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Reflective paper following a research project

Introduction
Following a research proposal in February that did not satisfy the criteria of the required methodological process, a research question was suggested by the project supervisor, Dr. Wainwright, based around one of the statements in the assignment that lacked suitable academic support or any evidence: “SUP tends to be something most paddlers do to supplement activity time, when white water kayaking, canoeing or slalom is not viable, e.g. in poor water levels or inclement weather” (Bean, 2026). Due to the immediacy of a suitable research topic being required the following question was identified as appropriate to research: What are the motivations for paddleboard (SUP) within the paddlesport community? A qualitative research methodology was agreed through the use of interviews to create a credible source of data to analyse and hopefully reach a conclusion that answered the question in an unbiased, less opinionated, and evidence supported way. There was also a secondary motivation to discover if the original statement above that led to the research question was supported by the research conclusion. The researcher themself is deeply rooted in the paddlesports community and was keen to facilitate research free of unconscious bias and leading questions. The methodology employed to conduct the research incorporated specific attributes to alleviate these concerns.

The alignment of the study – did it answer the question?
Primarily for this research the research onion infographic below was used to direct the methodology. It was chosen because it provides a clear visualisation of the research, both in justification and in terms of achieving what one needs to achieve. It succinctly maps the methodology required to conceptualise the research journey from its start. 
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Figure 1: The Research Onion (Saunders et al, p.130)

It was important in terms of the stipulated duration of the assignment that the research was an efficient process, allowing optimum analytical time, which was expected to be challenging. Sufficient time for the pedagogy to take root was the over-arching justification, and experiencing this for the first time meant allocating sufficient time to benefit from the experience.

As a result of these requirements, a mono-method qualitative methodological approach was pursued. This included a strategy of surveys through interviewing a cross-section of current credible interviewees, members of the paddling community, who would also need to be willing and available within the time frame to be interviewed.

On reflection, this methodology did work. However, a multi-method approach using additional questionnaire style data collection may have widened my data collection pool by enabling more people to respond and creating a more flexible response time-frame for respondents. This may then have produced more substantial themes in the research. However, it may also have presented more questions to be answered due to the lack of guidance in how the questions are answered. By restricting the process to interviews, candidates were able to be screened a little more effectively and some of the nuance of the technical and environmental language articulated in the interviews was able to be understood or clarified immediately. Rebecca Olive summarises this as embodied understanding:

Ethnographic methods such as participation, observation and interviews, allow researchers 
to develop embodied understanding of how participants experience cultural practices, spaces 
and relationships. (Olive, 2020, p. 121)
This understanding was vital to this research as due to the origins of the assignment question, the literary review stage had not been as comprehensive as it could have been, but by conducting a strategy with a clear time horizon, the time stamp gave the research its own authenticity.

An additional measure to ensure integrity and meaning was that the research question was amended to focus on motivations for SUP in Wales. The interviewees were required to be members of Paddle Cymru as evidence of their being part of the paddling community in Wales and this allowed the research question to be very specific, targetted and applicable without the risk of repetition or plagiarism.

On reflection, the alignment identified for this research was an effective methodological approach encapsulating the required applicable experience to enable increased understanding of research methods. As the origins of the research question were arguably non-standard due to the research proposal issue mentioned in the introduction, the decision making process identifying suitable alignment was arguably accelerated. Whilst ostensibly conclusive, it led to a credible research outcome by answering the question regarding motivations for paddleboarding by members of the paddling community in Wales. The conclusion is that this alignment was fit for purpose, and was an effective experience to allow learning to take place.
The experience
At the commencement of this learning journey as a student at University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) the first introductory reading for this module embarked upon is put into context below:

This is a huge topic with countless books and journals just focussing on the nature of 
research, therefore on this module we will be giving you an introduction to some of the key 
research paradigms, methods and ethical considerations to get started on a small project, that 
may inspire further research at dissertation or just enable you to develop your understanding 
of the issues and considerations you will face when undertaking research. (Wainwright, 
2026)
It is through the above context this experience should be viewed, that on the journey to autonomous understanding of research, this research and reflective paper is very much near the beginning of that journey. This research assignment was intended to stretch and extend the scale of knowledge associated with research. As a result of this experience, the scale has indeed seen increase, though an increase from the start point of near zero.

