HPEN7004 Essay
Topic: Critique qualitative research methods and quantitative research methods and justify your future choice by referring to your own research interest

1. Introduction 
Qualitative and quantitative research methodologies are commonly adopted by researchers worldwide. Both of them play important yet different roles in assisting people to gain understanding about the world, perceive individual diversity, and to analyse data (Dorney, 2007, p.29). Generally, qualitative research is believed to take a micro-perspective to look into realities whereas quantitative research is structured with a macro-perspective (ibid.). There are both advantages and limitations in the two which will be discussed in this essay. Then a potential research interest of mine is to be presented with a research method choice explained. 

2. Conventional Research Methods
At the surface level, a disparity between qualitative research and quantitative research is located in the contrast of using words versus numbers, or using open-ended questions versus closed-ended questions; deeply, the difference may lie in the researchers’ philosophical assumptions, the types of research strategies used, specific methods in conducting those strategies used in the two types of research (Creswell, 2014, p.4). A specified research approach is constructed by researchers’ worldviews or knowledge claims, the design and the methods.
2.1 Qualitative research 
Qualitative research in Creswell’s definition (2014, p.4) is “an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem”. Although it is a quite broad definition, it captures a key feature of qualitative research, that is the broad scope or a great variety of forms. Denzin and Lincoln (2005, p.6-7) also point out that it is difficult to define qualitative research clearly, since it has no distinctive theory or paradigm of its own, nor a distinct set of methods or practices that are entirely its own. Overall, it is an inductive process starting from questions which are becoming prominent normally through meaning-focused interpretations of text data collected in complex genuine settings converging to certain themes.  
In this approach, researchers tend to base their research on a constructivist or transformative worldview, employ an ethnographic design or narrative inquiry, and adopt methods such as interviews involving open-ended questions, or observations with emerging approaches. The constructivist worldview or social constructivism in Creswell’s opinion (2014, p.8) is regarded as a key approach to qualitative research. Scholars point out that individuals develop meanings of their experiences leading to their understanding of the world (Mertens, 2005). The role of researchers is vital because this type of research is much based on their interpretations of varied data. Their interpretations are often derived from social interaction with participants involved to answer broad questions raised by researchers. Specifically, they ask open-ended questions and listen to participants’ responses; moreover, they obtain certain norms that “operate in individuals’ lives” (Creswell, 2014, p.8). Therefore, it allows researchers to gradually modify research directions with flexibility in real time according to emerged themes. Moreover, the methods used to collect data such as interviews and observations provide opportunities for in-depth and detailed exploration of data. This kind of exploration tend to be able to reveal some hidden aspects in participants and those findings may be transferable or enlightening to another situation. It thus can be useful in looking for subtleties or missed out content in other enquires. 
The above advantages of qualitative research making it appropriate for certain situations. For instance, qualitative research is better used to answer certain types of research problems. For instance, it is helpful when researchers hope to explore a less known phenomenon or concept or when they are unaware of exact key variables to be examined. This is true for conditions including a new topic is introduced, or an untested population with existed theories (Eisenhardt, 1989). Moreover, qualitative research is useful for understanding complex situations because a generalisation may be risky while qualitative methods allow researchers to hold a comprehensive picture (Dorney, 2007). Another advantage is that qualitative research offers an opportunity to conduct a longitudinal investigation of changing phenomena (ibid.). This type of approach provides researchers a space for innovation in terms of facilitating researchers’ roles in uncovering their personal interested areas and minority groups of subjects which receive less attention (Creswell, 2014, p.21).    
