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Critically evaluate a selected range of methodological approaches appropriate for research in work-based settings, with due consideration to research ethics and insider research issues.






Introduction

As a singing teacher working with children and adolescents, my principal goal in undertaking a research project is to enhance the understanding and knowledge surrounding mental health. My focus is on maladaptive perfectionism in young students who are at the early stages of their training in singing and the performing arts. 

Having recently investigated the factors contributing to the onset of perfectionism in child and adolescent singers and performers, I now wish to explore this subject in more depth, focusing on the experience of being a parent of a child suffering with these maladaptive traits. Flett and Hewitt (2020) suggest the prevalence of dysfunctional forms of perfectionism among young people has reached alarming levels. Being able to recognise this in my private studio is of critical importance, and being able to act on it is a priority. 

Dawson (2019, xi) describes social research as being the ‘deliberate study of other people for the purposes of increasing understanding and/or adding to knowledge.’ This statement resonates with me, as I aim to challenge existing assumptions, develop new ways to create awareness and acquire the expertise to generate- and allow for- positive change, both within my teaching studio and eventually in the wider community. While my interests are rooted in social research, there is evidently an educational aspect of my subject which must not be overlooked. Subsequently, this overlap will inform my chosen paradigm, where many sensitivities and considerations will need to be addressed in the planning and conduct of my research (Cohen, et al., 2018, p. 3).

‘Every researcher has his/her own view of what constitutes truth and knowledge’ (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012), therefore to construct my own research project, I must first outline my ontological and epistemological positions, which will lead onto my paradigmatic position (Thomas, 2017, p. 123).

Ontology and Epistemology

Ontology refers to our philosophical assumptions about the nature of social reality (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012) and influences the research method (Nasution, 2018, p. 1). Ontology is ‘about what you are looking at – the kind of events that exist in the social world’ (Thomas, 2017, p. 123) and questions how we interpret our existence and being (Killam, 2013, p. 10). Killam (2013) asks researchers to consider ‘What is true?’, ‘What exists?’ and ‘How can we sort existing things?’. Each researcher holds their own reality and differing views of the world (de Kock, 2015, p. 171), so it is important for me to acknowledge my own ontological position before conducting my research. 

Literature suggests there are two main opposing outlooks of reality; realism and relativism (Killam, 2013, p. 20). Although other variants have been developed, realists believe that there is a truth which exists that is measurable, objective, static and context free. Relativists, however, believe that there are multiple meanings which can be explored in greater depth. These can be subjective, dynamic and contextual (Bilgrami, 2002; Easterby-Smith, et al, 2018, p.65; Killam, 2013). 

Cohen and colleagues (2018) consider that there is not one single truth to be discovered. ‘Life is not that easy, unidimensional or straightforwardly understood’ (Cohen, et al., 2018, p. 3). I adopt a similar position which lies within a relativist viewpoint. Some of my child and adolescent students exhibit traits of perfectionism. These experiences will be personal and individual to each student, and due to the varying degrees of such experience, one may conclude they are unmeasurable. The lived experience of their parents will also be unique to each family, and while there may be some similarities between cases, I do not feel it is practical to place a numeric value to their suffering. In an extreme case, one person experience with distress could be another person’s pleasure. As a teacher, I am confronted daily with different ideas, beliefs, viewpoints and understanding from each of my students, and I would like to be able to gain a greater level of understanding of how they- and their parents- are affected by these issues. 

The quote by Ignacio Estrada, and the title of Cair’s (2017) book, is notable here: ‘If children can't learn the way we teach, maybe we should teach the way they learn.’ Evidence suggests that students have a multitude of learning styles and thus may perceive reality differently (Schmeck, 1988, p. 3). This explains the underpinnings of the term differentiated learning, where teachers are ready to engage students through different approaches ‘without assuming one student’s roadmap to learning is identical to anyone else’s’ (Tomlinson, 2014, p. 4). As I work exclusively with children, these ideas drawn from educational pedagogy are also relevant and can be closely aligned to the way in which we view child and adolescent mental health. I believe realities can be co-constructed and that there are multiple versions of reality which are bound by context (Killam, 2013, pp. 11-17). I also agree that scientific laws are not simply out there to be discovered, but that they are created by people (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 65). However, I cannot completely disregard the idea of nominalism; the view which suggests there is no truth and that facts are all human creations (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 67).

