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introduction  
Towards a Pedagogical culture  

in Research Methods

Mark garner, claire Wagner and Barbara kawulich

This book arose from a recognition on the part of the editors of our great ignorance 
about the teaching of research methods in the social sciences. despite, between 
us, having taught the subject in some form or other over more than two decades 
at eight universities in six countries, we were aware of many questions about 
what and how we should teach it – and a disconcerting lack of anywhere to turn 
for answers. aside from one or two immediate colleagues, we were working in 
isolation from what must be a very large number of fellow academics around 
the world who are engaged in the same educational endeavour. in the absence 
of a professional association or a body of literature devoted to research methods 
pedagogy, we decided to take the initiative by bringing together a collection of 
writings on the topic aimed at academics who teach research methods at the 
tertiary level, researchers, scholars and academic peers. The book is not intended 
for the textbook, practitioner or policymaker market. We created a web page and 
called for contributions. The enthusiastic response – we received well over 60 
proposals as well as innumerable encouraging comments – showed that there are 
many others in the field who share our concerns. Clearly the time is right for a 
thorough examination of research methods education.

as far as methodology was concerned, earlier generations of research students 
(among whom we number ourselves and no doubt many of our fellow contributors) 
were generally flying in the dark. They were either told to follow a specified line 
of enquiry (or left to pick up methodological skills as and when they could) in 
the process of doing their research. Those who were fortunate had supervisors 
who initiated them into the research process through a sort of apprenticeship. 
otherwise, they had to rely on what they could glean from books on methodology, 
research reports and ad hoc methodological seminars. The notion that research 
methods could or should be a subject in the curriculum (let alone a compulsory 
subject) was largely unknown.

The contemporary situation, in many parts of the world, is very different. under 
pressure to increase enrolments and improve completion rates among research 
students, universities have begun stressing the importance of a sound training 
in how to conduct research. Research methodology, whether discipline-specific 
or generic, is now a component of most postgraduate, as well as a number of 
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undergraduate, programmes. however, the status and function of these programmes 
vary widely. The research methods component may be anything from a short 
series of seminars or workshops to courses that run for a semester, a year or even 
over several years. attendance may be optional or compulsory. assessment differs 
too: simply attending may be enough to ensure a pass or the courses may include 
a full range of assignments that are graded on a par with all other programme 
components. such variation may be inevitable and even desirable, but it should not 
be left to occur by default. it is one of many issues that research methods teachers 
need to consider evaluate and debate. We believe it is time to develop what might 
be termed a ‘pedagogical culture’ relating to research methods. By this we refer 
to the exchange of ideas within a climate of systematic debate, investigation and 
evaluation surrounding all aspects of teaching and learning in the subject.

We would have liked it to be possible for this initial publication in research 
methods pedagogy simply to consolidate the field by drawing on a rich literature 
of pedagogical theory and research. But, apart from a few isolated publications, 
there is as yet no body of work or even a generally accepted approach, around 
which a pedagogical culture can develop. our ambition for this book has therefore 
had to be modest. it is intended to be a small but essential preliminary step towards 
developing such a pedagogical culture, by enabling teachers in different countries 
and within a variety of disciplines to establish the extent to which there are common 
concerns and challenges, and to demonstrate some ways in which they are being 
met. Since this book appears to be the first in English (and perhaps any language) 
to address research methods teaching as an important pedagogical interest, we feel 
it is premature to argue for or against a particular approach to methods teaching. 
our aim is to start, as it were, a lot farther back: to raise awareness of the issues 
and to provide both a stimulus and some source materials for more substantial and 
systematic future work in the field. The chapters were selected on the basis that 
they deal with important topics, not because the writers espoused a given ideology 
or followed a given line of argument.

our aim throughout has been to address pedagogical issues from the perspective 
of concepts and principles, rather than to adopt an approach of ‘this is what i do 
in my classroom and this is how you can do it’. a fundamental assumption for 
the development of a pedagogical culture is that there are skills, knowledge and 
processes required for teaching a subject that are related to, but distinguishable 
from, expertise in the subject itself. This has long been recognized in a number 
of traditional disciplines, where a pedagogical culture, manifested in formal 
organizations and informal networks, conferences and publications, dedicated to 
teaching, has developed in parallel with the discipline itself. In fields as diverse 
as history and mathematics, there is a strong academic tradition of discipline-
related pedagogy. applied linguistics originated when language teachers began 
to scrutinize their own practice in the light of advances in theoretical linguistics 
(corder, 1973) and has since become a vigorous academic discipline in its own 
right (Mcdonough, 2002).
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By contrast, research methods education has scarcely begun to take shape as 
a field of academic endeavour. In certain respects the current status of research 
methods teaching is akin to the situation obtaining a decade or two ago in the 
teaching of english as a second or foreign language (es/Fl) or of what has been 
variously styled as academic skills, academic literacy or study skills. When these 
activities first appeared on the academic scene, they were regarded as simply 
support or service activities. They occupied a marginal place within university 
education and were typically taught by junior or sessional staff. There was little 
interest in, or incentive for, a pedagogical culture to develop around them. under 
pressure from a rapidly expanding intake of students from non-traditional and 
mixed ability backgrounds, however, university managers began to recognize 
that these subjects have an essential role to play in maintaining standards and 
retention rates. They were gradually incorporated into the mainstream of academic 
programmes (garner et al., 1995), and the teaching of both academic skills and 
ES/FL is now widely accepted as a significant academic pursuit. As a consequence, 
a lively pedagogical culture has developed around them, manifested in dedicated 
professional associations. Theoretical and methodological debates are conducted 
through national and international conferences, and specialist journals provide an 
outlet and a stimulus for a growing body of research (Lillis, 2001). Each field now 
offers a career structure for academics who wish to specialize within it.

a similar upgrading process is, or soon will be, under way with research 
methods, as it comes to occupy a more central place within academic programmes. 
The earlier piecemeal, trial and error, acquisition of research skills by a small 
handful of research students is being superseded by structured coursework. 
government and university bodies are calling for the extensive, systematic 
teaching of research methods to all postgraduate students, as well as to trainee 
practitioners in a number of fields (QAA, 2004). The academic status of the 
subject is still not secure in many institutions, as is evidenced by differing views 
about who should be given the responsibility of teaching it. Where it is regarded as 
little more than introducing students to some basic information and skills, the task 
may be given to a junior member of staff or perhaps a current doctoral student. 
Where methodology is regarded as an essential but rather abstract pursuit, the 
teaching may be left to more experienced faculty members with a ‘methodological 
cast of mind’. of course, members of either group can be excellent teachers of 
research and both are represented among the authors in this book. early career 
researchers often display a fresh enthusiasm for research and an inventiveness in 
their teaching, while senior academics can bring a depth of wisdom and breadth of 
perspective that make their research methods classes lively learning experiences 
for their students. But the outcomes are just as likely to be less than optimal. Junior 
staff may lack perspective and self-confidence; senior staff may be inflexible in 
their conception of research. in either case, the subject will not be taught as well 
as it might be. in any discipline, neither showing potential and enthusiasm nor, 
conversely, having a long record of research will itself make a good teacher. Both 
characteristics might be said to be a valuable but not a sufficient condition for the 
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effective research methods teacher. until research methods itself is accepted as 
central to students’ education in a discipline, and a passion for research and ability 
in teaching it as a sine qua non for research methods tutors, students are unlikely 
to learn how to do research well.

it is only through the development of a pedagogical culture that excellence 
in teaching research methods can be encouraged and ensured. it is essential for 
those of us engaged in this field to work together to establish such a culture, 
to ensure that our collective work develops into an academic and pedagogical 
undertaking of a high standard. This is, as we said, the intention of this first 
collection of writings on the topic. The form and orientation of the book have 
been determined by the inchoate nature of the field. Our approach in selecting 
the various contributions has been deliberately eclectic, to give as wide a view 
as possible within the limitations of a single volume of the present state of the 
art. From its inception some four years ago, we have tried to ensure that this 
book would be more like a collegial discussion than a lecture; a conversation 
that reflects original and new insights into the pedagogy of research through the 
editors’ choice of the contributions. By including a wide range of shorter chapters, 
we have tried to achieve a relatively broad conspectus of current practice as 
the basis for further conceptualization of what research methods education can 
become. We also aimed for as wide as practicable a representation of views. The 
editors are from three different continents, and contributions are included from 
australia, Brazil, canada, Mexico, nigeria, south africa, united kingdom and 
the united states. The disciplines represented include anthropology, education, 
nursing, psychology, social work and sociolinguistics. The authors include both 
senior, experienced researchers and early career academics teaching at both 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels.

We attempted to maintain coherence among this variety of perspectives and 
approaches by asking authors to emphasize those aspects of their work that are 
likely to be of interest to research methods teachers within any social science 
and in any university and to relate general principles and specific examples, 
conceptual discussion and classroom applications. There are, of course, points 
of variation, even discrepancy, between the positions adopted. This is desirable 
in an initial publication in the field, if only to reflect the enormous range of 
experience and practice among current teachers. after reviewing the received 
abstracts and requesting draft chapters from selected authors, the preliminary 
review process began with our comments as editors on the ideas presented via 
personal communication with the authors. When we were satisfied with the 
draft product the publisher put the ideas through a rigorous blind peer review 
process. all the chapters were sent to three reviewers (two in the uk and one in 
the US) who are experts in the field of research methodology and pedagogy for a 
thorough appraisal. comments and suggestions received from the reviewers were 
considered and implemented. once the revisions were submitted to the publisher 
another round of blind peer reviews was undertaken. We hope that readers will 
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form their own opinions and use whatever academic forum they can find to engage 
in debate with the writers.

no collection of this size can be truly comprehensive, of course. We have had 
to take editorial decisions that mean that some aspects of the field are not as well 
covered as might be desired. since there is already a sizeable literature on the 
teaching of statistics in particular, and to an extent quantitative research methods 
in general, we decided to place the focus largely (although not exclusively) on 
the more disparate and less widely discussed matters which concern qualitative 
research or which transcend the quantitative–qualitative division. even so, there 
are obvious gaps. a number of methodological and pedagogical topics are given 
insufficient coverage, either because of editorial decisions or because no relevant 
contributions could be obtained. They include the relative merits of generic and 
discipline-specific research methods courses – a topic that surely merits a book of 
its own – the similarities and differences between undergraduate and postgraduate 
courses, and the optimal time that should be allocated to them.

organizing such a wide-ranging collection of writings has inevitably been a 
challenge. after much discussion and experiment, we decided to follow a pattern 
that roughly reflects a process of gradually establishing a pedagogical culture. 
starting with more general historical and philosophical matters, the sections focus on 
increasingly specific pedagogical issues. A historical perspective reminds us that, in 
building a pedagogical culture, we are not starting from scratch or designing courses 
ex nihilo. Research methods have been taught for long enough to enable today’s 
teachers to learn something from earlier debates and experiments, and perhaps to 
avoid repeating some earlier mistakes. This history has not been examined to any 
great extent to date, but the two chapters in the historical Perspectives section 
represent a valuable start on what should become a fruitful field of investigation. 
Peden and carroll document changes in the psychology curriculum at the national 
level in the united states that have occurred in response to evolving views of 
the scientific and cultural status of the discipline in that country. A more personal 
reflection on 30 years of teaching educational research, also in the United States, is 
given by Preissle and Roulston. These two historical surveys are complementary, 
not only because they examine different disciplines from different perspectives 
but also because they bring into focus the predominantly quantitative orientation 
of one with the predominantly qualitative concerns of the other. The concluding 
remark by Preissle and Roulston, ‘we continue to watch, listen and learn’, could 
serve as a catchphrase for what we hope will become a growing area of interest in 
the history of research pedagogy – and indeed, for all of the sections in the book.

The approaches to the curriculum section opens with kawulich’s discussion 
of the role of theory in high-quality research. drawing on her own experience, and 
the substantial literature, she poses a series of key pedagogical questions, such 
as: what is the relationship of theory to practice; are theories discipline-specific; 
and how do theories affect choice of methods? some of her answers are likely to 
receive general agreement from other teachers; others may stimulate fruitful debate. 
Maree examines fundamental questions relating to epistemology in research. he 
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deconstructs some common assumptions prevalent among students of research 
methods (and, at times, among their teachers), for instance, that experimental 
methods are ipso facto positivist. against the background of an exposition of 
alternative epistemologies, such as positivism and social constructionism, he 
introduces critical realism as a means of transcending their shortcomings and as a 
basis for both quantitative and qualitative social science research. he also provides 
valuable advice on teaching research from a critical realist perspective.

The philosophical (epistemological and ontological) choices underlying 
curriculum design in research methods courses are also the focus of the 
contribution by Wagner and okeke. They argue that curriculum choices should not 
be determined by an unnecessary dichotomy between qualitative and quantitative 
approaches. Their own research, in south africa and nigeria, shows how choices 
between methodologies are too often ill informed and conclude that students 
should be equipped to make their own methodological decisions in the light of the 
epistemological and pragmatic issues surrounding any given study.

since every context in which research methods courses are run has its own 
distinctive features, there would be limited value in providing a sort of catalogue 
of specific degree programmes or courses in various institutions around the 
world. For those who would find such information helpful, the Internet is a 
ready resource. nonetheless, instances of programmes that are structured around 
important pedagogical principles can serve as instructive examples. The chapter by 
Pascal and Brown well exemplifies the way in which issues of epistemology and 
ontology, discussed in depth in the preceding chapters, can be incorporated into 
the design of a degree sequence, rather than treated as discrete elements. (a similar 
function is performed for assessment in the chapter by Ward et al.: see below.) 
Pascal and Brown describe how a programme can incrementally develop students’ 
capacity to build research competence on the basis of a good understanding of 
epistemological and ontological principles. as well as outlining the philosophy 
behind their approach, they include examples of class exercises, which can serve as 
a useful resource of the kind called for in much of the correspondence we received 
in response to our call for contributions. a further characteristic of their chapter is 
that it is presented through the individual voices of two early career academics. as 
we mentioned above, the teaching of methods is frequently allocated to younger 
staff members who may feel that they lack the knowledge and experience to fulfil 
the task adequately. We hope that this chapter will be a source of encouragement 
to such people and as an example for experienced teachers of the sort of creativity 
that fresh minds can bring to curriculum design as well as to classroom teaching.

The remaining two chapters in this section concern the importance of including 
in the curriculum a good grounding in the social interaction involved in research. 
garner and sercombe present a simple model of relationship types that has proved 
a useful heuristic helping students reflect on how they relate to the participants 
in their research. given that the quality of data and the most appropriate means 
of analysing them are influenced – sometimes crucially so – by the relationships 
established between researcher and researched, the authors contend that a social 
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relations perspective is an essential component of methods courses in the social 
sciences. one aspect of social relations that is included in many courses is research 
ethics. In her survey of how the topic is taught, McAuliffe identifies four approaches 
(or five, if one includes the view that ethics simply cannot be taught). Three of 
these treat the topic as a discrete element within the course, to be given more 
or less detailed treatment. The fourth, which she advocates, is to see the ethical 
dimension ‘as a foundational part of the research process’ and one that therefore 
‘needs to be incorporated as a key element in research training and education’. she 
provides a stage-by-stage discussion of the implication of ethical decisions in the 
design and conduct of a project, which will be of great value to anyone wishing to 
learn how to develop this essential awareness among students.

The third section, approaches to developing Research competence, comprises 
a number of chapters dealing with the more general knowledge, skills and 
competencies that students need to develop if they are to do good research. Based 
on the view that research is a series of decision-making processes, earley presents 
a framework for developing students as ‘reflective researchers’. Three learning 
outcomes are identified: first, that students will be able to describe themselves as 
researchers in the context of the larger research community; second, that they will 
understand how reflection links all stages of research; third, that they will keep 
a journal. in achieving these goals, they learn both the ‘science’ and the ‘art’ of 
research. in his chapter, Roth writes from the perspective of teaching research as 
praxis, which aims to obviate the problem encountered by many graduates who 
find that what they learned about in their methods classes does not prepare them 
for actually doing research in the real world. having expounded the theoretical 
bases of this approach, Roth examines the many complex demands of teaching 
graduate researchers through a form of ‘apprenticeship’, using a particular project 
as a case study. he shows how, rather than attempting to introduce the students to 
a pre-existing research culture, this approach sees teacher and learner of research 
as constituents in an evolving culture, which each shapes as much as he or she is 
shaped by it.

strayhorn’s chapter is an all too rare example of research into methods education 
(Wagner and Okeke also draw on their own fieldwork in their more theoretically-
oriented chapter). using a self-report questionnaire, he examined the type and 
frequency of teaching strategies used in methods courses and their perceived 
effectiveness for students’ learning. he found that the two most frequently used 
strategies (lectures and reading textbooks) were rated least effective, while 
other less commonly used strategies (such as article critique) were rated highly. 
He discusses the implications of the findings for the development of effective 
pedagogy and suggests ways in which more innovative teaching can be developed. 
Although the sample size was too small to allow for definitive conclusions about 
such influences as ethnicity and gender, the findings are sufficiently suggestive to 
point to some directions for important future research.

another aspect of research methods education that has received too little 
systematic attention in the literature is the use of computers. Yet, as nunes points 
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out, computers are transforming our conceptions of how research is conducted, as 
well as opening up new fields of enquiry that were until quite recently unthinkable. 
He writes, ‘to conduct research in [many fields] without the use of computers is 
almost impossible’. This applies equally to quantitative and qualitative studies, 
which can be effectively integrated with the intelligent use of appropriate software. 
his chapter provides a brief outline of some of the resources available, either as 
special packages or through the internet, together with some practical ways of 
incorporating the use of technology in all stages of a methods course. in the rapidly 
changing world of information technology, it is inevitable that such chapters will 
need to be constantly updated and revised.

The nature and role of assessing students’ learning in research methods courses 
vary widely. in more well-established disciplines, there are ‘default’ methods of 
assessment (such as the academic essay and a portfolio of work), but there is no 
such method in this field. It is therefore an area of challenge and opportunity, 
but, as Ward, dickson-swift, James, kippen, and snow comment, assessment 
is too often treated as a final, add-on item in a curriculum, rather than being an 
integrated part that helps to enhance learning and motivation. The writers present 
an example of the use of a wide range of options in a four-year undergraduate 
programme. although, in the shorter postgraduate courses in which much research 
methods teaching occurs, the full scope and extent of their strategies may not be 
practicable, their detailed discussion of the theoretical issues and the practicalities 
of their application should be a source of information and inspiration to teachers 
at all levels.

The fourth section includes chapters dealing with approaches to teaching 
particular methodologies. it would, of course, be impossible to treat all of the 
methodologies that are included in courses. Furthermore, particularly in qualitative 
research, methodology is evolving rapidly. The contributions given here represent 
a small sample of the range of possibilities and challenges raised by the need to 
ensure that students develop not only a knowledge of very different methodologies, 
but more importantly a grasp of the principles underlying them. The selection of 
exemplary discussions in this section will, we hope, make the goal of developing 
reflective researchers (as defined in Earley’s Chapter 9) more achievable.

Taylor writes about the particular demands of teaching participatory research 
methodology. Participatory research is based on the premise that ‘people know 
and are capable of identifying and sharing issues [and] analysing and learning 
from their analysis’. it transcends the traditional distinction between researcher 
and researched, and helps to avoid the problem of research that answers theoretical 
questions while leaving unaddressed the real-world problems that gave rise to 
them. Taylor highlights the motivational effects that engaging with participants 
can have on students. He also stresses the difficulties: this type of research depends 
on a degree of self-confidence and maturity of the researcher as well as a grasp of 
the relationship between concept and practice. There are clear connections here 
with the social relations approach advocated by garner and sercombe.
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Practitioners in many fields are increasingly required to acquire research skills 
as part of their professional education and training. nguyen and lam address the 
particular demands of teaching these students, who may fail to see the relevance of 
learning how to do research. They discuss a range of ineffective teaching strategies 
and present alternatives that have proved to be more effective. like several other 
authors, they emphasize the importance of adopting a collaborative approach to 
teaching that takes full cognizance of the students’ misconceptions and fears about 
the subject.

case study is a common methodology in many of the human sciences, but it 
is one that is not easy to teach well. students all too often regard case studies as 
nothing more than a fallback to be used if the sample population is too small for 
other more ‘substantial’ methods. Zucker’s chapter demonstrates that case study is 
a well-developed methodology with a substantial theoretical base and distinctive 
data gathering and analytical techniques. she describes how rigorous case studies 
can be designed and implemented, illustrating each point with reference to the 
investigation of patients with coronary heart disease. liu and carspecken give 
a similarly thorough examination of critical ethnography. They focus on how to 
maintain a symmetry between curriculum and pedagogy, which is important in all 
teaching but particularly so in relation to this particular methodology, in which 
‘the curriculum is the pedagogy’. The principles that guide classroom interactions 
must reflect and reinforce those of the methodology itself. The authors discuss 
symmetries of, amongst others, design, relationships and power, and also identify 
two inevitable asymmetries which must be openly addressed with the students if 
the methodology is to be successfully learned.

The final section comprises two chapters that address an aspect of growing 
relevance to research methods education, but one that has as yet been little 
investigated, namely, the pedagogy of non-traditional students. grundy and 
Mcginn are, respectively, a student with a hearing disability and her supervisor. 
Their collaboration in teaching and learning exemplifies how, through sensitive 
collaboration, the difficulties that students with disabilities encounter in 
developing research skills not only can be avoided or overcome, but can lead 
to new breakthroughs in methodology that have potentially wider application. 
In the final chapter, Flores Farfán, Garner and Kawulich outline some of the 
challenges of teaching the increasing numbers of students whose epistemologies 
differ significantly from those that dominate the research paradigm of most 
methods courses. ‘international’ students from african, asian, Middle eastern, 
and south american societies (for example), as well as indigenous and immigrant 
minorities within Western societies, bring to their studies a range of alternative, 
sometimes fundamentally different, ways of viewing education and knowledge. 
This raises crucial pedagogical questions. is the goal of our research methods 
courses to inculcate these students into the Western paradigm (see Preissle and 
Roulston, chapter 1)? is all research culturally relative? given the present state of 
our knowledge (or ignorance), the answers to these questions have to be largely 
anecdotal. The authors discuss a number of illustrative examples of their own 
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experience in an attempt to identify the issues, address some of the cultural 
pitfalls and enrich the pedagogy through creative incorporation of alternative 
epistemological and pragmatic concerns. This section barely scratches the surface 
of the issues raised by the increasing presence of non-traditional students in 
research methods courses; this is an area of investigation that offers enormous 
potential in our quest for a pedagogical culture within research methods.

We have repeatedly expressed our ambition that this collection will serve as a 
jumping-off point, and an encouragement to the many colleagues who are involved 
in research methods teaching to develop networks, share ideas, clarify issues and 
engage in debate. We hope that this will begin to happen at all levels: institutional; 
local; national; and international. There has inevitably been a great deal of hard 
work demanded of all the contributors to bring this volume to fruition and we 
have been greatly impressed by the willingness of all to produce drafts and to 
rewrite them in response to our editorial suggestions, within tight deadlines. in our 
dealings with all contributors we have met with enthusiasm and encouragement. a 
high level of collegiality and collaboration are necessary for a pedagogical culture 
within research methods to develop, and our experience in editing this book 
convinces us that the prospects for the future in this regard are very bright.
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chapter 1  

Trends in Teaching Qualitative Research:  
a 30-year Perspective 
Judith Preissle and kathryn Roulston

drawing from the literature on teaching qualitative research methods, our own 
research on the topic and our experiences in developing a qualitative research 
programme that celebrated its 30th anniversary in January 2006, we examine key 
trends and central issues in preparing qualitative researchers. Based in the us, Judith 
Preissle offered the University of Georgia’s first designated course in qualitative 
research in 1976 to five doctoral students in the College of Education. At that 
time, most aspiring qualitative researchers were being educated as she had been, 
through a combination of apprenticeship, extensive reading, bits on fieldwork in 
courses on other topics and trial and error experiences. This preparation had more 
or less adequately served the small minority of qualitative researchers working 
in the social and professional sciences to that point in time. By 2006, in contrast, 
over 50 doctoral students from fields across the university have graduated with our 
Interdisciplinary Qualitative Studies Certificate, preparing them to practise and 
teach qualitative research methods and design.

The emerging, interdisciplinary methodology of qualitative research presents 
us, like other qualitative research instructors around the globe, with both familiar 
on-going concerns and new challenges. In this chapter we discuss five issues 
most qualitative research instructors face: (1) representing the interdisciplinary 
roots of qualitative research; (2) balancing theory and practice; (3) integrating 
apprenticeships into class-based instruction; (4) balancing credentialism and 
scholarship while addressing both the intrinsic and the instrumental values for 
qualitative work; and (5) working with student researchers from many cultural 
backgrounds and countries using scholarship in qualitative research methodology 
that has developed primarily in the West.

one problem we wish to avoid in teaching qualitative research is depending 
on simplistic recipes for research design. one kind of recipe grounds decisions 
in deterministic epistemological, philosophical and theoretical perspectives. 
students are taught that philosophy and theory dictate design and methods. For 
novice qualitative researchers, this approach poses the dangers of adhering to strict 
methodological prescriptions with little regard for varying contexts or sensitivity 
to emergent research problems. a second recipe for research design begins with 
prescriptions for collecting and analysing data, but ignores epistemological and 
theoretical assumptions underlying the researcher’s choices. a third recipe is based 
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on the premise that the research question drives the development of methods and 
design with no consideration for either context or the theories and philosophies 
that frame all questions about the world.

We believe that instructors of qualitative research courses should avoid teaching 
research design as a linear recipe-like process, and we aim to provide novice 
qualitative researchers with sufficient understanding of theory to allow them to 
make appropriate choices. These include considering theories and methods that 
may be flexibly used to study research problems in social settings. Students can 
then be encouraged to apply their knowledge of theories and methods to real-
world social problems in the context of theoretical discussions and contemporary 
debates in a range of exercises. The intention is to socialize students into a ‘culture 
of research’ (eisenhart and dehaan, 2005, 7) and also to foster opportunities 
for them to demonstrate and develop creative and innovative scholarship. in 
this approach, theories, methods and questions interact in a mutually defining 
fashion, and trainee researchers learn to reflect on how choices in each area affect 
reconsideration of the other areas.

Representing the Interdisciplinary Roots of Qualitative Research

The literatures from which we draw in teaching qualitative research are 
derived from multiple disciplines, including anthropology, arts and humanities, 
communications, philosophy, psychology, sociology, and education and other 
applied fields. This profusion of methodological sources provides rich material for 
conceptualizing and designing research projects, as well as diverse examples of 
empirical research from varied communities of scholarly practice. our experience 
shows that it can also be an obstacle to students’ understanding, for a number of 
reasons.

First, what is seen as ‘normal’ science or inquiry varies from one discipline to 
another (hammersley, 2004). students enter our courses with different assumptions 
about what qualitative research is and should be; they are often familiar with one 
perspective and tend to valourize it above others. This kind of single-mindedness 
can be reinforced by the literature of each discipline. our challenge as teachers 
is to demonstrate to students the value of learning how different disciplines and 
fields vary in scholarly culture, style and practice. Support for interdisciplinary 
scholarship, we believe, begins with inculcating respect for diversity among our 
newest scholars and researchers.

Second, the profusion of scholarly sources from multiple fields presents 
a linguistic issue: there is no systematic or consistent use of terminology in 
qualitative research across disciplines. The task for instructors, then, is to assist 
beginning researchers to construct preliminary scaffolding for understanding 
theory, from which students may then refine their understanding of how theories 
inform their research questions on discipline-specific substantive topics. The 
benefits for qualitative researchers of working through these challenges and 
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drawing on the interdisciplinary applications of qualitative inquiry, however, are 
many. For example, the journey of one author (kathryn) into qualitative research 
has required crossing disciplinary boundaries from music education into the field 
of education. her studies in the sociology of education and collaborations with 
researchers in other disciplines have assisted her in conducting research informed 
by alternative perspectives that are less commonly used in her disciplinary home 
of music education, which historically has relied on multivariate arguments and 
experimental research designs. one recent research collaboration with scholars and 
teacher–researchers in reading education (aaron et al., 2006) inspired a teacher–
research collaboration among practising music teachers and university educators 
(Roulston et al., 2005). our students have had similar experiences. For example, 
linguists have framed studies using different sociological theories; language and 
literacy educators have learned alternative representational strategies from the arts 
and humanities; mathematics educators have posed deconstructive questions of 
their data; and science educators have explored applications of narrative inquiry.

not all qualitative research methods courses are delivered to students from a 
range of disciplines, of course. We have had intense discussions with colleagues 
who believe that research methods must be taught only within a disciplinary 
tradition to assure the congruence between the subject matter and its knowledge 
production. some argue that this aim is undermined by what they view as 
content neutral statistics. Furthermore, programmes in sociology, anthropology, 
counselling, speech, business and other fields do provide qualitative coursework 
tailored to their specialties. nonetheless, the experience of one author (Judith), in 
running a summer programme in fieldwork methods with colleagues in sociology, 
was that even content-specific qualitative research methods offerings attract a 
diverse crowd. graduate students in the programme came from health professions, 
hotel administration and other management programmes, education, as well as the 
social and behavioural sciences (grant et al., 1999). although academics do teach 
qualitative research methods and design to specific discipline groups, to restrict 
the material to the given discipline denies students access to the valuable breadth 
of scholarship that can inform qualitative endeavours.

Balancing Theory and Practice

as in many doctoral programmes, our own college of education students come 
from multiple disciplinary backgrounds and bring to their studies diverse work 
experiences and prior learning. although the majority of our students are pursuing 
doctoral degrees in education, we also work with students from the social sciences 
and professional fields other than education. As instructors, we face an initial 
challenge of assisting students to become familiar with the academic discourses 
found in writing on qualitative research methodology. although some students 
eagerly embrace and immerse themselves in theoretical writings others, some of 
whom have extensive practitioner experience, find the onslaught of unfamiliar 
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terms and abstract concepts replete with numerous ‘ologies’ and ‘isms’ to be 
overwhelming. students are faced with learning new terminology and academic 
discourses. They are called on to read, write and make abstractions from their 
experience in new and different ways. initial encounters with social science theory 
are daunting for some students and prompt their complaints, but we believe it is 
important to resist calls to resort to simpler descriptions of ‘methods’ of fieldwork 
practice or recipes for doing research. as eisenhart and dehaan (2005) argue, in 
an effective doctoral programme ‘students must experience firsthand the culture of 
research’ (p. 7). They propose that doctoral students must:

learn how to pose researchable questions whether requiring quantitative or 
qualitative methods or data; develop strategies for sampling, data collection, 
and analysis; learn ways of reasoning and arguing from evidence, means of 
assessing quality, styles of writing for technical reports and publishable articles, 
and ways of scrutinizing and constructively critiquing others’ work (eisenhart 
and dehaan, 2005).

For qualitative researchers to pose ‘researchable questions’, they need to be 
competently versed in how theoretical decision-making informs research design 
and how different epistemological and theoretical assumptions are congruent 
with different kinds of research questions and research designs (see kawulich, 
chapter 3). To this end, qualitative research courses need to survey a range of 
theoretical approaches to research and be taught by instructors who represent a 
range of theoretical and methodological expertise. Through exposure to a wide 
spectrum of readings and engagement with qualitative researchers who conduct 
research from different perspectives, students can begin to identify with the 
theories that will be best suited to their research purposes. Whether students intend 
to conduct qualitative research for the purpose of understanding, emancipation 
or deconstruction (lather, 2004), through directing our students to exemplars 
of research conducted from different epistemological assumptions, they can be 
assisted to formulate research questions consistent with the purposes, theory and 
methods selected or developed.

our approach to teaching, then, is iterative – aiming for an elaborated 
understanding of theory, concepts and terms over time. This process frequently 
resembles back-and-forth journeys between confusion and clarity, as students 
encounter and struggle with theoretical issues in the midst of the problems that 
emerge during fieldwork. As Dewey (1939) emphasizes, action and knowledge, 
theory and practice, are inseparable human activities. Practical engagement in 
field-related exercises and authentic research activities is integral to discussion 
of theoretical issues. Reading about the theory and methodology of qualitative 
research, as our students have reported, produces certain understandings that are 
illuminated through doing (Roulston et al., 2003). Working through this iteration 
also can relieve a common problem of novice researchers. some of our most 
skilled interviewers and fieldworkers, who rely on interpersonal prowess to gather 
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qualitative data, have tended to delay ‘thinking’ about what they have until ‘later’. 
as the data accumulate, the propensity may increase to postpone serious analysis. 
urging students to recognize that they are ‘thinking the data’ all along and to learn 
to think more systematically and self-consciously (see earley, chapter 9) helps 
prevent the confusion brought on by not knowing what to do with the data they 
have collected.

Yet there are no simple or clear routes to the production of scientific knowledge 
for qualitative researchers – whether expert or novice. as people increase their 
knowledge, they also understand the limits of that knowledge. Research often 
provokes more (and more complex) questions than those that it seeks to answer. 
This is especially true of research projects on the constantly changing experiences 
and contexts of human life that are especially vulnerable to this pattern and 
researchers must learn patience, flexibility and tolerance for ambiguity.

Integrating apprenticeships into Class-based Instruction

We have argued that adequate theoretical preparation is essential to the education 
of qualitative researchers if they are to design and conduct worthwhile research 
and that this theoretical preparation must be balanced with practical experiences 
in doing research. Students must be able to work through the difficult issues raised 
in methodological writing. For example, how do researchers conceptualize the 
participants in their studies? What are the implications of this conceptualization 
for representation of ‘others’? how can masses of qualitative data be reduced to an 
article length report? What do researchers do when the people they study disagree 
with the researchers’ interpretations?

Many of us who are teaching research methods learned to do research in 
apprenticeships with senior scholars. We are now faced with providing large 
numbers of students with research opportunities to work through just these kinds of 
questions. Both authors began our research careers as apprentices, working closely 
and individually with a faculty mentor. lacking the organization and structure 
provided by class instruction and course work, we often learned through trial and 
error, reflecting on our mistakes and then writing about what we did next. Our 
present challenge is to provide our students with a different kind of apprenticeship 
experience that provides reflective critique and supervision within the different 
learning environment of structured coursework (see Roth, chapter 10).

This is possible if beginning researchers engage in authentic research projects 
to develop skills in all facets of qualitative inquiry, including data collection, 
analysis and representation, and peer evaluation (grant et al., 1999). in our 
own courses, we supervise students in both group and individual projects that 
allow them to grapple with a variety of issues, including ethical dilemmas (see 
McAuliffe, Chapter 8) and the influence on research methods of gatekeepers and 
ethical review committees. apprenticeships in coursework include the following:
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Supervised classroom projects. in these projects, students conduct an 
individual project of their own choosing for which they receive the 
instructor’s approval. given the regulations governing university research 
in the us, these projects must conform to certain guidelines outlined by each 
university’s institutional Review Board (iRB) (ethics committee). at our 
university, these kinds of classroom projects may not involve videotaping, 
sensitive topics such as sexuality, or children and other participants deemed 
to be vulnerable.
Individual projects. some students prepare research projects and obtain 
iRB approval prior to coursework. unlike data developed in class projects, 
data generated from these individual projects may be used by students in 
conference presentations and publications.
Authentic team projects. in some of our courses, students have engaged 
in authentic projects for which the instructor has gained iRB approval 
prior to the course (see garner and sercombe, chapter 7). like individual 
projects, these assignments provide opportunities for students to engage, 
for example, in conducting individual interviews and focus groups. as a 
basis for a course on interviewing, one author (kathryn) designed a number 
of qualitative interview studies in collaboration with key persons from 
different on-campus units, each of which resulted in a report to a client 
group on a topic of concern to the unit involved. client groups have included 
a conference planning department, a university department, and a group of 
librarians and media specialists. at the end of the course, students presented 
oral and written reports of preliminary findings to the client group. Team 
projects have also provided students opportunities to collect and sometimes 
analyse data for ongoing research conducted by various faculty members 
at our institution. This provides us with the chance to introduce students 
to the varying levels of responsibility for research and the expectations for 
acknowledgment, authorship and such (see Roth, chapter 10).

as scholars in a research university, we encourage our students to present the 
findings of their research for local, national and international audiences through 
conferences and publications. We realize, however, that our students have a great 
variety of career aspirations and trajectories, and while some intend to pursue 
research career paths similar to our own, many do not. This represents a different 
challenge to research methods teachers, to which we now turn.

Balancing Credentialism and Scholarship and addressing both the Intrinsic 
and the Instrumental values for Qualitative Work

as emphasized earlier, we value multiple qualitative traditions as ways to produce 
knowledge about social life and view research methods as integral to generating 
knowledge. in teaching qualitative research, however, this emphasis on scholarship 
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sometimes conflicts with the goals of students who undertake advanced research 
degrees to obtain credentials that assist them in workplaces outside the academy, 
with no intention of pursuing scholarly careers. For them, learning research 
methods is simply a requirement in achieving the degree as a means for promotion 
or higher salaries. in 1979, the sociologist collins argued that credentialism had 
become the mechanism controlling professional mobility across higher status 
occupations in societies around the world: students’ ‘reasons for going to school 
are extraneous to whatever goes on in the classroom’ (p. 192). graduate education 
in the us is experiencing this kind of credentialist pressure. For example, in a 2004 
national survey of earned education doctorates in the us, of the 67.7 per cent of 
6,635 graduates who had ‘definite employment plans’ on graduation, only 7.7 per 
cent mentioned ‘research and development’ as the primary activity (smallwood, 
2005). Although we expect some students in our qualitative certificate programme 
will take academic positions, others do not (Preissle, 1999).

Research degrees thus serve two somewhat disparate ends: to prepare scholars 
to conduct their inquiries and to facilitate career advancement. given the emphasis 
on scholarship in academe (see, for example, national Research council, 2005), 
as instructors we are placed in the uncomfortable position of managing the 
gatekeeping demands of the academy to ensure high-quality qualitative research, 
while avoiding the pitfalls of what Janesick terms ‘methodolatory’: ‘a preoccupation 
with selecting and defending methods to the exclusion of the actual substance of 
the story being told’ (1998, 48). For example, the documentation of attainment 
of various ‘indicators’ is one common method to ensure quality work. doctoral 
preparation that relies on many programme requirements may work to restrict the 
creative aspects of scholarship and reduce doctoral work to the following of recipe-
like formulas. even though such recipes may encapsulate best practice, scholarship 
must continue to develop and requires a creativity that may not be encouraged 
by the documentary practices associated with credentialism. We believe that all 
students, regardless of their motivations for pursuing a degree, are best served by 
being introduced to the most powerful and creative ways of exploring questions 
about human experience and that this approach ensures that they are well prepared 
to design and conduct quality research (Richardson, 2006).

