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Critically evaluate a range of methodological approaches, research designs, and research methods appropriate to gather data from complex work-based settings, with due consideration to research ethics and issues of insider research - 4500


Introduction:

Within this essay, I intend to discuss my ontological viewpoint by analysing the meaning of ontology and epistemology and how this impacts my choice of paradigm, methodological approach, research designs, and methods used to conduct workplace research. I will also discuss the research ethics and complications of insider research that I may encounter related specifically to my field.

Explanation of ontological and epistemological position with clean links between theory and practice:

Ontology is the assumption of what reality is (Scotland, 2012); it is guided by how things are and how they work. Within my workplace as a voice teacher specialising in adolescents, I am faced with a constantly changing view of reality specific to each student and the desired outcome of their lesson. Whilst their reality is changing, mine tends to remain fixed on the fact that I am there to help them improve their voice. Students may find themselves drawn to a constructivist or interpretive paradigm where reality is created by the individual (Mertens, 2005) - meaning there is no single truth. In contrast, I find myself drawn to a pragmatic ontological view, where reality is constantly renegotiated and interpreted by how useful to the current situation it is and that the research problem is centrally placed (Creswell, 2003). 

Epistemology looks toward what it means to know the information we know and how that knowledge can be collected and created (Scotland, 2012). It is imperative to acknowledge that one’s ontological viewpoint influences one's epistemological view. Measuring improvement to the voice can make it difficult to define reality. A constructive epistemology would allow for results to be interpreted and therefore discover new meanings - allowing research to happen without a hypothesis or theory when starting out (Mackenzie & Knipe  2006). Comparatively, the positivist paradigm would have opposing and contrasting views to a constructive epistemology, and a pragmatic epistemology would find itself somewhere in the middle of the two - setting out to solve the underlying problem and create a change by emphasising the issue at the centre of the research (Mackenzie & Knipe 2006).

In regards to teaching adolescents, in my research I find myself drawn to teaching strategies that hold a specifically non-gendered approach. Many of my students find their identity and gender a struggle, and their interpretation of their voice and how others view it impacts this significantly. My ontological assumption is that their hormones and surrounding environment are constantly renegotiating their reality. Adolescents’ emotional, social and psychological states will also vary weekly - meaning a single strategy would be unsuccessful when working on their voice. Their truth and reality will be identified by themselves and is unique to them. However, it falls upon me as their tutor to create a strategy that solves the problem they are currently focused upon. 

Discussion of your paradigm approach linked to practice:
Scotland (2012) describes a paradigm as a combination of ontology, epistemology, methodology, research methods and the relationships between them. A paradigm is a “deep-rooted set of perspectives” (Costly, C. Elliot, G. Gibbs 2010 p83) which seek to align our ontological and epistemological views and establish a set of values to take research into the world. As a new researcher, this can “appear somewhat mysterious” (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006 p1) and overwhelming, and therefore it is important to acknowledge and analyse the different paradigm approaches. The role of the paradigm is imperative to our choice of methodology and research methods; therefore it is essential to acknowledge one's ontological approach as early as possible.

Burns (2007) describes research as systematic in its approach in that data is collected and then interpreted and analysed to best empower individuals and describe, predict or control the “educational or psychological phenomenon” (Mackenzie & Knipe citing Mertens 2005/ 2006 p2). This framework has a direct influence on how we interpret the new knowledge we acquire. 

Constructive/interpretative Paradigm:
Mackenzie & Knipe (2006) describe the constructive/interpretative paradigm as a researcher who has no specific theory but who creates one through theory or a pattern. The ontological viewpoint associated with this paradigm is that there are multiple realities (Mertens, 2005), and that these realities are subjective. Constructive researchers aim to gather an understanding of human experience (Cohen & Manion, 1994, p.36), and Gray (2009) adds further to this that there is not any direct relationship between the subjects in the research and that of the world around them.  With this in mind, Gray (2009) surmises that the world is interpreted.

Constructive research relies on qualitative data but will look towards quantitative methods to support findings, leading to mixed methods research. This leads to a broader selection of methodologies, including grounded theory, experiment and quasi-experimental and action research, which I will explore within this essay. However, within the context of my field of work, whilst there are multiple realities, it is my intention to create a theory that will aim to explore and challenge and will therefore require a different paradigm choice.

Transformative paradigm:
Mertens (2005,2007,2010,2012) discusses the transformative paradigm and its place within the paradigm system. Appearing in the 1980s/1990s, transformative researchers aim to include politics and political agendas within their research with the intention of making a change in the lives of the participants and the world around them (Mackenzie & Knipe 2006). Mertens (2005) supports this further by suggesting that this is a way to engage members from culturally diverse groups and focus on social justice and reform. Transformative ontology recognises that there are multiple versions of what is considered real. However, researchers believe that there is only one reality that has multiple opinions (Mertens, 2010, p470).

