Introduction to Research Methods Level 7

Style, content and level of this resource

 This resource has been designed to support the development of learners undertaking higher level study in work-based learning. It provides ideas, signposts and choices rather than a strict schedule of topics to be studied.


Ideally, whilst working through this resource, you should be engaged in work activities as this resource integrates work-based learning with private study. A range of approaches to research and research techniques are presented for your critical engagement. You will be guided and supported through the process of developing a small-scale study based on your own workplace. 

Useful sources
Davies, MB, (2007), Doing a Successful Research Project- Using Qualitative and Quantitative Methods, London: Palgrave

 Fisher, C, (2007), Researching and Writing a Dissertation, 2nd ed., Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd.

Salkind, NJ, (2006), Exploring Research, 6th ed., Upper Saddle River NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall)

Silverman, D, (2007), A very short, fairly interesting and reasonably cheap book about qualitative research, London: Sage 


Helpful websites
http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arhome.html 
This is a site maintained by Southern Cross University in Australia. It focuses on action research, with links to a very wide range of resources elsewhere.

http://www.infed.org 
This is a site dedicated to informal education with interesting and very helpful sections on key concepts including action research and other investigative methodologies.

http://www.mcli.dist.maricopa.edu/proj/res_meth/ 

This American site offers a useful overview of five distinct types of research: Experimental, Correlation, Naturalistic Observation, Survey and Case Study. It offers a brief description of each approach, offers an example and some discussion of strengths and limitations. 

Structure of this resource

This resource is designed to help you explore the process of researching in the workplace. It has been organised to help you to answer the following questions:

 

There are 11 main sections within this resource:
1. Why become involved in work-based research?

2. Portraits of some work-based researchers 

3. What could you research in your work? 

4. What is research? 

5. What's the next step? How will you set about your own research? 

6. Research Toolkit 

7. Planning for the research 

8. Collecting the information 

9. Interpreting the information 

10. Presenting the information 

11. What does it tell you and how is it relevant to your work?

Development opportunities

This stand-alone e-learning resource provides an opportunity for you to develop your skills in research.

 Whether you are pursuing qualifications or just engaging in this module for self-development purposes, it is important to remember that all activities can be used as evidence of your continuing professional development. 

Development opportunities

This stand-alone e-learning resource provides an opportunity for you to develop your skills in research.

 Whether you are pursuing qualifications or just engaging in this module for self-development purposes, it is important to remember that all activities can be used as evidence of your continuing professional development. 

 Beginning the research process

As a learning resource intended to support you in situations outside traditional education establishments, this resource is designed to act as a guide/facilitator. It will not tell you everything you should learn, nor will it give every answer to every question. It is designed to help you explore topics and formulate your own answers, models and theories.

Throughout researching the workplace, keep the following in mind:

· formulate questions that are answerable through enquiry 

· keep an open mind to other points of view 

· scan data quickly and choose relevant sources 

· collect data on performance 

· assess present performance based on collected data 

· set goals to improve performance

 Learning outcomes 

Four learning outcomes are associated with this resource: 

When you’ve completed the component, you should have: 

1. evaluated a selected range of APPROACHES to research in work-based settings; 

2. evaluated a selected range of RESEARCH TECHNIQUES used to gather data from work-based settings; 

3. identified and carried out a small-scale WORK-BASED INVESTIGATION of personal and professional relevance; 

4. undertaken CRITICAL ANALYSIS of the data collected.
Level Indicators

Qualification levels are a means of expressing how demanding and complex learning needs to be in order to contribute to the qualification you are aiming for. Higher Education covers levels 4 to 8 and details are available within your learning plan and also in the supporting documentation.


This Research Methods resource will address the following level indicators at levels 4 to 7: 

Level 4

· Designing investigations to provide new information and affect practice, including through practical investigation

· Investigating, analysing and evaluating information to identify relationships and make informed judgements

· Recognising the implications of different issues and courses of action

Level 5

· Developing thought-through courses of action

· Understanding the implications of different issues and courses of action

· Researching, analysing and evaluating information to identify relationships and patterns and make informed judgements

Level 6

· Working effectively in complex and unpredictable contexts

· Identifying interrelationships in which the area of practice is located

· Designing practical, methodologically sound research to provide new information and affect areas of practice

· Evaluating the actual and potential effects of theories and actions including impacts outside of the immediate context

Level 7

· Researching, analysing and evaluating information to identify inter-relationships between wider systems in which the area of practice is located 
* Undertaking substantial investigation to address significant areas of practice, using methodologies which are consistent with their purposes and contexts 

· Critically evaluating thinking, action and structural factors operating practice including underlying assumptions, and identifying implications for wider systems beyond the area of practice 

1. Why become involved in work-based research? 

Introduction 

This section explores some of the reasons why people may want to become involved in work-based research. 


There are 2 topics in this section:

· Motivations for Research

· References

Motivations for Research 

People in work are always busy - it seems to come with the territory. Whether you are a manager, an administrator, a designer, teacher or trainer the odds are that your working weeks have always been full. And current economic and policy developments which impact on business, industry and the public services mean that working weeks will continue to fill up with things to do - perhaps to the point of overflowing!

So why do so many people engage in research activity?
Here are some useful references

Elliott, J, (1991) Action Research for Educational Change Buckingham, Open University Press


Hopkins, D, (1985), A Teacher's Guide to Classroom Research Buckingham, Open University Press


Long, J, (2007), Researching Leisure, Sport and Tourism London: Sage


Saunders, M, Lewis, P and Thornhill, A, (2003), Research Methods for Business 
Students, 3rd ed., Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd

What could you research in your work? 

Possible research projects

Use the following grid, which identifies five broad areas of work-based activities, to develop your own thinking. Look at the examples below and then develop your own, which are relevant to your own workplace. 

	Aspects of work 
	Possible research projects

	Working with others
	Toni has recognised that in her section at work there is a constant turnover in younger staff. She wants to find out why.

	Use of resources 
	Rajesh is concerned that the monthly cost of photocopying is exceptionally high. He wants to investigate the use of copiers, in order to justify this expense.

	Work practices
	John is concerned at the high value of stock materials at any one point in time, and wants to investigate ways of lowering levels of stock, whilst not compromising the production schedules.

	Issues of quality 
	Cathy is concerned at the cumbersome nature of the quality assurance mechanisms at work, and wants to investigate the best way to reduce bureaucracy whilst maintaining quality.

	Dealing with information 
	Serena wants to set up a call logging system to respond to after sales enquiries, and their progress within the organisation.


Considering research in my workplace

From your work on the materials and other reading, write some notes to clarify your own thinking about how research could be personally and professionally relevant to you. 

Think about:

· The context of research in your work-place.

· The questions that research might address; for instance aspects of your work which puzzle you, concern you or challenge you, such as: 
• How can we reward our staff for doing a good job? 
• How can we get a better deal on supplies? 
• How can we set our workplace out to make it a better place to work in? 

· The potential benefits to you and your work.

What is Research?

Common views of research

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


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


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

· Customer research 

· Job appraisals 

· Sales information 

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


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

Objectivists

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

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

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

Subjectivists

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

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

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

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


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

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

Qualitative approaches to research

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

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

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

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

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

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

Quantitative approaches to research

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

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

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

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

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


Keywords: quantitative, qualitative; research question 

Purposes of research

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


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


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


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

Criticisms of the so called 'Engineering model' of research 

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

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

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


The purpose of research - an alternative view 

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

What makes good research?

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


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

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

· Is it relevant to practice? 

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

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

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

2. Improving the work place?

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

4. Developing effective management and organisation?

5. Policies in relation to any of the above?

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

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

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

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

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

Evaluation of research

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

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

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

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

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

6. How systematic is the analysis?

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

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

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

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

Research is a collection of separate phases including data gathering techniques, analysis and presentation of data to professional audiences. It is the researcher’s decisions that lead to methodologies yielding sound results. Below is an illustration of this process.
[image: image1.png]You notice an Definition of the problem:
area for
study at work What is the unit of analysis? i.e.
Will you research people or processes? ‘-

‘Space/time or the social unit?

Review of the Formulation of theory or "Tm o]
literature: What hypothesis. i.e.
doIneed to Either posi iekdworlc:

e S " Pre-test
over your previous notes questionnaires.

or focus group?

Formulation of research

design:
How to combine relevance to Field work- data gathering
the research purpose with o P
Interviews/questionnaires for
‘economy of procedure?
primary data?

Semiotics/content analysis for
Pre-test data: /v ST

Pilot the study
_’ Analysis of data:

Write research
report/case study

with relevance to end Assess &
= e SR ...




Bibliography

Blunkett, D. (2000): Influence or Irrelevance: can social science improve government? Speech to Economic and Social Research Council on 2. February 2000. 


Cohen, L. and Manion, L. (1994): Research Methods in Education. London, Routledge. 


Davies, H.T.O., Nutley, S.M., and Smith. P.C. (2000): What works? Evidence-based policy and practice in public services. The Policy and Press: Bristol. 


Davies, M.B., (2007), Doing a Successful Research Project - Using Qualitative and Quantitative Methods, London: Palgrave 


Hessler, R.M., (1992), Social Research Methods, St. Paul MN: West Publishing Company 


McIntyre, L (2005) Need to Know: Social Science Research Methods, New York: McGraw-Hill 


Mouly, G.J. (1978): Educational Research: The Art and Science of Investigation. Boston: Allyn and Bacon 


Nachmias, C and Nachmias, D. (1996) Research Methods in the Social Sciences (5th ed). London, Arnold. 


OFSTED (1998): Educational Research. A critique: A survey of published educational research. HMSO: London 


Phillips, D.C. (1993): Subjectivity and Objectivity: An Objective Inquiry in Hammersley M.(ed) 1993 Educational Research: Current Issues. London, Paul Chapman Publishing. 


Rothschild Report (1971): A Framework for Government Research and Development. Cmnd 4814. HMSO: London. 


Salkind, N (2006) Exploring Research (Sixth Edition). New Jersey, Pearson 


Saunders, M, Lewis, P & Thornhill, A (2003) Research Methods for Business Students. Harlow, Prentice Hall 


Silverman, D, (2001), Interpreting Qualitative Data, 2nd ed., London: Sage 


Strauss, A. and Corbin, J (1990) Basics of Qualitative Research: Grounded theory procedures and techniques. Newbury Park, CA. Sage. 


Titscher, S, Meyer, R, Wodak, E (2000) Methods of text and discourse analysis. London, Sage. 


Tooley, J. (1998): Educational Research: a critique. London, HMSO

Yin, R (1994) Case Study Research, Design and Methods. Thousand Oaks, CA. Sage. 
What's the next step? How will you set up your research?

· Experimental Research 

· Action Research

· Ethnographic Research 

· Narrative Research

In each of the above sections, you will be asked to critically analyse a research paper representing one particular research approach. Use the following guidance to support you in this process:

http://www.library.cornell.edu/okuref/research/skill26.htm
 Experimental approaches 

One very important approach to research is the experimental tradition. This differs from approaches to research which are non-experimental in one crucial way, summarised by Lewis-Beck (1993: ix):


"Simply put, experimentalists manipulate variables suspected of producing an effect, while non-experimentalists observe them."

The essential difference between experimental and non-experimental approaches is how the researcher deals with the variables of the research situation. In an experiment, an important first step is to identify the key variables. Then you must go on to decide which variables you will change in order to investigate their impact on the situation you are investigating. Sommer and Sommer (1991:94) put this very neatly:


"An experiment involves the creation of an artificial situation in which events that generally go together are pulled apart."
Pre-experiment

In the pre-experiment an initial observation is made of a sample (see glossary) and after this has been completed the researcher must change ONE feature of the situation being investigated. The features which could influence the research situation are called causal factors. The sample is again observed and the researcher now looks to determine what effects (if any) the change has had through comparing the two observations.


An example may help to explain the procedure; though you should recognise that things are never as simple in most research investigations.


A personnel manager is concerned about staff absences, feels that they may be due to staff stress in dealing with customer service enquiries and is considering the introduction of flexible working times as a way of minimising the problem. One way of proceeding would be to determine the rate of absences, introduce the new working practices, and finally check absence levels at a later date.


Obviously there would be deeper questions to resolve here, for example timescale and numbers, but the design is representative of the pre-experiment.


We must however recognise the limitations of this approach. A major one is that the pre-experiment does not allow judgements to be made about the impact of other causal factors. How do we know the employees were not influenced by other factors such as staff counselling facilities, or perhaps a decrease in the level of customer complaints? 

