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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.

Most of my research to date has been in and around critical race theory in voice education. My research has led me into observing the socio-cultural tensions caused by inherent racism within the education system (Ginther, 2015), and how I as a freelance voice teacher for actors, can decolonise my own teaching and affect change within the system (Oram, 2019). This change could be manifested in various ways, and in this assignment, I will explore the various components of research structures and methodologies, in order to gain a clearer understanding of how to implement these ideas and affect change through my upcoming research project.  I will begin by looking at ontological and epistemological positions, followed by paradigms; I will then discuss qualitative and quantitative research methodologies, as well as various approaches including phenomenology, hermeneutics, action research, and case study, followed by an exploration of methods; I will finally consider ethics and make a conclusion.
Ontology and Epistemology
According to Chamberlain (2014) it is crucial to recognise when embarking on research, that “our assumptions, and their associated ideologies and values, are enormously influential in shaping what we do and the knowledge that we produce” (p. 11).  This is why defining ones ontological and epistemological viewpoints is essential before embarking on research.
Ontology refers to the nature of reality, and how we perceive the world (Al-Saadi, 2014).  Positivist Ontology considers reality to be objective and therefore knowable (Costley et al, 2010).  Positivists believe that knowledge exists and can be measured and discovered, often with rigorous scientific inquiry (Costley et al, 2010).  Relativist Ontology, on the other hand, considers that reality is subjective and changeable (Gray, 2022). Relativists believe that there are multiple realities (Costley et al, 2010):  What is considered true for one individual or social group, may not be true for another (Ma, 2016). When considering social class and racial discrimination, individuals will have entirely different experiences depending on who they are and where they live, and therefore there would be no single, definitive perspective, which would mean a relativist ontology (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Another ontological perspective worth considering in the context of my research would be historical realism. Historical realism centres around the idea that reality is shaped by power dynamics from social, political, cultural and economic forces (Lincoln, et al., 2011).  This ontology fits well with my own position, and will likely have an impact on whichever route I choose to take with my research.
Epistemology refers to the theory of knowledge, and how we relate to what is known (Al-Ababneh, 2020). Positivist epistemology argues that the researcher is external to the social world, and that relationships with participants should be objective (Gray, 2022). Constructivist epistemology denotes the understanding that reality is created individually and socially (Costley et al, 2010). The researcher is considered an involved participant, and relationships with participants are therefore subjective. 
If I was counting the number of students from pluralistic backgrounds on a voice course, I would likely come from a postivist ontological viewpoint, with a postivist epistmeology: the facts are there to be measured, and my role as a researcher would be objective to the facts.
If I was observing the experiences of students from pluralistic backgrounds, I would likely have a relativist ontological viewpoint and a constructivist epistemology: the individual student experiences are subjective, and my role as a researcher would also be subjective and would affect the research. 
Taking into account my research into racism, it is worth considering the transactional/ subjectivist epistomology: this suggests that knowledge is intertwined with one’s prior experiences, and is shaped by power dynamics, and should therefore be questioned, in order to identify the forces that have shaped it (Lincoln, et al., 2011). From this epistemological standpoint, we can observe the fact that the majority of research literature is written by white men, and that a western narrative dominates the field of research (Chilisa, 2017). Chilisa (2017) claims that mainstream methodologies based on Western paradigms, marginalise other knowledge systems. According to Jones et al. (2015), positivist research and voices are priveleged and funded over their qualitative counterparts, which has led to narrowed beliefs about knowledge construction and evaluation.  If positivist approaches are favoured, and are dominated by western practitioners, then I consider this worth taking into account when observing the knowledge produced, which denotes a transactional/ subjectivist epistemology.
Paradigms
Our epistemological, ontological and methodological assumptions together, define our paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). This is a set of beliefs that inform our research, and different types of research are based on different sets of beliefs.  
The positivist paradigm places value on facts which can be proven scientifically (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Hypotheses are sought to be proven, and the researcher is considered to be objective and external to the research. Quantitative methods are generally used, such as experiments and surveys (Costley et al., 2010).  A positivist approach is considered reliable, as hypotheses are empirically tested, and results measured to define laws and predictions (Velez, 2008).  The disadvantages of a positivist paradigm are that subjective, qualitative data can be lost. These limitations make this an unlikely avenue for my research project at this point, as I imagine I will be predominantly seeking subjective, qualitative data, regarding voice student or teacher experiences. 
