating opportunities for meaningful student participation is not an 

optional enhancement, but rather a key driver of sustained engagement and deeper 

learning. To support this in practice, teachers should incorporate structured 

opportunities for student voice such as negotiated topics, choice within tasks or the 

negotiation of success criteria, while also designing learning experiences that 

connect with students’ interests and lived experiences. Central to this is the creation 

of a psychologically safe classroom environment in which students feel confident 

contributing and taking ownership of their learning. 
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An important consideration relates to the implementation of the intervention in its 

entirety. The findings suggest that the effectiveness of the taught element was closely 

linked to the preceding NIC which functioned both as a priming mechanism and as a 

means of establishing the conditions necessary for meaningful engagement. By 

including students’ concerns and incorporating their perspectives, the NIC created a 

sense of relevance and ownership which supported more effective participation in 

the subsequent lessons. This indicates that the taught intervention should not be 

viewed in isolation, but as part of a coherent process in which the negotiated element 

plays a critical role in preparing students for engagement and maximising the impact 

of the intervention on academic buoyancy. In practice, this requires that sufficient 

time and emphasis are given to the negotiated phase, ensuring that it meaningfully 

informs the design of subsequent lessons and maintains alignment between student 

input and curricular content. 

Taken together, these findings point towards a model of practice in which students 

are not passive recipients of content, but rather active participants in collaborative, 

reflective and purposeful learning environments.  

9.5.2 Implications for Policy 

This study has clear implications for educational policy, particularly within the 

context of Transition Year (TY) in Irish post-primary education. Transition Year is 

positioned as a space for personal development, wellbeing and the cultivation of key 

skills, however, there is often a lack of structured, evidence-informed programmes 

that explicitly support these aims in practice. 

The intervention developed in this study offers a practical and adaptable model that 

aligns closely with key dimensions of the revised Transition Year Programme, 

particularly those relating to wellbeing and relationships, challenge, engagement and 

creativity, and learning to learn (NCCA, 2024a). This intervention addresses an 

important, yet underdeveloped, aspect of students’ experience during this transitional 

phase. In doing so, it provides a structured approach through which these policy 

priorities can be meaningfully enacted in classroom practice, supporting students’ 

personal development and their capacity to engage with learning in a more adaptive 

and self-directed way. 
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Importantly, findings suggest that key skills associated with academic buoyancy, 

such as confidence, commitment, coordination and control can be intentionally 

developed through deliberate curriculum design, rather than left to emerge 

incidentally. This has implications for policy in terms of how TY programmes are 

structured and supported. 

Furthermore, the negotiated nature of the intervention aligns with policy directions 

that advocate for student voice and participation in learning. The study demonstrates 

that when students are actively involved in shaping curriculum content, outcomes are 

more relevant, engaging and impactful. As such, there is scope for policy to further 

encourage and support participatory approaches to curriculum design, particularly 

within flexible programmes such as TY. 

In light of these findings, there is a clear need for policy to provide more explicit 

guidance and support for the development and implementation of structured, 

evidence-informed TY programmes that target key skills. This could include the 

provision of dedicated resources and professional development opportunities to 

support teachers in designing and enacting interventions that integrate collaboration, 

reflection and student voice. 

Moreover, policy could play a more active role in embedding participatory 

approaches within TY by creating space for structured student involvement in 

curriculum design. While current policy frameworks advocate for student voice, 

greater clarity is needed regarding how this can be meaningfully operationalised in 

practice, particularly within the constraints of formal schooling. Supporting schools 

to adopt models such as negotiated curricula may enhance the relevance and impact 

of TY programmes, while still maintaining alignment with broader curricular goals. 

Overall, this research suggests that integrating structured, student-centred 

interventions, such as this one, should strengthen the capacity of TY to fulfil its 

intended role as a bridge between Junior and Senior Cycle, supporting both 

wellbeing and readiness for future academic challenges. 

9.5.3 Implications for Future Research 

This study identifies several important directions for future research, both in relation 

to DBR and the study of academic buoyancy. 
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Firstly, the findings reinforce the value of DBR as a methodology for bridging theory 

and practice within educational contexts, while also highlighting the complexity of 

conducting DBR in real-world settings. In particular the dual role of practitioner-

researcher, where the researcher is also the classroom teacher, warrants further 

investigation. While this position offers clear advantages, including increased 

ecological validity, responsiveness to context and deeper insight into classroom 

dynamics, it also raises important questions regarding bias, objectivity and the 

consistency of implementation. Existing literature on practitioner inquiry and insider 

research (Herr & Anderson, 2015) highlights these tensions, yet there remains 

limited research examining how this positionality operates specifically within DBR 

in school settings. Future research could therefore build on this study by exploring 

how DBR can be sustained over time, and how the balance between practitioner 

involvement and researcher distance can be effectively managed to support rigour, 

transparency, along with how DCR can be sustained over time within school 

contexts.  

Secondly, while this study provides valuable insights into the development of 

academic buoyancy, it was conducted within a specific context. Further research is 

needed to explore how similar interventions operate across different school settings 

and student populations, particularly in co-educational environments. In this regard, 

comparative studies examining the influence of gender, classroom composition and 

school culture would support a more nuanced understanding of how academic 

buoyancy develops and how interventions can be adapted and scaled across diverse 

contexts.  

In addition, there is scope for future research to examine the longer-term impact of 

such interventions, particularly in relation to students’ progression into Senior Cycle 

and beyond. While this study demonstrates short-term gains in areas such as 

reflection, engagement and adaptive coping, longitudinal research would provide 

further insight into the sustainability of these outcomes and explore how skills 

associated with academic buoyancy transfer over time and across subject areas. 

Finally, further work is needed to continue refining the conceptualisation of 

academic buoyancy as a dynamic and context-sensitive capacity, rather than as a 
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fixed trait. This includes exploring the specific mechanisms such as collaboration, 

engagement and reflection, through which buoyancy is developed in practice. 

9.6 Strengths and Limitations 

9.6.1 Strengths of the Study 

This study demonstrates several key strengths, particularly in its use of a DBR 

methodology, the depth of qualitative data generated and the iterative nature of the 

intervention design. 

A primary strength lies in the adoption of a Design-Based Research approach, which 

enabled the study to bridge the gap between theory and practice. DBR is particularly 

suited to educational contexts as it allows for the development and refinement of 

interventions within real-world settings, while simultaneously contributing to 

theoretical understanding (Al-Wadi, 2023; Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; The Design 

Based Research Collective, 2003). In this study, DBR facilitated the systematic 

design, implementation and evaluation of a negotiated intervention aimed at 

developing academic buoyancy. The cyclical structure of DBR, evident across the 

three design cycles, supported ongoing refinement in response to student feedback 

and emerging findings. This responsiveness enhanced the validity of the study, 

ensuring that the intervention remained grounded in the lived realities of the 

classroom. 

