Researching
practice

YMCA GEORGE WILLIAMS COLLEGE
199 Freemasons Road, Canning Town, LONDON E16 3PY UK. Telephone: 020
7540 4900
© 2017 by the contributors. Otherwise YMCA George Williams College or stated
copyright holder.
No part of these materials may be reproduced in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or any other
information and retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the
College.
Find our support pages on www.ymoodle.org
V3 August 2017
Cover picture: Dessiner le futur adulte by Alain Bachellier. Sourced from Flickr
and reproduced under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercialNoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) licence.
http://www.flickr.com/photos/alainbachellier/537180464/

2

Researching practice

Introduction
1. Reflecting on ourselves as researchers: Reviewing our previous experience as
researchers. What are research skills and what do we gain from their use?
2. The research road map: Thinking about the basic steps in doing a research
project.
3. Getting started: Defining your project. Framing your research. Thinking about
methodology. Doing background research. Choosing your research methods
4. Developing your project: Considering ethical questions. Choosing your
participants. Writing your proposal.
5. Getting data: Interviewing. Participant observation. Focus groups.
Questionnaires. Desk research.
6. Developing analysis and conclusions: Analysing data. Finding connections.
Thinking about implications.
7. Presenting findings to appropriate audiences: Writing reports. Presenting
work to others. Exploring work.
8. Reflecting on the research experience: Looking back. Thinking about things
you might do differently
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Introduction

This unit explores the process of doing a small-scale research project – and how
to write it up and present it. The ability to undertake small independent
research projects, and to report and communicate findings, is fundamental to
success in both in the work and in higher education. As a result, we want to
build up your ability to:
Understand the value and uses of research skills in your work and in
further study.
Analyse, make theory and draw conclusions.
Present your findings to different audiences.
Reflect on the research experience
We hope you enjoy undertaking the study and the other activities involved
with this unit.
Mark K. Smith
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1: Reflecting on ourselves as
researchers
William Mitchell and Mark K Smith

The researcher by Caroline Bach. Sourced from Flickr and reproduced under a Creative
Commons Attribution-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-ND 2.0) licence.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/carolinebach/4914782848/.

To start we ask you to think about the knowledge, skills and values that you
bring to being a researcher.
While you may not consider yourself to be a researcher, once you embark on an
investigative study you are in fact one by nature.
A good starting point may be to give some thought to the term research. Truth
be told, research is simply a term for finding things out. Dawson (2009: ix)
defines it as: the deliberate study of other people for the purposes of increasing
understanding and/or adding to knowledge.
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So, the deliberate study of what? It maybe you are interested in the attitudes of
others towards young carers or the number of teenagers in a given area who are
young carers. It might be that you are interested in the looking at how an area
might be improved and need to ask local people – and others who might have
expertise – about what could be done, and how.
Whatever your interest, before you can choose a topic for investigation, you will
first need to ask yourself some questions, as Dawson (2009: 1-3) suggests, such
as:

Why have I decided to do some research?
This one is answered for you here because it is a requirement of the
programme. However, so that you remain motivated your answer will need to
relate to this next question.

How can I remain interested in my research?
Putting to one side the course requirement element, the obvious answer is to
choose a subject you are personally interested in but one which also relates to
your study. For example, has anyone ever asked you to complete a
questionnaire about your role as a helper or worker? Would you like to design
your own and perhaps conduct a survey?

What personal characteristics do I have which might help?
This can determine the nature of your research, do you like being around
people, do you love or loath figures and statistics, how do you prefer to
communicate – face-to-face or in written form?

What skills and experience do I have which might help in my research?
We can easily under-estimate the skills we already have. As Dawson (2009)
says, it is important to think about our existing skills in relation to the research
we want to do. Also, our existing experience may well be considerable –
especially if what we are researching relates to the work we do, or the place
where we live and/or work.
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What do I bring to research?
We are going to look here at the values, skills, and knowledge that we bring to
research.

Values
A lot of research is done face-to-face – and involves putting people at their ease.
The way people respond to us as workers and educators flows from our
character – and much the same is true for researchers. If we like being around
people, want to hear what they say, and are respectful and accepting then it is
likely that people want to tell us things and explore them. The same qualities
that Carl Rogers identified as lying at the heart of helping and counselling
relationships are equally relevant to face-to-face research. He talked about there
being three core conditions:
Realness or genuineness. When we enter into relationships without presenting a
front or a façade, we are much more likely to be effective.
Prizing, acceptance, trust. Prizing the other person, prizing their feelings, their
opinions, and their person. This involves an acceptance of the other individual
as a separate person, having worth in their own right.
Empathic understanding. If we are disposed to thinking about what might be
going on for the other person, what they might be experiencing, we are more
likely to be sensitive about the questions we ask and how we approach them.
As Carl Rogers put it, People feel deeply appreciative, ‘when they are simply
understood – not evaluated, not judged, simply understood from their own
point of view, not the teacher’s’ (Rogers 1967 304-311).

Skills
Again, it has been our experience that pedagogues and relational practitioners
under-estimate the skills they bring when first being asked to ‘do research’.
Here we just want to highlight four areas where you are already skilled.
Conversation. Much research takes place through talking and listening to
others. We need to be generous and interested in what others have to say.
Researchers have to be good conversationalists to create the right atmosphere
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and get the material they need – and this lies at the heart of our craft. To think
about what we do as researchers it is worth going back to what Blyth (2008: 29)
suggested as five maxims or rules when engaging in conversation:
Think before you speak
Listen more than speak
Find the incentive for talking
Never assume you know what they mean or that they understand
you
Take turns
These rules apply with special force when we are trying to help others, but they
are also very relevant to our activities as researchers.
Facilitation. As researchers, we may have to set up and facilitate groups to
explore different questions and issues. Facilitators work by not taking sides,
standing apart from groups yet being acceptable to them, and by not being in
charge of people (amongst other things). As you know, at heart facilitation is
about the process of helping people to explore, learn and change. As
researchers, we also concerned with this. However, there is a bit of twist. The
process of the group exploring, learning, and changing can throw up data and
insights for our research.
Observation. A lot of research in our area involves looking at what an
individual or group is doing, or what is happening in a particular situation.
Participation. For some forms of enquiry, it is necessary for researchers to join
in with what is going on, to become part of the scene or event. This is because,
for example, only so much can be learnt from observation. To get to know more
they have to participate (while at the same time listening carefully and thinking
about what they are seeing). In research, this is sometimes known as
participant. Again, this is familiar to us as workers. We engage and at the same
time keep an eye on what is going on. We must think on our feet.
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Knowledge
Alongside the values we have that might help us as researchers, and the skills
we already use, there is knowledge we possess. We are likely to have what is
often called ‘local knowledge’. Through working (and perhaps living) in an area
we can come to know a lot about it: the sorts of networks there are, the local
ways of doing things, what people get worried about and so on. We also know
local people – people who can be involved in our research. We can start out
with some significant advantages when researching – but there is also a
downside here. We may also be too familiar with things – and not find certain
things strange or worthy of thought.

