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“we do not learn from experience...we learn from reflecting on
experience”
(Dewey, 1933 p.78).

“doing qualitative research is by nature a reflective and recursive
process”

(Ely et al, 1991.p.179)



Abstract

The report’s author [referred to as the reviewer] was invited to carry out an
anonymous peer review (PR) of a doctoral candidate author’s (DCA) critical
reflection report on personal contributions made during a group Qualitative Research

(QualR) project(s).

To mitigate personal bias in assessing the quality of the report, the reviewer utilises
UWTSD marking criteria to frame analysis in lieu of publication guidelines
specifically focused on ‘reflections’ on a QualR project, given it is the criteria the
DCA’s report is officially scrutinised. In addition to scholarly publications on QualR
rigour expectations, Moon’s (2004) detailed guidance on levels of reflective writing
alongside Morrow’s (2009) different forms and domains of reflection inform the
reviewer’s contextualised assessment of the reflective approach adopted. Toulmin’s

(1958) model of argument is referred to facilitate analysis of quality of argumentation.

Overall, the submission reads as a “descriptive account with some self-reflection”
with  “some questions raised but not answered” (Moon, 2014 p215). Whilst there is
evidence of an integration of literature properly referenced, it is mostly used to
underpin theoretical descriptions, or emphasise material submitted within the QualR
module project(s), and more generally raises awareness of limitations rather than
implications of decisions made or to trigger ideas for change in future research
endeavours. Given the reviewer recognises that they bring their own
assumptions/beliefs and values to the interpretation/analysis of the DCA report,
suggestions for action are tendered rather than directed. Support resources, as purely

examples of tools to support deeper reflection are appended (1-3).



Acronyms

CR: Critical Reflection

CT: Critical Thinking

DCA: Doctoral Candidate Author
PR: Peer Review

QualR: Qualitative Research
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1.

Introduction

1.1 Terms of Reference

This report applies the approach of an academic peer review (PR) to a doctoral
candidate’ reflective report focused upon contributions within a Qualitative Research
(QualR) context. The author, referred to as the ‘reviewer’ adopts the stance of
Topping (1998, p.249): PR is “an arrangement in which individuals consider
the amount, level, value, worth, quality, or success of the product/outcomes
of learning of peers of similar status”. The value being that PR “is an authentic, real-
world approach to assessing learning and achievement that contributes to
development of these attributes by fostering [their] capabilities for critical thinking
and self-evaluation” (Boase-Jelinek, 2013, p.119). Limitations in judging ‘reflection’
as a paper seeking publication is declared, due to its ‘personalised’ context; although
assessing the work as rigorous and embodying quality argumentation is considered a

fair aim.

1.2 PR scope

The reviewer aims to constructively critique the reflective approach adopted by a
Doctoral Candidate Author (DCA) in a QualR context, which infers a review of
knowledge, understanding and application of critical thinking (CT) (Dewey, 1933).
Capacity to make qualitative judgements is deemed fundamental given real-world
researchers are “exposed to complex information and events in personal, professional

and global contexts” (Nicol, 2011 [online]). Adopted by the reviewer is the



perspective PR provides support, plays devil’s advocate, challenges assumptions, and
probes methodology, methods and interpretations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), and is of
reciprocal value to the reviewer (Sadler, 2012) aiding the development of feedback
skills whilst accessing new idea/approaches (Nicol et al., 2014). It is also recognised
exposing one’s work for examination requires courage and open-mindedness,

[and]...a readiness to consider and act upon criticism levied (Dewey 1933).

1.3 CR and strong argumentation

No set CR criteria exists but there is consensus that varying depth exists, with the
highest level demanding “a change to deep-seated (...) unconscious beliefs [that can]
lead to new belief structures” (Kember et. al., 2008 p370). Embedded in the process
are expectations of deep levels of CT and analysis. Consequently, adherence to
Toulmin’s (1958) argument model disciplines claims to be substantiated, supporting
objective academic- writing. In studies led by Tal & Hochberg (2002) and lordanou &
Constantinou (2015) employ of Toulmin supported reflective thinking, encouraging

students to present meta-cognitive skills.