In order to address these issues you must consider a tighter design. 

The experimental tradition 

The experimental tradition is most strongly associated with investigations in the physical sciences, although it is also widely used in psychology, economics and health-care. In educational research, for most of the 20th century, the dominant models of were the natural science model based on the agricultural-botany research paradigm [Fisher 1935] used in the physical sciences in which experiments are conducted on samples of populations, usually with an "experimental" and a "control" group. The findings are then generalised to the whole target population. 


The difficulty of identifying all the key elements of a social situation involving many and complex variables has led, over the last 25 years, to an increased currency of interpretive research models within educational and other social and professionally-based enquiry. Interpretive research aims to discover, describe and understand the perspectives of individuals involved in social and professional processes. The aim, as with agricultural-botany research is still to generate theory, which goes beyond the individual cases studied.

The True Experiment 

"True" experiments meet the following criteria: 

1. the experimental group comprises an unbiased sample; 

2. the control group is matched with the experimental group; 

3. the control and experimental groups are observed before the experiment commences using procedures which are reliable and valid; 

4. the experimental phase is conducted in a manner which is consistent with the requirements of a true experiment - ie all variables are controlled except one; the independent variable; 

5. the control and experimental group are observed after the experiment has been completed. 

If all of these criteria are met then: 
a difference between the control and experimental group observed on completion of the experiment is a consequence of the researcher's intervention. 

You will have started to think about the methods useful for carrying out research.

Please allow around 30 minutes for the following activity:

· Reflect on the activities you’ve carried out so far.

· Group together methods for data-gathering & data analysis.

· Which methods can be used to test against an initial hypothesis?

· Which might be used to create new theory?

 

Transformation of information in research process
Wallace (1971) cited in Brynner and Stribley (1986: 4) purports that the research process is a transformation of five informational units. These “units” include, theories, hypotheses, and decisions to accept or reject hypotheses, observations, and empirical generalisations. 

[image: image2.png]Transformation of information in research process

Theories
‘Concept formation/

proposition formation/

proposition arrangement T —

the diagram

. Logical
Logical inference deduction
Decision to
accept/reject TS
hypotheses
| /lmermem ion/
Measurement/ sample instrumentation/ scaling
‘summarisation/ Tests of and sampling
parameter estimation hypotheses
Observations

Adapted from Wallace (1971) cited in Brynner and Stribley (1986: 5)




The principal informational components are represented by rectangles. Methodological controls are represented as ovals, with information transformation as arrows. The process could form a complete circle beginning and ending with “theories”. However, in practice two paradigms of research, which, polarise each other, are represented in figure 1. Starting with “observations” at the bottom and rising up the left hand side is the phenomenological paradigm whereby theory is induced from empirical data. In opposition is the positivist paradigm whereby “theories” are deduced from initial “hypotheses” by testing them against research data. 

Brynner, J & Stribley, KM, (Eds.), (1986), Social Research: Policies and Principles, 3rd ed., Harlow: Longman

 

Wallace, W, (1971), An overview of elements in the scientific process, The Logic of Science in Sociology, pp. 16-25, Chicago: Aldine-Atherton

The quasi experiment 

This term is used to describe an approach which adopts the procedure of the experiment but fails to meet the stringent criteria listed in the previous section. Most research undertaken in the workplace setting or in the social sciences generally, attempts to follow a strict "scientific" approach but, realistically it is impossible to recognise and control all the variables. People and work situations are very complex!
In practice it is often very difficult to meet these criteria but it does not follow that designs which fall short in these terms must be abandoned. If that were the case progress within the general field of the human sciences would have been far less well developed than it is. However when reporting the findings of "quasi experiments", researchers must acknowledge the limitations of their work.


Setting up an experiment in human sciences

A major problem confronting the setting up of an experiment in the human sciences is that researchers are often challenged to compare samples, which cannot be precisely matched. In medicine for example hospitals often specialise and a researcher interested in comparing (say) the success rate of a new treatment with a well-established one (often a key issue) might experience difficulty in selecting matched groups. Patients about to receive different treatments might for example be located in different hospitals; and given the existence of the private sector the social mix of the groups might be biased. In a true experiment these independent variables, and others, would be tightly controlled. 


An appropriate strategy for investigating this scenario would be to choose matched samples from a batch of patients, one of these about to receive the new treatment (the experimental group), the other the standard treatment (the control group), and then, following treatment, to compare the respective outcomes. Any interpretation of these findings would take careful account of the quality of the matching of the experimental and control groups. 


Unfortunately a quasi experiment cannot yield an unequivocal answer to a specific question but within recognised limits it can support a particular line of development; and in that sense it has the potential to be useful.

The impact of the researcher

You need to remember too that the researcher always impacts on the research situation. Whatever you observe is changed by your observation. The perspective from which you observe any phenomenon is going to materially influence your view of that phenomenon. When asking questions, or designing investigations, it is essential for researchers to acknowledge their own perspectives.
Your own interests, principles and attitudes will inevitably influence both the subject of a question and the actual words used to ask it. This is because we carry ideological, cultural or even physical baggage as our perceptions of reality called ontology. It is impossible to avoid bias or influence in your research - the important thing is to acknowledge it and to make this explicit as you present your findings. 

All findings from all research are provisional - research doesn't "prove" anything, but "proof" is not really the point. Research into professional and work-based contexts can illuminate a situation or problem, can give insights which are, if not generalisable, then at least relatable to others in that people might recognise and respond to elements of their own situation in the findings. 

1. Can the fact that subjects age during the course of an experiment be ignored?
If members of control and experimental groups are 'matched', the fact that they age during the proceedings is of no consequence because this variable affects both groups in the same way. 

2. Should subjects be informed when they are involved in an experiment? 

 It is unethical to involve subjects in a procedure which might disadvantage them. Again, if subjects know they are taking part in an experiment they might respond differently due to the 'Hawthorne effect' (see glossary). The solution would seem to be, for example:

To seek their consent in staff consultation meetings;

To advise all staff that they are taking part in an experiment;

To reassure them they will not be disadvantaged (knowing that is true); but 

To avoid telling them precisely what the experiment is about until it has been completed.

3. Does it matter how the groups are selected?

 If the data is unreliable the findings will be of limited value.

 Care must be taken in selecting the groups. Choosing the samples randomly is a reliable approach but this is not always possible - when for example the researcher has access to a limited number of cases. 

5. Would it matter if some subjects might drop out of the experiment?

Members of carefully selected groups all contribute to the matching. If membership cannot be sustained there may be implications in this for the reliability of the findings. However it is not essential that the control and experimental groups are of equal size.

  Concluding remarks 

For the individual small-scale researcher, the "journey" of carrying out research is perhaps as important as the "destination" of the results themselves. Maybe the most valuable thing for people researching their own practice is not to find a definite answer, but to develop insights into the situation investigated and perhaps to generate more questions, whose investigation will further increase their expertise and understandings.
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What is action research? 

Many investigations into practice by practitioners are identified as 'action research', an approach which is currently very popular with researchers undertaking small studies, particularly in the area of social science. Sometimes the terms 'evaluative research' or 'applied research' are used for such activity.


Cohen and Manion [1994:218] see a need for the terms to be distinguished because of what they identify as 'important differences between them'. These are principally to do with scale and generalisability, seeing applied research as concerned with testing theories and therefore needing to study a large number of cases in order to generalise findings, while action research is seen as focusing on 'a specific problem in a specific setting' and applying scientific methods less rigorously than applied research. 

However, Walker [1985:195] specifically chooses NOT to make such a distinction:

'I have deliberately used the terms 'applied research', 'action research' and even 'evaluation' as virtually interchangeable ... in order to hold to a rather loose and generalised conception of what I took to be an identifiable approach ... not wishing to be drawn too closely into fine distinctions between different approaches within that overall research direction.' 


Stringer (2006: 7) defines action research as:


“a systematic approach to investigation that enables people to find effective solutions to problems they confront in their everyday lives.”

'Action research' is a commonly used term and there are a number of definitions of action research in the contemporary literature. The accessibility and apparent directness of some of these definitions should not be taken as a sign that 'action research' is a term about whose meaning there is general agreement and which can be regarded as a 'given' and therefore unproblematic. There is currently, and has been since its beginnings, a good deal of on-going debate about the concept of 'research' closely allied to 'practice'.

Definitions of Action Research:
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*Action research is a form of self-reflective enquiry undertaken by
participants in social [including educational] situations in order to improve
the rationality and justice of a) their own social or educational practices, b)
their understanding of these practices, and c) the situations in which the
practices are carried out.”
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*Action research might be defined as the study of a social situation with a
view to improving the quality of action within it. It aims to feed practical
judgement in concrete situations, and the values of the 'theories' or
hypotheses it generates depends not so much on 'scientific' tests of truth,
as on their usefulness in helping people to act more intelligently and
skilfully. In action research 'theories’ are not validated independently and
then applied to practice. They are validated through practice.'
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. a type of applied social research differing from other varieties in the
immediacy of the researcher's involvement in the action process."
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*Action research starts with ... defining a particular problem and its
dimensions in some detail, looking carefully at the relevant facts of the
situation. This leads to the formation of an action plan to meet the situation
which is then implemented. The outcomes of the implementation are then
evaluated, leading to further planning and action."
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. there is a clear understanding that action research is research
undertaken by those in the field: field workers, teachers, administrators or
supervisors in order to change and improve their own practice. It is,
moreover, usually thought of as a group process which enables co-operative
work to influence both thought and action among group members.'
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. essentially an on-the-spot procedure designed to deal with a concrete
problem located in an immediate situation."
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*Action researchers try to close [the] gap between research and practice by
creating a situation in which practitioners define research problems and
conduct research in such a way that the outcomes are directly useful to
[practice] situations."
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. a major aim of action research is to develop the practical wisdom of the
practitioner researcher ...'





Some theoretical perspectives of action research 

The term 'action research' was coined in the 1940s by the American social psychologist Kurt Lewin. Lewin saw action research as essentially a group activity concerned with action and the consequences of action and comprising the four phases of planning, acting, observing and reflecting.


Action research for Lewin began with group discussion and identification of problems in a social or workplace setting followed by a group decision on how to respond. This response would include members of the group exploring and investigating the problems that the group had identified. Based on the results of the investigation, the group would make a decision about what action to take and would monitor and keep a record of the results of this action, regularly reviewing progress. The group would evaluate the success of a particular course of action and, from this analysis, 'spiral' into a second round of the process. 


Lewin's research, although it stresses group action, and had, as its ultimate objective 'independence, equality and co-operation' [Lewin 1946] was conceived as being directed by professional researchers whose role was to involve participants in the process. 


Website with background about Lewin and Action Research:


http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-lewin.htm#actionresearch
Critics of Lewin's approach [for example, Carr & Kemmis 1983, Hopkins 1985] object to what they perceive as its functionalist nature and to the fact that Lewin's research interventions were externally initiated and did not develop organically from those involved in the process under investigation. Elliott's well-known and often quoted [1991:53] observation that: 'A felt need on the part of practitioners to initiate change, to innovate, is a necessary precondition of action research.' is not seen to be at the forefront of Lewin's approach. Or rather, the practitioner focus is not the prime motivator of the research; the 'felt need' to change comes from the researcher or the client who calls in the researcher.


Not all action research has been carried on by groups. Although Lewin's approach was predicated on the involvement of a group, the procedures of planning, acting, observing and reflecting could be applied to individuals investigating their own practice and it could be argued that an appropriate focus for practitioner research might be individual reflexivity, drawing on Schon's [1983] notions of the reflective practitioner. In 'reflection-in-action' professionals undertake a 'reflective conversation with the situation' which involves identifying a problem, defining it and then identifying and drawing on a range of potential action strategies. 

 

For some commentators though, individual reflection such as this is not enough. 
'What has ... been lost sight of in the more recent emphasis on individual reflection has been the essential inclusion of group and institutional relationships.' Adelman [1993:21] 


Kemmis [1988:185] is also less than enthusiastic about the lone action researcher, viewing action research as:


'... essentially participatory in the sense that it involves participants in reflection on practices. ... And it is collaborative, wherever possible involving co-participants in the organisation of their own enlightenment in relation to social and political action in their own situations.' 


