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Introduction 
The following reflective paper will endeavour to capture my internal felling’s and thoughts along my journey through the advanced research module, painting a picture of this journey with reflective narrative. To do this successfully, theoretical models of Gibbs (2013) and Kolb (2014) will be the underpinning framework of my reflective cycles, along with emphasis on specific learning and professional development needs. I will aim to critically reflect not only on my experiences, but also on my own process as a researcher and how this has enhanced my reflexivity and paradigmatic position. Furthermore, this paper also hopes to explore how this module has informed my current practice and engaged my research awareness, drawing attention to my readiness to become research active. Challenges around ethics and methodologies will also be analysed, with the aim demonstrating my understanding of these important aspects and how these meet my own professional standard. To support my research aims and ethical practice, I will draw upon the framework of the British Association of Counselling and Psychotherapy (BACP, 2021) to provide theoretical guidance. Furthermore, I aim to explore my learning around my research assumptions and possible methodologies I may incorporate into future research designs of my own. 

My journey along the advanced research methods module has been one of captivation and excitement. I would describe my initial feelings as a mixture of apprehension and uncertainty, as I think metaphorically about this experience, it reminds me of walking through a dark woodland, surrounded by towering trees with glimmers of light beaming through in places. As I explore this metaphor, I feel the dark woodland symbolises the areas of research that are unknown to me and the beams of light represent my current knowledge around this subject. The world of research has always been of interest to me, I very much enjoyed my level 6 dissertation and learnt a great deal about the research process and about myself from that experience. At the beginning of this module, I recall wondering if my previous research knowledge would adequately support me? and if so, to what extent. As the module began, I discovered that there was large amount of information that I had not previously encountered, this excited me, but also generated feelings of self-doubt. As I analyse this, I felt as if I was in uncharted territory, feeling slightly lost in the unfamiliar surroundings of research, back in the overcast woodland again. As I think about this now, I feel differently about this experience, my learning around the various research designs and methodologies has provided me with a healthy foundation in various concepts. Further analysis has provided me with insight into my own learning needs and a clear understanding of the main concepts of qualitative and quantitative research. 


A pivotal area of my learning through this module was around research paradigms or world views. This philosophical approach was a totally new and unexpected experience for me and something I felt intrigued to learn more about. Using Kolb (2014) reflective observations method, this area of learning expanded my knowledge around the deeper aspects of research, especially around influencing a research methodology for example. Further observation of my experience suggested this area of learning has allowed me to look through my own critical lens, creating a more in depth thought process around my own paradigmatic stance, potentially influencing my future decisions on research design, Creswell et al.,(2007) suggest, “typically, qualitative discussions focus on paradigms”. Further learning around ontological and epistemological position also expanded my knowledge around the philosophical principles of research, also teaching me that these positions are different for each research methodology. Yilmaz (2013) supports this claiming, “quantitative and qualitative research designs differ in terms of their epistemological, theoretical and methodological underpinnings”. Completing Kolbs cycle, active experimentation methods allowed me to develop and explore my own process in relation to my own world view. This process was challenging in the sense that it forced me to think deeply about myself and my own views and opinions, even reflecting on the way I relate to others. This process has provided me with a clear philosophical stance, this will have a positive effect on my professional development and more importantly on my future research design for my dissertation. 


I feel my engagement and continue learning throughout this module has had a significant impact on my professional development, particularly within my role as an NHS counsellor. Working for a large organisation such as the NHS, there are many ethical and professional challenges that I am faced with daily, particularly from a service improvement and service development standpoint. As I link this to my learning, this module has raised my awareness around the importance of research and how this informs and influences decisions within the NHS. I have also begun to see trends and patterns in particular areas of my own department, based on research findings. For example, client satisfaction questionnaires are a method of data collection that my department uses to gather qualitative data once a client is discharged. This data is fed back to us anonymously by clients who choose to take part voluntarily, this information is then recorded as data and used in future training or meetings in relation to patient care and service improvement. I now feel my understanding around this process has been improved and strengthened due to my advanced knowledge around data collection methods, this has helped me to identify how client feedback can be modified as qualitative data, more importantly conducting this process ethically.




