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BMPF 7005
Undertaking Research in the Workplace
Level 7
15 Credits
N200
Due: January, 29, 2021
Critically evaluate a selected range of methodological approaches appropriate for research in work- based settings, with due consideration to research ethics and insider research issues.


Introduction
Upon commencement of a work- based research project, careful preparation is essential. As Cohen et al (2007) mentions, this type of planning is ‘…not an arbitrary matter’ (pg. 49). I intend to begin by examining the ontological and epistemological aspects of research combined with selecting an appropriate paradigm that resonates with me. I will then investigate methodological approaches and suitable research methods that will support my ontological and epistemological position.  
I will need to establish a ‘Research Philosophy’ which simply put, is a ‘set of beliefs’ at the core of the chosen research subject  (Stainton, 2020). 

Ontology and Epistemology
Ontology refers to the nature of ‘being’ and what we view as our ‘reality’. Every researcher has their own set of beliefs and truths that they base their research premise on.  As Chilisa and Kawulich suggest, “Your approach will depend upon how you think about the problem and how it can be studied, such that the findings are credible to you and others in your discipline” (2015, pg. 1). Individual viewpoints frame what we see as truth and knowledge and how we view our own world.  We develop assumptions that lead us to solve a problem or dilemma. 


Stainton (2020) claims there are two dominating positions of Ontology:
1) Realism, in which the world view is objective and separate from personal views. Complimented by the Etic approach- which keeps the researcher at a distance from the subject. 

2) Nominalism/Relativism, where a world view is based on the interpretation through the individual’s inner ‘lens’ and thus subjective in nature (Stainton, 2020 pg.3).  The Emic approach to research puts the researcher in the middle of the study where interaction is necessary to gain an understanding of what is occurring in the moment (Killam, 2015).  My bias leans toward relativism.  The interpersonal connection that most voice instructors have with their students would make it difficult to not step into the proverbial ‘space’ with the student(s) most of the time.  

Epistemology focuses on how we attain knowledge. ‘How do we know what we know?’ (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2015, pg. 1).    ‘Epistemology essentially determines the relationship between the researcher and reality and is rooted in the ontological assumptions’ (Stainton, 2020, pg. 3).
It is clear that establishing my own Ontological and Epistemological position is vital before proceeding as this will ‘…establish the research design’ (Dudovksiy, 2018).  ‘Ontological beliefs will dictate epistemological beliefs’ (Killam, 2015) or simply put, what the researcher believes will affect how the researcher approaches the study.  John Dudovskiy contends that the subjects within a research project are responsible for the social phenomena created by their experiences and resulting actions within these experiences (2018). My proclivity leans toward subjectivity although I respect tangible, empirical evidence.  A mixed -methods approach however ambitious for a neophyte researcher, still piques my interest.


Methodology – is how knowledge is discovered and analyzed in a systematic way. This approach should not be confused with ‘methods’ which are techniques used to gather data. Differing methods will reflect one’s ontological and epistemological viewpoint and methodology (Killam, 2015).  Selecting an appropriate paradigm and choosing an ontological and epistemological stance should occur simultaneously. 

Paradigms, an Overview
The term ‘paradigm’ stems from the Greek verb “to show” and from as far back as the 15th century on, it has held the simple definition of ‘example’ or ‘pattern’ (Merriam-Webster, 2020).  According to Bogdan and Biklen (1998), ‘Paradigm’ is defined as ‘a loose collection of logically related assumptions, concepts, or propositions that orient thinking and research’ (Mackenzie and Knipe on Bogdan and Biklen, 1998, pg. 2).  Cohen and Manion describe paradigm as the ‘philosophical intent or motivation for undertaking a study’ (1994, pg. 38). And Guba and Lincoln suggest that a paradigm is a set of ‘basic beliefs’ (1994, pg. 107).   There is potential to get caught up in rhetorical and sometimes confusing definitions. What is most important to keep in mind is that regardless if the paradigm is qualitative or quantitative, the goal is always to find the truth (Bashir, et al., 2008).  Mackenzie and Knipe suggest that ‘…without nominating a paradigm as the first step, there is no basis for subsequent choices regarding methodology, methods, literature or research design’ (2006, pg. 193). 