The Hegemony of Western Research Practice

Finally, we address the teaching of qualitative research at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century, a time of rapid growth in migration and new patterns of 
virtual work conducted across physical boundaries. We conclude with an issue 
that concerns us, that of the hegemony of Western research practice. The scholar 
of the future may well be mobile and multi- or bilingual, relating to multiple 
geographical spaces as ‘home’. Yet we ourselves primarily draw on Western 
qualitative traditions. although we teach researchers who come from many 
countries around the world and who bring with them various indigenous traditions 
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of inquiry, we have had no formal preparation for teaching research to students 
from non-Western cultures. our classrooms include scholars who conduct their 
research and analysis in languages other than english, languages we neither speak 
nor read. Our students manage their fieldwork in settings physically distant from 
the institution in which the studies were conceived. new ethical dilemmas await 
these researchers. our challenge as instructors is to prepare qualitative researchers 
who conduct research ethically and can adapt and create the kinds of research 
practices that are culturally sensitive to their nations of origin. as instructors 
we strive to develop a reflexive teaching practice in which we comprehend our 
positionalities and practice openness in working with others. at least three issues 
are significant:

Gaining entry for research in local communities. The review procedures 
used by IRBs in Western institutions reflect expectations that may differ 
from those for ethical conduct in other countries. students need to familiarize 
themselves with these conventions before beginning fieldwork. In the field, 
there may be a problem in obtaining consent from participants, some of 
whom may be well versed in the norms of academic inquiry and readily 
agree to participate and sign the consent forms required, but others may 
not. Beginning researchers may thus encounter quite different expectations 
and responses to their requests for consent, and they are advised to ‘make 
haste slowly’.
What happens to data? although the repatriation of data is more likely 
to be an issue in some fields, such as anthropology, than in others, such 
as education, the question must be considered. Many cultural groups 
have begun to demand the return of data generated by anthropologists, 
with thorny legal and social issues to be sorted out in local communities 
(for example, data may be used in court hearings to settle community 
disputes over property rights). For researchers engaged in participatory 
approaches to research, questions about the naming and recognizability of 
participants in reports and publications arise, along with questions about 
authorship. With advances in technologies used in research, new ethical 
questions develop about the display and use of audio and video data in 
representations of research and how data also might be used for researchers 
in future teaching and research. While ethical review boards struggle over 
the legal interpretation of regulations, researchers must work through the 
very real ethical dilemmas posed by following and translating rules and 
regulations formulated in one country, but enacted in another.
Translated data. Many of our students conduct interviews and collect data 
in languages other than english. Because their dissertations are presented in 
english, questions arise about the point at which translation takes place – in 
transcription, during analysis, in representation. What is lost in translation? 
What transformations take place? how do researchers represent languages 
other than english in publications, when journal space is limited?

1.
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These are three of the many issues in teaching students from across the world. 
We have found that, with each new regulation applied in our university and with 
every advance in technology, we, with our students, struggle for answers to fresh 
questions. Fortunately a growing body of scholarship addresses issues relevant to 
indigenous scholars. For example, Smith (2005, 92) provides specific strategies for 
‘building indigenous research capability’ that instructors in the West can consult, 
and a growing literature informs qualitative inquirers conducting research in cross-
cultural contexts (Bishop, 2005; Mutua and swadener, 2004; smith, 1999).

Conclusions

in this chapter, we have outlined issues that continue to challenge us in teaching 
qualitative research methods. We have provided no quick fix solutions to any of 
the following: 1) representing the interdisciplinary roots of qualitative research; 2) 
balancing theory and practice; 3) integrating research experiences into class-based 
instruction; 4) balancing credentialism and scholarship; and 5) the hegemony of 
Western research practice. our struggles with each of these issues are shared by 
our students, sometimes in ways that we have yet to understand, and they can have 
much to teach us about these and other challenges. as qualitative researchers we 
continue to watch, listen and learn.
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chapter 2  

historical Trends in Teaching  
Research Methods by Psychologists  

in the united states
Blaine F. Peden and david W. carroll

Introduction

Teaching about research methods always has been an integral part of the psychology 
curriculum in the united states. From 1901 to 1905, edward Titchener authored 
a series of ‘experimental Psychology’ manuals for students and instructors. 
The detailed manuals introduced graduate students to laboratory equipment and 
procedures and defined the subject matter of the new science of psychology. By 
the middle of the twentieth century, most psychology undergraduates learned 
about research methods in experimental psychology courses and from textbooks 
expressing some variation of the course title. at present most psychology 
undergraduates learn about quantitative methods and analysis (that is, statistics), 
philosophy of science and research ethics in research methods courses and from 
similarly titled textbooks. in this chapter, we explore this transformation in 
teaching research methods by psychologists in the united states. our chapter is 
a first step in reviewing the history of teaching research methods and one that we 
hope will stimulate further inquiry.

This chapter explores when, why and how research methods emerged as a new 
course in the undergraduate curriculum in psychology in the united states. For the 
most part the new research methods courses displaced and replaced experimental 
psychology courses. We regard these questions about the emergence of research 
methods as interesting and important to psychologists and other social scientists. 
We contend that the questions and concerns of psychologists that led to models 
for teaching research methods in the united states establish points of reference for 
comparing and contrasting methods of teaching research in other countries. Future 
studies, for example, can compare and contrast traditions to determine whether 
and how other nations have conformed to or departed from the approach in the 
united states.

it is interesting to understand the origins of research methods as a separate 
course because experimental psychology, statistics and research methods courses 
are intertwined in the psychology curriculum in a complex way. For example, 
experimental psychology courses have been part of the curriculum for more than 
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100 years, and statistics has been a separate course since the 1930s for psychology 
undergraduates (henry, 1938). in contrast, research methods courses emerged in 
the 1960s, spread in the 1970s, and became one of the more prevalent and most 
required courses in the undergraduate psychology curriculum in the united states 
(Jackson et al., 2001).

it is important to understand the origins of research methods as a separate 
course for two reasons. one reason is that psychology becomes a more diverse 
discipline every decade. despite the overwhelming diversity, the unifying theme is 
that psychologists understand behaviour using the methods of science (stanovich, 
2007). in the contemporary psychology curriculum the task of instructing 
undergraduates about the unity in diversity largely occurs in research methods 
courses. a second reason is that the processes of change we explore in this chapter 
may apply to other social sciences in the college curriculum. it is quite plausible 
that other social sciences have followed the psychology model, as it was the first 
and most systematically developed approach to teaching research methods. in fact, 
many current social science instructors probably learned about research methods 
in classes designed primarily for psychology students.

We address three questions in this chapter:

• When did research methods emerge as a separate course in psychology?
• Why did research methods emerge as a separate course in psychology?
• how did research methods emerge as a separate course in psychology?

We answer the first question by reviewing studies of college catalogues to establish 
a timeline that tracks the incidence of research methods courses. We explore the 
second question by linking changes in the treatment of statistics/experimental 
psychology/research methods to discussions and recommendations from the 
major appraisals of the undergraduate curriculum in psychology. We address the 
third question by means of longitudinal studies of catalogues and by inspection of 
textbooks. We conclude by discussing recent trends, suggesting new research and 
considering to what extent our analysis applies to other social sciences.

When did Research Methods emerge as a Separate Course in Psychology?

content analyses of college catalogues provide one way to study trends in 
curricular offerings for undergraduates in psychology. in fact, psychologists have 
published major reviews of catalogues six times between 1938 and 1997. in the 
earliest study of the catalogues of 157 liberal arts colleges, henry (1938) reported 
that methodology was a highly-specialized course intended for graduate students, 
but sometimes enrolled undergraduates. henry also reported that 27 per cent of 
the institutions offered at least one laboratory course in advanced experimental 
psychology for undergraduates. sanford and Fleishman (1950), who studied a 
larger and more diverse sample of 330 institutions of higher learning, revealed 
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that 45 per cent of the institutions taught a statistics course and 57 per cent taught 
an experimental psychology course. daniel et al. (1965) found that statistics and 
experimental psychology courses were more common than research methods 
in their sample of 207 college and university catalogues. Their data reveal that 
research methods classes were taking root in doctoral universities but not in liberal 
arts and teachers’ colleges.

The data in the 1965, 1973, 1978 and 1997 college catalogue studies clearly 
show that the 1950s to 1970s were a formative period for undergraduate 
psychology, and only later in the period did research methods emerge as a 
separate course. kulik (1973) included a detailed analysis and discussion 
regarding statistics and methodology courses on the basis of the catalogues from 
643 institutions (see Table 12 in the original report). Specifically, Kulik noted 
that 52 per cent of the catalogues identified their required course in methodology 
as experimental psychology and only 13 per cent listed research design as a 
separate course. lux and daniel (1978), who replicated the catalogue study of 
daniel et al. (1965) with 178 catalogues, noted that 50 per cent of the institutions 
taught experimental psychology courses and 34 per cent now taught a separate 
research methods courses. Perlman and Mccann (1999), who updated the lux 
and daniels study by reading 400 catalogues, indicated that the percentage of 
institutions listing research methods in their college catalogues increased from 0 
per cent in 1961 to 42 per cent in 1997. during the same period, the percentage 
of college courses listing experimental psychology courses remained level at 
40–45 per cent.

We have collated the data from these studies regarding the percentage of all 
undergraduate psychology programmes at three levels of institutions (that is, 
doctoral, masters, bachelors’ and a two-year course) listing the statistics, research 
methods and experimental psychology courses in college catalogues for the period 
1961–2005. our data supplement those of Perlman and Mccann (1999) with 
recent results for 463 schools from the APA Office of Research for The Profiles of 
undergraduate Programs in Psychology for 2003–2005 (http://www.apa.org/ed/
pcue/offerings.html). note that Figure 2.1 plots the data as a function of the year 
of the catalogues rather than the publication date. Thus, the 1961 figure represents 
the data published by daniel et al. (1965).

Figure 2.1 reveals the experimental psychology, statistics and research methods 
courses as distinct entities. experimental psychology courses have been part of 
the curriculum for more than a hundred years and statistics has been a separate 
course since the 1930s (and perhaps earlier). Furthermore, offerings of statistics 
have grown slightly over the years, with the largest gains in the last few years. 
historically, statistics courses have been more prevalent than either experimental 
psychology or research methods courses. The story is different for research 
methods. Research methods appeared as a separate course in the late 1960s and 
early 1970s and gained in popularity in the last 35 years while the experimental 
psychology course is less common now than 40 years ago.
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Figure 2.2 shows the percentage of doctoral, bachelors’ and a two-year course, 
institutions in the united states listing undergraduate research methods in their 
catalogues. The trend for the three institutions is the same as the overall trend in 
Figure 2.1; however, the percentages are elevated for bachelors’ and even higher 
for doctoral institutions. By 2005, research methods is well entrenched at doctoral 
institutions (79 per cent) and bachelors’ institutions (77 per cent), and making 
inroads at colleges that offer a two-year course (20 per cent). Bachelors’ degree 
institutions narrowed the gap by 2005; however, colleges that offer a two-year course 
still lag far behind the doctoral and bachelors’ degree institutions. it appears that 
doctoral institutions always have led the way with respect to offerings of research 
methods courses. henry (1938) described a similar pattern in which larger (that 

Figure 2.1 Research courses in psychology curricula from 1961–2005  
in the united States

Figure 2.2 Frequency of research methods courses in different types  
of institutions from 1975–2005
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is, doctoral institutions) colleges led the way with respect to offering advanced 
laboratories in experimental psychology for undergraduates. We speculate that 
concerns about the methodological competencies of graduate students led doctoral 
programmes to provide opportunities for their own undergraduates to develop their 
research methods skills. Presumably, the additional methods courses would help 
undergraduates enter and succeed in graduate programmes.

Why did Research Methods emerge as a Separate Course in Psychology?

We explore the answer to this question by linking changes in the treatment 
of statistics/experimental psychology/research methods to discussions and 
recommendations from the major assessments of the undergraduate curriculum 
in psychology:

• the cornell conference in 1951 (Buxton et al., 1952),
• the Michigan conference in 1960 (Mckeachie and Milholland, 1961),
• the kulik Report (1973),
• the st. Mary’s conference (Mcgovern, 1993),
• the guidelines for psychology majors (aPa, 2007).

all the reports appraised the prevailing curricula and all except the kulik Report 
(1973) provided recommendations about the content and structure of undergraduate 
curricula.

lloyd and Brewer (1992) and Brewer (1997) provided a synopsis of the four 
conferences and the recommendations of the conference committees. The cornell 
conference in 1951 resulted in the Buxton et al. Report (1952). The committee 
recommended a curriculum (p. 17) in which the intermediate or core courses 
included statistics and topical courses. although the committee plan included the 
requirement that method be taught with content, the committee also wrote:

The omission of a course on experimental psychology and the inclusion of one 
on statistical reasoning require explanation. a separate course on experimental 
psychology has survived as a token of an earlier day when certain areas in the 
field of psychology were experimental, others not. In recent years it has been a 
methodology course, but the persisting problem has been that of finding a content. 
Methodology empty of content is difficult, dry stuff for the undergraduate, and 
not productive of much transfer. Basic methodology and scientific attitudes seem 
to be essentially the same throughout all psychology. if that is true, the learning 
of methodology as part of each core course is pedagogically an improvement 
over the traditional separate laboratory course. With regard to statistics, 
however, a different arrangement seems more efficient. To accomplish anything 
of permanent value in statistics, a special course seems necessary (Buxton et 
al., 1952, 27).
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clearly, the main concern here was to champion curricular change in the 
experimental psychology course. The same concern also set the stage for a new 
genre of courses and textbooks.

The Michigan conference in 1960 produced the Mckeachie and Milholland 
Report (1961). The committee identified and discussed various weaknesses in 
the undergraduate curricula. In fact, the committee specifically addressed the 
dissatisfaction of many psychologists with the traditional course in experimental 
psychology. as commonly taught with a laboratory exercise each week, the course 
seemed infrequently to achieve the objectives of developing positive attitudes 
toward scientific methods in psychology or of giving students an overall view of 
scientific investigation (p. 14).

chapter 6 of the Mckeachie and Milholland Report (1961) focused on the 
experimental–statistical area in part because the committee members ‘were 
unanimous that methodology should be included in the curriculum for majors’ 
(p. 73). The committee further assumed that the introductory course would 
introduce both quantitative (statistics) and laboratory (experimental) methods to 
undergraduates and the real question was how to structure further training. The 
committee proposed three models:

Present experimental methods and quantitative methods as part of the 
laboratory work in other courses (Model 1).
institute separate but parallel or sequential courses, one in experimental 
methodology, and the other in quantitative methods (Model 2).
establish a separate course in quantitative methods, with experimental 
methodology covered in the other laboratory courses (Model 3).

The committee also considered and delineated the pros and cons of the three 
options: infuse both; separate courses; or require statistics and infuse research 
methods. it is clear that there was much less consensus about teaching research 
methods than about teaching statistics. The committee also proposed an inverted 
pyramid curriculum in which methodological and statistical training occurred 
early in undergraduate education in psychology.

an advisory panel, meeting from July 1969 to June 1972, issued the kulik 
Report (1973), which, as Brewer (1997) concluded, was a largely descriptive 
rather than prescriptive assessment of the undergraduate psychology curriculum. 
one chapter in the kulik Report presented a detailed analysis of statistics and 
methodology courses (that is, statistics, experimental psychology, research design 
and senior research projects) that allowed psychology departments to evaluate 
the relative status of their own curricula. For example, the Report affirmed the 
importance of instruction in statistics and methods for psychology majors and 
noted that most schools offer separate courses rather than infusing statistics and 
methods into core courses.

in 1988 the association of american colleges convened various disciplinary 
study groups. The psychology study group produced an article by Mcgovern  

1.
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et al. (1991). one of the many common goals (pp. 601–602) was that 
undergraduates have research methods and statistical skills. Specifically, the 
committee recommended three courses: statistics, research methods, and testing 
and measurement, and that:

these skills should be fostered in separate courses, developed in laboratory work, 
and reinforced by the use of critical discussion of research findings and methods 
in every course. Whatever the mode of instruction, students should become 
increasingly independent in posing questions about the study of behaviour 
and experience and in selecting effective methods to answer those questions 
(Mcgovern et al., 1991, 601).

The aPa national conference on enhancing the Quality of undergraduate 
education in Psychology was held at st. Mary’s college of Maryland during 
18–23 June 1991. The resulting handbook (Mcgovern, 1993) entailed the ‘most 
comprehensive analysis and recommendations about undergraduate psychology 
since bipeds appeared on the evolutionary totem pole’ (Brewer, 1997, 438). 
Furthermore, the Report advocated that:

the crucial methodology courses should cover experimental, correlational, 
and case study techniques of research, and they should involve firsthand data 
collection, analysis, and interpretation. Methodology courses should cover 
statistics, research design, and psychometric methods, and they should be 
prerequisites for some of the content courses (Brewer, 1997, 439).

it is noteworthy that the recommendations regarding teaching research methodology 
did not mention anything about qualitative methods. Furthermore, Jackson et 
al. (2001) distinguished between experimental and non-experimental (that is, 
observational, survey, correlational and quasi-experimental) methods, but did not 
include qualitative methods as a category in their analysis of the demographics of 
research methods textbooks in psychology.

The cornell, Michigan, kulik and st. Mary’s Reports all evaluated the prevailing 
undergraduate curriculum in psychology and typically offered recommendations. 
The developing picture suggests that research methods emerged as a separate 
course in the psychology curriculum after the Mckeachie and Milholland Report 
(1961) and gathered momentum following the kulik Report (1973).

in 2001 the american Psychological association’s Board of educational affairs 
appointed a task force on undergraduate psychology major competencies that 
produced guidelines subsequently approved by the aPa council of Representatives 
in August 2006. The APA Report (2007) identified ten undergraduate psychology 
learning goals and a series of suggested learning outcomes for each goal. goal 2 
pertained to research methods in psychology: ‘students will understand and apply 
basic research methods in psychology, including research design, data analysis, 
and interpretation’. none of the suggested learning outcomes for this goal includes 
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terms such as ‘experiment’, ‘experimentation’ or ‘experimental psychology’. Quite 
clearly, a full transformation from the original view of research in psychology 
as an exclusively experimental/laboratory one, which is methodologically more 
inclusive, was now complete. nonetheless, the goals and related learning outcomes 
do not mention qualitative research per se.

How did Research Methods emerge as a Separate Course in Psychology?

one possibility is that the individuals attending these successive conferences 
played a role in the evolution of the research methods course, at least at their home 
institutions and perhaps more widely. of course, the picture is murky because we 
do not know the extent to which the reports were disseminated, read and discussed 
by academic psychologists throughout the united states. in addition, other factors 
were contributing to a zeitgeist of curricular change. For example, holder et al. 
(1958) reported the results of a survey about the views of departmental chairs 
regarding an ideal undergraduate curriculum for prospective graduate students. 
some departments may have been prompted to make curricular changes to better 
prepare their students for graduate school. in addition, hepler (1959) addressed 
the prevailing discontent with the traditional experimental psychology course by 
depicting students mindlessly performing pre-planned experiments rather than 
engaging in meaningful research that could stimulate and develop the creative 
talents of students. hepler also concluded that the appropriate course was ‘basically 
a methodology course’ (p. 638) that engages students in research projects of their 
own design. This challenge was met by authors who modified the format of existing 
experimental psychology textbooks or created ones for the new genre, a topic we 
address later in our discussion of research methods textbooks.

Longitudinal catalogue studies

We can explore how research methods emerged as a separate course by performing 
a longitudinal analysis of selected course catalogues. We limited the scope of our 
longitudinal analysis to the curricular offerings by institutions actively represented 
at the Michigan conference in 1960. The conference directors, Wilbert Mckeachie 
and John Milholland (university of Michigan); William hunt (northwestern 
university); and Robert leeper (The university of oregon) were full-time 
participants from doctoral institutions. in addition, lawrence cole (oberlin 
college) and Wilbert Ray (Bethany college) were full-time participants from 
liberal arts institutions. We contacted archivists at these institutions and requested 
copies of the psychology course listings from 1955 to 1970. once we had these 
materials we looked for changes in the curriculum. We expected that there would 
be considerable change in the course offerings related to research methods at 
these schools. in particular, we anticipated a move from experimental psychology 
courses to research methods courses.
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The university of Michigan had elementary experimental and statistics courses 
in place in 1955. They introduced an honours course in research methods in 1960. 
in 1961, they removed the elementary statistics course and apparently replaced 
it with an upper division statistics course. in 1962, the elementary experimental 
course was removed and replaced, apparently, by upper division courses with 
laboratories (comparative, physiological, language, perception and motivation). 
This approach resembles Model 3 recommended by the Mckeachie and Milholland 
Report (1961) (require statistics and infuse methods).

The university of oregon had an upper division course in research methods 
in psychology in 1955. They added a statistics course in 1957. one year later, the 
research methods course was eliminated and in 1964 several new lower division 
courses in content areas such as perception, motivation and social psychology 
were added, each with a laboratory. in 1968, an introduction to experimental 
psychology was added as an honours course. This approach resembles Model 3 
recommended by the 1961 Report (require statistics and infuse methods).

in 1955, oberlin college already had courses in introductory experimental 
psychology and advanced experimental psychology. in 1961, they introduced a 
new course in design and analysis in behaviour research. By 1968, the research 
course was required for their experimental course. in 1970, a new course in 
research designs and psychometric analysis was introduced and replaced the 
design and analysis course. This approach resembles Model 2 recommended by 
the 1961 Report (separate courses).

Between 1956 and 1957 Bethany college revised its psychology curriculum 
by dropping statistical methods and substituting a requirement for Math 101/102. 
other methodology requirements included experimental psychology and tests, and 
measurements. another change appeared in the 1963–1964 catalogue in which 
experimental psychology became a lecture (one hour) and laboratory (two hour) 
course and the content area courses (cognition and perception, and learning) also 
changed from a lecture only to lecture/laboratory format. in the same period, the 
department added a Junior honors seminar. This approach resembles Model 2 
recommended by the 1961 Report (separate courses) and there is a strong emphasis 
on laboratory experiences.

it appears that the Michigan, oberlin and Bethany developments correspond 
more closely to our expectations than that of oregon. Michigan moved from the 
standard experimental course to a research methods course (albeit an honours 
one) in a series of steps between 1955 and 1960. oberlin offered a new course in 
research methods in 1961, even though the instructor did not recall a connection 
to the conference and called it a coincidence (personal communication with 
norman henderson). Bethany revised their curriculum and emphasized laboratory 
experience. in contrast, oregon had a research methods course in place in 1955 
and removed it in 1958, so that is not quite the same pattern. More generally, it is 
obvious that all four schools experimented with this part of their curriculum quite a 
bit during this period, even though the exact changes differed from school to school, 
as might be expected given the variety of models offered by the 1961 Report.
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The Michigan Report was available to academic psychologists at institutions 
which were not represented at the Michigan conference. a case in point is Fresno 
state college (now california state university, Fresno), home institution of holder 
et al. (1958), whose Report recommended curricular changes to better prepare their 
students for graduate school. When we examined the course listings from 1955 to 
1970, we noted a change to emphasize preparation for graduate school between the 
1957 and 1958 catalogues. The 1964 catalogue introduced new requirements for 
Behaviour Research I and II explicitly defined as a ‘research methodology course’ 
with the prerequisite of elementary statistics. in 1969, a single research design and 
methods course presenting research design, statistics and philosophy of science 
and also featuring student participation in research and report writing replaced 
the two methods courses. This approach resembles Model 2 recommended by the 
1961 Report (separate courses), a curriculum familiar to the first author, who was 
an undergraduate there.

Research methods textbooks

The first of the new genre of research methods textbooks may be Frank McGuigan’s 
(1960) text: Experimental Psychology: A Methodological Approach. in an obituary 
of Mcguigan, Merrill (2000) wrote that Mcguigan’s volume:

was one of the first psychology textbooks in which specific details of the scientific 
methodology were stated clearly and concisely. Prior to the publication of this book, 
psychology had been defined in textbooks as content oriented, whereas McGuigan 
intentionally changed to a methodological definition (Merrill, 2000, 677).

Both the PsycinFo abstract and the preface for the 1960 textbook echo this 
sentiment. in his preface, Mcguigan states:

the present trend is to define experimental psychology not in terms of specific 
content areas, but rather as a study of scientific methodology generally, and of 
the methods of experimentation in particular. There is considerable evidence 
that this trend is gaining ground rapidly. This book has been written to meet this 
trend (Mcguigan, 1960, iii).

Mcguigan added that:

the point of departure for this book is the relatively new conception of 
experimental psychology in terms of methodology, a conception which 
represents the bringing together of three somewhat distinct aspects of science: 
experimental methodology, statistics, and philosophy of science (ibid.).

in addition, we examined the prefaces and tables of contents for other textbooks 
first published from the late 1940s to the late 1960s. Postman and Egan (1949) 
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presented a traditional experimental text that emphasized content (for example, 
psychophysics, conditioning, memory and transfer of training) over methods 
(see the evolution of experimental psychology, december 1999). in the preface, 
Postman and egan note that:

experimental methods and laboratory procedures cannot, of course, be divorced 
from psychological facts and principles. our goal was, therefore, to give a survey 
of the main empirical findings and functional relationships in selected areas of 
experimental psychology with special emphasis on the control, manipulation, 
and measurement of variables (Postman and egan, 1949, xiii).

in contrast, by the late 1960s, most textbooks were entirely devoted to research 
methods as opposed to specific content (for example, Plutchik, 1968). Virtually all 
the new genre expressed the thematic trinity, a trend still present in contemporary 
research methods textbooks for undergraduates.

Summary and Conclusions

We conclude by discussing recent trends, suggesting new research and considering 
to what extent our analysis applies to other social sciences. We have noted two 
trends in teaching research methods in recent years, not discussed earlier in the 
main body of this chapter. First, both textbooks for research methods and classroom 
instruction now emphasize research ethics in addition to the thematic trinity of 
statistics, research methods and philosophy of science. nowadays, these topics 
represent the four pillars of contemporary research methods in psychology. chapter 8  
of the present volume (by donna Mcauliffe) supports the importance of research 
ethics to the contemporary teaching of research methods. second, another recent 
trend is for psychology departments to implement year long courses that replace the 
former sequence of separate statistics and research methods courses. in some sense, 
this approach is a variation of the second model articulated by the 1961 Michigan 
Report. We believe the integrated approach has benefited from the development of a 
new genre of textbooks and become more visible simply because some departments 
have long employed this integrated approach. Schweigert (1994) authored the first 
explicitly integrated approach textbook; however, others such as gary heiman 
(1998) and sherri Jackson (2003) have also published textbooks in this genre.

We believe that there are opportunities for further research regarding the 
history of teaching research methods. For example, the Jackson et al. (2001) paper 
is an excellent starting point for a longitudinal analysis of multi-edition research 
methods textbooks by authors such as Mcguigan (1960) and others. There is merit 
in exploring what undergraduates could and should know about less traditional 
methods, including methods for historical research and qualitative research. our 
impression is that psychology students learn relatively little about other research 
techniques such as these, although instruction regarding qualitative research 
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is more common in other social sciences (see chapter 1 by Judith Preissle and 
kathryn Roulston; and also claire Wagner and chinedu okeke, chapter 5).

a question that needs to be addressed is why psychology and other social 
sciences in the united states explicitly teach undergraduates about the philosophy 
and methods of science when the so-called hard sciences do not do so. in biology, 
chemistry and physics, research methods are commonly infused throughout the 
curriculum through a series of laboratory experiences attached to various courses. 
in contrast, sociology and political science ordinarily teach research methods in 
one or more free-standing courses. Psychological instruction in methodology is 
a hybrid of the natural and social sciences; psychologists prefer the stand-alone 
courses often taught in the social sciences but initially modelled the course after 
the natural sciences (that is, experimental psychology). The shift from experimental 
psychology to research methods courses thus represents a move toward psychology’s 
social science siblings and away from its natural science ones.

our concern is to what extent our depiction of the emergence of research 
methods in psychology constitutes a general model for curricular change in other 
social sciences. This is important, as it touches on the contentious issue of the extent 
to which various social science disciplines take, or perhaps should take, different 
approaches to the teaching of research methods. does the contention that there 
is a form of research methods generic to all social sciences result from historical 
circumstances, insofar as other disciplines simply adopted the psychology model? 
it would be instructive to address this and related questions, although there appears 
to have been no research in the area so far.

in summary, we have extended the efforts of earlier scholars (Brewer, 1997; 
Perlman and Mccann, 1999) in our examination of how teaching research methods 
has evolved within the psychology curriculum in the united states. We regard our 
chapter as distinct from earlier contributions in two ways. First, we have focused 
on the history of teaching research methods whereas earlier studies have looked 
at the entire psychology curriculum. second, we have attempted to answer the 
question of how the research methods course has become a common requirement 
in the curriculum. longitudinal studies indicate that key academic institutions 
appeared to play a significant role in the evolution of the research methods course. 
We suggest that similar longitudinal analyses may be useful in better understanding 
the history of other features of the psychology curriculum.
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chapter 3  

The Role of Theory in Research
Barbara kawulich

Introduction

one of the challenges facing the teacher of research methods is that students 
sometimes find it difficult to understand the role that theory plays in developing 
and conducting research. This was a problem for me in my own experience as 
a graduate student in the 1980s and early 1990s. The research courses i was 
required to take in my master’s and doctoral programmes of study were courses on 
statistics. in those courses, research theory was rarely discussed and, when it was, 
it was presented in terms of positivism. i believe this may have been the approach 
in many universities and, as a consequence, today’s methods teachers may lack a 
broader perspective on the relationship between theory and research; or, like me, 
they may have had to do a large amount of self-directed searching. i believe that a 
sound understanding of the relation of theory to research practice is fundamental 
to research methods education. in this chapter, i will share some of the issues 
about theory that i have found to be important in teaching research methods.

What is Theory?

Kurtines and Silverman (1999) define theory as an explanatory statement used 
to help explain and understand relations among variables, how they operate and 
the processes involved. The importance of theory lies in its ability to assist the 
researcher to identify and organize the connections among various phenomena 
that may seem unrelated. Researchers need a particular theoretical perspective 
from the outset to help them answer ‘why’ questions and to explain various 
cases or units of analysis in certain situations; theories determine the relationship 
between concepts that are carefully defined, ways to measure those concepts and 
what influences them (McTavish and Loether, 2002). Without theory, students 
tend to come up with questions that are not thought through for a particular setting 
and are, therefore, not meaningful for the members of that context. Their methods 
may not be appropriate for the situation and their results may be hard to justify, if 
not unfounded. Theory should drive the research process from beginning to end, 
providing a framework for action and for understanding.

in discussions in the literature, the term theory is used in three ways. First, it 
is used to reflect specifically explicated theories that make up paradigms, such 
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as identity theory or social construction theory used in symbolic interactionism. 
second, it is portrayed more implicitly in a body of literature that provides a 
framework for understanding of a subject, such as the literature available on the 
topic of reading comprehension. Third, theory is used implicitly to describe the 
researcher’s assumptions and beliefs about the topic under study, as in sharing one’s 
theoretical perspective on a topic. While using specifically explicated theories is 
preferable, those who teach RM will have to consider the time available to devote 
to teaching about theory and the level of students they teach – that is, whether they 
are teaching undergraduate or graduate students. However one defines theory in 
his or her research, that definition should be described in detail and justified in the 
writing to explain to the reader how it has directed and/or influenced the design 
and implementation of the study and how it affected the analysis and interpretation 
of the data.

notions related to theory in social scientific research are paradigm, concept, 
construct and proposition. Not surprisingly, students sometimes find it difficult to 
distinguish between them all and to understand their relationship to one another. 
What is the distinction between a paradigm and a theory and why is it important to 
our understanding of theory? Babbie (2001) distinguishes between paradigms and 
theories, defining the former as general frameworks or viewpoints and the latter 
as sets of interrelated statements that are used to explain some aspect of social 
life. These theories flesh out the paradigms, offering an explanation for what we 
observe, while the paradigms offer a way of looking (see Maree, chapter 4; and 
Wagner and okeke, chapter 5). silver (1983) views theory somewhat differently: 
she views it as a way to perceive reality or a means for expressing one’s perception 
of the world. it enables the reader to enter into the researcher’s world to understand 
reality as he or she does. While Babbie defines paradigms and theories as separate 
but related concepts, Silver’s definition of theory incorporates the two conceptual 
definitions.

anfara and Mertz (2006) provide an excellent example of the relationship 
between paradigms, theories, concepts, constructs and propositions, using Maslow’s 
(1954) hierarchy of needs. as a tool for understanding human motivation, Maslow 
describes various needs that must be met, some of which are more fundamental 
and necessary than others. in this example, the needs themselves are viewed as 
the concepts, the levels of needs are illustrated as constructs and these needs are 
arranged hierarchically (propositions). Maslow showed how lower order needs 
must be fulfilled before higher order needs; therefore, he concluded, one is 
motivated to fulfil those more basic needs (theory). Thus, a combination of the 
definitions of the terms (paradigms, theory, propositions, constructs and concepts) 
by Babbie, silver, and anfara and Mertz, may elucidate for students how concepts 
are related to constructs, which are arranged according to propositions, which 
make up theories, which flesh out paradigms (see Figure 3.1).
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What is the Relationship of Theory to Practice?

in his discussion of theory driven research, Willer (1992) states that the way theory 
is structured determines how the research proceeds. he argues the value of viewing 
theory driven research as empirical research (which students often think of as 
meaning ‘experimental’ or ‘quantitative’), whether quantitative or qualitative. as 
noted previously, this theoretical frame may be either tacit/implicit or overt/explicit. 
Tacit or implicit theory might be described as what you think is going on in the study, 
while overt or explicit theory would be the specific theoretical framework that assists 
in the identification of important concepts, operational definitions, development of 
research questions and interpretation of the data. Theory drives our actions in daily 
life and in research, whether or not we are aware of that theoretical frame.

one’s philosophical and theoretical perspectives, both tacit and overt, drive 
one’s approach to research (lecompte and Preissle, 1993). it is important for 
students to learn that this applies to any published research literature; they must 
also be aware of the theoretical frame they bring to their own research.

every discipline has its own implicit theoretical framework(s) based on the 
vocabulary, concepts and explicit theories used in that discipline; these theories 
determine the types of things that are of interest and the types of questions one 
asks (Merriam, 1998). in teaching action research to classroom teachers, where 
the emphasis for me is to teach them techniques that enable them to improve their 
practice, I do not enter into a specific discussion of explicit theories. I require 
them, however, to share the implicit theory and related assumptions about the 
topic under study and to seek out literature on their topic to inform and underpin 
their study. in this way, their tacit theoretical frameworks become apparent to them 
and aid them to put aside their personal orientations to view the data neutrally. The 
works of others, found in the literature review on the topic under study, further 
provide them with a theoretical framework for developing and understanding their 
research. The literature provides a basis for understanding, a basis for identifying 
gaps in the literature and a basis for making a comparison between one’s research 
findings and the existing literature.

Figure 3.1 The relationship of concepts to constructs to propositions  
to theories to paradigms
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McTavish and loether (2002) also point out the value of the literature review as 
a means for understanding how prior theory has affected others’ work, what concepts 
are important to the topic under study, how others define various concepts, and what 
questions other researchers deem to be important. Theories are used to guide research 
design and to let us know when the research is complete; McTavish and loether 
contend that theory is critical for identifying concepts and the situations in which these 
concepts may undergo change. Many instructors require students to set aside a separate 
chapter for the literature review as a means to ‘structure the inquiry, identify gaps 
in the literature, outline principal theoretical lines of thought, and generate potential 
research possibilities’ (clandinin and connelly, 2000, 41). however, clandinin and 
Connelly suggest that the literature may be interwoven throughout the final research 
product in a less formal way than having a separate literature review chapter.

one cannot properly implement a study without a guiding theory. as lecompte 
and Preissle state:

research designs are improved radically – in applicability and generalizability, 
in credibility and validity, and in precision and reliability – by explicit attention 
to the influence of theory throughout the design and implementation process 
(lecompte and Preissle, 1993, 137).

Quantitative studies that do not include general theory, particularly those oriented 
toward causal analysis, may leave the researcher unable to explain why some 
variables affect other variables (Mahoney, 2004). sherraden (2000) suggests that 
theory provides an integral basis for knowledge building in applied social research 
and in basic research alike. an exception to this is the use of grounded theory 
approaches, which are used to generate theory by grounding the findings in the 
data, rather than from a particular theoretical perspective. grounded theory also 
may be used to test theory or to further develop it.

The pervading role of theory is summarized in Figure 3.2. This figure illustrates 
that theory is important to all aspects of research. Theory directs the types of questions 
asked and determines which potential participants can best inform one’s study. For 
example, in her study of hiV-positive adults’ meaning making, viewed through 
transformational learning theory, Merriam (2006) illustrates how sample selection was 
guided by her research question, which was derived from her theoretical framework.

Figure 3.2 The role of theory in research
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in my role as a teacher of research methods, i frequently use my own ethnographic 
research as an example of how various theories yield different types of questions 
for study. For example, from the perspective of feminist theory, my investigation 
of Muscogee (creek) culture (kawulich, 1998, 2004), which is a matrilineal 
subculture of the patriarchal mainstream culture, focuses on these women’s choices 
and their perspectives of their role in the culture and how their roles differ from 
those of the men in that culture, while a cultural theory approach might focus on 
how they perceive their socialization in Muscogee (creek) culture to have affected 
their life decisions. using identity theory, by contrast, leads to questions about 
what it means to be a creek woman. if i took a critical theory approach to my 
work, i might ask, ‘how do the women of this culture perceive that their role as 
leaders differs from that of the male leaders?’ The theoretical viewpoint guides my 
thinking in developing questions, selecting participants, collecting data in various 
ways, in analysing that data and in presenting it. if theory determines the types of 
problems to be studied, it also provides the framework for looking at a problem. 
The theory and, hence, the problem determine what questions need to be answered 
by the study. The questions lead the researcher to use a particular methodology, 
guided by a theory that is appropriate to answer those questions. Theory and 
methodology also direct the researcher’s role in selecting and interacting with 
participants and in determining what data should be collected to answer the 
research questions. Theory also determines one’s approach to analysing the data 
collected and how one interprets, presents and applies the findings of the research 
(lecompte and Preissle, 1993). data viewed through a particular theoretical 
frame would generate different interpretations, similar to the way various theories 
generate different questions.

Is the Use of Theory Discipline-specific?