A further strength is the depth and richness of the qualitative data generated 

throughout the research process. Data collected through student reflections, journals 

and feedback provided detailed insights into students’ experiences of the intervention 

and the processes through which academic buoyancy developed. This qualitative 

approach allowed for an in-depth exploration of students’ perspectives, moving 

beyond surface-level outcomes. Such depth is particularly valuable given that much 

of the existing literature on academic buoyancy is predominantly quantitative in 

nature (Granziera et al., 2024; Martin & Marsh, 2008; Putwain et al., 2012) and often 

lacks insight into how buoyancy is experienced and developed in everyday school 

contexts. 

The study is further strengthened by its iterative design process, which enabled 

continuous improvement of the intervention across cycles. Each phase of the 
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research built directly on the findings of the previous cycle, allowing identified 

limitations to be systematically addressed. This iterative refinement resulted in a 

more coherent, stable and effective intervention by DCIII. In this way, the study 

exemplifies a key principle of DBR, the generation of both practical solutions and 

theoretical insights through iterative cycles of design and analysis (McKenney & 

Reeves, 2013). 

Finally, the researcher’s positionality as a practitioner-researcher can also be 

considered a strength. The researcher’s proximity to the educational context enabled 

a nuanced understanding of classroom dynamics and facilitated meaningful 

engagement with students and colleagues. This supported the development of an 

intervention that was both contextually relevant and responsive to student needs. In 

DBR, such involvement is often seen as advantageous, as it allows for deeper insight 

and more authentic intervention design (McKenney & Brand-Gruwel, 2018). While 

this proximity also introduces potential limitations, it nevertheless contributed 

positively to the depth, relevance and applicability of the research. 

9.6.2 Limitations of the Study 

While this study offers valuable insights into the development of academic buoyancy 

through a negotiated intervention, several limitations should be acknowledged. 

A key limitation relates to the context-specific nature of the study, which was 

conducted within a single rural, all-girls post-primary school. While this setting 

enabled an in-depth and contextually grounded exploration of students’ experiences, 

it may limit the generalisability of the findings to other educational contexts. 

Although similar themes emerged across each design cycle suggesting a degree of 

consistency in students’ experiences, the shared school culture and demographic 

profile mean that findings may not fully reflect the diversity of experiences present 

in urban, co-educational or differently resourced school settings. 

Relatedly, the study was conducted in a single-gender (female) school, which limits 

the transferability of the findings. Gender has been identified as a factor that can 

influence students’ engagement, coping strategies and responses to academic 

challenge (Lietaert et al., 2015). As such, the development and experience of 

academic buoyancy observed in this study may differ in co-educational or male 
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school settings. Further research is therefore needed to explore how similar 

interventions operate across more diverse student populations. 

A further limitation concerns participation and attendance within the school context. 

As the intervention was implemented in a naturalistic setting, full and consistent 

participation could not be guaranteed. Factors such as extracurricular commitments, 

timetable disruptions and absences impacted students’ engagement with elements of 

the intervention, particularly in DCII. While this reflects the realities of school life 

and enhances validity, it also introduced variability in students’ experiences, which 

may have influenced the extent to which outcomes were achieved. 

A constraint of this study relates to the application of Lundy’s (2007) model of 

participation within the context of the Irish education system. While the intervention 

sought to meaningfully incorporate student voice through the use of a Negotiated 

Integrated Curriculum, the extent to which full participation could be realised was 

constrained by existing structural and institutional conditions. In particular the 

element of influence, as outlined in Lundy’s model, was inherently limited as 

students do not have full decision-making power over curriculum content, which 

remains largely prescribed within the formal education system. This reflects a 

broader tension between participatory ideals and the realities of schooling, where 

established power dynamics and accountability structures shape what is possible in 

practice. As a result, while students were afforded opportunities to express views and 

contribute to aspects of the learning process, their capacity to enact substantive 

influence over curricular decisions was necessarily partial. This limitation highlights 

the challenge of fully operationalising participatory frameworks within formal 

educational settings and suggests the need for further research into how meaningful 

student participation can be supported within, or alongside, existing systemic 

constraints. 

The impact of COVID-19 also represents a contextual limitation. The study was 

conducted across a period of significant disruption to schooling, including periods of 

remote learning and subsequent return to in-person education. These conditions 

influenced patterns of engagement, collaboration and attendance across the design 

cycles. While this provided a unique opportunity to examine the intervention under 
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varying conditions, it also introduced inconsistencies that make direct comparison 

across cycles more complex. 

Finally, the researcher’s positionality as a researcher and a practitioner presents both 

strengths and limitations Positionality is understood in this research as the way in 

which a researcher’s background, experiences and role may influence both the 

research process and the interpretation of findings (Rowe, 2014). Across the design 

cycles, the researcher’s level of involvement shifted. In DCI, the intervention was 

delivered by the researcher; in DCII, the researcher adopted a more distanced role, 

with delivery led by teaching colleagues; and in DCIII, the researcher re-engaged in 

delivery alongside a teaching colleague. This progression supported continuity while 

also enabling a degree of critical distance in the implementation. However, the 

researcher’s close involvement across all design cycles presents potential limitations. 

Having been deeply engaged in the development and refinement of the intervention, 

the researcher brought a strong contextual understanding, which supported insight 

into student engagement and development. At the same time, this proximity raises 

considerations relating to familiarity, power dynamics and the potential for bias in 

data collection and interpretation (Connolly & Flynn, 2023). While steps were taken 

to mitigate these influences through reflexivity and systematic data practices, the 

possibility of researcher influence cannot be fully eliminated. 

9.7 Conclusion 

This study set out to explore how academic buoyancy can be developed through a 

negotiated intervention within a Transition Year context. Across three design cycles, 

the findings highlight the importance of collaboration, engagement and reflection as 

key design pillars in supporting students’ capacity to manage everyday academic 

challenges. While initial findings from DCI established the value of collaborative 

and student-centred approaches, they also identified limitations in relation to time 

and reflective depth. Subsequent refinements in DCII and DCIII, particularly the 

introduction of structured reflective scaffolding and improved continuity of delivery, 

resulted in a more coherent and effective intervention. By the final cycle, students 

demonstrated increased confidence, persistence and adaptability, alongside a greater 

capacity for self-regulation and reflective thinking. 
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These findings suggest that academic buoyancy is not a fixed trait, but a dynamic 

and learnable capacity that can be intentionally supported through structured 

pedagogical approaches. The study demonstrates that when students are provided 

with opportunities to engage collaboratively, reflect meaningfully and participate 

actively in shaping their learning, they develop skills that equip them to respond to 

routine academic setbacks. In this way, the research contributes to a shift in the 

conceptualisation of academic buoyancy, from an outcome measured through 

quantitative indicators to a process-oriented construct that is developed through 

interaction, experience and context. 

