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This paper aims to reflect on a small-scale qualitative research project by critically appraising all aspects of the research process including the alignment of the study in relation to answering the research question. This paper aims to discuss the experience of conducting research, lessons learned and ethical issues. Key findings and analysis of the data will be considered, whilst limitations of the research and how to overcome these challenges will be reflected upon. This paper will suggest why the research is relevant along with implications for future study and practice.

Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2013) suggest the research process begins because a person has a particular interest in a topic or area and begins to ask questions to explore the subject further. Having always worked to promote and enjoyed participation in physical activity, it seems natural that the research study chosen involved a reflection of my personal interest, values and beliefs along with social and professional truths constructed over time (Tsangaridou, 2006). Personal values and beliefs raise questions of credibility, as they can influence the choice of research topic, the choice of methodology and how the findings are interpreted (Armour and Macdonald, 2012). It is therefore, impossible to eliminate researcher bias completely, and from the beginning of the research process it was difficult to know how much influence I would have because the research sits directly in my personal, social and professional life. The literature on how to conduct a research project helped me find ways to reduce researcher bias, for example, utilising a starting point of ‘what did I want to know?’ rather than ‘what do I already know?’. This acknowledges that multiple perspectives and interpretations are possible (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p87) and helped me to consider the outcomes of the research before settling on a research question. 

On reflection of the research design, the rational for the study needed to be more specific and related to the content of the research and show how the study sits within and supports motor development research, specifically for SKIP-Cymru (Successful Kinaesthetic Instruction For Pre-Schoolers) in Wales. To improve the rational, I would describe SKIP-Cymru (Wales Academy for Health and Physical Literacy, 2015) and show how my specific topic for research emerged from the literature on SKIP, essentially fills a gap in the research and is important in relation to developing motor competence in early childhood. My research proposal showed strengths by highlighting gaps in the research of SKIP-Cymru, for example, the majority of studies are quantitative, school based and limited in that they do not consider specific intervention components. Other strengths showed in the alignment of the study as my previous knowledge and experience of SKIP-Cymru, helped me understand and find a qualitative research question that required an interpretive form of social enquiry (Armour and Macdonald,2012) understanding why and how to take a phenomenological approach that explored the mentoring aspect of SKIP-Cymru. Reducing the number of aims and objectives to suit the small size of the study, would improve the research proposal. The initial design was trying to achieve too many things leading to bias comments, for example, one of the aims assumed that the childcare workers would talk about the benefits of SKIP-Cymru. Aims needed to be more specific and the objectives needed to show clearly how the aims would be achieved. The proposal needed to be clear that nothing was being developed or implemented for the participants involved and was therefore, not an intervention but could provide useful knowledge to inform the mentoring process of SKIP-Cymru. For future research projects I will be clear, unbiased and communicate effectively what it is that the research will do. 

My research question had a single focus, is socially important, was clearly worded, and appropriate for the time and resources available (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p10). I have learnt the context, and the practical and theoretical background of the research question helps us to understand why the question is important and that the question must emerge from the literature, be carefully thought about, is interesting and has not been asked before (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p10). I understand how the question influences the methodology because of the ontological, epistemological and philosophical position/perspective the researcher takes (Moon and Blackman, 2014). Lessons learned when creating a research question include basing the methodology on the question and not the opposite, as Armour and Macdonald (2012) remind us that researcher concern for methodology serves as a psychological ‘safety net’ providing a false sense of security that may lead to future dull research questions. 

