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The Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2024) is held to be one of the linchpins of educational reform in Wales (OECD, 2020). These reforms are intended to “achieve high standards and aspirations for all by tackling the impact of poverty on educational attainment and supporting every learner.” (Welsh Government, 2023). However, the experience of some Initial Teacher Education (ITE) students studying for their History Postgraduate Certificate of Education (PGCE) teaching qualifications at one Welsh University suggests that the degree of change that was held as an aspiration of those designing the curriculum framework (Hayward et al. , 2020) has not been realised. 
This research seeks to explore the experiences and understanding of history teachers in Wales in relation to classroom level curriculum realisation and aims to uncover their views on the ways in which national policy, school systems and personal belief interact at the site of practice. By understanding and contrasting the experiences of individual teachers within the system, the study aims to better understand the ways in which these influences can align to encourage or stifle curriculum innovation. 
The proposed research question for this study is:
[bookmark: _Hlk203375168]What are the key influences and barriers to how history teachers’ realise Curriculum for Wales for learners in Years 7-9?

Many authors have pointed out that engagement in research across the social sciences, including education, can feel overwhelming and confusing at times, especially to those without a previous background in research (Thomas, 2017; Flick, 2011; Punch, 2005). While many authors propose specific ways of approaching educational research, many of these don’t align. In places they provide different definitions for the same term, or in some, actively contradict each other. When looking across the whole field the range of approaches and suggestions can actually increase the feeling of confusion. 
One attempt to bring some systematic clarity to the field was the proposal of the ‘Research Onion’ framework by Saunders et al. (2019). The model has been through a number of iterations since its initial publication in 2007, but at its core, presents a graphical representation of the interrelated ‘layers’ of the process by which research might be designed, research questions refined, and appropriate research approaches are identified. The approach has been praised for highlighting the interrelationships between the choices and decisions that sit at each of the layers of the onion, and for its flexibility and multidisciplinary applications (Alturki, 2021). However, other authors have cautioned against the over simplicity of the model (Asher and Popper, 2019) and queried the extent to which a model designed initially for Business Studies is transferable to other settings (Melnikovas, 2018). However Li (2024) and Musundire (2025) are just two authors who have recently made use of the ‘Research Onion’ in the field of educational research, suggesting that it can be applied to the education context. A further limitation is that it also has some gaps, with no reference to ethical considerations, or researcher positionality. Despite these limitations, the model does provide a straightforward way into the world of educational research design and is flexible to a range of social science contexts, including education. For these reasons, it will be used to provide a structure to the following reflection of this research proposal. 

Research Philosophy
While a number of research text books, including Denscombe (2021) and Thomas (2017) start with consideration of research paradigm, others tend to consider a ‘research philosophy’ (Saunders et al., 2003) or ‘philosophical worldviews’ (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). This shift moves the focus from a paradigm underpinning the research to a focus of the worldviews of the researcher (ibid) and better reflects the influence of experience and disciplinary orientations. Regardless of the terms used, they represent an important foundational layer, allowing the signalling of shared rules of procedure and ‘thinking habits’ (Thomas, 2017) as well as providing a framework within which ideas can be further refined in a transparent manner (Denscombe, 2021).
The focus of this study on the beliefs and experiences of individuals within the education system largely rules out a positivist or post-positivist approach (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). While there is an alignment with an interpretivist or constructivist approach, especially in relation to the focus on individual experiences and understandings, and the allowance for multiple participant meanings (Denscombe, 2021), the study is better aligned with a pragmatist worldview. In particular, the focus on real world and practice based settings, with a focus on problem solving (Creswell and Creswell, 2018) align with the research problem and question being proposed for this study, especially in the desire to capture and make sense of the experience of a range of actors within in a system which itself may lack clarity and coherence. In addition, the opportunity to blend elements from interpretivist paradigms which allow a more detailed analysis of the experience of a small number of participants (including the idea of reality being socially constructed, with a focus on understanding actions and meanings), with a phase which allows the testing of these ideas with a larger group of participants through a survey phase (Denscombe, 2021) will allow any results to be more generalisable, and will hopefully allow some conclusions to be drawn at a system level, as well as for individual teachers in specific classrooms. 
Pragmatism is sometimes criticized as being overly simplistic or lacking rigour. Johnson et al. (2017) address this by exploring identifying the ontological and epistemological positions of four pragmatist researchers (Peirce, Rorty, James and Dewey), and arguing that it may be more accurate to think of pragmatism as an umbrella term, with several different lanes and approaches, rather than one clearly defined methodology which may, at first glance, appear to be so varied as to be lacking a coherent approach.  This places an increased requirement on the researcher to give careful consideration to the specific choices being made within the pragmatist framework and provide a clearly considered justification for those decisions. 