The study contributes to the growing body of research on participatory approaches to 

learning, illustrating how student voice can enhance both engagement and the 

relevance of educational interventions. The findings indicate that involving students 

as active partners in the design process strengthens motivation and ownership, while 

also ensuring that interventions are grounded in the lived realities of learners. 

However, the study also highlights the constraints of the formal education system in 

Ireland, where the extent to which full and sustained student participation is limited 

in practice.  

Overall, this research reinforces the importance of designing interventions that are 

not only theoretically informed, but also responsive to the complexities of real-world 

educational settings. As such, the study provides a foundation for future work 

exploring how academic buoyancy can be cultivated across diverse contexts, and 

how participatory approaches can continue to shape meaningful and sustainable 

educational practice. 
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11.1 Codebook 

Codebook 

Code Definition Inclusion Exclusion Example Quotes Subcodes Notes 

Confidence Belief in 

one’s ability 

to succeed in 

school – 

academically

, teams, 

music etc. 

Statements 

expressing self-

efficacy (e.g., 'I 

can do this' “I 

know I can 

improve”), 

optimism about 

future academic 

performance, 

acknowledging 

personal 

strengths or belief 

in capability. 

General positive 

feelings not tied to 

performance; external 

validation without self-

belief. 

Positive: “I know if 

I revise, I’ll do well 

in the test.” 

Inverse: “I don’t 

think I’m able 

enough for this.” 

 If confidence is expressed in 

a group context, this could be 

co-coded with Community. 

Coordination Planning, 

organisation, 

and time 

management 

in school 

Evidence of 

planning, 

structuring work, 

using tools or 

strategies; 

references to time 

General references to 

effort without mention 

of planning or 

organisation. 

Positive: “I now 

manage my time 

better”, “I have 

learned to juggle 

sports 

commitments and 

 If coordination is linked to 

perseverance, may co-code 

with Commitment. – change 

to something to do with being 

organised and accomplishing 

more 
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management or 

prioritisation. 

Skills learned in 

study skills 

workshop 

study better”  

Inverse: “too 

many things 

happening 

together get on 

top of me” 

Commitment Persistence, 

effort, and 

following 

through or 

sticking with 

a task 

Statements 

showing 

perseverance 

despite difficulty; 

evidence of 

consistent effort 

Statements about 

planning without action  

Positive: “Even 

when it got hard, I 

didn’t give up” “I 

kept on trying” 

Inverse: “I just 

stopped trying 

after a while” 

Perseverance, 

Effort  

Effort or sticking with a task 

in a group context, can be 

co-coded with Collaboration 

Composure Ability to 

regulate 

emotions and 

stay calm 

under 

pressure 

Emotion 

regulation 

strategies (being 

positive, being 

reflective) 

statements 

reflecting 

calmness during 

stressful 

situations 

General feelings 

unrelated to managing 

stress 

Positive: “I stayed 

calm even though 

I was nervous” 

Inverse: “I 

completely 

panicked and 

couldn’t focus” “I 

get anxious in 

front of the class” 

 Composure can be 

discussed alongside 

confidence 
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Control Belief that 

the students’ 

own actions 

influence 

outcomes 

Statements 

attributing results 

to personal 

actions or 

strategies; 

internal locus of 

control ('If I work 

harder, I’ll 

improve') 

Statements attributing 

results solely to luck, 

teachers or other 

external factors 

Positive: “I 

improved 

because I studied 

more.” 

Inverse: “I failed 

because the 

teacher didn’t 

explain it 

properly” 

 In a collaborative context, 

may be co-coded with 

Community 

Community Sense of 

belonging, 

connection, 

and 

contribution 

within 

learning 

groups, 

classrooms, 

school or 

broader e.g. 

parents/guar

dians or 

Mentions of 

working 

collaboratively 

with peers or 

teachers; 

references to 

feeling supported 

or valued within a 

group; statements 

about shared 

learning, 

empathy, and 

social interaction. 

Individual effort without 

social or group 

context. 

Positive: “I felt 

part of the group 

when we worked 

together” 

Inverse: “I felt left 

out” 

“I dislike working 

in groups” 

Belonging, 

Support, Shared 

responsibility, 

Contribution 

Links to collaboration and/or 

confidence 
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other teams 

or groups 

Clarity The degree 

to which 

learning 

tasks, 

expectation

s, structure, 

and 

reflection 

processes 

are made 

explicit and 

understand

able for 

students in 

an online 

environmen

t. 

Understanding 

(or not) what 

was expected of 

them 

Being shown or 

not shown how 

to reflect 

Clear or unclear 

instructions 

Organisation 

and structure of 

the module 

(Breakout 

rooms, G-Class, 

G-Sheets) 

Emotional coping or 

stress management 

(Composure) 

Belief in themselves 

(Confidence) 

Persistence or effort 

(Commitment) 

Peer belonging or 

relationships 

(Community/Connec

tion) 

Time pressure alone 

without reference to 

understanding 

“We weren’t 

shown how…” 

“I didn’t know 

what a good 

reflection was 

supposed to 

look like…” 

“It was all 

organised…” 

“We were just 

kind of told to do 

it…” 

“I didn’t really 

understand how 
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Guidance on 

tasks or learning 

processes 

we were meant 

to reflect 

Connection 
Connection: 

 Student 

references 

to social 

interaction, 

belonging, 

and re-

engagemen

t with face-

to-face 

learning 

that 

supported 

engagemen

t and coping 

in DCII 

despite 

Enjoyment of 

being back in 

the classroom 

Feeling 

connected to 

peers or teacher 

Group work and 

in-person 

interaction 

Belonging or 

classroom 

atmosphere 

Understanding of 

instructions or 

reflection 

expectations 

(Clarity) 

Individual 

confidence or stress 

without reference to 

others 

(Confidence/Compo

sure) 

Organisation of 

tasks (Coordination) 

“Even though 

we missed 

some classes 

because of 

sport, I still 

enjoyed the 

module when 

we were there 

together.” 

“It felt better 

doing this in 

class than 

online.” 
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disruption 

and 

absenteeism. 