2. Methodology

2.1 Approach adopted within the PR

The PR process itself is prone to subjectivity and bias (Tomkins et al. 2017; Rennie &
Flanagin 2018) e.g. social or affiliation bias (Walker, 2015). Relationships between
individuals involved can impact outcomes, and opinions can be conditioned on beliefs
about what others value (Moussaid et al., 2013). Consequently the reviewer consulted
peer-reviewed QualR publications for standard expectations, to develop impartiality
in the process (Lee et al., 2013); however lack of published ‘reflections’ specifically
in a QualR context became evident. UWTSD common assessment criteria (UWTSD,
2017) informs the PR feedback criteria in lieu of reflection publication guidelines,
given it is known by the reviewer as the scheme by which the DCA’s report is
scrutinised. Hudson et al. (2017, p1312) highlight “standards cannot be completely
codified, assessment criteria require interpretation” so it’s accepted by the reviewer
that “not all aspects of quality can be communicated through explicit criteria; some
will remain tacit and embodied “(Tai et al. 2017, [online]). The reviewer further
acknowledges own bias: a preference for structured reflective processes e.g. Moon’s
guidance on reflective writing (Moon, 2004, 6006) and Morrow’s interpretation of

varying CR forms/domains (Morrow, 2009)(figure 1).
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Figure 1: Forms & domains of CR (Morrow, 2009)

2.2 PR feedback structure

Section 3 presents feedback commentary mirroring the DCA’s report structure and
flow. Section 4 summarises with more general feedback embedding UWTSD marking
criteria (UWTSD, 2017), subsuming typical PR themes. Conclusions/suggestions for
future practice are tendered in section 5. Specific content emphasised/targeted with

the DCA report is signposted in brackets [DCA, p9] for cross-referencing.



3. DCA’s report critique

3.1 Introduction

The reviwer’s perceives the DCA’s report aim design to include a general critique of
methodological approach adopted distracts from a more in-depth personal reflexive
emphasis on personal judgements made in a QualR context. This results in the DCA
overly investing in theoretical research approach/orientation descriptions (DCA, pl-
2), triggering an imbalance of focus on fellow researcher(s) actions/decisions. This is
potentially at the cost of in-depth personal reflection i.e. recording of perceptions,
judgements, reactions and behaviours in relation to an issue/practice,... making
explicit any ethical, political or social issues encountered,...examining interpersonal
interactions” (Morrow, 2009, p18). Whilst reflection does not preclude consideration
of others actions e.g. Griffiths et al. (2018, p913) declare “the importance of being
able to question assumption made by oneself and others, according to the context”,
this should not deflect from deeper self-CR with impact on own approach or

implications on the research outcomes/future actions considered.

An introduction which clarified the project(s) scope(s) would have improved clarity
on range of challenge confronted. Two presentations, a proposal, and a variance of
subject-matter materialises as the report develops, suggesting, not confirming, a
breadth of tasks with varying participants. Improved project(s) clarity would have
provided stronger implication of context, at least clarifying the terriroty (Kahn et al.,
2006), important in extracting meaning from specific experiences (Costac & Kallick,

2008).
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3.2 Research Philosophy (RP)