Carr and Kemmis [1983] distinguish between action research which is 'practical' and that which is 'emancipatory'. They argue that individuals' understandings of their professional practices are inevitably determined by wider societal power structures. Consequently, such understandings are ideologically distorted and cannot, by themselves, fulfil the 'emancipatory' function of action research because individual judgement is contaminated by culturally determined assumptions which are 'uncritical'. In other words, if action research is individual or focuses solely on practice situations without taking into account a broader picture of institutional and state power structures, then it cannot effectively bring about change because a 'critical social science' will not be involved. Without such a link to critical theory, it could be argued that action research cannot bring about radical change, but can only serve to improve 'practical' performance in accordance with the existing goals of the management of the institution or the state. 


Elliott [1993:197] offers an alternative view:

'I cannot see why practical reflection, which is interested in how to act consistently with the values embedded in our social traditions, need not require us to think critically about values.' 

Characteristics of action research 

Many writers [for example, Cohen & Manion 1994, Hart & Bond 1995, Somekh 1995] offer a range of characteristics which are associated with action research investigations, all of which, to a greater or lesser extent, draw on, modify, extend or interpret Lewin's basic cycle of activities of: 

· identifying a general idea; 

· reconnaissance; [fact-finding and initial analysis] 

· general planning; 

· developing the first action step; 

· implementing the first action step; 

· evaluation; 

· revising the general plan; 

THEN: 

· developing the second action step; 

· implementing the second action step; 

· evaluation; 

· revising the general plan; 

THEN: 

· developing the third action step; ... and so on. 

The action research cycle
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Characteristics of action research 

Cohen & Manion [1994:217] suggest that action research is: 


'SITUATIONAL - concerned with diagnosing a problem in a specific context and attempting to solve it in that context; it is usually [though not inevitably] COLLABORATIVE - teams of researchers and practitioners work together on a project; it is PARTICIPATORY - team members themselves take part directly or indirectly in implementing the research; and it is SELF-EVALUATIVE - modifications are continuously evaluated within the ongoing situation, the ultimate objective being to improve practice in some way or other.' 


Hart & Bond [1995:37/8] identify seven 'criteria' which, when operating in what they call 'dynamic interaction', distinctively mark action research as different from other forms of investigation.

 

'Action research: 

1. is educative; 

2. deals with individuals as members of social groups; 

3. is problem-focused, context-specific and future-orientated; 

4. involves a change intervention; 

5. aims at improvement and involvement; 

6. involves a cyclic process in which research, action and evaluation are interlinked; 

7. is founded on a research relationship in which those involved are participants in the change process.' 

Somekh [1995:340/342] offers a distinctive, but related set of characteristics:


'... first ... action research starts from ... practical questions arising from concerns in ... everyday work. The investigation takes place in the workplace and no effort is made to 'control' the research context or design an 'experiment' 


... second ...the findings of action research are fed back directly into practice with the aim of bringing about change... Its aim is to deepen practitioners' understandings of the complex situations in which they live and work, so that their actions are better informed.


... third ... action research has a highly pragmatic orientation ...


... fourth ... [it] is grounded in the culture and values of the social group whose members are both participants in the research field and researchers.'


... fifth ... knotty ethical questions. The researcher is a practitioner and the research involves an investigation into his or her own practice and that of colleagues.' 

 Methods of action research 

Action research does not employ a specific set of research procedures. Rather, its approach is eclectic and it draws upon various strategies as they have a relevance for the issue under investigation. Action research strategies are drawn often, but not exclusively, from interpretive research. 


Altrichter [1993:40] makes clear that:


'Action research is not a method of data analysis. Neither is it characterised by specific methods, but rather by integrating various methods in a methodologically consistent strategy.' 


Somekh [1995:341] is more specific in saying that action research: 


'... uses many of the same methods and techniques as traditional qualitative research.' However, she too stresses the importance of context and situation in aiming 'always to make the best possible use of these tools within the constraints of the workplace'. 


Kemmis [1988:184] identifies focused diaries, audiotape records, group interviews as common methods of gathering data in action research and content analysis of documents as an often-used method of analysing it, but again says that these are not at all exclusive to action research and that its distinguishing feature is:


'... the notion of a spiral of self-reflection [a spiral of cycles of planning, acting, observing and reflecting]' 

 

which takes us back to Lewin's original vision of the activity. 


Most commentators see action research as a collaborative enterprise, although there are those who see value in individuals undertaking rigorous examination of their own professional practice within the tradition of the reflective practitioner. 


Other debates are to be found in whether action research is presented as simply functionalist - perhaps just another management tool to improve the effectiveness of operatives within a system whose strategic direction and structures of power are not susceptible to the influence of individuals, or whether the aims and purposes of action research should be altogether more democratic or emancipatory and rooted in critical social theory. 


However, there is general agreement on the essential organising idea of a cycle or spiral and the elements of planning, acting, observing and reflecting within this structure.
An example of action research 

A non-technical example of action research is provided by van Mesdag 1998, whose article provides an insight into the processes of action research undertaken in a commercial context. Its principal interest lies in the fact that the paper discusses a piece of action research in which the author participated 40 years earlier before he was aware of the concept.

 

Mesdag's article appears on the following pages; when you have read the article complete the activity that follows it and read the feedback. 

Viewpoint: an unscheduled meeting with action research 

Martin van Mesdag

Partner, Halliday Associates, Burnham-on-Crouch, Essex, UK

Marketing Intelligence & Planning 

16/7 [1998] 443–445   © Martin van Mesdag [ 444 ]
Provides an insight into the processes of action research. Refers to a case 40 years ago, long before the term “action research” was coined. The process was used to redesign a company’s marketing effort in Sweden. Discusses a team approach to bringing about change. Describes how the team had members from three levels of management, how all the knowledge generated was treated as collective knowledge, how anyone at any time could and was expected to contribute, how criticism was invited and conflict recognised and how both was substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team. Discusses the benefits of teamwork and action research. 

 

No experience 

It all started soon after I got my first job, straight out of university. I was among the first few graduates my company had ever hired. Some of the older managers in the company, it soon turned out, were not fond of freshly-grown graduates. I was keen to learn a lot about our company’s business and asked these elder statesmen a lot of questions about why the company did certain things a certain way. Their response quite often was that I would not understand until I had gained considerable experience. “That will take many years”, some would add, by way of encouragement. To be fobbed off with this “experience” bromide, I found grossly unfair. I needed a defence mechanism. Experience, I reckoned, contained many things, including “something” which helped one to run a business successfully. That something was relevant knowledge. With four years behind me messing about with relevant knowledge, I felt I had found the base for my defence mechanism: gathering information and organizing it into knowledge. Gradually, I became able, now and then, to demonstrate that there were things the company could usefully do differently or could start or stop doing. My contemporaries, an increasing number of graduates among them, were beginning to team up and do things together, each of us from our different functional and personal perspectives. The Swedish problem was an early example of such an approach: more was to follow. 

 

The Swedish problem 

For me, this was the earliest example of the team approach to bring about badly needed change. Change was needed in the conduct of our business in Sweden. I had been given complete responsibility, a pitifully small budget and complete freedom of action. To say I was motivated is a gross understatement. I had been told that our agents in Sweden were “one of the most reputable firms in Sweden”. Ploughing through our files, I soon discovered that there was years of monotonous correspondence between the agents and ourselves, in which the agents always asked for lower prices and we usually said they could not have them. I also discovered that we knew absolutely nothing about the Swedish market. Our ignorance of the country was perfect. 

 

A team 

It was the massive need for knowledge that made me realize I required help from others. I also realized that to re-design our marketing approach to the market we would need more than just marketing people. We would need input from production, design, packaging, finance and legal people. And so we put a team together. The brief for the team was simple: our business in Sweden is in decay. We need to re-build it and make it profitable and growing. We can do anything we think will be helpful except for spending money, of which we have little. Apart from that, there must be nothing to stop stretching our available resources to breaking point. Our main resource is us: our knowledge and know-how, our minds, our ideas, our tenacity and our skill in sharpening up each other’s and our own thinking. For all of us, work emanating from what we cook up in this team will come in addition to the regular jobs each of us have; we will not use clocks. Oh yes … we know nothing, absolutely nothing about Sweden. Anyone who prefers not to go up this blind alley can stand down now; there will be no recriminations. No one stood down. 

 Discovering structure 

Starting from perfect ignorance, I wanted as little structure to our efforts as was compatible with the possibility of achieving results. Good ideas live in funny nooks and crannies; I wanted none of those blocked out. Only when we were getting towards some sense of direction would we consider concentrating our concerns somewhat. It was obvious from the start that we needed to work on the eradication of our ignorance straight away. We set ourselves the task of collecting and constructing all the possible relevant knowledge at home before.  
Setting foot in Sweden for further detailed information mining

We did this for two reasons: to save (travelling and accommodation) expense until we could derive the maximum benefit from it, and so that we could be very specific with our inquiries once we got to the country. We were learning that the willingness of people to give you truthful, relevant and accurate information increases with the measure of precision you can put into your questioning. 

 

Our company had a culture of relatively open communications, but the traditional managerial hierarchy – with titles and all – did exist. In our team we had people from three levels of management. We decided that all the knowledge generated would be treated as collective knowledge, that anyone at any time could and was expected to contribute, that criticism was invited and conflict recognized and that both would be substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team. We would tolerate no hidden agendas. 

 
The team met frequently, but only on demand (from any member of the team and agreement from the others). The purpose of every meeting was to get feedback from every member; to assess its value; to re-direct or formulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase. We were surprised how quickly this process – a spiral process rather than a cyclical one – allowed the team to home in on the vital knowledge that would help to shape the re-design of our marketing effort in Sweden. Here are a few examples of the sort of things we learnt during the first few months (and before any of us set foot in Sweden): We knew the volume, value and growth rates of the main product categories of interest to us; we knew who the main players in each main product category were; we had analysed and value-engineered each of the main products from each of the main players in the market; we had a good picture of the structure of the relevant wholesale and retail trades; we had the complete framework of the legal requirements governing product composition and weights; labelling; pricing and discounting; promotion and advertising; we were getting the gist of the promotion and advertising platforms of what would be our main competitors. We knew a lot more besides. 

 

It worked 

Following the “homework” done by the team, two of us went to Sweden to do store checks and meet several dozen people with whom appointments had been made from our home office well ahead of our trip. From each we gained invaluable information in response to our very precise questioning. A few weeks later, two other members from the team went to Sweden to meet a further number of people and discuss alternative advertising and promotional activities with some of them. 

 

Within six months we were ready to implement the plan we had devised: We fired our “reputable” agents. We appointed two new agencies, having drawn up and agreed firm rules about performance, controls, credit terms, marketing strategies, stock levels, lead times and reporting procedures with each of them. We raised prices substantially. We trebled our range of products. We re-designed our packaging and started to advertise on a very modest scale. We put Sweden in the charge of one of the team members (from the Foreign department) and insisted he meet and keep in touch with the main buyers as well as with the agents. It worked. The number on the bottom line almost immediately changed from red to black and then started to grow. 

 

On reflection 

Before the whole thing started, I had already become convinced of the value of knowledge (I hold that conviction to this day). I doubt whether I could ever have imbued others with such conviction; it was the members of the team working on this project who themselves learnt about the value of relevant knowledge. I had obviously been concerned whether a team of diverse people working on an unknown task from a base of complete ignorance would work; so I was relieved to see that it did. During our meetings I had noticed how people felt challenged and eager to get involved and I was surprised at how much they knew. Not just about their functional area in the business, but as whole people. In their work as a team, they seemed to grow as individuals. 

 

That last sentence is written with hindsight. In our company, working with teams gained acceptance and was, on the whole, successful. But it took me almost another decade before I came to realize that working as a team has two aspects, rather than a single one. There is not just the purpose which it is the team’s job to pursue, but also the process which goes on within and among the minds of the members of the team. It is the process which makes people grow and it is the process which gives people the pride of ownership of a purpose fulfilled. I have had the great good fortune of involvement in team activity throughout my career. I have become a great believer in its merits. If it is change you are looking for, I know of no better way of bringing it about. I know that business organizational structures are becoming flatter, that multi-disciplinary teams are becoming more common and, co-incidentally, that businesses for their survival are becoming more dependent on the generation and management of their knowledge.

Why am I boring you? 

The Swedish problem happened exactly 40 years ago. So why am I boring you with it now? First, because it was a new process for me and has remained significant. Second, because just a few months ago I bumped into something called action research of which I had never heard before. And when I did, I thought: “Wait a minute, I know this stuff ! It looks just like what I call purpose and process in teamwork”. Coincidence? I am not going to give you a long list of citations on action research. I am not even going to tell you why I think “action research” is not a very good name for a very good thing. I will pick out just a few quotations to set you thinking and, if the editor will wear it, I will add a list for “further reading”. 

 

Academics on action research …

it seems that traditional management theories have under-estimated the power of knowledge which already exists within individuals in organizations, as well as overestimating the power to introduce change through planned, top-down initiatives. 

 

…due to the fact that participatory action research does not primarily focus on individual change, but on the contribution of individuals to organizational change, the main focus of participatory action research is to include this individual focus of development in the development of the whole organization. The dialogue organizes the different points of view into a whole: participants in dialogue begin to identify the “collective nature of thought” (Somekh and Thaler, 1997). Action research [then] proceeds with the empirical process of asking a fuzzy question to get a fuzzy answer to ask a less fuzzy question. Through this cyclic process of asking general and then progressively more focused questions, the researchers start to identify some crucial relationships (Swepson, 1998). 

 

Co-operative inquiry not only focuses on the experiences and explanations of the individuals concerned, it also involves them in deciding in the first place what questions and issues are worth researching (Reason, 1988). 

 

Participatory action research visualizes a “research-action” process in which some of the members of the organization participate in the process from project design through data gathering, analysis, and report writing on to the implementation of conclusions emerging from the research (Dash, 1998). 

 

Variety of opinion is necessary for objective knowledge. And a method that encourages variety is also the only method that is compatible with a humanitarian outlook (Webb, 1995, citing Feyerabend). 

 

A prediction 

There is no doubt in my mind that action research – if that is what you want to call it – is here to stay. 

Martin van Mesdag 
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	Question 1 

Van Mesdag's article adopts a functionalist perspective on action research. His article sees the approach as a management tool to improve the effectiveness of operatives and operations within a system whose strategic direction and structures of power are not susceptible to the influence of the action researchers. Although it is not stated explicitly, no evidence is presented which views the aims and purposes of action research as democratic or emancipatory and rooted in critical social theory. The project reported in his paper might be seen to reflect the characteristics of the action research process as identified by various commentators as follows: 

 



	


 

	LEWIN
	Van MESDAG

	identifying a general idea;
	Change was needed in the conduct of our business in Sweden. 

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	reconnaissance; [fact-finding and initial analysis]
	We knew absolutely nothing about the Swedish market. We would need input from production, design, packaging, finance and legal people.

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	general planning; 
	… as little structure as possible, compatible with the possibility of achieving results …We decided that all the knowledge generated would be treated as collective knowledge …

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	developing the first action step; 
	It was obvious from the start that we needed to work on the eradication of our ignorance straight away 

	implementing the first action step; 
	We set ourselves the task of collecting and constructing all the possible relevant knowledge at home 

	


	
	

	
	

	
	

	evaluation;
	Criticism was invited and conflict recognised and … both would be substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team 

	


	revising the general plan; 
	… to get feedback from every member, to assess its value; to re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase. Following the "homework" done by the team, two of us went to Sweden 

	


	THEN: developing the second action step;
implementing the second action step;
evaluation;
revising the general plan;
THEN:
developing the third action step;

..... and so on.
	… within six months we were ready to implement the plan we has devised … 

· We fired our "reputable" agents … 

· We appointed two new agencies .. 

· Agreed firm rules about performance … 

· We raised prices 

· We trebled our range of products 

· We re-designed our packaging 

· … and started to advertise … 


 

	COHEN and MANION 
	Van MESDAG

	SITUATIONAL – concerned with diagnosing a problem in a specific context and attempting to solve it in that context
	Our business in Sweden is in decay. We need to re-build it and make it profitable and growing. 

	


	COLLABORATIVE - teams of researchers and practitioners work together on a project 
	It was the massive need for knowledge that made me realize I required help from others- production, design, packaging, finance and legal people. 

	


	PARTICIPATORY - team members themselves take part directly or indirectly in implementing the research 
	*To get feedback from every member, to assess its value; 

* To re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase.

	


	SELF-EVALUATIVE – modifications are continuously evaluated within the ongoing situation, the ultimate objective being to improve practice in some way or other. 
	Criticism was invited and conflict recognised and both would be substantiated by the promulgators and evaluated by the team.

	



	HART and BOND 
	Van MESDAG

	educative 
	The members of the team working on the project learnt about the value of relevant knowledge. 

	


	deals with individuals as members of social groups 
	People felt challenged and eager to get involved. In their work as a team, they seemed to grow as individuals. 

	


	problem-focused, context-specific and future- orientated;
involves a change intervention;
aims at improvement and involvement
	Our business in Sweden is in decay. 
We need to re-build it and make it profitable and growing. 

	


	involves a cyclic process in which research, action and evaluation are interlinked;
	To get feedback from every member, to assess its value; to re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase. 
We were surprised how quickly this process - a spiral one rather than a cyclical one - allowed the team to home in on the vital knowledge that would help to shape the re-design of our marketing effort in Sweden.

	


	
	

	is founded on a research relationship in which those involved are participants in the change process.'
	We decided to get feedback from every member, to assess its value; to re-direct or reformulate and allocate the tasks for the subsequent phase.


	SOMEKH 
	Van MESDAG

	action research starts from ... practical questions
arising from concerns in ... everyday work. The investigation takes place in the workplace and no effort is made to 'control' the research context or design an 'experiment'
	Change was needed in the conduct of our business in Sweden.
… as little structure as possible, compatible with the possibility of achieving results. 

	


	
	

	the findings of action research are fed back directly into practice with the aim of bringing about change... Its aim is to deepen practitioners' understandings of the complex situations in which they live and work, so that their actions are better informed.
	We were surprised how quickly this process - a spiral one rather than a cyclical one - allowed the team to home in on the vital knowledge that would help to shape.

	


	
	

	action research has a highly pragmatic orientation
	The re-design of our marketing effort in Sweden.

	


	
	

	grounded in the culture and values of the social group whose members are both participants in the research field and researchers.
	Input from production, design, packaging, finance and legal people.

	


	
	

	knotty ethical questions.
	The researcher is a practitioner and the research involves an investigation into his own practice and that of colleagues.
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	Question 2 

The journal in which van Mesdag's article appears identifies as one of its aims "to bridge the gap between academic research and practice" and to offer "in-depth practical analysis of leading marketing theory and conceptual work". Its editorial policy suggests that articles based on experiences and evidence - rather than just philosophical speculation - will be particularly considered for publication. 

The author is a marketing professional who, before he became aware of any theoretical or research perspectives on action research had encountered and employed action research processes as pragmatic approaches to specific problems of practice. Given this, and given the journal's expressed intention to be "positioned right at the academic/practitioner interface", it seems clear that van Mesdag's article is targeted at a professional, rather than an academic readership. His intention is to alert such a readership, who may or may not be involved, as he is, in marketing to the benefits of tackling problems located in practice through an approach which incorporates some of the processes associated with action research. 
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6. Research Toolkit 

A brief introduction and discussion of some of the ethical dimensions of researching in the workplace 

Introduction

Ethics is concerned with what is morally right or ultimately good. In practice, acting ethically means acting in a way that is fair, truthful, humane, and mindful of the consequences, whether they are immediate or longer-term.

Ethics concern both conduct in businesses, organisations and professions, and project and research activities. A few examples of unethical practice in business and organisations are:

advertising in a way that is calculated to mislead (or could reasonably be expected to mislead)

making promises (not just contracts) without the intention of keeping them 

negotiating terms or using contracts in a way that is unfair or exploitative (this could apply equally to international trade and to the contract between an employer or employee)

withholding information to gain an unfair advantage 

taking advantage of confidential information for personal or business gain 

deliberately or recklessly giving false or misleading information

failing to get permission before acting on a person's behalf or releasing information about them 

taking punitive action against a person because he or she is acting ethically (e.g. reporting malpractice) 

taking on work which the person or organisation is not adequately equipped to complete.

It is important to distinguish unethical and illegal practices. Many unethical practices are also illegal or could give rise to claims in the civil courts, but something does not need to be illegal in order to be unethical. Codes of practice (e.g. from professional bodies, government and local government organisations, specialist organisations, employers and unions) can also provide guidance on ethical issues, but similarly they do not cover all the possibilities. As discussed below under 'ethical dilemmas,' acting ethically occasionally means coming into conflict with the law. 

Common ethical pitfalls and malpractices in research and similar activities include:

breaching confidentiality, e.g. revealing the source of information (or enough information so that the source can be identified) when discussions or surveys have been described as confidential 

using information for a purpose other than that for which it was asked for - e.g. for personal gain, to pass on an interesting story to the press, or to act against the interest of participants 

using others' work but failing to attribute or acknowledge it - whether they are colleagues, authors or other researchers 

making up or guessing results 

deleting or distorting information, or deliberately biasing the research methodology, to produce preconceived, convenient or politically acceptable results (the researcher has an ethical responsibility to people who took part in the research) 

misreporting research results or reporting them out of context, so that an inaccurate impression is received 

accepting a 'compromised' project (e.g. where a stakeholder is applying pressure for a particular result) 

concealing results if they are not what was expected. 

Particularly in organisational projects, it's important to be aware of unintended uses of results. For example, in one organisation the results of a training needs project were used to help select workers for redundancy on the basis of skills they lacked. 

 

Applying ethical principles in research projects and other activities 

There are three main areas to consider when carrying out research, development or other work-based learning activities. 

 

Is the project itself ethical? In particular, is what it is setting out to do ethical? This will involve considering immediate and longer-term impacts, and possibly looking at implications for wider systems. Environmental practice uses the idea of the 'footprint' of an activity - simplistically, does it tread lightly or does it heedlessly trample people, values and the environment underfoot? In practice there will be limitations to what is reasonable to probe in your work situation; for instance if you work for an armaments manufacturer or tobacco company, you are not expected to agonise over the ethics of working in those industries. However, depending on the project you might be expected to check that what you are doing is not fuelling unethical practices such as supporting oppressive regimes or promoting smoking to children. More generally, if the task for your project is set by your organisation, you will need to ensure that your project is going about it in an ethical way. 

 

Is your methodology ethical? This area concerns issues such as confidentiality, avoiding misrepresenting participants, accurate interpretation of data, acknowledging other contributions, and how you are going to report and use the project. You also need to be clear about the boundaries of the project, so that it does not become distorted in a way that wasn't intended. 

 

Are you carrying out the project in an ethical way? This extends the methodological issues to the way you actually go about the project. It includes details of the methodology such as maintaining confidentiality from interviews, questionnaires and other personal sources, as well as how you react to any pressures to misrepresent, conceal or misuse the results. 

 

Dealing with value-conflicts in project and research work 

Value-conflicts can occur when ethical concerns come up against other pressures - for instance organisational rules, financial imperatives, client or customer demands, or management decisions or preferences. Value-conflicts can involve ethical dilemmas (see below), but more usually the conflict is between an ethical principle and a rule or a pragmatic concern. 

 

Simple value-conflicts are sometimes resolved through a professional approach to the situation which states clearly that there is an ethical principle involved that can't be compromised. In some cases it can be difficult to counteract organisational pressures from an ethical perspective, particularly if you don't have organisational or 'expert' power to draw on. In these cases it may be useful to refer to external codes of practice (such as those of professional and research organisations or government bodies and agencies), or if appropriate to the organisation's own codes.  
In some situations it is possible to find ways forward that don't compromise ethical principles, but provide a practical way of meeting pragmatic needs. This may mean changing the approach to the problem rather than doing something entirely different. 

 

Having said this, there may be a need to defend ethical principles against pressures for instance to misuse information or breach confidentiality. This can be uncomfortable if there is strong organisational or client pressure, but it needs to be dealt with in a clear and firm way. Making ethical boundaries clear before starting work can reduce arguments later. 

 

Dealing with ethical dilemmas 

An ethical dilemma occurs when two ethical principles conflict, or when applying a principle (such as personal freedom or freedom of speech) in one case prevents it from being applied somewhere else. An example that can occur in research is where a confidential interview results in a confession that is serious enough to warrant criminal or at least disciplinary action - e.g. a research participant confesses to committing abuse, fraud or professional malpractice. The researcher might ask: 

 

What is the stronger principle in the case concerned - confidentiality or the duty of care to others? This could be influenced by factors such as the seriousness of the offence and how long ago it was committed, as well as by the nature of the research. 

Is there a source of professional advice that could be sought in confidence - maybe initially anonymously?

If the matter is not a serious offence, would the participant be unduly victimised for his or her honesty (e.g. where the practice concerned was not confined to one individual)? In some instances the duty of care could be discharged by reporting a general problem. 