The research process has helped me to learn more about social science and the different approaches to research for example my preferred approach is the alternative to positivist, which is a naturalistic, qualitative, interpretive approach (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p17). I have learnt that a positivist approach sees knowledge as hard, objective and tangible where the researcher would take an observer role of the natural sciences (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p6). Objectivism represents a dualist view where reality exists in an object independent of the subject, where no social conditions are necessary and the topic of interest would involve facts about the real world (Moon and Blackman, 2014). My studies in physical literacy have helped me understand the difference between a dualist (separate mind and body) and a monist view (holistic, whole person where the mind and body are one) (Whitehead, 2010), placing my research away from a positivist positioning. An anti-positivist approach would see knowledge as more personal, subjective and unique creating an involvement with one’s own subject that rejects the natural sciences (Cohen, Manion and Morison, 2011).  Subjectivism represents a monist view where meaning exists within the subject (on an object), where people interpret the world and impose meaning and value on it in a way that makes sense to them, to understand reality (Moon and Blackman, 2014).  By studying the different positions to research, I was able to establish an epistemological (the way that knowledge is created) position that sits between objectivism and subjectivism known as co-constructionism. Co-constructionism is the interplay between the subject and the object to create meaning, where everyone is different and interactions cause the mind to create abstractions or concepts based on social, cultural or historical perspectives (Moon and Blackman, 2014). Within qualitative research, the researcher is central in the process for data collection and analysis (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p81) demonstrating co-constructionism in that they actively engage with the childcare workers to create concepts. I felt I was not an inactive observer but someone who facilitated the childcare workers to chat through their experiences, whilst at the same time remaining unbiased, believable and trustworthy in my findings and interpretations of the data (Armour and Macdonald, 2021, p81). 

I felt I had a good rapport with the childcare workers, and believe this is due to working with them previously. I found it difficult not to give my opinion when carrying out interviews and to reduce issues of subjectivity I made notes in a research journal (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p82) on frustrations and personal thoughts. Examples are, to contain excitement when many of the workers agreed to take part in the research, to remain professional and not show frustrations when having to chase gatekeepers of the settings to timetable interviews around busy schedules. All of the childcare workers were happy to chat, although the Covid-19 pandemic meant that interviews took place on a virtual platform called Teams, whereas normally I would go to the settings and interview the workers to observe behaviours in their natural sites of practice (Armour and Macdonald, 2012). An advantage of this was being able to record the interviews on teams but a disadvantage of this was not being able to have face-to-face interaction, making non-verbal communication such as body language difficult to read. Virtual access to the settings meant the way in which I am perceived as the researcher, influences responses and potentially creates barriers for the workers. To overcome these issues, I spent time earning trust through numerous phones calls and online meetings to explain the research process and work through ethical issues with each childcare worker. I gained verbal informed consent and discussed confidentiality, anonymity and data protection, ensuring each worker felt comfortable and was happy for me to record the interviews (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). 

On reflection, the interviewees remained quiet when talking about the process of the interviews and ethical issues surrounding them. I wonder if this is because they didn’t feel they needed to question the information, whether previous good relationships and partnership work meant they were happy to carry on with the interviews, or because of power relations, where they felt, as I had previously been involved as a mentor, I was the voice of experience? (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011). To overcome such power relations I reassured participants their views were valued, important and helped gain insight into the mentoring experience of SKIP-Cymru. General chat at the start of interviews helped the workers and myself to relax reducing the threat of researcher effect by developing less obtrusive observations and spending time with the participants building good rapport (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p87). By asking the childcare workers questions on their experiences, the co-construction process enabled them to become more aware and self-reflect on parts of SKIP-Cymru most salient to them (Armour and Macdonald, 2011). 

Reflecting on my epistemological position has opened my eyes to the complexity of humans and the study of them, in this case the childcare workers and their mentoring experiences. I have learnt how the nature of enquiry can assert an epistemological position that sits alongside ontological (what exists that we can acquire knowledge about) assumptions as one delves into the nature of reality. The process helped me understand the links between physical literacy and research. My research explores the experiences of childcare workers to develop the fundamental motor skills of children who attend the childcare settings. Fundamental motor skills or motor competence are one element of physical literacy and combined with motivation and confidence provide the knowledge and understanding to value and take responsibility for engagement in physical activities for life (IPLA, 2017). The philosophical groundings of the concept of physical literacy are monism (the individual as a holistic being), existentialism (individuals create themselves as they interact with the world) and phenomenology (humans give meaning to the world as they interact with it to create personal meaning through lived experiences) (Whitehead, 2010). The foundations of my research sit within physical literacy, which seems obvious on reflection that the research embodied an ontological position that is reflective of a phenomenological approach.