Positionality
While positionality does not have a specific layer within the onion model (Saunders et al., 2023), the requirement for it does emerge from choices made at this outer layer. Thomas (2017) argues that within an interpretivist paradigm a consideration of the positionality of the researcher is a vital consideration in the development of the research project, as the background of the individual researcher will inevitably affect the framing of the question and the analysis that will follow. Bryman (2012, p39) reinforces this point by framing any research as inherently influenced by values and argues that the question of positionality should be revisited at each stage to consider where bias and ‘the intrusion of values’ may have taken place. While some positivists may frame this as a weakness within the interpretivist paradigm, others argue that the clear engagement with, and ownership of, the positionality of the researcher actually strengthens the subsequent analysis (ibid). 
In the case of this research, my position as a former history teacher in Wales is key. In addition, much of my school-based career took place in a setting where curricular innovation was welcomed and encouraged and my experience of that was a positive and professionally rewarding one. It will be necessary in the framing of questions and analysis to remind myself that this experience, and the views that flow from it, are not universal and may well not be shared by participants. It will be important to frame questions in as value-neutral a way as possible to mitigate a risk that those with different viewpoints may perceive their position as being lesser or alternative, with the resulting risk to the honesty of their responses and the validity of the resulting analysis (BERA, 2024). 
Furthermore, since leaving the classroom and joining a University as an ITE teacher-educator I have been involved in early stages of the development of Curriculum for Wales through the Pioneer School programme (Arad Research, 2018) and the Camau project (Hayward et al., 2020). I witnessed first-hand the enthusiasm and high aspirations that many of the teachers involved in the development of the curriculum framework had for the changes this would bring about in classrooms, especially in relation to the sense that the early years of secondary school were underutilised and risked becoming a waiting room for GCSEs. The tension between this and the relative lack of change and/or enthusiasm for change reported by student-teachers returning from their professional teaching practice placements has created the initial stimulus for the development of this project. As before, it will be important both for the reliability and validity of the outcomes of the research to present the questions and analysis from as neutral position as is possible, rather than conceptualising this relative state of curricular stasis from a deficit perspective. Carefully checking and piloting of questions will help to achieve this. 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             
Research approach
To return to the onion model, once a research philosophy has been established, Saunders et al. (2023) argue that consideration should be given to the research approach. While some texts, including Thomas (2017) use this term to encompass paradigms and methodogical choices, Saunders et al. (2023) use this term to specifcally consider the approaches to reasoning that underpin the research proposal. 
In a reflection of the rejection of a simply positivist / interpretivist dichotomy in the previous section, neither inductive or deductive approaches seem to sufficiently align with the aims of this research. Rather, an abductive approach better allows value to be placed on the experiences described by indivdual participants, and concieves them as having agency within a system (Scott, 2017). However, it also recognises that individuals may not always fully understand the influences on their decisions, and allows the researcher to consider the extent to which reasons for actions given by an individual participant can be viewed differently when considered within a wider social, political and discursive context (ibid, p.255)