Thinking like a researcher, working like a researcher
The sociologist C. Wright Mills once wrote famous piece on ‘intellectual
craftsmanship’ at the end of one his books. He sets out some of the key things
that we need to do to be good thinkers and researchers (and workers!). He
makes the point that that research is a craft. We should work at it, talk about it
to others, develop our skills and understandings. He then goes on to say that
many have learnt the hard way that 'the most admirable thinkers within the
scholarly community you have chosen to join do not split their work from their
lives. They seem to take both too seriously to allow such disassociation, and
they want to use each for the enrichment of the other' (1959: 195). We need to
look at our own, and other people’s private lives to understand what is going
on in society. And we need to look at what is going on in society to understand
what is happening in our private lives. Mills continues:
What this means is that you must learn to use your life experience in
your intellectual work: continually to examine and interpret it. In this
sense craftsmanship is the centre of yourself and you are personally
involved in every intellectual product upon which you work. (Mills
1959: 196)
It’s quite a challenge. We have had to use our life experience, to reflect on what
we have heard and seen, to build theories – and share them with others.
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Using guides to research methods
There are many different guides to research methods around – the following are
recommended books for this module:
Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time Researchers in Education, Health
and Social Science. Judith Bell’s book has now been through five editions – and is
probably the best-known and most popular guide for university students in the
UK. It is a step-by-step guide which covers all the main areas of researching
with the social sciences. It looks at how to produce a well-structured and
convincing final report – and includes material on research ethics and
guidelines for different forms of research.
The Craft of Research. This book has become something of a classic – selling over
200,000 copies. Its focus is different to the others. It is not concerned with
fieldwork but explores how to build an argument; how to anticipate, and
respond to, the reservations of readers; and how to create introductions and
conclusions. As such it provides invaluable advice – and encourages readers to
look at how they shape their assignments and reports. The full text of the third
edition of the book is available at the Internet Archive for free:
https://archive.org/stream/BoothCraftofResearch3rd/Booth_CraftofResearch3rd
_djvu.txt
Doing a Successful Research Project. Using qualitative or quantitative methods.
Martin Brett Davis’ book has also gained many fans. It is clearly written and is a
good place to start when having to undertake a research project. It is very good
on survey work and sampling – and also looks more closely at statistical
significance. He gives plenty of good, straightforward advice (including giving
some ‘golden rules’). It has proved popular both amongst social and physical
scientists.
How to do your Research Project. A guide for students in education and applied social
sciences. Gary Thomas’ guide has quickly and rightly become a favourite with
many (with a number of five star ratings on Amazon). It’s accessible and well
written – and offers a clear route through many of the issues and questions that
face students. It is very good on the processes of setting up and framing
research.

11

References
Bell, J. with Waters, S. (2014). Doing Your Research Project: A Guide for First-Time
Researchers in Education, Health and Social Science. 6e. Maidenhead: Open
University Press.
Blyth, C. (2008). The Art of Conversation. London: John Murray.
Booth, W. C., Colmb, G. C., Williams, J. M., Bizup, J. and Fitzgerald, W.T.
(2016). The Craft of Research. 4e. Chicago: University of Chicago Press. The full
text of the third edition of the book is available at the Internet Archive for free:
https://archive.org/stream/BoothCraftofResearch3rd/Booth_CraftofResearch3rd
_djvu.txt
Davies, M. B. (2007). Doing a Successful Research Project. Using qualitative or
quantitative methods. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.
Dawson, C. (2009). Introduction to Research Methods. A practical guide for anyone
undertaking a research project. Oxford: howtobooks.
Mills, C. W. (1959). The Sociological Imagination. New York: Oxford University
Press. You can read the appendix ‘On Intellectual Craftsmanship’ on the web:
http://www-rohan.sdsu.edu/~psargent/Mills_Intell_Craft.pdf.
Thomas, G. (2017). How to do your Research Project. A guide for students in
education and applied social sciences. 3e. London: Sage.

Return to contents

12

2: The research road map
Mark K Smith

Doing research by Viewoftheworld – reproduced under a Creative Commons license - Attribution
2.0 Generic
(CC BY 2.0). http://www.flickr.com/photos/view/142745616/

Here we look at the shape of your research project. We consider what Gary
Thomas (2009) and Martin Brett Davies (2007) talk about as ‘road maps’ for
research. We then consider the four, basic, ‘rules’ for doing research and
producing a good report.

In the beginning
When researching we start by thinking about the issue or question that we want
to focus on. This can take a bit of work and thinking – and it can change as we
get into the research.
It is worth reflecting on why you want to look at this issue or question. You are
going to be working on it for a bit, so it needs to be interesting! You also need to
work on your research question – and make it clear and focused. As Gary
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Thomas (2009: xvi) says getting the right question is the foundation stone for
the whole project. Wayne C. Booth and his colleagues talk about the four steps
to finding a research problem that might be worth solving:
Step 1: Find a topic specific enough to let you master a reasonable amount of
information on it in the time you have…
Step 2: Question that topic until you find questions that catch your interest…
Step 3: Determine what kind of evidence your readers will expect you to offer in
support of your answer.
Step 4: Determine whether you can find those data. There’s no point starting
research on a topic until you know you have a good chance of finding data on
it. (Booth et.al. 2016)

Second, make a rough plan of how you want to go forward with the project.
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The road map – based on Thomas (2017) with some additions from Davies (2007)

More on the question
The third thing to do is to think some more about your research question. Have
other people researched and written about this area. Use platforms like Google
and Amazon to make a start.
Fourth, you need to develop your question – make it better, and as Gary
Thomas put it, decide on your question – again.

Finalizing your research
The fifth thing to do is to think about how to answer your question. You need to
decide on your approach – how you are going to think about things. Another
way of looking at this is how your will ‘frame’ your research. Is what you are
doing a case study, action research, a survey – what?
From there you move on to the sixth area: exploring methodology – the
methods you will use; and research design – how you put these things
together.
We then come to the seventh area looking at the ethics of what you want to do
and working out how to get access to the people and the material you want.
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Having come this far we come to the eighth area. You need to try what you
want to do out. You need to pilot your research instruments (your interviewing
approach, questionnaires etc.) to see if they work.