Whilst transformative uses qualitative and quantitative research methods like that of the pragmatic researcher, this gives “more complete and full portraits of our social world through the use of multiple perspectives and lenses” (Somekh & Lewin, 2005, p.275). Transformative research will look toward methodologies such as feminist theory and critical theory, aiming to specifically use methods designed to avoid discrimination (Mackenzie & Knipe, 2006). Whilst I intend to look towards gender bias within teaching strategies, I hope my research could lead to a transformative strategy that other practitioners could use. When taking into account the ethics of working predominately with teenagers alongside the consideration of school policies, it is unlikely I would be able to create a transformation within the setting of the study. In my later research, I intend to work towards this paradigm approach; however, this could provide a substantial challenge. 

Ontologically, both the constructive and transformative paradigms resonate with my workplace; however, paradigmatically, I find myself leaning towards pragmatism.  

Pragmatic Paradigm:
Whilst both the constructive and transformative paradigms allow for there to be multiple realities or versions of real, it is the pragmatic paradigm that aligns itself with the relationships between these realities and how they are presented without being tied to a specific theoretical framework. From an ontological viewpoint, pragmatists have a “pluralistic emphasis on both understanding the world” (Kelly, Dowling, Millar 2018) and how research can solve problems. Meaning reality is constantly renegotiated and then interpreted with regard to how helpful it is in new situations (Patel, 2015). Pragmatic research will include both qualitative and quantitive methods with an emphasis on “methodological openness” (Patton 2015), drawing upon methodologies which best suit the circumstances around the research. 

John Dewey’s model of inquiry is a tool which can be used for encouraging reflection among the researcher and participants of a study. Dewey's pragmatic philosophy ascertains that research should benefit and improve whichever community it is based in (Stone 1994), which is similar to my own feelings towards research. This approach places an “emphasis on the connection between philosophical concerns about the nature of knowledge and the technical concerns about the methods that we use to generate that knowledge” (Tashakkori, Creswell 2007). Dewey aims to do this by using a cycle approach within research and using reflection when considering the effects and actions available when analysing the data collected. This is beneficial specifically within an education setting such as mine own as I see my student's on a weekly bases and can adapt my research and my approach to fit their selections.

In my previous module, I discussed the social and emotional implications to consider when working with adolescents and that the use of mixed methods would allow participants to feel they had multiple ways to have input into the research without feeling pressure to take part. In her 1987 experiment, Gackle used both a control group experiment as well as interviews and questionnaires to determine if: through systematic training, you can elevate breathiness. Gackle found that participants’ willingness to partake in the experiment varied. However,  by conducting interviews she was able to gain a wider insight into how each participant felt with regard to their own voice. Participants in research may feel vulnerable when taking part and within my own research, it is my intention to ensure results can be as true and honest as possible, and the use of mixed methods through a pragmatic approach will aid this.

Discussion of quantitative and qualitative/mixed methods research, with practice relevance, made clear 

Mukhles and Al-Ababneh (2020) define quantitative methodology as gaining knowledge by researching and investigating things we can measure. Comparatively, qualitative methodology further increases our understanding of these situations in the broader social world. When looking towards research in the natural world, qualitative research looks towards studying it through conversations and fieldwork and then attempting to make sense of the results (Lincoln and Denzin 2005). When both a mix of quantitive and quantitive methods are used, the term “Triangulation” (Dawson 2009 p23) is used. To be considered mixed methods, the researcher must use more than one instance of qualitative and quantitive approaches (Tashakkori, Creswell 2007). For example, within the research question, methods and data produced.

To determine our decision between qualitative, quantitive or mixed methods research we must take into account various factors. The first of which is our ontological viewpoint. Gray (2009) suggests that quantitative research resonates with a system of belief that reality exists regardless of the researcher and therefore is objective compared to that qualitative research which seeks to find the truth and therefore constructive. A constructive paradigm approach will seek to form a hypothesis as research is created and analysed and therefore will lean towards qualitative research methods. 

