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Introduction

Despite everyone living on the same planet, we each have our own unique way of understanding and processing what we experience around us relating to truth, our values and knowledge (Gage, 2007).  As a responsible researcher it is important to be aware of which worldview you align with as that will help guide the research design and methodologies that best suit your particular research area (Creswell, 2009).  Ontology, Epistemology and Axiology are the three terms which “lay the foundation for how we as individuals understand the world we live in” (Edelheim 2014, pp30-31).  Ontology is the study of the “nature of reality of being” (Killam, 2013, pp 6-8), Epistemology “the study of knowledge” (Edelheim 2014, pp30-31) and Axiology the study of what is “valuable and ethical” (Killam, 2013, p. 6-8).  These fundamental principles shape our philosophical paradigms or worldviews and these beliefs will lead researchers to either a qualitative, quantitative or mixed method approach (Creswell, 2009).  Quantitative research is based on deductive reasoning (process of elimination) and often starts with a theory or hypothesis that is then proven or dis-proven through collecting and systematically analysing empirical data (Cassell & Johnson, 2006), whereas qualitative research is based on inductive reasoning which seeks to extrapolate answer/theories to questions via analysing findings from multiple data collection methods (interviews, observations etc), and Mixed methods uses a mix of both methodologies (Creswell 2016). 

As a teacher and practitioner who works with performer’s voices, I am a new-comer to research and so I will endeavour to critically analyse four main paradigms which I believe will give me a range of philosophical approaches to ponder: Positivism/Post-positivism, Pragmatism, Social Constructivism and Critical Theory.  I will then focus on comparing the relative benefits and limitations of quantitative, qualitative and a mixed method research approach, and follow that up by analysing a range of design methodologies including Grounded theory, Case Studies, and Action Research.  These designs have been chosen as I believe they best suit my area of research, and chimes with my interests in social justice, participant-led and inclusive research modals.  I will then compare a number of qualitative data collection methods including various interview modals and focus groups.  Finally, as I will likely be carrying out insider-research with performers who are autistic and/or have learning disabilities, I will take a look at some of the ethical implications that these methodologies raise in regards to using vulnerable participants and employing rigorous ethical practices to protect them, myself and mitigate any unforeseen bias.  
Research paradigms 
Paradigms or as Creswell likes to call them “worldviews” (2009, p6) are different approaches to educational research, and these beliefs guide research and action. It is important to not only be aware of your own position but also other researchers’ ontological and epistemological beliefs, so you can make sense and understand the relevance of the study’s results (Patton, 2002).  The Positivist paradigm comes from the idea that you can objectively test any hypothesis or phenomena by gathering a lot of empirical evidence which is then anaylised and formed into a theory that can be generalised and repeated (Rehman and Alharthi, 2016). 
Positivism has come under a lot of criticism from scholars who feel like there are serious limitations when studying complex social and human phenomena, and is deemed too “naïve” and out of date (Richards, 2003, p.37).  This gave rise to post-positivism in the 19th Century which accepted the need for critical reality and introduced elements of the Interpretivist paradigm (Grix, 2004) which moves away from the idea that there is an absolute truth to the idea that truth and reality are constructed not discovered (Gage, 2007). 
The ontological viewpoint of postpositivists is to engage with critical realism and accept that realities may exist beyond the observer/researcher that are difficult to capture due to the complexities of human behaviour, and the researcher’s own values (Rehman and Alharthi, 2016).  I can see how this paradigm may have limitations in the area of social science and teaching, in regards to researching and understanding social behaviour, and in-depth human experience (Richards, 2003). 
The Social Constructivist worldview assumes that all people seek understanding and often find their own subjective meanings of their experiences, resulting in the researcher looking for a wide range of complex views rather than narrowing into a few “categories of idea” (Creswell, 2016, p.8).  This type of paradigm lends itself well to a qualitative method of research with the use of open-ended questions, relying on the participants themselves to collectively share their views to construct and negotiate meaning whilst also taking into account historical and cultural norms that occur in people's lives (Creswell, 2016).  I am interested in this Paradigm as an approach of social research because it feels very democratic and inclusive to people's views and experiences who are often marginalized and underrepresented in society.  I can however see that this method carries a honest lack of objectivity and is harder to generalise, but it provides a more nuanced and enlightening set of results particular to the group and individuals involved (Gage, 2007).  
Pragmatism does not inhabit one ontological philosophy, it draws from both quantitative and qualitative approaches and is focused on finding answers to the problem using multiple methods, worldviews and analysis open to them (Patton, 2002).  A pragmatist researcher focuses on the intended consequences of where their research will take them next, and always factors in the historical, political and cultural context of any study; “Truth is what works at the time” (Creswell, 2016, p.11).  I’m interested in this approach that has an inbuilt contingency and focuses on the matter in hand rather than being trapped by one methodology. 
Critical Theory was started by a group of 20th Century authors from the Institute of Social Research at the University of Frankfurt who assume a reality exists but is influenced by “cultural, political, ethnic, gender and religious factors which interact with each other to create a social system” (Rehman and Alharthi, 2016, p.57).  Therefore critical theory is subjective, as they believe nothing can be researched without being influenced by the various contexts and beliefs that the researcher brings with them (Kincheloe and McLaren, 2005). They believe any knowledge accepted and endorsed by people in positions of power and privilege is to be viewed critically and all established bodies of knowledge should be questioned in relation to the contexts of the why, how and who carried out the research (Kincheloe, 2008).  Critical theorists reject both positivist and interpretivist paradigms as they believe they are a servant to dominant ideologies; “neither has interest in changing the world, and neither has an emancipatory goal” (Scott and Usher, 2010, p.35).  This political and social justice stance is attractive to me as it chimes with my own beliefs of questioning the white, patriarchal, dominance in our culture and seeks to make positive, inclusive social change for a fairer and more enlightened world.  

Quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods research
It appears that each paradigm leads to differing approaches of research designs which are either quantitative, qualitative or mixed methods and these frameworks all have their own strengths so it is up to the researcher to decide which will suit their question of study best (Cassell & Johnson, 2006).  For quantitative research, there should already exist a theory on a natural phenomena, and the researcher will propose their hypothesis that will help to explain and hopefully prove or disprove this theory (kerlinger, 1979); “the theory becomes the framework for the entire study” (Creswell, 2016. p55).  For example, quantitative strategies for collecting objective numerical data of trends, attitudes, or opinions of a population would study a sample of that population that can be generalised, and may involve data collection such as statistical software, mathematical modals, survey research (questionnaires or structured interviews) and experimental research (Neuman and McCormick, 1995).  In 2015 there was a quantitative study done with Parkinson disease patients to test the hypothesis that there’s a correlation between acoustic changes in voice and the severity of the disease (Silbergleit et al., 2015). 
Qualitative research has a naturalistic kind of inquiry and largely deals with non-numerical data which “seeks to explore rather than explain and manipulate variables” (Nassaji, 2020, p.427).  Qualitative research must also be systematic and maintain the same quality and rigour as quantitative research, however they do not start with the theory but rather extrapolate patterns and theories from the research and use a different set of data collection tools which include: interviews, case studies, field notes, observations, diaries, and focus groups (Creswell, 2007).  Qualitative research questions would be more open and include words like why, or how which tells the reader that the study will explore, discover, report or seek to understand (Creswell, 2016). An example of a question would be “How do early adolescent females read literature that falls outside the realm of fiction?” (Finders, 1996, p72). 

Qualitative data has been accused of not being as reliable and valid as quantitative research and so Lincoln and Guba came up with four trustworthy principles “credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability” (1985, p.290).  While Quantitative data is proud of its objectivity, qualitative research is transparently open about the active role the researcher has played in the study, and can describe the data and findings in a way that can be available and accessible for any further confirmation (Nassaji, 2020, p.429).