Positivism
The Positivist Paradigm links to science- based interpretation and approach. It abides by the rules of statistical, quantitative research standards.  Positivism is deterministic in nature implying that all phenomena is caused by external elements. It is also considered to be ‘reductionistic’ which means that it can be broken down and simply explained (Guba and Lincoln on Hesse, 1980, pg. 109). 
Its epistemological approach is ‘dualistic’ which keeps the investigator and the subject separate to avoid any outward influence by the researcher (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, pg. 110).  I have always approached my own artistry and pedagogy through human connection. Still, I understand the importance of employing reliable, empirical evidence in my work.  Lack of accessible and reliable testing equipment, coupled with the fact that I am a novice researcher would encourage me to look to social and interactive methodologies. 

Post – Positivism
This approach recognizes ‘…that we cannot be positive about our claims of knowledge when studying the behaviour and actions of humans’ (Berg, 2001, pg. 7).  Its epistemological position recognizes that dualism, in its true sense, is not possible to maintain if we choose to genuinely address human nature.
A major shift towards an ‘emic’ viewpoint in post positivism allows the research to be conducted in ‘natural settings’, providing comfort and familiarity to the subject (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, pg. 110).  I would consider exploring available research options within this paradigm perhaps in the future.  However, my current preference is to explore more open and flexible research routes. 

Social Constructivism 
Constructivists contend that ‘…reality is socially constructed’ (Mertens, 2015, pg. 16). Soviet psychologist and cognitivist Lev Vygotsky coined the term ‘Social Constructivism’ which highlights the premise that learning is collaborative in nature.  The ontological view of Constructivism believes that results are derived through social interaction and experience. Guba and Lincoln ascertain that these ‘constructions’ are merely ‘informed’ and ‘alterable’ and within the process, the findings are ‘literally created as the investigation proceeds’ (1994, pg. 111).  
The more open-ended the questioning, the better, as the researcher listens carefully to what people say or do in their life settings ‘(Creswell, 2014, pg. 8).  Participant discoveries will continue to develop when given the freedom to explore through dialogue and discussion. I am less drawn to this paradigm as I foresee it could become more restrictive when choosing applicable methods. 

Pragmatism
John Dewey (1859-1952) played a key role in the development of this paradigm.  Dewey’s philosophical focus was based on human experience and sought to look at the ‘source of our beliefs’ and the ‘meanings of our actions’ (Morgan, 2013, pg. 1046). The focus of Dewey’s philosophy arose through what he called the process of inquiry (Morgan, 2013, pg. 1047).  Feilzer suggests that a ‘Pragmatist’ does not concern themself with what research methods to use, but rather focus on finding the answer to the initial query (Feilzer, 2010, pg. 14).  Pragmatism doesn’t commit to one method of research but uses whatever is necessary to uncover the truth. Pragmatic research does not oblige the researcher to follow a specific philosophical stance. ‘Truth is what works at the time’ (Cresswell, 2014, pg. 10 ‘With the research question ‘central’, data collection and analysis methods are chosen as those most likely to provide insights into the questions with no philosophical loyalty to any alternative paradigm ‘(Mackanzie & Knipe, 2016, pg. 3).
Perhaps one could, from a distance, interpret pragmatism as an ‘anything goes kind of approach’ as long as the problem is solved.  However even within this seemingly less restrictive philosophy, there have to be parameters or guidelines in place to ensure the rigour and reliability of the work.  It is my experience that a beginner singing student initially may not be able to clearly articulate their experiences.  They may require time to allow the newly planted seeds to begin to grow. By adopting the pragmatic approach in my research, I believe I may be able to gain insightful and revealing results from the participants without influencing them in any one direction. Choice of methodological approach and method should support the relevance and reliability of the data and determine the progress of the work. 
Methodology
Once a suitable paradigm has been chosen, the next step would to select a methodological approach.  Laverty states that methodology does not suggest the actual method but rather is a ‘creative approach to understanding’. She suggests that the method of choice should be one that responds appropriately to the question (Laverty, 2003, pg. 28). 
The choice between a ‘Qualitative’ or ‘Quantitative’ method will respectively follow the paradigm chosen.  Quantitative research utilizes scientific equipment to analyze and collect data. It employs deductive reasoning which takes a general statement or hypothesis and attempts to prove its validity. Denscombe submits that quantitative research ‘…carries an aura of scientific respectability’, and ‘…conveys a sense of solid, objective research’ (2003, pg. 236). I respect the notable validity quantitative research offers.  It is my hope to one day, spend time with applicable equipment in order to learn more about empirical data collection. However, for the time being I will set my attention on the social sciences approach. 
Qualitative research concerns itself with social interactions, behaviours and experiences. ‘Phenomenological inquiry, or qualitative research, uses a naturalistic approach that seeks to understand phenomena in context-specific settings’ (Hoepfl, 1997, pg. 47). It is inductive in nature, meaning it takes a specific situation and attempts to draw a broader conclusion. 
There is equal value in both deductive and inductive inquiry, I am drawn to a ‘balance’ between the two.   Abductive reasoning as Morgan (2007) notes, ‘…moves back and forth between induction and deduction’ (pg. 71).  Abductive reasoning, according to Charmaz (2008), ‘aims to account for surprises, anomalies or puzzles in the collected data’, inciting the importance for a more creative approach to interpreting the data (pg. 157).