There are also limitations of qualitative research. A controversial feature of qualitative research lies in the subjectivity of researchers’ role in data analysis. On one hand, researchers base their understanding of data to a great extent on their own experience and background, which shapes their position somehow. Their personal, social, historical experiences help to generate meaning. On the other, research’s quality may be influenced heavily if researchers hold a biased position. It somehow threats the reliability of qualitative research. Frequently, the researchers are also engaged in data collection, for example, in interviews and observations. The existence or involvement of researchers who are outsiders seems to inevitably affect participants’ responses or performance. It further challenges the credibility of qualitative research. Another trouble is in data analysis which often involves long-time human efforts in dealing with the relevant text interpretation. Additionally, difficulties can be found in reporting research findings. It is because for one thing they are mostly text condensed which may not be reader-friendly; for another, the findings cannot be restricted in a particular setting which makes them unable to be generalised for a broader context or another population. Due to a general small sample restriction, researchers are supposed to be very careful in presenting their findings. Instead of seeking generalisability, qualitative research is designed to broaden in-depth understanding about specific phenomenon (Dorney, 2007).  

2.2. Quantitative research 
On the contrary, quantitative research is an approach aiming to “test objectively theories by examining the relationship among variables” (Creswell, 2014, p.4). Creswell identifies it as deductive because the numerical data are measured and analysed by statistical instruments so that initial assumptions or hypothesises about related theories, normally generalisation or replication, are either accepted or rejected according to test results. This approach is borrowed from natural sciences to social sciences in the 19th century known as scientific method (Dorney, 2007). A reason of labelling “scientific” is the design of minimising researchers’ bias or interference so that the accuracy and reliability of such research is maintained. In applied linguistics, qualitative research contributes to a rich pool of research papers. For example, Lazaraton (2005) argues that quantitative research tops in the number of empirical studies compared with qualitative research ranking the second and mixed methods the bottom in his survey. 
In quantitative research, researchers tend to adopt a postpositivist worldview and test a theory predominantly by an experimental design (Creswell, 2014, p. 19). The postpositivist worldview is described as a traditional form refers to thinking after positivism in which probably causes determine outcomes (Phillips & Burbules, 2000). It is perhaps why researchers usually adopt an experimental design to reduce complicated ideas into a set of variables to assess hypotheses. In this situation, knowledge is mainly developed from measurement of objective reality existed in the world and thus numeric measures are vital in both observation and analysis of realistic data. Essentially, this approach enables researchers to test or refine the theories governing the world through data collection and analysis which either agrees with or rejects the theories, and from building from existed research results researchers may design additional research to expand knowledge. Apart from experiment approach, there is another one based on survey research, which offers numeric descriptions of certain features of a sample. Fowler (2009) argues that this approach includes cross-sectional and longitudinal studies through methods like questionnaires to generalise found features to a bigger population.    
There are several features in quantitative research which make it distinctive from other approaches. For instance, using numbers is centred in quantitative research in terms of data collection and analysis. Yet numbers are meaningful in specified categories and in a given range or within boundaries of the variables, otherwise they would be unrelated to specific researches. It means that before research actually starts those categories or variables are to be determined (Dorney, 2007). At this stage, the labour made in designing research and preparing pilot study to select and modify an ideal instrument in later formal study. Compared with qualitative research, quantitative research is more targeted at shared characteristics of groups rather than individuals. Therefore, various methods may be used to reveal potential relationships among the related variables, a distinctive feature of quantitative social research. Statistics is also related to numbers in quantitative research. Relationships which include comparative, correlational and etc. can be tested via certain techniques accordingly ranging from simple statistic such as averaging to complex ones like structural equation modelling or hierarchical linear modelling. 
The advantages of quantitative research are quite obvious. Compared with qualitative research, it is best known as suitability for large sample sizes, thanks to its generalisability brought by the replicable data and findings. In Dorney’s summary (2007), with in-built quality checks and statistical significance readers are able to tell the quantitative research validity. This brings another strength that is the good efficiency of time and resources management. As mentioned previously, it saves time in most of the stages except the preparation because methods such as sending out questionnaires and statistical tests including modelling can be completed in cohorts via email, or automatically finished by relevant software. The involvement of computers and network overcoming barriers of distance and short of hands ease the burdens of researchers to a large extent. Thirdly, quantitative research offers researchers a macro view to explore key aspects of samples. Thus, it is better used in systematic exploration and standardised comparisons. 
