ECAC7003 Assessment 3. Reflective Essay
This reflective essay will critically evaluate the progress I have made whilst undertaking the advanced research method module of a master’s degree in advanced research methods and contemporary counselling.
Reflection is an integral part of the learning process as it helps focus attention on our own experience by clarifying our thinking and deepening our understanding. It can also reinforce learning that can lead to change and transformative actions (Contrell, 2017).
In this reflection I will look at my feelings towards research before and after the completion of this module. I will use Kolb’s experiential learning cycle (Kolb,1984) and learning styles theory to examine my own preferred ways of learning and evaluate what works best for me. I will also evaluate my developing role as a researcher by assessing my preferred methodology and exploring how prior assessments in this module have influenced these views.
This reflective piece will conclude by looking at what I have learnt overall from reflecting on this module and how I could implement this knowledge into future practice.                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
I intend to make use of Gibbs reflective cycle to provide structure to my learning experience throughout this essay. (Gibbs,1988).
In line with Gibbs reflective cycle, I will first provide a brief description of what happened. (Gibbs,1988) At the start of the master’s degree, I undertook the advanced research module (ARM). I was expected to partake in both asynchronous and synchronous weekly learning tasks and complete three assignments to successfully complete the module.
This section of the reflection will look at my feelings and reactions throughout this process. (Gibbs,1988) Before starting this module, I felt apprehensive due to several factors. As this was my first in-depth experience of research methods, I was unsure what to expect. I have had limited prior experience of research in the form of a small research project taken at level 3 access course which involved looking at quantitative data through a survey format. I had also briefly engaged in a research module at degree level which was informative, but it was short and had written a systematic literature review for my end assessment for the degree. Despite this experience I felt I had little understanding of quantitative and qualitative research methodology.
This led me to think of quantitative methods as very mathematical, an area that I found difficult. My understanding of qualitative methods was around more of an understanding of the participant’s experiences I felt this was more of a strength in my skill set due to my previous experience as a counsellor. My immediate reaction was that I felt I would be better suited to exploring this type of mythology and to avoid the more numeric quantitative methods. This bought up further concerns as I was unsure that I would be able to carry out quantitative methods and how that would impact my progression as a researcher. 
I was also aware how I can be driven by how interested I am in a subject and was worried that this module would be quite dry and scientific and because it was so different to the counselling practice degree, I had done before the masters. On reflection I was not feeling very well equipped or confident in my own ability at the start of the module
As the module progressed, I engaged well with all asynchronous and synchronised learning. I felt by doing this it gave me the opportunity to experience different styles of learning in a structured and experiential format. I did this by reading papers and watching videos around different aspects of research methodology and prepared work requested for our lectures so I was able to contribute to our class debates or when we would try out new qualitative methods and found I really enjoyed this side of my learning, because I was prepared and ready to partake. I felt by working in this way I improved my confidence. I was also surprised at how my previous assumption that I would find the module boring were incorrect as it was interesting and informative. I felt more settled and as my confidence grew, I really enjoyed the challenge of completing both a presentation which evaluated quantitative and qualitative methods around a subject of my choice. By using a subject that I was familiar with, trauma and person-centred counselling I found it helped deepen my understanding around the strengths and challenges involved in choosing a research method. Importantly it gives me a new understanding of the importance of mixed methods approach that was necessary in some research depending on what you wanted to gain from it.
I also really enjoyed the second assignment which consisted of conducting a semi structured interview on one of my peers and the producing of a relevant research document prior to interview. Again, I felt by this practical application of conducting the interview it built my confidence as I was able to use some of skill set from counselling yet also appreciated the different skills that are also needed to conduct an interview.
Reflecting on how I felt throughout the module my feelings changed considerably as prior to the module I had several negative assumptions which were created though fear of the unknown and lack of knowledge. However, during the module these quickly melted away as I progressed, and my knowledge skill and experience increased. My concerns disappeared and I was able to enjoy the process of learning around research methods.
When evaluating (Gibbs,1981) the module my prior concerns were addressed by being able to engage with the resources early and in a timely manner, so I was able to contribute to class discussions which enhanced my learning and knowledge. I also felt the way the module was set out was well structured and I found it clear and easy to understand what was expected of me. It also flowed well with several different approaches to learning I found this helped me understand what methods I preferred. These included self-directed learning along with lectures and debates within class time. I also found practical applications of different research methods useful. I felt that by doing this it gave me an applied understanding of the methods as well as a theoretical one. I felt I contributed well throughout this module; however, I could have spoken up more within the debates. As this was a new subject area for me, I feel there is more reading necessary to prepare for my own research dissertation.