Phenomenology
Revered as the ‘father of phenomenology’, Edmund Husserl (1859-1938) believed that ‘psychology deals with living subjects who are not simply reacting automatically to external stimuli, but rather are responding to their own perception of what these stimuli mean’ (Laverty, 2003, pg. 22).  Exploring the concept of ‘intentionality’ and the ‘meaning of lived experiences’ (Wojnar and Swanson, 2007, pg. 174), Husserl developed a process called ‘bracketing’, with the intent of ‘suspending one’s judgement’ (Laverty, 2003, pg. 23) about a given phenomena and to eliminate any affects of individual bias that may muddy the outcome. He believed that through this process, insight may be gained, even in the most common of lived experiences (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007, pg. 174).

Hermeneutics
Hermeneutics, according to Paterson and Higgs, is the ‘theory and practice of interpretation’ (2005, pg. 342).  Hermeneutics, in its nascency, promoted the importance of examining and understanding text, primarily within biblical verse. According to Laverty (2003), hermeneutic phenomenology is dedicated to the ‘…human experience as it is lived’ (pg. 24). Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) altered the landscape of Husserl’s Phenomenology.  While Husserl’s focus was on the ‘phenomena of being’, Heidegger focused on ‘the mode of being human’ or ‘Dasein’ (Laverty, 2003, pg. 24), which emphasizes that individuals are not able to detach themselves from their own life experiences (Wojnar and Swanson, 2007). Heidegger believed this included an individual’s personal history and the necessity to take into account how this might affect the phenomena in question (Laverty, 2003, pg. 24). 
The process of interpretation may be explored via the Hermeneutic Circle or Spiral, where greater understanding occurs through movement from a part of the experience, back to the whole of the experience and then ‘back and forth again’ (Laverty, 2003, pg. 24 & 25). 
Common threads between phenomenology and hermeneutics do exist, according to Laverty (2003). Both methodologies follow a cyclical investigative process over a linear route. Both note the importance of lived experiences and self reflection, be it only at the beginning of the research as in phenomenology, or throughout the process as is demonstrated in hermeneutics (Laverty, 2003, pg. 28).  
Phenomenology closely aligns with the post positive paradigm where ‘bracketing out’ is employed setting aside reflection once the process has begun. Hermeneutics invites personal theories and reflections as part of the research. 
Hermeneutics aligns well with the social constructionist view where the construction of knowledge far outweighs the act of ‘finding’ knowledge. My current preference is to adopt the hermeneutical/ interpretive approach within my work. My own private studio experiences have allowed me to engage in the hermeneutical spiral route. Vocal challenges or obstacles often require shifting from one challenge into a larger part of the whole and back again. It is not uncommon to explore a piece of music in sections, where for a time, we may concentrate on a specific section and technical challenge followed by inserting that recently worked section back into the song. It is exciting to break something down, learn what you can from the experience, and put it all back together again. 

