What is Research?

Common views of research

Mouly (1978) seems to have encapsulated the key features of research in the following statement: 


'Research is best conceived as the process of arriving at dependable solutions to problems through the planning and systematic collection, analysis and interpretation of data. It is a most important tool for advancing knowledge, for promoting progress, and for enabling man to relate more effectively to his environment, to accomplish his purposes.' 


Salkind (2006), recognise that research can involve a wide array of activities from an investigation into finding a vaccine for pandemics to an evaluation of possible links between stress and nutrition. This view of research is traditionalist to the extent that it suggests research involves the development of a science of behaviour. Though you might not think this relevant to your work, think about the earlier examples: 

· Customer research 

· Job appraisals 

· Sales information 

These all involve people thinking about how a business or organisation can most effectively develop its products or its work force. 


The word 'science' has a number of connotations, which some researchers are uncomfortable with. Two views are important. These can be expressed as OBJECTIVISTS and SUBJECTIVISTS . 

Objectivists

· Objectivists see the nature of research as the search for  one truth, universal in its meaning, and above the ambiguities of individual interpretation;

· view the application of scientific rigour, as essential to the achievement of good quality research;

· claim that a scientific approach to the investigation of educational phenomena affords the research intrinsic objectivity. 

Subjectivists

· question the existence of one undeniable truth, on the grounds that different people understand and view phenomena in different ways, depending on their own cultural perspectives. 

· view the cloak of science, and the claims of objectivity, as a convenient smokescreen for ideological and methodological bias. 

· believe intrinsic objectivity is seen as unattainable, whereas the elimination of bias when constructing a research project, and reviewing the literature are seen as leading to procedural objectivity. 

Research is therefore about the quest to understand the meanings, which individuals take from different phenomena. 


Under the latter conception of objectivity, a maximum number of observers would be able to agree on the nature of a particular phenomenon: Phillips (1993). 

As perspectives on the nature of research have developed, so have the methods by which it is carried out. There are two broad approaches to research: Qualitative approaches & Quantitative approaches.

Qualitative approaches to research

Silverman (2003) suggests there may be four main methods of collecting qualitative data - observation, analysis of texts/documents, interviews, recording & transcribing real situations.

· Interviews and observations enable a researcher to investigate in some detail individual perceptions of a phenomenon such as observing organisational culture

· Audio & video recording used to understand how participants organise their talk and body movements

· Textual analysis used to understand “written” sources used in the workplace

· Such an investigation is therefore limited in its scope, and many people would argue that the claims made on the basis of such research cannot be generalised to other contexts 

Seale (2004: 53) emphasises some terms important for researching including:
Models, concepts, theories, hypothesis, methodology, methods and findings.

Quantitative approaches to research

· Experiments and large-scale questionnaires (sent to more than 30 participants) enable a researcher to test out hypotheses by isolating and investigating specified variables. 

· Though such an investigation is likely to be more extensive in its scope, covering a large number of cases, many researchers suggest that such research is less effective in an investigation of people's views, values and actions in real life situations: a complex web of interacting meanings affected by a multiplicity of variables. 

The two approaches qualitative and quantitative may be combined, as qualitative data may put a human face to quantitative data. 

Though there is a tendency to categorise research as belonging to one tradition or other, this is a rather sterile exercise, given that much research uses research from both traditions. For example, in the analysis of sales, quantitative methods (questionnaires) were used to gather information, qualitative methods (interviews) were used to investigate customer preferences in customer service analysis. 

 According to Salkind (2006) different approaches to research are heavily influenced by the nature of the question you are asking, the methods used to answer it and the degree of precision that method brings to working towards answering your question.
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Purposes of research

In the last thirty years, there has been a much greater involvement of the State in the funding of research, and this has led to a re-analysis of the purpose of research. This was outlined in stark terms by the Rothschild Report (1971): 


The customer says what he wants; the contractor does it if he can; and the customer pays … The country's needs are not so trivial as to be left to the mercies of a form of scientific roulette, with many more than the conventional 37 numbers on which the ball may land. (p. 3, para. 6) 


The above suggests that research prior to the 1970s in Britain was vague, unplanned for, and too remote from the realities of contemporary issues, having little to offer for the solution of society's problems. This view conceived of research in more commercial terms: governments funded research as a form of investment in society, with the aim that it would provide worthwhile answers to practical problems, which would guide or even contribute to policy making at a local and national level. For some time, academic research was criticised for losing that link with professional realities. Research in the last 10 years in the public services in particular has been under the microscope - why do research if it is not going to provide answers which are applicable and relevant to the organisation? 