Epistemology ‘is the study of the nature of knowledge and justification’ (Dawson, 2019, p. 15). It seeks to examine the relationship between knowledge and the researcher during discovery (Killam, 2013), such as whether the researcher believes that the relationship with the participants should be objective or subjective. Thomas (2017, p317) adds that epistemology is ‘the study of how we can know: the study of the procedures via which we can discover knowledge.’ What are the sources and how reliable are they? (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 1). Relativism, while defined as an ontological position, can also be defined as an epistemological position, suggesting that observations are more accurate and credible if made from several perspectives (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018).  

Axiology is also recognised as an integral consideration in relation to a paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 2005). In research, axiology refers to what the researcher believes is valuable and ethical (Killam, 2013, p. 10).

Paradigms

Paradigms are ideas which are informed by the philosophical assumptions previously discussed: ontology (What is reality?), epistomology (What is knowledge?) and axiology (What is true?) (Easterby-Smith et al., 2018, p.61; Wagner, et al., 2012, p51). They are often associated with specific methodologies which will be outlined in the next section of this paper (Wagner, et al., 2012, p. 52). Easterby-Smith and colleagues (2018, p70), suggested the term ‘paradigm’ came into ‘vogue’ through the work of Thomas Kuhn (1962) and was popular among social scientists, however, the word in different areas of research can have multiple meanings (Morgan, 2007). I will be outlining the main paradigms as referenced in social research: positivism and social constructionism. I will also briefly explore post-positivism, transformative (also known as emancipatory) and pragmatism.

Positivism
MacDonald (2019) states that voice teachers are ‘called to explore evidence based pedagogy through an understanding of functional anatomy, breath, and the resultant acoustic interactions’. This suggests that singing teachers often need to draw upon scientific research, where historically, the emphasis has been on quantification (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Traditionally, this school of thought lends itself to the positivist paradigm, where a quantitative approach is usually applied. Positivists aim to obtain knowledge about the social world objectively. They believe that information is recordable and can be observed, studied and measured scientifically (Thomas, 2017, p. 108). Practitioners who work with voices in the medical sphere, such as laryngologists and speech and language therapists, may be used to making hypotheses and deductions, which lean towards the idea that what we see and hear is ‘straightforwardly perceived and recordable’ (Thomas, 2017, p. 108). Positivism (also known as logical positivism) is based upon the view that science is the foundation of true knowledge (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 53). 

Ontologically, the positivist paradigm aligns with a realist worldview; the assumption of one reality, knowable within probability (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 54). This more rigid, inflexible and objective approach may not suit the traditional singing teacher who aspires to engage in social or educational research relating to their practice. This paradigm lends itself to an ‘etic’ approach, where the researcher remains an outsider and does not influence the data to obtain an objective measurement (Killam, 2013, p. 26). Epistemologically, knowledge constitutes as hard data and is independent of the ‘values, interest and feelings of the researcher’ (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 55). 

This paradigm contradicts my values and interests. As a singing teacher, I desire to understand my young student’s experiences with perfectionism and the effect it has upon their parents. The way in which they experience the symptoms and their level of distress will be different for each individual. As theorising and treating these conditions are in the formative stages, rooted firmly within scientific quantitative research and data, individuals are rarely cured (Kenny, 2011, pp. 285-286). I believe that one must seek to understand the individual holistically, by listening to their lived experience and by using a multi-disciplinary approach, or the biopsychosocial model, pioneered by George Engel in 1977 (Bolton & Gillett, 2019, p. 2). 

Kenny (2011, p286) suggests ‘we all face many challenges throughout life by virtue of being human in a complex world.’ Consequently, I believe it is important to view the world not as a singular reality, but by being aware that multiple realities exist.

Post Positivism
Unlike positivism, where everything is ‘like a piece of clockwork, there is a place for everything and everything is in its place’ (Cohen, et al., 2018, p. 16), post positivism (also known as logical empiricism) takes a lighter approach, while still embracing the scientific method. The view was steered away from the emphasis of ‘absolute certainty’ to a less strict form which encourages probability (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012). It recognises that there is no absolute truth and imparts an acceptance of an objective world (Cohen, et al., 2018, p. 16). Ontologically, post positivists agree that reality does exist. However, they believe that observations can be influenced by the researcher’s biases and existing knowledge. This points to an imperfect view of reality due to the researcher’s ‘human limitations’ (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 55) and ‘flawed human intellectual mechanisms’ (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110). Unlike the ‘value-free’ positivist, post positivists believe that the researcher can strongly influence what is observed, along with the outcome (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 55). The world is multi-layered, facts and theories are fallible and claims may be tentatively speculated (Cohen, et al., 2018, p. 16). Both paradigms discussed above most commonly rely on quantitative methods of data collection and analysis (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). 