Action Research 
Action research requires a simultaneous act of gleaning information while testing the ongoing accumulation of information. It requires active engagement between the researcher and the subject and focuses not only on solving the question at hand, but also building on the knowledge premised at the onset of the process (Rowley, 2003, pg. 132).  Action research, widely used in educational settings, is well regarded for the enrichment it offers in the lives of students and professionals collectively. 
This interactive research platform provides professionals with the opportunity to develop skills, take ownership of their own research and relish the sense of empowerment in doing so (Hine, 2013).  
Constructivism, socially driven, and collaborative in nature, compliments the practical and immediate aspects of this methodology (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, pg. 168). The desire to create change with as opposed to at the research participants is an appealing feature of this process. I think singing teachers are involved in a type of action research daily. I would be interested in exploring this approach in my own work if it is applicable.

Grounded Theory
Introduced by Glaser & Strauss in 1967, with the attempt of legitimizing qualitative research, grounded theory aims to hypothesize once the data has been collected and analyzed. Grounded theory applies the ‘emergent method’ in conducting qualitative research and is defined as ‘inductive, indeterminate and open-ended’ (Charmaz, 2008, pg. 155).  Appealing to me is the transfer from the initial inductive phase of collecting and analyzing data to an abductive phase of interpreting the findings through an uninhibited lens, and ‘imagine all possible theoretical accounts for the observed data’ (Charmaz, 2008, pg. 157).  Theories, once formed, are tested until the investigation has reached a probable and acceptable conclusion.  The onset of a grounded theory approach requires thorough data collection and testing and employs the method of ‘coding’. Charmaz (2006) describes data coding as ‘the pivotal link between collecting data and developing an emergent theory to explain these data’ (pg. 46).  Using a system that requires empirically collecting data followed by an uninhibited investigation of the findings, is attractive to me, albeit time consuming.  Nonetheless, I suspect this process would support concrete discoveries in my work and possibly lead to new explorations because of it. 


Bricolage
At first glance, Bricolage reminds me of a smorgasbord of possibilities. However, if one does not understand the complexity of the ingredients, it could become too much even for the most voracious researcher.  
Joe Kincheloe (2004) cautions that those seriously interested in this methodology, to be prepared for ‘rigorous’ study in a wide array of research approaches and applications and that ‘becoming a bricoleur who is knowledgeable of multiple research methodologies and their use is a lifetime endeavour’ (Kincheloe, 2004, pg. 4). 
Bricolage engages humanness, drama, cognition, pedagogy and teaching. It has been defined as holistic, inclusive and sometimes eclectic in its style (Kincheloe, 2004, pg. 22). It may combine numerous methodological approaches and ideologies.  Bricoleurs may also ‘seek to identify what is absent’, and cross boundaries that are not approached in ‘traditional observations’ (Kincheloe, 2004, pg. 20). A bricoleur will, if need be, ‘invent or piece together the tools and techniques’ necessary to uncover answers (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, pg.4).   I am deeply attracted to this methodology however I have reservations as to whether I may be able to successfully utilize this process appropriately and definitely will need to consider this option further.

Methods
‘Method’ refers to the technique or route used to acquire data and information (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2007, pg. 47).  The pragmatic paradigm of which I am interested in exploring, requires application of an expansive type of method.

Mixed Methods 
This type of research uses a mix of both quantitative and qualitative research methods to retrieve information (Bell and Waters, 2018, pg. 37). 
Triangulation is an approach that utilizes various methods and research techniques in order to view the topic from different perspectives, resulting in a more comprehensive understanding of the phenomena (Carter, et al., 2014). Gorard (2004) claims that mixed methods research ‘often has a greater impact’ because policy makers and people in charge of funding like to see numbers and also like to repeat the rhetoric (stories) that support the data collected (pg. 7). Mackenzie and Knipe ascertain that methods such as interviews, observations and testing work well with the pragmatic stance (2016, pg. 5). 
I am very much interested in the mixing of both quantitative and qualitative research however, Gorard (2004) asserts that this type of research ‘requires a greater level of skill’ (pg. 7). It is my intention to choose my research topic keeping in mind my preferences regarding paradigm, methodology and methods to ensure that I am capable of confidently working with these facets.