The DCA raises issue with fellow researcher’s employ of the ‘Research Onion’
(Saunders et al., 2015), i.e. introduced not used to justify/contextualise decisions
[DCA, p3]. The DCA falls victim to a similar judgement by recounting RP theory as
opposed to deeper ‘contextual reflection’ or justifying their RP alignment (Morrow,
2009), also avoiding where criticism is dealt to consider how consensus on a RP may
have been achieved differently. The reflexivity sub-section also highlights omission of
an ontological position [DCA, p5], claiming it potentially leads to “researcher bias”,
“reduced research credibility” and “hinders the approval of the research project”
(DCA, p5). Instead constructionism” is declared the preferred position. All claims are
not fully explored/supported and can be rebutted. Given some researchers, specifically
applied/pragmatic can be annoyed by epistemological and ontological argumentation,
this is a mono-perspective view. Whilst “philosophical and theoretical traditions
have greatly influenced the debate about the value and legitimacy of qualitative
inquiry [...] it is not necessary to swear vows of allegiance to [them] ” (Patton, 2002,
p136). Regarding researcher bias, it is recognised “even when preconceptions/biases
are acknowledged they are not easily abandoned” (Ahern, 1999, p.409) or
systematically eliminated. Bias potential influence on a study's conclusion (Gerhard,
2008) must be considered; not to do so could comprise study reliability, and
potentially distort the truth. Whilst the nature of QualR fundamentally requires
“personal rather than detached engagment in the context” by the researcher
(Rajendran, 2001, p3), “explicating the simultaneous and multifaceted processes of
inquiry i.e. the conscious and tacit learning-thinking-researching-feeling-

interpreting-knowing-writing” (Meloy, 2008, p.xiii) can support better QualR
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research. Furthermore whilst ‘investigator triangulation’ (IT) [DCA, p7] is offered as
missed opportunity for collaborative discussion/challenge of the presentation’s RP,
the reviewer recognises whilst multiple researcher input can strength study design
“not for the purpose of consensus...but to supplement and contest statements,

validation by consensus is seldom adequate” (Malterud, 2011, p.484.) in QualR.

3.3 Communication & Data Capture

Personal contribution to set up a skype group is declared, with benefits noted [DCA,
p8] but no reflection occurs on how this medium served/complicated/impacted upon
the research process/outcomes. Similarly ‘minutes’ authored [ibid; appendix2] is
offered as evidence. Whilst these facilitate the DCA’s acknowledgement of
‘individual bias’ potential, they open unfulfilled expectations for deeper-reflective-
based discussion. Given ‘other researchers’ are clearly involved, and communication
‘headlines’ this section, potentially a dimension of interpersonal reflectivity (Morrow,
2009) (e.g. group dynamics/team-working influence on the DCA’s decision-making
and vice-versa) should be explored. Discussion of emotions working in, and
documenting ideas and actions of a group, with consideration of implications for the
research design and outputs are absent. Questions arise as to whether the approach
taken to minute-taking (sharing/confirming meeting outcomes) potentially
supports/thwarts the groups’ progression. Approaches to mitigate individual bias

mentioned [DCA, p8] are not discussed.
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3.4 Focus Groups (FGs)

The DCA uses FG proposal content as evidence of project contribution [DCA, p9];
however revisiting/documenting this detail replaces value-adding discussion of
method choice and content assembly e.g. explanation of disciplinary-based ideas or
frameworks that informed the way interpretations of FGs as a valid approach to a
specific research context were collated (Morrow, 2009). Whilst the DCA admits an
‘assumption’ of sufficiency of information due to lack of challenge [DCA, p10] and
omission of potential implementation disadvantages [DCA, pll], this does not
acknowledge researcher responsibility to challenge one’s method selection process, in
order to demonstrate a critical approach to a research problem. A key researcher
objective/responsibility is to confront [address not just list] assumptions (Bloomberg
& Volpe, 2008; Brutus et al., 2012). This seems important given the complex rich
environment [applied collaborative research] in which the DCA’s QualR project(s)
takes place. Not receiving feedback on decisions made is an inadequate
response/replacement for ‘“constructing higher-order questions to guide learning,
reflection on consequences and implications of actions, and the monitoring and

modification of personal cognitive activities (Grabinger & Dunlap, 1995, p15).

