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AI Acknowledgement

I confirm that I have not used any AI tools in the research and creation of this assignment. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. 
I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used, which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

OR:

I acknowledge the use of [AI Tool] [(AI Tool url)] on [Date] to [Purpose my work]. I used the prompt(s): 
1. [Prompt] Check the structure of my academic writing 
2. [Prompt] check that my citations and reference list match
3. [Prompt] Give me feedback according to the assessment brief 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. 
I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 






Please refer to the next page for examples.
Prior to submission of your assignment, please delete any information on these pages that is not relevant to your submission, including the examples given below.

Examples of AI statements
Example 1: 
I acknowledge the use of Grammarly (https://www.grammarly.com/) on 10 February 2024 to check my work using the prompt(s): 
1. Please check the following text for readability, grammar and syntax. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
Example 2: 
I acknowledge the use of SciSpace (https://typeset.io/) on 7 March 2024 to support my research using the prompt(s): 
1. Please provide me with materials on the biology of the liver. 
2. Please provide me with materials on liver cells. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
Example 3: 
I acknowledge the use of ChatGPT (https://chatgpt.com/) on 13 April 2024 to write my notes into submission format using the prompt(s): 
1. Please write up these bullet points as an essay paragraph at university level. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 

Example 4 - acknowledgement of the use of multiple AI tools: 
I acknowledge the use of SciSpace (https://typeset.io/) on 28 June 2024 to support my research using the prompt(s): 
1. Please provide me with materials on the American Civil War. 
2. Please provide me with materials on the reception of Gone with the Wind. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 
I acknowledge the use of Adobe Express (https://www.adobe.com/express/) on 24 June 2024 to edit photographic material: 
1. Remove background from Figure 1. 
I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated materials as my own work. I confirm that I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence. 




Joanne Purchase
Component 1
Introduction to research methods in education.

Introduction & Rationale
In the evolving landscape of higher education (HE), the intersection of cultural background, gender identity, and access to institutional support services has emerged as a critical area of concern. International students, particularly those negotiating unfamiliar academic and social systems, often encounter layered challenges. Among these populations, male Chinese students with non-conforming gender identities experience a unique set of pressures. These students must navigate a Western academic environment while simultaneously managing cultural expectations from a collectivist home context. This dual negotiation can shape their willingness and ability to access support services, with implications for academic success, wellbeing, and belonging.
This topic holds personal and professional relevance. As HEIs strive to be more inclusive, there remains a tendency to generalise student needs, overlooking how identity intersections affect service engagement. The experiences of gender-nonconforming Chinese international students are especially under-theorised in the literature (Chowdhury, 2014), despite increasing visibility of gender diversity in global education contexts. This holds true especially in Wales. Understanding these nuanced dynamics is essential for creating equitable support structures that reflect diverse student realities.
This study proposes to explore how male Chinese students with non-conforming gender identities engage with university support services in a Welsh HEI, through a mixed methods approach. A combination of quantitative and qualitative data will offer insights into both patterns and meanings behind engagement behaviours. This work is situated within a growing call for inclusive, culturally responsive support in HE (Berger, 2015). It aims to inform institutional practices while contributing to a more representative body of educational research.
By amplifying voices at the margins, this research seeks not only to close an empirical gap but also to provoke reflection on how identity and culture intersect within support systems in internationalised university spaces.