Williams (2000) suggests that theory used to guide research often is ‘derived 
from a particular specialism’ (p. 158). Various disciplines tend to use particular 
theories more often than others and there seem to be differences in how various 
disciplines view the use of theory. in some disciplines, it is evident (from a 
historical perspective) why certain theoretical perspectives predominate. For 
example, in anthropology, several key figures of the twentieth century were in 
some way associated with institutional anthropology in new York city with the 
american Museum of natural history. Frank Boas, who was an assistant curator 
at the museum in the late 1800s, for example, trained or worked with many of 
the twentieth-century’s anthropologists, including Margaret Mead, who was an 
adjunct professor at columbia university with Boas, Ruth Benedict and alfred 
Kroeber, among others. Boas’s influence shifted the focus of prior anthropological 
work from the traditional typological/racialist physical anthropological approach 
to one that focused on the individual in the culture and on how the culture was 
structured internally. his approach emphasized historical study (looking at 
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processes exhibited in cultural traits) and psychological study (looking at how 
individuals from different cultures think and view the world). Boas’s influence 
on the field of anthropology coloured how anthropologists of today view their 
discipline and how they conduct their research (lesser, 2004).

another example of the relationship of theory to discipline exists in sociology. 
Ritzer (2000) notes that, in preparing his fifth edition of Modern Sociological 
Theory, he once again added systems theory to the book because of the increased 
visibility of and attention to the work of luhmann in international sociological 
research. Ritzer describes the theories included in his book as having stood the test 
of time, as having wide application and as addressing important social issues. he 
suggests that these theories developed from the importance of such social factors 
as political revolutions that addressed social order, the rise of capitalism and 
socialism, the increasing importance of feminism, urbanization, changes resulting 
from religious influences and the growth of science and technology. These factors 
have influenced how various sociologists over the last two hundred years view the 
world around them and, thus, have influenced the generation of and reliance upon 
various theories found in the discipline.

so, of what importance is theory to the research in various disciplines? in 
education, classroom practice relies on tacit and formal theory alike, as it is 
carried out within the teachers’ framework of assumptions and beliefs (deng, 
2004). Prevalent theories used in education include constructivism, change theory, 
leadership theory, cognitive theory and others, such as theories by Bandura, 
Vygotsky or Maslow. The discipline of sociology relies on such theories as 
structural functionalism, conflict theory, symbolic interactionism and exchange 
theory among others (Ritzer, 2000). The discipline of psychology also emphasizes 
the use of theory in research design, implementation and interpretation. of the 
many branches of psychology, only a couple will be mentioned here. For example, 
typical theories found in educational psychology include Bandura’s social cognitive 
learning theory; Vygotsky’s (1989) cultural historical theory of psychological 
development; and Piaget’s cognitive development theory. counselling and 
psychotherapy studies frequently use such theories as psychoanalytic, adlerian, 
existential, person-centred; gestalt, reality, behaviour, cognitive behaviour or 
family systems theories in therapy (corey, 1996).

anthropologists readily rely on theoretical frameworks for guiding research 
design, implementation and interpretation. Bernard (1994) describes two basic 
types of theory used in anthropological studies. ideographic theory is elemental 
theory that applies to a single case, while nomothetic theory applies to many cases. 
Typical theories associated with anthropological studies are cultural materialism, 
sociobiology, structuralism, structural Marxism and, psychological and cognitive 
idealism, for example, harris (2001).

other disciplines, such as archaeology and social work, do not rely as heavily 
on the use of theory. in the case of archaeology, Bamforth (1999) suggests that, 
since the 1960s, theory has become a primary pursuit of some archaeologists; 
yet, he notes, the practical, applied nature of archaeology, that is, the precise 
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collection of artefacts and features and their relationship, is very concrete and 
may be considered by some to be atheoretical. he notes that archaeology is rooted 
in observation and evidence, but the interpretation is grounded in both explicit 
and implicit theoretical background knowledge and generalizations. archaeology 
typically is not carried out to test hypotheses; therefore, experimental designs are 
not appropriate. Further, this discipline does not lend itself to replication; hence, 
Bamforth suggests that theory should be used in archaeological studies to help the 
researcher identify evidence, design data collection procedures, assess the strength 
of findings and enhance understanding. These studies typically use mid-range 
theories to connect archaeological data to human behaviour or use culture theory 
to explain that data. Mid-range theories are those which contain fairly concrete 
concepts that can be operationally defined and empirically tested, as opposed to 
grand theories, which are more abstract and lend themselves less to empirical 
testing. These (and other) theories and their uses in this discipline have received 
increased emphasis in discussion in the past decade (Bamforth, 1999).

social workers also rely on the use of theory. however, Thyer (2001) believes 
that much of social work research is not theory-based and that little attention is paid 
to theory or at least it is rarely articulated. Thyer suggests that not all research needs 
to be theory-based. For example, he lists the following types of research as being 
atheoretical: needs assessments; descriptive studies; epidemiological research; 
some forms of qualitative inquiry; policy analysis; demographic studies; cross-
cultural studies; meta-analyses; studies on methodological innovations; historical 
studies; empirically oriented risk assessments; predictive studies; evaluations of 
clinical interventions; agency programmes or community practice. Yet designing 
these types of research with a theoretical underpinning could provide a deeper, 
richer interpretation of results.

Williams (2000) suggests that there is a trend toward preparation of social 
researchers, rather than sociologists or educationalists, for example: ‘What is odd 
then about considering social research as a discipline, is that its raison d’etre is a 
set of tools for investigation’ (p. 163). social research, he points out, does not have 
a body of theory that explains what the world is like. While it has its foundation 
in epistemology as the framework for using methods for investigating a problem, 
Williams notes, it lacks ontological foundations that other disciplines have. he 
emphasizes the importance of the role of theory in social research, when he states 
that producing social researchers with no grounding in a particular discipline 
is similar to producing technicians who conduct research without regard for 
theoretical implications and these technicians may conduct research that produces 
untestable results.

in a recent informal survey of 22 graduate level research methods texts from 
the fields of education, anthropology, sociology, psychology and general social 
sciences, i found that four did not address theory, 11 addressed the role of theory in 
a few pages of one chapter, four of them devoted a chapter to the subject of theory 
and three of them addressed theory as an integral part of research and covered the 
role of theory in the research process throughout the book (though one of these 
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texts, Anfara and Mertz, 2006, is an edited volume specifically examining the role 
of theory in research). evidently, not everyone agrees that theory is important in 
the teaching of research methods or methodology.

How do Theories affect one’s Choice of Methods?

sherraden (2000) proposes that theory and method are inextricably related aspects 
of social science inquiry. He describes theory as ‘the specification of how we think 
things work, so that this thinking is subject to empirical test’ (p. 5). The theoretical 
perspective determines the questions the researcher asks and thus influences 
the methods of collecting and analysing data that will answer those questions. 
Bergman and coxon (2005) contend that various approaches to research yield 
different answers to the same or similar questions, no matter how carefully one 
attempts to carry out the research. They suggest that ‘metatheoretical approaches 
make different assumptions about human thought and action and, thus, are likely 
to accumulate, code, analyse, and interpret data differently’.

Various subject area disciplines tend to favour particular methods for collecting 
data. For example, ethnographers tend to use interviews, participant observation 
and documents for data collection to learn about cultural constructs, while 
researchers focused on studies of group behaviour may use focus group interviews 
or observation techniques to answer their questions, as noted by lecompte and 
Preissle (1993). in their presentation of narrative inquiry, clandenin and connelly 
(2000) supply a variety of methods for collecting data, including storytelling, 
autobiographies, journalling, field notes, letter writing, conversations, interviews, 
family stories, documents, photos and life histories, all of which can be viewed as 
field texts for analysis. Denzin and Lincoln (2000) indicate that various disciplines 
rely on certain methods or research practices. For instance, education has a history 
of using ethnographic methods; anthropology relies on participant observation 
and ethnographic methods, as do sociology, communication and cultural studies; 
cinema and literary studies rely on textual, hermeneutic, feminist, psychoanalytic, 
semiotic and narrative analysis; while history, biography and archaeology have 
a history of using archival, material culture, historical and document analysis, 
and medicine, communications; and education have relied on discourse and 
conversational analysis.

hence, the researcher’s standpoint, personal philosophies and theoretical 
perspectives affect his or her choice of methods; to ensure that the research 
questions are answered through the data collected and analysed, the data collection 
techniques must match the theoretical constructs (lecompte and Preissle, 1993). 
For example, in my ethnographic study of how Muscogee (creek) culture affects 
the women’s life choices, participant observation and ethnographic interviews serve 
me well to answer the research questions. culture theory derives from sociocultural 
anthropology and focuses on society and culture, particularly the study of customs, 
beliefs and traditions of social life. since i am interested in cultural aspects of 
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the women’s lives, culture theory directs me to use ethnographic methods of data 
collection to answer the research questions and guides my investigation of how 
being socialized in the culture influences the community members’ lives. It is 
important for my students to realize, however, that, while i rely on these theories 
for much of my own research and while i present examples to them from this 
research, there are other theories used to underpin research studies beyond these, 
which they may find to be more useful in their research.

it is not only in qualitative research that theory plays such a determinative role. 
Teachers of quantitative research also should place emphasis on the importance 
of theory in the entire research process, not just in the interpretation stage. in 
quantitative studies, theory may be used to direct the development of the hypotheses 
for the study and the means for testing those hypotheses. Theory determines the 
variables to be studied and the interpretation of the relationship among those 
variables. Yet this is not always made clear. sometimes a particular theoretical 
framework may provide the impetus for a mixed methods design. For example, 
in educational psychology, cooperative learning (the theoretical perspective) may 
generate hypotheses to be tested and, at the same time, may generate questions 
that are answered qualitatively. The teacher may develop a hypothesis to test to 
determine whether the learning has taken place and also may observe students or 
interview students about their perceptions of the learning process.

How do we Incorporate Teaching Theory into a Semester-long Course?

since different disciplines focus on particular theories and different paradigms 
subsume particular theories, several questions arise. First, to what extent do we 
need to teach particular theories within the disciplinary context? second, do we 
need to teach about the role of theory? Third, if so, how can instructors of research 
methods provide adequate coverage of applicable theories within a one semester 
course? The previous discussion, i hope, has shown that various disciplines in 
the social sciences view theory as an integral part of teaching research methods, 
though to varying degrees. The discussion above also illustrates that the role of 
theory, whether implicit or explicit, is an integral part of the research process. it is 
impossible to provide a thorough discussion of explicit theories in a one semester 
course, but a cursory coverage of applicable theories is possible. some instructors 
may argue that a survey of theories is a waste of time; however, some of us believe 
that an overview of theories is a good way to raise student awareness of the role 
of theory in research.

My own experience with theory as a student has made me aware that an 
insufficient grounding in theory poorly prepares students to conduct research. I 
regard it as important to expose my doctoral students to a broad range of theories 
from a variety of disciplines. i set aside three to four weekly class sessions at the 
beginning of the 16 week semester for their discussion of various theories that 
are used to underpin qualitative research, while the rest of the sessions focus on 
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development of problem statements, research questions, data collection methods, 
analysis and write-up. Initially, I lectured on various theories and how they influence 
research design, data collection, analysis and interpretation. This approach did 
little to arouse their interest in the differences between these theories, so i handed 
over the instruction of the theories to them. i asked them to select a theory from an 
extensive list i gave them to present to the class and to provide a summary handout 
on the theory: its originator(s); the questions it generates; typical methods for 
collecting data; and how the theory typically is used. This considerably heightened 
their attention to theoretical constructs, their discussion of them and their retention. 
at the end of the course, each student has a stack of summaries of various theories 
that he or she can rely on later when deciding upon a theoretical approach that 
appeals to him or her, or that provides questions to guide the dissertation process. 
Further, I have found that my doctoral students find innovative ways to present 
these theories. one student, for example, in presenting postmodern theory, handed 
each classmate a card with a different comment about the life of Walt disney as 
presented by people who knew and worked with him. By looking at the individual 
statements, one gathered a single viewpoint of the man and his work but by looking 
at the statements collectively, one obtained a more complete, sometimes very 
different, picture of his life, actions and interactions with others.

several years ago, when i was teaching a two semester qualitative research 
course, i was able to allot more time to the discussion of theory. The one semester 
course i now teach does not allow for as much discussion on this topic, but 
students can be directed to tables in texts that cover the topic. a good example 
is provided by lecompte and Preissle (1993, 128–33) in which they compare 
various aspects of functionalism, conflict theory, symbolic interactionism and 
ethnomethodology, critical theory, ethnoscience or cognitive anthropology, 
exchange theory, psychodynamic theory and behaviourism. While it is impossible 
to cover all available theories, i can share with students an example of how theory 
frames a study. The example uses a critical feminist theoretical framework and 
the problem addresses Muscogee (creek) women’s perspectives of leadership; the 
overall research question might be, ‘how do they perceive their roles as leaders 
as compared to male leaders?’ The methodology would draw from ethnography 
and the data sources would be Muscogee women who serve in leadership 
positions. The data collection methods would include interviews, observations 
and document analysis, and data would be analysed using narrative analysis. The 
results in this example focus on issues related to the traditional role of men as 
leaders, the importance of helping others in the culture and serving as a role model 
for other women – themes identified in the data. The discussion would centre on 
how the results support other works, such as various feminist leadership models 
and feminist critical theory. i also use actual data from this study to illustrate how 
to code and analyse the data. at each step, students are shown how critical feminist 
theory guides what the researcher does and how he or she interprets the findings. 
students then are required to carry out a short qualitative study during the semester 
and illustrate a theoretical frame throughout their study.
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Summary

Theory, both tacit and explicit, is an integral part of the research process from 
beginning to end. it is important in the development of questions: in creating a 
research plan; in determining what types of data should be collected and from 
whom; in determining how one should collect the needed data; and how it should 
be analysed and interpreted. Theory seems to be emphasized more in qualitative 
research than in other types of research; however, because of the role that theory 
plays in the research process, from beginning to end, it is important for those 
of us who teach research methods to emphasize how important the theoretical 
underpinnings of the study are to each step in the process. in this way, we are 
better able to teach students that atheoretical research may be viewed as inferior to 
research that is framed and guided by explicated theory. This chapter is not meant 
to be the definitive justification for theoretically-based research, but is intended 
as a beginning point for future discussion of the role that theory plays in quality 
research. some questions that arise for me include, ‘how can we as teachers of 
both qualitative and quantitative research methods incorporate discussions of 
theory into our already packed curricula?’ and ‘What techniques do others use 
to teach the value of theory in the research process?’ i hope these and similar 
questions will prompt the readers to engage with the place of theory in teaching 
research methods.
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chapter 4  

critical Realism and Teaching  
empirical Methods

david J.F. Maree

Introduction

Reasons for choosing qualitative, quantitative or both methods for inclusion in a 
methods course are complex and multifarious, and these reasons do not always 
involve a clear explication of the theoretical assumptions that the lecturer has used 
when designing the course (Wagner and okeke, chapter 5). Frequently even those 
teaching experimental methods within a quantitative paradigm resign themselves 
to being labelled positivist. one can avoid certain basic epistemic mistakes such 
as believing that positivism and measurement equates to being scientific (and 
being interpretative or constructionist is not scientific!) by examining some basic 
assumptions about what science is and what reality is.

The aim of this chapter is to provide the research methods teacher with a 
particular theoretical basis for teaching empirical and quantitative methods. The 
theoretical perspective explicated in this chapter is called critical Realism (cR) 
and was chosen as a fruitful way to regard empirical work that needs to negotiate 
itself between the problems that positivism presents, on the one hand, and those of 
constructionism, on the other.

Roy Bhaskar gave form to critical Realism beginning in the mid-1970s in two 
important works, namely A Realist Theory of Science (1975) and The Possibility 
of Naturalism (1998). cR’s stance against postmodernism and positivism did not 
endear itself to many theorists and only later more works and debates surrounding 
cR arose. Bhaskar (1975), in the context of natural science, polemicized against 
positivism and kantian transcendental idealism by opting for transcendental 
realism to emphasize the focus on a mind independent reality. The same themes 
occurred in the context of the social sciences (Bhaskar, 1998). cR negotiates the 
line between empiricism, on the one hand, and idealism, on the other. as examples 
of empiricism and idealism, the perspectives of positivism and constructionism 
will be discussed.
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Positivism

Positivism refers to the development of logical positivism or logical empiricism 
in the 1930s. (These terms are more accurate descriptions of positivist thought 
than the term ‘positivism’ although i shall use the latter for the sake of brevity.) 
a number of philosophers and scientists gathered in Vienna to discuss matters of 
importance and were called the Vienna circle. They were persons such as carnap, 
neurath and others. They drew heavily on the work of Wittgenstein, and karl 
Popper also debated with them (Hanfling, 1981).

Positivism is a strict empiricist enterprise which declared that only those 
statements that reflect a reduction to an observation statement can lay claim to 
meaningful knowledge. in other words, if someone tells me ‘it’s raining’, i would 
regard that statement as meaningful and as a knowledge claim as soon as i observe 
that it is indeed raining or indicate what i would do to verify the claim (ayer, 1946). 
Thus, scientific knowledge can be based only on observable statements. There 
were various moves to approximate claims about certain so-called unobservables 
as knowledge claims. For instance, if the needle on an amp meter moves a certain 
distance, one can speak of a certain amount of electric current flowing, even though 
it is unobservable (hempel, 1965). Positivists had a great issue with unobservables 
and in this sense they were anti-realist. Forces such as cause or concepts, such as 
truth, cannot be observed and thus cannot be meaningfully spoken about within a 
scientific context.

The ‘realism’ part of cR refers to the reality that one investigates. it does 
not, however, refer only to that reality we can see and touch; if it did, it would 
be called ‘empiricism’. The empiricist believes that the only aspect of the world 
worth investigating is the observable part. This would be true of the positivist as 
well, who would reduce everything worth investigating to what can be observed 
or at least to a statement that can be tested as being observable. everything lying 
outside this realm would be nonsense or not meaningful. Behaviourists would also 
count as empiricists since they deny the meaningfulness of investigating mental 
things: only that which can be observed, namely behaviour, should be investigated. 
Behaviour can be viewed as externalized thoughts. some behaviourists and 
positivists do not deny the reality of the mental, but only that it cannot be sensibly 
investigated.

The realist goes further than the empiricist, in believing that there are 
unobservable things – stuff beyond observables such as structures, powers and 
mechanisms – that are worth discovering and investigating.

hume was an empiricist and from his empiricist philosophy followed an 
intense scepticism about what we can know from our surroundings by means 
of observation. however, one consequence of his empiricist view, namely, that 
knowledge should have its roots in the senses, is the problem with causality or 
the fact that all that we can perceive when looking at events are those events that 
follow regularly on from each other. We cannot observe something such as ‘cause’ 
or a ‘necessary connection’ between events. A simple example might suffice: look 
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at two billiard balls, the one is moving towards the other, bumps into it and then 
the second one starts moving. one sees two events, the movement of billiard ball a 
and then that of B. We tend to say that because a bumped into B, the latter started 
moving and therefore a caused B to move. however, hume says all that i saw was 
two events happening in conjunction. someone doing the same experiment over 
and over sees only a constant conjunction of events but never the ‘thing’ called 
a cause. all that we have, then, is a constant conjunction of events and because 
we are psychologically inclined to form an association between constant events 
taking place, we believe that there is something like a cause.

a law is thus based on the observation of a constant conjunction of events 
(and some psychological habit-forming inclinations). The problem is twofold: 1) 
a constant conjunction of events usually can be observed only in closed systems, 
that is, where mechanisms are controlled that only the particular set of events can 
be observed; 2) events are identified with what they establish, namely, laws. This 
has the absurd conclusion that only when events play out is a law established. 
however, should a law not be universal, that is, apply in closed and open systems 
alike? The problem with the brand of empiricism underlying positivism is the 
ontological conflation of laws and events. It sees real things only in one dimension, 
namely, the one where we experience observable events.

To get past this positivist view of science to the root of the defining 
characteristics of science we need to ask the transcendental question, namely, 
how is science possible, or more specifically, what are the conditions that must 
prevail for science to be possible? We note that science is possible and taking 
place, so some conditions in the world must be such that it allows science to take 
place (Bhaskar, 1998). The answer is, in short, that reality must be structured and 
intransitive. it is structured in the sense that events do not exhaust the real and it is 
intransitive because it exists independently of human minds.

Some assumptions of CR: open and Closed Systems

cR distinguishes between three levels or domains of reality, namely the domains 
of the empirical, actual and the real. The domain of the empirical restricts science 
and what is real to what we can experience. The domain of the actual restricts 
science to actual events taking place. in the domain of the real the mechanisms, 
powers and structures of reality are revealed and discovered. These mechanisms 
and powers can be unobservable (but real) and the process of science is aimed 
at discovering and revealing deeper levels of reality. The positivist collapses the 
three domains into that of the empirical. This means that reality for the positivist 
is restricted to experiencing actual events. Thus, event regularities are all that the 
positivist has to show for what is real. We can call this an epistemic collapse of 
the three domains because when an actual collapse takes place, or rather, when 
the three domains coincide, then we have a brief closed system normally brought 
about by an experiment (collier, 1994).
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a closed system arises when we are able to isolate a causal mechanism – this 
is what normally happens when one does a scientific experiment. Note that the 
positivist or empirical realist does not allow the postulation of unobservable 
mechanisms responsible for actual observed events and only has the luxury of 
typifying events, as they occur, as laws (collier, 1994). nature is an open system 
with a number of mechanisms responsible for a number of potential and actual 
events. a mechanism can be real but never or rarely realized or when it is realized 
it can go by unobserved. an event can have a number of mechanisms as cause and 
it is this multifariousness and the difficulty to observe spontaneously occurring 
events with singular causes that makes nature an open system and necessitates 
experiment. it is only with experiment, by creating a closed system, that we can 
control a system to try and isolate a single mechanism underlying certain events 
(Bhaskar, 1975; 1998).

‘Laws’ or tendencies are identified when mechanisms and powers are isolated 
(the term ‘law’ has the sense of something always taking place, no matter what; thus, 
we rather speak of a tendency, because in open systems a law, when exercised, can 
be thwarted or not have observable effects). We identify a tendency when we create 
a closed system. as anybody knows that has been involved in experimentation in 
the science laboratory at school, experiments can go very wrong: things blow up; 
inaccurate measurements are made; the resistance of a surface confounds results; 
and they all have to do with the human experimenter and the open system he or 
she is trying to control.

The science we read about in textbooks that, for example, explain the laws of 
motion, can be demonstrated only in closed systems. our billiard ball example can 
be extended to an experiment to determine whether momentum is conserved when 
one ball strikes the other. however, this can be illustrated only in an environment 
in which we can control the movement of one ball exactly and are able to make 
accurate measurements of the velocity of the balls. if the system ceases to be 
closed, outside influences, such as the weather, rough terrain or lack of visibility, 
can make it nearly impossible to do some experiments. imagine trying to do the 
billiard ball momentum experiment on rough terrain, such as a gravel road, while 
it starts to rain and in the dark!

Further, we can illustrate the particular law of linear momentum only by 
controlling a number of variables while meddling with one. Reality, however, is 
never closed and, in the open systems that we live in, some so-called laws never 
get actualized or even observed but this does not mean they are less real. a social 
system is an example par excellence of an open system.

The point of experimental activity is that, if we do not distinguish between 
events and mechanisms underlying those events, then we identify law and event 
as ontologically the same thing. how do we explain that laws work even in open 
systems although they are not always realized or observed? In order for scientific 
(experimental) activity to be intelligible, one needs to assume that reality is 
structured and that mechanisms are responsible for events in open and closed 
systems alike.
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What is the problem then with positivism? of course, the critical realist 
uses experiments and observation as much as the positivist does, but whereas 
the positivist account of laws is restricted to empirical invariances (a constant 
conjunction of events) in closed systems, the critical realist account situates laws 
and mechanisms underlying events in open systems.

The Transitive and Intransitive Dimensions

cR views reality as independent from the human mind and interpretation of 
reality as fallible and provisional. Bhaskar (1975) made a distinction between the 
‘transitive’ and ‘intransitive’ dimensions as objects of knowledge claims. This 
distinction is quite important because it highlights the epistemological mistakes 
one can make when conflating the two.

The transitive dimension is where we interpret reality – it is the domain of our 
theories and explanations and as such can be the object of our critical gaze as well. 
knowledge is fallible and theories can be tested and revised. interpretations can be 
argued about, revised and criticized. The mistake of constructionism is to equate 
reality and interpretation. This is an example of the epistemic fallacy (Bhaskar, 
1975), that is, that what we can know is conflated with the way reality is.

CR is ‘critical’ because, despite its affirmation of a mind independent reality, it 
realizes that the human interpretation and understanding of that reality is far from 
exact: it is fallible, corrigible and tentative. our interpretation, understanding, 
descriptions and theories cannot be equated to what is interpreted, understood or 
described. cR takes an explicit fallibilistic standpoint towards claims of knowledge 
and its theories: we can always be wrong and our theories need to be revised in 
the light of new evidence. The ‘critical’ also alludes to the constructionist and 
interpretivist who say that reality and what goes along with it somehow are 
intertwined with our language. constructionists would say that changing one’s 
interpretation means that one’s perception of what is real changes. language and 
constructions of reality are the final authority of truth. The critical realist counters 
by upholding the fallible and tentative nature of explanation and understanding.

The intransitive dimension is the domain of the real which is independent of the 
human mind. This reality is relatively stable, because there are structures that endure 
despite the flux and changes. It is also stratified and not one-dimensional, as the 
positivists let us think by restricting reality to the level of the actual, namely, to that 
which we can experience and observe when such events are actualized or take place.

The Quantitative Imperative

Measurement has played a significant role in the history of science. The billiard ball 
momentum example above illustrated the close connection between measurement 
and a closed system. The popular belief about positivism is that it ruthlessly 
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endorses the quantitative imperative (although Michell (2003) found evidence that 
the quantitative imperative did not play such a strong role in the positivists’ view 
of social science and psychology). The reductionist positivistic assumption that 
most scientific methods ought to be modelled on that of physics probably played a 
role in convincing social scientists that quantification is the hallmark of scientific 
work. Thus, a particular impression of what ‘real’ scientific work involves and 
the particular historical situation of social science and psychology led to social 
scientists’ adopting measurement as a key element of their methodological 
approach – the so-called ‘quantitative imperative’ that it is necessary to measure 
things in order to be scientific (Michell, 2003). Psychology is a discipline that 
naïvely adopted a version of the quantitative imperative which led to an almost 
pathological blindness to what fundamental measurement in the science really 
entails (see Michell, 1997; 1999 for an insightful discussion and overview).

if measurement is to be on the same footing in the social sciences as in the 
natural sciences, it must be applied to things that can actually be measured. 
Michell (1997) regards it as part of the psychologist’s task to find out whether 
the construct can actually be measured and to find an appropriate way to measure 
it. it makes sense to measure length because humans have devised measures that 
stay the same, irrespective of context. Stevens’ early definition of measurement as 
the ‘assignment of numbers to things according to a rule’ was misconceived from 
the start (Michell, 1997), since assigning a number to a thing or event does not 
guarantee measurement in a fundamental sense, for several reasons.

First, as Wright and linacre’s (1989) article title says: ‘Observations are 
always ordinal; measurements, however, must be interval.’ Merely assigning 
numbers to observations could at most provide ranking. Ranking does not equal 
interval measurement and fundamental measurement is always interval or at 
least ratio. Fundamental measurement requires having a linear scale, that is, the 
spacing between units means the same across the range of a scale. social scientists 
construct likert-type scales (which implies ranking of observations) and add the 
items to obtain a total score. The total score is then all too quickly utilized as an 
interval scale.

second, a measuring instrument should not be dependent on the characteristics 
of the sample. It is similar to having a flexible measuring stick for length that, 
depending on the samples’ average, minimum and maximum length, is adjusted so 
that ten equal intervals always fit in despite its actual length. This is precisely what 
happens with psychological and social measurement.

Rasch measurement is probably the closest model to that of fundamental 
measurement (Bond and Fox, 2001). it converts scores to a linear interval scale and 
separates the estimation of item properties from that of the sample. Measurement 
based on the classical test theory cannot separate sample and test characteristics – the 
difficulty of items and the reliability of a test always depend on which sample one 
uses. one thus gets a test whose properties depend on the characteristics of a sample 
and we have seen that the ideal of measurement is to have invariant measures.
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Thus, measurement, first of all, should not be seen as the hallmark of science, as 
the discussion of cR and positivism has shown. By rephrasing the transcendental 
question above to whether the conditions of the possibility of science can be linked 
to measurement, it can be seen that it is not primary. Measurement is linked to the 
tools of science to reach its goal, namely, depth explanation or the uncovering of 
causal mechanisms. The image of science positivism constructed, which as we can 
see is wrong according to cR, was carried over to relativism and the postmodern 
trend of constructionism.

Constructionism

constructionism arose as a reaction against positivism and foundationalism 
in science at the beginning of the previous century. The search for a scientific 
method that provides true knowledge and the search for an assured foundation 
for the edifice of scientific knowledge were overthrown by the work of, among 
others, Thomas kuhn, Rorty and Feyerabend. There is no method that can lead 
to truth or certain knowledge (and the basis of empiricism and its positivistic 
variant) namely, observation, guarantees true and certain knowledge was turned 
inside out by these postpositivist theorists when they showed that observation is 
always theory laden. This simply means that observation takes place through the 
lens of theories, background knowledge, assumptions and perspectives. it was 
subsequently realized that scientific work was done in social contexts and that if 
no universal criteria for truth, method and knowledge existed these were socially 
determined and constructed. The shift from universal to local criteria emphasized 
the relative nature of science.

This sort of methodological and epistemological relativism found willing 
participants in some constructionist proponents in the human and social sciences 
and it was realized that people, more collectively than individually, create the truths 
they are willing to work and live with. For science this meant that knowledge is 
socially constructed and substantively subjective rather than objective! a simple 
example will suffice: the constructionist says that something such as ‘personality’ 
does not exist and is a mere fiction or creation of the human mind (Burr, 1995). 
it can be replaced by other categories and other ‘realities’. even the category of 
gender can be questioned and reconstructed. By contrast, the realist asserts the 
independence of reality from the human mind: there is something separate from 
the human mind that does not depend for its existence on the human mind.

Critical Realism in Social Science

Bhaskar (1998) said social science can be a science in the same sense as natural 
science but not in the same way. This means that social reality is structured 
and intransitive, that is, there are mechanisms underlying events and there are 
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intransitive objects to be studied. although things such societies and groups exist, 
there are some ontological limits placed on their nature (Bhaskar, 1998): 1) the 
existence of social structures depends on the activities they regulate; 2) social 
structures are concept dependent, that is, their existence depends in some way 
on the concepts people have of them; and 3) social structures are only relatively 
enduring, thus their tendencies (laws) are not universal in terms of space and time 
as the case is in natural science. however, social structures still form intransitive 
objects of study despite their concept dependence. The mistake of constructionism 
(and hermeneutics) is the collapse of language and being.

Because social reality is fundamentally open, with a multitude of mechanisms 
and tendencies at work, it is Bhaskar’s (1998) opinion that it is almost impossible 
to do social science experimentation in the same way as in the natural sciences. if 
experimentation is impossible, then the social scientist has to find other means of 
studying social reality. Bhaskar proposes that the social sciences should investigate 
the open system as the natural science does its open system, finding a replacement 
or ‘partial analogue’ for experiment (collier, 1994). according to Bhaskar:

once a hypothesis about a generative structure has been produced in social 
science it can be tested quite empirically, although not necessarily quantitatively, 
and albeit exclusively in terms of its explanatory power (1998, 62).

in the natural sciences experiment is a form of work to isolate a mechanism and 
establish a tendency. a tendency allows prediction which ought to hold when 
the mechanism gets isolated. however, in the social sciences one starts off with 
so-called proto-theories or explanatory attempts (collier, 1994). To transform 
the attempt into a theory it needs to be tested, and it can be tested only as an 
explanation of what has occurred. in natural science a causal mechanism can be 
isolated in a closed experimental situation in response to a causal hypothesis, but in 
social science an explanatory theory that explains better than other theories needs 
to be devised to account for the data. in essence, social science explanation is 
retroductive. it still accounts for causal mechanisms, that is, structures underlying 
events and phenomena, but not in an experimental way. an example is evolutionary 
psychology (or evolutionary biology or palaeontology) where the data is there to 
be observed and from it a coherent theory that explains the situation best has to 
be devised. Thus, some sub-disciplines in both the social and natural sciences 
cannot follow an experimental approach by creating a closed system and isolating 
a mechanism. experimental approaches are more suited to some substrata (see 
below) in psychology, such as cognitive and neuropsychology, than others, such 
as social psychology or depth psychology.
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The Stratification of Reality

i think that cR allows for creating closed systems, albeit limited, in social 
and psychological reality. This is based on Bhaskar’s (1975) view of reality 
as stratified. CR distinguishes different strata or levels in nature, each with its 
own structure, mechanisms and powers. The relationship between these strata is 
important. The concept of stratified reality runs counter to reductionism, which 
says that phenomena at one level can be wholly reduced to mechanisms at a lower 
level. Bhaskar (1975) argues that biology cannot be reduced to chemistry because 
there are emergent mechanisms on the biological level that cannot be accounted 
for by mechanisms at the lower level. nonetheless, the higher level presupposes 
the lower one.

although, like nature, the social and the psychological operate within an open 
system, it is more difficult to produce closed systems in the former domains. 
nevertheless, it is not impossible to approximate closed systems, depending on the 
stratum. The stratified nature of the social and psychological allows for different 
methodological approaches. as an example, in the domain of the psychological, 
one could differentiate between the levels of the biological, psychological and the 
phenomenal. Below the biological come other levels, such as those of chemistry 
and physics. each level emerges from, but is not reducible to, the lower levels. 
each level is governed by its own trends or laws from which one cannot predict 
the laws at a higher level. on the biological level we have the functioning of the 
brain and limbic systems responsible for human behaviour and functioning. The 
psychological describes human functioning in psychological nomenclature (for 
example, depth psychological terminology or folk psychological concepts). The 
phenomenal describes first person experience, such as consciousness, beliefs and 
desires. on the phenomenal level qualitative or interpretative methods are more 
appropriate and closure cannot easily be obtained. closure becomes easier the 
lower one goes and measurement becomes correspondingly more appropriate. For 
instance, it is easier to measure reaction time than a personality construct on the 
psychological level.

in order to uncover mechanisms operating in the social and the psychological, 
various methods can be used, depending on the research question and the stratum. 
Measurement is but one tool and it is dependent upon the hard work of producing 
an approximate closed system.

Teaching empirical Methods in Social Science

critical Realism underlies the strong interplay between theory and empirical 
work. Explanations are tested empirically (in the way empirical is defined in 
cR) and the results inform further interpretation. The research student must learn 
to avoid assuming that measurement equates with empirical observation and is 
therefore scientific. Method should be appropriate to the stratum examined. When 
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measurement and, of course, statistical analysis are used, they form only part of 
the explanatory/testing process. Theory (and thus explanation, understanding and 
argumentation) guides measurement – not the other way around (Bond and Fox, 
2001).

The value of cR for teaching empirical methods in the social and psychological 
sciences is considerable. it does not provide a method and it is certainly not a method 
– it informs our discovery process. The methods teacher ought to be aware of 
the ontological and epistemological assumptions of research and avoid collapsing 
epistemology with ontology. cR provides a way of avoiding this epistemic fallacy 
and the problems of both positivism and constructionism. it thus provides a more 
appropriate description of the scientific process and hence a sound basis for 
teaching research methods than either positivism or constructionism. The most 
salient points of value to the methods teacher can be summarized as follows:

• a distinction must be made between mind and reality: the real cannot 
be constituted by the mind but of course it colours our interpretations. 
however, social realities are intertwined with our interpretations: they are 
concept dependent.

• our interpretations and explanations are fallible and revisable.
• contra positivism, closed systems rarely occur naturally because we live in 

an open system.
• hence restricting our explanations to event regularities or actual experiences 

fundamentally impoverishes our explanations.
• The researcher needs to understand that given the autonomy of the 

ontological and its differentiation, science aims at deep explanations: there 
are a multitude of mechanisms and powers – some exercised, others latent 
– that give rise to events and phenomena.

• Reality is thus stratified and no single mechanism exists that can account 
for an event or phenomenon: different strata addressed by other disciplines 
and sub-disciplines can contribute to understanding phenomena.

The social scientist works with realities that are not always accessible by means 
of direct empirical testing and observation. The perceptual and causal effects of 
mechanisms are apparent around us: people are agents, they meddle and they 
change history. in the same way the domain of the social provides the necessary 
life world for scientists to operate in – the one presupposes, but cannot be reduced 
to, the other. Because the social/psychological is open in a more fundamental way 
than nature is, closure is difficult and observation of regularities and tendencies is 
even more difficult. However, realizing that we are working with a depth-ontology, 
that is, with a reality that is differentiated into the real, actual and empirical, we can 
avoid the pitfalls of empiricism by restricting the real to what can be experienced in 
events actually taking place. We also realize that our interpretations and meaning-
making activities (that is, our theories) are fallible and provisional, and that it is 
hard work to explain and test them against reality. in this way even the empirical 



 

Critical Realism and Teaching Empirical Methods 59

social scientist can move forward uncovering mechanisms pertinent to the social/
psychological without fear of overstepping the boundaries by making too bold 
a claim about the truth of the findings. Social science research is always open 
to discussion and criticism and never final, but it is about something that can be 
explained independently of the fallible constructions of the human mind.
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chapter 5  

Quantitative or Qualitative:  
ontological and epistemological choices  

in Research Methods curricula
claire Wagner and chinedu okeke

Introduction

This chapter examines one of the choices that academics often feel constrained 
to make when constructing research courses: whether to teach a quantitative 
or qualitative methodology (or both). We explore the usefulness of selecting 
curriculum content by making a distinction purely on a methodological level. We 
begin with a brief discussion of the principles and practices on which quantitative 
and qualitative research operate that brings to the fore the philosophical 
assumptions that underlie the differentiation between these methodologies and the 
reasons that inform their uses. We examine the criteria given in the literature for 
including either or both of these methodologies in the curriculum of a research 
course. We conclude that choosing between methodologies (or even combining 
methodologies) does not necessarily imply an attendant philosophical framework 
and argue that constructors and/or teachers of research courses need to be more 
aware of unexamined ontological and epistemological assumptions and about 
what we subsequently teach students.

Historical and Philosophical assumptions

The debate on research methodology has a history that dates back to the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries’ philosophy of science. The debate centres on what the 
source and nature of knowledge about the social world are supposed to be. The 
major philosophical currents of these periods include positivism, historicism, neo-
kantianism and pragmatism. From these philosophical currents, important ideas 
leading to the development of research paradigms emerged. For instance, the 
central aim of research within the confines of positivism is to discover universal 
laws through the positive data of experience, pure logic and pure mathematics 
(haralambos and holborn, 1995). social scientists adopted this mode of conception 
of knowledge from the natural sciences (giddens, 1997). Researchers within this 
orientation rely on controlled and systematic collection of data and during the 
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conduct of research, ‘persons or events are broken down into discrete … (and) 
directly observable units with behaviour that is separate from and unaffected by 
the observer’ (Brink, 1991, 14).

