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Critically evaluate a range of methodological approaches, research designs, and research methods appropriate to gather data from complex work-based settings, with due consideration to research ethics and issues of insider research.

Introduction
My main focus in undertaking a work based research project is to gain insights to improve my own professional practice (Merriam, 1995, p.51) and also to improve my students’ understanding and abilities in ‘Acting Through Song’. Chilisa & Kawulich, (2012, p.1) highlight that each researcher brings their own view of truth. So I also need to understand how my own personal beliefs will affect my approach. This has led me to consider ontology – whether truth is external or subjective. Which guides my own paradigm (set of beliefs) which MacKenzie & Knipe, (2006, p. 2) suggest is vital step to identify from the outset as it dictates the subsequent epistemological/methodological approach to uncovering, assuming this is actually possible, the truth. I realise there are also important ethical issues to consider before undertaking a work based project particularly where my actions directly affect my students.

Ontology
Ontology is concerned with the nature of reality (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). The reasearcher will have a veiw on whether there is one objective reality or mutliple versions depending on each person’s subjective perception(Cohen, et al., 2011). 
In my practice it is pragmatic to consider there maybe a single reality of truth (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012) for example the idea of what good singing is cannot be fully quantified but using generally accepted ideas of good singing are useful to give direction to my own and my students viewpoints. Can you objectively test ability acting through song to some degree maybe but even expert observers may disagree on what they are obeserving (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). This dilemma leads myself to a pragmatic ‘dynamic system of beliefs’ (Morgan, D.L., 2007) where both approaches to what is truth can be used to find practical, perhaps for now, solutions. As an artist I like the uncertainty of truth and the evolving possibilities.

Epistemology 
The researcher assumptions about how best to access the true nature of the world is their epistemology (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). How to access and communicate knowledge (Cohen, et al., 2011) will be influenced by the research’s own ontological views on the nature of reality. In the college environment it appears to be an ever changing mix of external and internal realities. Marking assignments in preparation for the SV (Standards Verification) consist of identifying where evidence provided matches the given criteria in a way that appears to suggest an external objective truth. However it in practice in Musical Theatre this is more subjective in judging who has meet the criteria depending on the viewpoint taken of the criteria. For example a criteria which includes the word ‘comprehensive’. What does that actually mean in the context of a college age student? In fact part of the marking of assignments involves indicating why a particular criteria has been achieved where it does not seem obvious. This I know from experience can influence the objective, or at least distanced external moderator (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). 
I am interested in why do college age students find it difficult to combine Acting and Song in a natural and connected way and why Drama Schools, as a given, take first years back to basics to sort out basic faults. I understand the shifting realities of what is considered good in ‘acting through song’ and each Drama School has their own opinion but I would like to provide a step forward by finding a way of addressing these issues at college level to help more effective progression for students. I am aware I am making ontological assumptions that there is more than one reality independent of myself as researcher (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). At the same time I am conscious that there is something objective about what makes good acting through song but I feel it might be very difficult to find the objective truth, certainly with the scope of my own small research project. I would be happy for practical, pragmatic gains

Paradigm
Ontological approach and how to thus undercover that knowledge leads to leads to the researcher’s paradigm or broad view of the world. Social scientists in general agree that paradigm “influence the kind of knowledge researchers seek and how they interpret the evidence they collect” (Morgan, 2007, page 50). 

Positivism
Guba and Lincoln (1994), assume an external specific singular reality (Feilzer, 202, p.6)  can be accessed scientifically, in particular through mathematics. This is Positivism and was the main reliable approach with social science research until 1980’s (Morgan, 2007). Often described as normative in the sense that as humans we are governed by rules (Cohen, et al., 2011). The epistemology approach that correlates with positivism is that the researcher is outside the behaviours and can therefore be objective and independent of the truths being investigated and not affect those truths. The reliability of this approach was based in it’s scientific rigour and quantitative methodology (Merriam, 1995, p.51).