Evaluating Positivist and Interpretivist Paradigms within a Mixed Methods Framework
To address the research questions exploring how male Chinese students with non-conforming gender identities access and engage with university support services in a Welsh HEI, it is essential to critically evaluate research paradigms that could underpin this mixed methods enquiry. Traditionally, positivism has been associated with quantitative research due to its emphasis on objectivity, measurement, and generalizability (Clark, 1998; Crossan, 2003). Positivism values the systematic testing of hypotheses through statistical means, making it appropriate for the survey component of this research, which aims to assess patterns in students’ awareness and use of institutional support (Jebb, Ng & Tay, 2021). However, critics argue that positivism may oversimplify the lived realities of marginalised groups by reducing complex, subjective phenomena into numeric trends (Clark, 1998; Chowdhury, 2014). While its deductive orientation can reveal "what" patterns exist (e.g., how many students access services or perceive them as effective), it is less suited to unearthing the nuanced, culturally mediated factors shaping such behaviours (Schachter & Rich, 2011). Therefore, while positivism offers strengths for the quantitative aspect, it presents limitations when applied to the exploration of personal identity narratives central to this study.
In contrast, interpretivism is rooted in understanding the subjective meanings that individuals ascribe to their experiences, which aligns with the qualitative component of this research (Scott, 2017; Chowdhury, 2014). This paradigm emphasises the contextual and social dimensions of phenomena, making it particularly appropriate for investigating how cultural factors and gender identity intersect within the experiences of male Chinese students (Schachter & Rich, 2011; Berger, 2015). By privileging participants' voices through semi-structured interviews and focus groups, interpretivism enables the exploration of how students make sense of navigating university services in relation to their identities. However, interpretivism also faces critique for producing findings that are less generalizable due to smaller sample sizes and context-specific insights (Azungah, 2018; Kuczynski & Daly, 2003). This limitation, though, is offset by the depth of understanding it affords, which is critical when researching underrepresented populations whose experiences are often under-theorised in the existing literature (Berger, 2015).
Given the shortcomings of each paradigm in isolation, a pragmatic stance is adopted to bridge the gap between positivist and interpretivist approaches, allowing for a complementary and holistic research design (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Cameron, 2011). Pragmatism supports methodological pluralism and aligns with the study’s intent to answer both “what” and “why” questions regarding male Chinese students’ engagement with HEI support services (McKim, 2017). As Cameron (2011) notes in the Five Ps Framework, pragmatism enables researchers to align paradigms to research purposes, participants, and practicalities. In this study, quantitative data will provide descriptive statistics on the extent of service usage, while qualitative data will contextualise these patterns through an exploration of cultural identity, gender norms, and personal narratives (Leech et al., 2010). This synthesis not only strengthens the credibility and validity of the findings but also aligns with calls for educational research to bridge the gap between theory and practice (Vanderlinde & Van Braak, 2010; Delaney, 1997).
In summary, both positivist and interpretivist paradigms are integral to addressing the research questions. Positivism aids in identifying trends in service engagement, while interpretivism captures the deeper, culturally situated perspectives of the participants. A mixed methods framework underpinned by pragmatism enables this enquiry to leverage the strengths of both paradigms while mitigating their individual limitations, thus providing a comprehensive understanding of the target population's experiences within the Welsh HEI context.