Social Constructivism 
While the post-positivist paradigm is less absolute, I believe I am strongly aligned to the alternate idea of social constructivism (also known as constructionism and closely aligned to the interpretivist paradigm), which acknowledges that reality is subjective and is a social construct where multiple realities exist (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p56; Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p70). The social constructivist is interested in people, the way they interrelate (Thomas, 2017, p. 110) and accepts moral and personal engagement of the researcher. Epistemologically, if knowledge is socially constructed, the researcher can be involved in the study, using their own knowledge and experience to design and help interpret the findings (Thomas, 2017, pp. 109-110). Thomas (2017) asserts the world is different for each of us and cannot be studied using scientific methods and quantification. 

Social constructivism is aligned to an ‘emic’ approach– a subjective approach to reality– interacting with people to find out what truth means to them (Killam, 2013, p. 27). I feel this is important when working with a range of students and parents who may have different worldviews themselves. I am beginning to understand that interaction is needed to gain an in-depth understanding of my research questions. 

‘You should be a participant in your research situation and understand it as an insider’ (Thomas, 2017, p. 111). This idea by Thomas (2017) is linked to relativism and requires social observation, critical reflection and an inductive approach. I believe there is no one truth, but rather just the reality of what I see within my teaching studio. With my interests in child and adolescent mental health linked to perfectionism, I aim to carry out nuanced research with the aim to uncover the experiences of my young students and their parents. What is it like to suffer with perfectionism? What is it like to be a parent of a child experiencing perfectionism? 

Transformative/Emancipatory
The transformative, or emancipatory paradigm emerged by scholars who criticised the positivist and interpretivist paradigms with arguments such as racial or gender bias (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 57). There are other theories within this paradigm such as critical theory, feminist theory and post-colonial theories which include research with the aim to emancipate. Other academics such as Easterby-Smith and colleagues (2018) define this area as ‘engaged constructionism’. Ontologically, this paradigm adopts the stance that social reality is constantly changing and reality is out there to be discovered. Knowledge is formed from the participants’ perspective and embraces a transformation and emancipation of all involved within the study (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p. 57). 

In my research, all views are worthy and correct; each experience is valid. The transformative paradigm uses both qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection and suggests that while some views are correct, others will be wrong. While I feel that my research is a moral activity, my values do not completely align with this paradigm.  

Pragmatism
Not all researchers adhere consistently to one position or another. Pragmatism is regularly viewed as a negotiation between realism and relativism and argues that knowledge, understanding and meaning should be derived from the direct and lived experience of the individual (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 82). Often, a ‘mixed methods’ approach will take place, which combines more than one tradition (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 69). In its most basic definition, pragmatism focuses on ‘what works’ and is practical, problem-centred and uses a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection (Cohen, et al., 2018, p. 9). However, Morgan (2014, p1051) argues that pragmatism is a ‘coherent philosophy’ which goes well beyond ‘what works’. He describes a notion that reality is forever changing and that we are always acting within some definition of the situation, based upon our unknowable set of prior beliefs. Pragmatism appears to be an answer for those who cannot form an allegiance to one paradigmatic viewpoint and to those who do not wish to conform to strict guidelines. I can understand why this paradigm is appealing to many modern social researchers, however, I do believe I have a strong alignment to the social constructivist paradigm, though I may take a more pragmatic stance as I comprehend the idea of creating social change.

Paradigms are useful to clarify and organise ones thinking about their research, for ease of primary understanding, however, Cohen and colleagues (2018, p9) allude that they are not mutually exclusive and this type of thinking intensifies the ‘paradigm wars’ which Gage (1989) described. There are certainly overlaps and for this reason I must remain somewhat flexible in my thinking. 

Methodological Approaches

A paradigm invites us to ask questions which will guide our methodology. It leads us to use a combination of methods and appropriate approaches to systematic inquiry. Methodology is the combination in which research techniques and methods are grouped together (Chilisa & Kawulich, 2012, p51-52; Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p61). The two main methods of data collection are quantitative and qualitative, however a ‘mixed method’ approach has emerged and gained popularity during the last two decades (Kumar, 2019, p. 33). 

