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Reflective Paper

This paper will discuss and critically evaluate a range of research perspectives, methodologies and paradigm alignment (RPMPA) suitable for Outdoor Education (OE) and Outdoor Adventure Activities (OAA).  It will also discuss the process of reflection and how this was implanted during a recent independent research study.  Research takes place to identify needs and discover outcomes which are used to improve systems and add value to society.  This could be within any industry from healthcare, law enforcement, education or social sciences (Kara, 2020).  Understanding RPMPA is the very first stage of any research project.  There is a wealth of textbooks written about RPMPA that break down the stages of research to ensure the correct alignment is being met, this is especially important as a research project is likely to become weakened if the methods used do not align with the researcher’s viewpoint (Paul & Kaurav, 2025).   

There are several different approaches to research, and it is important to choose the best research method that fits your research question, or if necessary, multiple methods can be used.  An example of this would be participant interviews along with a questionnaire involving a Likert scale.  This would enable the researcher to gather measurable quantitative data alongside rich content analysis providing contextual understanding of behaviour, beliefs and values (Gray, 2024).  However, if the question is based purely on a measurable scale, then a quantitative method alone would suffice (Kara, 2020).

It is also important to remember that research in OE is done with people and there are many variables that can affect responses (Humberstone & Prince, 2020).  A participant’s experience of the same activity could be impacted by an external interference.  This is uncontrollable, unavoidable and often go unaware, yet they can impact the results.  As OE often takes place with children, it is important to bear in mind that they may struggle to express themselves and their feelings effectively, so despite wanting to understand the benefits of something, it may be difficult to gather rich contextual data alone, especially if researching with a group of participants who have disabilities or neurodivergent. In some cases, it may be that a more creative way of researching is needed and could include observations or ethnography.

As mentioned, the research study is likely to be weakened if the RPMPA does not align.  Research is often broken down into two perspectives; positivism and interpretivism, but in between them sits realism and beyond interpretivism sits pragmatism.  In brief, if your research question requires measurable numerical data to answer then you are likely to be following an objective positivism approach using a quantitative data collection method such as a questionnaire.  If your research question requires the understanding of people’s experiences and views, then you are likely to be following a subjective interpretivism approach using a qualitative data collection method such as interviews.  If your research question could be answered by either of the above and you want to understand how and why this is different for people, then you are likely to be following a critical realism approach and may use both qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection.  If your research question could be answered using any method and acknowledge that there are many ways of interpretation, then you could be following a pragmatism research philosophy.  Understanding how this alignment works can be challenging and so referring to the ‘research onion’ (see Fig 1) helps to visualise this process.  
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Fig 1. (Zidane, 2012).

When conducting research in OE or OAA, we are often wanting to understand what the participants experience is, how they feel about something, what they are gaining from it, and if there are long-term benefits.  This leads to questions that align more with a realism philosophical perspective but could also be addressed from a pragmatism perspective as this would enable the researcher to use several different methods of data collection and possibly design a longitudinal research study to assess the long-term benefits (Cohen et al., 2018).  However, there is no correct or incorrect methodology, as the study could be conducted using a questionnaire designed with scales that can be effectively analysed.  Albeit this would not enable the participants to express their views in more depth and so prevents the researcher from understanding how individuals experience things differently (Humberstone et al., 2018).  

Reflection

Reflection can take place in several ways and at different times.  For example, reflecting on a completed task or a particular day at work and thinking about what happened, what could have taken place differently to either improve or benefit the outcome is a way of reflecting after the event.  This is known as reflection-on-action.  Another example of reflection taking place at a different time is when we reflect in the moment.  This type of reflection is immediate, often quick thinking is required to ensure the right course of action is taken during the event (Thompson & Thompson, 2023).  This is known as reflection-in-action.  Another stage of reflection takes place beforehand and is known as reflection-for-action.  These three stages of reflection are intertwined and without these moments of reflection, one cannot improve on themselves or their understanding, and there may be times when we reflect-in-action considering a previous moment of reflection-on-action to ensure that we are making the right choices to prevent potential difficulties later down the line or to ensure the best outcome (Tan et al., 2023).  

Research Question

When considering a research topic and research question it is important to make sure the subject area hasn’t already been overly researched, as the intention is to hopefully find new information to support or develop a gap within the area.  Likewise, not having any other research to work on could prove problematic as there is nothing to critique or compare with.  Another consideration is that the area of interest is not too personal to the researcher as their own bias may come through and jeopardize the whole study.  This was likely to be the case with this small-scale independent research study, as the research question was based on personal observations of a small number of ASCs delivering paddle sport sessions (PSS) to young children aged 8 – 11 years who were very firm and fixated on coaching skill and technique (CST).  The researcher reflects that in hindsight this was not an easy topic to study.