The limitations of quantitative research are also worth noticing. Firstly, it is impossible to figure out individuals’ variety with the whole groups’ observed features. This is much related to its generalisability which reflects certain features of a population, instead of complete individual variance. Moreover, frequently quantitative research does not showcase why the features exist or how they are formed. Dorney (2007, p.35) summarises that it is due to its insensitivity in revealing the reasons or the dynamics embedded in examined phenomenon. Opponents would argue that quantitative research is oversimplistic or decontextualized, thus it fails to interpret the meanings of individuals’ circumstances (Brannen, 2005, p.7). Therefore, a danger of over-relying on quantitative research is a misleading homogeneous image of a sample or population which would be cautious in research presentation. Additionally, to accomplish quantitative research researchers are supposed to master necessary statistic knowledge and sometimes professional software handling capability, which would be an extra or higher demand for linguistic scholars. Finally, researchers usually have to make great efforts in locating an enough number of participants to ensure a satisfactory representativeness of their collected data. This can be difficult for researchers working on their own or in a small team.    
3. Discussion on approach choice based on my potential research  
3.1 Research rationale
The research project I intend to conduct is on pre-service EFL teachers’ knowledge in Chinese basic education context. Specifically, a direct reason why I choose this topic is derived from my intention to explore pre-service English teachers’ phonological knowledge and teaching practice in practicum. 
Phonological knowledge somehow lays the foundation of phonological awareness which is a type of meta-cognitive skill for the sound structure of languages. Therefore, it is playing a great role in developing second language reading and communicating. It is essential for both EFL learners as well as teachers. There already exists abundant research on learners’ phonological awareness whereas much less has been devoted to teachers’ side.  Especially, to what extent the preservice teachers understand the related constructs and transfer their understanding to teaching is still under exploration. 
The basic education level functioning the initial stage for a large number of Chinese EFL learners, a mastery of starter-level literacy and communicating in English priors to the rest higher level demands. Thus, digging into that real classroom practice can be of significance to learn preservice teachers’ approach to effective instruction to support students’ early English learning. 
This research may shed light on teacher education course improvement in turn.  Phonetics is one of the most common courses in most English teacher education programmes in Chinese universities, primarily aiming at polishing their pronunciation; while phonology is sometimes found as an optional advanced course in the final year study. It is believed that sufficient phonetic and phonological knowledge would be helpful for building teachers’ exemplar pronunciation as well as providing scaffolding in improving their learners’ output. Yet less course content is directly dealing with practical pedagogical demands. Compared with a lot of efforts made in providing knowledge, there is often a lack of attention paid to what level these teachers achieve through receiving courses; and how this issue affects their teaching practice. 
3.2 Research method choice 
In this section, I present an understanding about research approach based on my intentional research project from a brief background knowledge and research review, my research questions, and proposed research methods.  
3.2.1 Literature review
English language teachers are supposed to be equipped with phonological awareness so that they are able to efficiently apply what they know into teaching practice. Phonological awareness spans over different levels including syllables and prosody. According to Cheesman, McGuire, Shankweiler and Coyne (2009, p.271), phonological awareness is a broader concept because it includes identifying and producing oral rhymes and working with syllables; whereas phonemic awareness is just one type of phonological awareness, which focuses on identifying and working with individual speech sounds that can change the meaning of a word. From this perspective, teachers’ phonological awareness thus is important in their designing and implementing pronunciation teaching. 
Specifically, qualified EFL teachers should be able to accurately produce English sounds, which enables them in showcasing model pronunciation of letters and word or correcting learners’ errors in pronunciation. What is more, phonemic awareness is demonstrated to link sounds with letters the with word identification. For example, researchers find a lack of phonemic awareness can be responsible for initial stage learners’ failing in reading, and relevant training of phoneme segmentation and word identification positively contribute to better performance (Blachman, Tangel, Ball, Black & McGraw, 1999).  