Can the problem be dealt with in a way that gets the participant to take responsibility, e.g. by confessing to the appropriate authority, rather than the researcher having to report it? In any case, the researcher should make clear that the limits of confidentiality have been exceeded rather than reporting the matter without the participant's knowledge. 

A learning point in this situation is that the researcher might in future specify the limits of confidentiality that can be offered. 

As a general principle, ethical dilemmas need to be approached from the viewpoint of finding the higher or more general principle that applies to the situation. This means not getting caught up in specific rules and interpretations, but looking for principles that transcend the dilemma. 

 

Learning from value-conflicts and ethical dilemmas 

Conflicts and dilemmas that can't easily be resolved can be a source of great frustration and possibly also stress, but they can also provide learning opportunities. You might consider: 

What problems led to the conflict in the first place. 

Were there misunderstandings or things that weren't made clear, or had promises been made that couldn't be kept? 

What was actually done to attempt to resolve the situation, and what happened? 

In hindsight, could anything else be done? 

How would you approach a similar situation? 

Could you avoid the conflict or dilemma arising in the first place? 

Further guidance

Professional bodies, research organisations, government departments and agencies and other public bodies often publish ethical guidelines and codes of practice relevant to their area of work. You will also be able to discuss ethical issues with your tutor or other staff from your university. 

Research and ethics 

Ethics in research are about being clear about "the nature of the agreement you have entered into with your research subjects or contacts." (Blaxter et al. 1996: 146)

consent 

agreement about the analysis of data 

agreement about the dissemination of research findings 

"We had hoped that the right to refuse to take part would... protect [people] against distress...In the event although many people we talked to seemed to find our interviews sympathetic and understanding, there were some informants who, in the opinion of their relatives at least, had been unnecessarily distressed by taking part.… In our view it would be paternalistic to protect people against being asked to take part in such studies." (Cartwright & Seale, 1990: 37] 

 

Statistical approaches

The purposes and limitations of statistics 

Clearly a basic knowledge and understanding of statistics is an essential prerequisite for much professional work. A useful resource might be:


Spiegel MR & Stephens, LJ, (1999), Statistics, 3rd ed., New York: McGraw-Hill


But let us not get too carried away by the prospects and possibilities of statistics. Statistical procedures are valid only if the data analysed is reliable and the techniques applied are appropriate. 


However this is not just a matter of competence, it is also one of integrity, for statistical procedures can be manipulated. There may be unscrupulous 'statisticians' who will use data selectively and this perception has given rise to the saying "there are lies, damn lies and statistics".


The following toolkit of statistical terms and techniques is provided as an introduction to statistics in research for those of you for whose research the techniques would be appropriate.


For those working in the experimental tradition, the techniques will be particularly useful. Others will need to make a judgement: “Do I need to use statistics to analyse the data I have collected from my research?”

Process of quantitative research

Theory

Hypothesis

Research design

Devise measure of the concepts

Select research location

Select research participants

Administer research instruments

Collect data sets

Process data

Analyse data

Findings

Write up conclusions

Adapted from Bryman & Bell (2003: 69)
Bryman, A & Bell, E, (2003), Business Research Methods, Oxford: Oxford University Press

Some basic statistical concepts 

There is an enormous range of information which might be of interest to statisticians. At the one extreme there are routine considerations such as the need to keep a check on the dimensions of manufactured items and at the other there is the requirement to collect information about people - ranging from the easily measurable (eg weight) to the highly complex (eg personality). This being the case it is vital that the basic terminology is understood. The following definitions are intended to clarify the meanings of some key concepts.

Population

Sample

Variable

Parameters

Parametric and non-parametric statistics

Descriptive statistics and inferential statistics 

Population

This term defines the data base. It applies to the whole group or class of items being measured. A national census would refer to the whole 'population' of a country; a cohort would relate to a specific 'population' (eg co-workers in your workplace).

Sample

In examining the quality of the product it is normally unnecessary to check more than a small fraction of total output (eg electric light bulbs). In any case, manufacturing processes generally produce 'similar' products and an examination of a selection will normally provide information sufficient for making a judgement about quality. Clearly the greater the number examined the more reliable will be the findings.
This procedure is known as sampling and there are various ways in which this can be carried out. These include:


Random sampling 
A subset of the population is chosen at random.

Systematic sampling 
Every nth member of the population is chosen.

Stratified sampling 
(Applied when a population comprises sub-groups.) Sub-groups are identified and are then subjected to sampling. This may be conducted randomly or systematically.

Cluster sampling
This occurs when a selected geographical area (say) provides the sample.

Stage sampling 
Stage sampling involves selecting samples from samples. If for example a researcher wishes to determine how extensively a new medical procedure is being adopted a decision could be taken to focus on selected hospital, and from within then, samples of patients.

 

Variable

In statistics a variable is what is measured and it can assume values which are either continuous or discrete. In the foregoing discussion the life of an electric light bulb is an example of a continuous variable; the number of peas in a pod is an example of a discrete variable.


Statistics and parameters

When a variable has been selected and data obtained from a sample statisticians are able to establish statistics. These are ' constants' for the sample to which they relate; though they vary in relation to other samples. An example of a statistic would be: the mean life of a sample of electric light bulbs is 1000 hours.
When the 'constant' relates to the entire population the term parameter is used. An example of a parameter would be: the percentage figure of British voters who supported the Liberal Democrats in the last General Election was 18.

 

Parametric and non-parametric statistics

Any researcher wishing to determine the popularity of ice cream would not contemplate sampling from primary school children because the sample would not reflect the population. But what is a normal population? For our present purposes we shall assume it is a population which includes a significant number of individuals and comprises all types. 


Statistical procedures conducted on the basis of 'normal' populations are termed parametric. However, most populations are not 'normal' and when normality cannot be assumed the statistical procedures used are termed non-parametric. (eg. An investigation of the nursing profession in respect of gender would be non-parametric as there are more women nurses than men).

 

Descriptive statistics and inferential statistics

If the aim is to define a sample through determining statistics, the methods applied fall within the category of descriptive statistics. If on the other hand the aim is to use statistical procedures to make a prediction about the population from the sample the category is inferential statistics. 


In describing lifelong learning in a workplace setting, descriptive statistics would show a picture of the range of qualifications held by different people, their engagement in training and development opportunities and so on. Inferential statistics, on the other hand, might show the tendency for certain groups to engage more readily with learning than others. 

 The recording of statistical data 

In this section the focus is upon the recording of measures of variables:


The nominal scale 
A variable such as 'gender' cannot be measured numerically - but there are two categories of response (female or male). Categories may be assigned numbers (1 = female; 2 = male) but these numbers do not have a numerical value. The nominal scale is therefore based on categories; it is not a numerical scale.

The ordinal scale 
This kind of scale enables information to be ranked. 'Liking for statistics' is a variable which could be measured in this way. High scorers would be expected to like the subject more than low scorers (or vice versa depending upon the orientation of the questions) but the differences between scores might not be uniform. Again, 'ordinal' scores may not be compared with a base-line score; because they have relative rather than absolute values.


The interval scale
In the case of the interval scale the difference between successive points is uniform. Test scores are often recorded in terms of the interval scale; and when they are it is generally assumed that the intervals between the scores are uniform. However it might not be possible to conceptualise a clear meaning for a score of zero on a test. So interval scores do not always have absolute values.


The ratio scale
This is the kind of scale used to record physical quantities. On this scale it is exactly possible to compare one value with another in both relative and absolute terms. Tables recording measures of variables such as temperature or mass will comprise intervals which are uniform; and zero values which are absolute.

The mean, the mode and the median 

These statistics offer a numerical standard for the comparison of items of data. 

The mean

The median

The mode

The mean

The mean is defined as the sum of the scores of a variable divided by their number. It is not a real score, it is the numerical product of a mathematical procedure. 
To determine the mean we apply the following equation:
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The normal curve 

If you toss a coin there is a 1 in 2 chance that it will come to rest on one of two sides. Therefore if you toss a coin 10 times you might expect it to fall ‘heads’ 5 times and ‘tails’ 5 times - a ratio of 5 : 5. It would surprise you if the ratio turned out to be 10 : 0 (all heads) or 0 : 10 (all tails) - but this could happen. 


Again if you were to arrange a number of randomly selected people according to their heights you would expect to find that most would be of ‘average‘ height, a few would be relatively tall and a roughly equal number would be relatively short.


Although the first of these activities involves discrete values and the second continuous values the ranges of possible outcomes have one important feature in common: they have similar distributions - they extend from one relatively improbable extreme (say 10 : 0 in favour of heads or very short) to the reasonably probable (5 : 5 in favour of heads and tails or mean height) to another relatively improbable extreme (0 : 10 in favour of tails or very tall). 


In practice a histogram based upon discontinuous data which is representative of a normal population tends to give rise to a pattern resembling the curve shown in Figure 1; and with increasingly finer intervals between measures the shape will be found to approximate more closely to the curve. In the extreme when the sample is very large and the intervals are extremely fine the shape approaches the normal curve. 
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Figure 1 The general shape of the normal curve 

Characteristics of the normal curve 

In Figure 1 you will note there are two points where the curve changes direction. These are called points of inflexion and they are indicated in Figure 2.
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Figure 1 The general shape of the normal curve 
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Figure 2 Points of inflection 

 

Now consider figure 3:
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Figure 3 The normal distribution curve 

 

In Figure 3 you will observe that the horizontal axis has been divided into 6 equal intervals numbered from -3 to +3. You should also note that the points represented by -1 and +1 fall directly below the points of inflexion. This is no accident; but providing an explanation as to why this is so is beyond the scope of the module so you must accept it as fact. 


From previous section 'The mean, the mode and the median' you will know that the mean and the median values do not always coincide; but in the case of the normal curve they always do. The normal curve is symmetrical about the mean value (in this case the point marked zero).


The distances between 0 and -1 and 0 and +1 are in each case called the standard deviation. It follows that the distances between 0 and -2 and 0 and +2 are both equal to 2 standard deviations; and so on. 


The horizontal axis provides an indication of how far removed a particular score is from the mean (which also the most probable score). 


The meaning of ‘standard deviation’ can best be understood in terms of the relationship between the distribution of the scores and the shape of the curve. For example let us suppose that Figure 3 had been constructed on the basis of 10,000 scores taken from an unbiased population. Statisticians can show, on the basis of probability theory, that 6826 (68.26%) of these would fall between -1 and +1; 9544 (95.44%) between -2 and +2; and 9974 (99.74%) between -3 and +3. Again is not necessary for us to know why this is so.


Figure 3 shows how this would have worked out for all 6 intervals. 


Clearly it follows that scores relating to around two thirds of any normally distributed population should fall within one standard deviation of the mean value; one twentieth should fall either side of this but within two standard deviations, and; less than one two hundredth should fall outside of three standard deviations. 

Deviations from the normal curve 

 As we have seen, the normal curve is obtained when the data is randomly selected from a normal population. In the case of manufactured paperclips, because the machine which cuts the lengths will do so within a certain tolerance, some will be longer and some will be shorter and overall a distribution curve of the lengths of all paperclips will resemble Figure 3.


However machines wear out and if there is less freedom for wear in one direction than another, then the outcome might be biased.


This kind of situation gives rise to distribution curves which are skewed. Figures 4 and 5 illustrate two possibilities:
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Figure 4. A negatively skewed distribution
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Figure 5. A positively skewed distribution

The average deviation 

Reference is made in previous section 'The mean, the mode and the median' to the mean. This statistic is useful because it provides a reference point for all values. 

A similar situation arises in the case of the normal distribution curve where it is sometimes useful to know how one particular deviation compares with the others. Determining this statistic requires: calculating the difference (d) between each individual score (x) and the mean of the distribution (M); adding these together to find their sum (which will be zero unless all negative values are counted as positive); and dividing this figure by the number of cases.

This may be expressed as follows: 
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where:
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The standard deviation 

The 'average deviation' illustrates the concept of deviation but in general another statistic, the standard deviation, is preferred. One problem associated with the average deviation is that negative deviations must be treated as if they are positive. This does not arise in computations of the standard deviation because the formula used involves the squaring of deviations. 


The formula for the standard deviation is as follows:
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where:
d = deviation of a score from the mean 
N = number of scores 

Coefficient of variation 

It is sometimes useful to be able to make a judgement about the degree of variation in a population. For example one would not expect to find much variation in the overall lengths of a sample of machine made paperclips. It would be disturbing if say some paperclips were noticeably different in size to others.