I think in my own practice positivism has a place but not a prominent place. I can see that objective measure of lung capacity, projection, and other aspect of acting and voice may be effectively measured but my hunch is this may be the basis but not the essence of good acting through song or even necessarily correlates the successful acting through song. How you objectively measure say the connection between technique and success of acting through song seems more subjective that it might appear. The irony is that I do think there may be post-positivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p.109) objective external truth that will help more students to achieve success but we will not be able to clarify it to a great degree.
Constructivism
The anti-positivists and post-positivists dismiss the view that behaviour is governed by universal laws and that we can be completely objective. This led to interpretivism or constructionism as an alternate to the positivist paradigm in the belief that ‘reality is socially constructed’ (Mertens, 2014, p.8). It takes into account the individual’s frame of reference as integral to our understanding (Cohen, et al., 2011). To understand the behaviour or action the investigation is focused on the individual’s perception of the world (Cohen, et al., 2011).
In practice this approach might look at the responses of the students to the exercises given as a way into providing understanding of the exercise itself. Their ability to do the exercise may be traced to their perception rather than the objective aspects of the exercise. This may result in clearer advice or alteration of the exercise to enable a more successful outcome. 


Pragmatist
Because there are two mutually opposed paradigms it seems logical that there is another more practical paradigm that brings elements of both constructivism and positivist epistemologies together. Allowing for different views of the world and assumptions and more objective data also allows for different forms of data collection and interpretation (Creswell, 2003). I find it difficult to fully invested in constructivism or positivism as I believe both are equally valid viewpoints and both have inherent problems. Pragmatism, therefore seems a reasonable approach as it will allow for flexible approaches to match the circumstances. For example, measuring improvements in technique could suit a positivist approach. While the ability to access vocal exercises effectively could benefit from a constructivists interpretation of the individual’s reality. Which in turn could then inform the improvements in approach to the exercises or even indicate how to change the exercises. This problem-centered approach  (Dewey, 1910, summarised in Morgan, D. L., 2013, p.1047) brings benefits in it’s flexibility but also issues in controlling the project and avoiding bias.


methodological approach
The methodological methods used to collect data and then analyse/interpret (Berg, 2001, p.2) follows closely the chosen paradigm. The choice of which to use or what combination is directly connected to the ontological viewpoint (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). It is important to clarify your ontological paradigm in relation to your own viewpoints, experience and work environment to ensure that the research approach is suitable. There are two main methodological approaches quantitative and qualitative. 


quantitative
[bookmark: _Hlk61780251]This is objective in approach. Little (2013) suggests the purpose of quantitative approach is to outline objective reality with numbers and statistics. Analysis of quantifiable data to reveal the truth is the aim. This approach is excellent for research questions which are numeric and statistical in nature and for observing something that is measurable in this way. It often builds on previous research, is deductive and works towards a conclusion. The premise is that a hypothesis (or multiple hypothesis) can be tested in such a way which constrains a limited number of variables which can be examined to confirm the hypotheses validity or not (Denscombe, 2012). A strength of this approach lies in its narrowness of focus. Some benefits are the data is less open to interpretation and with larger sample sizes results can be extrapolated to the wider population (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). I do not have a background in statistical analysis so this approach is limited  for myself. In addition I do not ontologically align with this approach as student interaction is much more complex and subtle and a black and white approach feels less productive in my college environment particularly as further theories and avenues of investigation are not easily generated (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012).



Experiment
One typical method of quantitative research is experiment where one variable is changed and the impact on another variable is quantified (Cohen, et., 2011). It is a positivist epistemology and this approach is to ensure, as far as possible, results that accurately reflect reality (Easterby-Smith, et, al., 2012). This may be considered an effective way of showing whether a particular technique or exercise is valid. By taking two groups, equal in all ways would minimise impact on the experiment’s results. One group gets the exercise or technique and the other ‘control group’ not. If the non-control group shows improvements and the control group doesn’t it could be assumed that the intervention has some validity. This approach appears to give clear answers. It can verify a hypothesis both for or against the hypothesis. It can be exploratory by showing the effects of certain changes of variables (Cohen, et, al., 2011). This suits environments where the variables can be controlled. In my teaching the situation is not this clinical. We are dealing with young people and as Cohen discusses (2011) all things being equal and random allocation to either control or experimental group still allows for many uncontrollable variables within each group. (Slavin, 2007, cited in Cohen, et al., 2011).


Survey research
Survey research as a quantitative method aligns with the positive paradigm and aims to reveal patterns and cause and effect (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). It suggests epistemologically reality should be able to be measured using an detached objective viewpoint.  Survey will usually use a sample of the population which can then potentially be extrapolated to the population as a whole (Bell, 2010). 
This approach works with more simple numeric, yes no etc and therefore could be useful is getting a baseline on factors considered to result in good acting through song. This could usefully come from a large sample of the general audience and a smaller sample of expert teachers. The researcher here is somewhat detached from the sample and facts can emerge which can then influence the choice of exercises to focus on to help improve acting through song. Careful wording of the questions is needed to avoid bias, and you may not get a truly representative sample. 