Doing the research, analyzing and writing up
Ninth – you do the research! You gather your data.
Tenth, you turn to analyzing the information you have gathered – and talk
about what you are finding with others to get their insights into what you are
thinking. As Martin Brett Davies (2007: 12-3) says, accept that criticism and
feedback can be useful, but also remember that you don’t have follow their
suggestions – just think carefully about them.
You are now coming towards the end of the journey. Your eleventh area of
work is to complete your analysis and draw your conclusions. What are the
implications of what you have discovered for the way you work, how your
agency functions, and for the field of work more generally? Where does there
need to be further research?
Last, on not least, you need to draft your report, get others to read it and give
you feedback and then do the final write-up – and submit it!

Some basic rules
Before going much further, it is well worth thinking about the four basic rules
that Martin Brett Davies has suggested need to be followed for a successful
research project.
The four rules for a successful research project
Keep it simple. Too many people doing research are encouraged to believe that
the best work involves complex methodological theories. It does not.
Don't try and do too much. First-time researchers and new students often want
to explore too many questions at once. Be realistic about what you can do in the
time you have and about the conclusions you can draw from the data you have
got.
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Accept that, at every stage, there are good and bad ways of working. The key
virtue is patience. In the end you can't and mustn't rush or try to take shortcuts.
Planning is crucial. Plan each step carefully if you want your project to be of the
highest standard of which you are capable. (Davies 2007: 9)
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3: Getting started
Mark K Smith

The first word is the hardest by Alex Murphy. Sourced from Flickr and reproduced under a
Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0) licence.
http://www.flickr.com/photos/28misguidedsouls/6225908293/

In this section, we are going to look more carefully at the process of getting
started. You need to get started on planning your research project. At this point
it is worth thinking about:
The time you have available – when it has to be completed by, and
what space you have to work on it.
Drawing a rough time line (more of that below).
What the final report might look like.
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Our road map gives us some indication of the sorts of things we might need to
do. We can work out roughly how much time we can give to each, and when it
is best to get each task done (see Thomas 2017 – table 2.2).
Task

Time

Reading around the subject and writing up what we have found out.
Finding out about method
Writing about your method
Doing the fieldwork
Analysis (plus more reading)
Drawing conclusions
Writing up the report

Thomas (2017: 27-9) goes on to make some recommendations about how to
manage your time around a research project of this kind once you have made
some sort of schedule.
First, do a little every day. Life is chaotic and full of demands so compromise.
You are unlikely to give the project all the time you would like or the space in
any one day you want. So, do little and often.
Second, try to negotiate a time in the day with your friends or family or
colleagues when you can study.
Third, set yourself targets – keeping to a schedule, give yourself the target of
writing 250 words a day, for example.
If you cannot find the time look at what you are doing in a day and see if there
are times that you could us, for example most of us spend a lot of time watching
TV programmes that we don’t find that interesting.
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Doing background research
There are basically two kinds of sources that we might look at when doing
background research:
Primary sources. These use first-hand observation and investigation. It is
basically ‘straight from the horse’s mouth – in other words, no other person has
subsequently analysed and summarised it’ (Thomas 2017: chapter 3, loc 1347).
Examples of these include diaries, journals, minutes, government documents,
letters, emails and other correspondence, and photographs and recordings
(audio and video).
Secondary sources. These are commentaries on, or re-workings of, primary
sources. They are what other researchers make of a subject. Examples here
include textbooks, articles, and evaluations.
Whether it is one or the other we have make a further judgement about the
quality of the source. As an earlier edition of Booth et. al. put it:
Many published reports are useless, even harmful, because their
authors substituted speedy note-taking for thoughtful, critical
reading. Here the first two principles for using sources: One good
source is worth more than a score of mediocre ones, and one accurate
source is sometimes worth more than the source itself. (1995: 73)
How then do we find good sources? The answer is to skim a lot of books,
articles and web pages – and try to settle on ‘a few sources that deserve your
most careful attention’ (op. cit.: 74). Once you have found some possibilities reread them carefully. Then slowly read the best again so that you get a good idea
of the full argument. It is easy to ‘raid’ sources and pull out bits without
understanding the context of what is being said (op. cit.).
If you want to use a quote or data from a primary source that you find in a
secondary source try to go back to the original. Writers often get their quotes
wrong – and can be guilty of ‘raiding’.
Judging sources: There are some basic things to consider and then weigh up
what you know about the source:
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Is the source based upon research evidence? If it is, what sort of research
was it – and what are the limitations and weaknesses of the approach
taken.
What is the quality of the referencing? Are reputable sources used? Are
there any obvious gaps (things left out)? How current are the
sources?
Are the writers’ experts on the subject? Check out who the writer is –
and what else they have written or researched.
Is the source balanced? Are both sides of issues and questions
considered?
Can you find corroboration? Check to see if what is argued or
suggested has been supported by other writers and researchers –
both in piece (through referencing) and elsewhere (initially through
skimming sources). Also, you can check whether the material has
been submitted for peer review. For academic journals, articles have
to be refereed by experts in the field. Mistakes are still made, but it is
one indicator that the argument and findings are worth looking at –
although not necessarily right.
From this list, you can see that some key resources that an internet search might
turn-up have to be treated with care. The obvious example here is Wikipedia
(although it is often a good place to start – and to check). Even though
something might not be ‘citable source’, it can help to generate ideas and may
point to good sources.
Keeping notes. As Dawson (2009: 43) says, keeping accurate records of what
data was gathered from which source will save time and frustration later. It is
good to keep notes in a ring binder so you can slot things in as you find them.
Another route is to use software like OneNote or Evernote. It’s very much a
matter of personal preference. I use both – there are things that are much easier
to keep in a file, some information is easier to paste into Evernote and OneNote.
The key, though, is not to rely on software – backup material, and print off the
most useful and put it in your file.
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Refining your question
Having read around a little, talked to people and thought about things it’s a
good moment to work out a ‘more refined, targeted question – a better question
or set of questions’ (Thomas 2017: 91). There are some basic things you can
consider:
Have you in fact found out that many other people have already
done what you were planning to do?
Is the question more complicated than you had thought?
Will you be able to get hold of the information you need?
Will there be ethical problems in getting the information you need?
(Thomas 2017:91).
You will probably need to refine your focus (the core question you want to
answer) a number of times. You might need to pick just one aspect of what you
originally saw as your question or issue to study. You need to make sure that
your focus is not too broad, not too difficult (ibid.: 92.). Your reading etc. may
have highlighted a particular factor or theme. For example, rather than looking
at ‘Why are children not getting good exam results?’ we might narrow things
down to something like ‘What is the impact of peer pressure on boy’s GCSE
results?’
At this point it is worth reflecting on how interested you are in the focus or
question – you need to have a focus that will motivate you to carry on with the
research and writing up. It is also worth checking out the ‘doability’ – can you
get hold of the information and people you need in the time you have. If it
looks difficult you probably need to refocus.

