A critical reflection on research paradigms to enable a mixed methods enquiry meeting the needs of three research questions.

The purpose of this paper is to consider and critically reflect on the paradigms of a mixed methods research enquiry in relation to an identified research question. In order to consider this these this paper will offer a rational around the research topic identifying the needs for this research. The paper will then consider current literature in relation to the topic to be explored. Finally, the paper will consider three different research questions with a mixed methodology approach critiquing the qualitative and quantitative paradigms associated with the proposed research questions and their design. There will be a summary in which a specify question will be chosen and a justification of this will be provided.
The research topic chosen for this paper is concerned with Trauma Informed teaching practice in tertiary education. Although there is a large amount of research in relation to Trauma Informed teaching and practice in relation to compulsory education (Crosby et al., 2018; Sandin, 2022; Boylan et al., 2023; Emmerson, 2022; Culshaw and Bodfield, 2024), there has been very little conducted in the UK and Wales for those in the post compulsory sector.
Prior to setting out the rationale for the chosen research topic it is important, for context, to define trauma informed. According to Blehem (2024) there are a number of indications that can cause trauma which therefore means that there are a number of possible definitions of trauma. For Blehem (2024) these include trauma caused as a result of a one-off incident, such as an accident; trauma that can occur due to prolonged exposure to psychologically damaging events, such as an abusive relationship and trauma caused by being forced to flee an unsafe environment, such as a war. The UK Trauma Council (2026) outlines trauma as an experience that is so detrimental and extreme to an individual that they are not able to cope or move on from the experience and that this traumatic experience will likely have a lifelong impact on the individual. The UK Trauma Council (2026) expand upon Blehem (2024) definition by also including events such as death of a close friend or family member, abuse and that, for children, trauma can occur by witnessing events as well as experiencing them.
Conversely it is argued however that the use of the word Trauma has become a ‘buzz word’ for events that do not hold as much psychological impacts as a result in the number of people now ‘self diagnosing’ medical and psychological conditions throughout different social media platforms (Sump, 2024). For example Rowland (2025) suggests that simple life events such as a favourite sports team losing or a favourite band breaking up is being described as traumatic. The use of trauma in this way has caused some people to become cynical and critical of trauma as a concept. Although this critique is important this paper will not be taking this view of trauma.
Consequently this paper will use the definition offered by Welsh Government (2022) where they outline trauma as an event or experience that cause an individual distress and have a negative impact on their daily lives. The definition used by Welsh Government (2022) goes onto express that these traumatic events can be ongoing or a one off event and that the impact of a traumatic event is what informs trauma informed practice.
When considering the teaching and education provided in the tertiary sector there is a lack of knowledge and understanding of the impact of trauma on adults and their ability to, at times, engage in education (Skiba 2020). This is confounded by the lack of understanding and thought of tertiary educators in the field of trauma informed (Hunter 2022). It is therefore the aim of this paper to consider how much educators are aware of trauma informed practice, the impact of this on students within the sector and, if trauma informed is considered within the planning and delivery of the education they are providing.
There is little literature available around the topic of trauma informed practice in the tertiary sector within the United Kingdom (UK) and, although there is more available on a national scale there is still a lack of resources that considers how and why students from a traumatic background should be supported and educated within the post compulsory sector. Hunter (2022) argues that there are a large number of students within higher education specifically who have been exposed to traumatic events prior to them attending university. Hunter (2022) attributes much of this trauma to adverse childhood experienced (ACES) which have had a negative impact on the students ability to concentrate, achieve, regulate their emotions or complete their degree programme. As mentioned above however, this is a narrow view of what traumatic experiences can be. The National Health Service (NHS) define traumatic events as things such as ACES but also being involved in a car accident, the death of a family member or close friend or natural disasters (NHS, 2026).