The journey so far has paralleled with the experience described by Price of others embarking in the field of research

Inexperienced researchers are often bewildered by the terminology of the research process 
and confused by concepts such as paradigms, methodologies and methods, and how they are 
positioned in varied theoretical frameworks. (Prince, 2020, p. 37)

However, within the experience there have been some very positive learning outcomes. Foremost of which was working with the limited time commitment which made it necessary to create a tight schedule. With the additional strain of needing to be flexible for interviewees’ availability, the resulting impact of this was finding a much shorter than desired time frame for the analytical process of research. As this shortening time frame unfolded, one quote from the literature review was pondered on and in some sense added to the levels of concern and anxiety encompassing the process, “Qualitative data collection is a time-intensive process. Simply conducting quick interviews or making short observations will likely prevent you from gaining more knowledge.” (Thomas et al., 2023, p. 377) Due to the time frame being eaten into by the desire to be flexible and accommodating, there was not sufficient time to dig more deeply into wider themes or underlying theories. If qualitative data collection is desired at dissertation, a very clear cut off and alternative data collecting method will be utilised to lessen the concern and maintain some momentum in the analytic process.

Another learning outcome was experienced when implementing the computer literacy required for conducting online interviews for the first time. This was not only needed by the researcher but also by the interviewee, specifically when facilitating interviews online with Microsoft Teams. This proved a challenge for members of paddlesport community who typically try to spend as much time outside away from the office as possible. These challenges were emphasised by one attempted interview with the lead advisor for SUP discipline within Paddle Cymru. The interview was missed due to the software not working as it should, and with minimal availability for a re-run, her significant voice was then missed from the research. In future research of this type, other methods of recording and transcribing could be explored to ensure that a greater range of voices can be heard.

The editing required for the transcripts was extensive and required considerable time and concentration than anticipated to ensure accuracy. The transcripts required formatting, deciphering some of the more odd software interpretations of what was said during the interviews, and then removing filler words such as ‘and’ and ‘yeah’ to obtain more relevant results from NVivo. All of this led to an increased pressure at the analytical stage of the research.
Having concluded the interviews, edited the transcripts, I then moved to analyse the data which in retrospect was foolish from the start, and something I should have been doing alongside the other work. As Thomas et al. (2023, p. 381) delineates, “The simultaneous collection and analysis of data in an important feature of qualitative research ... Researchers need to keep in close touch with the data. Waiting until after the data are collected is foolish.” The above quote underscoring that a very clear learning outcome has been experienced, extending the knowledge and understanding of the methods required in research in a very real and applicable way. Time pressure and a clearer understanding of its required consideration will be something that is taken forward to future research projects on this journey.
Further challenges were more circumstantial. For example, the onboarding process for introducing the analytical software NVivo, a programme that had been chosen to be used for the analytical section of the research, took place at a particularly stressful, demanding and overwhelming time in the researcher’s calendar, which did not contribute positively to the experience. Personal circumstances are something that can affect any course, the impact of personal lives and circumstances is an existential factor to this branch of pedagogy. It also impacts the interviewees, and suitable empathy is required when conducting this sort of research that relies on engaging with people and giving them time to share from their wealth of knowledge. If that knowledge is of worth, then empathetic approach is a given requirement, and the resulting impact on time frames accepted.

The introduction to the qualitative analytical software, NVivo, was limited to a three hour long session, that whilst helpful was not comprehensive, nor was it intended to be. The challenge that ensued as a result was considerable to the experience. This was doubtless the intention thus, the experience whilst uncomfortable, was not necessarily unexpected. This research utilised a total of five interviews, which was not quite enough to harness the full advantage of analytic software and more success was achieved simply by using post-it paper and highlighters to identify the themes. Due to the time frame pressures, and the restrictive nature of a research poster, succinct clear robust themes were to be prioritised. As a result NVivo was not fully utilised on this project. It is clear that in order to execute an effective qualitative research at dissertation, efforts will need to be made to ensure a higher level of competence and autonomous skill with this software, as the quantity and extent of the data being analysed and the depth of the subject are likely to be more applicable to a data processing tool.