In contrast to this, both the transformative and pragmatic paradigms will lean towards mixed methods research to enable research which is both statistical as well as observed in the natural environment and will attempt to use methods which will work best for the specific setting of the research. Further to this, the researchers’ relationship to their research will impact their choice of either qualitative, quantitative or mixed methods. Gray (2009) pertains that quantitative researchers will aim to keep a distance between themselves and those taking part in the research, this may be physical or emotional distance. A researcher may choose to hire external staff to conduct interviews on their behalf so there is no contact between themselves and the participants. In contrast to this, qualitative researchers may find themselves directly involved with those taking part in the research, potentially for extended periods whilst they take part in social groups or join a community to conduct observations (Gray 2009). Whilst it appeals to me as a researcher to involve myself directly in my research, within my workplace there would need to be ethical considerations with regards to the distance between myself and my participants within a school setting. 

Mixed methods research is a relatively new concept which is still evolving (Tashakkori, Creswell 2007), and the use of both qualitative and quantitative methods can lead to inconsistencies within research, the first of which is how the two methods can relate to each other. Furthermore, if mixed methods refer to the initial collection analysis of the data as qualitative and quantitative or if it refers to the approach to the research. Tashakkori and Creswell indicate that to be defined as mixed methods the researcher must use both qualitative and quantitive in more than one way. For example, within the research question, the data collection, data analysis or within the conclusion. If I determine that the use of mixed methods is appropriate for my own research I will ensure I define the parameters surrounding this and ensure that I am taking into account the ethical implications.

Discussion of research designs/methodologies (e.g. case study experiment, action research, hermeneutics, ethnography). Evaluation of their relevance with clear links to practice.

Methodology is a way to create a plan of action which determines our use of specific methods to collect our research (Crotty 1998 p3). Furthermore, Guba and Lincoln (1994, p. 108) discuss how methodology poses the question of how the researcher plans to fund out what they believe to be true and what they believe they know - which may not yield the same results. The methodological approach we chose is linked to our ontological position as well as the relation of the research to your own experience and field of work. 

In order to conduct research, it is imperative to look at research design and methodologies. As discussed above, qualitative and quantitive approaches are the bases for our methodological approaches. However, we must also decide how and why we want to collect data. 

Dr Catherine Dawson (2009 p13) suggests we first answer the following 5 questions to help us define our methodology as well as our methods:

- What is my research?
- Why do I want to do the research?
- Who are my research participants?
- Where am I going to do the research?
- When am I going to do the research? 

Once we know the answers to these we can then look at the various methodologies. Linking back to our paradigm, a constructivist would lean more towards qualitative data and therefore methodologies such as grounded theory would be appropriate. 
Grounded theory:
Grounded theory lies its roots in qualitative data collection and analysis (Walliman 2001). It enables the researchers to study a phenomenon or a theory and discover new theories based on the data collected and it is a way to generate a theory which is supported by data (Dawson 2005). Unlike other methodologies which seek to test a hypothesis, grounded theory researchers will create a theory by analysing the data produced within the research and theoretical field. Focus groups and interviews tend to be the methods used to gain grounded theory data and then analysed it to create a theory. Costly, Elliot, and Gibbs (2010) describe the process as a way to “produce meaning and seek interpretation that has value in the context being studied” (Costly, Elliot, Gibbs 2010, p88). Grounded theory will produce statistical data to enable qualitative results. However, this can be time-consuming and researchers will find themselves with a large volume of data to analyse, which could include handwritten notes, interviews, observational notes and transcripts (Walliman 2001). In my research, I will have time constraints to work towards and whilst grounded theory appeals to me, I will not be able to dedicate the time to analyse the results.


Experimental or Quasi-Experimental:
Contrastingly, experimental or quasi-experimental research seeks to test out a hypothesis. Campbell and Krauss (2016) describe it as a mode of analysis and interpretation which is experimental and to be used in social settings. Further to this, White (2012) discusses the use of experimental/quasi-experimental methods to test a causal hypothesis and identify a possible treatment group related to this. Within social settings, a researcher may use techniques such as specific questions, persuasive communications, as well as changing the conditions in which the experiment is taking place (Campbell and Krauss 2016 p157) in an effort to control the outcome of the data and estimate the effect of the treatment/strategy.

Maydeu-Olivares and Millsap (2009) suggest that experimental and quasi-experimental experiments seek to find the effectiveness of a specific treatment, intervention or teaching strategy with the purpose being: to test a theory by “deriving its empirical implications and seeing if they hold true”(Maydeu-Olivares and Millsap 2009 p46). The immediate goal of this research is to change or improve the conditions for the participants. However, it is important to estimate the effectiveness of the experiment and analyse whether the treatment, intervention or strategy was having the desired effect. To do this, researchers need a comparison between what happened after the strategy was applied versus what would have happened had it not been applied. There are two ways of gathering this information: the first being a randomised experiment where the strategy conditions are assigned to participants at random, or quasi-experimental, where the conditions are not applied at random.