Sampling
It is crucial to select suitable ‘representation’, or ‘samples’ in a study where the representatives are specifically chosen for their connection to the research topic. 
I have listed 4 ‘non probability’ sample methods below:
1) Convenience Sample utilizes participants who are readily available. Having potential research subjects within my own studio allows for this convenience.
2) Purposive Sample or judgmental sample may be useful when targeting a specific group. As Berg (2001) suggests, ‘researchers use their special knowledge or expertise about some group to select subjects who represent this population’ (pg. 32). 
3) Snowball Sample, much like a convenience sample, is relatively easy to access. Once an initial sample group has been chosen, the researcher could simply solicit that group for references of others who may possess the same relevant characteristics, thus easily increasing the sample size. I think, this might be a useful approach via social media, however, could be time consuming depending on how many responses are received.
4) Quota Sample is useful when researchers create a sample based on individuals representing a particular population (Cohen, Lawrence, Manion, 1994, pg. 114). I see that this method may be a realistic option given global connection and wide-ranging access the internet provides. It may be initially time consuming when attempting to locate the representative sample.

Interviews
An interview is a structured conversation with a specific purpose. Interviews allow the participants to share their own points of view about the topic. ‘The interview is not simply concerned with collecting data about life: it is part of life itself, its human embeddedness is inescapable’ (Gil, et al, 2008, pg. 1).  When conducting an interview for research, it is imperative to carefully prepare the questions to enable the subject to answer them with as much detail as is possible and to ‘abide by the different rules of the game in an interview’ (Cohen et al, 2007, pg. 342).  The three different types of interviews are structured, semi- structured and unstructured. 
The Structured interview is designed to be easily conducted via a prepared list of fixed questions that do not allow for elaboration. It may promote effective time management, but because of the unexpansive nature of the questions, the lack of depth in the responses may be a hinderance to the outcome of the research (Gil, et al, 2008, pg. 1). 
The Unstructured interview in contrast, does not require a list of questions at the onset of the interview but rather the subject is asked an open-ended question. The interviewer uses the subject’s responses to lead to the next question. This type of interview provides the opportunity to explore the topic in depth, however potentially more time consuming and quite possibly frustrating for the participant(s) if not inherently verbose people (Gil, et al, 2008, pg. 1).  
The Semi Structured Interview allows for more flexibility than the previous two styles in that it promotes the use of premeditated questions yet also allows for building upon the interview structure if desired. The respondent may feel the need to elaborate within the interview and has the freedom to do so, enabling the opportunity for more discovery (Gil, et al, 2008, pg. 1).  This option provides structure and freedom within the process and would fit well with the pragmatic approach I will likely use in my research.  At present, interviews would either have to be conducted online or in a space that supports socially distancing the participants. 

Focus Groups
Focus groups are used to generate qualitative data within a group setting. These small setting interviews are led by the researcher, known as the facilitator or moderator (Berg, 2001, pg. 111).  Collecting data within a focus group allows for the participants to come together and exchange ideas, experiences, and perspectives on a topic (Kitzinger, 1995, pg. 299). 
Gil et al (2008) suggest that a focus group may work with as little as 3 and no more than 14 participants, however 6 – 8 participants is ideal (pg. 293).  Focus groups allow the facilitator to observe participants as they interact, share and respond to each other (Berg, 2001, pg. 115).  Surveying a group interaction such as this is but one aspect of the moderator’s duties. Interacting with different personalities in such a setting requires maintaining a combination of sensitivity and respectful authority.  A moderator should encourage all subjects to contribute and simultaneously be able to manage the balance between opinionated and introverted personalities (Fern, 1982, pg. 2). Consideration of location is important however I suspect that due to the present pandemic regulations, the only way to conduct a focus group would be via an online format, thus simplifying the recording process where all participants must be in agreement.  The duration of the sessions should be monitored and Gil et al (2008) advise the importance of consciously monitoring the time due to the potentially lengthy analysis phase of the research (pg. 294).  Recordings must be transcribed, verbatim with all speakers easily identifiable to account for the contribution of each participant (Gill, et al, 2008, pg. 294). Consent along with ethical procedures regarding conducting online interviews would have to be approached well in advance to ensure all respondents have provided written consent.  
I would highly consider this method and potentially combine it with an initial questionnaire and/or individual interviews. Seeing we are currently not able to meet in person as easily, utilizing online technology is essential. 