The Mixed methods movement, which is linked to the pragmatism paradigm, emerged in response to the limitations and exclusivity that qualitative and quantitative research demands, and offers a lot to health and social sciences in the way that some complex research questions need a variety of research options (Doyle, Brady and Byrne, 2009, 2009).  There has been debate by purists on whether you can and should mix paradigms in this way, but mixed method researchers are increasingly finding that this dynamic research model opens up more possibilities and has an in-built contingency, where the focus is on the consequences rather than the research itself (Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 2004).  

There are a range of ways to approach mixed method research and Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) have come up with four main typologies which are; the triangulation design, the embedded design , the explanatory design and the exploratory design.  Most of these typologies offer varying degrees of mixed methods but the Triangulation design is the most commonly used and gives the qualitative and quantitative phases equal weight and runs them concurrently to quantify and qualify the result findings. (Doyle, Brady and Byrne, 2009). For example, open-ended questions on a survey could be used to collect the views of nurse managers on a particular issue, and this could be compared to a structured survey of staff nurses’ views (Doyle, Brady and Byrne, 2009, p.180). 

As well as the philosophical question of whether you can mix paradigms, some of the drawbacks to undertaking mixed methods are that you need to be knowledgeable about both design approaches, and to achieve the Triangulation design for example, it requires a considerable amount of time and resources to carry out the distinct phases of study (Ivankova, 2006).  

Research designs and methodologies 
I will now focus on four research designs that are associated with qualitative methodologies that most appeal to me as a practitioner and I feel will best serve my area of research.  Grounded theory is often taken from the interpretivist and constructivist paradigms and was founded by two sociologists Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss who defined the theory as “derived from data, systematically gathered and analysed through the research process” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 12).  This employs an inductive reasoning approach that starts with a loose concept and/or study area and then undertakes extensive data collection with the aim to construct a theory from that data (Glaser, 1992).  A constructivist grounded theory approach differentiates between what is true and what is real, so they construct a version of reality, not an objective and “true” reality (Charmaz, 2003, p. 272-273). 
The researcher may start with an initial sampling but from then on the study progresses and draws concepts from theoretic sampling which is an integral aspect of Grounded Theory, with each stage of the data collection moving the theory on and signaling where to look next (Glaser, 1992). This evolving and responsive way of developing the study ensures that you are chasing the concepts and theoretical concerns that interests you rather than simply filling quotas (Khan, 2014).  This is a theory that draws from sociology and usually requires many views from participants (20-60) involving primary interviews which are coded into a theory illustrated in a figure (Creswell, 2009). 

Action research is an approach used to problem-solve within the context of a social framework and is often used in education, for example, to facilitate teacher learning and requires teachers to engage in research and afterwards to reflect and take action based on that gained knowledge to inform their practice (Edwards-Groves and Kemmis 2016). The learning benefits of action research for teachers, students and the wider sector are obvious, but the conditions which make it successful rely on having the right environment, support, freedom and embracing of change by the institutions and teachers (James and Augustin, 2018).  Action research characteristics are to initiate and implement positive change from the inside out by collaborating with students and teachers to find tentative solutions and involves systematic “reflecting, planning, acting and observing” (James and Augustin, 2018, p337). Hopkins refers to action research as being a classroom research which should not be reactive but proactive and “stresses the collaborative approach to data gathering on various levels” (Hopkins, 1995, p55).  Macintyre’s model (2000) is cyclical and starts with a planning phase, followed by an implementations phase and ends with an evaluation phase. There is a big stress on the importance of ethical considerations, particularly because it is often carried out by teachers researching their students and Macintyre suggests mitigating any bias by the concept of triangulation, where there are is a multi-pronged approach using a variety of data collection methods ( 2000). An example of a question is: how can action research improve teacher’s practice and therefore what might be the action and implication for the school to improve? (James and Augustin, 2018).  I can see this research approach benefiting my own practice and workplace, and it provides a useful way to gain knowledge from students and colleagues to allow for professional development. 