Thinking about your research framework
The first thing to think about is whether your approach is quantitative or
qualitative:
Quantitative research looks to numbers. It generates statistics using things like
surveys and questionnaires.
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Qualitative research refers to approaches that look to things that are less easy
to quantify – feelings, experiences, and behaviour. It uses things like interviews,
participant observation and focus groups.
Mixed methods refers to combining quantitative and qualitative methods.
While these are sometimes seen as in opposition to one another, they are
complementary. We often use both in larger research studies and evaluations.
The second thing to think about is the basic ‘frame’ for your research – the
structure into which you fit your methods. For smaller research projects in a
programme like this, Thomas (2017) identifies five main frames – here we focus
on one you will be using: the case study:
The second thing to think about is the basic ‘frame’ for your research – the
structure into which you fit your methods. For smaller research projects in a
programme like this, five main frames are used (and here we draw particularly
from what Gary Thomas writes):
Action research. As the title suggests, action research is basically exploration by
practitioners in the hope of developing practice. As Thomas (2017: 154) put it,
the central aim is change, ‘and the emphasis is on problem-solving in whatever
way is appropriate’. It can be seen as a conversation rather more than a
technique (McNiff et. al.). It is about people ‘thinking for themselves and
making their own choices, asking themselves what they should do and
accepting the consequences of their own actions’ (Thomas 2009: 113).
Case study. This frame basically involves an in-depth study of a situation or a
small number of situations. The focus might be an individual, piece of work,
event or phenomenon. ‘The aim is to gain a rich, detailed understanding of the
case by examining different facets of the question you are examining, and these
data – perhaps from numbers or from interviews or from informal observations
– may be combined to tell your final story’ (Thomas 2017: 155).
Ethnography. Ethnography is the oldest of the quantitative research
approaches (Davies 2007: 168) and has been long associated with anthropology
and the study of local cultures. It involves becoming part of a local way of life,
observing situations, and learning from the people they find there. In the first
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instance you are asking the question, ‘What is going on here?’ and ‘What are the
cultural influences that are driving it?’ (Davies 2007: 169). It might be used to
explore what is happening in a particular group, neighbourhood or sub-culture.
The classic method associated with ethnography is participant observation.
Evaluation. Evaluation is either about proving something is working or needed,
or improving practice or a project (Rogers and Smith 2006). It involves exploring
and judging working processes, experiences, outputs, outcomes and impacts
(Smith 2006). It is probably the most common form of practice research. It is
different from action research in that there is generally not an assumption ‘that
what is being studied feeds back in any systematic way to the activity,
intervention or initiative being evaluated’ (Thomas 2017: 122). One of the forms
it takes is as a description and analysis of a project or piece of work – and the
drawing out of conclusions from that.
Experiment. This approach – particularly in the form of what are called
randomised control trails (RCTs) – has become increasingly popular in
schooling and in some research on different forms of intervention e.g. what
works in terms of helping young people to avoid taking drugs. It looks to see if
X causes Y. Basically an experiment:
is about demonstrating cause and effect;
concerns the extent to which we have to control the conditions in the
situation of interest to demonstrate that cause-effect relationship.
(Taylor 2009: 124).
In RCTs the researcher ‘does something’ to one group of subjects (such as
persuading them to follow a particular diet) and ‘does not do it, or does
something else to a control group’ (Davies 2007: 33).

Researching practice
We are asking you to follow the following path:
Think about your question.

24

Work out how you are going to frame your research. For this programme we
usually ask you to think about your research as action research, case study, or
evaluation.
Consider your methods.

Choosing your research methods.
Research methods are the tools you use to get your data (Dawson 2009: 27). The
five methods that you are most likely to use are:
Interviews.
Focus groups.
Questionnaires.
Participant observation.
Desk research.
We will look at each of these in more detail later in the unit – here it is worth
making a couple of points.
First, don’t be over-ambitious. For much of the programme you need to go for
quality rather than quantity. It is much better to have three good interviews, for
25

example, than loads of interviews that skim across the surface.
Second, think about what method will get you into the heart of your question.
Some might lead you down side roads.
Third, it might be that your research focus doesn’t lead to lots of field research –
it might be that you need to spend much more time on unearthing and reading
existing materials and data.
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4: Developing your project
Mark K Smith

A work of art by Iain Farrell. Sourced from Flickr and reproduced under a Creative Commons
Attribution-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-ND 2.0) licence.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/iain/353671249/.

Having looked at how we frame our research project and thought about what
methods we might use it is time for us to:
Look closely at any ethical issues and questions that might arise in
what we are seeking to do;
Choose who is going to participate in the research; and
Write up our research proposal.
However, before we do this I just want to return to the nature of research – and
what it isn’t. This is what Gary Thomas had to say:
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Research is about curiosity and inquiry, as for example journalism is. However, it
differs from journalism in that it is governed by a number of expectations. There
is an expectation that research will:
• Aim to find new knowledge;
• Be thorough;
• Be balanced
• Be fair;
• Be ethical.
These are some ground rules … (but) it is worth reinforcing the fact that
research is not journalism and it is not about campaigning for an issue. It’s not
about being committed to a position. Nor is it about ‘knowing’ something and
trying to find proof for it. You cannot assume you already know the answer.
Research is about disciplined, balanced inquiry, conducted in a critical spirit.
(Thomas 2009: 23-4)

It is well worth thinking about what Thomas is saying as it tells us about the
frame of mind that we need to be in when undertaking researching. Crucially, it
doesn’t differ that much from how we approach our task as educators and
helpers. This is especially so when we consider the question of ethics.