 

Motivation 

linked to face-to-

face learning 

Shared 

experiences 

(e.g. sports, 

school events 

impacting 

attendance) 

Positive 

comments about 

learning 

together 

Re-engagement 

with school after 

online-learning 

Time pressure alone 

(Continuity/Time) 

General enjoyment 

unless linked to 

relationships or in-

person engagement 
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Social support 

or collective 

participation 

 

Consistency Stable 

routines, 

sustained 

engagement 

and 

continuity 

of learning 

and 

reflection 

that 

supported 

the 

developmen

t of 

academic 

Regular 

attendance and 

participation 

Familiar 

routines or 

repeated 

practices 

Stability of the 

module  

Feeling settled 

or comfortable 

with the module 

Understanding 

instructions or 

reflection 

expectations 

(Clarity) 

Social belonging or 

peer relationships 

(Connection) 

Individual 

confidence or 

emotions without 

reference to stability 

“It was easier 

because we 

knew what we 

were doing 

every week”. 

“I think I 

benefited more 

from this 

module because 

we did it 

regularly”. 

“I liked that it 

stayed the same 

  



 

284 

 

buoyancy in 

DCIII 

Ongoing 

engagement 

over time 

Improvement in 

reflections 

across weeks 

Positive 

comments about 

continuity and 

structure 

 

Organisation of 

materials only 

(Coordination) 

General enjoyment 

unless linked to 

routine or continuity 

 

and we had time 

to really think 

about things”. 

“Being in class 

with the same 

teacher made it 

more organised 

and easier to 

follow”. 
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11.2 Information Sheet 

 

 Participant Information Sheet  

August 22nd, 2022 

Title:     Academic Buoyancy - developing and enhancing skills to deal 

with challenges encountered by secondary school students.  

Objective:  To introduce a module in Transition Year aimed at developing 

skills to improve the student's ability to identify and overcome setbacks 

encountered in everyday school life.  

Your daughter is being invited to take part in a research study. The study is 

being conducted by Edel Connolly as part of her postgraduate studies at 

National University of Ireland, Galway (NUIG) and supervised by Dr Paul 

Flynn (paul.flynn@universityofgalway.ie) from the School of Education at 

NUIG.   

Before you decide, it is important for you to understand why the research is 

being done and what it will involve. This Participant Information Sheet will 

tell you and your daughter about the purpose, risks and benefits of this research 

study. If you agree for your daughter to take part, I will ask you to sign the 

Consent Form.  If there is anything that you are not clear about, I will be happy 

to explain it to you. Please take as much time as you need to read it. You should 

only consent to her participation in this research study when you understand 

what is being asked of your daughter, and you have had enough time to think 

about your decision.   

My study is concerned with investigating setbacks and challenges encountered 

by adolescents in school life. Your daughter has been asked to take part because 

my research will have a particular focus on challenges encountered by 

adolescents as they move from the Junior to the Senior Cycle in school. I will 

be using established tools, The Academic Resilience Scale (ARS) and the 

Academic Buoyancy Scale (ABS) to measure your daughter’s level of 

resilience at two stages in the academic year 2022-2023 - initially, before 

rolling out the module on Academic Buoyancy and again on completion of the 

module.   

mailto:paul.flynn@universityofgalway.ie
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It is up to you, together with your daughter, to decide if you want to take part. 

If your daughter is taking part in the research, you will both be asked to sign a 

consent form. Your daughter will be free to withdraw at any time and without 

giving a reason. A decision to withdraw at any time, or a decision not to take 

part, will not affect your rights in any way and will not affect the credits 

awarded for this module.  

Your daughter, and/or her work, may also be photographed during the learning 

process, provided you both consent to do so. If you consent, these photographs 

may be used as part of the PhD thesis, included in academic journal articles 

and conference presentations. At the end of the process, a number of students 

may be requested to take part in a group interview which will be recorded on 

audio tape. Again, participation will be completely voluntary. 

All information that is collected during the course of the research will be kept 

confidential and will not be shared with anyone else. The information collected 

in this research study will be stored in a format where the identity of the student 

will be protected. The recordings will be transcribed for analysis. The original 

recordings will be securely stored on the NUIG OneDrive until the end of the 

research study after which they will be destroyed. Results from the study will 

be reported as group data and will not identify the student in any way. 

Anonymity will also be protected in any photographs published.   

I wish to re-emphasis that you are free to refuse to take part in the study without 

any disadvantage and if you do agree to take part, you can change your mind 

at any point during the study and decide not to continue in the study without 

any disadvantage. The results of the research will be included in a PhD thesis.  

If you have any questions, requests or concerns regarding this research, 

please contact me via email at E.CONNOLLY27@universityofgalway.ie or 

by telephone at 087 7537442. If you have any concerns about this study and 

wish to contact someone independent and in confidence, you may contact the 

Chairperson of the NUI Galway Research Ethics Committee, c/o Office of 

the Vice President for Research, NUI Galway, ethics@universityofgalway.ie 

or my supervisor paul.flynn@universityofgalway.ie.   

Thank you for considering taking part in this study.  

 

Sincerely,  

 

________________________________   Date: __________  

Edel Connolly  

mailto:E.CONNOLLY27@universityofgalway.ie
mailto:ethics@universityofgalway.ie
mailto:paul.flynn@universityofgalway.ie
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11.2 Consent Form 

 

CONSENT FORM 

Module Objective:  Developing buoyancy skills to improve the ability of 

adolescents to deal with setbacks encountered in school life.  

Name of Researcher:  Edel Connolly  

Please initial after each statement: 

I confirm that I have read the information sheet dated 22nd August 2022, and I am 

satisfied that I understand the information provided and have had enough time to 

consider the information         

          ____ 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 

time, without giving any reason and without my rights being affected  ____ 

I consent to be photographed as part of this study     ____ 

I consent that the photographs may be published in a PhD thesis, academic journal 

articles or conference presentations       ____ 

I agree to take part in the above study      ____ 

 

Name of Student:               ____________________________  

Signature:                ____________________________  

 

Name of Parent/Guardian:       ______________________________  

Parent/Guardian Signature:      ______________________________  
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Researcher:                              _______________________________  

Signature:                _______________________________ 

Date:                  __________________ 
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11.3 Approval from University Ethics Committee 
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11.4 ICLS 2023 Publication 

 

 

Practitioner-Researchers Engaged in Practice Situated Design-Based Research: The 

Challenge of Positionality 

Connolly E., Flynn P. 

e.connolly27@universityofgalway.ie, paul.flynn@universityofgalway.ie 

University of Galway, Ireland 

Abstract: This paper explores the challenge of positionality as both limiting and 

liberating in the context of a design-based research PhD study carried out by a 

practicing teacher in a real world second level education setting. The study outlined 

here, in order to explore this issue, sought to enhance our understanding of academic 

buoyancy in second level students (N=255) and to produce an adaptable and/or 

adoptable model emergent from three iteratively refined 

Design-Based Research Design Cycles. Lessons learned from this journey are 

presented for other practitioner-researchers to consider as they grapple with 

positionality as part of their practice situated Design-Based Research journey and 

strive to ensure that what they produce is replicable as actionable knowledge. 