Case Studies are a method of inquiry where the researcher “explores in depth a program, event, activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2014, p13). Each case study needs to have an activity time frame which has an end date and the researcher uses a wide variety of data collection sources including interviews, observations, artifacts and documents which develops a deep understanding and analysis of the case (Stake 1995). For example, Padula and Miller (1999) conducted a multiple case study that looked at women’s experiences of going back to a psychology doctoral program after time away, and asked three questions; How do they describe their decision to return, how do they describe their re-entry experience and “how does returning to graduate school change these women’s lives?” (p. 328). Their intent was to gain a feminist perspective for women in the literature, and I can see that case studies, although time-consuming, can be very insightful when you have a certain group and activity you want to explore in-depth. 

Data Collection and research methods 
Having looked at the various designs and methodologies I want to focus on data collection methods that are most associated with qualitative research, starting with interviews.   Interviews can be a brilliant way to uncover unique and complex answers but before you can start you must decide who, and how big your sample of participants will be and Flick (1998) suggests that rather than going for what people represent, it is best to focus on ”their relevance to the research topic” (p. 41). There are many different types of interviews which can suit different worldviews and they include; open-ended questions, semi-structured, structured questions (survey), face to face, online, computer-assisted, one to one, group interviews and focus groups (Khan, 2014, p. 229).  For example, a positivist paradigm would have structured closed-question survey that tries to ensure that the researcher and their views plays no part in the process (I.e market research), whereas an interpretivist interview would more likely be an in-depth participant led interview, where the interviewer could be part of the process and improvise around the questions (Khan 2014). Another example of an unstructured (open-ended) interview would be oral history where the researcher is collecting and documenting a participants story one-to-one over a several weeks, with little input from the interviewee (Carter and Henderson, 2005).  However, the disadvantages of long unstructured interviews is they can generate hours of recordings to transcribe and analyse, and a more efficient way of gathering data might be to use semi-structured interviews which include a mix of open and closed questions (Carter and Henderson, 2005).  With these types of interviews it is imperative that the interviewer takes into consideration all the ethical implications of such interactions, providing a safe and nonjudgmental space for the interviewee where they can feel free to express their opinions with minimal guidance and a knowledge of where the researcher stands on each topic (Carter,1998).  

Focus groups are a popular data collection method for a variety of areas and challenges that include exploring opinions, developing new ideas and generating hypothesis (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2014).  For example, a study by Kenneth et al. (2004) asked a group of teachers to participate in an single 1 hour focus group to determine whether it would spur change in health-related behaviour concerning their voice.  Focus groups are usually audio and video recorded and transcribed for future analysis, and there are often a series of in-person group sessions, or online sessions where a question is posed to the group for them to discuss freely (Richard et al., 2021).  Historically focus groups have always been organised, in-person group discussions (Bloor et al.,2001), but more recently there has been a surge towards using online focus groups, which has certain advantages including: anonymity of participants, more convenient, easily accessible for distant or hard to reach populations, can accommodate far more people and is more cost-effective (Schweitzer et al., 2012).  However, despite these online advantages there is a lack of real-time interactions including facial expression, body cues, tone of voice and social interaction which can give a deeper understanding of the themes raised (Schneider et al., 2002).  Analysing and coding from focus groups can be time consuming work due to the nature of the open discussions and some academics feel it can work against “creativity and difference” (Carter and Herderson, 2005, p. 225) as the dominant voices and opinions can influence and drown out more marginal or individual opinions and ideas. This is an important factor to consider when it comes to the groups that I would like to participate, and I can see the advantage of mixing focus groups and one-to one interviews to ensure all voices are heard equally and ensure any sensitive information is kept confidential.

Importance of ethics in regards to Insider research

The question of confidentiality leads me onto the importance of engaging with ethical practices when planning and undertaking any research study, and to try and anticipate and address the potential ethical issues that may arise (Hesse-Beiber and Leavey, 2006). Two of the key considerations are to pose no risk (psychological, physical, economic, social or legal harm) to participants, and protect and respect vulnerable populations like children, people with learning disabilities or mentally/neurologically incompetent or impaired participants, victims, pregnant women, prisoners etc. (Creswell, 2016). In addition to study proposals having to be sent off and reviewed by the independent Research Ethics committee (RECs), the researcher must develop an informed consent form for the participants (and their parents/guardians) to sign that ensures their rights will be protected before any engagement commences (Sarantakos, 2005).  Confidentiality and anonymity is often paramount and this can be done by using aliases or pseudonyms at the coding stages, plus researchers must also gain the agreement of the companies or individuals in authority (Creswell, 2007).  