Constructivism, contrary to positivism, considers that objective knowledge is a matter of perspective, and that reality is individually and socially created (Shwandt, 1998). Often the researcher is an involved participant, and research seeks to uncover human experience and subjective reality (Costley, et al., 2010). Constructivism allows the researcher to develop a deep understanding of individual perspectives and experiences, and seeks to give voice to the participants (Costley, et al., 2010). The results could provide useful insights for understanding meaning, and for generating new theories. Critical theory, similarly seeks to ‘give voice’ to participants, however it, more specifically, seeks to undermine forces of oppression in order to emancipate the opressed (Lincoln, et al., 2011). This paradigm has a historical realist ontology, a transactional/ subjectivist epistemology, and it identifies problems within the social reality, and questions the forces which have shaped knowledge (Lincoln, et al., 2011). Ginther (2015) uses a critical theory paradigm to discuss dysconscious racism within British drama conservatoires. Her research brings into question traditional drama conservatoire training and  voice teaching methodologies, and identifies areas in need of change: all of which align with the tenets of critical theory (Lincoln, et al., 2011). She engages in a dialogue with the participants, and the research is guided by her values, which demonstrate other facets of critical theory (Lincoln & Guba, 2013). Critical theory includes feminism, critical race theory and others which focus on a critique of power which affects social reality (Lincoln & Guba, 2013). Similar to critical theory, the Transformative paradigm also considers the experineces of marginalised communities.  The focus on action, and the transformational potential of critical theory, feminism, action research, indigenous theory and critical race theory in research, underpin the transformative paradigm (Leavy, 2017). This is a participatory approach, in which the marginalised communities are involved in the research process. Both Transformative and critical race theory approaches resonate with my own area of research, however according to Gray (2022), choosing a paradigm depends entirely upon the research question. With this in mind, the pragmatic paradigm holds some appeal: Pragmatism argues that both quantitative and qualitative methods can coexist, and that it should be the research question that decides the methodology, rather than an onotological and epistemological point of view (Ngulube, 2019). This certainly holds appeal at this stage.
Methodology
Quantitavive analysis provides the researcher with statistical data which can be measured and defined (Male, 2016).  Often using experiments or survey research, such as questionnaires, the researcher can generate numerical data as evidence to define an objective truth (Costley et al, 2010) which aligns with a positivist paradigm.  The definitive nature of numerical evidence provides this approach with some of it’s appeal, along with being able to take large samples, as well as allowing the researcher to make inferences about larger populations than the sample taken (Easterby-Smith et al, 2012). Using quantitative analysis, the government make inferences about numbers of students from various ethnic groups who progress into higher education (Gov.uk, 2022). This data allows the researcher to make reliable assumptions, however, in desigining questions through which numerical results can be generated, quantitative data can be lost or overlooked (Gray, 2022). Using surveys to gain feedback from participants seems a distinct possibility for my own research, however the limitations of quantitative analysis mean that I think it unlikely that I will use quantitative methods for the majority of my project. I am drawn to developing an understanding of human experience, so I imagine my research will be largely qualitative.
Qualitative research aims to generate an understanding of the participants involved, and to glean information on how they interpret the world at a particular moment in time (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012). Qualitative research looks at how and why things happen, and relates to social, cultural and physical phenomena (Lin, 2016).  The researcher’s role becomes part of the study, and influences the research, which can present issues of researcher bias (Gray, 2022; Truong et al., 2015).  Often used to generate new theories, or explore ideas rather than to pinpoint conclusive evidence, qualitative data are more holistic, and can be a compelling source of analysis.  It is often regarded as less valid than quantitative research, due to being unreliable and indefinable (Gray, 2022). Truong et al (2015), use qualitative analysis to observe experiences of racism in graduate education.  Their study provides a deeper understanding of the experiences of the students involved in the study through in depth, semi-strcutured interviews. This qualitative approach offers in-depth analyses of complex systems and experiences that cannot be fully captured through quantitative measurement (Castro, et al., 2010). This approach is likely to form a large part of my own research project, however, depending on my question, combining both methods could be a viable option.