Introduction 

Applied research in the field of the Learning Sciences often employs Design-Based 

Research (DBR) sometimes referred to, in a European context, as Educational 

Design Research (EDR) (Sandoval, 2013). This approach to problem solving in 

educational contexts has fast gained a reputation as being a robust methodology of 

choice for researchers in the field of teacher education and teachers who wish to 

carry out research in their classrooms as part of continuing professional development 

(McKinney & Reeves 2013). This is hardly surprising as the cyclic and iterative 

processes involved in DBR are aligned with the authentic design of educational 

environments; hence, there is a natural alignment between design research and 

mailto:e.connolly27@universityofgalway.ie
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research in education (Kelly et al, 2008). Indeed, it is underlying premise of DBR 

studies, rooted in second level classroom practice, to generate actionable knowledge 

(Flynn, 2018) and to develop artefacts that advance theories capable of leading 

learning in naturalistic settings (Flynn, 2022; Barab & Squire, 2004). In this respect, 

DBR is a methodological approach that supports an investigation of learning by 

those who are best positioned to determine its effectiveness or otherwise - teachers. 

However, there is an element of carrying out DBR, particularly for in-service 

teachers completing PhD studies, that presents a challenge to the adaptability or 

adoptability of the output of the study and that is positionality (Flynn, 2022). 

Positionality is the role that the researcher has chosen to adopt within a given 

research study and that position influences how research is conducted, its outcomes, 

and results (Rowe 2014). Being the researcher and the practitioner integrates theory 

and action, putting theory into practice, while addressing the issue by working 

together with those who are experiencing the issue, in this case presented here - the 

second level student. The challenge of positionality for practitioner-researchers 

addressing complex problems in their classrooms is explored in this paper, framed by 

the research study in question. In keeping with the research methodology employed, 

the overarching research aim of this study was twofold: a) to enhance our 

understanding of academic buoyancy in second level settings; and b) to iteratively 

design and refine an innovative pedagogy that supports the enhancement of 

academic buoyancy in the context of the real-world messiness of second level 

classrooms. This paper presents insights on the challenge of positionality from the 

perspective of a full-time in-service teacher carrying out a DBR, PhD study on how 

to enhance academic buoyancy (Martin & Marsh 2009) in second level students 

(n=255), within the naturalistic context of that teachers  ’classroom. 

What was designed and what was done to date 

Academic buoyancy generally refers to a student’s ability to respond to everyday 

challenges in an academic setting and plays a significant role in how individuals 

respond to the challenges they will experience within and outside formal educational 

settings (Martin & Marsh, 2009). The multi-cycle study presented here sought to 

iteratively design and refine an innovative pedagogy that supports the enhancement 

of academic buoyancy in the context of the real-world messiness of second level 
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classrooms. As the lead researcher is a practicing teacher, convenience sampling was 

employed within the lead researcher’s own school setting across three DBR design 

cycles for the recruitment of participants (N=255). All participants were female with 

an average age of 15.5 years. The participating all female second level school is 

located in a rural setting in the West of Ireland, and the school management team 

were supportive in facilitating this research study. The designed intervention was 

aimed at students enrolled in a yearlong elective programme called the Transition 

Year (TY) Programme. The TY Programme is intended to act as a bridge from a 

relatively passive academic environment in the first three years of second level 

education to a more self-directed learning experience in the final years where 

enhanced academic buoyancy would benefit students (Clerkin, 2016). 

Informed by a multi-ontological conceptual framework that included key design 

informants of collaboration (Stahl et al., 2014) engagement (Yu, Martin et al. 2019) 

and reflection (Lousberg et al., 2019), an initial pilot, semester-long module was 

developed for implementation by the lead researcher with her own class group. The 

intervention, a twelve-week long module, required students to attend and engage 

with pedagogically informed activities for one hour each week. For the pilot study, 

and subsequent iterations, in the initial sessions with the students the researcher used 

a negotiated content development approach to ensure the intervention catered for the 

diverse needs of the participants in the school. Employing this negotiated process 

allowed the students to address social issues in school and also enhanced the 

likelihood of engagement by the participants. The pilot study was completed in 

Autumn 2020, a second iteration in Autumn 2021 and the final application of the 

intervention, or Design Cycle III, was in Autumn 2022. 

 A mixed methods data collation and analysis strategy was developed to 

ensure comparison across design cycles (Flynn, 2022). In consultation with the 

author, an Academic Resilience Scale (ARS-30) (Cassidy, 2015), was employed as a 

design effectiveness informant. The ARS-30 is based on a three-factor measure of 

student ability to bounce back from academic setbacks, and to deal with academic 

adversity. The scale also provides a measure of the efficacy of interventions in terms 

of developing the students’ academic resilience and buoyancy skills. In conjunction 

with this, the Academic Buoyancy Scale (ABS) (Martin & Marsh, 2008) which 

comprises four items to check the extent to which students can deal effectively with 
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hurdles in everyday academic life. At the beginning of the module of intervention 

and then again at the end of the module, students were asked to rate their academic 

buoyancy on the scale. These results, as well as structured end of class reflection 

sheets and unstructured reflective journals, were triangulated to provide feedback on 

the effectiveness of each cycle. The qualitative data collected, in particular, allowed 

the researcher to adjust the design from iteration to iteration so that the experience of 

the participants was enhanced. Essentially, the very nature of unification in 

qualitative data relies upon incremental efforts made during the research process to 

ensure reliability mechanisms are woven into every step of the research process 

(Morse et al. 2002). This approach to reliability is vital in the current study as the 

initial implementation phases of research were conducted by the researcher who is 

also the practitioner. Ongoing reflexivity throughout researcher/practitioner research 

is necessary (Holmes, 2020). 

 Hence, the positionality of the researcher is an important factor in this study. 