Davies et al. (2000) describe the research into road traffic infrastructure, driver and pedestrian behaviour in the 1970s and 1980s. They argue that whilst this may have contributed to more effective use of public resources, it did not address the more basic questions of 'what works' in achieving the policy goals of a transport system: i.e. how to improve access to destinations for social and economic purposes. 

Criticisms of the so called 'Engineering model' of research 

However, the so called 'Engineering model' of research has been criticised by a number of sources: including a reference to Rothschild (SSRC 1982), 

The need for independence from government departments is particularly important because so much social science is the stuff of political debate … It would be too much to expect (government) ministers to show enthusiasm for research designed to show that their policies were misconceived. But it seems obvious that in many cases the public interest will be served by such research being undertaken. In short therefore, it seems that the principle in 'Government Research and Development' that all applied Research and Development must be done on a customer-contractor principle has little application to the kind of research sponsored by the Scottish Educational Research Association. (p. 7, paras 3.12 and 3.13) 

In the years following the rise of authoritarian regimes throughout the world and the Second World War, research was seen to have an important democratic and liberating function. Indeed for many the sight of books being burned in Nazi Germany of the 1930s was a chilling announcement that people would be next for the fires. Vygotsky, for many a guiding light in the world of psychological research, himself fell from favour in the Stalinist Russia of the 1930s: publication of his works in English by American academics in the 1960s and 1970s is an example of how research formerly stifled by political control, can be liberated for the greater value of society. His work has gone on to influence the development of education practices, however in no way can Vygotsky have predicted 70 years earlier how his work would have had such an impact on public policy. 


The purpose of research - an alternative view 

An alternative view sees the purpose of research as guiding public policy in an indirect way. Thus research feeds and interrogates the general background of knowledge in a society: at times critical, at times supportive, sometimes of direct relevance and sometimes less relevant to public policy. Though the source of funding for research can provide a focus, loss of independence in the way that research is carried out can only lead to a depletion of procedural objectivity highlighted above. 

What makes good research?

Although the following is a few years old, it provides a sharply focused example of the values and purposes of research. 


Though you may not be working in the field of education, the debates about research will be of direct relevance to you. Educational research in Britain has suffered a scathing attack under a report produced for the Office for Standards in Education by James Tooley (OFSTED 1998). Though it could be argued that this report itself was motivated by a right-wing ideological attack on the democratic-liberal function of research, there were a number of important issues of quality outlined. These are relevant to all who are about to carry out research. Tooley stipulated the following criteria for 'good research' in education: 

· Does it make a serious contribution to fundamental theory or knowledge? 

· Is it relevant to practice? 

· Is it co-ordinated with preceding or follow-up research?

Notes 
You might have translated some of Tooley's ideas into the following:

1. Is the focus of the research on issues concerned with professional practice?

2. Improving the work place?

3. Improving the product or service delivered by the organisation?

4. Developing effective management and organisation?

5. Policies in relation to any of the above?

6. Developing theoretical perspectives or methodology which move any of the above forward?

7. Is the research conducted by you as a practitioner, or informed by your own agendas?

8. Is the research presented in a way which is accessible to your colleagues and others in your profession?

Use these notes as a checklist in the future to reflect on the quality of your research.

Silverman (2001) underlines the key questions to ask about a piece of research in ascertaining its effectiveness:

Evaluation of research

1. Are the methods of data gathering and analysis appropriate to the nature of the question being asked?

2. Are clear connections made to an existing body of knowledge or theories?

3. Are there clear accounts of the criteria used for the selection of cases for study, and of the methods for data gathering and analysis?

4. Does the sensitivity of the research methods match the needs of the research question to avoid “bending” known as skewing the results?

5. Is the research methodology for analysis recognisable and adequately explained?

6. How systematic is the analysis?

7. How adequate is the discussion of how themes categories and concepts were derived from the data?

8. Is there a broad enough discussion as to how the evidence stands for or against the researcher’s argument?

9. Is there a transparent distinction made between the actual data and its interpretation?

In work-based learning the research should be relevant to practice, making a contribution to theory and knowledge surrounding the workplace by building on previous research and indicating follow-up areas.
Stages of research 

Research is a collection of separate phases including data gathering techniques, analysis and presentation of data to professional audiences. It is the researcher’s decisions that lead to methodologies yielding sound results. Below is an illustration of this process.
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