A question of ethics
Here we are concerned questions around how we are to undertake the research
in a respectful and proper manner. We are looking at good and right action.
For researchers, many issues can arise – but here I want to highlight five
principles. I have taken these from the Open University’s (2006) Ethics Principles
for Research Involving Human Participants. All universities have this sort of
document.
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Consent. People must give their consent if they are directly taking part in your
study. More than that, their consent must be informed – they need to know what
they are getting involved in and what they are agreeing to.
Openness and integrity. Researchers should be open and honest about the
purpose and content of their research and behave in a professional manner at
all times (OU 2006: 2).
Protection from harm. Researchers must make every effort to minimise the
risks of any harm, either physical or psychological, arising for any participant,
researcher, institution, funding body or other person (OU 2006: 2). These days
this involves carrying out a risk analysis etc.
Confidentiality. Except where explicit written consent is given, researchers
should respect and preserve the confidentiality of participants’ identities and
data at all times (OU 2006: 3)
Professional codes of practice and ethics. The type of research that is our focus
here is often undertaken in the setting where you work or with people who
know you as a worker. As such what you do has to be within the any published
code of practice and ethical guidelines for the area of work.
Within this programme you are approaching research as a practitioner working
in, and for, an agency. As such you will be expected to operate within the ethical
boundaries associated with work with children, young people and vulnerable
adults. You will also be expected to adhere to the professional requirements of the
agency.

Choosing your participants
For some research projects, the question of who could participate flows straight
from what you have chosen to do. For example, as you are taking a case study
approach – and exploring a project you are undertaking with a group of young
people or your work with the committee of a community group – then you only
have a limited number of people to choose from. In these cases, you will be
undertaking qualitative research. As Dawson says, the aim here isn’t to learn
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something that applies to all (to generalise) but rather to ‘describe or explain
what is happening in a smaller group of people’ (2009: 48). This might provide
insights into other situations – but as we know not all groups are the same!
If you are doing something like a questionnaire then you will have a much
wider group to choose from – and you choose a sample. Here there are two basic
types of sample:
Probability samples. In this type of sample, all people in the
research population have a specifiable chance of being selected. They
are used where researchers want to explain or generalise about the
whole population.
Purposive samples. These are used where researchers want to
describe rather than generalise. (Dawson 2009: 53)
Once we have decided upon our basic approach we can then invite people to
join in.
When researching small groups and networks it is worth thinking about who is
likely to provide you with the best data. This is sometimes known as looking
for key informants – expert sources of knowledge (Marshall 1996). These are
people who are:
In a role in the community exposes them to the kind of information
you need.
Thoughtful and able to talk about the knowledge they have.
Willing to talk to you and to cooperate with your research.
Relatively objective and unbiased. (op. cit.).
If you are studying a group it is important that you tell them about it (see our
discussion of ethics above) and why you are doing the research. It is also vital
that you think about confidentiality (changing names etc.) and reassure people
about this.
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Writing your proposal
As Dawson (2009: 57) says, for most types of research you need to prepare a
research proposal. The basic format looks something like the following:
Title: This should include the key words associated with the focus of your
research.
Background: why are you undertaking this project; why is the research needed.
Key research questions: What is central focus; and elements needed to be
studied.
Methodology: What approach have you adopted; what methods are you using?
Why you have chosen these are not others.
Ethical issues. This covers things like consent, protection from harm, and
confidentiality.
Timetable. What will you do when?
Dissemination. What will you do to make known the results of your research?
Bibliography. A short list of references to key texts and articles.

Resource: Shaw, C., Brady, L. & Davey, C. (2011), Guidelines for Research with
Children and Young People, National Children’s Bureau Research Centre,
available at
http://www.ncb.org.uk/media/434791/guidelines_for_research_with_cyp.pdf
This set of guidelines provides you with the opportunity to go a bit deeper and
think about some of the implications of carrying out a research project. In
particular, look at section 4 which highlights some important considerations
when involving young people in research.
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5: Getting data
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Data (scrabble) by Justgrimes. Sourced from Flickr and reproduced under a Creative Commons
Attribution-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-SA 2.0) liccence.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/notbrucelee/8016192302

There are various ways of gathering material – data – for our research project.
Here we are going to focus on five of the most popular ways of undertaking
research with people used by educators and animateurs:
Interviews,
Focus groups,
Questionnaires,
Participant observation, and
Desk research
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As you may have already recognized – each of these methods relate directly to
core areas of work as informal educators and animateurs. We are involved in
working with individuals around issues they face; facilitating groups;
undertaking community surveys; and becoming involved in local ways of life.

Interviews
As Gary Thomas (2009:160) puts it:
An interview is a discussion with someone in which you try to get
information from them. The information may be facts or opinions or
attitudes or any combination of these.
As can be seen from this definition, unlike many of the conversations we
engage in, its direction is more in the hands of one person (the interviewer) than
shared.
We might have this discussion face-to-face or via the phone or something like
Skype. Researchers tend to describe the other person involved as an
‘interviewee’, ‘respondent’ or ‘informant’.
There are three main approaches:
Structured interviews. Here the questions - how they are worded, the order they
come in is worked out in advance - and repeated in different interviews. In
other words, the content and the process are organized beforehand. Commonly
this organization is formalized in an interview schedule - and the interviewer is
left little room for manoeuvre - to respond to what is being said by the
interviewee. Perhaps the most common usage of this form of approach is in
market research. The aim of the structured interview is to gain factual
information or opinion.
Unstructured interviews. Here we have certain leading or headline questions or
topics that we would like discussed. However, we are free to ask the questions
in different ways - to phrase them as we wish; to ask them in the order we see
fit; and to go for follow-up questions to explore what is being said. We may
well also join in the conversation - offering our own understandings or
thoughts. To handle this we may have an interview guide. The purpose of the
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conversation is to move away from superficial issues and to gain 'natural'
everyday responses.
Semi-structured interviews. Here we ask certain major questions the same way
each time - but are free to alter the sequence and to probe or follow-up for
further information. In other words, we are able to adjust the interview to the
person's understanding and disposition. The priority is to cover a list of themes,
using occasional 'probe' questions where necessary. This approach can have an
advantage over the structured interview, because it gives us greater flexibility
in our exchanges with the interviewee, through encouraging conversation
relevant to your topic of enquiry.
We need to think carefully beforehand which of these approaches is best for the
questions we are looking to explore.