3.5 Survey Design/Distribution

Pilot study commentary [DCA, p12] is focused upon recounting steps undertaken. In

the ethical reflections sub-section, whilst awareness of potential rebuttals on [its]

deployment’ is declared [DCA, p.13] e.g. non-submittal of an Ethics Approval Form,
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details are not explored. Nor is it clear whether this was directly attributable to the

DCA or a fellow contributor.

3.6. Data Analysis

Employ of an ‘analytical approach’ leading to an ‘unbiased view of the research’ is
claimed [DCA, pl4], as is use of a ‘ground theory approach’ [DCA, p15], but no
evidence/discussion supports this. Claims ‘triangulation’ was adopted and a
‘thorough data cleaning approach’ implemented [ibid.] is not evidenced/backed.
Whilst lack of discussion does not disproves claims, limited commentary underserves
as fruitful personal contribution reflection. Opportunities to unpack what a more

‘vigorous deployment of the questionnaire’ [DCA, pl16] are untapped.
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4. General Assessment Feedback

4.1 Quality

Points of limitation of approaches/decisions lead the DCA to raise questions. Beyond
a descriptive account, this demonstrates increasing knowledge and understanding of
QualR. However lack of response to a number of issues highlighted suggests limited
deeper analysis (Moon, 2004). The dominant output of the report is perceived [by the
reviewer] to be a more general critique of a selection of decisions made across group
projects rather than more in-depth capture of CR reflections on one’s own actions,

reflection-on-action, to inform future reflection-in-action (Schén, 1983).

4.2 Research-informed Literature

There is an inclusion of relevant and credible scholarly material that is accessible in
journals to support theoretical descriptions and discussion, but further supplementing
with materials to assist in questioning/challenging approaches may have facilitated a

deeper critical reflective endeavour.

4.3 Knowledge and Understanding of Subject

Report content supported by evidence confirms contribution and growing awareness
of potential limiting implications of researcher actions e.g. reduced credibility/rigour
where bias can be identified or design approaches left unchallenged. There is however
scope for the DCA to experiment with, and build upon reflective techniques to
achieve improved verification of establishing reliability and validity of QualR (Morse
et al., 2002); whether that be questioning of assumptions, methods and beliefs through

employ of a list of Socratic questions (Van-Seggelen et al. 2017) or use of a CR
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framework. A development goal being a move from post-hoc evaluation to continuous

flow of reflection-in-action (Schon, 1983), to fine-tune mastery of QualR skills.

4.4 Analysis

There is evidence where deeper reflection on personal assumptions, decision-making
and research design has been sacrificed for breadth of coverage including focus on
judging fellow researchers contributions. More attention to what informed decisions
to apply certain concepts/approaches to achieve project aims may have supported
more productive analytical reflection. Whilst the “what” and occasionally the “why”
with a generalised implication e.g. increased bias/reduced credibility is documented,
analytical reflections that weigh ‘for and against’ positions are not adopted for full
argumentation (Toulmin, 1958). Many statements appear to defend rather than
challenge contributions e.g. production of content to support the adoption of FGs in
the healthcare study. There is limited consideration of the implications of
decisions/actions on both the researcher(s) and recipients of the research project(s),
which may have supported more persuasive report conclusions, specifically important
for real-world research which informs problem resolution (Robson & McCartan,

2016).

4.5 Practical Application and deployment

Implications on decision-making are lightly commented upon e.g. potential for
misrepresentation of information to an audience [DCA, pg3], reduced rigour, and
hindered credibility of findings [e.g. DCA, p6, 11, 13, 14, 15]. Actual impact/response

of recipients of the research requires consideration.
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Whilst acknowledging the report is limited to a sample of contributions, it is not clear
whether the DCA links depth of reflection and QualR skill refinement e.g. “good
qualitative questions are usually developed or refined in all stages of a reflexive
journey” (Agee, 2009 p43). The DCA does not explore implications of any
aforementioned issues identified in the refection contributing to degree of rigour, on

the quality of actionable insights to drive change, enhance results or solve problems.