Methodological choice
One of the advantages of the ‘Research Onion’ model (Saunders et al., 2023) is the way in which the links between decisions made at each layer can be viewed in light of previous decisions taken. In this case, the pragmatic approach taken at the first stage, suggests a clear link to a mixed methods approach for this study. A quantitative study is unlikely to provide the evidence of personal experience to the required degree (Thomas, 2017), while a qualitative-only approach may miss the opportunity to test some of the emerging ideas with a wider audience and develop some more generalisable conclusions (Kumar, 2014). 
Creswell and Creswell (2018) provide a more detailed analysis of the ways in which a mixed methods approach could be operationalised. The study proposed here can best be considered to fit within the ‘exploratory sequential mixed methods’ approach in three phases. An intial series of indivdual interviews would allow the analysis of a relatively small number of experiences through an qualitative approach. This would be followed by a second stage where a wider group were surveyed with questions designed to result in a mix of qualitative and quantitative data for analysis. A third and final stage would involve a second round of interviews to bring together the emerging findings from the survey stage with the experiences of individual teachers. This approach will be further explored in the following section. 
Research strategy
While both an ethnographical and action research approach was considered for this study, neither completely aligned with the aims for the study. I will not be in a position to be fully participant within the community of history teachers, no longer being personally engaged in the development of a school-level curriculum. In addition, the extent to which that community exists as a coherent group with shared values is open to question, and this provides a challenge to framing the study as ethnography (Thomas, 2017). Similarly, the focus on the practice of others means that while the study could be conceived within an action research framework, it does not fit cleanly or completely comfortably as this study aims to understand, rather than enact and explore change. 
In contrast, grounded theory provides a natural fit for the aims of the study and for the decisions taken at previous levels of the ‘onion.’ Grounded theory developed from the work of Glaser and Stauss in 1967 (Thornberg, 2017) and has become a popular approach in many fields of educational research from the 1980s (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007). Two particular features make especially suitable for this study. The first is the iterative nature of the research design. Grounded theory provides a framework for the movement back and forth between data collection and analysis, with adaptions to the next phase of data collection informed by emerging these from those that came before (Thorberg, 2017). In this study, there is no clear hypothesis to be tested. Ideas will emerge from the experiences of individual teachers, which can then be further explored and tested in subsequent rounds of data collection. In this way, the grounded nature of the approach acts as a further guard against some of the risks arising from the positionality of the researcher as ideas are drawn from the ground up and tested as the study develops, as opposed to testing pre-existing ideas being imposed on participants by the researcher. Secondly, the abductive reasoning which underpins some approaches to grounded theory allows concepts and theories to emerge from the study, with the potential for multiple hypotheses to emerge and be tested. 
A key feature of grounded theory is the range of approaches that sit within the umbrella term. Bryant and Charmaz (2007) identify the term itself as a contested concept with a range of different, and in places competing, ideas and ideologies including the extent to which it represents an objective epistemology (argued by Glaser and Strauss who originally developed the approach) or a more constructivist one (argued by Charmaz and others). They go on to frame this as a strength of the method, rather than a weakness. They frame the variety of approaches that have developed over the last fifty years as ‘a family of methods’ (ibid, p.11). However, it does place an additional burden on the researcher both to carefully select their approach within the family of methods, and to be able to justify those choices for the requirements of their particular study. They warn that the approach may not be suitable for novice researchers due to this complexity, and this warning provides pause for thought in the development of a study for a professional doctorate course. However, the alignment with Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) within this ‘family’ both to the aims of the study and the framing of choices at earlier stages of the onion in relating to pragmatism and mixed methods means that, on balance, this remains the most appropriate research strategy for this proposal. 
Within the ‘family’ metaphor, there are some common elements across all approaches to grounded theory, including the use of theoretical sampling as the basis for emergent research design, the use of codes and concepts through iterative analysis and the aim to produce some kind of ‘theory’ for localised explanations (Denscombe, 2021). However, there appears to be such a diversity of choices within the different approaches that are  grouped together as ‘grounded theory’ (Covan, 2007), specific and detailed choices will need to be based on wider reading both of studies that have used grounded theory methods, and on the (quite substantial) literature critiquing various approaches within this methodological family. This will help address the risk identified by Denscombe (2021) that grounded theory can be used as excuse for an ‘anything goes’ approach or a cover for an underdeveloped research question. 

Time horizon
Given the intention to use a different sample group for each of the three stages, there will be little opportunity for a longitudinal approach to this study. Rather, a cross-sectional approach will be taken. This has the advantage of capturing experiences at a specific point in time and allowing comparison between the experiences of different participants (Flick, 2011). However, it is important to recognise that for some participants, their engagement in curriculum realisation over the last few years may have led to developing and evolving experiences, and changes in perceptions and beliefs. It will be necessary to carefully consider how this can be captured within the data collection, and especially within the interviews. 

Data collection and analysis
Decisions made around methods of data collection and analysis make up the inner ring of the research onion model (Saunders et al., 2023), and the third level of decision making. While it represents the smallest part of the diagram, this is the stage at which detailed decisions are required to ensure that the research that follows stands the greatest chance of success. These decisions should build on those taken at each of the previous stages. 
As outlined above, the initial study design is for three stages of data collection, with an initial and ongoing analysis between each stage. 