Moreover, language teachers would ideally master certain level of phonological awareness, i.e. being able to tell how these sounds change according to their position in a word, and in relation to other sounds in neighbouring words. Phonological awareness at prosodic (or suprasegmental) level then is logically supposed to enable teachers to deliver efficient instruction for building learners’ phonological decoding skills (Nicholson & Mclntosh, 2018). Being equipped with adequate phonological awareness, language teachers are believed to help students to solve difficulties in reading from efficient phonemic segmentation instead of guessing words or heavily relying on contextual clues (ibid.).  
Given the essential role of phonological decoding skills in learners’ reading skill development, existed researches on language teachers’ relevant knowledge or awareness have demonstrated a general unsatisfactory shortage in this regard. For example, Washburn, Joshi, and Binks-Cantrell (2011) reports that only just over half of 91 sampled preservice teachers could give a correct definition of phonological awareness, even though most of them could identify the number of syllables in words which needed only superficial phonemic knowledge. A similar inadequate level of phonological awareness is also revealed by Cheesman et. al. (2009) and Goldfus (2012). From these findings, it is easy to spot a general inadequacy in phonological awareness among language teachers, especially the inexperienced ones.  
Since phonological awareness both at segmental and at suprasegmental levels is crucial for teaching communicative skills such as listening, speaking and teaching vocabulary, my research is to focus on how preservice English language teachers deal with these aspects in their practicum.  
3.2.2 Research aims
My research aims to answer the follow questions: 
(1) What would be the level of the preservice EFL teachers’ phonological awareness?
(2) What beliefs would the preservice EFL teachers hold about phonological awareness? 
(3) How do the preservice EFL teachers’ phonological awareness influence their instruction in teaching vocabulary and pronunciation? 
3.2.3 Research Methods 
In this section, the participants involved in this research, my intended research approach, data collection methods and an initial implementation plan are to be presented. 
(1) Participants:
All together in this research sample there are about 100 student teachers, all of which are around early twentieth years old, consisting of about 9 males and a majority of females. The participating preservice EFL teachers are in the fourth year of a bachelor degree programme majored in English Teaching who are in a six-month practicum in secondary schools in a provincial capital city of southern China. They are allocated into different cooperative schools in groups, each of which is coordinated by a university lecturer and arranged with a local school mentor. An estimated teaching load is composed of about 8 classes each week, teaching seminar one a week, and other complementary tasks such as reviewing students’ homework, observing mentors’ teaching and writing reflective logs.    
All of the preservice teachers are non-native English-speakers. Their native language is Mandarin. Although their Mandarin speech may be affected by their hometown dialects, most of the preservice teachers have passed a Mandarin Speaking Examination to be certified to teach in Chinese schools. Their hometown dialects may also more or less affect their English phonological features. The negative influence could have been corrected in previous study. Importantly, they have learned fundamental knowledge in phonetics and phonology from courses like English Phonetics, Introduction to Linguistics and Oral Mandarin Test Tutorial.   

(2) Intended approach:
Creswell (2014) suggests researchers to consider issues such as research problem and questions, personal experiences and audience in selecting a research approach. Personally, I assume the first issue to be primary in this situation because the other two issues are less significant for this research project. As an early career researcher, I prefer to learn different modes or techniques in research, and this experience quips me with more academic skills for further more complex research. Also, audiences like linguistic journal editors or faculty members both accommodate well with mixed methods in terms of phonology studies and teacher development. Consequently, my research is designed to follow a mixed methods approach with on an emphasis on qualitative case study. The case study design is adopted mainly because the goal of this research is more focused on facilitating deep understanding about my familiar participants and the cooperative schools rather than give a generalised pattern of them.   
Before going into detailed discussion on my design, it is necessary to briefly summarise and critique mixed methods from its supporting paradigms, basic types and advantages as well as limitations. 