Qualitative
Qualitative methods are wider in scope, inductive and rich in data collected producing many potential future lines of investigation. Rather than working to a hypothesis emergent theory result from the data collected. Therefore the type of research questions allow for more open responses. This allows for ideas that do not stem from previous research but may be based on a feeling or hunch. It is interpretative not as constrained in its analysis of the variables (Denscombe, 2012) 
Data analysis of qualitative data may be approached from a deductive or inductive viewpoint. The researcher can view the data through specific deductive lenses to test it against their hypothesis. This can be quicker than a less specific view of the data but it does limit the potential for emergent ideas to arise from the data. It is also susceptible to research bias (Burnard, et al., 2008) where the data is manoeuvred somewhat to fit with the researcher’s hypothesis. Inductive approach comes from all the data collected. The analysis starts during data collection so is a more agile approach allowing for ideas to emerge and to quickly identify new lines of enquiry or adaptations to the existing lines of enquiry to develop.  Potential deviations from the hypotheses can produce fruitful lines of enquiry also.  
For students developing their acting through song techniques the inductive approach may allow new ideas of how to improve the exercises and/or approach to developing effective acting through song techniques. 





Phenomenology
Phenomenology recognises the subjective human element in research (Laverty, 2003, p.22). It’s focus is on the experience of the individual, so not an objective external reality, here reality belongs to the individual (Laverty, 2003). Breaking the individual from external reality according to Edmund Husseri remove any assumptions about an external reality to give direct access to how reality is constructed within the individual directly (Cohen, et al., 2011). This provides rich data on the individual’s perceptions of constructed reality. In collecting data it is time consuming and wide ranging. Open ended questions which allow for the individual’s experiences and understanding may provide a rich understanding leading to interpretations and ideas which may lead to changes help a wider population. Surveying participants experience of individual exercises may elicit useful information of improving the exercises or approach to the exercises which help more people make better improvements.

Hermeneutics
Hermeneutics is another qualitative methodology that is concerned with interpretation of the recorded and written word (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). The research question is central to the ‘hermeneutic circle’ (Heidegger, (1927) cited in Laverty, 2003) which allows the researcher to branch out in many directions but always come back to the central question, and as Paterson and Higgs (2005) developed in their ‘Hermeneutic spiral’ each time coming back to the central question with more and more knowledge . This methodology is considered rigorous and creative (Paterson & Higgs, 2005, p.339). Using this methodology I would be aware of my own background in working with students, providing exercises, having done the exercises myself as an important and integral part of the
process (Laverty, 2003, p. 28).




Action research
Action research is used by practitioners to investigate a potential area that could be improved (Bell, 2010). This approach uses cyclical process of ‘look-think-act’ (Reason & and Bradbury, 2001, p. 403) and offers, perhaps, a powerful approach for change (Cohen, et al., 2011). The practitioner investigates their own area of practice and in consultation with other practitioners explain their own practise. They reflect and monitoring their own learning and analyse how this influences their practise. Developing theories and testing these against the critiques of others and thus providing peer validity (Whitehead & McNiff, 2006). In my own practice I have previously done Action Research and have found it useful but also found it difficult to remain objective in my interpretation of results. 

Mixed methods
This approach, takes from both qualitative and quantitative as the need arises and is driven by the research questions rather than the researcher methodological preference (Cohen, et al., 2011). Behind the mixed methods approach are a number of advantages in that the strengths of each approach can be utilised and weaknesses mitigated by the other approach. Mackenzie and Knipe (2006) state all paradigms should be able to use any method to not ‘limit the depth and richness of a research project’. A mixed approach allows for using both quantitative and qualitative methods in any combination enabling both analysis and exploration to suit the research as appropriate (Grand Canyon University, 2018). 
Mixed methods are flexible and can be used in combinations to provide understanding and confirmation (Robinson et al., 2011) of data. For example a quantitative asking of questions and gathering focused data and then following this with qualitative investigations into some of the interesting aspects of the quantitative results (Morgan, 2007, cited in Robinson et al., 2011). So as pragmatic and rich as the mixed approach could be I imagine my own skills an environment will limit myself to basic quantitative with a more qualitative approach.