However, anti-positivist researchers, influenced by the historicist, neo-Kantian 
and pragmatist philosophies, dismiss the positivists’ assumptions as speculative 
and reductionistic. Taken jointly, the anti-positivists believe that human life 
is highly diversified and that the positivists’ expression of it does not reflect its 
diversity. They therefore place emphasis on a deeper investigation of underlying 
meanings in order to uncover the distinctive cultural dynamics from which such 
forms of life had evolved. anti-positivists are interested in analysing the conditions 
under which knowledge is produced while recognizing that observers within the 
social and physical world can do so only through paying attention to the distinctive 
character of humans. generally the subject matter of the anti-positivist researcher 
is the understanding of the distinctive nature of human social interactions (glesne 
and Peshkin, 1992).

What began as a collection of individual opinions through the positivists’, 
historicists’, neo-kantians’ and pragmatists’ ideas of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries gradually conflated into opposing epistemologies, or ways of knowing, 
the outcome of which is two distinct contemporary research orientations, each 
resting upon certain philosophical assumptions about the way knowledge of 
the social world is acquired. Researchers speak in terms of: positivism versus 
relativism; determinism versus interpretivism; hypothetico-deductivist versus 
inductivist; objectivism versus subjectivism; and of course quantitative versus 
qualitative approaches.

Thus for many theorists, this development is a case between two competing 
approaches and their methodologies (that is, positivism equals quantitative research 
and anti-positivism equals qualitative research). But for many others, it is a matter 
of different research methods with varying degrees of benefits and limitations 
suited for conducting particular kinds of social and behavioural enquiries. it could 
be asked to what extent this dichotomization, especially in terms of methodology, 
has helped the conduct of social research? and how does this division provide 
students with the epistemological consciousness that the real world of research 
seems to demand today? Before we engage with these questions, we provide a 
brief overview of quantitative and qualitative methodologies.

overview of Quantitative and Qualitative Methodologies

Quantitative research is designed specifically for the identification and description 
of variables with a view to establishing the relationship between them. Quantitative 
researchers, therefore, study larger population samples as a prerequisite for valid, 
reliable and easily generalizable findings (Roberts, 2002). They use descriptive, 
correlational, quasi-experimental and experimental methods. data analysis is 
usually executed through descriptive and inferential statistics and is often computer 
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aided. inferences are then drawn from a sample to the population based on the 
processed data.

Qualitative research implies recognition of processes that are not readily 
susceptible to measurement in terms of quantity, amount or frequency (carney et 
al., 1997). its emphasis is on capturing or obtaining an in-depth understanding of 
the interactional processes as manifested during a particular study (Wainwright, 
1997). The qualitative researcher works at greater depth with a relatively small 
number of participants in order to enhance the quality of the responses (Brink, 
1991) and mostly prefers interpretative methods, such as focus group discussions, 
naturalistic observation, and, unstructured and semi-structured interviews. analysis 
in qualitative research starts with the management of data through the assembling 
of field notes, coding and searching for categories or patterns. Analytic methods 
include ethnographic, sequential and discourse analyses, the constant comparative 
method; analytic induction and grounded theorizing (glaser and strauss, 1967; 
Wildy, 1999), data-specific, content or context analyses (Callahan et al., 2003).

These, in very broad terms, are what we mean by quantitative and qualitative 
methodologies in the sections that follow.

Three viewpoints on the Content of Research Courses

There is self-evidently a link between an academic’s conception of research and 
what and how we teach our students about research (Brew, 2003). The origin and 
nature of our beliefs can be attributed to discursive practices (implicit linguistic 
practices that control our speech and behaviour): ‘in an educational context … 
legitimated discourses of power insidiously tell educators what books may be read 
by students, what instructional methods may be utilized, and what belief systems 
and views of success may be taught’ (kincheloe and Mclaren, 2000, 284). it 
is essential to reflect on these values and perspectives when designing research 
curricula (chin and Russo, 1997).

in relation to the choice of research methods curriculum, three main views are 
found in the literature concerning epistemology and methodology. They are that 
the curriculum should comprise:

• predominantly or solely quantitative methods,
• predominantly or solely qualitative methods,
• a systematic combination of the two.

Although some writers argue that there is no longer any justification for a dichotomy 
between quantitative and qualitative methodologies (Patton, 1996), many courses 
address either one or the other. it is likely that one or the other of these is preferred 
in any given course and that students are explicitly or, more commonly implicitly, 
taught that this is the ‘correct’ way. Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) found that 
research courses in the us are ‘either qualitative or quantitative’ (p. 61). They 
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furthermore reported, ‘graduate students are often encouraged to choose a “track” 
early on in their education’. This is commonly termed mono-method research. 
even when quantitative and qualitative approaches are taught in one course, they 
are often presented as alternatives with little connection to each other. Textbooks 
tend to perpetuate this separation by having different sections for quantitative and 
qualitative research or concentrating on only one of the approaches, although there 
are some texts (for example, neuman, 2000) that avoid or transcend the division.

a third viewpoint on curriculum content is a paradigm of diversity in which 
qualitative research and quantitative research augment each other, a concept that is 
debated in the literature. This is referred to as the third methodological movement 
by gorard et al. (2004), but is more commonly known as mixed methods research; 
it is described by Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003, 62) as ‘the type of research in 
which a qualitative and quantitative data collection procedure … or research 
method … is used to answer the research questions’. Qualitative and quantitative 
methods are seen as compatible in a paradigm some refer to as pragmatism. it can 
be argued, however, that this is a new type of hegemony, which can be termed 
‘pluralism’ and which is advocated to satisfy different socio-political needs. 
habermas (1971) maintained that all theories and methods have legitimacy, but 
at the same time he was conscious of the fact that integrating different procedures 
is ‘of central significance for the logic of the social sciences, which have only 
fully developed in the 20th century’ (p. 185). The problem with using only one 
approach is that ‘[t]aken on their own, each such approach is an inadequate, one-
sided explanation of those phenomena that it seeks to explain from a particular 
methodological perspective and set of theoretical assumptions’ (Bohman, 1999, 
59). an alternative way of viewing methodological (and theoretical) pluralism is 
in economic terms; social scientists can accept research contracts irrespective of 
which theory or methodology is required.

There may be several variations on these three basic views of curriculum 
content that need not be explored here. What is important is that many teachers of 
research methods courses assume (consciously or unconsciously) a methodological 
approach, which determines what social science students are taught.

Justifying a Choice of Methodology

how do we teachers choose which methodology to adopt? What drives our choice? 
Do we choose a specific methodology (or a combination of methodologies) 
because we believe that it is the best way to investigate the phenomenon we are 
researching? or is the way in which we do research dependent on our ontology (the 
way in which we look at the world) or our epistemology (our way of knowing)? 
There are also external reasons, apart from the quest for knowledge and solutions 
to problems, arising from our academic and personal lives, that help to determine 
the choice. For example, Mouton and Muller (1997) state that non-governmental 
organizations and other grant-making bodies in countries like south africa 
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tend to favour adopting qualitative approaches, in keeping with the demands of 
international funding agencies. in other developing countries, such as nigeria, 
grant-awarding institutes specify the research approach, usually favouring methods 
compatible with statistical analyses (ohuche and anyanwu, 1990).

in a study of theses completed between 1991 and 1999 across seven 
departments of education at five universities in Nigeria, Okeke (2003) describes 
a research enterprise that shows awareness of neither the epistemological 
dynamics underpinning the choices that we make when doing research, nor the 
methodological duality that informs the conduct of educational research. The 
study revealed a predominantly positivistic–quantitative research tradition and 
a subsequent review of postgraduate research programmes at the universities 
confirmed, predictably, a relationship between the methodology used in the theses 
and the curricula of research methods courses. Seventy-five doctoral students were 
asked for their opinions on:

• the quantitative research approach,
• the qualitative research approach,
• the overwhelming use of statistical tools in the conduct of all research at 

schools,
• the best way to teach research,
• their general impression of the postgraduate research course.

One response from this study is significant for our present discussion. The 
participants were unanimous in their comments in relation to the mono-method 
approach to research. They felt they did not have any academic freedom in the 
choice of research method. according to one respondent:

the use of questionnaires and the application of statistical tools … has since 
become a tradition. even if the approach fails to satisfy my research needs … 
it does appear that any other form of research other than quantitative will be 
unthinkable.

The participant’s views were in general agreement with the view expressed by 
another participant:

students need to be exposed to other research approaches, to enable them to 
choose a more appropriate method depending on the nature of the investigation 
being conducted.

It could be argued that certain methods are more suitable to specific disciplines 
and therefore that it may not be the supervisor’s assumptions so much as the nature 
of the discipline (and/or the topic). any cursory examination of recent research 
will, however, show that both qualitative and quantitative methods are used in 
the field of education, for example. The findings raise fundamental questions 
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about the epistemological choices made by nigerian postgraduate students when 
conducting research for their theses. The question must be asked, whose research 
is being conducted, the student-researcher’s or that of the supervising team? can 
universities afford to educate students (especially at the doctoral level) to conduct 
mono-method research when they will graduate into a world that needs reflective 
practitioners of research? see Brannen (2005) and Tashakkori and Teddlie 
(2003).

in summary, personal and institutional interests often appear to replace 
epistemological and methodological relevance in the quest for understanding the 
social world. Furthermore, pressures from outside the research communities can 
define the goals of research in terms other than the pursuit of knowledge and hence 
determine which research tradition is adopted. in the light of these pressures, 
how can teachers of research methods make balanced and informed curriculum 
choices?

Does the Method Fit?

some authors of research texts argue that researchers should maintain the 
link between ontology, epistemology, methodology and method (Babbie and 
Mouton, 2001; Mertens, 1998). at the one extreme of this viewpoint is the 
argument that only certain methodologies and methods can be applied within a 
specific ontological stance. From this perspective, the assumptions framing the 
ontology and epistemology of some approaches preclude the use of certain ways 
of researching the social world. For example, some feminists have called for 
researchers working from a feminist paradigm to abandon all quantitative methods 
(but for an alternative view, see eagle et al., 2000). laudan (1996) argues that 
research traditions establish methodological rules and norms for the collection of 
data and for testing theories. Thus a researcher will choose a method as the best 
(or only) one on epistemological grounds, but also perhaps because he or she has 
formed a habit and developed expertise in that approach and is disinclined to learn 
or practise different thoughts and behaviours (Brannen, 2005). chamberlain (2000) 
goes so far as to call these researchers ‘fundamentalists – the literal interpreters of 
the one true way, the followers of the canons and commandments of the method’ 
(p. 288). The key question for this approach is clearly, does the method fit the 
paradigm?

another version of epistemological determinism sees the research question as 
the deciding factor (chamberlain, 2000). in other words, the researcher uses any 
methodology that he or she sees fit to answer the research question or achieve 
a specific aim – sometimes referred to as paradigm relativism (Tashakkori and 
Teddlie, 1998). seel (2000), for example, advocates methodological plurality if 
psychological research is to remain useful to practising psychologists as well as 
to society in general. empirical knowledge should thus (although not necessarily 
always) be useful in practice. The term ‘practical’, however, does not only mean 



 

Quantitative or Qualitative: Ontological and Epistemological Choices 67

‘useful’ or does not have to be connected to practice in general, but can refer 
to a particular purpose (Bohman, 1999). ashworth (1995) recommends that 
the teaching of qualitative methods should begin with the practical aspects of 
qualitative research and move to philosophical aspects at a later stage.

This approach can be criticized for glossing over the fundamental differences 
that remain between quantitative and qualitative research despite efforts to resolve 
them through triangulation and mixed methodologies. Postmodernism suggests, 
however, that methodological debates are futile, and advocates a questioning 
stance towards standard ways of performing research with the aim of improving 
its practice.

From which Paradigm should we Teach?

given the contention that different viewpoints about researching human behaviour 
manifest themselves in differences between curricula, one may ask if one particular 
methodology can or should be preferred over another. The corollary of this question 
is, will training in one methodology or another produce better researchers? or 
should training in both methodologies be the norm? or should students be trained 
in an entirely new approach, such as postmodernism?

Wagner (2003) surveyed the content of 82 social science research courses 
across 24 south african universities and conducted in-depth interviews with 
academics who teach undergraduate research courses to explore their beliefs 
about how the curriculum should be constructed. she found that 61 of the courses 
included both quantitative and qualitative content, but with a much stronger 
emphasis on the former. it is interesting that the interviewees (n=9) who taught a 
mixed methods course described quantitative and qualitative research as equal in 
status, but continued to make quantitative research the most fundamental aspect of 
their curriculum by including more topics commonly linked to this approach.

One of the beliefs about the research methods curriculum that was identified on 
the basis of the interviews is that courses should be constructed around the critique 
of traditional approaches. almost all of the interviewees described their training as 
‘traditional’, following a narrow, usually positivistic and quantitative, concept of 
research. Many of the research courses that they now teach have, however, been 
recently redeveloped to include a broader approach. The participants in the study 
described how their own perspectives on research were changed by one of three 
processes. The first was that undergoing a paradigm shift made them critical of 
traditional mono-method approaches. in all cases they had shifted from a purely 
quantitative curriculum (the one in which they had been trained) to a quantitative 
and qualitative curriculum. second, some participants believed that disciplines are 
transformed when senior academics with rigidly traditional views retire and leave 
the discipline open to younger people. Younger, reforming participants agreed that 
if they form a critical mass in a department they are able to change the shape and 
content of the research course without too much resistance. The third impetus to 
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change came from participants who had themselves had more pluralistic training 
and hence had a broader perspective on what the curriculum of a research course 
should entail.

Nonetheless, as Collins (1999, 4) warns, one should not sacrifice everything 
pertaining to the traditional: ‘Traditional research methods are very important to all 
researchers, as these methods have been used for years and have served to build a 
foundation of robust knowledge.’ dick (1997) suggests that we need to be amenable 
to innovative ideas about ways of conducting research, without replacing the old 
methodological orthodoxy with a new one. Providing students with a grounding in 
both quantitative and qualitative methodologies will, on the one hand, equip them 
to answer almost any research question they might encounter but, on the other 
hand, it will tend to weaken their grasp of any particular epistemology. This raises 
the danger of creating a new hegemony of methodological pluralism that may be 
at the mercy of the latest academic fad.

not all researchers advocate multi-methods research courses. lincoln (1990, 
87), for example, questioned her confidence in ‘two tracked’ research courses, 
calling them ‘training for schizophrenia’. she advocated a commitment to either 
a conventional or an emergent paradigm and intensive training in the chosen 
model. This runs counter to the argument, mentioned above, that the research 
question, and not the researcher’s epistemological standpoint, should drive the 
methodological choices.

We would argue that the either/or approach to curriculum design is inappropriate, 
and contend, with silverman (2001), that ‘… the choice between different 
research methods should depend upon what you are trying to find out’ (p. 25). Too 
often the decision between including quantitative or qualitative methods in the 
curriculum is made on false premises. courses are constructed around distinctions 
on a methodological level, which are then often justified on the basis of a specific 
ontological and epistemological stance. But the ontological and epistemological 
connection is by no means clear-cut. Within the one epistemological framework 
(for example, humanistic research) there are researchers who work with numerical 
data and statistical analysis and those who use interpretative techniques such as 
discourse analysis (Polkinghorne, 1992). on such grounds, various authors argue 
that there are many and diverse epistemological and pragmatic influences on 
choice of research method:

There is no single method that is privileged in the production of knowledge 
about human existence. each method, including those that employ numeric 
procedures and those that employ qualitative procedures, is a lens that can 
bring into focus particular aspects of human being … choice of method for a 
particular project depends on which is most useful for addressing the research 
question (Polkinghorne, 1992, 233).

in themselves techniques are not true or false. They are more or less useful, 
depending on their fit with the theories and methodologies being used, the 
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hypothesis being tested and/or the research topic that is selected. so, for instance, 
behaviouralists will favour quantitative methods and interactionists often prefer 
to gather their data by observation. But, depending upon the hypothesis being 
tested, behaviouralists may sometimes use qualitative methods – for instance 
in the exploratory stage of research. equally, interactionists may sometimes 
use simple quantitative methods, particularly when they want to find an overall 
pattern in their data (silverman, 2001, 4).

Furthermore, Terre Blanche and durrheim (2006) point out that researchers 
may work in more than one paradigm at the same time depending on practical 
requirements. social science researchers should carefully consider constructing 
their identity as being linked to particular methodologies (gorard et al., 2004). We 
agree with these authors that using certain methodologies and research methods 
does not automatically translate to adherence with assumed attendant paradigms. 
We would prefer that students have the ability to argue the link between ontology, 
epistemology, methodology and method instead of choosing a methodology and 
fitting everything else around it. This contention is not advocated to enable future 
researchers to establish economic eminence or for teachers to follow academic 
fashions. Rather, we would like students to have the potential to become more than 
good practitioners of methodologies.

Conclusion

as the title of our chapter indicates, methodology is often related to ontology 
and epistemology. Moreover, quantitative research is equated to positivism and 
qualitative research to paradigms that oppose positivism. The literature on the 
content of research courses and research by the authors of this chapter seem to 
reflect this distinction between methodologies. We argue that choice of research 
methodology and a method is partly epistemological and partly pragmatic and 
that students should be equipped and encouraged to make decisions on these 
grounds instead of on purely methodological grounds. We would like to instigate 
contemplation among teachers of research courses about what part (if any) 
methodological fundamentalism plays in the way that they construct the curriculum 
and what they teach students.
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chapter 6  

ontology, epistemology and Methodology 
for Teaching Research Methods

Jan Pascal and grace Brown

Introduction

We were interested to write this chapter because we wanted to share our experience 
of teaching research within a small school of social work, at a regional campus in 
Victoria, australia. We teach approximately 120 students across four years of an 
accredited Bachelor of social Work degree. We are passionate about research. as 
current Phd students, undertaking research within the discipline of social work, we 
continually engage in a critically reflective research process as we move from practice 
to research, to theory and from researcher to teacher, to student and back again.

We aim to teach research methods within a developmental sequence. This 
sequence begins with an exploration and understanding of ontology, epistemology 
and methodology. This understanding provides a basis for teaching both 
qualitative and quantitative methods. The developmental sequence of ‘philosophy 
then methods’ is translated into student-centred learning that involves facilitating 
critical thinking in Year 2 and implementing research design in Year 3 within an 
undergraduate Bachelor of social Work (BsW). This sequence is foundational 
to the process of more independent research that evolves in BsW honours and 
Postgraduate research. The sequence also forms a firm foundation for practice 
research within the field of social work, but could equally be applied to other 
professions and disciplines.

We commence student learning with an exploration of ontology, epistemology 
and methodology and the relevance of this to the field. We suggest it is important 
for students to understand the embedded assumptions within a diversity of 
research traditions (see Wagner and okeke, chapter 5 of this book for further 
discussion). This not only facilitates critical thinking, but also has implications 
for social work practice contexts. We then discuss ways in which these 
philosophical underpinnings are translated into an experiential pedagogy. These 
learning techniques include practice relevant case studies, developing research 
proposals and data analysis laboratories.

Both ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ methodology and methods are foundational for 
postgraduate research projects. We continue our developmental sequence with 
the discussion of becoming an independent researcher through fostering a deeper 
critical analysis and synthesis, which leads to an understanding of research 
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philosophy, methods and application. We suggest that in applied fields, such as 
social work, nursing and public health it is both the doing (methods) and the 
understanding (methodology) of the research process that provides the possibility 
for enhancing professional practice.

We have written the chapter as we would teach: as a learning dialogue and in 
the first person. Often we speak in one voice, but at times we discuss our individual 
standpoints, indicating this with the use of our initials. Thus, our overarching aim 
in this chapter is to share with you our reflexive connections between educational 
theories, our teaching research practice and its application for professional contexts.

educational Theoretical Framework

it is not possible, nor our intention, to engage in lengthy debate about educational 
theory within this chapter (for a comprehensive discussion see Zuber-skerritt, 
1992). nonetheless, it is important to note at the outset that our teaching is broadly 
informed by the principles of reflective and experiential learning (as in the works 
of Kolb, Dewey and Lewin), and critical and reflexive research (Fook, 1996). 
These principles are discussed briefly below.

lewin’s experiential phenomenology was developed as a method of observing 
behaviour, experience and action within social contexts (Zuber-skerritt, 1992). 
Lewin’s action research and fieldwork theory highlighted the integration of theory 
and practice and the implications for social change. This was in contrast to more 
quantitative research methodologies of the time (Zuber-skerritt, 1992). lewin’s 
social and relationship focus is integral to professional social work and echoes 
social constructionist models (Mullaly, 2002), and is therefore directly compatible 
with our teaching philosophy and practice.

additionally, kolb developed the experiential learning model into a four-stage 
cycle of learning. according to Zuber-skerritt (1992), this model demonstrated 
‘immediate concrete experience is the basis of observation and reflection’ (p. 96). 
Further to this, dewey developed a dialectical process of learning that transformed 
observation and reflection into action (Zuber-Skerritt, 1992). Action research 
incorporates a problem solving process. again, this connects research to the 
everyday tasks of social work practice, theory and research.

The work of Fook (1996) assists us to integrate educational theory with 
teaching research methods as a form of reflective social work practice. Students 
are encouraged to regard the links between practice, research and theory as 
relevant to all social work activity in the field. Fook (1996) suggested that a ‘… 
reflective approach affirms the importance of experiential and interconnected ways 
of knowing the world, and favours more emancipatory and participatory research 
practices’ (p. 5).

our educational theoretical frameworks support the inherent notion of adult 
learning principles that seek to empower (Freire, 1972) our students to engage 
with the complex discourses of social research (secret et al., 2003). Thus, drawing 
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upon the principles of lewin, kolb, dewey and Fook, the aim is to educate our 
students in the observation, experience and action cycle of research. From a social 
work education perspective, the social construction of social problems and a 
commitment to reflective practice is enacted through the design of curriculum and 
teaching material. in this way, educational theory is utilized to inform the teaching 
of research methods.

The following section outlines content and provides examples from teaching 
in lectures and seminars. a presentation critiquing the strengths and limitations in 
the curriculum is then given.

Second year (JP)

This subject is a beginning encounter with research methods for undergraduate 
BsW students. in teaching a foundational research subject, i aim to build a base 
knowledge of research ontology and epistemology, as well as knowledge of 
qualitative and quantitative methods. initially, the starting point is identifying and 
clarifying attitudes and assumptions about undertaking a research subject in an 
undergraduate BSW. I have often observed that students are anxious or mystified by 
the subject and its relevance to social work. Through exploring their assumptions 
of research, students are encouraged to view research as having direct application 
and benefit for practice (see Table 6.1 for examples of discussion questions).

Furthermore, i emphasize that students, and not only academic experts, can do 
research. in the following session, students are asked to formulate a research plan 
based on a case scenario. students are ‘theory free’ at this early stage, and this second 
exercise creates both anxiety and a sense of creative freedom. in fact, students 
already have an existing, albeit tacit, knowledge about research. students are asked 
to call upon their own experience and knowledge of research. students typically 
characterize research within the quantitative approach, discussing evidence, 
statistics, hypothesis and proof. despite these early but limited assumptions, this 
exercise acknowledges students’ tacit knowledge (Polanyi, 1966).

Further, as many of our students are young women, the research planning 
exercise is based on social work research with young single mums (see Table 6.2 

1. What image comes to mind for the word ‘research’?
2. What characteristics does a researcher possess? list the qualities you think it takes 

to be a researcher.
3. how do you feel about research? how do you feel about doing a research subject?
4. do you think research is important for social workers? Why or why not?
5. Who do you think should do social work research? Read research? can you imagine 

yourself doing research?

Table 6.1 Questions for exploring students’ assumptions about research
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for outline of the research planning exercise). although students are not necessarily 
young single mothers (some are older, male or child-free), nonetheless, students 
relate to the material both personally and as student social workers. The exercise 
points to the personal and professional relevance of social work research. These 
initial sessions incorporate discussion about sociocultural assumptions about 
research and social work. Thus, by the end of the second session students have 
begun to explore values, assumptions, tacit knowledge and experiential learning 
(Zuber-skerritt, 1992).

discussions about assumptions lead to an exploration of ontology and epistemology 
of research methodology. students are introduced to these philosophical concepts 
in order to explore their own values about being, knowledge and reality, but also 
as a foundation for understanding the embedded assumptions in research methods. 
here too are implications for practice as questions arise about evidence-based 
practice, objectivity and the importance of subjective experience in professional 
contexts with research participants and social work clients. in short, what is 
highlighted here are the embedded assumptions of scientism.

after these somewhat abstract discussions about values and philosophy, i apply 
these concepts to research methods. here i present an overview of the research 
process, first, from a qualitative and then a quantitative approach (Sarantakos, 
2005). again, this is linked to a practice case study involving researching the needs 
of patients with HIV. Students find the exercise intellectually challenging, but 
engage with the social justice and poignancy of the hiV scenario. This heuristic 
device facilitates awareness that research methods are transformative, ethical and 
practical, and not merely abstract philosophical skills, and have application for 
professional practice.

The next few sessions focus on critical literature appraisal. students are 
challenged by literature reviews as they seem similar to an essay, while having a 
very different purpose. The temptation is to merely describe the work of others, 
or to be hypercritical, without understanding the limitations inherent within all 
research designs. This is particularly the case when students criticize qualitative 
articles for not, in effect, being quantitative. This is where understanding ontology 
and epistemology becomes beneficial to the challenging task of appraisal.

Scenario: You are part of a team of social workers in a regional community health 
centre. after discussion with the Maternal and child health nurse, your team becomes 
aware of a group of young single mothers with new babies. These young women are 
feeling socially isolated. how would you research their needs?

Task: using your current knowledge base, how would you go about researching the 
following social work issue?

Table 6.2 Research planning exercise
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Furthermore, students are required to be competent in literature searching. 
This includes the use of online material such as electronic journals, databases 
and websites. herein lies the challenge for students’ developing skills of critical 
appraisal of research literature. The first challenge is identifying empirical literature 
(including systematic reviews and meta-analyses) as distinct from theoretical or 
discussion papers. Second, and more significantly, is the challenge for finding 
credible sources of online empirical literature. This is not a comment on credibility 
of how research design is explicated in the journals (although this may be the 
case), but rather that students have trouble distinguishing between government 
reports, funded research, bias, ideological assumptions and threats to credibility. 
Thus, the explosion of information available to students requires sophisticated 
critical thinking, as well as technical skills.

Moving in a reflexive arc, we return to specific methods in more depth, with 
the intention of developing a mini proposal. here i outline traditionally used 
qualitative (creswell, 1998) and experimental designs (Rubin and Babbie, 2007); i 
intentionally leave the ‘doing’ of methods until later in the subject so that students 
have an opportunity to develop methodological and critical understandings. 
Otherwise, the tendency is to leap ahead to how to ‘do’ research, without sufficient 
awareness of the foundations. at this stage of the subject, students are required to 
demonstrate a beginning, but sound, understanding of the methods and process 
of research. This is demonstrated through a critical literature review assessment 
task. From their standpoint of research ‘consumers’, they are then encouraged 
to become research ‘producers’. This is simulated in the next assessment task of 
producing an abridged research proposal.

Third year (GB)

The third year research subject brings together two groups of students. The first 
group consists of students continuing their third year of the four-year bachelor 
course. The second group of students enter the course at third year as graduate 
entry students. This subject builds upon the theoretical foundations of second year 
and graduate entry students’ practice experience. it is an iterative process, requiring 
a revisiting of qualitative and quantitative methods, but also makes direct links 
to practice. That is, students come to see research as social work in the form of 
practice, including: programme evaluations; needs analysis; funding applications; 
interview and survey skills; critiquing reports; and statistics.

Throughout the semester in this subject, the life experiences of students are 
drawn upon in the class, many of whom have been professionals or may have 
some experience of research. The connection between experience and knowledge 
about the research process needs to be made obvious. For example, most human 
service organizations collect statistics that are utilized for programme planning 
or undertake investigations regarding client needs from time to time. agencies 
also collect information that relates directly to funding criteria that reflects and 
informs policy contexts. students are often engaged in these processes at work 
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but have not recognized such processes as ‘research’. students undertake an 
exercise that highlights direct application of research methods to policy contexts 
(see Table 6.3).

The theoretical experiences of students who are continuing from their second year, 
and who may have studied the research process in other subjects such as sociology 
or psychology, are fostered. When undertaking small group activities, a mix of 
students from the ‘continuing’ and ‘graduate entry’ subgroups is encouraged, so 
that links between theoretical and practice knowledge can be made more easily. 
small group activities are designed to facilitate knowledge sharing and dialogue 
that link student knowledge to theory and practice. The culture of the classroom is 
that everyone has something that can be shared and developed for learning. This 
way of teaching bears relevance for mixed ability adult learners in the same class. 
Therefore, the expertise of both groups of students who come together in the third 
year of the programme is utilized.

as the semester progresses, the class content mirrors the research process; that 
is, classes are workshopped to assist students to formulate a research proposal 
(the final assessment task). Workshops include: formulating the research question; 
ethics; literature; methods and analysis; and dissemination of results. Thus, the 
subject reflects both practice and research processes.

Many students, even those who have knowledge of the research process, 
come to this subject fearing the subject will challenge them beyond their capacity. 
With this in mind, the first session concentrates on exploring the views students 
have about research and what it means to be a researcher. Rigorous debate about 
the purpose of research is encouraged, as is discussion of the role research can 
play in bringing about social change. The ‘experts only’ myth is debated and 
reinforces the need for social workers (including students) to undertake research 
once they have learnt the skills. Through these debates and discussions, students 
importantly begin to see the relevance of undertaking research in their future 
employment. students also learn that research occurs within a social and political 
context (see Table 6.4).

This leads well into the next session about research ethics. in the ethics 
class student understandings about personal, professional and societal values 
are revisited. discussion and debate about the purpose of research, and why and 

You are a worker in a large government department responsible for implementing 
government policy relating to addressing the problem of suicide amongst youth in the 
state of Victoria. You have been given the task of planning state wide programmes to 
address this problem. The first step you need to consider is who should be involved in 
this planning process and why they should be involved. Discuss this first step with the 
other people in your group.

Table 6.3 Class exercise demonstrating policy contexts
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for whom the research is being conducted, lead to an examination of sources of 
bias or value-laden research. ethical issues that occur at all stages of the research 
process, from inception through to dissemination are discussed and debated, and 
include topics such as ethics approval, informed consent, privacy, anonymity and 
confidentiality, physical and mental distress, research sponsorship, misconduct/
fraud and ownership of research results.

The session on utilizing the literature includes accessing a wide range of 
information from libraries, the World Wide Web and government departments. 
The session addresses the purpose of the literature review for formulating the 
research question and identifying existing research and gaps in knowledge. 
students are taught the way in which literature supports research design and 
planning; and skills for writing the literature review. ‘continuing’ students are 
encouraged to assist ‘graduate entry’ students by passing on knowledge relating 
to accessing information at the library, and many students choose to utilize the 
library orientation programme.

The following sessions move through topics that lead to the development of 
the research proposal. Topics include: formulating the research question; deciding 
on a methodology and methods including data analysis; designing a programme 
plan; undertaking an evaluation; and seeking funding/designing a budget. The 
programme planning and evaluation component of this subject is integral to student 
learning as applied to working within human service organizations and highlights 
these methods as another form of social work intervention (for a programme 
planning exercise, see Table 6.5).

classes in this subject utilize a workshop format. For example, students 
are asked to consider a topic of interest for their research proposal to bring to 
class so that it can be developed in class with the lecturer and fellow students. 

If we think of unemployment as a social problem where would you go to find out about 
the following social facts relating to unemployment? –
Who is affected?
Where do they live?
Who do they live with?
how old are they?
how would those experiencing the problem be described in socio-demographic terms?
What constitutes the condition of unemployment becoming a negative, harmful or 
pathological condition?
Who judges unemployment as a problem and why do they judge it this way?
What social values are being threatened by the existence of the condition of 
unemployment?
Who supports/opposes resolution to the problem of unemployment?
What is the current political context relating to the condition of unemployment?
What is the current government policy relevant to the problem of unemployment?

Table 6.4 Class exercise demonstrating social/political/ethical context  
of research
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The process continues week by week as students work through all the steps of 
formulating their research proposals in small groups.

Throughout this subject teaching continually emphasizes the theme of research 
as a mechanism for social change. a key strategy for enacting this is dissemination 
of results. class topics include writing, publishing, forums and participants’ 
feedback. dissemination can lead to social change, awareness, betterment of 
lives, informing social work practice and building the profession through sharing 
knowledge.

SPSS: A Critical Reflection

To recapitulate, throughout this chapter the authors have tried to demonstrate 
the connection between ontology, epistemology, methods and professional 
application. The following illustration provides an example of what happens when 
these methodological foundations are not attended to sufficiently.

First, some preliminary background is required. during the third year, 
students undertake a 14-week agency placement. This shortens the teaching 
semester for third year subjects to only six weeks. The research subject is blocked 
for five hours over six weeks. Curriculum changes in other subjects have also 
impacted on the third year research subject. as a result, the third year research 
curriculum is crowded. it now includes in-depth exploration of methods, as well 
as programme design and evaluation, descriptive and inferential statistics and 
using sPss software.

In teaching in such a crowded curriculum, there is insufficient time 
available for deep learning about quantitative methods. Thereby, students 
enter the sPss laboratory sessions with lack of underlying epistemology of 
quantitative design and statistical analysis, and few demonstrate intuitive 
aptitude or previous experience. While students can learn to push buttons and 
print outputs of descriptive and inferential statistics, it is observed that they 
often lack interpretative data analysis skills. This compounds fear and dislike 
of statistics and encourages surface learning (knight, 2002): that is, doing 
without knowing.

You are a worker in a small community health centre that has recognised problem 
gambling to be an issue amongst the client group presenting for emergency relief. Your 
task is to begin the planning process for establishing a programme that will provide 
suitable intervention for this client group. The first step you need to consider is who 
should be involved in this planning process, discuss this first step with the other people 
in your group. When thinking of who should be involved you may like to consider 
people from your auspicing organization, from the community, and from a variety of 
institutions, such as government, advocacy groups etc.

Table 6.5 Programme planning exercise
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This is the only part of the subject that does not bear direct practice relevance, 
particularly for rural practitioners. Many agencies in the field do not use SPSS 
due to the expense and resource limitations. When using quantitative data analysis 
software, it would be prudent to use practice relevant software. Further, the 
present focus in curriculum on sPss as an assessment task precludes attention 
to qualitative data analysis packages. As part of our critical reflection, the authors 
question if such a focus derives from hegemonic assumptions regarding positivism 
in the social work curriculum.

Further Research Contexts

Practicum (GB)

In the fourth year, students undertake a project-style field practicum. For many 
students this is a first opportunity to put research theory into practise. Students 
enjoy this opportunity to apply knowledge to real life social work practise. This 
engages students in the critically reflective spiral of knowledge, research and 
practice. These processes are iterative and coexistent.

students undertaking practicum continue the process begun in the classroom. 
The field practicum further develops research skills debated, discussed and 
practiced by students in the small classroom groups. ‘Real life’ research occurs 
in practicum through: preparation of research proposals that may have a 
funding submission component; undertaking needs analyses for human service 
organizations; practicing interview and survey skills as part of agency research; 
and writing up the outcomes of research conducted. The impact of this reinforces 
the relevance of research for social work practice and students experience the 
research process as an important conduit for bringing about social change.

Honours

The third year subjects indicate students with potential for higher degree learning. 
The second and third year subjects have provided the foundations from which 
honours students can develop independent research skills. The key research skills 
we aim to foster include: identifying and developing a question; critical literature 
reviewing; and methodological understanding. students also encounter the ethics 
approval process. Further, students engage in research fieldwork and data analysis, 
many for the first time. These are complex learning tasks requiring high order 
analysis and synthesis of information that extends learning from previous research 
subjects.

Within the BsW degree, the honours year is embedded within the fourth 
year curriculum, requiring students to complete course work, field practicum and 
honours concurrently. as supervisors this includes both educative and supportive 
aspects to assist students to complete the demands of a rigorous process, with the 
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additional difficulties associated with undertaking rural social research. Many of 
these difficulties are structural and include distance, isolation, access to resources 
and peer support. For academics, rural contexts can necessitate broad knowledge 
across fields of practice, multidisciplinary literature and qualitative and qualitative 
methods. in short, there is a need to be creative and resourceful in undertaking the 
supervisory role.

Research consultation and supervision

as early career academics in a small school of social work at a regional campus, 
the authors are contributing to creating a culture of research. This includes the role 
of supervisor to students undertaking higher degrees. This role also includes acting 
as consultants for: higher degree students (not formally being supervised); past 
students now working in the field on agency research projects; and individuals 
from human service organizations.

as postgraduate students, academic knowledge and skills are emphasized in 
order to form a basis of mutual understanding with undergraduate students. The 
ups and downs of the research process; the personal journey we are all engaged in; 
the joy of discovery; and the moments of self-doubt are all shared. in this way, the 
cyclical process of researcher, to teacher, to student is continued.

Conclusion

This chapter has outlined the teaching process. it is posited that, a developmental 
sequence of ontology, epistemology and methodology assists students to form 
a firm foundation for practice research within the field of social work. Beyond 
methodological understanding, the teaching aims to instil the passion for research. 
Through engagement in this cyclical process of reflective researcher–teacher–
student, knowledge and learning about research as tools for social change is 
enacted and shared.



 

chapter 7  

Research as social Relations:  
implications for Teaching Research Methods

Mark garner and Peter sercombe

Introduction

doing research in the social sciences implies participating in a range of relationships. 
The nature of these relationships and their role in the successful conduct of the 
research vary considerably. The least personal are the formal relations with funding 
or auspicing institutions. Relations within the wider discipline community often 
include some more personal communication, but are for the most part conducted 
through some form of written communication, in which the social element is more 
or less absent. in all of these relationships, the researcher is the central, common 
element and has rights and obligations with regard to the other parties (erickson, 
1986).

Relations with the subjects of the research, however, typically involve 
interpersonal interactions and are social in the most direct sense. The way in which 
these social relations are developed and maintained critically influences both the 
conduct of the research proceeds and the quality of the data that are obtained. This 
is self-evident for certain methods, for example, participatory research (see Taylor, 
chapter 14) and case studies (see Zucker, chapter 16), but any study that involves 
some personal contact, however slight, with the participants will be influenced to 
some extent by the nature of that contact.

it is essential for the researcher to be sensitive to these relations and to develop 
the skills necessary to ensure that they are conducted in a manner that is not only 
ethical and humane, but also as conducive to the research outcomes as possible. 
Reflection on one’s own experience as social science researcher will show the 
extent to which the conduct and outcomes are determined by the mutually defining 
social relations with the participants.