Selecting and Justifying Methods within a Mixed Methods Design
The methodological decisions in this study are directly informed by its underlying epistemological and ontological positions, which frame the selection and integration of qualitative and quantitative methods. Ontology, concerned with the nature of reality, and epistemology, focused on how we know and understand that reality, are central to aligning research design with the study’s objectives (Goertz & Mahoney, 2012; Breukers & Hoekstra, 2004). In this inquiry, the ontological assumption acknowledges that the experiences of male Chinese students with non-conforming gender identities are both socially constructed and influenced by cultural narratives within the university context. Epistemologically, this necessitates a dual approach—one that captures both the objective patterns of behaviour and the subjective interpretations of those behaviours (Ejnavarzala, 2019; Cameron, 2011).
The interpretivist ontology, which posits that reality is multiple and context-dependent, underpins the selection of semi-structured interviews and focus groups for the qualitative strand. These methods allow participants to construct and share meanings related to their identities and experiences of accessing university support services (Chowdhury, 2014; Scott, 2017). Semi-structured interviews enable the exploration of individual narratives, offering flexibility to probe into cultural and identity-related tensions (Kuczynski & Daly, 2003; Berger, 2015). Focus groups, comprising 3–5 participants, are specifically chosen to foster discussion around shared experiences and cultural discourses, while being small enough to support minority voices in a safe and inclusive environment (Wilson, 1997; Hauser et al., 1997). Participants will be recruited through purposive sampling strategies, engaging university-based cultural societies, international student networks, and LGBTQ+ support groups to ensure a diverse and relevant sample (Scott, 2017; Berger, 2015). Qualitative data will be analysed using thematic analysis to identify recurring themes, personal narratives, and culturally embedded meanings that shape participants’ interactions with institutional support structures (Flick, 2018; Berger, 2015).
Conversely, the positivist ontology assumes that there is a single, observable reality that can be measured and explained through objective data collection (Clark, 1998; Goertz & Mahoney, 2012). This informs the inclusion of a Likert-scale survey designed to quantify students’ awareness, usage, and perceptions of support services (Jebb et al., 2021; Tanujaya et al., 2022). The survey aligns with a positivist epistemology, which seeks to generate generalisable knowledge through standardised, replicable methods (Crossan, 2003; Cameron, 2011). By capturing numerical data from a broader population of male Chinese students, the survey will address the need for measurable insights related to the first research question on patterns of service engagement. The resulting quantitative data will be analysed using descriptive statistical methods to identify trends and highlight areas of consistency or concern across the sample.
Although purely qualitative or quantitative designs were considered, both presented epistemological and ontological limitations in addressing the full complexity of the research issue (McKim, 2017; Chowdhury, 2014). A purely qualitative design may have lacked generalisability, limiting its potential to inform institutional policy, while a strictly quantitative approach risked overlooking the nuanced, culturally embedded factors influencing students’ behaviours (Berger, 2015; Schachter & Rich, 2011). Pragmatism—which allows for epistemological flexibility—was therefore adopted, facilitating the integration of both paradigms to serve the research purpose (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Cameron, 2011). Pragmatism prioritises actionable knowledge and is well-suited to addressing both the "what" and "why" embedded in the research questions, making it the most appropriate philosophical stance for this mixed methods enquiry (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Ejnavarzala, 2019). However, it is important to acknowledge assumptions inherent in the study. One such assumption is that students will be comfortable sharing sensitive aspects of their identity in a research setting. This may not always hold true, particularly in group formats like focus groups. Additionally, linguistic and cultural nuances may affect the interpretation of both survey responses and interview narratives.
In summary, this study’s ontology and epistemology directly informs its methodological diversity, ensuring that both objective patterns and subjective narratives are systematically captured and analysed. The complementarity of these methods, based on distinct philosophical traditions, enhances the study's ability to provide both theoretical insights and practical recommendations for HEI.
Integration and Complementarity of Methods in Practice
The complementarity of the selected methods enhances the research's validity and addresses potential limitations inherent in using a single method. As Johnson and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue, mixed methods design allows researchers to “offset the weaknesses of one method with the strengths of another.” In this enquiry, the survey data will provide a broad understanding of service engagement patterns, while the qualitative findings will add depth, illuminating the underlying socio-cultural and identity-related factors shaping those trends (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; McKim, 2017). Moreover, this combination supports triangulation, enhancing credibility by cross-verifying findings through both qualitative narratives and quantitative measures (Leech et al., 2010). However, blending interpretivist and positivist approaches is not without challenges. Scholars highlight potential difficulties such as philosophical incompatibilities between paradigms and the complexities of integrating data meaningfully during the analysis phase (Clark, 1998; Cameron, 2011). Nevertheless, adopting a pragmatic orientation enables the prioritisation of the research questions over philosophical rigidity (Cameron, 2011), ensuring the inquiry remains responsive to both the institutional and personal dimensions of the student experience. This pragmatic approach ultimately maximizes the utility and impact of the research, providing insights relevant to higher education practice and policy (Delaney, 1997; Vanderlinde & Van Braak, 2010).
Ethical Considerations in Researching Gender Identity within Cross-Cultural Contexts
Researching gender identity within a cross-cultural context, particularly involving male Chinese students with non-conforming gender identities, demands a robust ethical framework underpinned by both professional guidelines and inclusive practice principles. This study adheres to the British Educational Research Association (BERA) Ethical Guidelines (2024) to ensure participant dignity, wellbeing, and safety at every stage. Due to the cultural stigma surrounding non-conforming gender identities in many East Asian contexts, ethical sensitivity is paramount (Hauser et al., 1997; Gray, 2018). Core considerations include anonymity, voluntary informed consent, emotional safeguarding, and power dynamics within research settings (Flick, 2018; Agee, 2018).
Voluntary informed consent is especially crucial given the potential power imbalances inherent in university-based research. Participants may feel pressured to comply due to cultural respect for authority or institutional affiliation. To mitigate this, clear, accessible participant information sheets will be provided, including multilingual support, if necessary, to ensure linguistic diversity and comprehension (Session 25.03.25). The right to withdraw will be emphasised repeatedly, and consent will be treated as an ongoing process. Researchers will be trained to identify non-verbal cues of discomfort, acknowledging that emotional expression may vary cross-culturally (Gray, 2018; BERA, 2024).