Combining quantitaive and qualitative research methods has long been debated due to their paradigmatic differences: a positivist paradigm underlies quantitative data, whereas a constructivist paradigm underlies qualitative data (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). However, according to Sale et al. (2002), these methodologies can be used to complement each other. Philosophically, mixed methods approaches align with a pragmatic paradigm. The flexibility of a mixed methods approach certainly holds appeal if one could draw strengths from both and minimise weaknesses. 
Phenomenological approaches to research aim to gain an understanding of Iived experiences, motivations and actions (Costley et al., 2010).  According to Costley et al (2010) they are particularly useful in “exposing limitations in current thinking, action or policies, developing widened or alternative persepectives and testing complex systems” (p 87).  Typically, phenomenological research includes qualitative methods such as interviews and or discussions (Webb & Welsh, 2019), and can be beneficial in helping to uncover and explore previously unknown phenomena (Webb & Welsh, 2019). Ginther (2015) uses a phenomenological lens to examine the findings of her research into dysconscious racism in British voice pedagogy: she presents some very interesting and alarming feedback from students through semi-structured interviews, which certainly fits Costley et al’s (2010) description of “exposing limitations on current thinking” (p87). The challenges facing this approach are that the researcher’s interpretation of the individual’s experience may differ from the individual’s meaning or intent (Sloane & Bowe, 2014). Webb and Welsh (2019) claim that the role of the researcher is to use their knowledge to guide and to provide meaning to the inquiry, which could easily present issues of researcher bias. Other issues include that the research is often based on small case studies, presenting concerns with generalisability to other situations (Gray, 2022).  Truong et al. (2015) describe a similar issue in their study into vicarious racism in graduate education. Following a pheomenological approach to their research, they describe their limitation as “selection bias” (p 232): They were able only to interview those who self-selected, which means that potentially variable results could have been attained had other people been interviewed (Truong et al., 2015). In spite of the limitations, this methodology is a credible option for my research project: I am drawn to the basic premise of this approach, which is to understand lived experiences about a particular phenomenon, in order to offer alternative perspectives.
Phenomenology and hermeneutics both concern understanding, however whilst phenomenology concerns understanding lived experience, hermeneutics is primarily the theory of interpretation. Originally concerned with interpreting biblical texts, it also encompasses understanding artefacts, events, social pheomena and their deeper meanings and contexts (Costley, et al., 2010). Hermeneutics considers that observation of reality is not enough to understand it’s complexities, and that the researcher must interpret in order to gain understanding (Gray, 2022). Bernasconi (2017) claims that trying to read the ways in which racism reproduces is a hermeneutiucal task. Where the researcher’s job is to interpret information, bias can be an issue. However, Gadamer (1987) suggests that the biases and background of the researcher help facilitate understanding of another’s experiences. In her study into the experiences of Black women in White communities, Terhune (2008) claims that, as a Black woman herself, she is in the unique position of being able to provide insight to the reader through her hermeneutical study. Using mainly conversational interviews, and some focus groups, she collected data, interpreted the findings, and was able to present practical implications and suggestions for improvement through her analysis. Terhune (2008) claims that studies such as hers, into individual life experiences cannot be generalised to fit all, which is typical of hermeneutic studies, as sample sizes are generally small (Myers, 2009). However, she claims that the information gathered adds to a growing database which can shed light on the complex experiences of participants (Terhune, 2008).  This approach could well be suited to my own research project, as the practicality of using a smaller sample, and simply elucidating the experiences of participants is appealing to me.
Action research is also a viable option, as it places emphasis on affecting change within organisations, such as schools, through collaboration between researchers and practitioners (Gray, 2022). There is an emphasis on discovering attitudes and perspectives of practioners within the field, so could be very useful in discovering the effects of racsim in voice education from the perspective of the teacher, which is an area of interest to me.  Action research is often a cyclical process of action and reflection, wherein the researcher will identify a problem, attempt to resolve it, reflect on the process, and then try again (Costley, et al., 2010). Oram (2019) engages in an action research project to uncover student experiences at Royal central School of Speeech and Drama (RCSSD) where he is a senior lecturer of voice, and observes the effects of unconscious and dysconscious racism within the traditional speech training system.  Using heuristic case study methods, he observes and reflects on his practice, and ultimately transforms the curriculum. The transformative potential of this approach is one of it's major strengths, and this is certainly an area I will explore furthur. I am also drawn to the cyclical nature of this approach, as, like the name suggests, it allows for action and research to happen simultaneously (Gray, 2022). However, as a freelance tutor, my work is sporadic so this approach may not be viable: depending on my research question and my circumstances at the time, I will reevaluate this option.