Yet social relations are rarely explicitly mentioned in research methods courses. 
an informal survey of around two dozen Master’s programmes that we conducted 
prior to introducing a new degree at a British university revealed, despite different 
methodological emphases, a broad consensus on what constitute the essential 
research skills in the social sciences. These can be simply summarized as the 
capacities to:
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• read, synthesize and evaluate the research literature,
• formulate a research question and, where relevant, associated hypotheses,
• decide what data are relevant to answering the research question,
• identify a study population from whom data can be gathered,
• select one or more appropriate methods for gathering data,
• apply the method(s),
• systematize the findings,
• analyse and draw relevant conclusions from the findings.

certain aspects of social relations, such as ethics, are included in most methods 
courses. Participatory methodological approaches, such as ethnography and 
action research, as well as data gathering techniques, such as focus groups and 
case studies, may also involve some discussion of how to interact with those 
who are the object of the research. Further, many of the contributions in this 
book attest a widespread view of research as praxis, the interplay of theory 
and application, reflection and action. Praxis is an inherently social process: 
Roberts (2000), drawing on Freire, characterizes it as critically conscious 
dialogue with others.

nonetheless, social relations seem to be rarely, if ever, focused on as a 
topic deserving of study in its own right. one reason for this may be the lack 
of an easily grasped framework within which social relations in research 
can be described and discussed. an experienced researcher can readily give 
general advice to students about how to interact with informants, but it is much 
more difficult to describe them in a way that draws attention to key features 
of relationships and how they influence the collection of data. A simple 
model for describing the relationship types that a researcher may expect to 
encounter helps students to grasp the concept of praxis within a social relations 
framework, especially as teachers can draw on their own research experiences 
for illustrative examples.

in this chapter, we discuss an attempt at introducing social relations into the 
curriculum of our research methods course for postgraduate students of applied 
linguistics and sociolinguistics. There are many models of social relations in 
the literature (erber and gilmour, 1994), but many are too complex for use in 
teaching students who have no background in social psychology. one accessible 
model is Fiske (1992), which we have used (with slight modifications) as a 
means of focusing on, among other things: the ethics of sociolinguistic research; 
the practical conduct of fieldwork; and the interpretation and evaluation of data. 
in the remainder of this chapter, we give a brief summary of Fiske’s model, 
describe how we presented the social relations component of the course, and 
reflect on our own and the students’ reactions to it.
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Fiske’s Model of Social Relations in Research

Fiske (1992, p. 689) postulates that the:

people in all cultures use just four relational models to generate most kinds of 
social interaction, evaluation, and affect. People construct complex and varied 
social forms using combinations of these models implemented according to 
diverse cultural rules.

his four models of relationship types are predicated on those aspects of interactions 
that people attend to and on those personal attributes that are meaningful to the 
interactions. The types are defined according to two intersecting scales:

• equality ↔ inequality
• independence ↔ interdependence

Fiske treats these as ‘either/or’ categorical dimensions, but it is more helpful for 
our purposes, and arguable on theoretical grounds, to treat them as parameters (that 
is, points along a continuum). in brief, the four models are as follows. (For a more 
extensive treatment, see garner et al., 2006, where we examine its application to 
research ethics.)

an equality matching (eM) relationship is characterized by equality and 
independence. eM relationships are based on in kind reciprocity, as each participant 
continuously monitors the relationship to ensure that the benefits derived from it 
balance his or her contribution to it. Focus groups used for collecting research data 
depend for their success on the effective maintenance of eM relationships between 
researcher and informants. Too great a degree of interdependence can undermine 
the necessary detachment of the researcher from the information being presented 
and too great an inequality (in either direction) may threaten participants’ desire 
to share information.

a market pricing (MP) relationship is characterized by inequality and 
independence. it is based on proportionality and participants focus on ‘rates 
of exchange’, of which the archetype is of course money. Research using paid 
participants – for example, experiments involving university students – involves 
this type of relationship. in others the payment may be in kind, for instance, 
when a researcher in an immigrant community gives english lessons in return for 
community members’ participation in the research.

eM and MP relations are both transactional, predicated on the independence of 
the participants, who are free to choose whether to contribute or not, either through 
‘give and take’ (eM) or through ‘buying and selling’ (MP). The transactional 
parameter is not uncommonly regarded as the only measure of social relations, 
on the assumption that people remain in a relationship only as long as they are 
receiving sufficient reward from it. This is, however, too restrictive a view to 
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account for a large proportion of human relationships, including many of those 
entered into during the research process (Mills and clark, 1994).

an authority ranking (aR) relationship is characterized by inequality and 
interdependence. here, social relations are not simply a matter of unequal power, 
but of mutual dependence, which also involves obligations. The aR model most 
closely resembles the relationships involved in positivistic social research. The 
researcher determines the theoretical framework and knows what data are sought 
and why. The informants are required to provide data on demand – for example, 
by filling in a questionnaire – and have no access to the theory or control over the 
intended outcomes.

a communal sharing (cs) relationship is characterized by equality and 
interdependence. What each participant contributes to the relationship is 
complemented by the contributions of others. This sort of relationship is found 
in consultative approaches to research. on the basis that they have information 
and understandings that may be of value to the research, subjects have access to 
the theory and intended outcomes. They may, and often do, have some input into 
how the research is planned and conducted. The obligations of reciprocity are 
thus essential to maintaining the research relationship. The attempt to build a cs 
relationship is a presupposition of ethnographic approaches to research and, in 
particular, ethnomethodology (see agar, 1980; Malinowski, 1935).

If we treat the defining characteristics as parameters and not categories, Fiske’s 
four models can be seen as ideal types in terms of which various kinds of research 
relationship may be classified. A given relationship is described according to how 
much it resembles, or is dissimilar from, one of the types. asking students to 
place a given relationship along two parametric axes, as shown below, can be a 
valuable stimulus to class discussion.

Figure 7.1 Four models of social relations
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The social relationship between researcher and participant can also evolve, and 
is frequently negotiated as work progresses. Furthermore, it is possible, perhaps 
even probable, that the relationship is likely to be perceived differently by the 
parties involved, and disparate views of what is taking place in the research process 
may lead to misapprehensions that can impede the research (garner et al., 2006, 
discuss real examples of such problems). Research is much more likely, therefore, 
to be successful if the researcher is both aware of his or her own perceptions and 
expectations of the relationship and sensitive to those of the subjects.

it is important to note that we are not advocating here a course in ‘how to 
make friends and influence people’. The issue is not personal development (in 
the popular sense of that term), but a critical and academically well-informed 
perspective on one of the more elusive and complex processes of the many that 
are involved in doing social science research. The objective of including it as 
a topic within the research methods curriculum is that students will develop an 
understanding of research methods as praxis: that they will learn not simply how 
research is done, but how to do it themselves.

can a practically relevant understanding of social relations, however, be 
explicitly taught or can it be acquired only through the trial and error of experience? 
Will students perceive it as of theoretical relevance to methodology as well as of 
practical use? This was the question we attempted to answer in the project reported 
in the next section.

Teaching Research Methods with a Social Relations emphasis

The opportunity to put forth the idea of a social relations component arose when 
we received funding from our university’s teaching and learning committee to 
develop a practice-oriented research methods course. it was to be conducted 
over successive semesters, in each of which a different group of students worked 
as ‘research assistants’ to the teaching staff, who were conducting a study of 
perceptions of identity among international students in newcastle in the united 
kingdom.

like some others reported elsewhere in this collection, the course was designed 
around students’ active participation in the various stages of the study. students 
helped to design the research tools, identify potential informants and gather data. 
Data were collated and compared, and the findings developed collaboratively. 
at every stage, there was discussion of conceptual, methodological and ethical 
issues. in addition, throughout the semester there was a consistent emphasis on 
social relations.

We aimed, in the first two classes, to develop students’ awareness of the 
inherently social nature of research, by presenting and discussing a version of the 
framework outlined above. The next four classes were devoted to different methods 
for data gathering. as well as the theoretical framework and implementational 
issues involved in each method, we also considered the kinds of relationships with 
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the subjects that each one could be predicted to engender. Two of these methods 
– survey questionnaires and structured interviews – need no further explanation. 
Two other, much less widely familiar methods were also introduced, namely Q-
sort and scrap books. The former requires the informant to sort and re-sort a series 
of statements on a rank-ordered scale; it is usually applied in quantitative studies, 
but has also been applied in qualitative research (Brown, 1993; 1996). scrap books 
are a common activity in primary schools, but would seem to have potential as a 
research tool, particularly in identity and self-perception studies. The participants, 
working in a group, are provided with a large amount of pictorial material, such 
as magazines, brochures and even junk mail, and asked to cut out pictures and 
text from them and paste them into a book, adding whatever drawings and words 
of their own they want. When finished, the book is to represent themselves to the 
others in the group. group members discuss and interpret one another’s books 
in an open session. These research instruments require different amounts and 
kinds of social interaction between researcher and informant, which provides an 
opportunity to reflect on the role of social relations in the research.

after the data gathering tools had been introduced, the students were divided 
into four groups, and each group was allocated two of the methods. The students 
then applied these methods to gathering data. since the study was investigating 
identity among international students, and the majority of the class were themselves 
in that category, they first piloted the methods on other members of the class.

This enabled them not only to familiarize themselves with the techniques 
involved, but also to experience the relationships between researchers and 
researched. We aimed for them to gain an insight into emic and etic perceptions of 
both researcher and researched. emic and etic are concepts derived from phonology 
(phonetics and phonemics) that Pike (1967) extended to the study of culture. The 
former comprise observed phenomena; the latter are the cultural meanings assigned 
to them. The researcher’s task is firstly to make an etic description of behaviour 
and then, through interaction with the informants, to arrive at a construction that 
reflects as closely as possible their own emic perceptions.

Our students then identified two small (n=3–5) study samples consisting 
of international students outside their own degree programme. They used their 
methods to complete the data gathering process into informants’ perceptions of 
their identity and ways in which it may have changed since coming to study in the 
united kingdom.

The results were collated and their implications discussed (see sercombe 
and Garner, 2005, for a report of the findings). Each method was assessed for its 
effectiveness and ease of application. The students also kept a weekly journal in 
which they reflected on their learning experiences.

as well as assessing the research tools, the students discussed their relations 
with the subjects, the ways in which the various data gathering methods influenced 
and/or defined these relations and ethical issues that had arisen. The social relations 
model provided the framework for description and evaluation. The results included 
both qualitative and quantitative data, each of which tended to lead to different 
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kinds of research relationship. at the end of the semester they evaluated the extent 
of their success, in tackling the research question; and the kinds of relationships 
that had formed between themselves and the subjects of the research; and, finally, 
whether the social relations focus had been instructive.

Students’ views of the Social Relations approach

Regardless of the methods used, all students involved, during the research period, 
gained some degree of hands on experience of conducting social science research 
and establishing social relationships in the process of collecting data. We asked 
students to reflect on the course in the final class discussion, and further in 
unstructured interviews conducted during the semester following their research 
methods course. What follows is a summary of their views.

a number of positive aspects of the learning experience in the course were 
identified. There was unanimous approval of the praxis-oriented approach, which 
the students felt had given them an opportunity to ‘get their hands dirty’ by actually 
doing research. They felt it gave them a clearer understanding of the demands 
of designing a project that is theoretically valid as well as practicable. Further, 
they had encountered the sorts of organizational difficulties (for example, people 
not turning up for interviews; unclear tape recordings; tape recorders running 
out of battery power; tapes ending without their realizing it; questionnaires not 
being completed) that are an integral part of social science research but are rarely 
mentioned in textbooks. Paradoxically, however, some students tended to interpret 
this as a failing of the course itself. having been given the role of ‘research 
assistants’, they perhaps felt that the lecturers, as ‘principal researchers’, should 
have been able to prevent such logistical and practical problems from arising at 
all. This is an unavoidable risk in any ‘learning by doing’ approach to pedagogy. 
Some students will be so discomfited by the mistakes they make or the things that 
fail to turn out as predicted that they will be unable to learn from them. For our 
part, we learned from the reaction of these few students that we must be careful 
in future to raise students’ awareness at the beginning of the course that problems 
are inevitable and that the ability to cope with them as they arise is essential for a 
competent researcher.

in general, however, the majority appeared to have found the course a sort of 
‘rite of passage’, after which they began to think of themselves as researchers. 
Being engaged in a real research project under relatively stress free conditions 
thus helped to demythologize the activity and cast it as one that can be creatively 
and successfully tackled by relative novices to the process.

as far as the introduction to data gathering methods was concerned, some 
students felt they were disadvantaged by not becoming sufficiently familiar 
with all four of the research tools employed in the overall project. There was 
disappointment expressed at not having been more closely involved in the 
employment of more than two methods (and experiencing the means, functions 
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and benefits of triangulation). In this respect, it was argued that the praxis was not 
realistic and less useful than if students had been exposed to the principles of a 
range of research methods.

as a result, the methodological learning outcomes were not achieved in every 
case. some students thought that the exercise of using two methods had been 
intended to make them specialists in those methods, rather than as an exercise that 
contributed to academic development. having mastered them, they felt that this 
was all they needed and were not inclined to think of all methods as potentially 
useful as they began to engage in their own research projects.

given the time constraints of a weekly, two-hour class, it is not easy to see how 
this problem can be overcome. on the other hand, there is an argument that it may 
not need to be: Perry (2005) emphasizes the difficulty of doing research while also 
trying to understand the principles that underlie it. he argues that most graduate 
students do not need to know how to use the full panoply of methods (as they will 
probably only ever use one or two), suggesting that students’ primary need is an 
understanding of underlying research principles.

approaching research as a form of systematized professional human 
relationship was generally perceived as stimulating and enlightening. in particular, 
having acted as informants in the trial of the research instruments had given them 
a useful perspective when they began data gathering with their own sample. a 
number of students had been interested to discover that a researcher–researched 
relationship can be a continually negotiated liaison, rather than simply a static, 
impersonal and transactional association. The two parameters (equality–inequality 
and dependence–independence) of the model outlined in section 2 proved helpful 
in focusing on social relations as an aspect of the research process. What is less 
clear, however, is whether the four specific relationship types are sufficiently 
easily grasped to enable students to apply them to the description of their own 
interactions with informants.

There were some negative views. a few students were of the opinion that the 
social relations approach exaggerated the importance of the relationship between 
researcher and researched. They felt that, as the informants were adults (mostly 
postgraduate students), their interests were purely pragmatic and transactional. a 
couple thought that only ethnographic research needs to take social relations into 
consideration.

Conclusion

social relations, in particular those between researcher and subjects, are a 
fundamental dimension of the research process. We have argued that they should be 
included in the curricula of research methods courses. They are rarely mentioned, 
however, in the methodological literature, and a great deal of theoretical discussion 
and pedagogical experimentation is needed to develop an appropriate approach to 
teaching them. a fundamental requirement is a framework for the study of social 
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relations that is both theoretically well grounded and easily grasped by students 
who have little or no background in social psychology. it must also have descriptive 
validity, insofar as it casts light on significant aspects of the research process. In 
this chapter, we have briefly outlined one possible model, based on Fiske (1992), 
that may have an application in research methods courses. our attempts to use it 
in classes, however, suggested that its usefulness may be limited to the parameters 
of description.

although we have focused on social relations, there are clearly many other 
elements that need to be taught in research methods. These need to be integrated 
into a course that is coherent and as comprehensive as possible. in the hope 
of stimulating interest in and debate about the nature of the research methods 
curriculum, we have reported on our attempt to integrate a social relations 
perspective into a course. The course was designed around teaching research 
methods as praxis and involved the students as ‘research assistants’ in an ongoing 
research project. The aim was to involve them in the whole process of social 
science research, and thereby to engage them with underlying principles and some 
of the methods that are derived from these principles, and the sorts of practical 
issues that can arise in implementing them. it also focused on the different social 
relationships that arise in the course of implementation, in an attempt to raise 
students’ awareness of the relational dimension of the data that they gather in the 
course of doing research.

The orientation of the course seemed to give the majority of students a sense 
of confidence in their capacity to undertake research of their own. The focus 
on social relations aroused their interest in how they interacted with informants 
and how this may have influenced the data that were collected. By exploring the 
relationships from the perspective of both researcher and subject, they developed 
a valuable perspective on the conduct of fieldwork.
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chapter 8  

incorporating the ethical dimension  
in the Teaching of Research Methods

donna Mcauliffe

Introduction

Teaching research methods in the humanities and social sciences necessitates 
also teaching the fundamentals of applied ethics. alongside methodological 
considerations and the debates between qualitative and quantitative research lie 
the important aspects of social research that have to do with concern for the human 
condition and our duty as social scientists not to cause harm in the conduct of 
research in the public domain. While the teaching of research methods traditionally 
focuses on an understanding of research design; conceptual frameworks; literature 
review; generation of research questions and hypotheses; methods of data 
collection; statistical and qualitative analysis; and ways to disseminate findings; 
attention also needs to be paid to ethical considerations that inform all the parts of 
the research process. students who learn about how to conduct research in social 
sciences also need to gain a clear understanding of a range of ethical issues so that 
they are well-equipped to engage in industry-based or further academic research 
postgraduation. By building ethics into the research teaching agenda from the 
beginning and setting ethics up as the foundation for rigorous and quality research 
design, students will learn to appreciate the need for careful attention to ethical 
considerations that will ultimately make them more competent in conducting 
research in the social sciences environment and more competitive in applying for 
research grants.

an overt approach to integrating ethics into research teaching, by treating 
them as two sides of the same coin, serves to elevate to a level of greater 
importance the critical issues of accountability. Researchers are accountable to 
many stakeholders, including research participants, those who fund research, 
and the public who are the consumers of research findings. Researchers also 
need to be accountable in relation to issues of duty of care; duty to not cause 
harm; integrity; honesty; and non-coercion. ethics cannot, therefore, be separated 
from research and an integrated approach is particularly important in the arena 
of education where students first learn the basics of what is and what is not 
acceptable in the field.

This chapter focuses on teaching students how to do social science research in 
a way that incorporates some important and basic ethical considerations, as well as 
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their implications for the way in which the students go about planning, preparing 
for and conducting their projects. In particular, it deals with confidentiality; 
privacy and anonymity; informed consent; voluntary participation and coercion; 
data storage and security; anticipating and managing issues of potential harm and 
research with vulnerable groups; issues of subjectivity; and the researcher role. 
The chapter also addresses the role of research ethics committees and common 
protocols for obtaining ethical approval to proceed with research that involves 
human subjects.

The Place of ethics in Social Research: Why Incorporate the ethical 
Dimension?

Researchers must begin to consider ethical issues before they begin a research 
project. ethical problems can be avoided only by planning carefully and consulting 
with appropriate individuals and groups prior to doing the research. The failure to 
conduct research in an ethical manner undermines the entire scientific process, 
impedes the advancement of knowledge and erodes the public’s respect for 
scientific and academic communities (Shaughnessy et al., 2003).

A survey and review of the significant body of literature written about social 
research reveals a diversity of opinion about the place and positioning of research 
ethics. There appear to be four approaches taken by those writing texts for 
researchers and students. The first is to treat research ethics as an important area of 
expertise, deserving of its own special place in literature and thereby warranting 
a brief mention but not a deliberate integration into texts on research methods 
(Punch, 1998; steinberg, 2004; Yates, 2004). The second is to concentrate solely 
on the topic of research ethics, providing case examples and detailed exploration 
of philosophical obligations (greggory, 2003; stanley et al., 1996). The third, and 
most common approach, is to dedicate a chapter to exploration of research ethics, 
and to refer back to this chapter in discussions about different stages (Royse, 
2004; Ruane, 2005; Rubin and Babbie, 2007). The fourth approach is to integrate 
research ethics into each stage and phase of the research process, exploring 
possible ethical concerns at the levels of question formulation, sampling, data 
collection and research writing (Marlow, 2005). With reference to the earlier 
point about accountability, this integrated approach is more likely to keep ethics 
in the forefront of students’ minds, ensuring that they are always questioning what 
they are proposing to do and how, and whether there is any likelihood of harm or 
deception.

From a pedagogical perspective, research methods courses tend to follow one 
of these four approaches. There are those courses that by design acknowledge the 
importance of ethics but refer students to additional reading or advise them to 
consult relevant ethical codes or guidelines, or to take a more specialized course 
in research ethics. Then there are courses that are designed specifically for the 
teaching of research ethics, although these are primarily at postgraduate level and 
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are often offered by external private consultancy trainers. Perhaps the most common 
approach is for a research methods course to dedicate a lecture or proportion of 
time to research ethics and to include questions on ethics in assessment. Finally, 
there are those courses that use a fully integrative approach where research ethics 
are set up as the foundation for sound methodological decisions, and discussions 
are built in to the teaching of different phases and stages of research design (sar 
et al., 2002).

The importance placed on research methodology by those who teach it 
determines to a large extent how research ethics is included in curricular design. a 
long-standing debate in the psychological literature that has extended into business 
and the biosciences is whether it is even possible for ‘ethics’ to be taught at all. 
This is reflected in repeated calls in the literature for ethics education based on 
empirical research and examination of cases where ethical protocols have been 
breached, often in very serious ways. in reference to the biosciences, eisen and 
Berry (2002, 38) contend that ‘research ethics education in the biosciences has not 
historically been a priority for research universities despite the fact that funding 
agencies, government regulators, and the parties involved in the research enterprise 
agree that it ought to be’. In the field of social work, Gibelman and Gelman (2001) 
argue convincingly that ‘research courses at the MsW and doctoral levels must 
include content pertaining to ethics in research and to procedures for reviewing 
research protocols’. in health care, aita and Richer (2005, 124) state that ‘every 
researcher and professional working in the healthcare field should understand the 
risks and benefits of their research to the individual and society, and the personal 
dimension of research ethics’.

For those involved in the teaching of research, there are ample resources that 
set out clear protocols for the ethical conduct of research with human participants. 
There is also no shortage of literature and other material that sets out the history of 
abuse of vulnerable individuals and groups in the name of scientific, psychological 
and sociological research, and the many cases that have come to light over the 
years provide a strong rationale for inclusion of research ethics in undergraduate 
and graduate education. as far as australia is concerned (and most other countries 
will have equivalent resources), the national health and Medical Research 
council (nhMRc) have developed a ‘national statement on ethical conduct in 
human Research (2007)’ and ‘guidelines for ethical conduct in aboriginal and 
Torres strait islander health Research’ (nhMRc, 2003). These comprehensive 
statements set out the functions and responsibilities of human Research ethics 
committees (hRecs) and provide guidance on research with vulnerable groups 
(such as children, young people, persons with an intellectual or mental impairment, 
persons highly dependent on medical care, indigenous peoples).

in addition to this national statement, which is founded on the ethical principles 
of integrity, respect for persons, beneficence and justice, most professional 
disciplines have their own respective codes of ethics or standards of conduct 
that set out responsibilities in relation to research activities. The australian 
association of social Work (aasW) code of ethics (1999) sets out 14 points 
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under Research (s4.5.2) covering issues such as informed consent and voluntary 
participation, confidentiality and/or anonymity, protection from harm or distress, 
accurate reporting of findings and storage of research materials. The Australian 
Psychological association (aPa) code of ethics sets out 18 points under ‘Research’ 
and a further 9 points under ‘Reporting and Publication of Research Results’. The 
australian sociological association has a code of ethics that focuses on research 
and has a total of 45 points that cover research conduct, teaching, distribution 
of results and publishing. For teachers of research methods in social sciences, 
there is therefore substantial content readily available, and the many sections of 
these various codes provide rich resources for the development of case scenarios 
and problem-based learning modules to assist students to apply the guidelines to 
hypothetical situations in the classroom context.

ensuring Rigour in Social Research: How to Incorporate the ethical 
Dimension

if ethical concerns lie at the heart of good research, then we need to consider 
how the ethical dimension can be effectively incorporated into a research design. 
essentially, the question as posed by Yates (2004, 159) is ‘which is more important: 
the protection of research participants’ rights or the “value” of the research?’ an 
increasingly widely accepted protocol for designing sound research that ensures 
that these crucial issues are considered is the importance of subjecting the research 
to critical appraisal by external ethical reviewers by submitting an application for 
ethical clearance or ethical approval. These ‘external experts’ take the form of what 
have become known as hRecs, or institutional Review Boards (iRB) (Melville, 
2005; Waldrop, 2004). such bodies have been established within a culture of risk 
management, where minimization of institutional liability is paramount (Melville, 
2005). if a research project is planned to take place in a hospital, for example, 
where patients are to be interviewed about their perceptions of health care, 
the research team may be expected to submit documents to the research ethics 
committee to show how they would protect the confidentiality of responses and 
what steps they would take to ensure that no harm would come to the participants. 
if a researcher intended to conduct a large-scale survey with school students about 
drug and alcohol use, they would be expected to demonstrate how he or she would 
ensure anonymity and obtain informed consent. in the case of minors involved 
in research, it could be that parental consent for participation would be required. 
hRecs and iRBs generally have protocols that need to be followed and may 
require consent forms to be worded in a particular way. Typically, a researcher 
or research team prepares and submits a number of documents for review, which 
might include:
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a standard application for ethical approval or clearance – this would 
be a document that would set out the aims, methods and significance of 
the research project, with attention given to recruitment and sampling of 
participants; informed consent (and any inclusion of vulnerable groups 
or people with impaired capacity); confidentiality and/or anonymity 
assurances; secure storage of data; reporting back and dissemination of 
findings; and potential risk to participants in terms of harm or distress. Some 
of these issues will be discussed in more detail in the following section.
a participant information sheet – to be given to research participants to 
ensure that they are fully aware of the aims and intentions of the research, 
what will be discussed during an interview or focus group, and whether 
interviews will be audio-taped, that participation is voluntary and that 
they can withdraw themselves and their data without penalty, that their 
anonymity will be assured and nothing from the research taken into the 
public domain will be attributed back to them, and that they can have access 
to the results of the research.
an informed consent form – which sets out in an agreement that can be 
signed and witnessed, the obligations of the researcher and participant. in 
combination with the information above, this is also known as a ‘research 
contract’ (Yates, 2004, 162). There are many examples of informed consent 
forms, as well as checklists to ensure that all the important points have been 
covered (Reamer, 2005, 38; Royse, 2004, 53). Participants are given a copy 
of this signed form to keep.
a ‘gatekeeper letter’ – which might be required from an agency that is assisting 
in some way with the research. such a letter could, for example, be provided 
by an organization (for example, a particular department of a hospital, or the 
principal of a school) to say that they are aware of a research project and are 
prepared to assist the researchers to recruit a sample of participants from the 
people who use the health services or attend the school.
interview schedules or surveys – to ensure that questions are not likely 
to cause harm or distress, or if there is the potential for distress, that the 
researchers have addressed (in other documents) how they intend to manage 
this. as research questions often change following pilot testing of surveys 
or initial interviews, it is the responsibility of the researcher to resubmit any 
changed documents to the relevant ethics committee for further approval.

students in research methods courses must have a basic knowledge of the reasons 
for such procedures and be familiar with the forms and processes. in teaching 
research methods, the above processes and potential ethical approval documents 
are minimal knowledge requirements for conducting sound research. if students 
are taught only the mechanics of conducting research, then they are likely to falter 
when it comes to justifying interviewing children without parental consent or 
observing homeless people without their knowledge. if students are made aware 
of ethical considerations in the early stages of research education, they will have a 

1.
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much better foundation for thinking about all of the potential ethical considerations 
that would warrant consideration. This may significantly influence the way 
that research questions are constructed: the choice of methodologies; sampling 
frames; recruitment strategies; and ways of collecting data. constructing research 
in an ethical vacuum poses risks not only to participants, but also to researchers 
who could easily find they have walked into a minefield of unanticipated ethical 
concerns. Consequently, it is worth noting some of the specific areas that can 
become problematic in terms of ethical considerations.

Confidentiality, Privacy and Anonymity

There is often confusion between the concepts of confidentiality, privacy and 
anonymity. one of the key concerns in social science research is whether information 
gained from participants can ever be truly confidential. All information gathered by 
interview is essentially collected in an identified form. That is, the researcher has 
interviewed someone and has knowledge of who he or she is, and what they said. 
While this information can certainly be de-identified by assigning code names or 
pseudonyms to the data transcripts, there is still an onus of responsibility on the 
researcher to ensure that a person’s identity is not disclosed through provision of 
information in a public forum and that responses cannot be linked to identifiable 
individuals. Research undertaken in small communities or with elite groups (such 
as politicians, judges, high profile media personalities) can raise difficult issues 
for confidentiality and anonymity. In some cases, people do not want to be de-
identified or anonymous. They have a point to make and they want that point 
attributed to them by name. it is important that researchers do not take lightly 
the concerns about confidentiality and anonymity in relation to identity, and that 
promises and assurances are not made that may not be able to be kept (Ruane, 
2005). students need to be made aware of these issues when considering their 
sample and possibly the location of the research.

sometimes extending research to a national or international level can minimize 
potential for identification. In addition to anonymity of identity is the issue of 
confidentiality of information disclosed during a research interview. Researchers 
are not immune to legal subpoena and do have a duty of care (as do all citizens) 
if there is the potential of harm to someone. if a research participant discloses 
to a researcher that he or she intends to harm another person or themselves, 
the researcher may not be able to uphold any assurances of confidentiality of 
information that may have been given. as Melville (2005, 379) notes:

Simply turning off the tape recorder during an interview will not suffice, nor 
will simply destroying the tapes. social research often skirts around these 
issues. Participants must be fully aware before the study commences about 
the information a researcher might need to disclose to authorities and the 
consequences of having to do so (for example, legal proceedings).
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Informed Consent – voluntary Participation and Issues of Coercion

informed consent, and how to ensure it, is an issue that is repeatedly raised in 
research texts because of the commitment that researchers have to not coercing 
participants into involvement in activities either that they do not understand or 
about which they have been given insufficient or misleading information. Teachers 
can provide students with examples of situations in which informed consent is 
doubtful, and discuss ways to manage this (for example, asking the research 
participant to explain in his or her words what the research is about and what he 
or she understands he or she is required to do). There are a number of conditions 
that it is argued must be met to ensure that consent to participate in research or 
evaluation is voluntary. Ruane (2005) defines four of these conditions as:

competence,
voluntarism,
provision of full information,
comprehension of that information.

Researchers often face difficulties with informed consent when engaging with 
vulnerable groups such as minors, people with impaired capacity, or people from 
different cultural traditions who may not have adequate comprehension of the 
language in which the research is conducted. ethical approval will not be granted 
by an hRec or iRB if there are any concerns about competency to provide 
informed consent, possible coercion, or if participants are misinformed about the 
purposes of the research.

This, of course, raises questions about the value of covert research, that is, 
research that takes place without the knowledge of people engaged in it in some 
way. it is important for students to note that this is a contentious debate. some 
writers take the hard line that no covert research is justifiable, while others take 
the view that there could be justification for ‘the greater good’ and advancement 
of knowledge (greggory, 2003). it is also very important, in relation to the concept 
of voluntariness, that participants are made aware that they can withdraw from the 
research at any time without penalty (for example, having a service stopped or 
access to resources minimized) and that their data can also be withdrawn (although 
this is much more problematic if data is part of a focus group or observational 
research). sin (2005, 281) argues that ‘the constant renegotiation of consent is 
underlain by the understanding that the complexity of research demands different 
forms of consent, some more explicit than others, depending on the stage and 
nature of the research at different points in time’. it is important, therefore, in 
teaching research methods that students understand the components of consent and 
are prepared to negotiate potential difficulties in the obtaining of this consent.

•
•
•
•
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anticipating and Managing Issues of Potential Harm or Distress:  
a Dual Dilemma

Research in the social sciences often involves exploration of sensitive issues that 
have the potential to cause some degree of psychological distress. This potential 
is heightened, depending on the research topic and questions and methods used 
for collection of data. a researcher could, for example, administer an anonymous 
quantitative survey about experiences of sexual assault, but would have no way of 
knowing the impact of questions on respondents. or the researcher could conduct 
qualitative in-depth interviews with sexual assault survivors, which allows much 
greater ability to gauge and assess levels of potential distress and to have strategies 
in place to manage them. hRecs expect any potential risk to be examined in 
some detail, as one of the foundations of ethical research is the principle of not 
causing harm. all ethical codes that outline research responsibilities enshrine this 
principle. a typical strategy for managing potential distress is to have supports and 
referral sources available for research participants if needed. a particular dilemma 
is posed for the social science researcher who has a background in a discipline, 
such as social work, psychology or counselling, where the boundaries between 
objective researcher and ‘helper’ can become blurred (Mcauliffe and coleman, 
1999). While there is an abundance of literature that discusses implications of 
research involvement for participants, there is little that addresses the complexities 
for the researcher. as davison (2004, 381) points out, ‘few (researchers) had been 
advised during research teaching or early supervision sessions that it is possible to 
encounter unexpected emotional distress during research, or that this would be a 
suitable topic to explore in supervision meetings’.

Teachers of research ethics in social sciences should draw students’ attention 
to the possibilities of vulnerability and related subjectivity, particularly where 
researchers might have an ‘insider status’ (that is, have themselves experienced 
the phenomenon that they are researching). insider researchers can bring a wealth 
of knowledge and experience to the analysis of sensitive topics, significantly 
increasing the richness of data, but students need to be taught that supervision 
should be used wisely so that the ‘emotionality of the research process’ can be 
openly acknowledged and worked with in a constructive way (davison, 2004).

Conclusions

The ethical dimension, it is argued, is an integral and foundational part of the 
research process and, as such, needs to be incorporated as a key element in research 
training and education. This chapter has explored how research ethics are typically 
incorporated in both literature and education, and emphasis is placed on teaching 
research that is ethical in all stages of the process. as risk management and liability 
frameworks become increasingly important and instances of scientific misconduct 
and unethical research practices come to light, it is important that students are 
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familiarized in research methods courses with the expectations of institutional 
ethical review processes. students should be taught how to prepare a document for 
ethical approval by a human Research ethics committee or institutional Review 
Board; how to structure a Participant information sheet and an informed consent 
form; and how to obtain gatekeeper letters (and the form of such letters) from 
organizations and stakeholders. These elements can all be built into assessment, 
with a requirement, for example, that students prepare the documents in relation 
to a proposed piece of research. Furthermore, students should be exposed during 
teaching on research methods to the debates about: overt and covert research; 
confidentiality; privacy and anonymity; and the elements of informed consent. 
students should also be encouraged to assess all potential research within a 
framework of potential risk, both to participants and to themselves as researcher 
and to work proactively towards developing strategies to minimize risk. Finally, 
those teaching research methods need to model for students an authentic interest in 
the pursuit of sound and rigorous research built on solid foundations of integrity, 
respect for persons, beneficence and justice. The reputation and continued 
development of social science research relies on this foundation.
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chapter 9  

Developing Reflective Researchers
Mark a. earley

Research methods education typically focuses on acquiring skills. This is essential, 
as graduate students often need to be able to produce a thesis or dissertation as 
their final degree requirement. To successfully navigate what for many is their first 
major research study, however, students must also be introduced to the fact that 
research is not just a set of skills to learn and apply. There is no generic research 
template to which researchers can turn for every study they conduct. Research is 
entirely context bound and no template or skill set will apply to every context. 
Therefore, it is necessary for research educators to also help students develop 
the mind of a researcher, recognizing that research is as much art as science. in 
this way, students are better equipped to understand the implications of various 
decisions they make while conducting a study – implications for the study, for the 
profession, and for themselves as professionals in their respective fields.

This chapter begins with a few ‘beliefs’ i have about research and how it might 
be taught to students in the social sciences. First, research is a process, which 
Webster’s Dictionary defines as ‘a series of actions, changes or functions bringing 
about a result’ (retrieved 17 February 2006 from http://dictionary.reference.com/
search?q=process). This series of actions carried out by researchers is not linear 
– the process is cyclical and iterative (creswell, 2005; Maxwell, 2005). in other 
words, research is not a series of isolated actions – each step, each action and 
each decision relies on, is informed by, and informs other steps and actions in the 
process. Further, these research actions and steps are themselves processes. For 
example, researchers cannot complete a literature review without having clarified 
their purposes and these purposes are typically narrowed and refined based on the 
literature review. The process of conducting a literature review overlaps with the 
process of determining and refining a purpose for study. This is a way of thinking 
about research that instructors need to infuse throughout their research methods 
courses.

a second belief i hold is that a researcher does not ‘do’ research by simply 
following a series of steps. Rather, a researcher engages with these processes. What 
i mean here is researchers both ‘think about’ and ‘do’ research. When researchers 
select and narrow their purpose, write research questions, review the literature 
and design a study, they are making choices and solving problems (Pietersen, 
2002). The choices researchers make usually clarify what is important to them 
as professionals in their field of study (Mooney, 1957). Researchers make these 
choices regardless of the philosophical or methodological underpinnings of the 
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study. Behavioural psychologists conducting experimental studies have as many 
choices as community sociologists have when undertaking ethnographic research. 
Throughout the design process, and as researchers move into data analysis and 
writing the research report, they continue to make choices that influence the finished 
product. does a survey researcher leave an outlier in the data set or remove it? does 
a researcher using path analysis need to transform a variable prior to analysis or 
leave it as is? on which epiphanies in a participant’s life history will the researcher 
focus? an observer can never capture every nuance of a setting – what to leave 
out? Because instructors can never hope to capture every unique research context 
their students might encounter, an important goal for research methods courses 
must be to provide students with the tools and habits necessary to make these 
contextualized decisions on their own – to think about while doing research.

considering research as a series of processes in which the researcher makes 
a number of decisions, the skills we help our students develop must include how 
to understand and reflect on their context and processes. Every methodological 
approach (for example, quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, arts-based, 
evaluation and action, among others) has its own processes to consider; yet they 
are all processes that require the researcher to be an active decision-maker. To 
be able to make better decisions in these varied contexts, ‘it is important … to 
recognize that an understanding of any situation must be based on an appreciation 
of the context, and also of the different and possibly competing perspectives which 
might be involved in interpreting the situation’ (Fook, 1996, 4). understanding 
and appreciating one’s own research context does not just happen: researchers 
must be reflective practitioners to move beyond following steps and truly engage 
with the research setting.

The purpose of this chapter is to present to research methods instructors a 
framework for developing reflective researchers; that is, researchers who engage in 
and learn from the process of studying a particular topic or phenomenon. engaging 
with these processes and learning from them first requires the student to develop the 
requisite skills in research design and data analysis, which many research methods 
courses and texts already accomplish to various degrees. however, engaging with 
and learning from the research process both require the researcher to move beyond 
these skills and reflect throughout the course of a study.