The use of focus groups introduces both benefits and ethical complexities. While group settings can foster community and mutual validation, they may also risk breaching confidentiality—especially within tightly knit cultural communities (Wilson, 1997; Hauser et al., 1997). To address this, participants will establish ground rules regarding respect and confidentiality, and an alternative one-on-one interview option will be provided. This aligns with inclusive research practices that prioritize participant agencies and methodological flexibility (Session 25.03.25). Furthermore, sessions will be designed to minimise power dynamics—such as through peer-led facilitation or culturally sensitive moderation—to support a power-conscious research environment.
In addition to protecting participants, the research also incorporates a reflexive and positional approach. As noted in the session on unconscious bias, researchers bring their own cultural assumptions, which can influence how data is interpreted (Michael & Samuel, 2012). Strategies such as reflexive journaling and critical peer debriefs will be employed to monitor and challenge implicit biases, including affinity bias, contrast effect, and gender stereotyping. This ensures that findings are not only ethically gathered but also interpreted through an inclusive, critically self-aware lens (Session 25.03.25; Flick, 2023).
Data will be securely managed in accordance with the UK Data Protection Act (2018) and GDPR standards. Aliases will be used, and survey data will be collected via encrypted platforms like Qualtrics to ensure digital confidentiality (Jebb et al., 2021). Post-interview, participants will receive signposting to relevant university support services, including mental health and LGBTQ+ support.
Finally, this ethical and inclusive research design is also a significant institution. By embedding inclusive practice—such as diverse participation, accessible communication, and transparent research relationships—the study models how universities can adapt their own support structures. Insights gained may inform staff training, counselling provision, and culturally competent service delivery, directly contributing to institutional goals of equity and inclusion (Vanderlinde & Van Braak, 2010; Delaney, 1997).
Lastly, researcher wellbeing and reflexivity are crucial, particularly when exploring sensitive, potentially distressing topics. The researcher must remain self-aware of their own positionality and biases, which may influence data collection or interpretation (Berger, 2015; Flick, 2023). Additionally, conducting emotionally charged interviews requires strategies for managing personal stress and ethical supervision to ensure emotional resilience and protect against secondary trauma (BERA, 2024). The ethical framework employed in this inquiry is intended to enhance the safety, dignity, and rights of both participants and the researcher while fostering mutual understanding and trust.
Strengths and Limitations of a Mixed Methods Approach
The adoption of a mixed methods design in this study provides a powerful framework for addressing the research questions in both broad and broad perspectives. One of the most compelling strengths of this approach lies in its ability to facilitate triangulation, allowing the convergence of quantitative trends and qualitative insights to enhance the overall credibility and trustworthiness of findings (Leech et al., 2010; McKim, 2017). While the survey data will capture broad patterns in students’ awareness and use of university support services, the qualitative methods—semi-structured interviews and focus groups—will provide culturally nuanced, context-rich narratives that illuminate how identity, culture, and perception influence engagement with these services (Schachter & Rich, 2011; Berger, 2015).
Another crucial advantage of a mixed method approach is its practical application to institutional policy and professional practice. Quantitative findings will yield generalisable data that can inform strategic decisions regarding service accessibility, communication, and outreach. Simultaneously, qualitative insights will expose underlying social, cultural, and emotional barriers, often invisible in numerical data. These findings can directly inform the development of inclusive staff training programmes, focused on cultural competence, gender diversity, and unconscious bias. For example, workshops might be co-designed with student representatives and include lived experience testimonies to ensure authenticity and impact. Additionally, institutional responses may include revisions to communication materials, ensuring multilingual accessibility, and implementing peer mentoring programmes to support culturally aligned pathways into service engagement.
Critically, this approach aligns with comprehensive research practice by accommodating diverse modes of communication and communication. Offering both surveys and in-depth interviews empowers participants to choose the format that best reflects their comfort and identity. This flexibility upholds the principles of representation and agency while addressing potential language and cultural barriers (Session 25.03.25). Moreover, by embedding participant choice and reflexivity into the research process, the study reflects a power-conscious design, which can serve as a model for institutional research or student feedback mechanisms.
Despite these strengths, the mixed methods approach introduces several challenges. Philosophically, tensions can arise when integrating positivist and interpretivist paradigms, as each is grounded in different assumptions about knowledge and meaning (Clark, 1998; Chowdhury, 2014). These paradigmatic differences can complicate data integration during analysis and interpretation. To navigate this, the study adopts a pragmatic stance, focusing on the research questions and outcomes rather than rigid philosophical alignment (Cameron, 2011; Creswell & Creswell, 2017). This enables a balanced treatment of both data strands, where contradictions are examined for insight rather than treated as methodological flaws.
From a practical point of view, mixed methods of research is more resource intensive. It requires time, technological support, and ethical oversight, particularly when recruiting from a niche and potentially vulnerable population. To mitigate these challenges, the research will implement inclusive recruitment strategies, provide participants with autonomy over their mode of participation, and maintain an ongoing feedback loop to refine tools and methods. This ensures that practical constraints do not hinder ethical obligations or data quality (Flick, 2018; BERA, 2024).
Additionally, researcher reflexivity is integral when engaging with sensitive topics and marginalised populations. Unconscious bias, such as assumptions regarding gender expression or cultural engagement with support services, can shape data interpretation in subtle yet significant ways (Michael & Samuel, 2012). To address this, the study incorporates reflexive journaling, supervisory consultation, and transparent analytic memos to document decisions and assumptions. These strategies aim to protect the authenticity of participant voices while maintaining rigour and ethical accountability (Berger, 2015; Flick, 2023).
In summary, while a mixed methods approach presents both philosophical and logistical complexities, it offers significant strengths in terms of validity, inclusivity, and real-world relevance. This study not only contributes to theoretical understanding but also generates actionable, practice-informed knowledge. Its findings can support HEIs in developing more culturally responsive and accessible support systems, with wider applicability for institutions aiming to improve engagement with minoritised student populations across diverse educational settings.