Initial interviews
The first stage of the research design is based on semi-structured interviews, hosted online, with approximately six participants. This number is small enough to be manageable, but large enough to start to hear some alternative views and voices. These would be selected using non-probability sampling, and specifically a theoretical sampling approach (Denscombe, 2021). This means that participants are selected based on the concepts and categories that emerge from the data (Covan, 2007). In this early stage a purposive sampling approach would be used to identify participants who individually have relevant experience and knowledge (ibid) but who collectively provide a range of experiences in a range of settings. Holding the interviews online means the pool of potential participants is not limited by geography, an important factor in ensuring a range of voices are captured by this study (Lobe, Morgan and Hoffman, 2022)
These interviews would be audio recorded, transcribed, and analysed. While Glaser argued against the audio recording of interviews, suggesting that it led to the production of unnecessary and overwhelming amounts of data (Thornberg, 2017), most other forms of grounded theory use audio recording . Charmaz (2014, cited in Thornberg, 2017) argues that this allows the researcher to give the participants their full attention during the conversation and this in turn allows the gathering of more detailed data overall. The choice of audio recordings, rather than the full video recording of the interviews does represent an acknowledgement of Glaser’s warning about excessive data, as well as hopefully provide a less intimidating experience for the participant leading to a more honest response in the interview (Lobe, Morgan and Hoffman, 2022). 
The proposed interviews would be semi-structured in nature. This allows a degree of consistency to be applied, while being flexible enough to ask follow-up questions, test understanding or go into greater depth. (Flick, 2011) By operating within a grounded theory approach, it may also be possible to adapt questions between interviews to check on and test emerging codes and concepts with new participants (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007).

Questionnaire
As indicated above, the use of grounded theory steers a researcher towards a theoretical sampling approach, and so some of the details of the sample will depend on the outcomes from the first stage. However, at this point it is possible to outline the intention to have a larger sample than would be possible for interviews. 
An open, online questionnaire would be hosted, with a mix of questions designed both to capture the experiences and views of a wider range of participants than would be possible with an interview (Denscombe, 2021) and to elicit some quantitative responses to test some of the themes emerging from the analysis of the initial interviews (Thornberg, 2017). Online questionnaires have the advantage of being more easily accessible and have the potential to make use of an element of snowball sampling as participants could be used to recruit additional respondents (Denscombe, 2021). This will hopefully contribute to a larger dataset than would be possible with other forms of survey tools. 
 
Follow up interviews.
This final stage would consist of a further round of interviews. Depending on the emerging themes from ongoing analysis, these may return to the original participants,  bring in new voices identified from the survey, or a hybrid of the two. 
The questions would be designed both to provide a greater depth of understanding on emerging issues from the survey results, but also to get the views of the participants on the emerging themes, codes, and concepts (Johnson et al. , 2017). This provides some degree of check and challenge to the emerging themes and limits the risk of personal views overly influencing the outcomes of the study. 

Data analysis
Grounded theory places particular frameworks and requirements around data analysis. The first is the framing of the idea of data itself as being something that is never as neutral or raw as the term may suggest (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007). Rather, the act of listening to or reading is inherently an act of sense making and information creation. There is a requirement for the researcher to consciously undertake a process of ongoing reflexive scrutiny as they undertake analysis based on action, interaction, and interpretation (Mruck and Mey, 2007). 
Regardless of the flavour of grounded theory being used, there are some common features of analysis (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007). Firstly, is the idea of constant and ongoing analysis and comparison of new data with what has gone before. This contrasts with other approaches such as thematic analysis which separate out a data collection phase from a data analysis phase (Thornberg, 2017). To support these, the second feature is the use of codes (which capture patterns or themes) and categories (a high level, more abstract code). Different families within grounded theory take different approaches to how this is operationalised, and more reading will be required to make a decision of how this will be applied here. A third feature is the use of memo writing. This is a process through which the sense making process itself can be recorded, reviewed, challenged, and evolve (ibid)

Conclusion
The proposal outlined above, provides one route to addressing the research question identified. By using grounded theory, the iterative and reflexive research design allows ideas and themes emerging from initial stages to be tested, refined and more deeply understood in subsequent stages. While careful design of questionnaire and survey tools will lead to valid data, the opportunity to test and refine these emerging ideas with a wider audience will also produce data which is more reliable than can be the case in other qualitative frameworks. As importantly, the grounded theory approach provides the best opportunity to produce conclusions which are generalisable, and therefore of more practical help to the wider system continuing to come to terms with new and underexplored approaches to curriculum design.
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