The coefficient of variation provides a criterion for determining the degree of variation. It is defined as follows: 

	Coefficient of variation =
	Standard deviation 
	x 100 % 

	 
	

Mean
	 


 

Let us suppose that in the case of the manufacture of paperclips a sample of 100 clips is found to have a mean length of 30 mm and a standard deviation of 0.3 mm. In this case the coefficient of variation is 1%. A manufacturer might well settle for this value; but maybe not for a coefficient of 10% - which would be the outcome for a standard deviation of 3 mm. In the latter case the variation might be noticeable to an observant paper clipper.

Standard scores or Z scores 

If you discover that your personal height is say 5 cm shorter than the average for species homo sapiens you may conclude that you are relatively short - but you cannot know, from this data, whether you are extremely short or just below average.


The Z score is a statistic which conveys precisely how one score relates to all others in a particular population. It is exactly equal to the number of standard deviations a score is from the mean. Thus a raw score which is one standard deviation above the mean has a Z score of +1 and a raw score which is one standard deviation below the mean has a Z score of -1. A raw score which is the same as the mean has a Z score of 0. 


In determining a Z score from a raw score it is necessary to complete four operations en route: 


i. the mean of the set of raw scores;
ii. the standard deviation of the set of raw scores;
iii. the difference between the particular raw score and the mean;
iv. the number of standard deviations this (difference) represents.


The outcome of the last operation is the Z score. 
Assuming the mean and standard deviation for a set of scores are both known, the Z score for a particular raw score is calculated using the following formula:

 

	Z score =
	Raw score - Mean
	 

	 
	

Standard deviation 
	 



The Z score can have either positive or negative values.

Inferential statistics 

So far we have been considering data obtained from samples and the focus has been on teasing out useful information from what has been given. In proceeding in this way we have been adopting techniques in order to 'describe' the data. The procedures applied for these purposes fall within that branch of the subject known as descriptive statistics. 


The fact that these procedures are based upon samples does however give rise to the important question: can such findings be generalised? Using data in order to go beyond what is given and to infer possible outcomes for the whole population is the concern of inferential statistics. 


Whilst extrapolating is central to these procedures there are however two dimensions to inferential statistics. The first is concerned with estimating population parameters; and this is dealt with in the next section 'Drawing Statistical Inferences'. The second is concerned with hypothesis testing and this is considered later in the section 'Hypothesis testing'.

 

Drawing statistical inferences

We can begin to understand the process of drawing statistical inferences if we consider an example:

 Suppose an educational researcher wishes to know how well a particular sample of 100 pupils are performing in an academic subject, say mathematics. Let us assume that a test has been administered; and has yielded a reliable set of data with a mean score of 55.

It would be impossible to say whether the same mean would be obtained from another sample; though it is the common experience of teachers that this would probably not be the case. Again there is no way of knowing how well this mean compares with the (theoretical) figure for the whole population.
Before we continue however it is necessary to develop an understanding of another statistic: the standard error of the mean.


Next we must reflect upon what we understand about the relationship between the mean of our sample and the mean of the whole population. At this point:

	i.
	 
	we do not know the value of the population mean;

	ii.
	 
	we do know that the value of the population mean and the value of the mean of many samples would be approximately the same;

	iii.
	 
	from our understanding of the normal distribution we can be certain that: 
68.26% of sample means will rest within 1 SD of the mean of all samples;
95.44% of sample means will rest within 2 SD of the mean of all samples; 
99.74% of sample means will rest within 3 SD of the mean of all samples; 


 

Statement (iii) is particularly interesting because we can now determine the standard deviation for the mean of all samples (from the standard error) and we can therefore specify the probability that the sample mean falls within a particular range of this. But the mean of all samples and the population mean effectively coincide; so we can also specify the probability that the sample mean falls within a particular range of the population mean.


Now you will recall that the mean score of our single sample was taken to be 55, and there is a 68.26 chance that this value rests within 1 SD (now known to be 1.0) of the mean of all samples (which is the same as the population mean). 


These facts enable us infer the following:


On the basis of the performance of a sample of 100 pupils who attained a mean score of 55 in a mathematics test it is possible to say that if the test were administered to the whole population, the mean would have a: 


68.26 % chance of lying between 54 and 56;
95.44 % chance of lying between 53 and 57;
99.74 % chance of lying between 52 and 58.


Two of the percentage figures above (95.44% and 99.74%) are used because they are familiar. In practice statisticians prefer confidence limits which include rounded percentages - 95% and 99%. In these cases the multipliers are: 1.96 (not 2); and 2.58 (not 3). The confidence limits these define are: 53.04 to 56.96; and 52.42 to 57.58. Not very different from the values listed above. 


Thus although we cannot infer the population mean from a sample, we can define the limits between which it has a probability of falling. Such inferences are useful in drawing conclusions about whole populations on the basis of limited data. 
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The mean of a test of vocabulary taken by 64 children is 50 and the standard deviation is 16. What can you infer about the mean of the whole population?

 

 Hypothesis testing 

This section includes a brief introduction to hypothesis testing and it provides only a glimpse of the potential of this technique. The procedure is considered in detail in another module.


First what is a hypothesis?

A hypothesis is a conjecture formulated in a basis of theory. In educational research, two types of hypothesis are of interest. One is concerned with differences between variables; the other with relationships between variables.


In testing hypotheses the essential task is to determine the extent to which either a difference or a relationship may arise by chance. If the probability of this happening is high the hypothesis is rejected. If it is low the hypothesis may be confirmed. 


In inferential statistics, the task is approached from a negative rather than a positive angle; for in this case hypotheses are tested on the assumption that there is no difference and no relationship. In other words a 'null hypothesis' is proposed. The task is then to determine the probability with which a variation from the null hypothesis may arise by chance. Clearly the bigger the variation, the lower the probability that this has arisen by chance. 


We already know, from considering the normal curve, that there is a relationship between a deviation from a mean and the probability of this happening. So if we know the difference between two means (which we have hypothesised to be zero), and we can calculate the probability of this difference arising by chance, we can effectively test the null hypothesis.

Surveys

Survey researching involves the collection of data from pre-specified target groups of relevant individuals from larger populations (however defined). Most survey research is carried out in the expectation that findings from the specific target group of individuals will be generalizable to the larger population. 


Surveys may be either quantitative (i.e. numbers) or qualitative (i.e. words) in form. Each has a distinctive tradition of philosophies and practices associated with it, and within the varying disciplines and sub-disciplines of social science. Gallons of ink, and pages of books are devoted to teasing these out (eg. Cohen and Manion, 1984; Delamont, 1992). 

Blending qualitative and quantitative approaches

The truth is, though, that most enquiries make use of a blend of both, rather than of one or the other. What is important is that the most appropriate form and associated techniques are used for the particular research question posed, or focus being investigated. 


Surveys may be either descriptive or analytical in their character. A descriptive survey aims to eventually provide accurate information about individuals, groups or situations. An analytical survey tests hypotheses or speculations about the relationships between variables (people, processes, or events) in order to then understand and explain a particular phenomenon. 


If this is to be so, then the data gathered must be reliable and valid. 


Reliability has to do with how well the research has been carried out. Essentially, a piece of reliable research enquiry is one which, if another researcher were to examine the same focus of research question in a similar context, she or he would be likely to arrive at the same results. 


Of course, results depend upon analysis and interpretation of data gathered. Reliable data is gathered using survey techniques. The main techniques of survey research are:

· Observation 

· Questionnaires 

· Structured interviews 

· Semi- or unstructured interviews including serial interviewing

· Attitude scales 

Each of these techniques has advantages and drawbacks. A researcher must ensure that the technique or method used to undertake a particular enquiry is appropriate to investigation of the research focus and to the population to be enquired in to. 

These techniques for gathering data 'in the field' and at first-hand, are supported by survey and critical review of an appropriate set of texts from the published literature about the research focus, question or topic being enquired in to by the researcher. 
Validity has to do with whether or not the techniques, or procedures of data gathering made use of were appropriate to collecting information relevant to the research focus, and for the target population. It is always necessary, therefore, for a researcher to justify the particular techniques of research that have been used in any enquiry. 

Ask yourself... 

The following questions when thinking about undertaking survey research: 

· what experience and skills have you in regard to carrying out research? 

· what do you want to find out about, and why? 

· are you clear about how different techniques of survey researching will effect the results you get? 

· will you need to use more than one method? 

· which method(s) or technique(s) are most appropriate for the research focus? 
are these the same as the techniques that are most acceptable to you? 

· are the chosen techniques sufficiently flexible to let you change direction, or add new directions to your research, if that becomes desirable?

freely adapted from Blaxter et.al., 1996


Use the other parts of this resource which deal with the differing techniques of researching to help you decide on the answers to these questions for your own research enquiry.
Decision point - how useful are these tools going to be to me?

Ask yourself 'How useful is this approach to my area of research?'


If you are carrying out a quantitative study with several questionnaires and significant numerical data, you might use statistics to analyse the results.


On the other hand, if your are undertaking a small number of in depth interviews to ascertain the understandings of a group of respondents, then this approach may not be for you. 
Questionnaires 

Questionnaires seem straightforward; one or two sheets of paper with a dozen questions, a few words and some ticked boxes which respondents can quickly fill in. Of course, things are more complex. It is difficult to produce one which will give you meaningful and useable data. Because of the baggage we carry surrounding our own realities of our social world- ontologies, questionnaires can be biased leading to biased responses. This can skew results.


Questionnaires are good for collecting information from a relatively large number of respondents. They are easy to administer and quick to fill in. They can allow a researcher the chance to compare directly the responses of groups and individuals and they can provide quantifiable data which can be subjected to statistical analysis. However, if they are to achieve these things, then they need very careful preparation and piloting and the analysis is likely to be time-consuming. They are not good at encouraging in-depth answers, or at allowing respondents the opportunity to explore their own views and perceptions of a topic. 


Questionnaires are the most public and concrete of data collection instruments. If you make a mistake in designing or presenting a questionnaire, EVERYONE can see it! So use them with care! This means extreme care in selecting question type and wording, in piloting, in distribution and collection and in coding and analysing responses. 

Pay close attention to the following as you prepare and produce your questionnaire. 

 

Design and use of questionnaires 

Pay close attention to the following ... 


FIRST 
· Do you have a clear purpose? 

· Have you defined the area for investigation specifically enough? 

· Are you clear about the population and sample you are going to survey? 
How are you going to analyse and present the data? You MUST give thought to this at an early stage. 

· What resources will you need? Do you have them?

NEXT, YOU NEED TO MAKE DECISIONS ABOUT THE QUESTIONS 
Ask yourself: 

· Do I really need this question? 

· How will it be useful in my research? 

· Do I need several questions on the subject matter of this question? 

· Will my respondents have the information they need to answer this question? 

· Do I need to ask this question in concrete terms, or will I get a better response from something more general? 

· Is the question content biased or loaded in one direction, without accompanying questions to balance the emphasis? 

· Will the respondents be prepared to give me the information that I'm asking for? 

… AND THEIR WORDING 

· Can the question be misunderstood? 

· If it's possible, then people WILL misunderstand! 

· Is the question wording ambiguous, leading or offensive?

· Have you asked a double or even a multiple question? 

· Have you made assumptions about the respondents' knowledge, attitude and memory? 

· Can I ask this question better? (Try different formats.) 

NOW, DECISIONS ABOUT THE FORM OF RESPONSE TO THE QUESTIONS 

· Is the form of response easy, definite, and adequate for the purpose? 

Think about the following question types and select appropriately:

 

	QUESTION TYPE 
	CHARACTERISTICS 

	VERBAL 
	Word[s]; phrase[s]; extended comments 

	LIST 
	List of items; select one or more 

	CATEGORY
	Identify only one of a given list of categories 

	RANKING 
	Place items [maybe qualities or characteristics as well as more "factual" items] in a rank order. 

	SCALE 
	Attempt to discover strength of feeling, opinion or attitude in a way which can be graphically presented / statistically processed. 

	QUANTITY 
	An exact or approximate number. 

	GRID 
	A table to record answers to two or more questions at the same time. 


 

after Youngman M [1986] Analysing Questionnaires, University of Nottingham 

 

… AND THE SEQUENCE OF QUESTIONS
· Is the answer to the question likely to be influenced by the content of the preceding question? 

· Have I led up to the question in a natural way? Is it in the correct psychological order? 

· Is the question too early? (The respondent may not be fully involved yet) 

· Is it too late? (The respondent may be losing interest!) 