Within the teaching profession there is not really an evidence based research as part of   frontline teacher’s role. We do look at research but not undertake it as part of the everyday job. We do tend to analyse as we go along but in a microcosm rather than across the whole profession. We do sometimes work with other teachers and with teaching and learning teams but these are still have not fully developed into formal and everyday research yet. So some approaches and methods are more accessible to us depending on our background. Mine is in the arts, in marketing and in computing. None of this background included training in statistics. I rely on researchers to provide the quantitative research which is often transformed through a third party to appeal to the busy teacher. CPD is normally about current understanding of teaching and how we can apply this to our own practice practically. For example a current popular theory is Carol Dweck’s (2012) Growth Mindset. It has been in the research papers for many years before it was been introduced into our environment. Even though Dweck has moved on to Strategic Planning in her latest research I doubt that this will trickle down to us for a number of years; even though this has something to offer the teacher now. 

Quantitative methods
It is accepted that quantitative methods “provide powerful tools for establishing truths about the objective reality at an estimated level of precision and with a specified level of confidence” (Wang, et al., 2013, page718), allowing for projecting results to bigger populations. This approach will, in general, be aligned to predetermined methods. For example: statistical analysis and performance data (Creswell, 2003). In practice a quantitative approach might consider an informed hypothesis, based on previous research, such as the effectiveness of breathing approaches for Musical Theatre singers, with information collected and analysed using statistical methods in order to support or contradict the existing research (Cresswell, 2003). This statistical analysis can provide the probability of the sample results being statistically significant and can also be used to judge the effect size of the relationship between cause and effect; and any practical importance of the results (Bruce Thompson in Little, 2013)

Survey
Creswell (2003) highlights survey design provides the researcher the ability to describe numerically a representative sample from which you can project generalisations for a wider population. Surveys align to a positivist epistemology by assuming that we all follow regular patterns and even though it may be difficult to reveal them because of the many diverse factors and variables, they will be there (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). These surveys can be confirmatory and support a hypothesis or not. It can also be exploratory where patterns and relationships are considered (Cohen, et al., 2011).

There are two surveys types (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012) that may be appropriate to my teaching context. Firstly, factual surveys attempt to extract factual data from the participants. This can be straightforward and quick. However it is susceptible to participants not being truthful and assumptions of what they think they should be saying. Secondly, inferential surveys try to establish relationships between concepts and variables by isolating variables that are presumed to be involved to clarify any causality. This might be a useful approach. However considering my knowledge of voice, acting and teaching if the survey contains my own biases and assumptions. The wording may very well lead a student to respond in a particular way rather than a more truthful response. 
Many conditions can influence the validity of surveys. Poor wording, a sample group that is not representative, low response, untruthful answers (Cohen, et al., 2011). A well designed survey does have the potential to indicate a truer nature of reality than a poorly designed survey. It also can recognise the influence of the participants feelings and viewpoints and this subjective data can prove valuable and perhaps more useful than numerical data.

Qualitative methods
This approach centers on the collection of open-ended data from which themes can be drawn and developed (Creswell, 2003). Using in-depth interview is appealing as it is likely to produce very rich data allowing for themes to emerge and be followed up (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). It allows the participant’s understanding of experience to be communicated thus we can gain insight into their view of reality. A potential negative is they can be time consuming and complex (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). Preparation such as drafting, piloting and refining questions until the validity of the questions can be assured and in line with the chosen lines of enquiry. It is clear that there are issues as the participant may give data which is unclear.

Focus groups
Focus groups provide, perhaps, a more efficient process as you get a group’s responses as opposed to individual responses to go through and interpret. It can provide understanding of how the participants think and can uncover reasons for their viewpoints (Kitzinger, 1995). The interview role is to moderate the discussion and allow for participants to contribute effectively. This is quite a skilful position and can skew result if for example through unconscious bias and/or not enabling free and comfortable flow of discussion from the participants (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). Moreover groups of participants can provide very rich data into motivations and reasons and details as they are both explainers and questioners of the discussion. This interaction can provide data that is not easily obtained in other approaches such as the individual interviews. The focus group can also indicate the level of agreement or disagreement on the themes (Morgan, 1996).Focus groups seem to be a useful way of eliciting data from a group and analysing it quicker than collating individual interviews. In my teaching environment this groups discussion is already an integral part of education so would not be out of place. As an experienced teacher it is possible to facilitate such discussions but I am aware the unconscious bias and perceptions I have will need to be accounted for.