At the point of deciding on a research question, you need to consider the RPMPA.  This made the very start of this project difficult as there is a lot to learn about RPMPA.  Paddle sports are the researcher’s personal area of interest within OAA and having already formed an opinion of why some ASC focus on CST, the research question became ‘Instructor Impact on PSS: What PLO do Instructors Prioritise and How Does this Affect a Session?’  The question of ‘How’ was intended to find a result that explained why this was or was not beneficial, especially when delivering a one-off PSS on a Sheltered Water environment.  However, realistically this could not be answered in this study without having either observed sessions or contacted participants for their feedback.  This study could not offer such time nor opportunity to complete this and so the second part of the research question became redundant.  The focus became finding out if there were any characteristics of the ASC that is influencing their PLO.  On reflection, the researcher notes the importance of allowing adequate time to consider the question and the methodologies required.  

Finding Literature

This section is heavily influenced by the research question and how much research has already been done.  Choosing a subject that is already well documented means that literature is plentiful and the ability to find recent studies and articles is helpful, however choosing a subject that has not been studied much and there could be little recent literature to work with.  If that is the case, there could be articles on a subject in close nature or a different sector of OE.  In this case, it was necessary to use some literature that is now considered dated as there was not a great deal of current research on the impact of ASC facilitation with consideration of PLO.  The researcher also notes that little time was given to the process of reviewing literature and had this been done more thoroughly it could have benefited the research question and consideration of RPMPA.  

Methodology / Alignment

During an early reflection, the researcher felt that the RPMPA was accurate.  The researcher had an objective viewpoint that the question can be answered by knowing the characteristics of ASC that prioritise CST in their PLO and designing a questionnaire that will show this.  However, in a more recent moment of reflection, the researcher acknowledges their personal bias with their views that a certain demographic of ASC’s has a similar characteristic which is prompting them to prioritise CST in their PLO.  This was not the case and so for the purpose of the researcher gaining a better understanding of RPMPA, it was a success.  However, the researcher also acknowledges that they still require a greater level of understanding before attempting to start their final master’s dissertation.

Survey Design / Questions

The research design and questionnaire were not adequate to answer the research question.  The questions asked did provide information about the ASC’s which could have indicated a pattern and in some cases it did, such as more experienced ASC’s prioritising SSED or those who work on more challenging bodies of water prioritising CST.  However, the layout of some questions was not in a format that could be easily analysed by SPSS or NVivo.  On reflection, a better understanding of this is required before designing a questionnaire for future research projects, along with asking the correct questions without bias.  

Data Collection

The process for collecting an adequate number of responses was thought to be a relatively simple way of reaching a high number of potential respondents.  The survey was posted within two Facebook groups numerous.  The date and time were recorded along with the number of completed surveys.  This wasn’t an especially time-consuming process, but it did require being on the laptop each time to ensure access to the documents being recorded on, unfortunately this meant the re-post asking for respondents did not get completed as many times as had been planned (see Appendix A).  It also meant that the researcher got into trouble in one of the groups for re-posting and was asked to stop.  Despite there being over 30k members within just 1 of the groups only 35 people completed the questionnaire.  One of the posts prompted a response from a couple of people one of which was a paddle sport coach who advised changing the wording of the text stating who was required to complete the survey, as being a Paddle Sport Instructor is also the title of a BCAB award and so could be misleading.  This was changed to state ‘person delivering PSS to Children and Young People’ instead.  Another person commented on the post with concerns about the requirement of an ‘enforced password’.  This communication can be seen in Appendix B.

Data Analysis

As the research study was conducted on a quantitative design the plan was to use SPSS to analyse the data, however the questionnaire also had several opportunities for respondents to add rich data explaining their reasoning so this data also needed to be analysed for similarities which could then be connected to the statistical data.  For this NVIVO was also used.  The first stage was to analyse the data in SPSS which proved extremely difficult as there was more rich text in the data fields and option boxes on the questionnaire and could not be broken down into an order of those selected most.  In fact, SPSS grouped the responses together and only combined with others if the exact same options were selected in the exact order.  This was extremely difficult to breakdown in SPSS, without spending a lot of time adjusting the data fields before they are inputted into SPSS.  In hindsight, the questionnaire should have been designed in a way that would be more simplified and suitable for SPSS.  Despite seeking guidance from YouTube video’s on how to do this, time was not permitting and so SPSS was only used for some basic details such as the volume of instructors who have been delivering sessions for the longest period and the age of most instructors.  