Typically- and simplistically- quantitative research is said to use numbers (Thomas, 2017, p. 119), while qualitative data refers to pieces of ‘information gathered in non-numeric’ form (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 172). Thomas (2017, p119) also suggests that although they differ and are governed by different assumptions and ‘ground rules’, the two are not completely incompatible. They are not always in opposition, but instead may be able to complement one another and ‘no approach prescribes nor automatically rejects any particular method’ (Bell, 2005, p. 8).

Quantitative methods usually gather large amounts of numerical evidence which can often be expensive to accumulate in both time and money (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 306). They involve finding patterns and study relationships in large samples, seeking conclusions which can be generalised within society (Bell, 2005, p. 8). 

In my previous study, I learnt that perfectionism is often linked with anxiety and/or depression and is firmly embedded within the personality of the individual (Hewitt, et al., 2002; Stoeber, 2018). It became clear early in my exploration of the subject, that as I am not yet a qualified therapist, I would not be able to treat a student, even if I had uncovered tried and tested methods. There are many different types of therapies which have proven results in treating adults, often formulated from the findings of large scale longitudinal studies, rich in quantitative data. Some examples are cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) or acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT), however there is little evidence-based research of practitioners using these approaches in non-clinical settings with children and adolescents. 

While this is an area of great interest to me, and while my aim is to eventually conduct larger scale research projects to enable social and educational change, taking a quantitative approach at this point in my research would be less valuable. My long-term goal is to develop preventative strategies to treat child and adolescent perfectionism in the private singing studio and other similar educational based settings which will require a quantitative approach.  I also aim to develop courses for parents and teachers to raise awareness of this condition. To achieve this in the future, I must first acquire an understanding of how this condition affects my students, along with how it affects the lives of their parents. As I will be selecting a small purposive sample, I am less interested in statistical analysis, but instead wish to reveal new information and develop new knowledge using qualitative methods. Having no direct access to vast numbers of participants and the ethical considerations surrounding confidentiality and mental health, I will instead be focusing on the most common structures used in small-scale research projects. My focus for this paper will therefore lie with qualitative methodology and methods.

A qualitative inquiry is one in which the researcher has concluded that quantitative measures cannot effectively interpret a situation; one where open-ended questions support discovery of new information. A qualitative researcher attempts to observe and describe, seeking ‘illumination, understanding, and extrapolation’ in the natural setting and in context. (Hoepfl, 1997, pp. 48-49). Hoepfl (1997) also concludes that judgments and credibility are left to the researcher and the reader. Central to the data is an interactive and interpretative process, developed and gathered by the researchers themselves (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 172). This approach aligns with my ontological position and suits my beliefs, aims and values as outlined above. 

Ethnography 
Ethnography can be aligned to constructivism and an emic perspective, ‘working right in the middle lane’ of interpretative research (Thomas, 2017, p. 163). Its history lies in the study of culture, having derived from anthropology, and involves first-hand observation and investigation of people in their natural environment (Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 2012, p127; Hoey, 2014, p1). Thomas (2017, p163) highlights that ethnography involves the ‘disciplined study of what the world is like to people who have learned to see, hear, speak, think and act in ways that are different.’ It includes the use of fieldwork (data collection in the research environment) and is associated with participant observation. Ethnographers aim to become part of the situation they are studying, to understand it from within. They aim to learn from people rather than study them (Thomas, 2017, pp. 163-164). 

In the singing teacher’s studio, ethnography allows research to gain access to the perspectives and experiences of existing students (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 113). However, the singing teacher will also be part of the group under study and will be involved within the process (Hoey, 2014, p. 2). In my case, I am already highly familiar with the situation within my studio and as Thomas (2017, p166) describes, I am ‘intimately connected’ within this setting, working with students of whom I already- to a certain degree- understand. However, my ethnographic approach would seek to understand how perfectionism affects the lives of my child and adolescent students, and the lives of their parents. I would aim to better recognise the impact this mental health condition has on their social development and their individual development as aspiring singers and performers. If taking this approach, I believe it may provide insight into how my students- and their parents- could be further supported (Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 2012, p. 128). Participant observation and interviews would form the base of data collection, detailing my understanding of their realities (Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 2012, p129; Thomas, 2014, p164).