Focus group challenges
Clearly the issues with the validity of qualitative data collection are many. This can be from the phrasing of questions, the order of questions, the moderator’s abilities and biases to the participant’s desire to be helpful. Therefore there are limitations and maintaining ethical rigour is probably more challenging in this way than for collecting quantitative data. Particularly as an insider researcher the checks on your own contribution to not bias the data collection process (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). 
Qualitative approach can produce rich data however it can be unwieldly, provide false information and ethical considerations more challenging and potentially more susceptible to researcher bias. A mixed-method approach may help by providing a more diverse collection of data points both quantitative and qualitative. This data collection may be at the same time or staggered and so can inform the next data collection. There is potential for a more rounded understanding. This is more appropriate to my teaching context where a mixed approach could capture participant’s experience and there objective understanding and progress through given exercises. The participant’s approach is equally important data to allow for small changes to the exercises or approach to help to unlocking the exercises more effectively for more students.

Insider Research ethical issues
Being rigorous and ethical are an essential aspect for the researcher. “Researchers should operate as thinking, reflective practitioners who are prepared to ask difficult questions about the ethics and politics of their own research practice on a regular basis” (Mason,1996, cited in Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012, page 97). As an insider researcher participating in and recording data Easterby-Smith, et al., (2012) suggests objectivity may be, in reality, unattainable and that we participate in self-deception either to some extent, or it is essentially deception (Ditton, 1977) in what we think we are doing. 
Conversely they are some advantages to Insider Research. It is a position that is unique in that the researcher is in a potentially powerful position to investigate and improve their  practice. They also have unique insight and control regarding their choice of investigation, access to participants and data that can enhance knowledge. They can make improvements from an informed position (Costley, et al., 2010). Practically the Insider Researcher can work within the existing systems, possibly understand the unique nature of the investigation and as Saidin & Yaacob (2016) discusses they are able to relate well to the participants and potentially this can elicit more truthful data.  This needs to be balanced against the lack of impartiality and lack of objectivity and objective interpretation of data (Costley, et al., 2010). The Insider Researcher is susceptible to their own viewpoints on what is important and what is not, which may be at odds from a more objective outsider (Saidin & Yaacob, 2016).

On balance
Saidin & Yaacob (2016) sees insider-led projects as valuable as long as ethical concerns are strongly met when conducting research to mitigate bias and ensure research objectives are achieved with integrity. I do think my 30 years of teaching has given me knowledge and insight into a whole range of circumstances, useful knowledge and perspectives that I can bring to insider research as long as I follow strict ethical guidelines throughout the investigation. Bell and Bryman (2007), cited in Easterby-Smith, et al., (2012) provides suitable guidance in their ten principles of ethical practice to ensure the interests of the participants are protected, bias is mitigated and accuracy of results.

Conclusion
I intend to investigate exercises which my help bring together aspects of acting and voice  for 16-18yrs College age Musical Theatre students in a more integrated way than I presently have observed and thus better prepare students for Drama School. My hunch is the reason that students’ in their first year at Drama School are taken back to basics is because it is needed and indicates errors at the previous level not being successfully addressed at a basic level. I intend to conduct a general survey on what makes good acting through song. This will be distributes to my participants, the general public as audience observers and to expert teachers of acting through song. This approach will provide areas to focus on in terms of exercises to use. A quantitative measuring of progress over a period of time with the exercises and a focus group on the effectiveness of the exercises from the student’s point of view may provide rich data. This constructivist approach (Cohen, et al., 2011) may bring up areas to then focus on to improve the exercises. The exercises will then be delivered over a period of time. Finally another survey requesting participant’s perceptions of what they have done and how effective the exercises have been for them in improving their abilities in acting through song. I will want to know how simple the approach has been, how effective and do they see approach to acting through differently from before the project. I will also invite an expert panel to comment on strengths and weaknesses in comparision to expectations at Drama School and if they are willing ask that they assess on the same criteria the acting through song examples before participants started doing the exercises. To make it more objective I will not identify to the panel which is from the start of the process and which are from the end of the process.

A pragmatist mixed method approach appeals most in that it will allow an investigation to develop and provide some objective outcomes. It will also provide a rich understanding of the relationship between exercises, value of exercises and the participants’ perception of value along with some expert observations this will help future development of this method to acting through song in future iterations to make it more effective at college level in preparation for Drama School.
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