The researcher turned to AI software to analyse the data, and it was easier to pull out similarities or details of interest, such as the bodies of water.  It then became fascinating seeing the correlations of other data fields that was not going to answer the question but were interesting correlations, such as the gaps in gender and how this was spaced between instructor age and years as an instructor.  It was easy to get carried away with these charts and graphs, without them being relevant to the research question.  It was also found that AI software ‘Copilot’ makes errors when analysing data and required correcting several times.  This could have gone unnoticed by the researcher had there been a lot more respondents.  Using Copilot and attempting to use ChatGPT was extremely frustrating and time consuming and only two graphs from Copilot were used in the poster.  This attempt to use AI for data analysis highlighted the claims of Paul & Kaurev (2025) who stress that AI overgeneralises the findings of data which is possibly why there was errors in their analysis.  

Poster

The researcher found the design of a poster quite straight forward although did feel that it’s easy to miss out important detail due to the limited word count and space available on a Powerpoint presentation slide, even when set to A3 size.  However, this indicates the importance of getting all previous sections of the research study accurate to obtain good data which provides results that can be broken down and clearly displayed.  

Ethical Issues

The research survey was designed with full ethical considerations, especially to protect participants identity, yet at the very beginning of disseminating the questionnaire a query was raised regarding the creation of a URN.  The plain language statement was robustly written; however, maybe some people did not read through it, hence the query was raised (see Appendix B).  Another query was raised as to why asking for respondents’ pronouns, which was responded to explaining that the research study was designed to be fully inclusive and that there could be a possibility that the ASC gender is linked to their choice of PLO, asking for their pronouns seemed more inclusive and non-discriminatory than asking for their gender or sex.  Maybe this needs further consideration in the future.

Personal Experience

Writing the different sections of the assignment was challenging as it seemed difficult to find the correct and appropriate terminology for certain aspects. Issues which arose from data not being compatible with SPSS or NVivo created a great deal of stress on the researcher and there was not enough time to get this resolved through the UWTSD IT support due to the researchers limited available time to spend on their academic work.  

Timeline

The timeline was planned out to fit around other commitments such as family, work and completing an additional free online course on Understanding Autism, which had deadlines every fortnight.  It was planned to provide enough time for re-posting the questionnaire multiple times to maximise the number of respondents.  It did not however allow for technical issues with analysing the harvested data and so it was not as well planned out as hoped.  When approaching the final dissertation, the researcher is aware of these potential challenges and will be approaching them a lot sooner in the process.  As mentioned above, these issues caused a great deal of stress which for this piece of work was manageable but for dissertation it needs to be a lot more robust and accurate.

Implications for Personal Practice

This research study has made the researcher view things more subjectively, especially as to the reasons why ASC’s deliver their sessions differently and that there is no right or wrong.  It also highlighted how supportive the outdoor freelance instructor industry is.  It also gave them insight into other ASC reasoning for the way they deliver sessions such as being more fluid and participant led, and just how much more can be gained from PSS and OAA.  As a new business owner of a paddle sport CIC, these personal comments will help in the construction of a programme which promotes inclusivity for those who are unable to attend such activities in their everyday lives and aims to support children and young people from a holistic development viewpoint.  

Implication for Future Research

One thing that is highlighted throughout this paper is the amount of time allocated to this project and how other life events, work, family commitments often must take priority.  Unfortunately, this is unforeseen and cannot always be managed and so future research projects must be planned more rigidly or allocated a more suitable length of time.  The latter may be the case for the researchers’ master’s dissertation as they reflect-on the possibility of it taking longer than a year, depending on the topic and question chosen.  The researcher now understands the benefits of a multi-modal approach especially if wanting to understand how people respond differently to an activity and why yet still comparing with statistical data is beneficial and helps to interpret the results.  On reflection of this, the researcher is aware that a greater amount of time is going to be needed when considering and designing their dissertation.  

Conclusion

There were many moments of reflection in the moment, from the very beginning when trying to choose a research topic to then narrow down an actual question.  Understanding RPMPA is essential before attempting to decide on a research question, although, it is a little chicken and egg scenario in that one must come before the other yet both support each other.  However, not having a good enough understanding of RPMPA does make the research process difficult at times, as the researcher’s viewpoint of studying people effects whether they are going to research from an objective or subjective reality.  It is also important to research the available literature on the subject matter, as too little could be problematic, and too much indicates an area that is already highlighted and being investigated.  This possibly needs to be done before finalising the research question.  Finding a gap within the subject area could mean that the results prompt systems and procedures are changed to make improvements, as is intended by research.  And so, with just these few pointers in mind, the initial stage of research is quite time-consuming and future research studies need to be allocated adequate time, thought, consideration and more thorough understanding before commitment and commencement.  This is especially important with the final year dissertation at master’s level.  With that in mind, the researcher’s reflection on this project has been extremely beneficial and has helped with the process of planning their dissertation. 