To introduce this framework, i draw from two other theoretical frameworks: 
reflective practice and experiential learning. These allow me first to describe 
the researcher as practitioner and then to describe the research experience as an 
experiential learning setting, referring to kolb’s ‘experiential learning cycle’. 
I then combine the two ideas to describe the habits of the reflective researcher 
that research methods instructors can introduce to their students. i close with 
suggestions for applying this framework to the research methods classroom with 
examples from my own teaching in the field of educational research. My hope is 
that by introducing students to the habit of reflective practice, they will learn to 
appreciate the very personal and contextual nature of research conducted in any 
field with any methodology.
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Researcher as Practitioner

The title ‘practitioner’ is often applied to those who apply a specific set of skills 
and knowledge to their work in a particular profession. nurses are practitioners 
engaged in the care of patients in a variety of settings – they bring specific 
skills and knowledge to these settings. Teachers are practitioners engaged in 
the education of today’s youth, who will become tomorrow’s informed citizens 
– again, teachers have a specific set of skills and knowledge they bring to the 
classroom setting. Researchers are also practitioners engaged in (among other 
activities) the process of discovery and knowledge production, bringing to their 
research settings specific skills and knowledge about both the topic of study 
and the research process. students in our research methods courses are future 
research practitioners acquiring the necessary skills and knowledge to be effective 
researchers – either as ‘producers’ of research, or as ‘consumers’ (creswell, 2005). 
No matter how students apply their knowledge postgraduation, they benefit from 
an understanding of the reflective processes researchers undertake.

although it is not the intent here to fully describe and analyse the diverse 
literature related to reflective practice, two essential points can be noted. First, what 
we mean by ‘reflection’ varies across contexts and is not in any sense limited to any 
one definition (Kreber, 2004). Second, what seems to set reflective practitioners 
apart is their ability to move beyond the technical work of their field (Schön, 1983) 
and begin to consider, 1) why the work is done, and 2) what impact the work has 
on the community served. Many fields embracing the reflective practice concept 
see this habit of thinking about one’s work as opposed to simply doing one’s work 
as a way to increase practitioners’ own sense of their professional identity, which 
in turn is meant to increase their impact and effectiveness as professionals. For 
example, Palmer (1988) stresses that ‘good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; 
good teaching comes from the identity and integrity of the teacher’ (p. 10).  
This statement should be applied to research as well: good research is more than 
technique and comes from the identity and integrity of the researcher.

Donald Schön’s work (for example, 1983; 1987) is most often cited as the 
foundation for describing the habits of reflective practitioners. Of his many 
contributions, one in particular is relevant here, namely the distinction between 
reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action. Reflection-in-action takes place as 
the practitioner recognizes and ‘[makes] sense of surprises, turning thought back 
on itself to think in new ways about phenomena and about how we think about 
those phenomena’ (1987, para. 7). Researchers not engaged with their process will 
miss these ‘surprises’. although it is necessary to introduce students to the various 
steps in the research process for them to acquire the skills and knowledge they will 
bring to the field, it is just as important to introduce them to this idea that there can 
be surprises. The ability first to recognize and then to reflect on these surprises is 
less commonly taught.

Schön’s (1983) notion of reflection-on-action is equally important to researchers. 
Here, reflective practitioners look back on an ‘action’, such as a recently completed 
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research study: and question; what happened; why it happened; how it happened; 
and what can be learned. This reflection most often leads to new insights about 
the ‘action’; reflective researchers, therefore, gain a new understanding of how 
research can look in their discipline, what role research plays in their discipline 
and how they, as researchers, are professionals. This reflective practice assures 
researchers play a role of more than just technician and truly begin to understand 
the research settings they investigate and how their own investigations affect the 
field in general.

Research as a Learning experience

What should be evident from the description of the reflective practitioner is the 
learning that takes place while conducting research – learning not limited to seeking 
answers to research questions. any research setting is a learning environment into 
which a researcher enters. Researchers enter a study with ‘research questions’ to 
be answered, but there are many times during and after a study when researchers 
can learn more than just how their research questions are to be answered. in-depth 
data exploration and analysis, and paying attention to respondents or participants 
(whether through survey responses or interview responses) inform the researcher 
about the details involved in studying this particular topic. Researchers learn more 
about how to ‘do research’ as well (evans, 2002): each completed study brings 
new insight into how to carry out a similar study or a study on the same topic, 
the next time the researcher has the chance. This is especially true in cases where 
the study is part of a larger research agenda. More practice and more experience 
studying the same topic increase the abilities of the researcher to conduct future 
research. This learning process is fuelled by the researcher stopping to reflect on 
the study, both while it is ongoing and soon after it is complete.

This process of learning from and through experience is best described by 
Kolb’s ‘Experiential Learning Cycle’. As with the reflective practice literature, it is 
well beyond the scope of this chapter to explore the full model described by kolb 
and expanded upon (and criticized) by others. Rather, i borrow this framework to 
describe one way in which reflection can be a critical part of the learning process 
and therefore critical to the research process. in general terms, the experiential 
learning cycle includes:

concrete experience (for example, conducting a study, or engaging in any 
of the individual steps of the research process),
observation and reflection,
forming abstract concepts, and
testing in new situations (smith, 2001).

1.

2.
3.
4.
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an important aspect of this experiential learning process is the personal or 
contextual nature of learning (Moon, 2004); these same characteristics apply to 
research.

applying this framework to researchers, the ‘concrete experience’ can take 
two forms:

the overall experience of conducting a study, and
the engagement with the individual processes involved in conducting a 
study (for example, developing a research question, selecting participants, 
data analysis).

introducing each of these processes as ‘learning experiences’ encourages research 
methods students to consider each as more than just a ‘step’ in the process – students 
begin to see how the various phases of a study are interconnected and dependent 
on each other. students also begin to understand how their own decisions affect 
not only one particular phase but each of the other phases as well. This emphasizes 
the need to be purposeful and reflective while engaging in research.

Learning Objectives and Activities for Developing Reflective Researchers

Kraft (2002) argues that ‘reflection is a purposeful activity, not mere day-dreaming’ 
(p. 178). it is up to instructors in research methods courses to adopt learning 
goals, activities and assessments that include purposeful reflection in order for 
students to begin developing this habit. i present teaching and learning activities 
associated with three potential learning goals for students, as well as feedback 
options for instructors as examples of how i integrate these learning goals into 
my own educational research methods courses. My purpose here is to provide 
instructors with models that can be adapted to any research methods classroom, 
independent of the level of the course, methodological content of course (for 
example, quantitative methods, qualitative methods, arts-based methods, historical 
methods) and field in which the course is taught (for example, nursing, education, 
sociology, library science).

Because reflective practitioners reflect on both their practice of research and 
themselves as researchers, integrating reflective practice into a research methods 
course should happen in two contexts: students’ reflections about themselves as 
researchers and students’ reflections on specific aspects of the research process 
(that is, developing a research question; conducting the literature review; designing 
the study; collecting and analysing data; and writing the final report). To this end, I 
present here the following learning goals:

students will be able to describe themselves as researchers who are part of 
a larger research community,

1.
2.

1.
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Students will understand how reflection links various phases of the 
interactive research process, and
students will develop the habit of keeping a research journal.

This is not, of course, an exhaustive list of the possibilities. Rather, these are 
examples that i hope will inspire research methods instructors as they consider 
integrating this reflective researcher framework into their current courses.

Learning Goal 1: Students will be able to describe themselves as researchers 
who are part of a larger research community

The purpose of this learning outcome is twofold. First, i want students to understand 
they are not the only researchers in their fields. There are others from whom they 
can learn, and networking with individuals in the field is important. Second, I want 
students to be aware of how their own research will contribute to the larger field 
in which they work. To encourage this, i have engaged students in a variety of 
activities (not all of these in the same class, however).

one activity i use in every course is an exercise at the end of chapter 2 in Joseph 
Maxwell’s (2005) text, Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach 
(note that i use all of his exercises throughout the text in all of my courses; this is 
just one example). in this exercise, Maxwell encourages readers to write a memo 
about their purposes for undertaking the research they are about to conduct – these 
purposes can include, for example, personal purposes (to graduate, to learn more 
about a topic, because this affects my work, etc.) or professional purposes (to get 
a job, to solve a problem in their work setting, etc.). Maxwell introduces readers 
to a variety of purposes to consider, as well as encouraging readers to reflect on 
their different identities that might influence their research (for example, ‘self as 
teacher’; ‘self as student’; and ‘self as parent’). This memo activity is very thought 
provoking for students: it is one of the first assessments they write for the course. 
Rather than grading it, i give students feedback (typically this involves asking 
them questions about what they wrote) and encourage revision throughout the 
course.

a second activity i have used in some of my courses involves students in 
searching for what i call ‘research community spheres’. students draw a series of 
concentric circles on one sheet of paper. The innermost circle is labelled ‘Me’. i 
then have students fill in successive circles from inside out with larger groups of 
researchers working in their area, groups of which they are a part. For example, the 
typical second sphere is students’ cohorts in their graduate programme. additional 
spheres include local, state, regional and national professional associations that 
incorporate researchers in the students’ field of study. I encourage students to find 
at least two individuals and/or one professional association at each level.

For example, much of my own work is in teaching and learning introductory 
statistics. at the local level, there are a few individuals at my institution interested 
in statistics education and a few more at various institutions around the state. 

2.

3.
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There is a regional group, the Mid-Western educational Research association, 
which includes some researchers in this area and a national group (the american 
educational Research association) that includes many more researchers in the 
area. There are several other groups (national and international) as well. i walk 
students through my own ‘spheres’, indicating names of individuals and how we 
have connected over the years, as well as how these connections have influenced 
my own work.

Learning Goal 2: Students will understand how reflection links various phases  
of the interactive research process

This second learning outcome moves students from reflecting on ‘self as researcher’ 
toward reflecting on various phases in the research process: developing research 
questions; conducting the literature review; designing the study; analysing data; 
and writing the report. each of these has various pieces associated with it (for 
example, designing the study includes selecting participants, selecting quality data 
collection sources and preparing a timeline, among other issues) and i spend one 
or two class sessions introducing students to each phase. These also work into 
students’ final research proposals, a required capstone assessment for all of my 
research methods courses. My purpose with this learning outcome is to encourage 
students to stop and reflect on what they are doing (Schön’s notion of reflection-in-
action) as well as how what they just did connects to other phases. as one possible 
assessment, students can also apply Fook’s (1996) notion that researchers must 
appreciate ‘competing perspectives’ by generating alternatives for their decisions 
and evaluating their relative merits.

as an example, the literature review is a vital piece of the entire research 
process, in which research questions can be refined, instruments selected and 
evaluated, data analysis options reviewed and current study outcomes compared 
to those presented in the literature. so, as students are engaged in reviewing their 
own literature, i require them not only to draft a small-scale literature review 
but also to discuss how the process affected their research questions and design 
choices. To do this, students may create a list of the various forms their research 
purposes or questions took (for example, each time they were revised) with a 
brief description of why they made each of the changes. if a particular journal 
article or book influenced their thinking, I ask them to cite those references in this 
discussion.

A second way I encourage students to reflect on the process of research is by 
asking them questions about their work – typically, ‘Why did you do it that way?’ 
i let them know ahead of time these questions are not meant to indicate they did 
something wrong. Rather, i want them to be able to describe what factors they 
considered and what choices they made. This eliminates very quickly the urge to 
say, ‘because that’s the way it’s done’. i do not accept that as a response. This also 
helps students become more aware of the ‘art’ as well as the ‘science’ associated 
with conducting social science research. students become more aware that they 



 

Teaching Research Methods in the Social Sciences110

do indeed have choices – they are never, in any research paradigm, locked into a 
particular study design simply because ‘that’s the way it’s done’. at the same time, 
when combined with the personal memo described for learning goal 1 above, 
students become very aware of how they as researchers do have an impact on the 
study, regardless of their underlying paradigm, based on the choices they make 
each step of the way.

Learning Goal 3: Students will develop the habit of keeping a research journal

This outcome should be self-explanatory. My purpose is for students to have 
one spot where they document and store all of their reflections. I introduce the 
concept of a journal on the first day of class and remind students weekly to write 
in their own journals about research in general, themselves as researchers and/or 
their own studies. i check with students after about a month of class to make sure 
they are doing this – i do not ever grade these journals, but rather record them 
as completed. For some students this is a familiar activity, as they are used to 
journaling in their personal lives or for their work. For other students, keeping a 
journal is not easy and can even be a major challenge. i encourage students to use 
a variety of media, including writing, internet blogs, drawing, poetry, music or 
recording their thoughts with a micro-cassette recorder. i tell them what is most 
important is that they do it: the particular product or process is not important. 
some instructors use portfolios in place of journals, so students can collect all of 
their coursework and reflections together. The literature on portfolio assessment 
is vast and too complex to introduce here, but i encourage interested instructors to 
make use of this type of alternative assessment (and others they know of) where 
possible and appropriate.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to present alternative learning outcomes that 
research methods instructors should be addressing in addition to (not in place of) 
the skill acquisition outcomes common in research methods courses. The aim is to 
enable students not only to do research but also to think about research. This will 
also benefit research methods instructors as they learn not only what their students 
can do but also the kind of professional researchers they are becoming. This, in my 
own experience, makes teaching the course much more enjoyable because i am not 
restricted to teaching a ‘how to’ course. i can engage students in discussion about 
the ‘whys’ of research and encourage them to learn not only the science of research, 
but the art of research as well. once students have completed their coursework, 
they move into their respective fields with a deeper understanding of the research 
process and their own role in the research community. Reflective researchers not 
only connect more personally with their research; they also understand how their 
research connects and applies to the larger field in which they work.



 

chapter 10  

apprenticeship: induction to Research 
through Praxis of Method

Wolff-Michael Roth

aporias of Learning Research Methods

it is a well-known fact among educators that the epistemologies teachers espouse 
mediate the learning environments they create (Tobin and McRobbie, 1997). 
in my experience, the same can be said for graduate programmes in the social 
sciences. Thus, on several visits to German and French universities – specifically to 
research groups focusing on knowing and learning in the natural sciences – i found 
graduate students engaging in empirical studies without any prior preparation in 
the ways of how such research might be conducted; much like in the early years 
of anthropology, these graduate students simply went into the field and conducted 
their research hoping that what they did would lead to useable and useful outcomes. 
The situation in most north american universities is just the opposite. graduate 
students frequently are required to take several courses in research methods or 
methodology prior to designing research and collecting data. When they actually 
attempt to begin their research, these students often do not know where to begin 
even though they have studied methods texts and done very well in the associated 
courses (Roth, 2005b). Typically, students in many north american universities 
say, ‘i want to do a quantitative study,’ ‘My research will be an auto/ethnography,’ 
or ‘i will do qualitative research,’ without actually knowing what they want to 
research and why this research might be of interest to anybody.

There are contradictions in both of these approaches, which, because they are 
so widespread, cannot be relegated to the category of extreme cases; they constitute 
mainstream approaches to graduate student training in the research methods of 
the social sciences and humanities. In the first approach, the students generally 
have a good idea about what they want to research but do not have opportunities 
to work with practitioners who already enact the required research practices in 
competent ways. in the second approach, students are overly concerned with 
method and methodology, and this concern becomes the driver of the research 
problem. Furthermore, graduate students do experience difficulties enacting 
research methods – as captured in the notion of a ‘theory–praxis gap’.

in order to try to overcome these problems, i have developed a personal 
approach described here that i hope will be useful to other researchers. in my 
teaching and role as supervisor, i have aimed at introducing students to research 
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method as praxis (Roth, 2005a). My students do research alongside someone 
else in my research group and learn to write research by writing with the teacher; 
the same practitioners have taught graduate classes on research method in a 
similar way. This approach is solidly grounded in a theoretical framework that 
conceptualizes knowledge in terms of knowledgeable participation in social 
practice. in this chapter, i:

articulate cultural-historical activity theory as a framework that explains 
why the approach is successful in the production and reproduction of 
scientific communities and individual scholars, and
provide a description of the approach of inducting graduate students into 
research methods by doing research.

Theoretical Grounding

Many graduate students find themselves in one of two epistemological paradigms 
when it comes to learning how to do research, including design, data collection, 
data interpretation and writing: discovery learning or information processing. 
In the former paradigm, the graduate students are asked to find out how to 
appropriately research their chosen phenomenon on their own. Finding or 
working out the appropriate method is considered to be part of the requirements 
for getting a graduate degree – the typical advice for budding ethnographers was 
to find a tribe and then to figure out the what (question) and how (method) of 
research. in the latter paradigm, methods and methodology courses are provided 
as vehicles to transfer knowledge to graduate students, who then are asked to 
apply what they presumably learned. Research studies have shown that in the 
first approach, students do not progress as far as they can because they generally 
do not benefit from the practices that a culture already has worked out (Delamont 
and atkinson, 2001). in the second approach, the problem lies in the fact that 
knowing is conceptualized apart from doing, so that there is no relationship 
between how well students do in university courses and how knowledgeable they 
are in enacting research. in recent years, a number of theoretical frameworks 
have gained ground, which, though different in their framing, have several 
underlying commonalities:

a focus on praxis as the relevant site for enacting and researching 
knowledge,
a corresponding focus on the particulars of the contextual, contingent and 
distributed aspects of knowing, and
a focus on the mutually constitutive nature of biography and history (for 
example, holland and lave, 2001).

1.

2.

1.
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all of those theories have in common that they are grounded in a structure/agency 
dialectic – whereby structures enable and constrain the observed actions, but 
actions are possible only because of available structures of consciousness and 
world (sewell, 1992).

From the perspective of praxis-oriented theories, doing research is but another 
form of human agency, characterized by its particular modus operandi. it is a 
particular mode of scientific production, which mediates cognition, perception and 
human action through the salient motive, tools, division of labour, community and 
attendant rules (Engeström, 1987). The research activity system in general and 
the individual and community of research practice in particular are produced and 
reproduced in each action oriented toward a goal that contributes to realizing the 
motive. Because formal learning environments and the world outside school differ 
with respect to the motive (doing well in a course versus producing publishable 
research), there normally is a gap between what students can learn in a research 
methods class and what they need to know when they do research on their own 
(Roth, 2005b).

in praxis-oriented theories, knowledgeability is understood in terms of activity 
motives, which means that it is expressed only in praxis itself. More so, numerous 
sociological studies have shown that what professionals say they have done and what 
they actually do may be incompatible and with it the competencies displayed in the 
two situations – praxis and talk about praxis. This has considerable consequences 
for learning: it is understood in terms of changing participation in a changing 
culturally mediated praxis (lave, 1993). a number of modes of thinking and 
doing, often the most vital ones in a particular practice, therefore are appropriated 
through participation in praxis involving face to face interactions. numerous 
ethnographic studies show that this also holds for accomplished scientists, who, 
when failing to reproduce a particular experiment or procedure based on protocols 
and published articles, tend to visit another laboratory where the relevant practices 
are already successfully enacted (collins, 2001). if experienced scientists often 
cannot reproduce a practice based on methods descriptions, how can we expect 
inexperienced graduate students to do so?

The upshot of such considerations is that to learn research method one has 
to participate in research praxis – which is the very site where graduate students 
in science learn research method and develop identities as scientists (Roth and 
Bowen, 2001). it is not surprising then that in his well-known workshop on the 
practice of reflexive sociology, Pierre Bourdieu (1992) states that there is no way 
to acquire research practices other than to make students experience it in practical 
operation or to experience how the scientific habitus realizes itself in the face 
of practical choices and dilemmas. Here, it is not sufficient to observe someone 
else doing research – for, as in watching sports on television, little is learned that 
allows observers to be competent practitioners themselves. Rather, newcomers 
have to enact research praxis so that they can find in their actions the relevance of 
the instructions they have received or read.
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Praxis of Graduate Training

My own graduate students, therefore, begin to do research as soon as they enter 
their programme and my research group, both at the Ma and Phd levels. They 
generally are supported through some project for which i received funding so 
that through their research, the students realize the project and their theses. in the 
course of their two or three years, respectively, they produce a minimum of three 
and six international conference papers/research articles, respectively – and this 
independent of any prior skill that they might come with when they first enter my 
laboratory. They learn to do research by doing research: they learn to do interviews 
by first watching me and then increasingly taking over. They learn to analyse data 
by analysing data with me and then increasingly taking on the analysis themselves. 
They also learn to write research articles by writing them with me, again requiring 
a lot of corrections and rewriting on my part until at the end of their programme, 
they are highly competent in writing research articles themselves.

Collecting data sources

To assist my students to develop data source collection practices, i spend some 
time with them in the field. For example, in the ethnographic study of a fish 
hatchery, a doctoral student and a research assistant began accompanying me after 
i had already established contact, achieved entry and received consent, and had 
begun data collection. The two were to take the project over from me. initially, 
they followed me around in the site and sat quietly at the table during the first 
interviews. later, they observed on their own, only occasionally touching base 
with me during the day when they had a question. in interviews, they began to ask 
questions all the while leaving me with the main responsibility of moving ahead. 
increasingly, however, they took on more and more of the questioning until they 
conducted interviews on their own. a second doctoral student, whose thesis was 
almost entirely focused on the hatchery, learned to do ethnographic fieldwork in 
general, and interviewing more specifically, as he participated with others more 
experienced in these methods.

The hatchery was far away from our university, so that we decided to stay for 
periods of time. in the evenings, all members of the team met to discuss the events 
of the day. We wrote research notes before and after these evening meetings, and 
shared them with the others. in this way, the new researchers became aware of 
the phenomena that they had not been aware of before or they discovered that 
something they had observed had a particular relevance to the ongoing data 
collection.

These meetings also served as a means to reflect on our research practices. 
Such reflection is a necessary component of the praxis approach, for learning to 
do research in general and to collect data in particular by doing what someone 
else does is limiting because it does not articulate the reasons for acting this or 
that way. on the other hand, the experience of collecting data was necessary for 
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the new researchers to reflect about the relevant aspect of research methods in the 
first place. That is, jointly collecting data and reflecting on data collection in the 
evening allowed these new researchers to learn by thoroughly practical means and 
by elaborating their practical understanding through critical reflection, which led 
to explanations of and for their actions.

having established a research group, i often no longer have to accompany new 
students into the field. Other participants in my group have developed sufficient 
competencies and become mentors of newcomers. Thus, in an ongoing project, 
a masters student, who had already spent five years within an environmentalist 
group, two of which as researcher for her Ma study, inducted a new doctoral 
student to the site where he, too, would conduct his research. he learned to write 
research notes from the institutionally junior person and conducted his first study 
under her auspices. Two years later, another Ma student wanted to work on a 
project involving the environmental group; this time, the Phd student inducted the 
new person to the field site, observation and interview methods. In turn, the new 
MA student became the mentor in the field site of an even more recent doctoral 
student. in this way of operating, the institutional status of a person reveals little 
about who is the teacher/mentor and who is the learner. Thus, one of my current 
graduate students had begun right after completing her undergraduate degree, a 
double major in anthropology and biology. after two years of working for me, and 
before beginning an interdisciplinary masters programme, she had developed such 
tremendous competencies that she came to mentor and induct doctoral students 
and postdoctoral fellows.

Analysing data sources

in my laboratory, graduate students learn to analyse data by participating in 
collective data analysis sessions. The sessions work like this. someone in the 
research group brings some data source he or she has collected, which could be 
a videotape, transcript, audio recording or any other material artefact from the 
field. We make the artefact available using a computer and video projector. After 
the owner of the data source has provided some background about the origin and 
context of the materials, we watch, listen to or read the materials presented. as 
soon as someone wants to make an interpretive comment, the owner of the data 
source stops the display. The person presents his or her comments, which may 
then lead to a discussion. during the discussion, and as a way of substantiating the 
divergent analyses that are put forth, the data source is replayed as often as needed. 
These meetings are rich sources of ideas for how to frame the data sources, which 
theoretical frameworks apply, the nature of relevant theoretical constructs, possible 
categorizations, etc. Thus, we usually do not get beyond a few seconds or minutes 
into a videotape before a two-hour meeting has come to its end. once participants 
feel that nothing else of substantive nature is to be added, the data source owner 
continues presenting materials.
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To allow the data owner to participate in the discussion without having to 
worry about taking notes, we videotape each data analysis session. The data source 
owner then takes this secondary tape and extracts from it relevant categorizations 
and ideas. he or she usually moves to test the categories in the remainder of the 
entire set of data sources, which therefore constitutes the beginning of a grounded 
theory.

new members in the research group participate in the sessions, contributing 
and subsequently reflecting on others’ and their own contributions. If they are the 
data owners, they also have a set of diverging interpretations that they can test and 
play against one another in their personal search for sense and meaning. Because 
the members of my research group are engaged in very different studies, very 
different interpretative methods come to be enacted during the collective analysis. 
Thus, video-based interaction, discourse, conversation and narrative analysis are 
but some of the forms new members in my research group would encounter on a 
regular basis.

Writing research

in most graduate programmes, the masters or doctoral thesis is viewed as evidence 
that students are capable of and have demonstrated research competence. Writing 
research thereby appears after the training period. There is a contradiction, 
however, in that many graduate students find it next to impossible to publish the 
results of their research. This shows that they have not yet developed the required 
competencies that would allow them successfully to enact this last phase of a 
research project. i believe that the writing phase is an integral part of becoming a 
researcher. My goal is that after someone has received an Ma or Phd degree, they 
can conduct and write research on their own. in the meantime, i participate to a 
decreasing degree in their writing for publication. here is how it works.

after having submitted their data sources to collective analysis – sometimes 
this will be repeatedly with the materials from a particular study – the graduate 
students continue the analysis, confirming and disconfirming hypothesized 
categories and writing draft analyses. at the same time, they engage in intensive 
reading of articles from the journal that they have tentatively chosen in which to 
publish their work. This prepares them for the genres of writing research acceptable 
to the audiences of the chosen journal. eventually, the students come to a point 
where they know the claims that they want to present and defend in a particular 
article. i ask them to write something resembling an abstract focusing entirely on 
the claims and then i work with them to identify exactly what the stated purpose 
of the article will be.

once students submit their drafts to me, i go beyond simply commenting and 
outlining what works and what does not work. i actually add and change some 
of the writing so that they see how something might be presented. our standard 
practice is to use a tracking feature so that students can follow the changes made 
and, if necessary, ask about why a particular change has been made. generally, i 
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do not rework the entire article but focus on one part, rework it to some extent, 
and then ask the student to work through the remainder following my example. 
in the next round, i work on the revised section, again reworking parts of it and 
requesting further reworking to be done. in this way, we work through each 
section, allowing the student to rework section after section based on concrete 
contextualized examples of writing this, their own piece. in my reworking, i do 
not impose my own style but strive to rewrite in the manner of the student. My 
goal is to complete the writing so that the students feel that the article is theirs 
although they know it is not entirely theirs.

in my experience – especially with non-english speaking graduate students 
– I may rewrite as much as 95 per cent of an MA student’s first article; their 
third article requires a lot less change. at the end of a person’s doctoral study, 
having worked with me on a minimum of six publications, students write quality 
research articles almost entirely on their own. Writing together, as with collectively 
collecting data sources and doing data analysis, provides opportunities for tacit 
and explicit modes of instruction, and for reflection on the praxis of writing.

Research methods courses

Teaching research through working closely with students is evidently easier 
with a small number of students in a research group, where new students also 
learn from more senior students and postdoctoral fellows that are part of the 
community. Readers may think that the model is impossible when teaching classes 
and seminars. But this is not entirely the case. For the past 17 years, i have been 
teaching introductory quantitative and qualitative research methods. consistent 
with my emerging conceptual framework in cultural–historical activity theory, i 
introduce students to and develop their skilful engagement with research through 
authentic tasks. students design and conduct research in groups, which, because 
of the possibilities for development available in collectives, also allows them to 
learn by doing and reflecting. More recently, I have used data from my research, 
analysed them with a class and we published a paper together (Roth et al., 2004).

With larger classes, i may use an existing set of data sources as the basis for 
asking students to collect additional data sources and to write studies that in turn 
contribute additional categories to describe and theorize the data. alan schoenfeld 
(1985), a mathematics professor, provides some interesting suggestions about 
how to allow students to learn mathematics authentically in large lecture classes 
– these may work too for research methods. My students have full access to the 
data sources and to the articles that have been written using the materials; they 
are asked to contribute to the further development of an understanding of relevant 
phenomena (laroche and Roth, in press). in some of my classes, a slightly 
competitive spirit develops pushing students to be particularly innovative in their 
search for additional data sources and in producing well articulated and well-
grounded analyses.



 

Teaching Research Methods in the Social Sciences118

engaging in research collectively and having the remainder of a class serve 
as a sounding board leads to learning by implicit and explicit means. it allows 
students to find the relevance of any statement of research – as they may read 
it written in a textbook or as i may articulate it during our class discussions – in 
their own actions. in the whole class situation, we analyse a new researcher’s own 
practices, for example, by watching a videotape of an interview with the purpose 
of better understanding interview practices.

Coda

in this chapter, i have described the praxis of learning to do research by 
participating in research. Participation in praxis, especially when accompanied 
by critical reflection on praxis, allows implicit (learning by doing) and explicit 
modes of learning (learning by finding relevance in descriptions), and provides a 
forum for further development through reflection, interpretation and explanation. 
The approach is grounded solidly in existing practice theories, which presuppose 
knowledgeability as something available for assessment and training purposes only 
in concrete praxis. Participating in praxis, new researchers experience relevant 
actions in context. They experience their own actions in this context and, together 
with their supervisor or more experienced peers, can evaluate the appropriateness 
of their actions in this situation.

it should be evident that in this approach, one cannot supervise a large number 
of students, as one can only really supervise ‘on condition of actually doing it 
along with the [student] researcher who is in charge of it’ (Bourdieu, 1992, 222), 
including designing questionnaires, doing interviews, analysing videotapes and 
writing research articles. Bourdieu concludes that those who pretend to supervise 
large numbers of students do not really do what they claim to be doing: supervising 
and inducting new researchers. My own experience with a functioning research 
team shows that once such a group exists, individuals other than the supervisor 
become integral to the training process and may to some extent substitute for the 
supervisor.

in my approach, i do not think of the research culture as a stable entity into 
which a new researcher is socialized, as if the culture were a box that constrains 
and forms the person entering it. Rather, each new and old researcher is constitutive 
of the culture. That is, each shapes the culture as much as he or she is shaped by 
the existing possibilities to use resources and to act. By working with students 
to develop their own particular ways of doing research, I continually find myself 
developing, changing the way i do and teach research. This therefore leads to 
changes not only in our little research group but, through our interactions with 
other researchers, the research culture as a whole.



 

chapter 11  

The (in)effectiveness of Various approaches 
to Teaching Research Methods

Terrell l. strayhorn

Introduction

Teaching research methods is difficult and often a miscellany of approaches is 
used to proffer students a less than useful introduction to a wide range of concepts. 
in fact, a large majority of graduate students complain that their research methods 
courses inadequately prepared them for independent research. For example, one 
doctoral student remarked, ‘i took classes in statistics and research methods as 
part of my coursework, but what i learned and was able to do on my own was 
insufficient for carrying out my dissertation project. I really struggled through 
the dissertation’ (anonymous student, personal communication, 18 april 2005). 
another Phd student in Business noted: ‘i am struggling in graduate school. 
students in my department are required to take four courses in statistics and 
research methods … but these classes differ in rigour and intensity. i realize now 
that my classes lacked the intensity, rigour, and focus needed to prepare me for 
my dissertation. now i feel up the creek without a paddle’ (anonymous student, 
personal communication, 28 september 2005). given the fact that most graduate 
students in the united states have to complete independent research to earn their 
degree (golde and dore, 2001; Mitchell-kernan, 2005), anecdotal comments such 
as these point to a major problem for faculty who teach such courses.

This chapter presents evidence to demonstrate the need for more information 
about the effectiveness of various strategies for teaching research methods at the 
graduate level. Briefly, the next section will highlight the problem addressed in 
this chapter and segue into the review of literature. in general, the purpose of 
this chapter is to provide a useful discussion of the (in)effectiveness of various 
strategies in teaching research methods. To that end, it focuses on the nexus between 
theoretical understandings of research methodology and practical applications of 
such knowledge to research problems.

The Pedagogy of Research Methods

Prior studies suggest that a limited number of strategies are used to teach research 
methods, particularly at the graduate level. o’connell (2002) noted the use of 
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four strategies including structured data analysis assignments, open-ended data 
analysis assignments, article reviews and annotating computer output from specific 
multivariate statistical packages. She defines structured data analysis assignments 
as exercises in which instructors pose specific questions whose answers are found 
through computer calculations or hand computation. open-ended assignments 
provide students with an opportunity to design a hypothetical research project, 
develop research questions based on a data set and/or to analyse data appropriately. 
article analysis is synonymous with article critique in which students are required to 
read an article and answer a set of related questions based on it. output annotations 
provide students with detailed information or instructions on output from computer 
statistical packages, such as statistical Package for the social sciences (sPss).

While it is reasonable to assume that new and innovative strategies are 
available, all too often research methods instructors teach the way they were 
taught. This approach to teaching preserves the normative paradigm in which the 
teacher is all knowing and the student is an empty vessel waiting to be filled. It 
goes without saying that such pedagogical approaches relegate the student to a 
non-participant status and seem to run counter to the goals of graduate education. 
other strategies are needed that empower students to participate in their own 
learning process and to make the connection between conceptual and procedural 
knowledge (o’connell, 2002). These are a few of the desired learning outcomes 
associated with graduate study.

There are additional outcomes for graduate student learning and development 
in terms of statistics. First, students should be able to understand published research 
literature. another objective is to choose appropriate statistical methods for different 
research situations. students should also be able to conduct and interpret univariate 
and multivariate statistical analyses. identifying and anticipating potentially 
confounding factors in addition to the limitations and alternatives of a study are 
other important outcomes for graduate level instruction on methods. Finally, to 
return to the point about relating theory to practice, classroom practices must reflect 
our instructional goals (shepard, 2000). instruction in research methods should 
allow students to apply principles to new research topics (o’connell, 2002).

Much of the literature related to the teaching of research methods focuses on 
introductory courses at the undergraduate level across a number of disciplines 
and falls into two categories. The first line consists of studies and chapters about 
teaching statistics generally (Cobb, 1992; Garfield, 1993; 1995). Literature 
in this area has increased in recent years (Gal and Garfield, 1997). The second 
highlights the impact of technology on pedagogical options in research methods 
(dallal, 1990; searle, 1989). such studies speak to the effectiveness of statistical 
computing packages in teaching methods. dallal encourages the use of statistical 
computing packages as he believes it would be difficult, if not impossible, to write 
a report without interpreting the output. on the other hand, searle warns against 
using statistical packages in introductory courses as students might feel that ‘easy 
to use computing packages can be a substitute for (rather than a supplement to) a 
proper knowledge of statistical methodology’ (p. 190).
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as mentioned, much of this work focuses on introductory methods courses 
at the undergraduate level. a small but growing body of writings about teaching 
methods courses at the graduate level points to differences between undergraduate 
and graduate students (strayhorn, 2005; Wagner and okeke, chapter 5). Most 
evidence suggests that understanding research methods is highly important to 
graduate students as success in learning enables graduate students to aspire to 
academic and professional careers, particularly faculty positions (golde and 
dore, 2001). still other studies focus on the use of various strategies in teaching 
research methods (o’connell, 2002). Yet, more information is needed about the 
effectiveness of various strategies on graduate students’ statistical knowledge 
(conceptual) and ability (procedural).

The remainder of this chapter will present findings from an assessment project 
designed to measure the effectiveness of various pedagogical approaches to 
teaching research methods to students in education and social science fields. The 
last section will discuss the importance of findings and highlight implications for 
practice and future research.

an Investigation into the effectiveness of Strategies

The purpose of this study was to measure students’ perceptions of the effectiveness 
of various teaching strategies used in graduate research methods courses. 
Specifically, in an attempt to understand the relationship between learning about 
and learning how to do research. i conducted a study, using both quantitative and 
qualitative techniques, which was designed to measure students’ perceptions of 
various teaching strategies. a questionnaire was developed, consisting of 32 items. 
Three of these elicited information about students’ biographical characteristics 
including gender, race and age. one question asked students to indicate their 
rating on the Myers-Briggs Personality Type indicator. Responses included seven 
categories ranging from enTJ to isFJ.1

one item asked respondents to enter the number of research methods courses 
that they had taken to date, while another asked them to select all teaching 
strategies that had been used in research methods courses noted in the previous 
question. Response options included lecture, textbook reading, research article 
reading, article critique or analysis, structured computer assignments, open-ended 
assignments and annotated output.

Two questions were designed for participants to self-report their level of 
knowledge about research methods and their ability to use methods appropriately 
in their own research using a likert-type scale. scores ranged from 1 (very low) 
to 5 (very high). scores of 4 indicated that respondents felt their knowledge or 

1 Myers-Brigg type was included on the survey to test the hypothesis that a relationship 
existed between personality type and preferred teaching style. No significant relationships 
were, in fact, established or reported.
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ability was ‘higher than their peers’ while scores of 2 corresponded with feeling 
that one’s knowledge was ‘lower than their peers.’ overall, the instrument 
was deemed reliable and valid for the purposes of this research; standardized 
cronbach’s alpha was .71.

a convenience sample of master’s and doctoral students currently enrolled at 
a research-extensive, public university in the united states was drawn and invited 
to complete the online survey. given the small sample size (n=33), analysis was 
limited to descriptive statistics, correlations and comparisons across groups. chi-
square tests could not be calculated as some cells in the contingency table included 
fewer than five cases, thus violating the main assumptions of the test statistic 
(hinkle et al., 1998).

The final sample was nearly equally mixed in terms of gender (45 per cent 
males, 55 per cent females). sixty-four per cent of the sample consisted of white 
students while 36 per cent of the sample was black and/or african american (used 
interchangeably). The average age was 28 years old (sd=7.13). The average 
number of research methods courses taken was 2.36 (sd=1.75). For the purposes 
of this research, a course was defined as a single class for which three graduate 
credit hours were earned upon completion. Mean level of knowledge about research 
methods was 3.18 (sd=.75); mean level of ability to use techniques appropriately 
was 3.27 (sd=1.10).

Teaching strategies

Findings suggest that textbook reading is the most commonly used teaching 
strategy among the list of choices. ninety-one per cent of all respondents 
indicated that their research methods instructors required reading from textbooks. 
Formal lectures and reading a research article were also frequently cited (82 
per cent). Fewer instructors used article critiques as a way of teaching research 
methods. less than three-quarters of the sample noted that article critiques were 
used in research methods courses that they had taken. slightly more than half of 
the sample noted that their instructors used structured computer assignments to 
facilitate teaching about research.

Table 11.1 Teaching strategies used

Strategy used? % Yes % no
lecture 82 18
Textbook reading 91 9
Read research article 82 18
article critique 73 27
structured computer task 55 45
open-ended assignment 82 18
annotated output 36 64
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of particular interest, a small percentage of participants (36 per cent) reported 
that instructors used annotated outputs as a pedagogical tool for learning research 
methods. By annotated output, i mean that the instructor provided detailed notes, 
feedback or commentary on computer-generated outputs related to an analysis or 
assignment. This was the least commonly used strategy. Table 11.1 summarizes 
these results.