The principle of Case Study is that in focussing on a small area (or case) we can gain a better understanding of the whole (Gerring, 2007). Inferences can be made from data to inform a larger picture. Ideal for discovering how or why something occurs, this approach is often qualitative but can include quantitative methods as well. According to Gerring (2007), insight is the product of a succesful case study. Yin (2018, cited in Gray, 2022) recommends that case study should be driven by theory, and therefore a theoretical position should be constructed prior to the study. This can mean providing provisional hypotheses, which requires a thorough literature review, seeking prior research in the same area, and hypotheses can change along the way (Gray, 2022). This approach can involve large amounts of documentation, and can be time consuming. 
In her case study into the perceptions of white teachers of racism in schools, Kailin (1999) uses both quantitative and qualitative methods: using open-ended questionnaires she dervied qualitative data, and analaysed and coded the findings to present quantitative data. This study is of particular interest to me as it explores racism in education, specifically from the perspective of the teacher, which is an avenue I am interested in investigating. The data she collects are insightful, and she uses the findings to educate the participants, which is another area of interest to me. Her study has highlighted this approach as a distinct possibility for my own research project. The labour-intensive nature of this approach is off-putting, however the possibility of researching remotely makes this route potentially viable.
Methods
Questionnaires are considered one of the most popular data gathering tools (Gray, 2022). They are relatively easy to distribute to large numbers of people, which is cost effective, participants can generally remain anonymous, and researcher bias is less of an issue. The ability to gather quantitative and qualitative data makes this method a highly useful tool and is often used in addition to other research methods, depending on the research question. In one study into the effects of a drama therapy programme on immigrant and refugee adolescents, qualitative and statistical data are gathered through questionnaires to assess the effectiveness of the programme (Rousseau, et al., 2007).  This combination of practical workshops followed by assessment of effectiveness is a possibility for my own project: I am interested in potentially creating a class for decolonising voice teaching, and then assessing its effectiveness.  Kailin (1999) uses a similar approach in her study into racism in schools, however she uses open-ended questions to gather information from participants prior to providing a workshop. Open-ended questions allow the respondent to provide as much or as little detail as they wish. Designing effective questions could be a challenge; ideally, they will gather interesting, detailed information and would be intrinsically rewarding for the respondents, otherwise response rates could be low, or answers could be flippant or inaccurate (Gray, 2022). Trying to remain as objective as possible would also be important when designing questions, as the researcher’s biases would inevitably inform the questions. I think it a distinct possibility that I will use questionnaires in my research project; the potential to ask questions which gather numerical results (closed questions), or to gather descriptive, qualitative information (open questions) as a sole source, or as an addition to other data collection methods, make this method a practical choice.
Surveys often involve the use of questionnaires; however, they are predominantly used for quantifying or standardising information, which aligns with a positivist epistemology. I can see the potential value in using descriptive surveys to identify student or teacher opinions within establishments; they are often used in this setting to assess quality (Gray, 2022), and the ability to clearly identify problems through quantified data can lead to action (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). In their study into attitudes related to racism in healthcare settings, Burnett- Bowie et al. (2022) use some pre-existing validated scales, and self-devised surveys. The data they collected provided them with insights into attitudes towards racism which will inform further research. Using a survey in my own research project to discover teacher perspectives on racism, could be an option as a preliminary measure before embarking on further research. I will explore the possibility of using existing validated scales, such as The Symbolic Racism 2000 Scale or The Modern Racism Scale, and designing my own.
Interviews are another potential method for my project: the detailed qualitative data that can be gathered from interviews makes them an appealing tool, and nuances in conversation could be picked up that are more likely to be lost in a self-administered questionnaire. Using a smaller scale sample, with fewer participants seems more practical at this stage and would make interviewing a possibility. Ginther (2015) interviews participants in her study, and gathers rich, detailed accounts of personal experiences of racism. Her ability to empathise with the participants could potentially have encouraged them to provide more detailed, sensitive feedback (Ginther, 2015), which is essential to her study. The potential for participants to provide more pleasing or socially desirable feedback when speaking face-to-face, means data can be unreliable (Gray, 2022), so remaining self-critical or reflexive is crucial. Combining the use of interviews with questionnaires or surveys could be a viable way of countering the limitations of both methods.