Focus groups
Focus groups are a form of group interview (see Smith 2011). Like any other
research or evaluation tool their purpose is to gather information. Through
listening and observing interactions they can help us to appreciate how people
think and feel about an experience, issue, or a service. They involve:
Bringing together around 5-10 people with particular characteristics
(which are seen to be representative of the group of people that are
being researched).
The exploration of a particular theme or topic(s) – and the gathering
of opinions.
A relaxed atmosphere.
A focus on interaction. Unlike standard interviews where the
discussion depends upon the interviewer asking questions, and the
group responding, in focus groups data emerges from group
interaction.
Meeting for around one to one and half hours.
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Several meetings with similar groups of participants (so that we
identify patterns and trends). Usually this means a minimum of three
focus groups.
Recording. Most sessions are recorded (usually by audio) with notes
also often being kept by the facilitator and, where observers are
involved, by them.
As one popular guide put it:
A focus group study is a carefully planned series of discussions
designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area of interest in a
permissive, nonthreatening environment. Each group is conducted
with 5 to 10 people led by a skilled interviewer. The discussions are
relaxed, and often participants enjoy sharing their ideas and
perceptions. (Krueger and Casey 2009: 1)
They work best when people feel free to give their opinions without being
judged. In addition, they can often be more successful if they are made up of
relative strangers (unless the subject matter is something that is usually only
talked about amongst friends) (Cohen 2010).

Surveys and questionnaires
Surveys are a very common form of research – we often find them quoted in
news stories as they often have a political or policy-related objective. As Martin
Brett Davies comments, ‘Surveys, however badly designed, may affect decisionmaking and change practice or cumulatively alter the way we view the world’
(2007: 70). A questionnaire is one of the tools used to carry out surveys: The
other main means are:
Face-to-face contact using interview schedules.
The observation of people and events (Davies 2007: 82).
Questionnaires take a lot of work and preparation to get right. It is easy to fall
into the trap of asking leading questions, for example. There are some basic
things to remember as Gary Thomas reminds us:
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Keep everything short. If possible keep it to one side of A4.
Be clear about what you are asking. Ask for only one piece of
information at a time.
Be precise. As the only source of clarification is what is in the
questionnaire, you have to be clear about what you are asking.
Collect all necessary details. Try to avoid the ‘Oh, I wish I had asked
about that.. .’.
Be aware of ‘prestige bias’. Most people want to look good. You need
to be aware of this when setting your questions and interpreting the
answers. (Based on Thomas 2009: 174).
Questionnaires use different types of questions. The first basic distinction is
between open ended questions (where people are free to write a sentence or more
in a response box) or closed questions where they have to make a choice between
alternatives provided by you. Some of the main types of closed questions are:
Demographic choice (where people tick boxes to tell us about
themselves).
Multiple choice (where people choose one or more responses).
Rating scale (where people have to rate something on a scale e.g. 1 to
10)
Matrices or grids (where people look at a series of points or qualities
and then have to rate them on a scale).
Rank order (where people have to put things in order).
Using survey questionnaires has become even more common with the internet.
There are now some very good sites where you can construct questionnaires
and then invite people to use them. The site can then process the data for you
and produce tables and charts. SurveyMonkey (www.surveymonkey.com) is one
of the best known (and is free to use for small surveys).
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Whatever method you use, remember to test it out first on two or three friends
or colleagues.

Participant observation
Participant observation is a way of generating understanding about the way of
life of others. It involves immersing ourselves a community and trying to make
sense of what we see and experience (Dawson 2009: 105). As a method it
developed as part of ethnographic approaches.
One of the great advantages of participant observation is that it allows
researchers to some extent ‘to share the same experiences, to understand why
they act in the way they do (Bell 2014, and ‘to see things as those involved see
things’ (Denscombe 1998: 69). However, it can be very time-consuming, and
because it involves looking at very local situations (a particular group, or
institution) there are always questions about whether what is found is useful in
thinking about other situations.
There is a close relationship between this research methodology - and our
activities as informal educators and animateurs. We, too, engage in participant
observation. We involve ourselves in everyday (and not so everyday)
situations; we look at, and listen to, what is going on in the encounter. We try to
make sense of what is going on, so that we may act. Usually, though,
researchers undertake participant observation in communities/cultures different
to their own. It can be quite difficult to look with fresh eyes at things that we
take for granted or that are familiar. That said, this is something that we do
have to do as workers on a day-to-day basis. We have to try and look at things
through the eyes of others, or to imagine we are encountering something for the
first time.

Desk research
Some will want to undertake a research study that does not involve fieldwork.
The term ‘desk research’ is sometimes used for this – particularly in the fields of
medical research and market research. Also known as secondary research, it
involves searching out existing studies and materials and then working with
that to generate new understandings or to apply to different situations. With
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the development of the internet – and the depth of material that is now
available online- it is understandable why desk research has become a focus.
One of the key areas for desk research in any professional area concerns the
impact and development of policies. For example, we might be interested in the
impact of changes in income support or housing policy.
Another focuses on the bringing together of material from different studies to
make sense of what are regarded as social problems e.g. around alcohol and
drug use. This is something that a number of agencies do both to inform their
work – and to put pressure on governments and others to make changes. A
good example of this is provided by UNICEF and their report cards on different
issues. One report, for example, looked at child well-being in rich countries
(UNICEF 2010).
Desk research can also be helpful for bringing together material around the
different ways of working we have. For example, it is possible to gather
together a significant amount of research and discussion concerning the benefits
flowing from young people’s involvement in after-school activities (especially
from the United States).
The basic approaches to gathering data are as we have talked about here with
regard to background research. The skills in then working with that material,
and being able to draw from it to develop an argument and make claims is also
a general research ability – and it is to this that we now turn.
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6: Developing analysis and
conclusions
Mark K Smith

Removing some categories by Tom Natt. Sourced from Flickr and reproduced under a Creative
Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0) licence.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/tomnatt/3337957009

When thinking about reports, research and solving problems there are a series
of questions that helps us to get started: 5W-H. The five ‘W’s are:
Who?
What?
Where?
When?
Why?
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The ‘H’ is:
How?
If you look at news reporting they often begin with what happened, who it
involved, where it happened and when. For example:
Some dentists in England are seeing patients more than they need to,
in breach of their government contracts, according to a Department
of Health briefing.
It says there is "good evidence" this is happening, despite guidance
from the National Institute for Health and Clinical Health (Nice)
from 2004. It ended the traditional six-month checks for adults and
suggested they could be extended to two years. Rules based on the
guidance were introduced for dentists two years later. Practices have
had to record recommended recall intervals for their patients in the
last year. (The Guardian – April 12, 2011)
When developing analysis and drawing conclusions you have to pay attention
to what, where, when and who – and get the facts right - but the real focus is on
why and how.
Exploring how something happened - and why - is all about building an
argument that is based in evidence.