Preferences

in effect, students did not discriminate much in terms of their preference for various 
teaching strategies. This may indicate that they do not prefer one strategy more 
than the other. equally, it might also mask their preference for another strategy not 
measured here; there is a need for further research on this issue. in short, students 
in my sample preferred self-directed activities more than guided activities, such 
as annotated outputs and formal lectures. self-directed activities included reading 
research articles, structured computer tasks and open-ended assignments. Table 
11.2 summarizes these findings.

students’ preferences differed by race, though a degree of caution should be 
exercised in interpreting these findings given the small sample sizes. For example, 
more black graduate students (75 per cent) preferred textbook reading, article 
reading and open-ended assignments as a way of learning research methods than 
their white counterparts (43 per cent). This is a possible indication that black 
graduate students in this sample preferred self-directed activities. given the design 
and sample size, it is inadvisable to make generalizations based on these data; 
however, this finding is interesting given that the weight of evidence suggests that 
students prefer collaborative or cooperative learning environments (Pascarella and 
Terenzini, 2005). conversely, more white graduate students preferred structured 
teaching and learning exercises than black students. For example, 57 per cent of 
all white students preferred formal lectures compared to only 50 per cent of black 
students. similarly, more white students (57 per cent) indicated their preference for 
article analyses. This finding, too, may be related to racial differences in learning 
styles, but more information is needed before such conclusions can be drawn.

Table 11.2 Strategies preferred

Strategy preferred? % Yes % no
lecture 55 45
Textbook reading 55 45
Read research article 64 36
article critique 55 45
structured computer task 64 36
open-ended assignment 64 36
annotated output 36 64
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students’ preferences also differed by gender. Men showed a strong preference 
for textbook reading and article critique (80 per cent respectively). Women, 
however, preferred research article reading, structured computer assignments and 
open-ended assignments. in short, men tended to prefer structured activities while 
women preferred both structured and self-directed tasks. Table 11.3 presents the 
results of this analysis.

Self-rated knowledge

overall, students who were taught through textbook reading rated themselves 
higher on both knowledge and ability compared to those who were not taught 
through textbook reading. For example, students who were taught about research 
methods through textbook reading rated themselves 3.30 on ability to use such 
methods for research purposes. on the other hand, students who were not taught 
through textbook reading rated themselves 2.00 on ability to use such methods. 
see Table 11.4 for more detail.

The mean of those who were taught by lecture was higher (M=3.33, sd=.71) 
than those who were not taught in this way (M=2.50, sd=.71) in terms of 
knowledge. students who were taught about research methods through textbook 
reading were also more likely to rate themselves higher in terms of knowledge 
than their non-textbook peers.

Table 11.3 Preferences for teaching strategies, by gender

Strategy % Men % Women
lecture 60 50
Textbook reading 80 33
Read research article 60 67
article critique 80 33
structured computer task 60 67
open-ended assignment 60 67
annotated output 60 17

Table 11.4 Mean self-reported knowledge and ability levels

outcome used textbook reading Did not use

knowledge 3.20
(.79)

2.50
(.71)

ability 3.30
(1.16)

2.00
(1.41)

Note: standard deviation shown in parentheses.
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other teaching strategies were associated with higher perceptions of knowledge 
about research methods. Reading research articles was associated with higher 
average scores on knowledge about methods (M=3.33, sd=.71). Yet, critiquing an 
article for the purpose of learning research methods yielded a slightly higher mean 
score about research knowledge (M=3.38, sd=.74). Both structured computer 
assignments (for example, running data in class) and open-ended assignments (for 
example, designing a hypothetical study on any topic) were associated with higher 
knowledge means. Those who did not learn by way of these two methods rated 
their knowledge of research methods at or below 3.0, while those who were taught 
using such strategies rated their knowledge above 3.0. Table 11.5 presents the 
results of this section.

Those who took more research courses (for example, four or more courses) 
had higher knowledge scores (M=4.00, sd=1.41) than those who took only one 
course (M=3.00, sd=.63).

Self-rated ability

The mean of those who were taught by lecture was significantly higher (M=3.56, 
sd=.88) than those who were not taught using a lecture format (M=2.00, sd=1.41) 
in terms of their ability to use methods appropriately. in fact, those who were 
taught using formal lecture were slightly more than one standard deviation higher 
on mean ability to use appropriate methods in research. This represents a large 
statistically significant difference between the means for these two groups.

Table 11.5 Mean knowledge level, by teaching strategy

Strategy used? Yes no

lecture 3.33
(.71)

2.50
(.71)

Textbook reading 3.20
(.79)

2.50
(.71)

Read research article 3.33
(.71)

2.50
(.71)

article critique 3.38
(.74)

2.67
(.58)

structured computer task 3.50
(.84)

2.80
(.45)

open-ended assignment 3.33
(.71)

2.50
(.71)

annotated output 3.50
(1.0)

3.00
(.58)

Note: standard deviation shown in parentheses.
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as shown in Table 11.6, textbook reading was also associated with higher scores 
on ability to use methods appropriately. students who were taught using textbook 
reading assignments rated themselves approximately one standard deviation 
higher than their non-textbook counterparts. This represents a significantly higher 
mean than that observed among non-textbook learners (M=2.00).

using articles to teach research methods resulted in higher ability ratings as 
well. For example, those who took courses in which instructors required students 
to read research articles rated themselves much higher on their ability to use 
those methods (M=3.56, sd=.88) than those who did not have such experiences 
(M=2.00, sd=1.41). still, critiquing an article seems to increase one’s perceptions 
of one’s ability to use methods appropriately more than merely reading a research 
article. The mean ability score of those who critiqued articles was 3.63 (sd=.92) 
compared to 2.33 (sd=1.16) for those who had not critiqued a research article.

using structured computer assignments (for example, running data in class) 
appeared to have a positive influence on a student’s perception of his or her ability 
to use methods appropriately. Those who learned through structured computer 
tasks rated themselves most highly in terms of ability to use appropriate methods 
(M=3.83, sd=.98). not only is this 1.23 units above the mean for those who did 
not learn through such structured exercises, but it represents the highest mean 
ability score across all teaching strategies measured in this study.

Both open-ended assignments and annotated outputs (for example, studying 
notes written on sPss or sas output) were associated with slightly higher scores 
on ability to use. For example, students who learned through annotated outputs rated 
themselves 3.50, on average, compared to 3.14 for those who did not learn through 
an annotated output approach. Table 11.6 presents the details of this analysis.

Table 11.6 Mean ability level, by teaching strategy

Strategy used? Yes no

lecture 3.56
(.88)

2.00
(1.41)

Textbook reading 3.30
(1.16)

2.00
(1.41)

Read research article 3.56
(.88)

2.00
(1.41)

article critique 3.63
(.92)

2.33
(1.16)

structured computer task 3.83
(.98)

2.60
(.89)

open-ended assignment 3.56
(.88)

2.00
(1.41)

annotated output 3.50
(1.00)

3.14
(1.22)

Note: standard deviation shown in parentheses.
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Taking more research courses was positively and moderately associated with 
higher ability levels (r=.40). students who took four or more methods courses 
rated themselves higher (M=4.00, sd=1.41) on ability than those with one course 
only (M=3.00, sd=1.27).

Though rather intuitive, knowledge was found to be positively and strongly 
associated with ability (r=.90, p<.01). That is to say, those who reported that 
they had more knowledge about research methods tended to also feel that they 
had a higher level of ability in terms of using methods appropriately in their 
own research. This may provide an important impetus for developing additional 
strategies for teaching research methods. Moreover, it speaks to the main point 
at issue in this chapter – does teaching about lead to ability to do. The results of 
this section suggest that there is a nexus between learning about (knowledge) and 
learning how to (ability to/applicability).

Best Practices and Recommended Strategies

The contention that there is a relationship between pedagogy and student learning 
outcomes is well substantiated by Bloom’s (1956) conceptual framework. Bloom 
identified three domains of educational activities: cognitive; affective; and 
psychomotor. These three categories relate to knowledge, attitudes, and skills 
respectively. Further, he defined six dimensions of learning for each category. 
For example, the cognitive domain is divided into six skills areas of increasing 
cognitive complexity: knowledge; comprehension; application; analysis; synthesis; 
and evaluation.

Bloom’s taxonomy is useful for identifying teaching strategies that promote 
higher levels of learning and skill development in students. according to the model, 
knowledge and comprehension are the lowest form of cognitive development. 
Key terms include: recall; define; describe; and explain. These terms are often 
associated with activities such as formal lectures, textbook reading and article 
reading. Other activities that enhance one’s knowledge and comprehension are fill 
in the blank exercises and, in class, call and response assessments. For example, 
instructors may encourage rote memorization or recall of facts by using prompts 
in class, such as: What are standard measures of central tendency? done with 
repetition, this activity can eventuate general understanding of basic concepts.

equally important – in fact, arguably more important for graduate education 
– are strategies that promote higher forms of cognitive development and skill 
acquisition. These are defined as application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation 
in Bloom’s framework. application refers to the use of concepts in new settings. 
key words include apply, compute and solve. in this study, structured computer 
assignments were found to be highly related to this domain. Research methods 
instructors may consider this approach as a follow-up to a series of guided activities. 
While guided activities, such as in class examples, may lead to basic knowledge of 
statistical concepts, structured computer or handwritten exercises require a level 
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of confidence and independence. Independence is particularly important for those 
graduate students who aspire to conduct their own original research.

analysis is another more complex outcome than mere knowledge or 
understanding of concepts. Bloom defined this category as the point at which an 
individual separates material into component parts. key concepts include analyse, 
compare and contrast. a good example of how this is used in teaching research 
methods is article critique. interestingly, despite the quality and quantity of learning 
that can result from such assignments, this pedagogical tool was not commonly 
used according to the sample referenced in this chapter.

Research methods instructors may consider adapting current practices to include 
analysis activities. For example, instructors can select an article that demonstrates a 
particular analytical technique and ask students to critique the study focusing on its 
design, results and conclusions. Specific prompts might require students to identify 
the purpose of the study, describe the population and sample, separate independent 
from dependent variables and explain the study’s findings in their own terms.

synthesis and evaluation are the highest categories of cognitive development 
in Bloom’s framework. synthesis refers to one’s ability to build patterns or 
relationships from diverse elements and it might be developed in research methods 
courses through open-ended exercises that require students to design a study of 
their own and to map out an abbreviated research proposal identifying the study’s 
purpose, target sample, method, analytical technique and limitations. synthesis 
may also be achieved through collaborative learning or group settings. instructors 
might divide students into groups of two to three individuals and ask each group to 
create a research study that responds to a particular problem in education, sociology 
or engineering. For example, one professor of engineering divided her class into 
five groups of no more than three persons per group. After several lectures on 
the problems associated with water treatment, she asked each group to design a 
study that would investigate the issues highlighted in her lectures (for example, 
water quality, environmental health, mortality). Proposals were submitted to the 
instructor and evaluated on the basis of design, implementability and soundness of 
their approach (n. love, personal communication, 10 January 2005).

evaluation, in short, refers to one’s ability to make judgements. evaluation 
activities require students to make choices among a set of options. open-ended 
assignments discussed earlier relate to this dimension of learning. For example, 
open-ended assignments can be designed in such a way that students have to 
determine a research question or hypothesis and then select the most appropriate 
or effective method for collecting and analysing data. as added proof of mastery, 
an instructor might require students to support their decision using appropriate 
statistical concepts and terms. in my assessment, open-ended assignments were 
among the most highly cited teaching strategies used in research methods courses. 
interestingly, a fairly large percentage of students (64 per cent) preferred open-
ended assignments to other instructional practices. Yet, even more (73 per cent) 
indicated that open-ended assignments were most effective in teaching them how 
to do research and/or analyse data.
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Still other innovative teaching strategies are possible. Cobb (1992) and Garfield 
(1993) recommend the use of individual and group projects. The water treatment 
example above demonstrates how this technique might be used in teaching 
research methods. Poster displays are another recommended strategy (denson, 
1992) and may prove useful for students who are visual learners. still multiple 
choice questionnaires (Wild et al., 1997) may be effective strategies for making 
students evaluate a number of competing options to select the most effective or 
appropriate choice. Garfield (1995) noted that learning is enhanced when students 
are actively involved and engaged in activities, tasks or assignments that give 
them an opportunity to apply newly acquired knowledge to real situations and/or 
data. cooperative group tasks and computer-based problem-solving simulations 
may be appropriate pedagogical techniques for promoting such deep learning.

Conclusion

several results from the present study support prior conclusions. For example, 
the finding that students most strongly preferred structured computer exercises 
and open-ended assignments confirm those of O’Connell (2002). Others, however, 
suggest some new and interesting conclusions. First, students also strongly 
preferred reading research articles, which may be a good pedagogical motivation 
for using articles, particularly those that highlight a number of designs and a blend 
of analytical techniques, including descriptive and inferential statistics. since the 
mere reading of research articles is unlikely to lead to any degree of proficiency 
in using methods to conduct research or analyse data, instructors should link 
reading assignments with activities that allow students to apply concepts to 
‘real life’ problems or sample data sets. For example, teaching students to use 
multiple regression techniques may be facilitated through the use of an article that 
demonstrates how a researcher used regression to investigate a question followed 
by in class instruction and guided examples on calculating goodness of fit measures 
and R-squared values. Finally, students might be expected to design a hypothetical 
study using variables selected from a small data set in which multiple regression 
is the appropriate analytical technique.

The title of this chapter reflects its central focus – to measure the effectiveness 
of various teaching strategies that are widely used in graduate research methods 
courses. The results of these studies indicate that two of the most widely used 
teaching strategies (lecture and textbook reading) are rated among the least effective 
by students. The single most commonly cited strategy – textbook reading – is also 
rated as the least effective. in other words, while most respondents reported that 
textbook reading assignments were widely used in their methods courses, only 
18 per cent of them found such assignments to be effective in developing their 
understanding of research. This may have significant implications for pedagogical 
practices and future research. in short, the strategies that we use as research methods 
instructors may also be the least effective, according to students, in teaching them 
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how to conduct research and how to analyse data. strategies outlined in sections 
above may represent more effective ways of teaching research concepts.

The results provided data about the types of teaching strategies used in 
research methods courses. For example, a majority of the sample indicated 
that their instructors used textbook reading as a way of presenting information 
about research methods. however, relatively few individuals indicated that their 
instructors used structured computer exercises and annotations of output. given 
the potential of such strategies, research methods instructors might consider the 
recommendations above when designing new courses and redesigning activities 
for existing methods courses.

it is important to note this chapter is based on two assessments with relatively 
small sample sizes. Therefore, it is needful to resist large generalizations. But, given 
the size of most graduate level methods courses – ranging from less than 10 to 25 
– small samples may reflect typical classroom settings. This is particularly true 
when referring to advanced quantitative and qualitative methods courses in which 
fewer students enrol. To the extent that these findings reflect the population, results 
presented here may provide an introduction to the differences between instructors’ 
use of various strategies and graduate students’ preferences and perceptions of the 
effectiveness of such practices.

in summary, graduate school is vastly different from the undergraduate 
experience in college. it seems to follow that teaching strategies used in graduate 
school might differ, to some extent, from those used with undergraduate 
students. given the purpose of graduate school – to gain in-depth understanding 
for the purpose of developing expertise in a topic or discipline (ebel, no date) 
– teaching strategies that emphasize higher forms of thinking and learning seem 
to be fundamental. This chapter presents data that speak to the ineffectiveness 
of commonly used teaching strategies such as lecture and textbook reading in 
methods courses. in addition, it highlights a number of ways in which instructors 
can promote student learning and development at higher levels of cognitive 
and skill complexity. ultimately, our efforts should be geared toward moving 
theoretical discussions about methods to practical applications and uses of 
methods in problem-solving.



 

chapter 12  

Teaching the use of Technology  
in Research Methods

João Batista carvalho nunes

Scientific and technological development has transformed societal life. In addition, 
the field of research in humanities and social sciences, particularly in education, has 
benefited from technological advances. With the advent of the computer, scientific 
research in many diverse disciplines provides both quantitative and qualitative 
contributions to knowledge production. The technologies used in carrying out 
this research are evolving or are changing, further presenting opportunities for 
research and how we implement that research.

although there is sensible difference in technological conditions between 
countries, states and research institutions, technological development modifies 
the modus faciendi of research. new theoretical approaches, bibliographic 
management, data collection, organization and analysis, and the communication 
of one’s findings are appearing in educational research, thanks to the introduction 
of new technologies.

concern about how to teach research methodology for undergraduate and 
postgraduate students grows. While, in the past, there was a polarization between 
quantitative and qualitative research, currently the integration of both approaches 
in research is advocated, in what is called ‘mixed methods’ (Johnson and 
Christensen, 2003). Many scientific publications stress experiences about research 
methods teaching (Babbie, 2003; Bell, 2004; Blank, 2004) and, in particular, about 
mixed methods teaching (Bazeley, 2003; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003).

nevertheless, there are few studies in humanities and social sciences on the 
teaching of technological tools for use in research. despite the impact of computer 
and internet use on the diverse stages of research (nunes, 2006), a culture of 
computer integration throughout the methodological process has not been attained 
yet. Jackson (2003) points out that the most popular qualitative research texts still 
restrict the use of software to a specific section, fortifying a disconnection between 
technology and research methodology. it is necessary, therefore, to stimulate the 
use of the computer in all research phases, integrating it into the research design. 
This will contribute to optimizing the available time for conducting research and 
to strengthening the trustworthiness of the findings from either qualitative or 
quantitative data.

In this text I intend to argue, from the scientific literature and my personal 
experience, for inclusion of the teaching of the use of technology in educational 
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research. i will limit my argument to computer mediation, including its use as 
a tool to access the internet. i will address the strategies used for working with 
the computer at two research stages: attainment of scientific information; and 
data analysis. The coverage of the complete use of computers at every stage of 
research is not possible in the space allotted for this chapter; thus, i will not be 
able to address other phases. For further discussion on the use of technology in 
the research process without a teaching perspective, i refer the reader to nunes 
(2006).

This chapter is organized into three parts. First, i will address the teaching 
of technology use in obtaining scientific information. Second, I will deal with 
strategies used to teach data analysis with specific software. Finally, my conclusions 
will be shared.

Obtaining Scientific Information

The research process involves knowing what information there is about a subject 
that one wants to study. developing the literature review is an important step, 
although it cannot be completed before the data is collected. it occurs throughout 
the various research stages. Further, it can be used to generate possible categories 
of analysis to investigate, as well as serve as a comparison source for the data and 
the resultant analyses (strauss and corbin, 1998). some researchers, like glaser 
(1992), believe that it is necessary to enter the field without being biased by the 
literature of a particular topic, yet they emphasize its importance during data 
analysis.

although researchers still search for bibliographic material in public libraries, 
university libraries, research centres and other institutions, the increasing role of 
the internet as an information source cannot be refuted. To illustrate this, it is 
estimated that, annually, there is an addition of 170 terabytes of information to the 
World Wide Web. This is equivalent to 17 times the 19 million books and other 
print collections of the library of congress (swearingen et al., 2003).

There are strategies that can be used so that students learn to search scientific 
information on the computer connected to the internet. although these strategies 
shared in this chapter are directed to the field of education, they could be used 
in other areas of knowledge with appropriate adaptations. among them, i point 
out such strategies as: working in pairs, which stimulates a cooperative learning 
process with mutual support; presenting the main sources of available scientific 
information in the area; compiling bibliographic material about the subject of 
interest and publishing the work in the course syllabus; and maintaining a personal 
bibliographic management software.
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Working in pairs

Vygotsky’s (1989) research stressed the importance of interaction in the process 
of learning, promoting effective student development. Recent studies demonstrate 
that working with small groups in the classroom contributes to improving student 
learning (Boud et al., 2001). in teaching research methods, this situation is not 
different. Although the classroom/laboratory may have sufficient computers for 
all students, i suggest that the professor puts everyone in pairs to enable students 
to learn from each other.

Placing students in pairs, however, does not guarantee more effective learning. 
it is necessary to stimulate dialogue between them and address such problems as 
they may arise, such as facilitating their joint search of new software resources, 
solving challenges that arise from group interaction, and negotiating concepts and 
procedures. each student in the pair should have a certain level of knowledge about 
computer use and about research methods. in this way, the stronger student may 
be able to coach the weaker one and, thus, may be able to better understand the 
content themselves (Babbie, 2003). My emphasis in teaching must centre on student 
learning to aid them to fully develop their capacity to learn new technologies, new 
ways of doing research, and new formats for scientific publication.

Presentation of scientific information sources

The internet has transformed into one of the main technologies that allows access 
to the world of information. Whereas, in the past, we utilized more traditional 
information sources, such as print collections (books, journals, documents, etc.), 
today, we can find many of these sources on the Internet and more. My objective 
in this text, however, is to show how to teach the use of technological tools in 
educational research, rather than how to search for information through the use of 
print sources.

When students engage in studying research methods, some already have some 
knowledge of scientific methodology, but they are few. In general, they possess 
a knowledge grounded in common sense. This situation is more improbable in 
postgraduates, for they typically had research experiences in college. Most students 
come to these classes with little experience of using technology in conducting 
research.

The professor can illustrate a variety of possibilities for accessing information 
sources using the computer. There are sources accessible via the internet, university 
or college intranet, or optical media (cd-RoM and dVd, mainly). at the same 
time, the teacher should stimulate the pairs to carry out their own journey into the 
use of these materials, testing different ideas for logical search terms, exploring 
other resources, arguing the potentialities of each, analysing how the various 
resources distinguish themselves from others and optimizing time involved in 
bibliographic searching.
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There are many useful information sources in educational research. in 
the Brazilian context, there are several that are prevalent in use as sources of 
information for the student’s literature review:

Periodicos.caPes portal (http://www.periodicos.capes.gov.br): 10,520 
national and international scientific journals, and more than 90 databases 
with document summaries in all knowledge areas. in education, there are 
714 national and international full scientific journals (September 2006).
databases: eRic (http://www.eric.ed.gov); PsycinFo (http://www.apa.org/
psycinfo); Web of science (http://www.isinet.com/products/citation/wos); 
education Full Text (http://www.hwwilson.com/databases/educat.htm); and 
sociological abstracts (http://www.csa.com/factsheets/socioabs-set-c.php).
Master and doctorate theses abstracts: caPes Thesis database (http://
www.capes.gov.br/capes/portal/conteudo/10/Banco_Teses.htm), Biblioteca 
digital de Teses e dissertações – BdTd (digital library of Thesis and 
dissertation – http://bdtd.ibict.br); dissertation abstract international 
(http://www.umi.com/umi/dissertations); Teseo (http://www.mcu.es/
Teseo/).
sites about qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods research: QualPage 
(http://www.qualitativeresearch.uga.edu/QualPage); The Qualitative Report  
(http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/index.html); Quantitative Research Websites  
(http://library.uncfsu.edu/reference/quantitative_research_websites.htm); 
Bridges (http://www.fiu.edu/~bridges).
sites of professional associations in education: associação nacional de 
Pós-graduação e Pesquisa em educação – anPed (national association 
of Postgraduation and Research in education – http://www.anped.org.br); 
american educational Research association – aeRa (http://www.aera.
net); european educational Research association – eeRa (http://www.
eera.ac.uk).

Bibliographic searches and construction of the web page

in my experience, i teach basic abilities to the students to help them develop their 
research capabilities. a useful strategy for this objective, and simultaneously so that 
they learn to carry out bibliographic searches; to select materials of diverse sources; 
to analyse which ones are useful, is to request from the students a list of references 
about their potential research topic. in using the proposed student pairing, each 
pair will have to present an annotated list of at least 50 works about the chosen 
subject. The list must have the complete reference of the selected bibliography. 
This commentary should be short, between three and five lines, bringing one 
brief statement about what the work is. students need to be encouraged to relate 
references from diverse information sources, including digital material or printed 
material from the university library.
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after analysis and discussion of each list with all students in the class, they 
must publish their lists on the course site. They may use available resources, 
such as word processors (MS Word, OpenOffice.org Writer), that allow them to 
export a text page as a web page (hTMl format) or they may create it with hTMl 
editors.

some institutions already have websites for courses. For the publication of 
the students’ material on these sites, it is necessary, however, that they formally 
authorize this inclusion. Web publication of these lists can serve to help other 
individuals and future classes interested in the subjects. if this material grows, it 
can be organized as an annotated bibliographic database by subject.

Personal bibliographic management

all researchers constantly read material related to their area during inquiry 
development or when they think about research they want to carry out in the 
future. There is the necessity to organize this material as it is read, registering its 
bibliographic reference, writing its main ideas or making an abstract, classifying 
it by subject. in this way, it is possible to know where references that deal with 
specific themes are located when one needs them.

although the use of paper cards remains a strategy used by some researchers, 
the computer offers many resources that facilitate the process of material 
organization. With the exponential growth of worldwide scientific production, 
the personal bibliographic management (PBM) software has given the researcher 
certain benefits: storing and organizing a bibliographic database, flexibility 
to execute searches according to useful criteria; scientific writing that is more 
optimized, because it facilitates the insertion of citations and bibliographic 
references into diverse styles of writing (aBnT, aPa, chicago, Mla, etc.); little 
risk of information loss; and an increase in productivity.

There are several available PBM softwares. For a comparative analysis among 
them, dell’orso (2006) can be consulted. as the PBM programs tend to possess a 
set of similar functions, the choice of one will depend on the researcher’s analysis 
of their PBM needs, the computer operating system employed and the capacity to 
pay a user site license.1 Even word processors, such as MS Word and OpenOffice.
org Writer, may be used in lieu of specific PBM programs.

Teaching Computer-aided Data analysis

data analysis represents the apex of one’s research. during the analysis, the 
researcher may work alone with the themes and categories, searching to extract 
from them the answers to their research questions. When searching regularities 
for explication or prediction of a social phenomenon or trying to understand 

1 There are PBM programs that offer free software.
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an educational context, the researcher faces decisions about which analytical 
techniques to choose and which softwares to adopt. Researchers are not obliged 
to use specific software for data analysis, but the adoption of appropriate software 
for quantitative or qualitative data analysis is growing.

although i defend, like Jackson (2003), the necessity to integrate the study 
of computer use in data analysis during a research methods course, there still are 
challenges to overcome so that this integration happens (as there is limited time 
for its inclusion) given all that must be covered in a single course, and many 
professors have little experience with computer-aided analysis. Therefore, a 
specific course devoted to computer-aided data analysis enables the integration 
between technology and methodology.

instead of limiting the study to one piece of software on quantitative or 
qualitative analysis, i suggest that the course include work with both statistical 
and qualitative analysis software. While they can be studied separately to satisfy 
quantitative or qualitative research, they also can be integrated to satisfy mixed 
methods research. separation of quantitative and qualitative computer-aided 
analysis programs tends to strengthen the separation between the two research 
approaches instead of encouraging the use of mixed methods.

it is more effective to have a relatively small number of students, between 14 
and 16 (preferably even numbers for the work in pairs), to teach computer-aided 
data analysis. as Blank (2004, 194) suggests, ‘data analysis still requires learning 
by doing’. Therefore, the professor’s work with bigger groups would make it 
impractical to give any individual assistance to each student and/or pair.

The professor must have knowledge of and experience with distinct approaches 
(quantitative, qualitative and mixed) and with the software employed. several 
strategies can be used in these courses: work in pairs to stimulate a cooperative 
learning process with mutual support; use of real data for practice with the 
software; integrated discussion of techniques in quantitative and qualitative data 
analysis and data analysis software; writing of a report explaining the computer-
aided data analysis; and analysis of the reports with the class.

The work in pairs is more necessary during the study of data analysis. Variables 
and category definitions require an intense process of negotiation between the 
pairs. as Blank (2004) notes about qualitative data analysis, ‘two of the most 
difficult problems in qualitative research are the creation of coding categories 
and the assignment of codes to segments’ (p. 193). Mutual support of the student 
pairs provides, on the one hand, development of better concepts and understanding 
of procedures, and on the other hand, more trustworthiness in defining useful 
variables or categories, the units of analysis assigned to the categories, and the 
relation between variables and categories in a study.

data used for students should be real data. it can be secondary data from national 
archives, reports, websites, novels, etc. (Bazeley, 2003) or primary data from a 
small research project. in this case, before teaching data analysis, each pair must 
conduct a simple research project, that will require quantitative and qualitative 
data collection, using a closed questionnaire or interview guide, in consideration 
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for the limited time afforded by the course. a professor can propose as research 
subjects individuals who are easily accessible, such as university students or work 
colleagues.

The discussion about quantitative and qualitative data analysis techniques 
cannot be separated from the use of the computer, as the analysis must direct how 
the computer is used. The professor should explore the software resources as they 
teach the diverse procedures of data analysis. in my case, i work with sPss for 
quantitative data, n6 for qualitative data and both for mixed methods research. 
other computer-aided data analysis softwares available for use include atlas-ti, 
hyperResearch, nVivo, R, sas, and others. if a professor is teaching quantitative 
or qualitative data organization, he or she can show the students how to enter 
data in sPss, structuring the variables in columns and the cases in lines. in n6, 
they can illustrate the various document formats and types, choice of text unit and 
definitions of sections. The available space in this text does not allow for detail in 
elaborating the procedures, but the integration between theoretical and practical 
aspects of the analysis become more understandable during this process for the 
students.

Despite the variety of methods, teaching specific elements of both quantitative 
and qualitative approaches contributes to the students’ understanding of the common 
and unique aspects of the approaches, instead of a ‘total distinction’ perspective. 
This is not an easy task. it demands that the professor plans so that he or she does 
not make a mistake when they teach the procedures for each approach.

in mixed methods research, i agree with Bazeley (2003, 123) that ‘the 
employment of software for analysis becomes most significant with respect to 
integrated analysis methods which involve not just the addition of matched data 
of another format, but the conversion of data from one form to another’. Thus, 
i encourage students to work with the n6 resources that allow them to import a 
table produced for statistical programs (such as sPss) or electronic spreadsheets 
(Excel, OpenOffice.org Calc, etc.). It also is possible to export qualitative data to 
tables in accepted format for statistical programs or electronic spreadsheets. such 
conversions make it possible to trace comparisons between quantitative variables 
and qualitative categories. as Richards (2002, 16) reminds us: ‘if your qualitative 
data are the open ended questions from a survey, there is probably considerable 
information stored in a statistical package about each case’.

To that end, the pairs can be requested to write a report. i specify the 
following aspects that compose the report: experience about the data analysis 
process; decisions that they made; negotiation between the pairs; difficulties they 
experienced; and course evaluation. This report is discussed later with all class 
members. The positive and negative points are analysed, including which elements 
need to be improved and what the professor must do to improve the course.
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Conclusion

The use of technology, particularly the computer with internet access, represents 
a key aspect in the development of the various stages of scientific research. 
irrespective of the chosen paradigm, methodology or method, the researcher is 
confronted with the necessity to use technology to optimize available human 
resources, material and time and to confer greater trustworthiness to the inquiry. 
To conduct research today in education or other disciplines without the use of a 
computer in some phases is almost impossible.

Therefore, the new researchers in humanities and social sciences, particularly 
in education, who are being trained in our universities and research centres, need 
to learn to use the computer as one of their work instruments.2 The image of 
the researcher, who used paper and pen to register his or her observations in a 
classroom or parents’ meeting in the outskirts of a small town, must change to the 
image of the researcher with his or her handheld or smartphone, who, after one 
work day, will directly transmit the collected data to their notebook, where he or 
she will analyse them using diverse types of software.

our students need to be prepared for this reality and others that we do not 
imagine yet. For that reason we professors also have to evolve as technology users. 
We cannot refute the computer as if it were competing with us. it is not our enemy. 
it is an important mediation element between the researcher and the information. 
We need to integrate computer use in research methods courses, not as an isolated 
part of the syllabus, but as a constituent aspect of it.

We cannot forget that technology use in research is not only related to teaching 
and methodology, but also to access. it is intimately related to the socio-economic 
conditions and the policies that a country has in this area. In the specific case of 
Brazil and other similar realities in latin america, for example, this is a large 
challenge to overcome, given the precarious conditions that many of the public 
universities still face to fully carry out teaching and research activities.

Moreover, instead of relying on either a quantitative or qualitative perspective, 
we must look at the increasing complexity of the world and begin to search for 
other methods and techniques to answer the problems in our field of study. Perhaps 
some of them demand a more quantitative methodological design, others, more 
qualitative; however, a significant number of them will very probably benefit from 
the integration of qualitative and quantitative approaches, and our students have 
the right to learn about all of these possibilities.

2 The instrument is understood in Vygotsky’s (1989) socio-historic perspective as 
mediator of the main activity in the world; therefore, it is an element of great meaning in 
the construction of the person.



 

chapter 13  

Best Practice in Research Methods 
assessment: opportunities to enhance 

student learning
erica l. James, Bernadette M. Ward, Virginia a. dickson-swift,  

sandra a. kippen and Pamela c. snow

it is well recognized that assessment has an important role in the teaching 
and learning process. in this chapter we consider the role of assessment in the 
undergraduate training of health practitioners, in the fields of nursing, health 
promotion and environmental health, but our comments apply equally to most 
social science courses. Research assessment can be a valuable tool in enhancing 
student motivation and consolidating student learning. innovative assessment not 
only assists in student learning, it can also guide teachers in continually refining a 
curriculum that is relevant to the professional competencies recognized as essential 
components of practitioner training. employing a variety of assessment tasks 
provides students with a rigorous framework from which to learn, use, practise 
and evaluate health research.

This chapter outlines how assessment can be used to set clear expectations that 
result in effective student learning and achieve best practice in teaching research 
methods. The six areas discussed are:

using competencies to design research curriculum and assessment tasks,
balancing theory and practical assessments,
using multiple assessments tasks,
developing assessment that builds on previous knowledge,
balancing group and individual projects, and
providing and receiving feedback.

in each of these six sections, we outline the relevant theory that informs practice 
and provide practical examples to demonstrate how this can be achieved. The 
series of research subjects in the Bachelor of Public health programme is used to 
illustrate these concepts and provide examples of positively evaluated assessment 
tasks.

The Bachelor of Public health (BPh) is a three-year undergraduate degree 
that provides public health education and training in a regional setting to build the 

1.
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capacity of the australian public health workforce. students major either in health 
Promotion/health education or environmental health. a four-year Bachelor of 
nursing/Bachelor of Public health programme is also offered. graduates are 
employed in diverse public health roles, including project officers, community 
workers, environmental health officers and research officers.

The BPh programme teaches public health practice with an emphasis on the 
social model of health and the socioecological foundations of health inequalities. 
core research subjects include Public health Research a, Public health Research 
B and epidemiology, and these are sequenced over the three-year degree. These 
subjects are based on the philosophy that public health practitioners need to be 
able to understand, critique and conduct rigorous research. The teaching materials 
are based on practical examples and highlight the importance of public health 
practice being evidence-based. In the first year (Public Health Research A) students 
examine the basic activities involved in conducting research relevant to public 
health. Topics include formulation of a research question, literature searches and 
reviews, critical appraisal and foundation qualitative and quantitative analysis. in 
the second year of the programme (Public health Research B) students develop a 
questionnaire based on qualitative data they have collected and analysed, examine 
ethics in health research and design a research project in the format required for a 
grant application. Building on these two subjects, in the third year (epidemiology), 
students are introduced to the concepts of population statistics and the measurement 
of disease and health-related states in a given population.

using Competencies to Design Research Curriculum and assessment Tasks

The content of education programmes should be based on research about the 
knowledge and skills required for practice, rather than on intuition or tradition 
(James et al., 2006; Talbot et al., 2007). utilizing professional competencies 
provides a practical and evidence-informed process when designing research 
subjects (greenhalgh et al., 2003; howat et al., 2000). Matching research-related 
professional competencies to subject objectives is also a useful strategy to enhance 
student motivation since students who recognize a topic to be highly relevant and 
useful are more likely to feel motivated to learn (Ramsden, 2003).

in the BPh programme we used the relevant australian health Promotion 
Workforce competencies (shilton et al., 2002) and the environmental health 
Professional literacies (aieh, 2004) to develop the three consecutive research 
subjects. in each subject outline we listed the objectives as they aligned with the 
professional competencies and explained this process to students in the introductory 
session. This process could easily be replicated in other countries and for other 
professional groups, such as nurses, psychologists and teachers.

our evaluations of these subjects demonstrate that the students clearly see 
them as relevant and as providing important skills for their professional practice. 
For example, between 2000 and 2005, 80 per cent of student responses (n=474) in 
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Public health Research a, B and epidemiology rated the content of the subject as 
‘highly relevant’ or ‘very relevant’ for their professional practice.

assessment should be an integral component of effective teaching and learning 
processes. However, all too often assessment tasks are set as a final consideration 
in isolation from curriculum content. This is in contrast with the fact that students 
often work ‘backwards’ through the outline focusing firstly on how they will be 
assessed and how they will be required to demonstrate what they have learned. 
We find this to be common among students undertaking research subjects where 
the levels of anxiety in relation to assessment performance are relatively high. 
Ramsden (2003, 182) has observed ‘from our students’ point of view assessment 
always defines the actual curriculum’, so, selection of assessment tasks is important 
not only in assessing student learning, but also in facilitating student motivation 
to learn specific topics and tasks (Crooks, 1988). The role of assessment has 
been emphasized by crooks (1988, 2) who stated, ‘Work which is assessed, and 
particularly work which counts towards a final grade, often is undertaken more 
seriously and diligently than work which is not assessed.’

To address these issues, we place student assessment at the centre of the teaching 
and learning process. at the beginning of each session, expected outcomes and 
course content are discussed in the context of assessment.

our department assessment policy promotes congruency between subject 
aims and objectives which in turn are reflected in content and teaching strategies 
and assessment (Biggs, 2003). The more important aims and objectives are more 
thoroughly covered, while those of lesser importance are emphasized less. in 
addition, we link these to the relevant research competencies. For example, in 
epidemiology the assessment focuses on practical skills that are essential for 
health promotion practice and address a range of the health promotion workforce 
competencies such as:

identifying and sourcing data on the health needs of individuals/
communities/populations,
determining priorities for health promotion from available evidence,
using regional, state and national data,
applying and interpreting statistical methods/analyses, and
using the internet as a work tool.

in this subject the students undertake two projects: one requiring the use of the 
internet to access epidemiological data and a second requiring the analysis and 
interpretation of real data (for example, from a source such as the australian 
institute of health and Welfare).

1.
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Balancing Theory and Practical assessments

The ultimate goal in our research teaching is to produce graduates with competencies 
that allow them to make a smooth transition into the workforce. This is best served 
by a balance of theoretically grounded framework, conceptual understanding and 
practical skills (Fraser and Greenhalgh, 2001) which should be clearly reflected in 
the set assessment tasks.

Both skills and knowledge in research are recognized as core requirements 
in professional workforce competencies documents relevant to the BPh. it is 
essential that both these aspects of the research component in these courses should 
be appropriately supported and given high priority. in the health professions, 
students with hands on experience of research are highly valued. however, the 
ability to elaborate in an essay the finer points of in-depth interviewing or how 
to design a questionnaire is not necessarily an indicator of the ability to translate 
such concepts into practice in real life situations. Therefore, in the first unit (Public 
health Research a) students are asked to:

thematically code a piece of transcribed data,
carry out inter-rater reliability checks to a level where they obtain 80 per 
cent agreement (Miles and huberman, 1994) with other students’ codes,
cluster their themes together and put them into a ‘mind-map’ format which 
demonstrates pictorially the links between the themes,
answer questions and write a short summary, or ‘story’ about the data.