(The most important questions should come between one-third and two-thirds of the way through the questionnaire.) 


FINALLY, LAYOUT 

· Does it look smart and professional? 

· Have I kept the number of sheets to a minimum? (Reduce print size if necessary) 

· Have I said 'thank you'? 

Reading 

Czaja, R and Blair, J, (2005), Designing Surveys, 2nd ed., London: Sage
Oppenheim A.N. (1992) - Questionnaire Design, Interviewing and Attitude Measurement - London, Pinter
Sellitz, Wrightman & Cook (1976) - Research Methods in Social Relations - New York, Holt, Rinehart & Winston


Useful website concerning questionnaire design
http://www.cc.gatech.edu/classes/cs6751_97_winter/Topics/quest-design/
 

Structured interviews 

Interviews are perhaps the most commonly utilised form of qualitative data gathering in research. It is not difficult to understand why. They seem straightforward - just asking questions of one or more respondents, and then recording in some way what they say in response. 


But you will have read enough of this course already to realise that research is never quite that simple. 


Interviews are good for collecting information from a relatively small number of respondents. They are good at encouraging in-depth answers, and allowing respondents the opportunity to explore their own views and perceptions of a topic. Done well, interviews provide a researcher with the chance to compare directly the responses of individuals. As with any information gathering technique (Blaxter et al, 1996: 180), such collection and comparison of responses can be subjected to basic statistical analysis and presentation. 


Interviewing is an intimate procedure. However, it requires the respondent to provide very personal perceptions and pieces of information. Done well, they can be enjoyed and valued by respondents. Done badly, they can leave respondents feeling misrepresented. 


On top of that, badly conducted interviews leave a researcher with mounds of data to record, analyse and present, and which can take huge amounts of time to do. Piloting is paramount.


Structured interviews can be seen as offering one possible data-gathering tool that can give something of the best of the potential of interviewing procedures, but which also provides a manageable and realistic means of doing so. Structured interviews can be especially helpful to a researcher who has little previous experience of conducting interviews. 

 

A step-by-step approach

FIRST 
· Brainstorm ideas prompted by your research question or focus

· Group the ideas into themes or 'issues' 

· Write out questions that will allow you to find out about the respondent's knowledge of, or views about these themes. 

· Phrase or re-phrase these questions to be factual questions - 'what', 'when', 'how'. Avoid using 'why' phrasing - this often leads to respondents feeling threatened and so they try to justify themselves, avoiding contradictions or uncertainties that might be otherwise of value to a researcher. 

· List the questions you are going to ask in to the order you are going to ask them. This list is termed the interview schedule.

SECOND 

You must now decide on whom to interview. 

· Reliable and verifiable research data gathered by use of structured interview procedures really should be based on a small pilot study, involving asking your schedule to one or two people. 

· These pilot sample respondents should be representative of the larger population relevant to your particular research focus or question. For example, it is no use trying out an interview schedule intended for use with practising teachers, for example, by asking it of a nurse or a commercial staff trainer. 

· Once you have completed the pilot interviews, analyse the responses from the one or two people involved. 

· Do these seem broadly of a type you expected the question to bring forward? 

· Did any question(s) confuse or mislead the respondent(s)? 

· Could any question(s) be better phrased to help clarity and/or objectivity? 

· Would any question be better placed differently in the schedule? 

If the answer to any of the above is 'yes', then you will need to reformulate your interview schedule. 


THIRD

DECISIONS ABOUT THE FORM OF ANY STRUCTURED INTERVIEW (including the pilot sample) 
Even a poorly designed and constructed questionnaire has the potential to obtain some useful data. But a poorly conducted interview (of whatever sort) is unlikely to yield the researcher anything of value. 


The following are ideas about how a structured interview can be best carried out. 

	VARIABLE FACTOR
	BRIEF EXPLANATION 

	PREPARATION
	Send a copy of your outline schedule to each respondent in advance of the interview. In this way, a respondent gets the chance to think about their responses and let's them develop trust in you. Taking someone by surprise with an unexpected question may be tempting for you, but it can make a respondent feel as if you are trying to catch them out, trying to 'ambush' them in some way. 

	TIME 
	Interviews often take longer than expected. Trying to rush an interview can make a respondent feel tense and reluctant to answer fully. Ask for, and arrange sufficient time for the interview process to be reasonably relaxed. 

	PLACE
	Choose somewhere for the interview which is going to put a respondent at ease. Choose somewhere free from distractions or noise. It is generally better for a researcher to go to them, rather than expecting a respondent to come to you. 

	RECORDING 
	You need to record the responses to questions. You could use notes, or write up the main points after the interview. But in the 21 Century, you should try to have all interviews tape-recorded. 

	KEEP CONTROL 
	An interview is not a conversation - it is a formal encounter within the research process. Do not let a respondent wander too far off the subject of the question she or he is meant to be answering. This takes skill and tact. That is why factual questions are often of more use to the inexperienced interviewer than more open-ended questions. 

	CONFIDENTIALITY 
	Assure respondents of confidentiality and anonymity. However, everything said in an interview is 'on the record' and so can be used by the researcher. 

	SILENCE and INCONSISTENCIES 
	Do not be put off by either. Respondents often need time to answer a question when once it has been asked. Inconsistent answers are not attempts to mislead, but are indications of uncertainties. Acknowledge these and explore them with the respondent during the interview. 

	TRANSCRIBING
	Once an interview has been concluded, a researcher needs to transcribe it - usually in full. Transcribing is a difficult and time-consuming skill. That is why structured interviews can be best because they can be more easily controlled as to their length. Allow at least five times (x5) as long to transcribe an interview as to actually conduct it.

	GIVING SOMETHING BACK ('reciprocity')
	Interviewing practitioners demands that they give you time. Give something back. For example, take a reading with you about the broad area of your research focus and leave this with the respondent. Offer them a copy of your transcript (see below) - and remember to send it on to them. 


freely adapted from Edwards & Talbot, 1994 

 

AVOID
Try to ensure that you avoid falling in to any of the following, well-known pitfalls (traps) when using interviewing as a research technique: 

· Doing too many interviews. You will just end up with too much data, and too little time to transcribe and analyse it all properly. 

· Having too long an interview schedule. Too many questions usually means rushed interviews and short answers. A researcher may well have been better advised to have used a questionnaire, if this is the case. Use fewer questions

· Forgetting to take a tape recorder and spare batteries to the interview, and / or forgetting to check that it was working throughout the interview. Use two recorders and do not store more than one or two interviews on a tape for safety!

REMEMBER
These points relate to structured interviews. Once a researcher becomes more proficient in using interview techniques, then a more loosely structured approach to using interviews for data gathering may be possible. 


In this case, other considerations, and other skills have to be considered. In particular, using grounded theory for the analysis of such interview data is probably advisable. Notes on how to best use less tightly structured interviews are provided in another part of the course. 

Grounded theory

Grounded theory was developed by the American researchers, Glaser and Strauss in the 1960s. This involves procedures of building concepts, collecting further data and making analyses of data in a spiralling or cyclical way within a continuing process of researching. Key concepts are continually being identified and critically evaluated as the research progresses. Grounded theory means that analytical themes are to be discovered as an integral part of research process, rather than being determined by the researcher at the outset of the data collection stage.
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Interviews 

Decision point - how useful are these tools going to be to me? 
Ask yourself 'How useful is this approach to my area of research?'
If you are carrying out a quantitative study with several questionnaires and significant numerical data, you might use statistics to analyse the results.


On the other hand, if your are undertaking a small number of in depth interviews to ascertain the understandings of a group of respondents, then this approach may not be for you. 


Reflective Practice 

The notion of 'reflective practice' entered the professional literature in 1983, soon after Donald Schön published 'The Reflective Practitioner'. Reflective practice is the way that practitioners come to understanding the full effects of their professional practices. It involves the reflective worker attending to her or his practices in ways that consider what they are learning from personal work experiences.


Schön's work offers an alternative to the 'first learn theory, then put it into practice' assumptions about professional learning, so often the basis of professional and vocational education. 


Schön makes an important distinction between two types of reflection. 

· Reflection-on-action 

· Reflection-in-action 

Reflection on action is something which takes place after the event and the term is essentially self-explanatory. Reflection in action though implies that you are aware of what you are doing as you carry out your professional work. This is the way any confident and experienced practitioner works. For example: 

· anticipating (right, if that's the case, then I need to… ) 

· being critical (it isn't working as I expected, so I'll try instead…) 

· 'bookmarking' experiences (next time, I need to try to avoid doing…) 

· assessing (I don't think he is understanding me, and so I need to be…) 

· and so on

All of us, though, Schön argues, can see things only from our own point of view.

Each of us has only chance of split-second reflection, because we need to move on to the next action or thought. 

Predictions about a reflective practice

Schön (1987) made the following predictions about possible difficulties associated with a 'reflective practice' commitment in professional learning:

· You must work against the view that theory is a privileged form of knowledge 

· You must work against the doctrine that learners are to be taught the results of research carried out by researchers, which helps to account for a widespread sense of the irrelevance of many courses around the world 

· You work uphill against the notion that the learner is a blank slate who needs to be trained and who has nothing to bring to their programmes of study 

· Work against what Schön terms the 'squeeze play' currently operating in many professions by which, on the one hand, the actual institutional conditions of practice restrict what it is that a reflective worker and learner can do. . . . And at the same time there is a resurgence of technical rationality in vocational education. The combination of those two things squeezes out 'reflection'. 

Keeping a professional diary 

The English phrase, "Keeping a diary" refers to the recording in writing of the events of life in a factual manner - the places you went to, the people you met, the things you did. Keeping a diary can be a satisfying thing in itself, and for many diary keepers there is nothing like opening last year's entries and reading out what they were doing then. 


However, a professional diary is different.


In the previous section you read about the work of Schön and the emphasis which he places on the importance of reflection in professional thought and development of practice.


This section is about writing a professional journal or diary as a tool to support such reflection. We believe that it is a helpful and enabling means of your continuing to learn and develop professionally.

Journal writing and keeping should become a feature of your own on-going professional practice and of your study habits. 

Purposes of personal professional journal keeping 

'Journaling' is not a word you will find in many dictionaries. What is it? Well, at its simplest, journaling is writing down your work experiences and daily events, and your professional thoughts about them. And yet it has to be more than that.


Dialogue is involved. In writing down what you professionally experience, you find yourself able to review what you are writing and as you write, new thoughts come to you. You find yourself entering into almost a conversation with your journal and as you write, so you become clearer about the processes and experiences you are going through in your working life and professional practices. 


It is written expression of the intellectual process of reflection.


It is to do with:

· writing about your professional practice and episodes or events within it; and 

· intellectual understandings (the knowledge you apply) and the skills you use in the performance of your professional practice. 

It really is a useful and practical tool for learning in your workplace.

 

The notions of 'reflection' and 'significance' 

Over half a century ago, the educationalist Dewey suggested that the process of reflection consisted of five components:

1. The individual experiences perplexity, confusion and doubt due to the nature of the situation 

2. this stage is followed by conjecture, anticipation and tentative interpretation of the elements
or, meanings and consequences that the situation has for the person who is reflecting 
or, those affected by future actions 

3. next, the person engages in an exploration and analysis of the situation, hoping to bring clarity and definition to the problem. 

4. This inquiry then leads to the formation and elaboration of suggestions to deal with the situation before 

5. finally, to a decision to do something to attain a desired result - that is, to take reflective action! 

The more contemporary educationalist and writer, Michael Fullan (1992) stresses the importance of this process of reflective practice for education professionals:


" ...teacher education is a matter of life-long learning, starting before one enters teacher pre-service (probationary period) and continuing throughout one's career.... (p. 114)"


Within a discussion of the potential role of electronic learning environments in teacher training and professional education, Martin Owen, of the University of Wales, quotes the work of Brown and Duguit (1996):


"Rather than deciding ahead of time what a learner needs to know and making this explicitly available to the exclusion of everything else, designers and instructors [of professional learning environments and materials] need to make available as much as possible of the whole rich web of practice - explicit and implicit - allowing the learner to call upon aspects of practice, latent in the periphery, as they are needed."


This demonstrates how reflection needs to be part of all professional preparation and development. The idea of "the rich web of practice" captures well how a procedure such as journal writing and keeping can aid this learning.