Looking at your data
How we set about analysing our data depends on our framework. If we have
used quantitative research then we be focusing on working with numbers - and
we will have to use statistical techniques. On the other hand, if our approach is
qualitative then we will be analysing words and actions. As most of the
methods we are likely to be using are qualitative we are going to start there.
Dawson (2009: 124) sets out the basic process of qualitative data analysis as
follows:
Think about the data from the moment you start to collect the
information.
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Judge the value of the data, especially anything that might come from
questionable sources.
Interpret the data as your research progresses so that you and others
can gain an understanding of what is going on.
Process your data systematically.
Where researchers have a lot of data they will sometimes use specialist software
to do the last of these tasks. Such software basically looks for what words are
used (and how often they recur and what they are used in connection with).
What the programs won’t do, as Dawson points out, is to think about, judge or
interpret data. A lot of researchers do not like using such software – in part
because they believe that it is better for researchers to look directly time and
again at their data so that they get to know it and get on with the job of making
sense of it.
Nothing… substitutes for your intelligent reading of your data…
[T]here’s no substitute for a good set of highlighters from W. H.
Smith, a pen and paper, and a brain. (Thomas 2009: 207)
It is also worth bearing in mind that your word processor has a lot of
features that can help. For example, you can search for words, highlight
key words and so on.
When looking at notes and things like transcripts of interviews – or,
indeed, when thinking back over conversations – it is important to look for
things that:
Appear to be important to the people you are engaging with. This means looking for
things that they highlight or keep coming back to or that seem key to what they
are saying or doing.
Strike you as significant. Something they say or do might connect with your own
experience or with your knowledge of what has been written about the area.
Seem to be part of a pattern. This might mean that several of the people you are
interviewing are saying or doing similar things.
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Making good arguments
In this section, we are going to explore the process of building our argument. To
do this we will use a model developed by Wayne Booth and his colleagues
(2016).
The first point to make is that building an argument (and preparing a report or
presentation) entails thinking about our readers or listeners. We need to know
to whom we are talking – and the sorts of questions they might want
answering. We need to be thinking about them as we write.
Second, argument is about conversation. It is not a slanging match.
It is a conversation in which you and your imagined reader
cooperatively explore an issue which you both think is important to
resolve, a conversation that aims not at coercing each other into
agreement, but at cooperatively finding the best answer to an
important and challenging question. (Booth et. al.: 106)
In other words, we have to treat our readers or listeners with respect – and
invite them to join with us in looking at some question or issue.

Starting with your claim
We are looking a sentence that sums up the result (or results) of our research.
As Booth et. al. (2008: 110) comment, in the context of a question we call this our
answer. When considering problems, we might describe it as our solution. When
making arguments it is a claim.
A claim is a sentence that asserts something that may be true or false
and so needs supporting.
The main claim of a report is the sentence (or more) that the whole
report supports (some people call this sentence their thesis).
A reason is a sentence supporting a claim, main or not. (op. cit.).
Sometimes the claim we make is practical. We look to explain what might be
causing a problem and how we will fix it (Booth et. al. 2016: 121).
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For academic researchers, the claim is often conceptual. Here we ask people to
understand something rather than to act. This is the advice that Booth et. al.
give:
Don’t try to inflate the importance of a conceptual claim by tacking
on a practical action, at least not too early in your report. If you want
to suggest a practical application of your conceptual claim, do it in
your conclusion. There you can offer it as an action worth
considering without having to develop a case for it. (2016: loc 2188)
We need to make our claim specific. It is often necessary to qualify what we are
claiming; narrow it down so that it stands up to questioning.
We also need to make our claim significant. By this we mean whether it calls
upon readers or listeners to change the way they think about something.

Back your claim up with reasons and evidence
We need to base claims on reasons. This gives people a basis upon which to
accept your claim. Again, as Booth et. al. (2008: 111) comment, ‘You usually
need more than one reason to support a contestable claim, and in a detailed
argument each reason will usually be a separate sentence’.
Reasons, in turn, need basing on evidence. Evidence takes us away from
everyday ways of approaching things. We often will only need to make a claim
and give a reason. The example that Booth et. al. give is:
We should leave (our claim). It looks like rain (our reason). (2016: loc.
2030)
We don’t often get asked ‘What evidence do you have that is going to rain?’
When looking at research, people tend to look first for the core of an argument –
a claim and its support. They are looking to see if the reasons are believable and
if they are in a logical order. They also look to see if we have evidence: ‘If they
don’t believe the evidence, they’ll reject the reasons and, with them, the claim’
(op. cit.: loc. 2324).
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We need to evaluate our evidence. It needs to support the reasons we link it to
i.e. relate specifically to them and be accurate. It also needs to be authoritative
i.e. come from respected sources. Here we can help our argument by making
references to what we have read.

One way of building your argument is to create an outline (much like the one
you can create in Word (by going to View and choosing Outline). This allows
you to make a series of points or reasons and then to underpin them with
evidence.
Another approach is more pictorial – and is used in film-making –
storyboarding. Here you create several empty boards (basically empty text
boxes) – and then work out your argument. One good approach is put your
claim at the start – and your conclusion at the end. In between include two rows
of boxes. The top row contains your reasons; the matching bottom row provides
the evidence.

Explaining how reasons are relevant to claims - warrants
We often need to establish the relevance of the reason to the claim. Those reading
or listening to what we have to say may well accept the truth of our reason –
but question how it connects to our claim. We, thus, need to help them make
the connection. We need to explain the connection between our reasons and
claim. This involves looking for a principle that makes our reason relevant to
our claim? (op. cit.)
This principle is often known as a warrant.
Sometimes it is not necessary to do this. For example, it may be safe to assume
our readers and listeners know about the subject or are from the same area of
work. However, a lot of the writing we do, or the presentations or talks we give,
are to people who do not have this knowledge, or come from outside our field.
We may also want to make an argument for something that is controversial or
debated.
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Warrants are difficult to grasp. One way of getting hold of how they work is to
look at when people use a proverb to justify what they are saying.
Exhibit: warrants in everyday reasoning
[A] proverb is a warrant we all know. For example someone says,
I hear the FBI has been questioning the mayor’s staff. (reason) He must be
involved in
something crooked (claim)
Someone might object, You’re right. The FBI has been questioning his staff, but
does that mean he is crooked? To defend [this] reasoning the first person might
offer the proverb, Well, where there’s smoke there is fire. That is, when we see a
sign of something wrong, we can infer that something is in fact wrong. (Booth
et. al. 2008: 153)

We are looking for the equivalent of ’Where’s there smoke there is fire’ or in
shorthand ‘Smoke means fire’.
Warrants tend to have two parts. A:
Circumstance (in our example, smoke); and
Consequence (fire). (Booth et. al. 2016: loc. 2746).

