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The present study aims to critically review global experiences of school
curriculum based on student voice and agency and analyze participation and
negotiation models in selected educational systems. Despite extensive
theoretical emphasis on the importance of student voice and agency, evidence
indicates that student participation in many educational contexts is reduced to
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challenges of realizing agency at structural, cultural, and institutional levels.
The results indicate that realizing authentic agency requires simultaneous
changes in curriculum flexibility, revising assessment systems, modifying
attitudes toward student capacity and teacher roles, and creating participatory
school cultures. Furthermore, in centralized educational systems like Iran,
realizing such transformations is accompanied by greater challenges. The
findings can provide a basis for rethinking curriculum policies and practices in

Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The first half of the 21st century has witnessed unprecedented challenges for educational
systems worldwide. UNESCO (2021) has warned that democracy is declining and that education
must play a crucial role in cultivating active and participatory citizens. The concept of "student
voice" has emerged as one of the most central concepts in rethinking curriculum, defined as the
active participation of students in shaping their education and benefiting from their unique
insights about teaching, learning, and schooling (Cook-Sather, 2006). Despite extensive
theoretical emphasis on the importance of student voice and agency, research indicates that in
practice, student participation is often reduced to symbolic and limited opportunities (Charteris
& Smardon, 2019; Mayes, Finneran & Black, 2019). This gap between theory and practice
constitutes the main problem of the present study. Furthermore, the concept of "agency" as the
capacity for independent and purposeful action (Manyukhina & Wyse, 2019) has been identified
as a key concept in curriculum literature. The relationship between student voice and agency is
one of the most complex topics in curriculum studies (O'Reilly & O'Grady, 2024). This study,
therefore, aims to critically review global experiences of school curriculum based on student
agency and analyze participation and negotiation models in selected educational systems.

Research Questions:This study seeks to answer three main research questions:

. What is the conceptual relationship between student voice and agency, and how can these two
concepts be distinguished while being complementary in curriculum design?

. What curriculum structures in selected educational systems enable the realization of authentic
student agency, and what are the structural and cultural barriers in this path?
How have participation and negotiation models in curriculum (such as Negotiated Integrated
Curriculum, Boomer's approach, and the Lundy model) been implemented in practice, and what
have been their implications for learning quality, student engagement, and teacher-student
relationships?

Methods: This study employed a systematic critical review approach, combining the
methodological rigor of systematic reviews with the analytical depth of critical reviews (Grant &
Booth, 2009; Torraco, 2005). The search strategy was implemented through a pre-defined
protocol across major databases including ERIC, Scopus, Web of Science, Taylor & Francis
Online, SpringerLink, and ProQuest Education Database. Keywords included "student voice,"”
"student agency," "student participation,” "student engagement,” "negotiated curriculum,”
"integrated curriculum,” "curriculum co-creation,” and "curriculum negotiation™ in both Persian
and English. The search was limited to the period 2000-2026.

Inclusion criteria comprised: (1) articles and books directly addressing student voice and
agency in curriculum; (2) empirical and theoretical research published in reputable peer-reviewed
journals; (3) sources published between 2000 and 2026; (4) sources in Persian or English; and
(5) research specifically addressing participation and negotiation models. Exclusion criteria
included: (1) articles addressing student voice in non-curriculum areas; (2) research without a
clear theoretical framework; (3) conference papers without peer review; and (4) sources before
2000.

The selection process involved four stages: initial search (487 sources), screening by title and
abstract (177 sources), full-text review (62 sources), and backward citation searching (77 final
sources). For quality assessment, the CASP tool was used for qualitative studies and the JBI
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checklist for mixed-methods studies. Low-quality studies were excluded from the final analysis.
The final corpus comprised 58 journal articles, 12 book chapters, 5 research reports, and 2
dissertations. Geographic diversity included Iran, Ireland, Estonia, England, Australia, Canada,
New Zealand, Finland, South Korea, South Africa, the Netherlands, and the United States.

Data analysis was conducted in four phases: (1) initial reading and familiarization; (2) thematic
coding using MAXQDA software (inter-coder agreement with Cohen's Kappa = 0.82); (3)
thematic synthesis and analysis; and (4) critical analysis and framework development. To ensure
trustworthiness, source triangulation, peer debriefing, methodological transparency, and peer
review strategies were employed.