Crucial to 'journaling' is your recognition of what is 'significant' in your professional practice. Reflection is concerned with focus on to such events and experiences, often termed significant or 'critical incidents'. The idea of reflecting upon critical incidents is not a new one. It has been refined from a technique developed by John Flanagan (1954), who worked with pilots in training in the USAF: 


"An incident is an observable type of human activity which is sufficiently complete in itself to permit inferences and predictions to be made about the person performing the act. To be critical it must be performed in a situation where the person or intent of the act seems fairly clear to the observer, and its consequences are sufficiently definite so there is little doubt concerning its effect."

The skills of writing 

In a very real sense, the only way to get better at writing and keeping a personal professional journal is to start to write one. It is important for you to begin and maintain your own personal professional journal as soon in the course as you can. 
There are four principles to try to keep in mind as you prepare to keep your journal.

1. Date each entry to keep things in perspective. At the time of writing, it may not seem to matter if the date is not included. However, when you look back over your journal, it helps you (and your tutor) to see emerging themes and patterns of practice over time. 

2. Write when and how you want, but keep in mind the need to write in as good standards of written English as possible. In addition, try always to include some evidence of reading you've been doing about the focus of your entry, even if it is only to include a citation and reference. 

3. Always tell the truth. Why bother to write if you aren't going to be honest with yourself? As you will have found in previous sections, what we perceive as "true" and "real" is part of the complex web of influences which combine to form our own understandings. 

4. Try not to censor reactions, emotional responses, feelings. Refrain from judgements at this stage. 

If you are to develop yourself as a 'reflective practitioner', then you need to develop certain key pre-requisites for yourself. These can be summarised as:

· respect and faith in yourself 

· trust in the reflective process 

· acceptance that uncertainty is vital for learning and change to take place 

And keep in mind your need to try to: 

· enjoy it. Give yourself the gift of some reflective space. 

· don't expect answers; but questions leading to yet more dynamic questions. 

With regard to these last points, Holly(1987) writes: 


"Keeping a journal is a humbling process. You rely on your senses, your impressions, and you purposely record your experiences as vividly, as playfully, and as creatively as you can. It is a learning process in which you are both the learner and the one who teaches... To review journal entries is to return to events and their interpretation with the perspective of time. Over time, patterns and relationships emerge that were previously isolated events 'just lived'. Time provides perspective and momentum, and enables deeper levels of insight to take place." (p. 4) 

The skills of writing 
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 Structured and unstructured observation

Introduction 


In everyday life, and in any workplace setting, we constantly observe others. We evaluate what people say, what they do, and what they look like. Sometimes our perceptions of situations are based on preconceived ideas, and sometimes they are based on the worst of stereotypes. 


Observation is an important research tool. It allows us to observe other people in a natural setting or in a more artificial experimental situation. Observation is an important technique for collecting data in natural settings about what is really happening in a real-life situation. Furthermore, it can help researchers come to an understanding about the perceptions of those who are being studied, in that situation. However, we must always plan to avoid preconceptions. Bias should either be avoided, or explicitly recognised.

 

Different kinds of observation 

Participant observation

The researcher is physically a part of the situation, which they are observing: either sitting in the classroom, taking notes in a field diary; or actually taking part in the situation (for example, as teacher in a classroom/ worker-researcher).


Non-participant observation
The researcher is not physically within the situation being observed. For instance, data may be collected by unobtrusive video/ audio recording; and observations therefore take place at a distance. 


Structured observation
If you want to focus on particular features of a situation, you might draw up a grid or a table, with clear behaviours, which you expect to observe. For instance, if you are studying talk, you might draw up a grid as to show the number of turns taken in a conversation. Alternatively, if you are observing different types of work activity in an office, you might focus on one worker, and every 30 seconds note the type of behaviour observed. 


Tables and grids are very useful for this type of research. 


Unstructured observation 
Researchers attempting to understand what is happening and why it is happening in a natural setting, often approach the data in an open-minded way: not wanting to rule in or rule out potential phenomena. An unstructured approach therefore prioritises the collection of a wide range of data from the situation being investigated. A structure is then imposed, subsequently, on analysing the data.


A field diary is useful here to record observations as they happen: these might include drawings of the physical layout; details of conversations overheard; or initial thoughts about phenomena observed. 

 

Audio recording, with an external microphone, is almost always essential. It offers important evidence about what people say, but also how they say it. 
Video recording can provide essential evidence depending on the focus of the research. However, it can be quite intimidating for the people being observed. They may therefore act unnaturally, defeating the objective of observing real behaviour in natural settings. Remember the Hawthorne effect! 
Choosing the right form of observation 

Ask yourself: 

· Is observation really the right method for obtaining the data? 

· Is there a more reliable way of obtaining the data? 

· How much influence will the presence of the observer and their equipment have on the other participants being observed? 

· Do you know what you are looking for, or should you be keeping a more open mind to the situation, which you will be observing? 

· What is the most effective way for you to record the data during the observation? 

· Will you be able to make notes during the observation or directly after? 

· What will you see and hear during the observation? 

· Are you sure that what you think you are seeing or hearing, is what you are actually perceiving? 

· How will you process the data collected in the observation? 

· Will you transcribe verbal and non-verbal data? 

· How will you analyse the data? 

· How will you ensure that your analysis is reliable? 

· What are the implications for future research? 

· Will you have to carry out further observations? 

· If so, should they be in the same format as the first observations? 

Decision point - how useful are these tools going to be to me? 

Ask yourself 'How useful is this approach to my area of research?'
If you are carrying out a quantitative study with several questionnaires and significant numerical data, you might use statistics to analyse the results. 

On the other hand, if your are undertaking a small number of in depth interviews to ascertain the understandings of a group of respondents, then this approach may not be for you. 

Reading

Bell, J. 4th Ed. (1999) - Doing your research project: a guide for first-time researchers in education and social science - Milton Keynes: OU. 
Davies, MB, (2007), Doing a Successful Research Project, London: Palgrave
Glaser, BG and Strauss, AL, The Discovery of Grounded Theory - Strategies for Qualitative Research, Chicago: Aldine

Planning for the Research 
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  Look back through your worker-researcher diary (if you kept one) to help you shape your responses.

1. Make a list of possible areas for investigation.

2. Choose one area for investigation; and explain briefly why you have chosen this rather than the other possibilities.

3. Refine and focus the area selected so that it is manageable in terms of scope, timescale and other resources needed. Clearly establish the relevance of the topic to your work situation. Encapsulate your thinking in one straightforward research question.
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 Draw up a project outline and timetable, specifying:

1. Consideration of background reading. 

2. Methods to be used. 

3. Source(s) of data. 

4. How you will process and analyse the data. 

5. The audience for your findings.

6. How you will present your results.

7. How you will judge the success and relevance of this project. 

8. How have you considered the ethics of what you are doing. 

[image: image30.jpg]P Activity




 Consider how you will approach the collection of evidence for your research. Write brief notes to explain your ideas for dealing with each of the following areas. This is to ensure that you carry out your research in a systematic and effective way.

1. What is your research question. 

2. What methods will be used.

3. What data will be collected. 

4. Where the data will be collected. 

5. When the data will be collected. 

6. How will you record the evidence obtained. 

7. How will you store the evidence. 

8. How have you planned for an ethical approach in each of the above?

9. Interpreting the information 

Introduction 

There are two types of research data: 

· Raw data

· Processed data

What you will have initially collected is raw data. (Although, Silverman 2003 reminds us data are always situated and textual!) The next step in your research is to analyse the raw data to see what it tell you about the key question which you posed yourself at the start of the process. This is one of the most important stages of any research. If you just present the reader with your raw data, they will not easily be able to identify the patterns, relationships or themes which you have uncovered. Therefore you must use one of a range of techniques to interpret the information. These might include interpreting words people use, analysing the physical attributes of a situation, or examining the relationships between variables. 


Don't wait until you have obtained your data, before you decide what you are going to do with it!


One or more of the following techniques for interpretation should be considered at the planning stage.

· Statistical analysis

· Thematic analysis

· Content analysis

· Discourse analysis

· Analysis of physical features of the situations/ factors arising from research
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  Briefly explain which interpretation technique(s) you have chosen and why.

 10. Presenting the information 

Different ways of presenting the information 

Although you may need to provide a written report on your research, not all work-based research needs to be presented in this way. For example, might decide to use one of the following methods for communicating your results in the work place:

· Spoken presentation at team or staff meeting: for instance, using PowerPoint.

· Verbal report for line manager, or colleagues (this method could vary from the extremely formal- presentation to the board of a company- to an informal discussion about how to respond to newly discovered information.

· Organisation's web-site/intranet

· Newsletter

· E-mail

Having decided the vehicle for your presentation you need to decide on how you will present the information. Sometimes a diagram, a table or a chart can be much more effective than words alone. 

Presenting the information 
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  Ensure that there is continuity between what you set out to do and the 'finished' product. Your methodology might have evolved in between, but make sure you restate your original question/issue and to what extent the study has “answered” it.

1. What is your research question? 

2. What methods have you used? 

3. What are the results of your analysis?

In all cases, whether you have carried out statistical analysis, thematic and content analysis, discourse analysis or analysis of the physical features ask yourself:

'Can I use photographs, pictures, flow diagrams, graphs, pie charts and tables in addition to my commentary?'
11. What does it tell you and how is it relevant to your work?

Consider the pointers in this section:

Some suggestions

To begin to answer these questions you need to go back to the beginning… to the work-based question with which you started. 


So what was your question, and what are the implications of your findings?


At this point, you will have identified an area for research, planned a data collection activity and collected and analysed some data. Now go back to Section 3 (What Could you Research in Your Work?) and look again at what you wanted to explore. 
Provisionality warning - it may not PROVE anything, but the results may be relatable to your workplace and to other situations.

1. You haven't answered your question. 

2. You have gone through the process, you have some information, but you can't reach a conclusion. 

3. You've answered your question. 

4. You've answered part of your question. 

5. You've answered part of your question ?. And you have more questions. 

6. You haven't answered your question ?.. but you HAVE answered a different one. 

7. You are completely confused. 

Responses

Response to 1
You need to go back to Section 6 and look again at your question and how you planned to answer it. For instance, did you choose the right methods for exploring your area of interest? Maybe you opted for a questionnaire, when an interview would have given you richer and more detailed information. Or maybe people told you what they thought you wanted to hear and an observation study might have been the way forward. 


Response to 2
Have you looked for patterns in the data that you have collected to help you come to a conclusion? If not, you need to be systematic and objective in working out what further information you might need; or to look in a different way at the data you have already obtained.


Response to 3
Congratulations! You are now in a position to consider the relevance of your findings to your work. You need to begin to develop a way of reporting your findings to those who NEED to know, who might WISH to know or who OUGHT to know. 
(This next stage could be developed as another component in your WBL programme.)


Now go to the final part of this section to consider the relevance of the research for your work.


Response to 4
Perhaps you HAVE answered the whole of your question and all you need to do is to make your analysis more sophisticated. For example, have you looked for patterns in the data that you have collected to help you come to a conclusion? Maybe you need to be more systematic and objective in looking in a different way at the data you have already obtained. 


Response to 5
You have reached a very important point in the research process. Maybe you are happy with what you have found and want to consider the relevance of this for you at work. Or maybe you want to pursue one or more of these other questions. In the latter case, you need to go back to Section 6 and the research planning process.


Response to 6
Maybe you are happy with what you have found and want to consider the relevance of this for you at work. Or maybe you want to pursue your original question. In this case, you need to go back to Section 6 and the research planning process. Be careful; in any research, it is important that the methods used to answer the questions you set yourself at the start of the process, were the "right" ones.


Response to 7
Don't worry!! Many researchers are constantly in this position - it is not at all unusual! You need to go back to Section 6 and look again at your question and how you planned to answer it. For instance, did you choose the right methods for exploring your area of interest? Maybe you opted for a questionnaire, when an interview would have given you richer and more detailed information. Or maybe people told you what they thought you wanted to hear and an observation study might have been the way forward.

 

Discussion of data collected and its relevance

Use your notes from Section 7 Collecting the Information, Section 8, Interpreting the Information, Section 9 Presenting the Information and especially your answers to the questions in this section to support your response.


Write a short report of approximately 1000 words in which you analyse and discuss the data obtained from your small-scale research. Consider the following questions as an aid to structuring your response.

· How have you answered your question? 

· Have you come to a reliable conclusion, based on the data you have gathered?

· What are the key points of your findings?

· Reading between the lines of your overall results, are there deeper implications of your research study?

· What will you now do with the results of your research?

· What have you learnt about research from carrying out your investigation? 
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