When analysing how I approached this module (Gibbs,1981) I found that my learning was influenced by several different approaches to gathering knowledge and the structure of what was expected.  This can be related to David Kolb’s’ learning cycle and learning styles theory. He believed that a person’s learning styles are influenced by an individual’s culture, personality, and educational specialization (Kolb, Kolb.2005).
Kolb designed an experiential learning theory, which was based on the conclusion that a person learns from direct experience and guides their own process.
According to Kolb learning took place when a person completes a cycle of four different stages. Including Concrete experience, Reflective observation, Abstract conceptualizing and Active experimentation.
Kolb says that the cycle can begin at any point however he stipulates that all four stages must be completed for effective learning to occur.
Whilst this cycle is praised for allowing educators to critically evaluate the learning provisions available to students and providing appropriate learning opportunities.
 Critics say that an experimental learning model does not apply to all situations (Jarvis and Tennent ;1987,1997) 
Anderson (1988) also highlights that little attention has been considered to different cultural experience or the conditions the learning is taking place.
From experiencing this cycle within the learning of the last module I realised that I enjoyed the structure it offered, and it gave me an opportunity to work in different ways which lead to me discovering which learning styles worked for me.
Nevertheless, this cycle could be seen as to sequential and may not sit well with the reality of thinking as a process. It can also be argued that elements such as reflection could occur at several stages or all at once, which is not allowed for in this model (Dewey ,1933).
Kolb’s’ learning styles theory (1984) allowed me to consider my more effective ways of learning. By doing the test I discovered I am an assimilator and approach learning through thinking and watching. I would say this is partly right as I need time to think about a concept before being showed an example which helps make sense of knowledge. However, learning by doing was also something I discovered enhanced my learning process throughout this module. 
Interestingly I discovered that although I enjoyed more structured teaching experience, when tackling my assignments, I mostly take a creative unstructured approach I will now pay more thought to adopting more structure into my individual learning.
When reflecting on my role as a developing researcher I found I gained a lot of insight into methodology by working on assignment two of the module. This was a presentation exploring the strengths and limitations of qualitative and quantitative research methods in relation to a subject of choice. When looking at how effective person cantered counselling was in working with trauma, I discovered a place for both qualitative methods that explored the experience of the client, but a need for robust quantitative evidence to show the effectiveness of treatment.  I discovered that quantitative methods were preferred and seen as the gold standard with NICE the organisation who give advice for implementing research into practice. This led me to consider the ethical implications of not considering the qualitative experience. Therefore, I can see a place for mixed methods research to produce a more holistic view on research.
When looking at how I would approach research I found it useful to understand my research paradigm. A research paradigm is a set of beliefs and agreements shared between scientists regarding how problems should be addressed and understood (Kuhn,1970). In short, it can allow a researcher to look at what should be studied and how it should be studied, and the results interpreted. As a developing researcher I find using a research paradigm within my methodological approach helps me focus on what I want to achieve from the research.
I also completed a mock interview with one of my fellow students about online support for clients. For this assignment we were expected to produce a collection of research documents including a consent form, cover letter, Interview schedule and information sheet as well as a debriefing form for the end of the interview. I found this assignment useful in preparing me for what will be involved in undertaking my own piece of research in my dissertation.
When it came to the interview, we were expected to play both participant and researcher. I really enjoyed conducting the interview and having the opportunity to learn by doing a practical application of these skills. It also made me consider when carrying out qualitative research you are very much part of the research process and your prior experiences and assumptions, and beliefs influenced the research outcome. This can be explained by the term cognitive bias which is used to describe a tendency to make a systematic error in thinking or reasoning. Therefor it is important to consider one’s beliefs and values around a subject before undertaking research. (Mills et al,2010)
On conclusion of this reflection (Gibbs1988) I have gained insight into my learning styles and what types of learning suit my needs and now becoming more aware of the ones that no longer serve purpose. I also became aware whilst doing this reflection my lack of confidence and knolage has influenced my prior assumptions of what is expected of me. I am also aware of how my own beliefs and values influence my research and what methodology’s I am comfortable with and interested in using for my own future research. I now understand how learning paradigms benefit me. In addition I can also see numerous ways that research can be influenced through factors such as culture ethics finance and society.
In looking forward I now see that it is important for me to stay organised in future learning activities and address any prior assumptions with added learning around subjects, so I get a more objective view of what the learning entails. Reflecting on my approach to learning I could work with my dissertation supervisor to structure the way I tackle my dissertation, so it is more suitable for my learning style. I could also use my deeper understanding around methodology to guide the content in my dissertation whilst using reflective thinking to become aware of how my cognitive bias could affect my ethical, cultural, political, social, and individual perspective of research I undertake.
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