Experimental and quasi-experimental methodologies align themselves with quantitative data or mixed methods data and can be a useful tool. However, it can be difficult to ensure the experiments are ethical and whilst I would like to conduct experimental research, this will be something I will look towards in the future. 

Action Research:
When looking towards triangulation and mixed methods methodology, the one that would work best within my own field of work is action research. Dawson (2009) describes action research as a way to work collaboratively with a group in a specific setting to improve the situation or conditions. This means the researcher is not specifically doing research, they are working with the group as a facilitator. Action research usually takes place within a small group with a small sample size of “dedicated people who are open to new ideas and willing to step back and reflect on these ideas” (Dawson 2009 p17). This data is usually collected using a combination of questionnaires featuring both qualitative and quantitative questions and focus/control groups. Costly, Elliot and Gibbs (2010) further describe action research as a way to guide people into questioning issues within their own lives and to make changes or improvements by investigations, actioning and analysing the findings, and reflecting back upon them. This is broken down into 4 steps “Plan, do, study, act” (Costly, Elliot, Gibbs 2010 p88) and provides a cycle to facilitate change. An essential element of action research is to ensure that positive changes are developing in relation to the research collected (Denscome 2003). However, when conducting action research, it is imperative to take into account the ethics of facilitating change among the participants and an organisation. With the intention to conduct research within my own workplace, this will be on a small scale, which Denscome (2003) describes as the ideal scenario for action research. Applied and Action research are commonly used within the educational setting, similar to my own. Gay (1976) describes the process as applying a theory and analysing its usefulness. Mettetal (2012) discusses classroom action research and how it can be a useful tool to find out what works best within your own classroom environment, therefore improving the overall learning of students.  

Whilst Sevilla (1992) describes the different forms of research methodology as basic/pure, applied and developmental, Fox (1969) argues that this is knowledge for knowledge's sake. When undertaking research, the forefront of my work will be to ensure improvement or development for my students.

Critical evaluation of a range of research methods (e.g. interview, surgery, focus group, observation) with clear links to practice.

In order to conduct research, we must use an appropriate range of methods using either triangulation, qualitative or quantitative methods which align with our ontological viewpoint and paradigm.

Interviews:
Interviews in their most primary form, are a conversation between two or more people where one participant takes on the role of the researcher (Gray 2009). Interviews can be qualitative and quantitative and therefore can be used with a mixture of methodologies and paradigms. Costly, Elliot and Gibbs (2009) describe how interviews can be used and adapted in a wide range of circumstances to gain information with regard to people's preferences, experiences or perceptions. These can be both structured and unstructured allowing for a combination of research strategies.

An unstructured interview is a conversation or a discussion with a focus on a theme which has been agreed upon in advance and will be conducted face to face. This conversation can be led by both the interviewer and the interviewee as they are not preset. Unstructured interviews offer qualitative data, with the researcher being able to create an arc of data from the results. This allows the researcher to be able to tailor the questions to the participant as they receive answers. The interviewer must be skilled at questioning and be able to ensure the participant does not feel pressured into providing certain responses. This form of interviewing can often create a large amount of data which can be difficult to analyse and interpret.  This contrasts with structured or semi-structured interviews (as detailed below), which can be conducted over the telephone or online as the content is pre-arranged.

Structured interviews allow for fixed questions and therefore lean towards quantitative data. By using pre-prepared questions which are asked to all participants, the answers will be noted by the interviewer on a “standardised schedule” (Gray 2009, p373) and any interactions between the interviewer and interviewee can be kept to a minimum.

Semi-structured interviews allow for more variation, whilst the questions asked will remain the same, the order or amount of questions may change and a more conversational structure may emerge (Cope et al 2016). 

Questionnaires:
Questionnaires are primarily a qualitative resource which can provide short-term evaluations (Costly, Elliot, Gibbs 2010). Often they are the most popular form of gathering data due to their easy-to-produce nature (Gray 2009). They feature a plethora of different question types such as closed, yes or no, multiple choice or open questions with room for longer responses. Whilst closed questions are easier to analyse and produce statistics, open questions require “qualitative analysis” (Costly, Elliot, Gibbs 2010 p 94) which produces quantitative data. Questionnaires often suffer low response rates which can impact research and therefore must be taken into account when using them as a research method. In contrast, questionnaires can help to elevate interviewer bias (Gray, 2009) which in turn can provide more accurate responses. Ethically, to use a questionnaire I will need to first seek approval from the parents of my students, which will be time-consuming as this will mean circulating the questionnaire twice. However, the use of email and online forms will mean the data collection will be quicker and easier to analyse.