Mixed methods approach is influenced by the position on pragmatic worldview which comes from “actions, situations, and consequences rather than antecedent conditions (as in postpositivism)” (Creswell, 2014, p.10). Vitally, pragmatics is not confined to one specific philosophy (ibid.). With this philosophy researchers stress on trying every possible measure to understand unknown problem, therefore it is legitimate to adopt both qualitative and quantitative research assumptions according to inquiries. Moreover, pragmatic paradigm allows researchers to see flexibility in the world so that they have more options in collecting and analysing different types of data to reach optimal understanding of research questions.  However, this free selection is bound to certain rationale that explains why and how various data are to be mixed. 
There are three basic models in research design, namely, convergent parallel mixed methods, explanatory sequential mixed methods, and exploratory sequential mixed methods (Creswell, 2014, p. 15). In convergent parallel mixed methods, researchers collect data of both forms at nearly the same stage which gives the name “parallel” and draw conclusions from integrated interpreting both qualitative and quantitative data. In the rest models, qualitative and quantitative data collection are arranged in a sequential order. The “explanatory” one stresses uses initial quantitative data to ground the qualitative data in further explanation; contrastively, the “exploratory” research uses qualitative research first to identify suitable instruments for next quantitative phase (Creswell, 2014, p.16). Further, there are more complicated models derived from the three basic ones such as transformative mixed methods, embedded mixed methods and multiphase mixed methods.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Mixed methods research is praised for strengthened benefits compared with qualitative and quantitative research; at the same time, its diminishing weaknesses are achieved by neutralising the two approaches (Dorney, 2007, p.45).  Since both qualitative and quantitative research have their own advantages and limitations, mixed methods research is put forward based on the assumptions that combining their strengths so that a better result can be expected in understanding research problems or questions than either one can achieve solely (Creswell, 2014, p.215; Angouri, 2010, p. 41). Secondly, mixed methods research is designed with a multi-level structure appropriate for investigating complicated issues in social context (Dorney, 2007, p.45). In applied linguistics, it is needed when researchers want to better understand some linguistic phenomenon both in its nature and its distribution. Thirdly, increased results validity is given by multiple methods introduced in mixed methods research (Dorney, 2007, p.46). Fourthly, this approach is popular in current academic climate which somehow attracts more audiences than a monomethod study (Angouri, 2010, p.41).     
Admittedly, limitations of mixed methods research still exist, such as failing to reach increased validity due to an inappropriate design, or bigger challenges to researchers in terms of academic capabilities, time, efforts and resources. Interestingly, some researchers further argue whether there is a typology overarching all the combinations in mixed methods research (Maxwell & Loomis, 2003). Yet a research by Bryman (2006, pp.97) has demonstrated only a limited range of combinations have been in mainstream use, with questionnaires and semi-structured interviews in domination. And researchers try out several ways to categorise typological organisation ranging from widely accepted “the sequence and the dominance” of method components to Creswell’s function classification of triangulation, explanation and exploration (2003), or more recent Dorney’s exemplar-based typology (2007). All these enrich the study about mixed methods research topology as well as provoke future researchers either from familiarising existed research patterns or trying pragmatic designs.     
Enlightened by the above background knowledge of mixed research methods, my research is largely based on the explanatory sequential mixed methods design because it is suitable for answering my research questions. They all centre around the research problem in lacking understanding of preservice EFL teachers’ phonological awareness, but they vary in terms of depth and scope of participants. Initiating an inquiry into participants’ general level of phonological awareness in the first question serves as a stepstone so that quantitative research is applied to get a general understanding of all participants’ proficiency in this regard. This is to be done through a questionnaire survey. The questionnaire is designed to adopt closed questions which are easier to process in quantitative research and a pilot study is used to find any potential issue or answer it may raise. 
It then moves to find preservice teachers’ attitude towards phonologic awareness through interviewing a limited number of the whole participants upon agreement and keeping analysis workload manageable. The qualitative research at this stage adopts a design of phenomenological research way, which draws individuals’ personal opinions from their life experience (Creswell, 2014, p.14).  