The researcher/practitioner acknowledges their personal position and how it might 

have the potential to influence the participants. DBR ideally enables the development 

of robust effective interventions, and cognisant of this, the concepts of validity and 

rigour were established throughout all cycles of this research. The rigour of a study 

may be measured by the degree to which the researcher is transparent about the 

design and role in the research process. Barab & Squire (2004), argue that “if a 

researcher is intimately involved in the conceptualisation, design, development, 

implementation, and re-searching of a pedagogical approach, then ensuring that 

researchers can make credible and trustworthy assertions is a challenge” (p. 10). The 

quandary resides in the fact that a researcher brings their own lens to a study. Design 

Cycle I and Design Cycle II, for the most part, developed the researcher’s agency 

and influence in bringing this module to fruition in the school. The researcher 

acknowledges their personal position and how it might have the potential to 

influence the participants. In order to mitigate this issue, for the third iteration of the 

intervention or Design Cycle III, the researcher/practitioner took a step back from 

delivering the module and recruited four other teachers to take charge of the rollout 

of the intervention. Therefore, interpretations are not wholly derived from one 

source, thus adding credibility to the findings. 
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Implementation 

Second level classrooms are complex social environments with different groups of 

people from different backgrounds with varying levels of experience (McIntyre, 

2000). In such contexts, standardised educational interventions might be considered 

as, at times, unworkable. In contrast design research methodologies are popular as 

they allow for innovation and careful evaluation. The iterative nature of DBR in 

particular allows for a design process where results of the first cycle are evaluated, 

the impact understood and, where necessary, adaptions made before moving on to 

Design Cycle II. Similarly, adaptions made from Design Cycle II to III. It became 

clear in the early stages of Design Cycle I, that students needed to play a pivotal role 

in the design and development of this module through their participation in a 

consultative, student-centered learning experience. The participants themselves 

emphasised this inter-connectedness as being essential to their engagement in this 

dynamic learning experience in their reflective submissions. This empowering 

process of co-creation in the initial stage of this cycle promoted student engagement 

throughout the module as the process provided an authentic and rigorous approach to 

incorporate the student voice in the module, with the underlying view of promoting 

engagement. Design Cycle I was implemented by the lead researcher with a class 

group of 84 female students. A key recommendation emerging from the results of 

this cycle was the need for further instruction in the area of reflection. The researcher 

believes the value of deeper, more critical reflection by participants is vital to 

progression in becoming more aware and efficient in dealing with future setbacks for 

the participants. At this point, the researcher realised that the position adopted by a 

researcher affects every phase of the research process. While it may have been 

advantageous to mitigate this issue further in Design Cycle II by the researcher 

limiting their participating to the re-design aspects only, instead the researcher 

worked together with one other teacher to roll out the module, again over a 12-week 

period with 75 female participants. This cycle involved greater instruction in the area 

of reflection. Arising from the quality of reflections in Cycle I, it was decided to 

incorporate three lessons on reflection in the module of intervention for Cycle II. 

Design Cycle III had 96 participants. Considering what was best for the study in 

relation to researcher/practitioner positionality, it was decided to pass on the 

implementation of the module to four teachers in the department allowing the 
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researcher to take a back seat and focus on coordinating the implantation of the 

intervention. The maturity of the design in Design Cycle III allowed the 

researcher/practitioner to transition from that position to that of purely researcher. 

Findings from each of the first two Design Cycles show positive results in the 

participants’ buoyancy levels, and this held true for the final Design Cycle. 

The researcher/practitioner, having engaged in a reflexive approach, is confident of a 

reduction in bias. Having removed themselves partially in Design Cycle II and 

completely in Design |Cycle III, the researcher accepts that this is not a guarantee to 

eliminate bias completely, however, being detached from the participants is on the 

right path to report on the findings without bias. The time-consuming nature of DBR 

provides a challenge with many competing priorities for practicing teachers. 

Securing teachers to commit to rolling out the intervention can also be a challenge to 

overcome. The timing of making this transition from researcher/practitioner to 

researcher is critical. 

Lessoned Learned 

Lesson No. 1: Practitioner/researchers must carefully consider positionality at 

the outset of a DBR study. 

Some authors use the terms practitioner researcher/design researcher/action research 

interchangeably, noting an important characteristic of this type of research being that 

the practitioner/researcher is the doer of the research (Bartlett & Burton, 2005). In 

this study it is the teacher in their classroom and not an outside researcher 

conducting the research. Put simply, it is research done by teachers for teachers. By 

employing DBR and thinking carefully about the concept of positionality from the 

outset of the work, the difficulty of putting theory into practice is mitigated in this 

instance, and a creative space exists where both module content and teaching 

methods can be modified. With an important goal of the Learning Sciences being to 

better understand the cognitive and social processes that result in the most effective 

learning for the student, this knowledge is used to redesign classrooms and learning 

environments so that people learn more deeply and more effectively (OECD 2008). 

Practitioner research has a valuable contribution to make in advancing teaching and 

learning in the classroom.  
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Lesson No. 2: Recruit colleagues early - you don’t know when you will need 

them to help. 

Wenger describes communities of practice as groups of people who share a concern 

or a passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 

regularly (Wenger-Trayner et al., 2014,). These communities are designed to bring 

people together with the intent of engaging in collective learning. The need to find 

supportive academic partners and to form a collaborative relationship with them 

became evident during the second phase of data collection for this DBR study. Going 

into Design Cycle III, the researcher had a cohort of four teacher colleagues who 

agreed to take over the delivery of the intervention. In hindsight, these teachers could 

have been involved earlier in the research journey as critical friends which may have 

informed development of the research. 

Lesson No. 3: Timing is everything - know when to hold and know when to fold. 

From the outset of this paper the authors have highlighted the challenge of 

positionality as it relates to a teacher who is conducting research in the naturalistic 

context of their classroom. Indeed, the first lesson learned is that greater attention 

should have been paid to how much of a factor this can be in a DBR study such as 

this. In order to achieve an intervention workable in a real-world classroom setting, 

and one which can be taught by all teachers, it is important that the researcher 

distances themselves from the module rollout and passes this role to other teachers. 

The timing of this is critical. In the first instance the researcher/practitioner must 

know how long to hold onto the reigns to ensure the intervention is ready for others 

to work with. At the same time, they must be willing to fold responsibility for the 

delivery and pass it to others to test. It is in this instance that the role of 

researcher/practitioner transitions to that of researcher, the final design must pass its 

final test without its creator. 

Conclusion 

In this paper we have outlined the challenge of positionality in DBR studies carried 

out by practitioners in their own real-world classrooms. The DBR study outlined 

here, in exploring this issue sought to enhance our understanding of academic 

buoyancy in second level settings and to iteratively design and refine an innovative 
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pedagogy that supports the enhancement of academic buoyancy in the context of the 

real-world messiness of second level classrooms. The authors conclude that 

interventions refined in such contexts require careful consideration of the influence 

of positionality on the reliability of any final output and the role that design maturity 

plays in mitigating this issue. Finally, the authors suggest that in developing a 

community of practice around a situated DBR study, as described here, it is possible 

to use the act of addressing positionality as a transition point from being 

practitioner/researcher to researcher and address challenges to the reliability of a 

Design-Based Research PhD study. 
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11.5 Sample Lesson Plan 

Lesson Plan: Reflection 1 

Level: Transition Year (15–16-year-olds) 

Duration: 1 hour 

Objective: By the end of this lesson, students will be able to: 

 Define the concept of reflection in the context of personal growth and 

learning. 

 Understand the importance of reflection in improving skills and decision-

making. 