Results: The findings were organized into four main areas:

1. Conceptual Relationship between Student Voice and Agency: The analysis revealed that
"engagement” plays a crucial mediating role between student voice and agency (O'Reilly &
O'Grady, 2024). Three forms of engagement were identified: limited engagement (students in
passive roles), active engagement (attention to student ideas), and agentic engagement (students
actively directing their learning in collaboration with teachers). Only agentic engagement realizes
student voice in its complete definition and leads to authentic agency (Matusov, von Duyke &
Kayumova, 2016). Discourse analysis (Charteris & Smardon, 2019) revealed that different
discourses (from technical-rational to democratic) have different implications for the voice-
agency relationship.

2. Curriculum Structures in Selected Educational Systems: Comparative analysis of five
educational systems revealed:

Ireland: The Negotiated Integrated Curriculum (NIC) and NEEDS project provide formal space
for curriculum negotiation, positioning students as curriculum co-constructors (O'Reilly &
O'Grady, 2024; Fitzpatrick, 2016).

New Zealand: Emphasis on key competencies and student-centered curriculum integration fosters
student participation (Dowden, Brough & Fogarty-Perry, 2024; Brough, 2012).

Estonia: The SMOOTH project and educational commons approach demonstrated valuable
experience in applying the Lundy model (Moreno-Romero, Enn, Savvani & Pantazis, 2024).
South Korea: Despite competency-based curriculum reforms, student agency remains at a
consultative level due to centralized structures (Kim, 2026; Lee, 2026).

Finland: Despite progressive approaches, challenges remain in translating agency discourse into
practice (Nieminen & Hannula, 2026; Kajamaa & Kumpulainen, 2019).

3. Participation and Negotiation Models: Three main models were identified:
Lundy Model (Lundy, 2007): Four elements (Space, Voice, Audience, Influence) provide a
practical framework for meaningful student participation, though critiques highlight insufficient
attention to emotional, material, and contextual dimensions (Bragg, 2024).
Boomer's Approach (Boomer, Onore, Lester & Cook, 2005): Emphasizes continuous dialogue
between teachers and students to create “shared intent" and fosters citizenship competencies
(Bron, Bovill & Veugelers, 2016).
Negotiated Integrated Curriculum (NIC): Developed in Ireland, this operational approach
prioritizes students' personal and global concerns, selected to sustained engagement and dynamic
agency (O'Reilly & O'Grady, 2024, Fitzpatrick, 2016).

4. Challenges and Barriers: Challenges were identified at three levels:



276, Mahdavikhah/ Curriculum Based on Student Agency

Structural: Prescribed curriculum content, centralized assessment systems, and time constraints
(Rudduck & Fielding, 2006; Charteris & Smardon, 2019).

Cultural: Assumptions about student capacity and traditional beliefs about teacher roles (Lundy,
2007; Fielding, 2004).

Institutional: School culture and classroom climate (Mayes, 2018; Nelson & Charteris, 2020).

In Iran's educational system, research indicates that the dominant approach to student
participation is symbolic and limited (Weisi & Ahmadi, 2023; Ahmadi, 2021, 2022).

Discussion: The findings reveal a deep gap between theoretical emphasis on student voice and
agency and the practical realities of educational systems. This gap stems from structural, cultural,
and institutional factors. Structural factors, including centralized curriculum and assessment
systems, leave little room for authentic participation. Even in decentralized systems like New
Zealand and Finland, assessment pressures remain significant barriers. Cultural factors,
particularly assumptions about student capacity, represent major obstacles, especially in
centralized systems. Research from South Korea and Iran demonstrates that cultural assumptions
about teacher and student roles are deeply entrenched and resistant to change. Institutional
factors, including school culture and classroom climate, play a decisive role, with participatory
cultures facilitating agency and authoritarian cultures restricting it.

The findings have important implications for Iran's educational system at macro, meso, and
micro levels. At the macro level, realizing agency requires a clear legal framework and
accountability mechanisms. Iran's educational system, despite high-level policy documents
emphasizing student participation, lacks a binding legal framework for authentic student
participation. Developing legislation that mandates student participation in curriculum decisions
is a necessary first step. Creating formal space for curriculum negotiation, similar to Ireland's
NEEDS project, could serve as an appropriate model. At the meso level, participatory school
culture and teacher empowerment are key factors. This requires professional development for
teachers in understanding student voice and agency concepts, participation and negotiation
models, facilitation skills, and participatory assessment. At the micro level, designing learning
activities based on students' concerns, participatory assessment, and creating safe spaces for
dialogue are essential. Despite structural challenges, research from Iran suggests that creating
participatory spaces in classrooms is possible but requires teacher awareness, commitment, and
creativity.
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