When thinking about the interview questions, this phenomenological approach helped me create open questions that would allow for the reality of differences between learners, allow workers to share their previous experiences, understand their situations and environments from their own unique perspectives and create opportunity for workers to reflect and build upon personal lived experiences (Durden-Myers, Green and Whitehead, 2018). One challenge presented itself in light of this, because three of the childcare workers were from the same setting, and one theme that emerged from the data was how difficult the workers found doing the activities with younger children below the age of 3 years. To check trustworthiness of the data I revisited the interviews of childcare workers from different settings and found that they also, mentioned difficulties with ‘the little ones’ that were either below the age of 3 years or were age 4-5 years but had cognitive, physical, emotional and/or social delays. One worker commented, “the children who come to us, well they got no speech”. On further reflection of the data, my interpretation confirmed that geographical location and socio-cultural status are an influencing factor as all of the settings were in deprived, urban areas with low socio-economic status (Hulteen, Morgan, Barnett, Stodden and Lubans, 2018).  

This explained noticeable delays of the children recognised by the childcare workers, but another interesting point arose from the data to confirm my findings. When transcribing the data, I noticed the childcare workers had extremely poor grammar and struggled to finish sentences before starting another. A lack of language articulation and a huge amount of slang word repetition was evident, with many of the workers repeating phrases such as “so you know, to be honest with you and obviously”. Implications for this raise alarm bells seeing as the childcare workers are instrumental in modelling of language for pre-school children (Nyland, 2009). This suggests semi-structured interviews are more suitable than written questionnaires as they allow the researcher to explain questions for better understanding, which leads to increased data generation. 

One of the key findings was the childcare workers felt the training and mentoring they received was unsuitable for their children from 1-5 years old and they asked for more training to help with the younger children. Initially, I felt disheartened that the childcare workers thought the mentoring process was unsuitable for them, but on reflection, this tells us the childcare workers have a lack of knowledge to understand stage and not age, developmentally appropriate activities and is an area for mentors to acknowledge for future design of mentoring sessions.  

One strength of the research design, was the recognition that qualitative research in the form of semi structured individual interviews incorporating an interpretive approach, would reflect the depth and detail required from the childcare workers to inform future mentors for SKIP-Cymru. A limitation of conducting semi-structured interviews is that they proved to be more demanding to analyse because of the large amount of data generated (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p85) and for the reasons described above were difficult and time consuming to transcribe. The benefits of viewing the process through different lenses such as those described by Hulteen et al (2018); geographical and socio-cultural filters opens doors for improvements in the interview process, for example language could be made easier for the workers or the interviewer could say questions in different ways to aid understanding. To improve my interview technique I would make use of probes and use more probing questions (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p219). Examples include phrases such as ‘that’s interesting’ and ‘can you explain more please?’ Increased probing would help me obtain more clarity on questions, answers and meanings, help to make clear anything not clear on the audio recording and would reduce my interpretations, which raises questions about my influence. The use of probes help participants to think carefully and reflectively about one or more aspects of the topic (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p219). 

I have learnt to improve my interview technique by practising or piloting the interviews beforehand on critical friends (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p235). Further improvements include thinking about the questions in order to memorise them (to maintain focus on the participant) and be able to ask them in a different way, practice being non-judgemental with participant responses, to smile and nod more, to maintain consistency, accuracy and neutrality which Wainwright (2020) suggests are quality indicators for good interviews. During the interview process, I became more confident and learnt to repeat the exact sentence or phrase back to the childcare worker if they became stuck, which helped them to reflect on the topic and continue with their answer. Only one childcare worker became disengaged and the interview went slightly off topic. I respectfully and politely ended the interview before the participant felt pressured in any way (BERA, 2018).

I decided not to input the data into NVivo qualitative software because of the amount of repetitive words it contained. Pens, paper, highlighters and post it notes helped me to analyse the data.  Time constraints meant I was unable to send the transcribed data back to the participants to check for accuracy and ask for response clarifications (Armour and Macdonald, 2012, p91). This research project was too small for any external verification, and for future projects, I will collect other forms of data to ensure ‘triangulation of data,’ to overcome issues of credibility because I had no choice but to believe the findings. Firstly, I highlighted important parts of the data and applied preliminary labels, which evolved into some of the themes merging. I found categorizing or ‘open coding’ the data interesting as themes arose I did not expect, such as references to place and internal workforce relationships. Transcription and analysis of the data was time consuming, although a sense of worker reflexivity gave rise to certain actions (the use of equipment outdoors) creating new actions (thoughts on how to keep the equipment safe) that were reflective of the socio-cultural and geographical location of a deprived area. It would be interesting to interview childcare workers from setting in community rural areas with a higher socio-economic status to compare the data.