Action Research 
The central aim of action research is to improve thinking, learning and practice, acknowledging a commitment to change which constantly evolves (McNiff, 2017, p14; Thomas, 2017, p154-155). This often embraces social intent and a desire to address areas of need, such as in an educational setting, while offering practical solutions (Bradbury, 2015, p1; Hine, 2003, p151; McNiff, 2017, p47).

When working with children and adolescents, enhancing the social, emotional and educational experience of those I teach is always my primary focus. Mills (2011) concludes that a goal of using action research within an educational setting is to enhance the lives of children. This aligns very closely with my fundamental values and beliefs, along with my desire to conduct a reflective inquiry. 

While there are many definitions of action research leading to different understandings of the term, the language and definitions continue to evolve. I am interested in ‘second-person’ and ‘third-person’ action research, which are said to be the most common forms of action research today, as outlined by Reason & Bradbury (2008, p6). Second-person research ‘addresses our ability to inquire face-to-face with others into issues of mutual concern’ (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 6). It is participatory in nature, generating new knowledge and may feed into new theory. 

Third-person research builds upon second-person research and looks to influence wider social systems, generating the kind of knowledge that ‘contributes to sustainable personal, social and planetary wellbeing’ (Mcniff, 2017, p. 15). I am less interested in the ‘first person approach’, which seeks to foster an inquiry into my own life or practice, although beginning with questions such as ‘how can I improve my practice?’ can be a helpful starting point. Another aim is to be able to make a ‘knowledge claim’; to state that I have improved awareness and to define its significance within my field (Mcniff, 2017, p. 18).

This methodology would be appropriate to create awareness among the parents of my students; to create more knowledge and understanding of perfectionism with the aim to improve a student’s experience when suffering with maladaptive traits. As the students’ primary caregivers may also develop a greater level of understanding of their child’s condition through the research process, more appropriate help (if needed) from a counsellor of psychotherapist could be sought to manage symptoms. This is an example where the participants (the parents) are actively involved in the process. 

A case study could act as a pilot to explore these themes for further investigation. This would help gain a rich, detailed understanding by examining aspects of a specific case in detail (Thomas, 2017, p. 156). However, case studies are not usually used to inform others. Case studies are most commonly used to understand one specific case within itself. 

Phenomenology
Thomas (2017, p322) defines phenomenology as ‘the study of the way in which individual’s structure consciousness, examining the way meanings are given to the things of their experience’. Phenomenology focuses on the study of a person’s direct or lived experience (Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 202, p132; Cohen, et al., 2018, p20). This approach aligns with a post-positivist paradigm and asks researches to distance themselves from their biases and pre-existing judgments. Husserl, as referenced by Cohen et al., in Research Methods in Education (2018) presses us to ‘put the world in brackets’ and ‘free ourselves from our usual ways of perceiving the world’. This elucidation advises the researcher to be somewhat detached and separate from the process. Husserl, as referenced by Wojnar & Swanson (2008) also argued, ‘if the description of lived experiences were to be considered  scientific  and  generalizable, strict  adherence  to  the  principles  of  descriptive  phenomenology had to be employed, and commonalities were to be identified among research participants.’ In my upcoming research project, I seek to uncover information and new knowledge to help individuals, not measure and find commonalities. I also know that my own lived experience of perfectionism is central to my motivation and it would infringe my core beliefs to distance myself in such a way. 

Methods

While methodology refers to the study of procedures and overall design structures for carrying out research, a method is a ‘specific approach to conducting research or means of collecting data’ (Wagner, et al., 2012, p. 271). 

Popular qualitative methods of data collection include interviews, narrative methods, focus groups, observations, video and audio recordings, case studies and diary entries. I aim to use a combination of methods to triangulate my data, to improve the ‘validity and reliability’ of my study (Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 2012, p. 138). In this paper, I will discuss the use of interviews and focus groups.

Interviews
Facts, attitudes and opinions can be collected in an interview by telephone, online or in person; the latter aligning with the face-to-face inquiry of second-person action-research (Thomas, 2017, p202; Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p6).  An interview can take one of three forms; structured, semi-structured and unstructured. Once rapport has been established, the researcher will be able to watch and listen for nuances, observe the participants body language and non-verbal communication.  They can listen to the changes in intonation of the voice and must also consider the silence, which can express the feelings which have not been spoken (Opdenakker, 2006, p3; Niewenhuis & Smit, 2012, p133; Thomas, 2017, p202; Dawson, 2019, p61). Although interviews can be time consuming to transcribe, they can be rich in descriptive data which allows the researcher see the world through the eyes of the participant (Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 2012, p. 133). 