This in itself raised some ethical concerns as the information provided to interviewees specifically stated the use of NVivo as method for analysing, and by using another method, technically the ethics should be re-visited. For this instance, one of the supervising staff overseeing the course was asked and alternative methods were consulted, including the post-it and highlighters. Adapting the interview to a questionnaire for the missed interviewee was abandoned as a questionnaire was not specific to the ethics form application for the research. If the authority to conduct research is given within a stringent framework, then what can seem like an easy fix is by default, difficult if not impossible. If integrity is desired within ones academic reputation, which for this research it was considered a priority, then these challenges must be anticipated and included at the outset of the proposal. 

One of the highlights of this experience and of meeting the motivations was the opportunity to talk to other members of the paddlesport community and openly discussing the topic whilst not being directly engaged with the topic. The individuals interviewed are usually encountered delivering continuous professional development (CPD) courses or attending CPD courses and focussing on the facilitation techniques of the professional side of their sport. Taking the time to facilitate a conversation and holistically unpick some of the wider topics around why, how and when, were very worthwhile. Whilst most of the interviewees are regarded as peers, some are even considered leaders in the industry, and it was truly beneficial to hear their views on the topic. It was also encouraging that the views shared in the interviews corresponded with interviewees with less years of experience, and those of the researcher, emphasising the unanimous themes outlined in the research poster.

With the substantial experience that interviewees brought to the conversations, it meant that a deep wisdom and extensive personal experience with applicable anecdotes was accessed by the interviewer. At a deeper personal level this was very encouraging as the views expressed by the interviewees paralleled with everyone else including the interviewer, highlighting an autonomous level of understanding regarding the subject of paddleboarding. Meaning that the researcher’s own views and experiences when facilitating paddleboard coaching has a credibility that feels heightened or emphasised as a result of this process. For this researcher, the motivations from the start were based around the philosophy that the research had some applicable or relevant impact for blue space users at the forefront of outdoor education. Research for research sake is not a strong motivator in this project.

Overall the experience of going through the research process, including the failed project proposal, has enriched the understanding of research. A plan to continue reading on the subject and paying more attention to the research methodology when reading through papers, will be implemented. Previously those sections of research papers were given less attention, prioritising the findings and conclusions.
In terms of how this research project may help shape the direction of the dissertation it is quite likely to form some of the basis for it. The topic around blue space recreational or semi-recreational sport development and its impact on the services and communities associated is forming quite an interest. The research assignment, a poster, concluded with some statistics gathered from the RNLI open data resource and looking at some of the other data which was unrelated to paddleboarders or this specific research question. Allowed a realisation of the extent that volunteers and institutions like the RNLI serve recreational users, researching the extent or the impact of that service in a wider more comprehensive context would seem to be a useful development of knowledge.

If that data could be compared to recreational green space users and it’s impact on those communities, for example, hill walkers, climbers, and mountain bikers and their use of Mountain Rescue, it could help shape the future policies of outdoor educators and facilitators like myself.

A research that promotes empathy and appreciation of how behaviour and decisions in the outdoors affects others would have some value to those elements of society, shaping policy and increasing effectiveness of outdoor education provision.

Conclusion
The journey undertaken for this module has been a challenging one yet having acknowledged that as part of the experience is in itself a sign that it has had value. Introducing an extensive subject and being allowed to explore it has furthered appreciation of the topic, particularly when viewed in its role in outdoor education policy and politics that have shaped the twenty plus years in the outdoor education industry that the researcher has lived. That this has in turn resulted in a greater appreciation of the work that has gone into implementing a policy in outdoor education has also been a definitive outcome.

At the time of writing this reflective paper, the research paper that this paper is reflecting on has yet to run the gauntlet of academic scrutiny. As such it is difficult to conclude without the knowledge that the completed assignment was of sufficiently high quality, there is some uncertainty that exists in the completion of this learning process. If the learning that has taken place was enough, the main objective or motivation in undertaking an assignment or module of learning is to acquire the knowledge and skills to demonstrate a credibility in the subject, evidenced by achieving a passing grade. Due to the confusion and failed first assignment in this module, ambiguity continues to exist.

In the introduction section of this paper a question was posed: ‘Was the original statement that led to the research question supported by the research conclusion?’ The answer is no, the statement was not supported by the results of the research. The results of the research did provide a solid, even conclusive basis for the statement as a theory that carries merit, but did not specifically prove the statement in question to be true. In this at least the need to evidence statements in academic literature has been thoroughly understood.
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