Ethics 
Considering the implications of research on participants is a big responsibility, along with ensuring accuracy and minimising bias. Bell and Bryman (2007) cited in Easterby-Smith et al., (2012, p. 95) provide ten key principles in researcher ethics, which aim to protect against these issues. The majority of these principles are concerned with the effects of the research on participants. Implementing them is not always easy: many qualitative approaches require the researcher to guide and interpret information, therefore the subjective position of the researcher means that bias is difficult to avoid. Recording data from interviews or questionnaires can omit the inflections and nuances inherent in spoken conversation, and imposing one’s own assumptions is possible, if not likely (Easterby-Smith, et al., 2012). Under these circumstances the researcher must remain reflexive. Reflexivity is considered particularly important in studies into racism, or other politically contentious areas such as feminism (Pillow, 2003). Terhune (2008) echoes this: “it is critical in qualitative inquiry, especially around racialized and feminist discourse, for the researcher to locate itself in the research, remaining cognizant of her effect and influence on the research” (p. 553). In order to remain reflexive, the researcher must “self-consciously refer to him or herself in relation to the production of knowledge” (Roulston, 2010, p. 116), ideally as early on in the research process as possible (Pillow, 2003). Stating my ontological and epistemological positions early on would be an important step to ensure reflexivity, which could mean that a pragmatic approach would not be suitable for this type of research. The terminology that I use will be an important consideration, particularly when researching a subject as potentially delicate as racism. Walliman (2011) suggests remaining as neutral as possible, avoiding assumptions, stereotypes, and prejudice, which could help to combat my own influence on the research. Remaining neutral could be considered deceptive under some circumstances if one’s intentions and assumptions were not made clear. It is possible that deception could be used to elicit honest or natural responses from participants, as the subject could be sensitive to some participants. Reflexivity and rigor are essential: precision and transparency throughout the study, vigilant awareness of one’s position within the research, and thoughtfully constructed questions could help to minimise concerns (Walliman, 2011; Johnson, et al., 2020).
Reflexivity is a particularly pertinent issue for insider researchers, where the researcher is embedded in the environment and connected to those being researched (Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2013).  Although an insider researcher’s own experiences may help to understand, empathise and interpret the area being researched (Gadamer, 1987), their connection to the culture could influence the data gathered and affect translation (Hewitt-Taylor, 2002). Hewitt-Taylor (2002) succinctly sums up the issue as “depth of information versus loss of objectivity” (p 33). Oram (2019) embarks on a heuristic case study into racism within voice training at RCSSD as an Insider Researcher, and locates himself clearly within the research: although he is a teacher at the school, he is also a white male, which is an important factor in the study. As a voice tutor, I will be an insider researcher within the field of voice teaching, however with regard to racism, locating myself and defining my identity as a white person will be an important factor in my research, as demonstrated in various studies into racism (Kailin, 1999; Terhune, 2008). Transparency throughout the research process, from procedures to data analysis, is key to its validity (Kvale, 2002, cited in Teusner, 2016).
Conclusion
I am drawn to discovering the effects of racism on students and/ or teachers of voice and would like to potentially design a class for voice teachers to ‘decolonise’ their teaching. Having evaluated various research designs, it seems that an initial survey or questionnaire to assess teachers’ potential interest or position could be a viable starting point, possibly through an action research approach, wherein I would reflect on the feedback and then continue with intended action. Combining action research with hermeneutical analysis is also a possibility, depending on the question: interpreting language and the nuances of participant feedback is of great appeal to me. 
I am interested in the rich, personal data that comes from qualitative research, however some statistical methods could be valuable too, so I will likely choose a mixed method approach, depending on my research question (Gray, 2022). My ultimate goal is to uncover information or insights which will shed light on experiences or phenomena that can potentially redress the imbalance within the education system. Easterby-Smith et al. (2012) claim that research leading to action is not as likely as one would hope, however there appears to be limited information available on racism within voice education settings for actors, so I remain hopeful that anything I am able to uncover could contribute towards a more equitable future.
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