When conducting an interview, which seeks to understand a person’s lived experience relating to a mental health concern, ‘helping’ skills used in counselling practice are important to draw upon. The researcher may be confronted with a participant dealing with difficult emotions and thus, knowing how to conduct oneself in this situation is paramount. Such tools can be found in Counselling Skills and Studies (2017) and include: active listening skills appropriate to the situation, showing empathetic understanding to ensure the interviewee feels comfortable to talk openly about their experiences, the use of open and closed questions, and being able to reflect, restate, check and clarify understanding throughout (Dykes, et al., 2017). Dawson (2019, p61) broadens this thinking by suggesting the interviewer will need to consider gaining ‘clarification, elaboration, explanation and understanding’ by probing in a way which will not influence their responses. 

Focus Groups 
Focus groups, along with group interviews, are where a chosen number of people attend to discuss a specific topic. A group interview is one where the discussion is led by a facilitator who asks questions and controls the route of the conversation. The researcher takes the lead role, like leading a discussion in a structured or semi-structured interview, as mentioned above. In a focus group, the researcher takes on the role as the moderator and lets the group take lead of the conversation. This mirrors an unstructured interview, with the aim of observing and gaining an understanding of the participant’s beliefs and values on the topic (Nieuwenhuis, 2012, p135; Thomas, 2017, p212-313; Dawson, 2019, p24).

Focus groups may allow people to become more talkative and overcome inhibitions, participants can ask questions of each other which lessens the impact of researcher bias, unexpected comments and perspectives may arise, and group dynamics can also be analysed as part of the data. There are also notable disadvantages which could pose problems, such as participants feeling uncomfortable talking in a group setting meaning only a few people may contribute. (Nieuwenhuis, 2012, p135; Thomas, 2017, p212-313; Dawson, 2019, p24).

If I choose to conduct a focus group, I must be mindful of these dynamics, along with the limitations and constraints that may occur. Careful planning, purposive recruiting, along with adequate group size of between five and twelve people are all important considerations. Being able to capture oral data along with observational data may be of great importance in my topic of research, and due to the sensitive subject matter, I see a benefit that my participants (the parents of my students) are already familiar with one another (Nieuwenhuis & Smit, 2012, p. 136). However, I am aware that some parents may feel uncomfortable sharing information about their child and/or their family dynamics in front of others. 

Insider Research 

As a singer teacher conducting a study using qualitative methodologies, I would be classed as an ‘insider researcher’ (Breen, 2007). The literature suggests there are both advantages and disadvantages of being an insider. One advantage includes having special and unique knowledge about my chosen topic. Furthermore, I already have meaningful connections with those I wish to recruit as participants, I understand the complex issues which may arise, and I am able to design a structure which allows all participants to tell their lived experiences  (Costley, et al., 2010, p. 3). 

In its infancy, I do not wish this project to directly transfer to another similar setting, but to use the gained knowledge to influence further research and eventually create change; the ‘potential to generate theory’ (Costley, et al., 2010, p. 4). It is important to note that as an insider researcher, I will be on a journey of new learning myself and having the ability to ‘reflect-in-action’ and ‘reflect-on-action’ will be useful as the research progresses (Schön, 1983). Due to the familiarity of my relationships with my participants, I will of course need to address the ethical issues associated, ensuring transparency throughout the research process. Mercer (2007, p22) identified a potential challenge when conducting her own research and subsequently advises researchers to withhold their own opinions and perspectives on the subject, to obtain more validity. This is paramount, as I would not want parents to withhold information due to feelings of judgment, or to give too much information with the aim of satisfying my motives. 

I do feel the advantages outweigh the potential disadvantages and agree with Costley and colleagues (2010), that insider research is valuable and is often worthy of interest to a wider audience. 