Throughout this reflective paper, the researcher brings together a better understanding of RPMPA along with the importance of allowing adequate time for each stage of the research process.  They stress how this is especially important from the very beginning, especially to understanding the research process and choosing the correct research question.  They also have a slightly better knowledge of the software available to use for data analysis, although in this case they were unable to use these due to issues with the harvested data’s layout in excel.  This experience has prompted the researcher to seek help and support from other departments available at the UWTSD such as IT and their learning support specialist.  However, they acknowledge that given adequate time during the process of working on this project the issues could have been addressed yet their timeline was based on time spent working on previous assignments.  The researcher also stresses that working on this assignment has coincided with the start of their busiest time as a freelance Duke of Edinburgh expedition instructor and that their time for academic work is already restricted to weekdays during school hours at which point they also have other commitments and chores as a single parent of four children.  
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Appendix A.

My name is Bethan and I am a Master’s student at the University of Wales Trinity St David.  As part of my MA in Outdoor Education, I am carrying out a small-scale independent research study on what a person delivering Paddle Sport sessions to Children and Young People in the UK prioritises during the planning and facilitation of a session.
More details can be found on the first page of the survey, including participant anonymity and data protection.
If you fit the criteria for completing my survey please click the link below, it should take no more than a few minutes – your support is appreciated, Thank You!

POSTS: 
Freelance Outdoor Instructors
Outdoor Instructor Jobs (UK) 
Outdoor Instructors Professional Development Courses – DO NOT POST
Outdoor Instructor Jobs (England Jobs only) – DO NOT POST 


	No Posts
	Date
	Time
	No Responses
	Total Responses

	1
	Wed 4th March
	12:13
	1
	1

	2
	Thurs 5th March
	18:50
	1
	2

	3
	Saturday 7th March
	12:15
	13
	15

	4
	Saturday 14th March
	10:24
	1
	16

	5
	Sunday 5th April
	16:15
	15
	31

	6
	Wednesday 22nd April
	11:05
	4
	35

	7
	
	
	
	

	8
	
	
	
	

	9
	
	
	
	

	10
	
	
	
	

	11
	
	
	
	

	12
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Bethan Louisa’s post X

Freelance Outdoor Instructors
Bethan Louisa - 5 March at 18:49 - @

Hello, my name is Bethan and | am a Master's student at the University of Wales Trinity St David. As part of
my MA in Outdoor Education, | am carrying out a small-scale independent research study on the participant
learning outcomes a Paddle Sport Instructor prioritises during the planning and delivery of a session, and if
there is a correlation between any other factors which could influence this.

The study is based on PS's in the UK who deliver sessions to children and young people. More details can be
found on the first page of the survey, including participant anonymity and data protection.

If you fit the criteria for completing my survey please click the link below, it should take no more than a few
minutes - your support is appreciated.

i
FORMSMICROSOFT.COM
forms.microsoft.com
o1 7 comments

oY Like Q Comment @ Send

Most relevant w

Stephen P Harrison

. bl it s s hore Y sy 1 Wl ¢ Mg vesy by Mkin  rdoncet
password including enforced details that are common security questions for other things
seems t0o risky, and not needed. Sorry. Feel free to post me a copy directly, and i may then
complete for you. and v happy to help, as i have others in similar positions.

W like Reply [+]
@ BethanLouisa
Exactly which part of the survey are you referring to Stephen

Tw ke Reply
it wasn't the survey itself. To enter the survey, | was required to make a password,
using 3 bits of info, inc such things as my mothers maiden name. Any password
should be up to me, if i even need a password to help complete a survey for
someone.

T like Reply

@ st
That s not a password, it is a Unique Reference Number (URN) and does not
contain any detail in full as you state.

*Participants identity is kept anonymous and in order to achieve this you will be
asked to create your own Unique Reference Number (URN) at the beginning of
the questionnaire”

*Please create your own Unique Reference Number in the following format.

Last three digits of your postcode - first three letters of Mothers maiden name -
last three digits of your phone number.

For example: 2ET - MOU - 167"

Itis explained what this is for in the detail at the beginning, and how it protects
participant identity, however, please feel free to enter any detail you like to create
2 URN, providing it cannot be traced back in any way to yourself.

W like Reply
t Chris Brain
Hi Bethan Louisa I've sent you a message just to help to make sure you reach out to the right
people with your survey, hope that helps

W love Reply ]

Glenn Tomlinson
Chris Brain can you define 'the right people”

o like Reply

@ ot

Hi Glenn, this was regarding the terminology | had used to define the persons
required to complete this survey, which is for anyone who delivers paddle sports
sessions to children and young people in the UK. not specifically a ‘paddle sport
instructor. Hope that helps &

W like Reply [+]
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