Finally, the research digs into observed classroom practices of those participants to see how their perceived proficiency in phonological awareness and attitudes affect their teaching. At this stage, their class recording transcriptions related to vocabulary and pronunciation teaching are to be exacted and analysed in IRF (initiation-response-feedback) with reference to previous data. This approach described as “interview study facilitated by preceding questionnaire survey” by Dorney (2007, p.172) has advantages in overcoming vulnerability of a small sample size of respondents enrolled in qualitative research. With a previous questionnaire used at survey stage, it enables researchers to locate desired participants, especially those who share certain features. This flexibility in this research helps to select the participants for the subsequent qualitative phase systematically. Additionally, participants’ responses in questionnaires providing basic information about themselves which may serve as an aid in designing follow-up interview and observation sheets. A potential risk is that anonymous questionnaires would cause inability of contacting ideal participants (Dorney, 2007, p.172).  

(3) Data collection methods:
Questionnaires
Aim
The questionnaire is used at midway of the practicum to gain general information about the preservice teachers’ phonological knowledge and beliefs on this issue. Teachers are to be asked to leave their contact information if they are willing to participate in the follow-up interviews and observations. In addition, their demographic information, such as their age, gender and education background, and etc. would be gained. 
Sampling
The questionnaires are to be dissembled to the whole sample of preservice teachers in the local schools during their meeting time and administered by coordinators of their university.  An estimated time allotment is thirty minutes. 
Interview
Aim
A series of semi-structured interviews would be used to the preservice teachers so as to elicit details about their beliefs on phonological knowledge. This is expected to bring new insights or deep meanings of their beliefs. 
Sampling
The participant teachers will be determined upon confirmation with them individually with prerequisites of willingness mainly based on their questionnaire feedback. Ideally, 5 preservice teachers are to be invited for the interviews. The researcher is to perform the interviewer. Participants are to be interviewed individually so that the data is independent from each other. Each duration is kept within one hour. 
Observation
Aim
Non-participant classroom observation would be adopted to understand what the participants’ vocabulary and pronunciation teaching is like. The class discourse is to be recorded and then transcribed for analysing what role participant teachers’ phonological knowledge plays in relevant teaching episodes.  
Sampling
Five to seven participants are to be confirmed upon initial questionnaires and individual check. For each participant, observations are to cover a complete unit teaching content lasting 6-8 classes so that their instruction can be understood in a logic sense. The actual sites shall be confirmed after negotiating with related participants considering their privacy and local schools’ permission.

(4) Research Implementation:
 Preparation: May 2021 – Aug. 2021
a. Read journals and books to clarify the research questions and aims. Make research questions more practical and accessible.
b. Design the questionnaires, interview outlined questions and test their validity with a pilot study.
c. Predict the possible obstacles and restrictions, and prepare possible solutions.
Implementation: Sep. 2021 – Feb. 2022
d. Administering questionnaires to all participants (for Research Question 1 & 2). Analysing feedbacks and confirming volunteers for the follow-up interviews and observations.  
e. Conducting interviews with the participant volunteers (for Research Question 2). Recording and transcribing the interviews.  
f. Conducting classroom observations at schools (for Research Questions 3). Recording, jotting down the field notes and transcribing the relevant episodes. 
Sum-up: Mar. 2022 – Jan. 2023
g. Analysing quantitative data gathered from questionnaires and reporting key features of the data (for Research Question 1 & 2).
h. Coding, categorizing, and theming the interview transcripts through content analysis (for Research Question 2).
i. Selecting relevant episodes from the class observation transcripts and conducting conversation analysis. 
j. Reporting the results and drawing conclusions accordingly (for Research Question 3).  

4. Conclusion 
To conclude, although there are disparities between qualitative and quantitative research as it states above in this essay and by many scholars, the two do not exactly oppose each other but complement each other (Thomas, 2013, p.437). And this also leaves space for mixed methods research in which both of them work together organically. Therefore, it is logical to start from research questions and try to find ways to answer them threading with appropriate approaches. Accordingly, this essay presents a brief review over the qualitative and quantitative research, admitting both their advantages and backdrops. Additionally, it critiques mixed methods research from its paradigm and functions. It lays a basis for my intentional case study research with justification and a research design and implementation plan.  
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