 Apply reflective thinking to a personal experience or learning situation. 

Materials: 

● Whiteboard and markers 

● Online access, projector and screen (optional, for multimedia presentation) 

● Handouts with reflection prompts (one per student) 

● Journals or notebooks for students 

Introduction (12 minutes): 

 Begin by asking students if they've ever looked at themselves in a mirror. 

Discuss what they see and how a mirror helps them notice details they might 

not see otherwise. 

 Transition to the concept of reflection in a broader sense. Explain that just 

like a mirror helps us see our physical appearance, the process of reflection 

helps us see our thoughts, actions, and experiences more clearly. 

Main Content (25 minutes): 

Ask students what they think reflection is and make a note of their thoughts 

on the bord or in a Menti word cloud 

 Defining Reflection: Use the whiteboard or projector to display a definition 

of reflection: "Reflection is the process of looking back on your experiences, 

thoughts, and actions to gain insights, learn from them, and make better 

decisions in the future." 
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 Why Reflect?: Discuss the importance of reflection for personal growth and 

learning. Explain that it allows us to identify what went well and what could 

have been improved. Mention how professionals, athletes, and successful 

individuals often engage in reflective practices to improve their skills. 

 How to Reflect: Present a basic framework for reflective thinking: 

● Recall: Think about a specific experience or situation. 

● Observe: Analyse what happened, what you did, and how you felt. 

● Evaluate: Consider what went well, what didn't, and why. 

● Learn: Identify lessons or insights you gained from the experience. 

● Apply: Determine how you can use these lessons to make better 

decisions in the future. 

 Examples: Provide a couple of simple examples to illustrate the reflective 

process. For instance, discuss a time when they tried something new, like 

learning to ride a bike, and how they improved by reflecting on each attempt. 

Activity (15 minutes): 

 Distribute the handouts with reflection prompts to each student. 

 In pairs or individually, have students choose one prompt from the handout 

and write a short reflection in their journals or notebooks. Encourage them to 

follow the reflective framework discussed earlier. 

 After writing, allow a few students to share their reflections with the class (if 

they're comfortable). 

Discussion and Closure (10 minutes): 

 Have a brief class discussion about the experience of reflecting and what 

insights students gained from the activity. 

 Emphasise that reflection is an ongoing process that can be applied to various 

aspects of their lives to promote continuous learning and improvement. 

Homework (optional): Ask students to choose a different reflection prompt from the 

handout and write another reflection in their journals. Encourage them to practice 

reflective thinking regularly. 

Assessment: Assess students based on their participation in class discussions, their 

engagement in the activity, and the depth of their reflections. 

Extension: For more advanced students, you can delve deeper into concepts like 

metacognition (thinking about thinking) and guide them in exploring how their 

thought processes influence their reflections and decisions. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=okONzMA9CkU 

Athletes reflecting on their performance - 4mins 41secs 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N8TBavtJu0o 

Top Athletes, reflecting on performance to gain the small margins, tip the challenges 

to resources e.g. crowd, to turn into gains. Fight or flight 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=okONzMA9CkU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N8TBavtJu0o
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Reflection and Prompt Words 

Definition of Reflection:  

Reflection is the process of looking back on your experiences, thoughts, and 

actions to gain insights, learn from them, and make better decisions in the future. 

Prompt Words: 

 Use these words to help guide your reflective thinking. Choose one or more words 

to explore in your reflection. 

 Experience: Think about a recent experience that stands out to you. 

 Challenge: Reflect on a difficult situation you faced and how you handled it. 

 Success: Consider a time when you achieved something you're proud of. 

 Mistake: Reflect on a mistake you made and what you learned from it. 

 Change: Think about a change you went through and how it affected you. 

 Decision: Reflect on a decision you had to make and its outcome. 

 Emotion: Consider a strong emotion you felt recently and why you felt that 

way. 

 Goal: Reflect on progress you've made toward a goal and what helped you 

succeed. 

 Feedback: Think about feedback you received and how it influenced your 

actions. 

 Learning: Reflect on something new you learned and how you plan to use it. 

Guiding Questions: 

Use these questions to help structure your reflection: 

 What happened? Describe the situation or experience you're reflecting on. 

  

 How did you feel at the time? What emotions were involved? 

  

 What did you do? Describe your actions, decisions, or responses. 

  

 What went well? Identify the positive aspects of the experience. 
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 What could have been improved? Identify areas where you faced 

challenges. 

  

 What did you learn? Reflect on the lessons or insights you gained. 

 

 How can you apply this learning? Consider how it can help you in the 

future. 

Remember, reflection is a personal process.  

There are no right or wrong answers. It's about understanding yourself better and 

using that understanding to grow and make better choices. 

Reflective Journal Entry: Choose one of the prompt words and use the guiding 

questions to write a reflection in your journal. Think deeply and be honest with 

yourself. You will ask to reflect regularly in your TY journals. These reflections are 

there to help you become a better learner and decision-maker. 
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Before – set clear goals, link to similar tasks 

During – focus on the task at hand, review goals regularly 

After – review what went well and what I will do differently 

next time 

Final Tips          

• Know you don’t know it all              

• Link tasks to previous learning 

• Set yourself great goals 

• Identify what worked well in the past 

• Ask yourself good questions 

• What can you do better next time?? 

• React to the feedback you get 

 

Metacognition Tip Sheet 

Thinking  

About  

Thinking 
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Activity Sheet 

Activity: Choose one of the provided scenarios or think of a personal 

experience. Use the reflection prompts to guide your thinking and write a 

brief reflection. 

Scenario: Trying a New Activity 

Experience: You decided to try a new activity, like painting, playing a musical 

instrument, or playing a new sport. 

Reflection Prompts: 

 What Happened? Describe the new activity you tried and the situation. 

 How Did You Feel? What were your emotions before, during, and after 

the activity? 

 What Did You Do? Explain the steps you took and any challenges you 

faced. 

 What Went Well? Identify what you did successfully or enjoyed. 

 What Could Have Been Improved? Highlight areas where you 

struggled or wish you had done better. 

 What Did You Learn? Reflect on the insights or lessons you gained 

from the experience. 

 How Can You Apply This Learning? Consider how you can use what 

you learned in future situations. 

Guiding Questions: 

● Did your emotions change throughout the experience? Why? 

● How did you handle challenges or mistakes during the activity? 

● Did you receive any feedback? How did it impact your reflection? 

Reflective Journal Entry: Write a reflection in your journal based on the 

prompts and guiding questions. Be honest and thoughtful in your responses. 

 

Scenario: Overcoming a Challenge 
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Experience: You did not get the results you expected to get in your Junior 

Cycle. You are worried that your parents, relations and friends will be 

surprised and disappointed. You feel embarrassed.  