Additionally, researcher reflexivity is essential when working with sensitive topics and underrepresented populations. Unconscious bias—such as affinity bias, contrast bias, or assumptions shaped by cultural positioning—can affect data interpretation and researcher-participant dynamics (Michael & Samuel, 2012; Session 25.03.25). Reflexive journaling and supervisory check-ins will be integrated throughout the project to support ethical awareness, critical self-examination, and inclusive interpretation of findings (Berger, 2015; Flick, 2023).
In summary, while a mixed methods approach presents certain philosophical and logistical complexities, it offers substantial strengths in terms of validity, inclusivity, and impact. Through a carefully integrated design and reflexive practice, the study not only enhances methodological rigour but also offers practical value—informing institutional strategies to better support international students with diverse gender identities. This approach thus contributes to both academic knowledge and systemic change in higher education environments.
Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality
In alignment with inclusive research practice (Session 25.03.25), it is critical to acknowledge the role of the researcher’s positionality in shaping both the design and interpretation of this study. As a researcher operating within a Western academic context, I bring a set of cultural norms, assumptions, and potentially subconscious biases that may influence how data is collected, interpreted, and presented (Michael & Samuel, 2012). Reflexivity requires me to remain critically aware of how factors such as gender, ethnicity, language, and academic background may affect rapport with participants and the framing of research questions. This is particularly important when researching marginalised populations, where power dynamics may shape what participants feel safe to disclose. Throughout the research process, I will engage in reflexive journaling, regularly interrogating my assumptions and decision-making to mitigate the influence of affinity bias, contrast bias, and other forms of unconscious bias (Session 25.03.25). By doing so, I aim to uphold the integrity of the research and ensure participants' voices are authentically represented.
Conclusion
This study has critically explored and justified the use of a mixed methods approach to investigate how male Chinese students with non-conforming gender identities perceive and engage with university support services in a Welsh higher education institution. In doing so, the paper has evaluated the merits of both positivist and interpretivist paradigms, demonstrating that neither paradigm, when used in isolation, could fully capture the complex, intersectional nature of the research topic. While positivism offers the strength of generalizable, statistical insights into service awareness and engagement patterns, interpretivism facilitates a deeper, culturally grounded understanding of students’ lived experiences (Clark, 1998; Chowdhury, 2014; Berger, 2015). A pragmatic stance has been adopted to reconcile these epistemological differences and ensure that the enquiry remains focused on addressing both “what” and “why” questions central to the research aims (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Cameron, 2011).
The selection of semi-structured interviews and focus groups for the qualitative strand aligns well with the interpretivist underpinnings of this study, supporting the exploration of subjective narratives and cultural identity conflicts. Complementing this, a Likert-scale survey aligned to positivist principles provides measurable insights into broader engagement patterns with institutional support services (Jebb et al., 2021; Tanujaya et al., 2022). Together, these methods allow for triangulation and enhance the validity and depth of the findings (Leech et al., 2010; McKim, 2017).
The paper has also foregrounded key ethical considerations, particularly in relation to safeguarding participants’ anonymity, cultural sensitivity, and emotional wellbeing (BERA, 2024; Flick, 2018). Given the sensitivity of researching non-conforming gender identities within international student populations, the research design prioritises participant autonomy, reflexivity, and respect for cultural diversity (Berger, 2015).
In conclusion, this study provides a robust framework for understanding how cultural and identity-related factors influence male Chinese students' access to university support services. The insights generated will not only contribute to the academic discourse on identity and cross-cultural adaptation but also inform practical, evidence-based strategies to enhance inclusivity within HEIs (Vanderlinde & Van Braak, 2010; Delaney, 1997). Future research could expand on this enquiry by exploring other international student populations or adopting a longitudinal approach in assessing the impact of institutional changes on student engagement and wellbeing.
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