I thoroughly enjoyed this process of research and felt the data collected did answer the research question. Key findings showed that SKIP-Cymru mentoring supports community childcare settings by providing them with equipment and activities to deliver fun, physical activity sessions for children who attend their settings. On reflection, I was surprised how influential the equipment was for the workers and enjoyed hearing how much the workers and children  enjoyed opening the ‘wide boy’ bag and playing with the equipment. Future mentoring programmes could offer equipment focused sessions attentive to the equipment requirements of the workers. The workers talked about how much they used the equipment and the games they played with it, but they were unsure where to buy quality equipment to top the bag up. Storage of the equipment also presented a barrier, as previously one of the settings had experienced theft and vandalism of equipment left outside. The workers went on to discuss how they were overcoming these challenges by thinking about the spaces they had indoors and outdoors for the children to participate. 

Many studies support the use of outdoor space for children to develop their motor competence. One study suggests when practitioners engaged in child initiated learning outdoors, they found their perceptions of underachieving children changed and by placing positive meaning to space and place, children could reconstruct themselves as strong, competent children rather than underachieving pupils (Maynard, Waters and Clement, 2013). Another study supports the development of motor competence in the outdoors through increased playtime, but recommends that yards should be large areas with a range of affordances (Saakslahti and Niemisto, 2021). It was lovely to hear the childcare workers talking about enjoying the outdoors with the children, but their outdoor spaces were limited and had been out of use for some time. Asking a question on the challenges workers faced helped them to reflect on the outdoor spaces they could use to develop SKIP-Cymru in their settings. Three workers mentioned the use of play equipment they were constructing outside and the use of nearby playgrounds, which could be another thread to follow for future mentoring programmes. Mentoring could support a combination of structured physical activity and free play to promote the development of motor skills and executive functions for beneficial health gains, with children moving towards working in their ‘zones of proximal development’ (Tortella and Fumagall, 2021). 

Another key finding relates to the workers working together to gain confidence, share good practice and build workforce relationships to overcome barriers relating to the recent pandemic around safety and new ways of working. This could develop into individual settings holding regular focus group meetings to develop SKIP-Cymru so they continue to support each other. Fullan (2011) suggests that progress happens when the right drivers are in place for system reform. If workers in settings work on capacity building through professional learning, group work to produce a culture of learning, use pedagogy involving instructional improvements (through mentors and technology) and create systemness (everyone in the setting working together) then the workers will thrive in their setting and create a culture that fosters physical literacy for the children. Future mentoring programmes could include useful information for childcare workers on how to create physical literacy focus groups supporting deprived areas to share good practice to overcome barriers related to low socio-economic status and urban inner city difficulties. The workers referenced they would like further training that is available to them through the SKIP-Cymru programme. This is excellent feedback for future mentors to enquire about future training needs of the workers before they leave a setting.  

Conclusion 

The research process has taught me that although I have experience as a mentor, researcher and practitioner of SKIP-Cymru, my knowledge is incomplete due to the complexity that phenomenology brings when studying different people and different settings. I have a greater understanding of the theoretical and philosophical views towards research, and how they relate to, and run through the whole research process. I have learnt the importance of building positive relationships with participants, how to improve the research process by developing my approach, how to improve my interview technique and to reflect on the findings. I have learnt how to improve the trustworthiness and credibility of data and recognise the data should be considered through appropriate lenses to include socio-cultural and geographical filters, so the context specific advantages and limitations of the researcher, the workers and the settings can overcome barriers to create a culture of physical literacy. I have learnt the importance of the literature to increase knowledge and deepen my understanding. I have discovered that the workers would like ‘quality mentoring programmes’ that includes developmentally appropriate activities, equipment focused sessions including support for the use of, purchase of and storage. Support to reflect on ‘place and space’ in their settings to overcome barriers, physical literacy focus groups and motor competence knowledge and training. 
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