Chapter 3: Methodology
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3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, the methods and processes involved in carrying out the research were described by adopting a desk-based research that is literature-based research method. The study was based solely on the academic literature because it was aimed at comprehending Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in the early childhood stage. The methodology spelt out the way secondary research had been carried out systematically with the help of published literature search in reputable databases. Identification of the studies with relevance, development of effective search strategy, selection of credible sources and analysis of the source through thematic coding were the steps taken in the search process. In the same chapter, the quality and ethics of the research were also explained and guaranteed transparency, reliability, and scholarly integrity during the research process.

3.2 Search Strategy 

The research title and objectives were used as the source of keywords derived both in general and technical terms. These were; Autism Spectrum Disorder, ASD in young children, early diagnosis of autism, interventions of autism, autism and parental experience and child development and ASD. Search refinements were made with the help of such Boolean operators as AND, OR, and NOT. As an illustration, the search term ASD AND early diagnosis reduced the number of results to those that are relevant, whereas the search term ASD OR autism increased the search results. An indexed search strategy was adhered to note productive keywords, database titles, search terms, and results. This made consistency and transparency in the search.

3.3 Searching for Information 

Databases and Platforms:
Such primary academic databases as PubMed, PsycINFO, ERIC, Scopus, and Google Scholar were used as the main ones. Such databases were chosen as they offer peer-reviewed and evidence-based literature in the fields of psychology, education, and medical sciences itself, which are directly related to ASD research. Besides, access to the full-text academic papers was guaranteed by consulting the University Library Database.

Using Filters:
Search results were refined to a greater degree using filters to enhance the accuracy and relevance of the results. To have a limited number of publications covering recent developments, the publication date was limited to research published between 2014 and 2024. Peer-reviewed journal articles in English addressing children aged between 2-8 years were included only. Articles that used adult populations of ASD or were not peer-reviewed were eliminated.

Search Process:
The search was initiated with a broad search which was narrowed down progressively with the help of a combination of Boolean operators and filters. In cases where irrelevant studies were generated upon search, a modification of keywords to narrow down to particular areas like ASD interventions, early childhood diagnosis and family experiences was applied. To document the information about every article, a source tracking table was prepared, which included the title, the author, the year of publication, core findings of the article, and their applicability to the research objectives. 

3.4 Research Validation 

All the articles were first skimmed through reading of the title, abstract, introduction, and conclusion to see whether they were relevant to the research question. This hasty filtering made sure that only the articles covering ASD during the early-childhood were short-listed to be reviewed in full. The sources were evaluated by using the CRAAP Test (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy, and Purpose) to determine the quality of the source. The emphasis was placed on recent studies (Currency), studies that directly dealt with early ASD (Relevance), and the works that were written by authority scholars or institutions (Authority). Data consistency has been assessed by checking data accuracy across the studies, and the Intention of every source has been analyzed to exclude promotional or biased data. As an illustration, a research based on the adult ASD experiences was not included because it failed to meet the Relevance criterion, whilst a systematic review published by The Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders in 2021 was included due to its rigour and credibility in the methods.

3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were also important in ensuring that this research was of good standard, reliable and relevant. Inclusion criteria were properly worked out to leave only the most credible and relevant researches. In particular, the peer-reviewed journal articles published in 2014 to 2024 were incorporated into the study to make the information capture the latest developments in the field. Only the English-language publications were incorporated to enable an appropriate interpretation and a regular analysis. Moreover, children between 2 and 8 years old were limited to the scope of study because this is the most critical phase of early detection and treatment in Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Articles covering diagnostic procedures, interventions, genetic and environmental factors and parental or caregiver experiences were given priority since they directly met the research goals.

Conversely, by exclusion criteria, the studies that were on adolescents or adults with ASD were eliminated because the developmental features and intervention requirements of the young children are quite different at an earlier age. To maintain academic rigour, non-peer-reviewed resources, e.g. blogs, dissertations, opinion papers, and conference abstracts lacking full papers were also omitted. The use of these criteria ensured that the research had a narrow, up to date, and quality evidence base that would enable the synthesis of results that would be most applicable in early childhood ASD.

3.6 Analysing Research 

To analyse and interpret the chosen literature, the thematic coding approach was used as a systematically analysed and interpreted methodology. All the articles were carefully read several times, to understand the content of the article completely, and major ideas, patterns and keywords were detected. Preliminary codes were reserved to common concept like early diagnosis, intervention techniques, genetic and environmental issues and experiences of parents and caregivers. This coding operation assisted in the disaggregation of the complex information into the same analytical units, which made it possible to conduct meaningful comparisons over different studies.

After the first coding process, these codes were categorized to more general themes that were highly relevant to the research goals. To give an example, the following articles on early screening techniques, diagnostic instruments, and obstacles to the initial detection were grouped in the theme Diagnostic Challenges and Early Detection. In the same way, the articles speaking about behavioural therapies, family-based interventions and their results were provided under the heading Effectiveness of Intervention Strategies. Studies that are investigating biological and environmental factors were summarized with under the heading Genetic and Environmental Determinants of ASD.

3.7 Ethical Considerations 

Secondary Research Ethics:
As this research was purely based on secondary data, there was no direct interaction with human participants. The same data was used that is publically accessible in academic and credible online databases.

Academic Integrity:
The source was also cited using Harvard reference style which ensured ethical writing practices. There were attempts to present the thoughts of other writers with true depiction and not distortion or misinterpretation.

Transparency and Credibility:
The researcher was fair and objective in the selection and presentation of literature. The basis of selecting sources was nothing but relevance and quality and so, the conclusions made were based on evidence and not on personal assumptions or prejudice.

3.8 Chapter Conclusion

This chapter described the methodological framework that was adopted to undertake the secondary research. It explained the relevance of the literature that was identified, judged and analysed using thematic codification. The data reviewed was of good quality and credible because of the search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and process validation. It was ethically upright and transparent as it complied with the set academic standards. 
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