Validity

Golden-Biddle & Locke (1993), as cited by Easterby-Smith and colleagues (2018, p115) in Management and Business Research, identify three criteria to ‘assure and demonstrate the validity of constructionist designs’, ‘authenticity’ (convincing the reader of the researchers ‘deep understanding’) ‘plausibility’ (ensuring that the research is of interest to other researchers) and ‘criticality’ (encouraging the reader to question their assumptions). There are the inevitable issues of picking evidence to support pre-existing (and sometimes unconscious) prejudices. However, complete transparency throughout the process can allow the researchers bias to be considered and subsequently stand up to outside scrutiny. It is also important to contemplate that where someone may stand epistemologically, may determine how they judge the quality of research of others (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2018, p. 133). From a strong constructivism stance, I may consider whether my study has complete transparency regarding data collection and interpretation, whether the concepts are important in other settings, and most importantly, whether I clearly obtained the experiences from an appropriate number of perspectives. 

Ethics

Kumar (2019, p476) defines ethics as ‘the moral values of professional conduct that are considered desirable for good professional practice.’ A researcher must continually assess ethical considerations throughout the whole journey of the research project. Being ethical means to make informed decisions regarding what is right and wrong, while adhering to an ethical framework and code of conduct (Cohen, et al., 2018, p. 111). For my research project, it would be inappropriate for me to design my own ethical framework, therefore, as part of the design phase for my project, I will need to consider which pre-existing code of conduct I will follow, in conjunction with the applicable research guidelines and code of conduct of the university. Ogletree and Kawulich (2012, p71) correctly note that this is a ‘non-negotiable part of ethical research practice’. This consideration will be especially important due to the mental health aspects of my research. 

Ogletree & Kawulich (2012, p71) also highlight the importance of the welfare of participants throughout the study; ‘concern for the participants should be at the forefront of the researcher’s actions’. Kumar (2019, p476) draws attention to specific areas which could pose ethical issues: collecting information, seeking consent, providing incentives, seeing sensitive information, the possibility of causing harm to participants and maintaining confidentiality. Ogletree & Kawulich (2012, p71) highlight some additional considerations including deception and gate-keeping.

As I am interested in undertaking action research, I must also take into account the ethical principles formulated by Kemmis & McTaggart (1981) as cited by Cohen et al. (2018, p139) in Research Methods in Education. Rowley (2003, p137) adds the notion that ethics and politics of research are closely aligned, which means permissions, negotiations, data and ‘acknowledging and respecting the right not to participate in the research’ are also key elements. 

Conclusion

The intentions of my previous assignment were to define how perfectionism affected child and adolescent performers, how and when symptoms (or traits) could manifest, the implications in private teaching practice, and the role of the teacher. I was able to identify three key themes to further analyse: the role of the teacher, the parents and society. The first step in my long-term plan is to design a small-scale study to gain more knowledge on the lived experiences of my students and their parents using second-person action research. I would then aim to develop a further larger-scale study in the future using a third-person action research approach, to enable the development of preventative strategies of perfectionism in child and adolescent singers and performers, along with creating courses to raise awareness for teachers and parents. 

My desire to help my students with their maladaptive traits spurred my research idea and I wish to use my insider knowledge to inform the process. Epistemologically, if one believes that knowledge is socially constructed, the researcher can be involved in the study, using their own knowledge and experience to design and help interpret the findings (Thomas, 2017, pp. 109-110). Easterby-Smith (2018) highlights a common belief associated with action-research which explains that the people involved in implementing change should be involved in the research process itself, and this is exactly what I wish to do. My motivations are also due to the evidence which suggests that teachers can be ‘protective factors’ to children suffering with perfectionism (Domocus & Damian, 2018, p. 247). However, it became apparent in my previous study that perfectionism can be a significant clinical mental health problem and requires therapeutic intervention from a specialist counsellor or psychotherapist (Flett, et al., 2002). Gaining the understanding of the lived experience from the parent’s perspective will hopefully uncover a range of rich data and generate better understanding of the subject. 

I am confident with my decision to commence my study from the social constructivist paradigm, an emic approach and adopting a relativist ontology. I will be conducting qualitative second-person action-research using a combination of semi structured interviews and a focus group with purposive recruitment of participants. 

My long-term plan is to help families realise the importance of perfectionism and the negative consequences which can occur if left untreated. I seek to resolve these problems by striving to create more awareness and to equip parents with the knowledge to spot traits early on before the symptoms worsen and become ingrained as maladaptive traits, forming part of the student’s personality. I also want to be able to provide parents with information on where to get further help if their child is suffering.
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