4.6 Skills for Professional Practice

The report is presented professionally, and sources accurately documented. The
structure, clarity, and organization of the paper could benefit from a clearer
introductory scope, confirming context. Potentially more use of advanced organizers
(Hantla, 2018) would assist in the overall thread/flow of the report. A summary of
final reflections, followed by implications for QualR practice, and future actions

would assist in consolidating reflective output.

CR can support transformative learning, engaing both reason and emotion (Taylor,
2001) but absence of emotion i.e. coverage of attempt to work through contradictorary
feelings, reactions and undertsanding (McDonald, 2011) should be reconsidered for
future reflections. QualR, according to Attia & Edge (2015, p34) “demands an
empathic ability to relate to social and psychological realities other than one’s
own..., [an acknowledgment] that the researcher always has a particular standpoint,

and [requires] openness that is prepared to risk having that standpoint changed”.
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5. Summary

Overall QualR rigour and approach to scholarly argumentation could be augmented.
Use of a theoretical framework/model for a more objective systematic/methodical
reflection is suggested e.g. the rubric developed by Stynes et al. (2018)[appendix 1] or
Morrow (2009)[appendix 2]. To upgrade reflection depth could be supported by
Moon’s (2004) questioning [appendix 3] or reference to a CT frameworks. Socratic
questioning techniques may discipline collation of sufficient evidence to support

claims made.

Given the context of the DCA reflection is QualR in a real-world context, the
reviewer reminds of importance to effectively persuade audiences
[clients/stakeholders/funders/editors] of the trustworthiness of findings (Robson,
2002). Deep reflection can support the development of rigour in QualR projects
whether that be the identification of potential bias or triggers to strengthen
trustworthiness e.g. refining methods, enhancing research design explanations or
strengthened arguments (Shenton, 2004) in order to incorporate “correct operational
measures for the concepts being studied (Yin, 2014, p.46). Given the reference to
group-working it is highlighted learning processes can also be achieved through

discussion and collaborative learning (Sargeant, 2012).
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6. Suggestions for Action for DCA

- Consider frameworks/models to structure deeper reflection inclusive of
CR/CT/argument augmentation support

- Build on implications of own/fellow researcher decisions to inform future
research design/practice

- Recognise and discuss level of emotional influence within the research process

- Make wider reference/consideration to alternative viewpoints

- Incorporate reflexivity in group-work exercises

- In addition to evaluations on rigour, acknowledge impact of research design
on outcomes i.e. implications for policy/practice given the integrity of the
QualR research outputs in real-world contexts will impact the ability to
produce actionable insights to drive change, enhance an organisation’s

results or solve problems.

Finally, the reviewer aspires to present content of constructive value, and confirms

appreciation for the opportunity to engage in the PR exercise.
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Appendix 1: Reflection-on-action rubric (Source: Stynes et al., 2018)

QUESTIONING THE TOPIC

Critically review the reason for my
engagement with this topic:

‘What was my concern?’
"Why was | concerned?”’

CUESTIONING T HE RESEARCHER

Gain insights into improving my resea
practices in the future:

'Did my analysis answer my awn
guestions?
'How was | a part of the evidence?’

QUESTIONING THE LITERATURE

Evaluate th
k“OW'Edge_

rch 8% f
COope of explicit and tacit
about my chasen topic:

‘What does the evidence suggest tg me?’
What did I choose to question?'

QUESTIONING THE RESEARCH EXPERIENCE

Reassess the alignment of my worldview and my
data gathering methods:

'What did | need to know?"
'For what | search and from whom?'

Figure 1: Reflection-on-action rubric
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Appendix 2: Indicators of critical reflection (Source: Morrow, 2009, p22)

Domain 1: Self-critical (reflecting on your own
thoughts and actions)
Key considerations could include:

+ Why are you interested in a particular issue or
topic?

+ What questions seen important to you?

+ What informs your views?

+ What aspects of your background are you
drawing on?

« What personal experience do you have?

Domain 2: Interpersonal (reflecting on interactions
with others)
Key considerations could include:

+ What disciplinary-based ideas and frameworks
inform your interpretations?

+ What aspects of your disciplinary background
lead you to dwell on certain aspects of an issue or
problem and not others?

+ Whose perspectives might be missing or
overlooked?

Domain 3: Contextual (reflecting on concepts
theories or methods used)
Key considerations could include:
« What insights were generated, or do you
hope to generate, by using a partcular approach?
+ On what basis do/will these insights contribute
to knowledge or practice?
+ What different insights may be/have been
made if a different approach or perspective had
been taken?

Domain 4: Critical (reflecting on political,
ethical and social context)
Key considerations could include:

+ What is the political context in this situation,
what are the contentious issues?

+ Is there a political agenda at stake: what might
the outcome be?

+ Who might gain because of what has been
done or not done: who might lose out?
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Appendix 3: Questions to Support Reflective Writing (Source: Moon 2004,

p.210)

It can be useful to prompt the description of the subject matter of reflection in terms of a question
such as:

+ What is the issue / event / topic / plan /project / task / period of time etc that is to be
the subject matter of the reflection?

Questions to facilitate reflection

*

*

Out of the description, what is the issue / are the issues that could be addressed in
reflective writing? These issues can be raised within the description or separately. They
are like bits of velcro to which you can attach the reflective writing,

Is there anything else you need to consider at the moment in terms of the context?
What is the nature of the significance of this issue to you?

How do you feel about it?

How do your feelings relate to any action?

Was it good / bad — and what are the implications?

What do vou need to do?

What other information do you need (ideas, knowledge, opinion etc)?

Are there previous instances of this event, issue arising that will help you to think more/
differently about it?

Are there others, or the views of others who are relevant to this matter — and in what way?

Questions that are likely to be helpful in prompting more profound reflection

*

Has the nature of your description of the issue / event (etc) influenced the manner in
which you have gone about the reflective writing?

Is there relevant formal theory that you need to apply?

How do your motives for and the context of the reflective writing affect the manner in
which you have gone about the task?
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*

In what way might have you tackled the task differently if the context was not one of
formal education (perhaps with assessment)?

Is there another point of view that you could explore — are there alternative interpretations
to consider?

Are others seeing this issue from different points of view that may be helpful to you to
explore?

Does this issue relate to other contexts — reflection on which may be helpful?
If you ‘step back' from this issue, how does it look different?
How do you judge your ability to reflect on this matter 7

Do you notice that your feelings about it have changed over time — or in the course of
writing this — suggesting that your own frame of reference has changed?

Are there ethical / moral / wider social issues that you would want to explore?

Material developed by Jenny Moon, University of Exeter
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It can be useful to prompt the description of the subject matter of reflection in terms of a question
such as:

¢+ What is the issue / event / topic / plan /project / task / period of time etc that is to be
the subject matter of the reflection?

Questions to facilitate reflection

+

+*

Qut of the description, what is the issue / are the issues that could be addressed in
reflective writing? These issues can be raised within the description or separately. They
are like bits of velcro to which you can attach the reflective writing.

Is there anything else you need to consider at the moment in terms of the context?
What is the nature of the significance of this issue to you?

How do you feel about it?

How do your feelings relate to any action?

Was it good / bad — and what are the implications?

What do you need to do?

What other information do you need (ideas, knowledge, opinion etc)?

Are there previous instances of this event, issue arising that will help you to think more/
differently about it?

Are there others, or the views of others who are relevant to this matter — and in what way?

Questions that are likely to be helpful in prompting more profound reflection

+

Has the nature of your description of the issue / event (etc) influenced the manner in
which you have gone about the reflective writing?

Is there relevant formal theory that you need to apply?

How do your motives for and the context of the reflective writing aftect the manner in
which you have gone about the task?
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