Although Hunter’s (2022) definition of trauma is limited the research conducted does outline that educators within higher education need to be able to recognise the signs of trauma and know how to manage and approach the topic with students and, further than that use trauma informed pedagogies that build resilience but also aim to not further traumatise students. Equily Bitanihirwe and Imad (2023) consider the impact of students attainment and attendance when considering trauma informed approaches to teaching in higher education. They found that, generally students appreciated a trauma informed approach to teaching some found this could be a barrier to education and would choose not to attend teaching sessions when these approaches were communicated (Bitanihirwe and Imad 2023). 
Both Hunter (2022) and Bitanihirwe and Imad (2023) recognise that there is a lack of knowledge and training available to lecturers and educators in the higher education setting in relation to how to support those who have experienced trauma, however they approach the response to this differently. Hunter (2022) outlines the roles and responsibilities of practitioners in the classroom whereas Bitanihirwe and Imad (2023) concentrate on the structural challenges faced within higher education institutions when educating students who have experienced trauma.
These two studies relate to the topic suggested in this research, however this research proposes to consider a more focused view on defining trauma and the extent to which educators include their awareness of trauma in their teaching practice therefore filling a gap left by current literature.
When considering further education there is even less research available specifically to those studying within this setting. Although there is some research available for those studying English as a second language (Dunn and Orsolya, 2025) and those with additional learning needs (Wilson et al,. 2026) the most appropriate found in relation to further educational settings was from Skiba (2020) who outlines that, specifically within vocational education there are a large proportion of students who have experienced trauma and that, as a result of this their behaviour and attainment is negatively impacted. Skiba (2020) outlines the importance of relationship building, consistent approaches with students and designing inclusive, sensitive materials as some of the most important factors of an educator in the vocational education setting. This aligns with Hunter (2022) and Bitanihirwe and Imad (2023).
This indicated that there is a need to conduct this research in the tertiary sector in order to assess the ways in which trauma informed practice is being considered and delivered within the sector.
In order to design robust and purposeful research a consideration of the researchers theoretical and methodological position needs to be considered looking at how and why this positionality will determine and influence any research design and choices (Punch, 2014).  A consideration of the researchers ontological and epistemological approach will be discussed, along with an outline of other approaches before informing the paradigm of the researcher and therefore the research design itself as ontology, epistemology and paradigms are all bound together in research design (Denscombe, 2014).
The first of these theoretical positions that needs to be considered is the researchers ontology. Ontology, according to Punch (2014) is concerned with asking what reality is, for an interpretivist there are many realities experienced in may way, whereas for a positivist, there is only one reality. The researchers ontological approach is one that believes that there are as many realities as there are people and that everyone experiences their own reality in their own way.
This oncological approach is then linked to the epistemological approach of the researcher. Epistemology, according to Thomas (2023), is concerned with the knowledge within the world and how we explore and determine our ideas from this knowledge. For the researcher individuals epistemological viewpoint is constructed by their experiences, life choices and the social interactions they have on a daily basis. This means that their beliefs, values and attitudes might change depending on their own, and others experiences. A positivist approach to epistemology however is that truth is fixed, as is knowledge (Punch, 2014), Coe et al. 2012) go on to explore a positivist philosophy as one that behaviour and social interactions can be measured by experiments rather than asking for stories.
As a result of the ontological and epistemological approach of the researcher their research paradigm is an interpretivist one, this means that, for the researcher, all experiences are interoperated individually by the people experiencing any event in their lives. Thomas (2023) suggests that an interpretivist approach to research suggests that the researcher wants to report on the way in which the world or experiences are interpreted by the individuals. An interpretive approach explores the possibility that a number of individuals can experience the same event in a different way and therefore be impacted by it in different ways too, as the interpretation of the even could be different (Punch, 2014). According to Bryman (2021) offers the explanation that this is different to the positivist approach where hypothesis will be offered and research can prove or disprove what a researcher has posited. This is supported by Thomas (2023) who suggests that a positivist approach would be used to gain an objective rather than subjective response within research design. The positivist approach can also provide some easily collated and interpreted data which help inform an interpretivist research methodology and inform methods of data collection such as structured interviews (Creswell and Creswell, 2023).