My dissertation is something I have reflected on regularly since beginning the MA. Therefore, exploring many different theoretical approaches to research has captivated my interest, generating thoughts, feelings, and assumptions about my own prospective study. However, during this module I have also had times where I have felt overwhelmed by the volume of different methods and theories to choose from, particularly in the qualitative field. “The qualitative researcher today faces a baffling array of options for conducting qualitative research” (Creswell et al., 2007). One methodology that I found challenging was Grounded theory. When I review my experience during this section of the module, I recall feeling fearful and frustrated at the many different layers and stages of this approach, learning very quickly that this may not be an approach to research I would feel comfortable attempting. Upon further analysis, my fear may have been generated due to my lack of understanding and knowledge of the approach, learning from this that it’s understandable to not fully comprehend every methodological theory. In relation to my learning and the approach to research that I may consider for my own dissertation, I feel Thematic Analysis may be something more suitable to me as a researcher, also to my own skill set. Braun and Clarke (2006) suggest “it is the first qualitative method of analysis that researchers should learn, as it provides core skills that will be useful for conducting many other forms of qualitative analysis”. Furthermore, I have seen noticeable improvements in my awareness towards research both academically and socially, examples of these are exploring more peer reviewed resources and academic literature around my proposed topic of interest, also discussing various research topics with colleagues and peers to gather feedback on potential ideas. 




To ensure I use my knowledge and skills both ethically and reflexively, firstly I will draw on the ethical framework of the BACP for guidance. The BACP suggest, “When undertaking research, we will be rigorously attentive to the quality and integrity of the research process” (BACP,2018). Guidelines such as these are imperative in my own ethical and professional standards, feeling supported by these when faced with an ethical dilemma. An example of this would be around risk or harm to my participants, I feel this is an area that I have a good understanding of due to my work as a counsellor, ensuring my clients safety is always supported. The BACP (2018) also suggest that “the research methods used will comply with standards of good practice in any services being delivered and will not adversely affect clients”. I feel these guidelines reflect my own professional standards and contribute to my reflexivity, aiming to provide openness and candour to my approach. I feel this module has expanded my skills around planning a research project ethically. I have learnt a great deal about the current methodologies in research design, along with the correct ways each approach can fit into a particular target population. As I evaluate this learning element, this has taught me an important lesson around the importance of carful considerations in the choice of methodology, also the accountability and credibility of the researcher in this phase of planning.  



My experience of learning how to conduct a qualitative interview has been one of the most influential areas of learning during this module. This has taught me important practical skills, along with ethical aspects of research such as creating the correct documentation to provide to the participant such as interview scheduling and debriefing information. I would describe my feelings as apprehensive and nervous leading up to conducting my interview, my reflective observation of these feelings reminds me that preparation is essential to ensuring these feelings do not become overwhelming. As I evaluate my interview, I feel the strengths were that informed consent had been gained prior to the commencement of the interview , also ensuring safety and potential risk factors were explored and potential support was put in place, the BSP(2021) code of human ethics support this and states, “researchers should endeavour to identify and assess all possible risks and develop protocols for risk management as an integral part of the design of the project”(Oates,2021) . I also tried to ensure my participant was comfortable and relaxed, I have learnt from my role as a counsellor that this is often a good way to help engagement. As I analyse further, I feel improvements could have been made in my non-verbal communications, possibly using these more frequently. Other potential areas of improvement were around the aspect of watching the time, I felt this was a distraction for me, forcing me to break eye contact on occasion to ensure the time of interview ran in accordance with the 1-hour requirement. I have learnt lots form this experience, particularly around the practical aspects of planning and delivering a qualitative interview, along with participant safety measures. Further observations of this experience have taught me some of the important principles of qualitative research, along with the use of language and narrative to gather data in its most authentic form. 




Conclusion 

The following work had identified many aspects of my continued learning throughout this module , supported my development and ongoing progression as a researcher. 
As this is not only the conclusion of this paper but also the last assessment piece, I am filled with feelings of satisfaction and encouragement around the completion of the research methods module. I have enjoyed this module very much and felt I have learnt many important lessons that have solidified my current knowledge around research and enhanced my ongoing knowledge and skill set. In this reflective paper I have attempted to share my learning experiences by using reflective cycles, demonstrating the effectiveness of these models in reflective practice. This paper has also allowed me to systematically explore the various elements of my learning, for example around ethical considerations, practical measures and how research has informed my practice. The challenges I have faced have been around time management and asynchronous learning, nevertheless feeling that I have done my best to manage and balance this along with working full time and having a busy family life. Furthermore, I have used this paper to analyse and explore my own process during this module, understanding more about myself and the approach to research I would like to apply when I become research active.  
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