Reflection Prompts: 

 What Happened? Describe the challenge you encountered and the 

circumstances. 

 How Did You Feel? Explain the emotions you experienced throughout 

the challenge. 

 What Did You Do? Outline the steps you took to address the challenge. 

 What Went Well? Identify any strategies or actions that helped you 

overcome the challenge. 

 What Could Have Been Improved? Reflect on any aspects you wish 

you had handled differently. 

 What Did You Learn? Consider the lessons you learned from facing 

this challenge. 

 How Can You Apply This Learning? Think about how you can use your 

newfound strengths in similar situations. 

Guiding Questions: 

● Did you receive support from others while facing this challenge? 

● What was the most difficult part of overcoming this challenge? 

● How did your perspective change after reflecting on the experience? 

Reflective Journal Entry: Write a reflection in your journal based on the 

prompts and guiding questions. Take your time to reflect deeply. 

 

Instructions: 

 Choose one of the provided scenarios or think of a different personal 

experience. 

 Use the reflection prompts to guide your thinking. 

 Write a journal entry that includes your responses to the prompts and 

any additional thoughts. 
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Remember, reflection is a tool for growth and self-awareness. There are no 

right or wrong answers, so be open and honest with yourself.  
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11.6 Sample Structured Class Reflection 

Academic Resilience Course Reflection 

What 3 topics do you think were most beneficial from this course? 

1 Metacognition 

2 Neuroplasticity 

3 Study skills 

What do you think could have been done differently to make the course more enjoyable / 

beneficial? 

We could watch more videos about the topics we do. We could talk about academic resilience 

problems in different scenarios in real life and see how we could apply the knowledge we learned to 

them.  

The resources could have been “more Irish” as they are most times from the America. 

Do you enjoy group work?  Yes 

State why you do or you don’t. 

I like having the opportunity to work with others and share our thoughts and opinions. I think this 

makes it easier to get work done as we can share our ideas and come up with a better answer together. 

We can see how others feel about the topic that we’re on and try to understand their point of view. 

Working in groups helps us to better understand the new topics we’re focussing on, and it also 

prepares us for group work next year, in third level and when we are working. 

What do you think about the process of reflection? - Please be honest! 

I actually didn’t really like doing this in the beginning. I think that was because it took a long time to 

do. As the weeks went on I got faster at it and now I just need to slow down and I can do it in just a 

couple of minutes. So, it’s not a big deal to do and I learn a lot from it. 

I think being able to reflect is a valuable skill to have. It’s important we learn about the process of 

reflection in TY so we’ll be better prepared for doing reflections throughout fifth year and the rest of 

our lives. Although I don’t always enjoy completing reflections, I think that is just because I am 

normally rushing! I know that it’s important to do them.  

Overall, did you enjoy these classes in academic resilience? 

Yes I enjoyed these classes in academic resilience. We learned about important topics that will be 

beneficial to us when we go into fifth and sixth year. We learned about the importance of not giving 

up and being resilient. We learned lots of skills that we can use in other areas of our lives, like the 

difference between important and not important decision making and how we should put more time 

into the important ones. We learned about tactics for making important decisions. 
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It was my first time doing a subject like this so it was a new experience for me but I’m glad I got the 

chance to do it.  

Any other comments about the course are appreciated. 

The best part of this course was us getting to be part of the construction of the module. We really did 

have a voice, and we are now part owners of the module.  

I think that it’s a really beneficial course that should continue to be taught in future years. 
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11.7 Sample Unstructured Student Reflection 

Sample excerpt from Student Reflective Journal 

Academic Resilience - Reflective Journal 

October 2022 

I found the class on neuroplasticity 

really interesting. I wasn’t expecting 

there to be such a difference between a 

child's brain and an adult’s when it 

came to adapting and picking up new 

things. I didn’t think I’d like this 

module because I’m not a fan of science, but it surprised me! I 

enjoyed watching the videos - I think videos tend to explain the 

concept clearly and help me visualise the information. It also made it enjoyable 

to watch because it was entertaining e.g. the man learning to ride the bike 

backwards.  

My favourite class so far was the one where we looked at Steve Jobs and we 

listened to his speech. I thought before the class that it would be really boring 

and I just thought I would zone out during the lecture but I actually found it 

really useful. I wasn’t expecting him to be talking about all of his failures - I 

thought the speech would focus on all of his success. He told us 3 different 

stories and all of them were valuable and interesting. Each story was relatable 

and I could apply them to my own life. His speech taught a good lesson and it 

reminded me that things don't always go to plan. Because of this lesson, I felt I 

had a better mindset surrounding failure. I used to hate doing things wrong or 

doing poorly in a test or on an assignment, but I found that recently, I didn’t get 

too down over these things. I was able to look at my mistakes and use them to 

do better the next time. I was using my ‘failures’ to help me and I ended up 
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better off. This was the first class on the module that I felt I could put into 

practice and that improved my outlook on school and just life in general. 

Similar to the  Steve jobs lesson, I 

thought the class on embracing mistakes 

was really helpful. It really helped me put 

things into perspective and instead of 

getting upset about making mistakes 

and letting it get me down, I was able 

to think about it differently. I had way 

more positive results because I was 

using corrections well and instead of 

focusing on what I did wrong, I could 

focus on my strengths and use the 

corrections to improve my work. Being in TY, we don’t have many tests but for 

things like projects and assignments, it was really beneficial to have a better 

outlook and embrace my mistakes. Obviously, it took a while to put these 

lessons into practice but even since the start of the year, I definitely think I’ve 

improved. 

Overall, I think the module helped me most with improving my reactions to 

things not going to plan. It really helped me with goal setting and decision 

making, which is something I found difficult. I used to find it hard sticking to 

goals and actually achieving them but now I write them down and I only set 

goals that are actually achievable while also pushing myself. I learned how to 

be resilient and to have grit - not getting down over the small stuff and to be 

buoyant. Before starting the academic resilience module, I was unsure about 

subject choices and how to decide what I would pick for fifth year, but now I 

feel much more confident and it doesn't seem as overwhelming. I also feel 

happier with how I am managing my time and my goals. 
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A lot of the lessons were interesting but the ones that 

actually stuck out were the ones about embracing 

mistakes and failures. They were the ones that stuck 

with me most. In the space of a few months, I had a 

totally different mindset. It was much healthier and 

actually much more productive because instead of 

spending time dwelling on what I did wrong, I learned 

to use my corrections to improve.  

Lessons such as neuroplasticity were interesting, 

however I don’t think I really used the information too much - I wasn’t really 

sure how to apply it to real life scenarios, the way I did with the class on 

embracing mistakes. 
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11.8 ICLS 2023 Publication 
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