Surveys and Questionnaires
In light of current and ongoing social distancing guidelines, I recognize the value of using written inquiry. Questionnaires may be conducted in person, in a structured interview or without the researcher present in what is called a postal interview.  The latter may be more suited to questions where the respondent might not want to be identified. Questionnaires may be closed -ended consisting of basic yes/no questions or open- ended which allows the respondent to answer in their own words.  The wording of a questionnaire must be carefully thought through to ensure accurate responses from the participants. Surveys can be administered to a small chosen group within a population with the hopes of gaining insight and answers that may be representative of the larger population. To ensure appropriate representation, attention must be taken in choosing the sample. Depending on the intention of the study, characteristics of the required participants need to be considered including questions of age, ethnicity, income, etc. (Bell and Waters, 2018, pg. 44). 

Validity
Reliability is the cornerstone of both quantitative and qualitative research.  All research must be ‘rigorously conducted’ (Merriam & Tisdale, 2016, pg. 245).   Interested in qualitative research, I recognize the importance of validating my results and thus find mixed methods and triangulation to be logical routes to take. Merriam (1995) suggests using the applications of 1) Member Checks - which is sharing the research results with the participants and requesting their feedback. 2) Peer Examination which is simply consulting with colleagues over the plausibility of the findings (pg. 54).  

Ethics
Ethics, as defined by Bell and Waters (2018) ‘are the guiding principals that help an individual or group decide what is right or wrong’ (pg. 74). It is imperative to follow required protocols before undertaking a research project.  Various organizations and institutions provide their own list of expected protocols. Some of the most prominent guidelines for research with human participants are: A) Obtaining informed consent by the participants, preferably in writing (Bell and Waters, 2018, pg. 74). If the participants are under the legal age, parental/ guardian permission must be attained (Berg, 2001, pg. 57).  B) Assurance of confidentiality or anonymity, which must be agreed upon at the start of the process.  Total anonymity necessitates that even the researcher may not be privy to the identification of the participants, thus limiting available and suitable methods (Bell and Waters, 2018, pg. 79). C) Securing and safeguarding of data which requires careful attention as to how information is saved and shared (Bell and Waters, 2018, pg. 79; Berg, 2001, pg. 620). D) No Harm or Deception should come to participants either physically or in any other way (Lincoln and Guba, 1989, pg. 221-222). 

Insider Research
As an insider researcher, my research would more than likely include either my own students, colleagues or acquaintances who would be willing to participate. The advantages would include gaining deeper understanding, insight and possibly new ways to view a familiar situation, and could provide ‘possibilities for autonomy and empowerment’ (Costley, 2006). Potential drawbacks may be that an ‘insider’s familiarity can provide an ‘illusion of sameness’ (Breen on DeLyser, 2001, pg. 164) wherein the researcher falsely makes an assumption about a/the participant(s). The Insider may struggle with their role of being an insider and researcher at the same time. This is a challenge that ‘outside’ (Breen, 2007, pg. 165) researchers do not experience. ‘Taking on the role of the researcher often acts as a barrier that separates the insider from those in the setting they are researching’ (Breen, 2007, pg. 165). 
I realize that there may be ethical dilemmas that come up as an insider researcher. Careful attention will have to placed on ensuring confidentiality at all costs (Mercer, 2007, pg. 23). I suspect that an acquaintance may withhold personal information due to embarrassment.  There is also the possibility of collecting ‘incidental data’ (Mercer on Griffiths, 2007, pg. 24), while in a social interaction with participants of the study.    
Discovering information within a social situation rather than within the actual research setting could lead to a question of ethics. 

Conclusion
As I consider all I have learnt by accomplishing this assignment, I recognize the amount of commitment and meticulous planning that embarking on an independent research study will take. The pragmatic paradigm seems most fitting to who I am and my personal world view. I am drawn to the mixed methods approach and would like to explore the aspect of incorporating bricolage into my work at some point as well.  As a private voice instructor, I will more than likely draw from my studio and possibly invite other student singers to participate, or depending on the topic I choose, I may invite fellow singers to participate.  I foresee utilizing either written and/or online interview methods and possibly focus groups as part of my plan.
There are numerous factors to consider as I decide on a topic. A well thought out research plan is much like a ‘detailed road map’ (Bell and Waters, 2018, pg. 24). I want to know where I am going and how I will get there, and expect that I may take a detour once in awhile.  Most of all, I hope to enjoy the scenery along the way.  
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