Acknowledging and responding to possible questions and objections
The last step in building our analysis and argument is to recognise and respond
to possible questions and objections. Readers are likely to question what we are
saying. As in a conversation, we need to be able to respond to this. It is certainly
something that tutors and lecturers do when marking work. They often have
marking criteria, for example, around how far you have thought about key
limitations in your argument and findings. We need to try to look for the
objections people might make.
Booth et. al. (op. cit.: loc 2697) list three areas where disagreements are often
raised.

47

First, there are causes in addition to the one you claim. Readers will often raise other
factors that might have an impact. If you focus on one cause, it is worth
acknowledging other possible causes. Give reasons why you have focused on
this area.
Second, what about these counterexamples? Readers may think they know about
some exceptions to your argument or have examples that seem to disprove
your point. It is, thus, important to try to think of them first and to acknowledge
them. You then need to say why you think these exceptions or examples do not
damage your case.
Third, I don’t define X as you do. To me X means… Your claims depend on readers
and listeners accepting your definitions. Booth et. al. recommend that when
your argument turns on the meaning of a term, ‘define it to support your
solution, then make an argument supporting your definition’.

Bringing things together
Every argument, research or not, is built out of answers to five questions (Booth
et. al. 2016: loc 1977). We ask these questions on behalf of our readers. They are:
What is my claim?
What reasons support my claim?
What evidence supports my reasons?
Do I acknowledge alternative viewpoints, any complications and
objectives? How do I respond?
What explanation can I give of the relevance of the reason to the
claim? This is sometimes known as the warrant.
We have put these on a diagram (based on Booth et. al. 2016: loc. 2088).
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In conclusion
Claims, reasons, evidence, explanations (warrants), and qualifications are the
five elements of a core argument.
Sometimes we will need to use two or more reasons to support a claim, and to
look at a number of objections to our line of argument – but in doing this we are
respecting the intelligence of our readers and listeners, and we are giving them,
‘good reason to work with [us] in developing and testing new ideas (op. cit.: loc.
2123). This is what lies at the core of what we are seeking to do. We are treating
people with respect and inviting them to join us on a journey. If through what
we are doing, we can also generate trust in our approach and integrity then we
have achieved something significant.
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7: Presenting findings to different
audiences
Mark K Smith

Infographic: What would you do if you can't pay your mortgage? Picture by Trulia. Sourced from
Flickr and reproduced under a Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0) licence.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/truliavisuals/5241592552

When writing or presenting our work and research we have to be clear about
aims and audience, and why we are doing it:
What is it that we want to say?
To whom do we wish to say it (the 'target group')?
Why?
The purpose of presenting our work is simple, according to Dane (1990: 212): to
inform others about the work we have conducted. This, in turn, involves the
assumption that others want to know about the work or research (op. cit.). We
need to present things in such a way that people will want to look at them and
think about them.
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Delamont (1992: 163) argues that there are two main reasons underpinning our
desire to inform: glory or gain - with a third being to get rid of the project so as
to start something new. However, she arrives at the same point as Dane:
whatever the reason, the writer and presenter have to arouse the interest of
people and, 'convince them of the realism, truth or authenticity of the account'
(op cit.) (see Smith 1999).

Thinking about reports
There are lots of guides to research project writing available. Here we are going
to focus on how projects are structured. When it boils down to it, the core of
your case study involves six key elements:
Title page, abstract/summary and acknowledgements
Introduction and background - outlining the research, the focus, and
providing details of the context.
Methodology and methods.
Findings/analysis including discussion of the ideas and themes
arising.
Conclusion, recommendations and where further research is needed.
References and any appendices

Thinking about presentations
Again, there is plenty of material on making presentations. The basic line is that
you need to have:
A beginning that gets people interested;
A middle that gets people exploring the key points; and
An end that takes people forward, that offers some questions or
issues to tackle
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Thinking about articles
In academic circles ‘articles’ generally are taken to mean pieces for academic
journals. These take a particular form therefore want to you to explore writing
for general audiences – such as those reading papers, magazines and websites.
In many respects, this form of writing follows many of the things we
highlighted when discussing making presentations. They:
Invite people to join in a conversation/exploration.
Look to ‘hook’ readers in the first two sentences – perhaps by using
an intriguing example or by posing a problem or issue that people
want to engage with.
Keep things simple. They make a limited number of points – and are
written with readability in mind (short sentences, short paragraphs,
only one complicated word per sentence and so on).
Use examples and little case studies to illustrate points.
Leave the reader with something to think about (and, hopefully, do).
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8: Reflecting on the research
experience
William Mitchell

Action Research Workshop with Christopher Robbins, WPA 2010 by Eyebeam Art + Technology
Center. Sourced from Flickr and reproduced under a Creative Commons AttributionNonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) licence.
https://www.flickr.com/photos/eyebeam/4787505477

Having completed your research, you are now encouraged to give some
thought to the experience. Was it enjoyable or a chore, did I achieve what I set
out to do, could I have used a different method? In other words, what were the
strengths and limitations of the research activity and the findings you
produced? For example, some of the questions you might reflect on could
include:
Were the aims and objectives clear?
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Was the overall plan too ambitious and difficult to achieve in the
timescale?
Did I conduct enough background research?
Were my methods the most appropriate for collecting the data I
needed?
Was my timescale inappropriate or unrealistic?
Has this topic been done too many times before?
Considering questions such as these helps you reflect on the strengths and
weaknesses of your own research skills thus identifying a plan to address your
own development in this area of study. So that you have a focus for your
reflection, you might find it helpful to concentrate on your research plan, given
that this contains all you intended to achieve in conducting your research. For
example:
How succinct was my project title?
Could I have narrowed the focus – maybe just included one school?
Was my background sufficient?
Did I demonstrate that I had read enough to be knowledgeable about the
subject matter?
Were my aims and objectives achieved?
Have I enough evidence in my findings which shows I have done what I said I
would do?
How did I collect the data?
Was a combination of quantitative and qualitative approaches appropriate?
Could I have focused more on the qualitative method of interviewing?
Was my timetable too ambitious?
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For example, distributing then collating 50 odd questionnaires may have
required more time.
Budget and resources
Did these apply to a study of this kind?
How did I disseminate my findings?
Was my written report detailed enough?
How did I respond to feedback in my oral presentation?
All of the above are just possible examples of the type of reflection you might
do. You will notice that we have focused mainly on self-reflection about what
you could have improved. This is not to overlook that you might think you
were particularly strong in a lot of areas. However, it could be argued that
there is more room for development if you search out those areas through selfreflection which you could have done better in.
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