Conscious and unconscious bias is a major consideration when taking on a research question, particularly when working within your field of work and the researcher must avoid language that discriminates or labels people depending on their “gender, sexual orientation, racial or ethnic group, disability or age” (Creswell, 2009, p92).  The researcher’s views, ethnicity, religion, life experience, and relationship with participants will always have an impact on how the study is undertaken, raising ethical dillemmas, so due diligence is needed to recognise these factors and try to mitigate unconscious bias by being transparent about your relationship with the topic and participants (Dhillon and Thomas, 2018).  Where there is a personal or professional relationship already existing between participants then it throws up some delicate ethical challenges and that complexity is increased if you have one researcher who is an insider to the culture/community and one who is an outsider (Dhillon and Thomas, 2018).   Dhillon argues that this cross-cultural research team with varying positionality can bring a deeper engagement and power balance, using an example of a study which was looking at the ethics of engagement with Sikh communities where one researcher was Sikh and the other was not (Dhillon and Thomas, 2018).  Also as a safeguarding and ethical measure I can see the advantage of having two researchers or one researcher and another facilitator with different positionalities (to the participants) in the room while the interviews are being taken.
There has been an increase in the amount of insider-research undertaken particularly in education settings, where teachers are researching within their own institutions and this is known as “practitioner enquiry” within the modal of action research (Hellawell, 2006). Chavez (2008) talks about there being total insiders who share multiple identities with the community, or partial insiders who share one identity and maintain a certain detachment, however he also argues that neither has a particular advantage or objectivity.  Some of the advantages of Insider-research is that you may already have access, trust and rapport, knowledge and authentic understanding of the community or participants, and can blend into the settings without any culture shock (Bell, 2005). However, critics of insider-research talk about the lack of objectivity and the over-familiarisation leading to bias and assumptions based on prior knowledge (Chavez, 2008).  Chavez (2008) talks about combating this thought by stating a disclaimer that the interview should be treated as if talking on the subject for the first time, and to recognise biases and see them as not just error but also a form of insight. Van Heugten (2004) talks about employing a number of self-reflective and questioning tools (journaling, self-triangulation) to ensure that they find distance and avoid potential bias.
 Gaining access to the participants may be easier as an insider or it may pose a hindrance depending on the relationship within the group, and it is important to delineate boundaries and set up safeguarding measures to protect both the participants and the researcher (Greene, 2014).  Greene (2014) talks about Triangulation as being a way to ensure non-bias, which essentially entails using multiple methods and theories to cover all areas and bring credibility and rigour to the study.  This self-analysis and process of reflexivity is a technique that should be used in all research but particularly important to insider research where Taylor (2011, p.9) talks about how the researched and the researcher’s narrative can become entangled: 
“The researcher, then, is forced to look both outward and inward, to be reflexive and self-conscious in terms of positioning, to be both self-aware and researcher-self-aware and to acknowledge the intertextuality that is a part of both the data gathering and writing processes.”
Conclusion
Having critically analysed a range of paradigms, methodologies, research designs and data collecting methods I can see that there are multiple directions and pathways to take when embarking on a research topic, all with their own strengths, challenges and worldviews.  When I consider my own area of study I feel like a qualitative method from a constructivist/critical theory paradigm, using the action research approach might be a good starting point, using a mix of one-to-one interviews, and focus groups with semi-structured interviews to ensure a collaborative process where their voices and experiences are fully understood.  I can see that working as an inside-researcher with a group of vulnerable participants who I already have a relationship with will demand rigorousness ethical practices to be implemented, including issues of safe-guarding, gaining consent from multiple areas, ensuring accessibility, and a self-conscious effort to understand my positionality and not allow my views and experience to distract but rather inform the study in a positive way. 
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