Ritche et al. (2014) outline that the use of both an interpretivist and positivist approach to research paradigm would be considered a pragmatist approach, that is choosing the right epistemological or ontological standpoint for a specific piece of research. This mixed methodology, according to Somekh and Lewin (2011), should mix not only the researchers’ paradigms but also then the research methods used within the design of the acquisition of data during the research. Creswell and Plano Clark (2008) further support this by discussing the difference between mixed paradigms and mixed methods in research. They state that the mixed paradigm approach of a researcher, or the need for the research to take a mixed approach, is separate to the need to consider mixed methods of data collection.
As an interpretivist the researcher would typically use a qualitative methodological approach to data collection. Qualitative data refers to the story and feelings of participants within research, these feelings and the story are specifically linked to the participants ontology and epistemology and that of the researcher when analysing the data (Newby, 2014). For the researcher this gives participants the opportunity to explore their experiences fully, where these experiences cannot be measured but are explored and discussed (Punch, 2014).
A positivist approach to the methodological approach however is the use of quantitative data collection. Quantitative data collection is concerned with posing a hypothesis or measuring and collecting numerical data (Coe et al. 2021). It is concerned with generating experiments and research that can be replicated a number of times in the same way to prove a hypothesis or testing one set of facts against another.
When designing research the paradigm of the researcher has to be considered as there is a link between the research philosophy of the researcher and the way in which they will design their research, there are specific methods of research that link to each of the research paradigms. Typically, a researcher with a interpretivist research philosophy would use only interpretivist research methods and the same for those with a positivist research philosophy (Punch 2014). 
As outlined previously however, there is a need to consider the purpose of the research question as well as the researchers perspective, therefore, as the aim of the research is to gain the level of knowledge of educators in the tertiary sector on trauma informed and also how much this impacts decisions made when planning and delivering teaching, this paper will consider a mixed methodological approach, that is, using research methods from both a positivist and interpretivist methodology (Bryman 2021). The approach of using mixed methods in social research is supported by Thomeer et al. (2024) by stating that the use of both qualitative and quantitative methodologies can provide rich critical data, especially when considering research on values and opinions. Aligned to the breadth and depth of the data that is produced as a result of a pragmatist approach to research are some limitations such as, according to Oranga (2025) time restraints of the researcher and the limitations of knowledge in different research methods for the researcher, however Oranga (2025) themselves suggest that these limitations do not outweigh the positives of using a mixed methods approach.
Three possible research questions were produced considering the growing awareness and consciousness of trauma informed practice (as outlined above) in tertiary education. These questions all aim to explore the knowledge and understanding of trauma informed but with different focuses. The following section will discuss the merits and limitations of each question whilst also providing a rational for the inclusion of them as a possible question. A discussion on the paradigm of each question will also be provided considering what methods of data collection would be most suited for each question. In order to do this, each research question will be considered separately and then, compared with a conclusion of which question would be most appropriate to use.
A definition of trauma and trauma informed will need to be offered or agreed prior to two of the three questions outlined below. For the purposes of question one and two the definition outlined above will be used. However, a consideration must be made to engage in a context and definition setting for all questions on this field so that participants are clear on the scope of the research. Cohen et al. (2018) points out that as social research cam be value laden that there needs to be a consensus in definition and understanding of terms ensuring that no one participant (and the researcher) does not have a monopoly on the definition of trauma informed by their own experiences, views or opinion.
Question one – 
Are educators in the tertiary sector aware of trauma informed practice? How does their level of knowledge in trauma informed practice inform their planning and teaching in their area of specialism?
The aim of this research is to set the context of the understanding and knowledge of trauma informed practice in the tertiary sector and then explore the impact of this knowledge on their practice within the tertiary sector. According to Matthew and Barron (2023) the purpose of exploratory research, for them, was to enable the researcher and participants to explore attitudes and experiences in the area. As this research was conducted within a traumatic field of study (survivors of abuse) there is an argument that this links with the proposed question.
