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In recent years, we experienced different research method trends in the field of linguistics. According to Creswell (2009), in the late 19th to the mid-20th, quantitative studies were quite popular in the field of social sciences with an emphasis on numbers and large scale. Later, many researchers turned their interest to qualitative studies with its advantages of telling behind the generalized numbers in the 1960s-1980s. However, from the 1980s, combining the advantages of quantitative approaches and qualitative approaches, mixed research methods began to rise due to the complexity of issues in the social sciences. 
From the prevalence of quantitative research methods in collecting and analyzing statistics with the aid of computers and software to the qualitative research method in descriptive writing to and rising of different mixed research methods, which would be the best? 
Before conducting empirical studies, it’s essential to review the three main research methods employed in the field of linguistics, clarifying their advantages, disadvantages, or challenges respectively to justify my future research design.
Traditionally, qualitative research methods are regarded as opposite to quantitative research methods because their focus and research design seemed to be totally different from each other. However, as Creswell suggested (2009), these three research methods could be viewed on the same continuum with qualitative and quantitative at the two ends of the continuum and mixed methods in the middle, which indicates there’s no absolute separation among the three; instead, they include elements of each other. And the type of research method would be decided by the research purpose, researchers as well as the writing of the research. 
Quantitative research methods Linguistics is the study of language, language learning, and teaching. To some extent, linguistic empirical studies were regarded as scientific studies in contrast to pure philosophical assumptions and clarifications. As a result, researchers preferred quantitative research methods to conduct experiments in all parts of their research design. 
What is quantitative research? “Quantitative research is a means for testing objective theories by examining the relationship among variables. These variables, in turn, can be measured, typically on instruments, so that numbered data can be analyzed using statistical procedures.” (Creswell, 2009). As its definition indicates, quantitative research employed measurable numerical variables to test a hypothesis. The advantages are obvious: factors or concepts are transferred into measurable variables so it would be easy to collect and analyze data or statistics and consequently make investigation on large scale possible. It would be helpful to further generalize the correlation among different groups of independent variables and dependent variables. It seems to be an efficient way to test a theory or hypothesis proposed by researchers. With controlling or excluding irrelevant factors, the interpretation of the data seemed to be secured based on the scientific study of numerical data and statistics. Strict procedures and exact numbers would make it possible for future replication of the experiments. Different groups and different materials within a similar research design could be examined to test the validity of the experiments, providing more evidence for researchers’ hypotheses or theories. 
However, under the generalized correlation among different variables, individual differences would be eradicated. For example, in vocabulary acquisition, experiments could be conducted to examine the effects of different teaching methods, but it would be difficult to learn what exactly happened within the learners’ brains. It could be inferred that certain factors might contribute to vocabulary acquisition but it is impossible to explain how those factors affect on learners based on the correlation among variables. Also, different from the learning in the experiments, the learning for most learners in the real world is far more complicated. In most cases, it’s impossible to isolate participants from their real life to exclude all the irrelevant factors. Consequently, data from the experiments can only be relatively objective and the explanation of different results depends on the researcher’s knowledge and experiences. Moreover, the conceptualization of variables also depends largely on the researchers. Can variables designed in the research truly reflect the concepts measured? Are “significant “correlations really significant in the analysis such as T-test? How to deal with numeric data which is near the significant value? Are those correlations really insignificant? 
To sum up, quantitative research measures are effective approaches to test hypotheses, providing evidence to support or challenge theories in the field of linguistics. Based on careful experimental research design, it could be relatively objective and reliable. However, learning in the experiments is different from learning in the real world and participants are people who would be greatly influenced by the environment and have individual differences. Quantitative research methods are powerful in revealing correlations among different groups of variables but inferences could not be drawn directly based on those correlations. Interpretation of data is based on generalized relationships among different independent variables and it could not tell the whole story in the process of learning. It could be inferred some factors are influential to the dependent variables but it’s difficult to identify how those factors work. If the researchers attempt to construct or test the cause-effect relationship, quantitative studies would be inadequate to reveal the real thought of the learners.
Qualitative research methods
Although qualitative research methods include similar steps in terms of research procedure—research design, data collection, data analysis, and data interpretation, it’s totally different from quantitative research methods in many aspects. The main difference comes from its inductive nature. As Creswell’s suggested in his book, “qualitative researchers tend to collect data in the field at the site where participants experience the issue or problem under study” (P163, Creswell, 2009). The theme of the qualitative study can roughly be designed but the outcome could not be controlled by the researchers. As a result, there are no predesigned research questions, and constructs in the study cannot be strictly controlled by researchers. Furthermore, the interpretation of the data is based on researchers’ observations or interviews and is influenced by researchers’ own understanding of the issue. Then those specific cases could be explained from multiple perspectives of the participants, researchers, and even readers.
The disadvantages are obvious. Firstly, the results are unpredictable and all parts of the research rely heavily on the researcher himself. The outcome is usually expressed in words rather than numbers and the interpretation of the data would be greatly influenced by the researchers’ own knowledge, background, experiences, etc. Moreover, it’s a personal narrative that is relatively subjective. Different people may have different understandings and explanations for the same data. Also, it’s time-consuming because the researcher is the primary instrument and every part of the research needs to be completed by the researcher who conducts the study. Consequently, it raises high demand for the researcher’s resources to investigate the participants involved and large sampling is much more difficult in qualitative studies than in quantitative studies. 
On the other hand, it makes up the disadvantages of quantitative research methods. It investigates learning and teaching in a natural environment rather than in designed experiments in the laboratory. It is useful in exploring some parts of participants’ own stories in the process of learning which could hardly be learned in quantitative studies. It would be helpful to reveal factors involved in individual experiences and to illustrate the complex process of learning or teaching. They are often employed in descriptive research where influential factors are unknown to the research in investigating a certain subject. Take factors in incidental vocabulary learning as an example. Context, familiarity with the topic, and learners’ background (age, gender, motivation, etc.) would be factors contributing to vocabulary acquisition. Qualitative research methods such as interviews or think-aloud or longitude studies may be helpful to illustrate the effective factors in the process of individual vocabulary learning. However, due to the high demand for the tasks in qualitative research methods and decoding of the data collected, only a limited sample would be investigated and it’s not convincing to decide which factors are determinants. If the researchers wish to generalize the conclusion to help vocabulary teaching, quantitative research would be essential because larger groups could be investigated due to the powerful support from software such as SPSS.  
Mixed research method
Owing to the distinctive pros and cons of quantitative and qualitative approaches, a third approach that intends to mix advantages of the both emerged and gained more and more popularity among researchers due to the complex nature of linguistics. 
As its name— mixed research method suggests, the essential of the approach is to mix quantitative and qualitative approaches. However, it does not mean a simple mix of two approaches. The challenge in this approach is when to mix and how to mix. The procedure and strategies of mixed use of two research methods are largely determined by the research purpose, the experiences, knowledge, and the capacity of the researcher himself. The mixed research method is employed to better illustrate the understanding of a certain phenomenon or problems which could not be achieved by either the single quantitative or qualitative research methods. Take vocabulary acquisition as an example again. When researchers knew nothing about the semantic processing in learners’ brains, qualitative approaches may be taken to learn all the possible strategies individuals used. After strategies are identified, they can be conceptualized into different measurable variables in designed experiments. Researchers may propose their hypothesis or research questions based on observations of individuals and test the hypothesis in a series of relatively controlled experiments to get more exact answers. Or vice versa. Problems or changes may be noticed in quantitative surveys and they are further investigated by case studies of individuals to provide a more detailed picture of the issue addressed. The key to this approach is how to decide which approach to use in each step of the procedure and how to justify the choice of approach. It raises a higher demand for researchers. They need to master both quantitative and qualitative approaches and provide enough sources for both approaches as well as give reasonable clarifications of those choices.
My future choice----mixed research method: balancing between generalization and case studies.
In my future study, I intend to employ the mixed research method to explore the incidental acquisition of vocabulary learning through reading. Qualitative research methods would be used to explore the strategies involved in incidental vocabulary acquisition before the research design. After participants recall their thoughts after extensive reading, the recording would be processed quantitively: coded into different strategies, and the frequency of those strategies will be counted. Also, different aspects of words would be tested and processed qualitatively to illustrate which aspects received the learners’ attention. For example, participants would be required to recall what they’re thinking in the reading and what clues would be helpful when they guess the meanings of the words. What words impress them and they need to infer based on their own experiences. According to the frequencies of strategies used by different learners, major strategies would be used to define the independent variables in the following quantitative research. A pilot study would be conducted to ensure the validity of the quantitative research—ensuring the target words are new to the subjects. Before the experiment, EFL learners with a similar background would take a questionnaire on topic familiarity and the target words in the pretest to ensure the words are unfamiliar to the participants. In the experiment, participants are required to read two reading passages and finished the reading comprehension tasks to ensure the purpose of reading is reading comprehension instead of memorizing words. After that, they need to complete posttests of words including the target words. A month later, they would take a similar posttest of words including the target words again. 
T-tests would be conducted to examine the difference in topic familiarity and the acquisition of target words in two reading passages and vocabulary gain from pre-test to post-test 1 and 2. Correlation analysis would be employed to investigate the relationship between strategies employed and the acquisition of target words in two post-tests. What would be difficult to control is that after the test of those target words, participants may pay attention to those target words, which would make it not easy to evaluate the effect of the words in the second delayed posttest of words. 
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