Control groups:
As mentioned previously, control groups fall into the category of experimental and quasi-experimental action research. An experiment will have a plan of action and the results will be recorded and analysed (Costly, Elliot, Gibbs 2010). The use of a control group can enable comparisons to be made within the data collected to determine if the action within the plan made a difference. This can be repeated multiple times with multiple participants to solidify the findings and provide statistical data and allow for mixed methods research. As mentioned previously, this was the approach Gackle (1987) used in her work on breathiness. Sipley (1994) also employed the use of control groups in his experiment on voice and self-image, following up with surveys and questionnaires. Whilst experimental research can provide a large amount of data, it is often time-consuming and in relation to my own workplace, I will need to allow time for ethical considerations when conducting experiments. By doing so, there is a possibility of compromising the research if participants are given details of the study beforehand and may change their responses and/or feel the need to perform differently. This would lead to invalid results and would not be counted as natural research. The use of control groups is a favourable technique when working with the voice as it allows researchers to test new theories but appears to be difficult to execute as a new researcher. 

Observations:
Observations are primarily associated with ethnography. They provide both qualitative and quantitative data and can be used in mixed-method research. They involve non-inquisitorial research and the researcher must remain detached from the observation, with the aim of remaining invisible (Walliman 2001).

Observations can either take the form of a survey - which is to record the nature or condition of physical objects, or can be used as an activity - for example, to view a student’s reaction to a specific technique change or monitoring of their behaviour in certain circumstances. Within my workplace, it would be difficult for me to remain detached during the observation as I would be in the process of teaching. However, it would be beneficial to observe other teachers within their workplaces to ascertain an understanding of wider teaching strategies. The most likely form of observation for my research would be a coded checklist. This would allow for an easy and efficient way to record specific interactions, words or issues within the lessons, which could, in turn, be used in further observations to produce statistical data. This would again challenge me ethically as the students and the guardians would need to be aware of the observations ahead of time and this could influence my results. 

Evaluation of the importance of ethics, & issues of insider research within your own research setting
In conducting research, ethics need to be taken into account and methods planned accordingly. As mentioned previously, my research setting will be predominantly based on secondary schools and a focus on teenagers. Ethical issues can be viewed from two perspectives; one is focused on personal integrity, values of honesty and frankness and the other; concerning privacy, courtesy, confidentially and the responsibilities towards the participants or subjects (Walliman 2001). 

Honesty must remain at the centre of the research and this is imperative when working with teenagers and within schools. This will mean that participants will need to be aware of the research, its content, and what I intend to do with the results, meaning my data will not be natural in its collection. I will also need to ensure that I take into account my own bias when reporting and presenting my data. My topic of research will be a subject which I am passionate about and this will mean extra precautions will need to be in place to ensure honesty with my findings in order to avoid data distortion.

It remains paramount that ensuring a safe environment for my participants remains at the forefront of this research and ensuring they feel supported, not pressured into providing results. The participant's ability to stop the research at any time and provide their answers anonymously will help me gather unbiased, honest findings.

In conclusion “Whatever you do, and however you do it, requires to be justified” (Walliman, 2001, p218). I am aware that my work will be a convenience sample and this cannot be eliminated altogether. My research will take influence from my peers before me and therefore ethically I will need to ensure my work is referenced accordingly. 

The main ethical areas of concern for my research are:
Safeguarding (working with teenagers) 
Unintentional safeguarding disclosures 
Convenience sampling (only working with my existing student cohort) 
Privacy 

Brief conclusion, e.g. summarising research designs & methods potentially useful for their future research
Within this essay I have identified a plethora of research designs and methods. When applying these to potential research opportunities within my field, I find myself aligning with a pragmatic paradigm. It is my intention to focus my research towards gender and the voice with a  specific non-gendered teaching approach. I intend to place a problem or question at the centre of my research and I will endeavour to do this by applying triangulation - using both qualitative and quantitative research methods in order to attempt to mitigate bias and therefore ensure academic rigour. I am aware that my work will be a convenience sample and that this cannot be eliminated altogether. However, I will pick appropriate methods and methodologies to suit this style of research. I will take influence from my peers before me and therefore, ethically I will need to ensure my work is referenced accordingly and that credit is given when needed. Furthermore, I am drawn to either a pragmatic or transformative paradigm. However, given my ethical considerations listed above and the associated restrictions related to working within schools, I intend to lean toward pragmatism. I would like to re-address this in future research with an aim to move towards transformation. The use of action theory would benefit research of this kind because it is ideal for working with small-scale participants and I would be able to collect my data personally however, I am aware this could lead to bias in my results.
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