At the same time however, the question asks if educators know what trauma informed practice is, this will set the context of the research (Coe et al., 2021). The aim of this question is to assess current knowledge of tertiary educator’s trauma informed to then enable the exploration of their consequence of their level of knowledge on their teaching.
This dual purpose of this research question means that a mixed methodology approach would be appropriate to this research question. A positivist approach could consider the first part of the question concerned with if educators are aware of trauma informed through the use of questionnaires where statistical and factual data could be collated (Denscombe, 2021) and an interpretative approach would be used when reflecting on the impact of this knowledge on participants teaching (Thomas, 2023). 
The limitation of this question however is that the impact of trauma informed practice will not be measured, only the level of knowledge and how much this knowledge informs practice. There are also limitations in relation to how to quantify the measurement of how the participants knowledge informs practice – what one participant might think is a lot others would not. There is a need to be clear in the measurement and the definition of terms for this research question.
Question Two –
How do tertiary educators understand the concept of trauma within their setting? Does this impact the way they plan and teach? To what extent do tertiary educators need to know about Trauma?
This second question is more focused than the first question. It is asking participants about teaching for trauma informed practice specific to their field rather than teaching generally. The question also seeks to critique whether or not a tertiary educators need to be aware of trauma at all. Although research outlined above seems to indicate it does (Hunter, 2022; Bitanihirwe and Imad 2023 and Skiba 2020), this is not a comprehensive amount of research in the field.
The research question has been written specifically to sit within a mixed method approach, however, in contrast to question one the positivist question is posed after the interpretive one. This means that, if this question was used definitions, purposes and values could be collated to inform the positivist question using qualitative data to inform the quantitative result. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) support this suggestion outlining that when variables are unknown qualitative research methods can be used to inform the development of qualitative research methods. Given that trauma informed practice is interpreted differently, and the research is not aiming to test a theory, beginning with qualitative research could produce clearer results.
Question three - 
What is trauma? Would a trauma informed approach to education support students who have experienced trauma when attending education within in the tertiary sector? What would trauma informed practice look like and how would it be assured?
The final question posed is concerned specifically with the definition of trauma and trauma informed practice within the tertiary sector. Rather than being concerned with the experiences and practices of educators in the field. With the third question there is an assumption that there is no trauma informed practice taking place in the tertiary sector and seeks to ascertain if it should. Additionally the third question asks if this approach would support students.
Although this research question appears to be interpretivist in its nature there it could be argued that a mixed methodology could be used. This research question could start with a qualitative method in order to consider a definition of trauma, a positivist and quantitative approach to if trauma informed practice would support students and then finally consider how and why this approach would support students in a qualitative way again. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018, p.219) suggest that this approach would be a ‘multiphase mixed-method’ approach to research. The purpose of this for Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) would be to build upon each phase to add understanding to the research.
There are however a number of limitations to this multi layered approach to research questions including timeframes, complexity of the design and process, burden on the participant (Denzin et al, 2018). Conversely this approach would offer insight and a rounded approach to the research question. Hesse-Biber and Johnson (2015) argue that a mixed methodology research approach can be confusing to the reader, participant and researcher if not planned and written clearly.
A critique of all of three research questions is that they are considering tertiary education as a whole, this sector is large and, in order for the research to have impact and not be too large to manage, there will be a need for the researcher to consider sampling and a specific section within the tertiary sector. Creswell (2013) suggests that, especially when researching sensitive topics, that a smaller participant group can foster more in depth and valuable findings than a breadth of participants.
As a result of the discussions above it is the intention of the researcher to conduct research exploring the definition of trauma, trauma informed practice and the level of understanding and commitment of tertiary educators to engage in trauma informed pedogeological choices. In order to consider these questions a mixed methodological approach will be taken to consider this approach due to the many different approaches to research this approach can have. This still align with the interpretivist epistemological and ontological standpoint of the researcher but, also accepts that different approaches can add value to research depending on the research question. 

Word Count:
