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ECAC7003 – Reflective essay



[bookmark: _Hlk94028132]In this assignment, I will consider the knowledge I have gained during this module and use critical thinking to evidence my learning and the effect of this process (Katz, 2018).  Using the ethical framework of Kolb’s reflective learning cycle to help assess the module learning and how it has developed my understanding of research, and any impact that it may have had both upon my practice as a therapist and personally (McLeod, 2017).  I have been transformed by this experience and I aim to demonstrate my change in beliefs, perceptions and knowledge moving forward, equipping me with a deeper understanding not of only how to use research, but where it can lead me.

Learning about research on this module has been an immense surprise to me, not only in my enjoyment of the discovery process research brings, but some of the in-depth intricacies that I was not yet aware of.  During my foundation degree I was required to complete a very basic research project and at this point, thinking that research is not for me, but initially believing the ease of data analysis from quantitative surveys were best suited to me as they seemed easy and quick.  Then during my BA Hons, I completed an independent research project, and although in the beginning I felt daunted and very nervous of the lengthy task ahead, I soon became fascinated by the research process. My preconceived ideas of Qualitative and Quantitative research swayed with each research interaction.  Initially reading deeper into quantitative data analysis it quickly seemed utterly confusing and demoralizing.  It was then that I discovered the wonder of finding out whether my thoughts and beliefs matched that of others via interviews, and qualitative research came into view as a preference.  Being able to be right there in the moment, feeling and adapting to responses was true to epistemological roots.   

It was however, during this module and in a moment walking and listening to an audio book based on developing as a therapist, that I had a penny drop moment.  The book discussed the theory of Neuroscience and the work of Rogers, describing them as science and poetry (Colozino, 2017).  Hearing him discuss, listening to clients and allowing their stories to appear in their own words, compared to psychoeducation and therapists informing clients what is happening within them physiologically, I considered it quite similar to research, using hermeneutics or hypothesis (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  It was then that it became clear that both camps of Qualitative and Quantitative have their place and benefits for social research and that moment provided me with confidence to understand using both. 

During my learning I have often found opinions on qualitative and quantitative research to be quite solipsistic (Waribugo, 2016).  I initially I found that writers opinions of Qualitative and Quantitative both equally strong in their viewpoints, which can be intimidating as a novice researcher (Tende, 2021).  However, further to my earlier flip-flopping of opinions in previous learning, this module has helped me to see the benefits of both, data collection from both small and larger studies can inform social science, whichever method is used (Morgan, 2018).  Discovering the importance of philosophical paradigms was quite a shock to me and I had not previously considered that my own philosophical assumptions would be such an intrinsic part of research.  During my initial reading and deftly highlighting phrases around ontology, epistemology, positivism, interpretivism, and many more relevant assumptions to fathom out their meaning, I could start to see my science and poetry making further sense (Bager-Charleson, 2020, Ogden, 2019, Tubey, Rotich & Bengat, 2015, Yilmaz, 2013, Vasilachis de Gialdino, 2009).  How I see the world has a direct influence in my research work and how I believe I can achieve gaining knowledge. 

I am fascinated by research and a part of me would love to delve into the world research full-time, but be that as it may, I remain a counsellor at heart.  What I am learning, is that the power research for counselling is evident and essential, and something I am wholeheartedly interested in integrating into my work.   The world we live in is ever changing and as a counsellor, I feel it is imperative that therapists strive to always understand our client’s world.  As an example, our society has just endured the severe impact of a global pandemic, trust upon us in a moment’s notice and the effects of which we will be feeling and interpreting for a long time to come.  Society has had to change the way it communicates, acts, and works in a very short space of time.  As therapists, we also had to adapt to this new way of working online, unable to see clients face to face.  Thankfully, recent research has allowed us to understand the benefits and pitfalls of working online and any effects it may have for both clients and therapists (Kotera, Kaluzeviciute, Lloyd, Edwards, Ozaki, 2021, Smith & Gillon, 2021, Newman, Guta & Black, 2021).   

[bookmark: _Hlk93304291]Hooley, Marriott & Welllens (2012) discuss the ethical challenges this new way of working can bring, and I am very aware that ethics is often a challenge to me, and something moving forward I plan to work on in depth.   Ethics is such a large part of research from beginning to end, taking into consideration many variables and factors; stakeholders, participants, educational settings, including the researchers themselves (Creswell & Porth, 2018). Zyphur & Pierides (2017) brought to my attention a possible trap, and the importance of being aware of ready-made qualitative research practices and formulations, and the impact they may have on the ethical purpose of studies. Considering my previous flexible research preferences, it highlighted to me the importance of philosophical assumptions. Zyphur & Pierides (2017) discussed Corporate Social Responsibility and only employing pre-existing practices, of narrow thinking and using probability inference within familiar methods and using large scale samples for data.  I could almost see in my mind there and then, old tendentious considerations within patriarchal business and opinions of research, the old ways are not always the best ways.  Zyphur & Pierides (2017) question, is quantitative research always helpful, or by just illustrating the information gained, does it represent social science research responsibly or in fact possibly hinder gaining any further in-depth knowledge.   This view is backed up by Powell (2019) who considers that real world issues and problems such as racial inequality, climate change and poverty require a clear ethical purpose from the outset of any study.  Research should not perpetually be value-laden and especially in social science research, there should be equivalent emphasis placed on criteria and always be ethics-laden. Leaving the question of what the most suitable research method for best-practice is, to use in each unique situation.

Social science is concerned with environmental, moral, health and political issues to name but a few however, analysing feelings and thoughts are not easy, as one community or geographical area may not feel the same as another.  On this module I have understood the benefits of mixed methods or pluralistic research.  For example, using a larger scale study with a smaller more meaningful one to understand both societal and individual concepts, has a strong argument (Gray & Milne, 2015, Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007).  To discover the lived experience of participants, the holistic and multi-dimensional use of mixed methods is of great benefit to the counselling world, providing the ability to investigate phenomena and human experience in different ways for various outcomes (Bager-Charleson & McBeath, 2020).  I may believe I have seen or find a pattern or link with my clients and wish to explore this further, yet the information I have may not correlate with general society and other client populations across the country.   

I am a strong-minded person and have had concerns in the past that this could affect my ability to be a neutral researcher.  Allowing my values and beliefs to interfere or influence any study would affect, and impact the efficacy of such study (Ogden, 2019), yet we know bias is a part of research that is almost impossible to be completely removed from any research (Simundic, 2013).  I have previously worked with Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis and presumed that is where my preferences would lie, yet a particular paper discussing the method of Narrative Research (NR) within this module has changed my opinions.  Goldstein (2016) highlights that even though NR can be considered phenomenological and reflexive, it can also neutralise potential bias and create separation between researcher and the study.   Described at identity research, NR does not study certain populations but individual ontogenesis, mapping and navigating the narratives of individuals (Bamberg & Demuth, 2016).  NR’s strengths lie within the discovery and understanding of individual’s stories and experiences, this method is close to my epistemological assumption and philosophical perspective, which is one of idiographic discovery (Creswell & Porth, 2018).  


Reflecting on this module it has turned my world upside down.  My thoughts constantly pattern match and race, whether to societal issues or client responses, could I build on that piece of evidence, or is there more to this than first thought, are questions that are constantly with me.  Recording questions in parliament to watch later in the evening, is a definite shift in my behaviours.  I am aware that I am drawn to qualitative research, in agreement with Victoria Clark, because it allows researchers to have insight into participants worlds, one that we have no experience of (Braun & Clarke 2013).   Cooper (2008) raises the question regarding orientation and efficacy in psychotherapy, one which that has been discussed many times in my training, and the question reminds me not only of my science and poetry thoughts regarding counselling, but of a conversation with a friend regarding the possibility of writing up how I work for others, as so far, I have been generally successful.  Trying to explain that every counsellor is different and works differently with each unique client relationship is a tad difficult to prescribe.  I feel it is much like research.  Each study will require a different methodology, design, data collection and analysis, and each researcher will have different strengths and opinions to gain different outcomes, therefore understanding your own strengths and challenges is imperative to successful research.

Moving forward, initially for my dissertation I wanted to research teenagers today, and their opportunities for healthy relationships providing the ability to co-regulate (Kain & Terrell, 2018).  I question with busy parents, social media, and low confidence with friends, who do adolescent children feel safe to be their authentic selves with.  However, as ethics right now is not my strong point, and I am aware that working with children will require a great deal of ethical provision to get through the ethics board, I know this is not the right time for me to ask that question.  I believe my research strength is my connection with people, even if transcribing interviews is laborious, I am a qualitative researcher at heart (Peoples, 2021).  Understanding that I can still have close interactions with participants and interview using Thematic Analysis (TA), opened my eyes to a new way of working, while still feeling comfortable after using IPA.  TA is flexible because it can develop deductively, yet it is still within an inductive paradigm (Zarotti, Simpson & Fletcher 2017, Braun & Clarke, 2020).  

I have learnt a great deal during this model, and it was incredibly useful to read into the various study designs within qualitative and quantitative research, giving me confidence to look ahead (Creswell & Porth, 2018, Bager-Charleson & McBeath, 2020).  One challenge that has not altered for me yet, is that when I read the facts and figures within the data of some quantitative research, I want to run for the hills (Coolican, 2017).  Right now I can’t quite ever believe I will enjoy reading statistics, whether descriptive for identifying patterns or inferential to discover relationships between variables (Bager-Charleson & McBeath, 2020) however, I have leant never to say never, and that I am hopefully just at the beginning of my research journey. 

This assignment has reflected on my development as a researcher, discussed personal views and ethical reflections to demonstrate my competency at this current point in my learning.  Using Kolb’s experiential learning model (McLeod, 2017), it has allowed me to experience class tuition and reflect at home, considering the impact of my learning and understanding on further prospective research projects, and confidently approach future studies.   As previously stated, I have changed during this module and have found a passion for discovery, I hope this journey is just beginning for me.
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