In the past we added to the level of difficulty by asking students to transcribe from 
handwritten data, but in recent times we have bowed to the electronic age, where 
the skill of reading handwriting is debatably becoming less relevant in workforce 
competencies. The students submit for assessment the hard copy of the transcribed 
data with coding and reflective comments entered, the coding map and a written 
explanation of the codes.

in the following year’s research subject, students are required to conduct a one 
to one in-depth interview to generate ideas and themes, from which they develop 
and pilot a questionnaire. They must submit for assessment a tape recording and 
hard copy transcription of the interview, coded and analysed, and the resulting 
questionnaire. These activities are preceded by the development of an information 
sheet and consent form for their interview participants, which provides a practical 
application of health research ethics.

although the students are given a thorough grounding (through both subjects) 
in the concepts relating to these tasks, they are very often surprised at the intricacies 
of putting that conceptual understanding into practice. Their reflections, shared 
with the class, range through such mundane issues as difficulties with recording 
equipment, to being lost for words in a sensitive situation or finding it challenging 
to activate what they had been taught about closing an interview. The exercise 
of transcribing the interview, although a somewhat onerous task, gives them 
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some insight into the importance of immersing themselves in their data. The 
development of the questionnaire requires the drawing of a coding map and the 
pulling together of themes, followed by decisions about which questions to ask 
and how to phrase them, the order of the questions and the overall presentation 
of the questionnaire. Through these steps the students gain a sense of increased 
satisfaction and confidence in having attained a skill level that will serve them well 
in the workforce.

using Multiple assessment Tasks

Research methods subjects should employ multiple assessment tasks. our 
experience is that first year students, who are still undergoing the school-to-
university transition, prefer assessment in a series of small tasks. it is important 
that no individual project appears too daunting and that students receive regular 
and early grades and comments, giving them feedback on their progress.

Other small assessment tasks used in our first year subject include:

a data retrieval exercise using library databases on a topic of the students’ 
choice,
a critical appraisal of a published research paper,
collection, entry and analysis of quantitative data using Microsoft excel.

at the beginning of the course, such assessments provide an overview of skills 
that will stand students in good stead throughout their research career and that 
will be reinforced in subsequent research methods subjects. The variety of the 
tasks maintains interest, as does the careful selection of content relevant to the 
student group and, in some assessments, the flexibility for students to choose the 
topic to be investigated. in our programme, the later subjects also include multiple 
tasks, but they are fewer in number and more complex than those required in the 
introductory subject.

a note of caution must be sounded here. considerable care needs to be taken 
with multiple assessments if they are to be effective teaching tools. Multiple 
assessments can work counterproductively. They can overload the students, 
overload staff and be difficult to weight fairly.

The first potential concern can be addressed through considering the timing, 
spacing, variety and interest of the assessment, with regular submission dates 
that take account of assignments in other, unrelated subjects. For a number of the 
assessment tasks, the workload of students can be reduced through preliminary 
work undertaken in class and by ensuring that students have both lecturer and peer 
input to clarify task requirements and build up their confidence in their ability to 
succeed. 

overloading of staff can result from both the increased workload associated 
with student consultation, as well as having to mark five or six assessments per 

•

•
•



 

Teaching Research Methods in the Social Sciences144

semester per student, even when the total word count (or equivalent) is the same 
as that required in two 1,000–2,000 word essays. one way to deal with this is to 
allocate particular assignments to particular staff, so that the flow of work coming 
in is not continuous and can be planned for. We have also found it useful to place 
assignments in an order such that those requiring more intense marking alternate 
with those that can be marked relatively quickly.

Then comes the question of how to weight the allocated marks for assignments. 
This is of particular importance where there are multiple assessments, as 
weighting can advantage or disadvantage students with different learning styles. 
it is important to differentiate between ‘essentials’ and ‘optional extras’ (crooks, 
1988). The former are closely linked to the objectives and students are made 
aware of their importance. They do not allow for any significant flexibility and 
are heavily weighted in the assessment. The optional extras, on the other hand, 
add depth and richness to the learning process, but can be flexible in both content 
and the way they are assessed. For example, we believe that all students must be 
able to write an information sheet and consent form that meets human research 
ethics committee requirements. To achieve this, we require that all students meet 
with the lecturer to discuss and refine their information sheet and consent form 
prior to collecting data. students do not proceed with data collection unless they 
have carried out this task to a satisfactory level. in contrast, the development of a 
questionnaire is a very complex task and needs to be assessed on the basis that this 
is an introduction to questionnaire development. Reliability and validity analysis 
is considered to be beyond the scope of the unit objectives at this level.

Developing assessment that Builds on Previous Knowledge

Building on previous knowledge is a core principle of adult learning (knight, 
2002) and fosters deep, rather than surface, learning (Biggs, 2003). Säljö (as cited 
in Ramsden, 2003) described five different understandings among adult learners 
of what constitutes learning. They include learning as:

a quantitative increase in knowledge,
memorizing,
acquiring facts, skills and methods that can be retained,
making meaning, and
interpreting and understanding.

When students are relatively new to research, it is vital that the learning is concrete 
and practical, that it fosters an understanding of research and assists with the 
acquisition of some research skills. in our research subjects we use a range of 
assessment tasks that directly relate to the different levels of learning and build 
on previous knowledge. at the lower levels, only surface learning (Biggs, 2003) 
can take place, whereby students are able to memorize and ‘regurgitate’ material 

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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without any understanding of what that material might mean. Many students are 
attracted to learning by memorizing facts and figures in research subjects, but do not 
develop higher order skills (deep learning) required in research, such as synthesis, 
interpretation and understanding. Variety in assessment offers opportunities for 
reinforcement, as well as building on knowledge from previous subjects.

Balancing Group and Individual Projects

group projects are a useful strategy to enhance the quality of learning through 
peer learning and support (Ramsden, 2003). students can develop a range of 
valuable skills including: teamwork; analytical and cognitive skills; collaboration; 
organizational abilities; and time management. group projects can enable students 
to learn from each other and to test their knowledge against that of their peers and are 
useful in giving students confidence (James et al., 2002). There are, however, some 
potential difficulties. Assessment of group work is often a source of concern for 
students due to anxiety about fair assessment of unequal individual contributions; 
assessment may not reflect a given individual’s work (James et al., 2002). It is vital, 
therefore, that group management processes and clear assessment guidelines are in 
place. Some useful strategies are to ensure that: group membership is specified at 
the outset; roles and responsibilities are set; assessment is based on both process 
and product; and the assessment criteria are clear (James et al., 2002).

a range of adult learning activities which actively engage students with 
research (edwards and Thatcher, 2004) includes:

incorporating strategies such as cooperative and collaborative small group 
activities,
class discussions,
case studies,
role plays, and
brainstorming activities.

The aim is greater depth of understanding and retention, active involvement of 
students, development of higher order skills (such as critical analysis), and an 
increase in student motivation and enthusiasm while promoting both individual 
initiative and the ability to work in a team. assessing both group and individual 
projects helps to take account of a range of different learning styles.

While there are many advantages of using group work, it does not allow us 
to develop an understanding of the quality of an individual student’s learning 
(Rowntree, 1987). continuous assessment (using both individual and group 
tasks) allows both lecturers and students to gain an understanding of the learning 
outcomes gained by particular students. assessment in this way ensures not 
only that students develop knowledge of the core material, but also that they can 
understand and apply that knowledge.

•

•
•
•
•
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Assessments need to be flexible so that a wide range of learning styles can be 
accounted for. Teaching staff might consider working closely with the access and 
equity unit based at the university to ensure that students with different learning 
needs are supported throughout the course. lecturers should be aware of and able 
to devise assessments that meet individual students’ needs.

Providing and Receiving Feedback

The final point, and one that is often neglected, is the feedback cycle. This cycle 
is bidirectional. That is, lecturers give feedback to students and vice versa. at the 
beginning of each subject, when outcomes in the context of assessment are being 
discussed, we provide students with information about marking guides, summary 
answer sheets and informal feedback that will be given. students are encouraged 
to provide feedback to the teaching staff both via the university quality assurance 
(Qa) process and informally. While students’ verbal feedback is encouraged, 
students are often apprehensive about this, so specifically targeting questions in 
the anonymous Qa process provides an opportunity for students to have input into 
improving the assessment process.

our Qa and evaluation of teaching data collection forms include explicit items 
regarding the appropriateness of assessment items in research subjects (see Table 
13.1 for samples of such items). our research subjects have been continually 
refined following student feedback, for example, changing a focus group activity to 
a one to one interview and changing the computer program used to teach statistics 
from sPss to excel. We report such changes from previous Qa activities on our 
department website.

Table 13.1 examples of items for Qa or evaluation of teaching regarding 
the appropriateness of assessment items (designed for a Likert-
type response scale)

assessment in this subject is based more on testing what you have memorised that what 
you have understood.
The feedback on assessments in this subject were useful in helping you learn.
The assessment requirements for this subject were clear.
Marked assignments and other work was handed back promptly.
The grading of work was fair.
i have had enough opportunity to demonstrate what i have learned in this subject.
There is too much emphasis on practical assignment work.
There is too much emphasis on formal examinations.
There were too many assignments.
The assignments encouraged understanding.
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effective feedback from staff to students needs to be explicit, informative 
(identifying areas of strength and weakness), constructive and timely (crooks, 
1988). Students often find the language of research ‘mysterious’ and ‘divorced’ 
from their professional practice. all assessment marking guides need to make the 
criteria as clear and defensible as possible and should be provided to students at 
the outset (Crooks, 1988). Considerable effort needs to be devoted to defining 
and systematically applying the criteria. Marking guides are an invaluable tool 
in improving the effectiveness of the assessment task, but in research units they 
are often underutilized. Prior to each assessment task we provide a copy of the 
marking guide that will be used (see Table 13.2 for example of the marking 
guide used in Public health Research B for the proposal writing task). These 
marking guides include an indication of expectations for the various sections of 
the assessment, along with a breakdown of how marks/grades will be allocated. 

Table 13.2 Sample of the marking guide used in Public Health Research B 
for the proposal writing task

Marking guide

Public health Research B Research Proposal

name:

sYnoPsis
Introduction 
Has the issue to be researched been clearly identified?
Has the public health significance of the problem been presented?

/5

Literature Review 
Have the relevant previous studies been identified?
have the studies been critiqued? 
is the literature review presented as a logical argument?
does the literature review progress towards providing a clear rationale 
for the study?

/15

sTudY aiM and/oR ReseaRch QuesTion
are there clear statements of the aims and/or research question(s)?
is a hypothesis included (if appropriate)?

/5

Study Design 
is the research paradigm clear?
Has the study design been clearly identified?
has an adequate rationale been given for the use of this study design?
Have the strengths and limitations of the study been identified?

/10

Sampling 
Has the sample frame been identified?
have the sampling strategies been described and are they appropriate?

/10
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Table 13.2 continued Sample of the marking guide used in Public Health
  Research B for the proposal writing task

Data Collection Tools
have the data collection tools (e.g. interview guide(s), surveys, other) been 
presented and justified? Have these been included in the Appendices?
are these tools appropriate?

/10

Analyses 
Have details of the analyses been given and justified? (e.g. descriptive 
statistics, thematic analyses)
are the analyses appropriate?

/5

logisTics
Have the logistics been thought through and the budget fully justified?
have possible sources of funding been provided?
is the timetable reasonable and does it include all necessary phases?

/15

Ethics
have ethical considerations been thought through?
has a copy of the relevant documents been developed and included in the 
appendices?
do these documents address the ethical concerns?

/10

Overall Presentation 
is the proposal set out in a logical manner?
is there clarity in the research proposal?

/5

References
has harvard referencing been used?
are the references appropriate? (e.g. number, peer reviewed, dates etc.)

/5

Total:  /100  grade:

comments:

signed:

Formative assessment is an important component of deep learning in research 
methods and so written feedback needs to be provided to allow the return of each 
piece of assessment prior to the due date of the next item. class wide feedback 
sheets that summarize the main areas where students did well or poorly are 
particularly important in the more theoretical areas of research that students often 
find challenging. For example, students sometimes have difficulty in providing the 
theoretical framework for an interview guide. in this case, the class summary sheet 
provides some model answers demonstrating some common theories and how 
they have been used in developing interview questions. The written individual 
and class summary sheets are reinforced by oral feedback that is provided to the 
whole group.
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Providing students with access to relevant examples of assessment tasks is also 
a useful strategy, and provision of model answers and examples of best practice 
from previous years is very well received by students. in Public health Research B, 
for example, we have kept the best questionnaire design assignments and research 
proposals from the past five years in a library of ‘exemplars’. This is particularly 
important in research subjects where students are not expected to demonstrate 
expertise in research skills. We find that students often see textbook examples of 
research tasks and then expect that they are required to perform at the same level. 
Providing example answers from previous years helps allay student fears.

Conclusion

carefully constructed assessment tasks that are cognisant of the issues discussed 
in this chapter can play an integral part in the teaching and learning process that 
enhances student motivation and consolidates learning in research methods. This 
chapter has outlined ways in which assessment can be used to set clear expectations 
that promote effective student learning. We have provided a theoretically grounded 
framework (see kawulich, chapter 3) and some practical examples of assessment 
that we believe can serve as a basis for designing and continually refining research 
curricula that achieve best practice in assessing research methods.
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chapter 14  

Researcher know Thyself! emerging 
Pedagogies for Participatory Research

Peter Taylor

Introduction

The choice and application of research methodologies are determined by a wide 
range of factors, including personal ideological perspectives as well as more 
pragmatic decisions linked to research questions or hypotheses, and the conditions 
and context in which the research will be carried out. guba and lincoln (2005) 
present a range of research paradigms that include positivism, postpositivism, critical 
theory, constructivism–interpretivism and participatory research, each having 
distinct ontological, epistemological and methodological bases, but acknowledging 
also that the boundaries between these paradigms are shifting constantly.

There is continued interest in the relationship and relative value of all these 
different paradigms, but this chapter focuses particularly on participatory research. 
although much contested, the notion of participatory research attracts the attention 
of many practitioners and professionals working in development contexts, as well as 
enthusiasm and concern, probably in equal measures, among students of education 
programmes that fall within the broad category of ‘development studies’. This 
interest has undoubtedly been aroused in part because of the observed and reported 
dissatisfaction among some communities with the kind of research that might be 
described as ‘traditional’ (Brown, 2002; stoecker, 2005). in particular there have 
long been concerns about the value of positivist research with communities in 
which hypotheses are generated externally in advance, tested, and an analysis and 
conclusions generated far from the community itself. in effect, this means the 
entire process of knowledge production is removed from the ownership of the 
community. ‘community’ may be interpreted quite widely to include not only 
civil society and non-governmental organizations, but other forms of organization, 
including governmental, public service and educational institutions.

a recognition of the limitations and, as some might see it, the dubious morality 
of such a research approach in community contexts has encouraged the emergence 
of research that is purposeful and empowering of communities in which the 
research takes place. Participatory research, which may be considered as a research 
approach encompassing a wide range of methods, has the potential to take those 
engaged in the research process beyond the realm of ‘finding out’ and actually 
‘make a difference’ to the lives, expectations and opportunities of community 
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members. as Mikkelson (2005) writes, research approaches are participatory 
when ‘staff, partners, people affected (stakeholders) by an intervention or piece 
of work, and others involved with the work participate directly in planning and 
carrying out a study …’ (p. 348).

This understanding of the concept and practice of participatory research has 
significant implications for how it is learned and how it is taught. This chapter 
outlines firstly some key principles that underpin participatory research, as well as 
its particular characteristics. it then goes on to describe the implications of this for 
an emerging pedagogy of participatory research and describes several examples of 
how participatory research has been taught. it ends with a series of questions and 
issues that arise through reflection on the growing body of experience of learning 
and teaching participatory research.

Participatory Research – Principles and Characteristics

Participatory research starts from the premise that people know and are capable of 
identifying and sharing issues (life situations), analysing and learning from their 
analysis and thus developing strategies and action for addressing their situations. it 
has a rich and complex history, well elaborated by a number of authors (chambers, 
1997; cornwall and Jewkes, 1995). hall (2005) traces its emergence over a 35-
year period, starting with its use in Tanzania in 1970 as a means of describing 
a variety of community-based approaches to the creation of knowledge. since 
then, participatory research has gradually become more visible within the field of 
adult education, especially in the work of Paulo Freire (1972), through the work 
of non-governmental organizations, social movements and most recently being 
acknowledged as a legitimate research approach within the practice and teaching 
of universities. as hall suggests, ‘participatory research has come “in from the 
cold”, that it has come in from the margins to become an accepted member of the 
academic family’ (2005, 2).

Participatory research has emerged in part as a response to research approaches 
in the arena of community development that have been extractive, with data 
generated through the research process remaining in the hands of external 
researchers, even when those being ‘researched’ have been involved in generating 
questions and articulating problems that provide the research focus. This has 
resulted in information being taken from the local context, analysed and used 
by researchers for their particular purpose, with local people becoming ‘objects’ 
of the research. Participatory research aims to counter such perceptions and is 
underpinned by a number of principles (caldwell et al., 2003):

A defined methodology complemented by a systemic learning process 
is followed, within which all those involved (possibly including a wide 
range of groups of people, with different amounts of power, including the 
exploited, the poor, the oppressed, the marginal) learn together.

•
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The subject of the research originates in the community itself and the 
problem is defined, analysed and solved by the community.
Multiple perspectives are described and valued; reaching consensus is not 
always necessary.
group learning processes vary, but are based on dialogue, and can utilize 
different inputs.
context determines the approach – there is no blueprint.
Facilitation is key to the process.
The research process can create a greater awareness in people about their 
own resources and mobilize them for self-reliant development.
since change in the perspectives or worldviews of those engaged in 
the research process may often be of a quite radical nature, capacity 
development may be required in order to address learning needs that 
emerge as a consequence of their engagement.
The researcher is a committed, engaged participant and learner in the process, 
often needing to make choices about his allegiances and positionality, for 
example, to other stakeholders or institutions with whom he or she interacts 
through the research process.

These guiding principles are important since they provide an underpinning 
for a broad family of participatory research approaches, which aim to foster a 
wider process of learning, change or transformation within the community than 
might be considered through more traditional positivist research. This may 
leave participatory research open to criticism, however, by those who perceive 
it to be more a form of political action than a ‘scientific’ approach. There has 
also been concern from those who believe that it is not the most appropriate 
research approach for all situations and who observe also that it is sometimes 
misused and abused (cooke and kothari, 2001). This mirrors the wider debate on 
‘participation’ which has emerged within development processes, not only as a 
means of promoting inclusion, but as a means of recognizing and shifting power 
structures, and ultimately contributing to social change and transformation.

learning and change are common outcomes of participatory research 
approaches. a researcher engaged in participatory research may be, in effect, 
at the service of the community and act as a facilitator of community learning. 
in other cases, the researcher may become a joint or collaborative learner with 
members of the community, in which case roles and responsibilities become 
different. not all research processes that lead to change are participatory, however. 
‘action research’, for example, may not address questions over whose solutions, 
suggestions and actions are involved (Reason and Bradbury, 2001).

•

•

•

•
•
•

•

•



 

Teaching Research Methods in the Social Sciences156

Implications for a Pedagogy of Participatory Research

The continuation of the critical debate on participation, which currently is 
witnessing a shift from a view of participation as ‘tyranny’ (cooke and kothari, 
2001) to that of ‘transformation’ (hickey and Mohan, 2004), has valuable lessons 
for participatory research, since it contributes a constructive and critical edge to 
the very notion of participation that has for some time been viewed as problematic. 
This is helpful for those engaged in developing a pedagogy for participatory 
research that can guide the learning and teaching process.

a pedagogy that guides innovative and imaginative teaching and learning 
of participatory research is needed urgently, because of the inherent risks and 
challenges associated with this research approach and the potential damage 
that may be caused within communities through its misuse. There are cases, for 
example, where researchers enter the practice of participatory research with little 
or no training and with little theoretical understanding, even if they are guided by 
personal beliefs, convictions and sets of values which support participation for 
development and social change. There are many incidents, especially in recent 
years, in which a rapid growth in ‘participation’ has been seen, such as participatory 
rural appraisal (PRa), participatory appraisal (Pa) or participatory research (PR) 
(versions of the last are spreading very rapidly in the uk, for example), but which 
in practice may be perceived to be either a tokenist gesture or a limited application 
of a set of tools without a sound conceptual base.

it is vital, therefore, that researchers acquire a solid grounding in participatory 
research concepts, approaches and methods, and are able, as a result, to be open 
and transparent about expectations, contributions, roles and responsibilities and use 
of outcomes from those with whom they engage. For example, the researcher may 
have particular needs and expectations from his or her involvement in the research 
that are different from those of other community members: the need to publish in 
academic journals; to gain a qualification; or to satisfy other forms of institutional 
accountability. Recognition that these are real concerns for many researchers 
has led to approaches that draw strongly on participatory research, but are more 
collaborative than purely community-led. one such approach has been called 
‘Practitioner–Researcher engagement’ (PRe) which seeks to promote engagement 
among civil society practitioners and researchers, thus making a contract ‘between 
“activist scholars” and “reflective activists” in the service of better understanding 
complex political, economic and social problems’ (Brown, 2002, 9).

it is vital also that the researcher learns to develop a personal, ethical position 
on the rigour with which he applies his chosen approach and underpins it with 
principles that encompass trustworthiness and authenticity. This has particular 
implications for awareness of power relations between the researcher and 
other co-learners and links to concerns that the nature or form of participation 
taking place is often not considered in sufficient depth and without enough 
attention given to power (Veneklasen and Miller, 2006). Participation may be 
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approached unproblematically, based more on deference to fashion than upon an 
acknowledgement and understanding of theory and principles.

another crucial issue relates to knowledge and epistemology, and the growing 
interest in paradigm inquiry within the field of social knowledge. The time has 
passed when the validity of research which could be understood as non-positivist 
would be seen as beyond debate by those frustrated by positivist paradigms in the 
context of research with communities. as guba and lincoln (2005) point out:

critical theorists, constructivists, and participatory/cooperative enquirers take 
their primary field of interest to be precisely that subjective and intersubjective 
social knowledge and the active construction and co-creation of such knowledge 
by human agents that is produced by human consciousness. Further, new-
paradigm enquirers take to the social knowledge field with zest, informed by a 
variety of social, intellectual and theoretical explorations (p. 203).

in learning participatory research, therefore, the learner needs to grapple with a 
very complex and intertwined series of paradigms and perspectives viewed in 
relation to the specific context of the research. In participatory research, knowledge 
is interpreted as an extended epistemology, with practical knowledge and critical 
subjectivity given primacy. knowledge is considered living and created as a 
result of negotiated processes or discourse among participants, the nature of this 
discourse being determined by power relations.

These complexities present real challenges for those who aim to ‘teach’ 
participatory research to others. how are learners expected to acquire attributes such 
as flexibility, commitment to aspirations and dreams of a better world, facilitation 
of processes, and not least, to learn the meaning and practice of participation for 
themselves and for others? how can they be encouraged to construct perspectives 
and meanings of knowledge that are commensurate with the principles and practice 
of participatory research? How can they develop their capacities for reflective 
practice, and understand and develop a sense of their own identity (determining 
how they perceive their own values, knowledge and worldviews) and positionality 
in relation to the research process they are engaged in?

Developing a Pedagogy for Participatory Research – Reflections  
on experience

in my roles as both researcher and teacher, working within universities but also 
for a non-governmental organization and in attempting to develop my own 
approach as a reflective practitioner, which is itself in keeping with the principles 
of participatory research, i have engaged with and felt challenged by questions 
such as these. Two particular experiences of facilitating learning of participatory 
research at the institute of development studies (ids) at the university of sussex 
in the UK have provided opportunities for much personal reflection.
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Teaching a short course on participatory research methods within a broader 
Social Science Research Methods programme

as part of the Msc in social science Research Methods offered by the university 
of sussex, students may select an optional course in participatory research methods. 
some students choose this option in order to master the method for use in their own 
projects. others, however, are interested in the academic debate on participation, 
and see this course as an opportunity to learn more about the participation debate 
mentioned earlier in this chapter. as a result, the course must attempt to develop 
students’ understanding of the evolution of participatory research within the 
historical context of development, while also giving an opportunity to discuss 
principles, concepts and methods, and even providing the possibility for students 
to practise specific tools.

The course has two components: a half-day introduction to history, concepts 
and principles, followed by a full-day workshop on methods and tools. To facilitate 
the learning process and in keeping with a participatory ethos, the co-conveners 
contact all students who have selected the course in advance, and ask them to share 
information on why they have chosen this option, what they hope to gain from it 
and how they see it relating to any research they intend to carry out. Most students 
respond to this request, and often express appreciation and surprise at being asked 
for their views. The half-day discussion session is usually very lively, with some 
critical debate relating to participation and participatory approaches in general. 
students are asked to write a short paper on the relevance and potential application 
of participatory research methods in their own research and to suggest specific 
research tools, or groups of methods, that they are interested in experiencing in 
the full-day workshop. This feedback is returned to the co-conveners, and is very 
helpful in planning the workshop, which provides students with an opportunity to 
apply what they are learning practically. Typical tools used include: developing 
timelines; institutional analysis (Venn diagrams); ranking exercises; mapping; and 
interviews. These are, of course, a small array of a much larger family of methods, 
but the opportunity to practise even a few provides rich experience for further 
critical reflection. The students practise using one of the instruments with one 
another, but first identify an issue of common concern into which they can inquire; 
this avoids the problem of treating the tool entirely in the abstract.

on occasions, students are encouraged to go out into the institute and engage 
with staff and students (who are requested in advance to be prepared to give a 
little time for this purpose) around a question of common interest. This has led to 
some very interesting learning outcomes, not only for the students, but also for the 
wider institutional community. For example, one student group used the process 
as a means of articulating concerns about wider organizational issues relating 
to the Msc programme, based on the outcomes of a matrix-ranking exercise to 
rank issues and concerns arising from the programme against a series of criteria 
(including capacity for short, medium and longer term change, and extent of 
student engagement in action). The students in the course shared their findings 
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with a wider student body and then built a successful case for needed change 
which they presented to the relevant university authorities. This provided them not 
only with the experience of practising participatory methods, tools and techniques, 
but the opportunity to see for themselves how participatory approaches in research 
might lead to real engagement in a change process – in this instance, with actual 
change taking place as a result.

The course ends with the students carrying out a short participatory evaluation 
of the course itself and also providing written feedback in a standard university 
evaluation format. This approach is again a valuable part of the learning process, 
since evaluation and feedback methods are very important in the wider array of 
participatory research tools.

Teaching participatory research as an integral component of a longer-term 
postgraduate programme

in 2004, a new Ma in Participation, Power and social change was introduced 
at ids, which aims to meet learning needs of practitioners experienced in the 
use of participatory approaches who wish to develop and deepen their conceptual 
understanding. The Ma is constructed around an iterative cycle of critical 
reflection on experience, linked with opportunities for practice and application 
in a work-based context. It is formed of three parts; first part, students spend ten 
weeks at the institute engaged in study of theories and concepts of participation, 
as well as learning a range of skills that enable them to undertake a process of 
action learning within a work-based context. complemented by the preparation 
of an analytical paper, each student develops a learning plan that will guide his 
or her action learning during the second part of the programme of nine months 
duration. during part two, students may apply the concepts and skills that they 
have developed in a ‘real life’ situation and are encouraged to reflect critically 
on their learning, aided by a supervisor who provides distance support. Finally, 
students return to the IDS for part three, in which they present a reflective essay on 
their experience over the nine months, accompanied by a portfolio which provides 
evidence for their learning claims. This may be evidence of personal learning or 
of learning emerging from the context in which they carried out their research. 
They then complete the programme, with several presentations and further study 
of specific topics, finally preparing a paper that synthesizes their learning overall.

The different action learning processes undertaken by students have provided 
a wealth of learning material, in a range of different countries (for example, india, 
nigeria, south africa, surinam, Tonga, the uk and the us) and in different 
development contexts (including education, health, community development, 
citizen engagement with the state, agriculture, organizational development, 
environmental conservation). Power issues have been a key element encountered 
by most students, and they have needed to question their own roles and identities 
as ‘students’, ‘researchers’, ‘managers’, ‘administrators’ or even ‘change agents’. 
Confidence, expectations, decision-making roles and responsibilities have all been 
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identified by them as areas of challenge, and also for those engaged with students as 
teachers/co-learners and for colleagues with whom they interact professionally.

An important area of focus in the MA programme has been reflective practice. 
The opportunity to develop an understanding of what this means as well as a 
range of reflective practitioner skills can help prepare students for the challenges 
they face while undertaking action research, as well as helping them to seize 
opportunities which may arise as they proceed. Teaching participatory research, 
therefore, requires careful consideration of the relationships between teachers and 
students. as a co-convener of the programme wrote:

A transformative educative process involves reflection and self-awareness for all 
involved while also promoting meaningful, and meaning-making, engagement 
with the curriculum itself. horizontal, egalitarian relations between individuals 
facilitate transformative learning where impersonal, hierarchical relationships 
tend to impede it (Pettit, 2006, 25).

other issues have emerged also through these experiences of teaching and learning. 
Undertaking participatory research in situations where conflict is endemic poses 
particular dangers, and indeed most students discover that they need to deal with 
high levels of complexity within the context in which they work. students have 
faced challenges in the act of writing about their action learning; expectations of 
traditional academic writing may differ from the actual need to express personal 
and subjective reflections on individual learning and experience, for example, 
through the use of learning journals or reflective essays. There have been questions 
over what can be deemed as acceptable writing for different audiences, for the 
student personally, for the course requirement or for partners and collaborators 
with whom the student–researcher has engaged in collective research and learning 
processes. For example, should the writing follow the somewhat ‘removed’, third-
person style commonly associated with dissertations and theses or should students 
have an audience in mind that is different from the academic institution, such 
as a development agency or community group with whom they undertook their 
research?

Questions emerging for a Pedagogy of Participatory Research

This book aims to stimulate a pedagogical culture in the field of teaching research 
methods. as the above discussion and experiences demonstrate, there are particular 
challenges for teaching participatory research. narrow skill sets and limited 
conceptual frameworks are insufficient preparation for the participatory research 
practitioner, who may need to draw on a wide range of attributes, determined by 
the requirements of a particular context. as well as addressing methodological 
and theoretical issues, learning participatory research is about development of the 
whole person and relationships with others. it addresses in learners the capacity 
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to empathize, to communicate, to observe, listen, and to support others in doing 
the same, and to be more aware of the importance of attitudes, values and beliefs 
about the nature of society, power and change. This is certainly challenging, but 
also a wonderful opportunity for researchers to engage more fully in the world, 
and to learn about themselves and the world as they contribute, systemically and 
methodologically, to the learning of others.

a key challenge in developing a pedagogy for participatory research is to build 
a conceptual base for learning itself, providing a foundation for the particular 
characteristics of participatory research. This raises many questions for those 
intending to design, deliver and evaluate teaching and learning of participatory 
research. For example:

are we clear about the knowledge, principles, values and ethics that 
underpin our teaching of participatory research?
how can we teach participatory research when resources and time are 
limited, especially if we wish students to gain real experience within a 
community/organizational context?
how can we build greater participation in the classroom when teaching 
participatory research? (For example, by inviting community or 
organizational members to contribute to teaching.)
how can we avoid problems of tokenistic participation or accusations of 
superficiality when teaching participatory research in a classroom context, 
and how should we achieve real and enabling linkages with a community to 
support the learning of participatory research by our students?
What kinds of support and mentoring are needed from supervisors and 
tutors for students undertaking participatory research?
Who is the researcher (the ‘i’) in a participatory research process, and 
how do we address issues of identity and positionality of both teacher and 
student?

such questions emerging within the search for a pedagogy of participatory 
research are extremely difficult to address, and they have been shared with a 
wider group of people concerned with learning and teaching participation; much 
has been learned through the ensuing dialogue. The learning and Teaching for 
Transformation (lTT) initiative, convened by the ids, since 2002, has sought 
to deepen thinking about pedagogical approaches within higher learning. a key 
aim of this has been to challenge potentially influential development actors, such 
as major donors and international development agencies, to adopt participatory 
inclusive and pro-poor decision-making processes in shaping development 
agendas. The dialogue shows that lTT participants are united by some unease with 
established concepts and practices of teaching and learning, and a conviction that 
there are alternatives which can be shared and adapted. They recognize the need to 
attend to the personal, reflective and relational dimensions of practice and have an 
understanding that process and content cannot be separated, with ways of working 
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being as vital as content. They appreciate also that knowledge and learning are 
constructive processes, and hold a respect for the inherent worth and dignity of 
learners as individual beings, with agency for transforming themselves and their 
societies (stackpool-Moore et al., 2005).

The dialogue has helped, in particular, to raise attention to the importance of 
integrating theory and practice in learning and teaching programmes: ‘learning 
about’ participatory research is not sufficient. If real learning is to take place, 
students need to learn how to practise participatory research methods by developing 
a link between their application in a real context and an adequate theoretical or 
conceptual base.

Conclusions

learning participatory research can be intrinsically motivating, providing 
more than the purely extrinsic satisfaction of meeting demands set by teachers 
and examiners. it allows engagement with people and real issues; it demands 
involvement in actual change processes. it addresses real problems and, hence, is 
useful to a wide range of stakeholders who may engage in the research process.

There are dangers, however, that the teacher of research methods may fail to 
make adequate connections between the conceptual framework and practice in 
relation to a real area of students’ concern. students undertaking participatory 
research who take short cuts or try to apply blueprint methodologies may do direct 
harm to others involved within the context of the research, and also may serve 
to reinforce the mistrust in this form of research by those who doubt its validity 
and legitimacy. For these reasons, researchers needs to develop and ideally to 
articulate an understanding of their identity and positionality, as well as acquiring 
a range of attributes that enable them to engage as a co-learner, facilitator and 
collaborator within the research process. in short, research students need to learn 
to know themselves, a learning outcome that is ambitious, even for a university 
level education programme. it is a challenge for educators, as well as for those 
who wish to learn participatory research, to develop a pedagogy that supports the 
learning of such attributes in a systemic and structured way, but it is one that we 
would do well to meet.



 

chapter 15  

Teaching Research Methods  
to Trainee Practitioners
Tuyen d. nguyen and Brian T. lam

The teaching of research methods to trainee practitioners is a challenging task. 
The traditional utilization of the ‘subjective’ knowledge or practice model (klein 
and Bloom, 1995), reflects a lack of interest in ‘objective’ knowledge or empirical 
model in students pursuing careers in social work and human services. Because 
research is perceived to be technical and not relevant to practitioners’ needs as 
compared to other courses in the major, students may be entering the classroom 
with trepidation and/or a lack of enthusiasm from the very beginning of the 
semester.

With a heavy emphasis on skills applications, social work and human services 
professions are perceived as places that teach practitioners how to utilize knowledge 
to solve problems in practice settings. Rein and White (1981) reported that 
historically ‘social work called attention to the importance of context and resisted 
rigid classification, process rather than formal structure, and the reciprocity of 
means and ends which blurred the boundary separating purposes and procedures’ 
(p. 6). With this philosophical assumption, practitioner’s roles might have been 
conceptualized as the expression of the arts and humanities (goldstein, 1992). 
consequently, trainee practitioners are drawn to courses that teach them about 
human behaviour and clinical techniques. The majority of the prospective trainee 
practitioners do not know that they have to take research methods as part of their 
academic training. Some are confused once they find out that they have to take 
a research methods course, needing a detailed explanation from an academic 
advisor about the reason why they are required to take the course. Many trainee 
practitioners argue that they will never do research, so why should they be required 
to take research methods?

understanding the mentality of trainee practitioners is a crucial component 
in teaching them research methods effectively. in this chapter, the authors will 
provide an overview of typical students in social work and human services majors; 
delineate differences between effective and ineffective research methods teaching 
techniques; and offer guidelines and suggestions to improve one’s teaching of 
research methods courses to trainee practitioners.
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overview of Social Work and Human Services Students

social work and human services students are unique and different from one another 
in their gifts, talents and capabilities. however, there are commonalities among 
these students; for example, they work well with people, which draws them to 
the same profession: the helping profession. in the united states, there is not one 
educational or governmental entity that collects and maintains information on a 
typical profile of students in these majors (for example, gender, age, standardized 
test scores); the authors, however, have researched four major universities’ websites 
in the country to acquire the information. The authors selected these universities 
to reflect the geographical areas of the country: 1) the University of California at 
los angeles for the western region; 2) the university of Michigan at ann arbor 
for the midwestern region; 3) columbia university for the eastern region; and 4) 
the university of Texas at austin for the southern region.

data from the above universities show that entering students are individuals 
with varying ages and work experience, and are mainly females from various 
ethnic backgrounds. With respect to standardized test scores, the undergraduates 
have to achieve an acceptable score, for example, on the scholastic achievement 
Test (saT) at the university level if they apply for admission directly after high 
school. other undergraduates who have gone to a community college can transfer 
their credit units without having to take a standardized test. at the graduate level 
(master’s level), of the four universities listed above, university of Michigan 
and columbia university do not require the standardized test graduate Record 
examination (gRe). and across the united states, taking the gRe is not a 
requirement for admission into the master’s programme in social work and human 
services. in short, a master’s in social work (MsW) is considered a terminal 
licensable practice degree that attracts individuals who are most interested in 
working and helping others, not conducting research per se.

Student career aspiration

People entering the fields of social work and human services are individuals ‘… 
who care about people, who want to make things better, and who want to relieve 
suffering’ (NASW, 2005, 1). Within the field of social work, for example, there are 
various specialties which one can choose to practice (for example, case management, 
clinical social work, administration and management, and research). The majority 
of social work professionals work directly with clients on a daily basis and are 
competent in what they do. according to the national association of social Workers 
(nasW) (2005, 10), ‘many researchers begin their careers in direct services and 
program development, then return to a university to get a doctoral degree to pursue 
a research career’. in short, it is evidenced that students majoring in social work or 
human services generally have a mindset of working with people in direct practice 
once they obtain their degrees, not conducting research. Following are students’ 
anecdotal statements, reflecting their career aspiration in the helping profession:
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The reason i decided to major in human services is because i am a people 
person and i have always been comfortable with people. People show me 
love and i show them love back. it feels good to feel wanted and needed. 
i am serving a purpose in this world is how i feel about being in this 
profession (Faye, human services undergraduate student).
any major pertaining to servicing other people is for me. human services 
major sparks interest in me because it deals with people who are suffering 
and hurt in many ways. i want to be the instrument that eases people’s pain 
as much as possible (Verna, human services undergraduate student).
although i’m currently a real estate agent, my human services degree will 
afford me the opportunity to work with people and i believe that’s what the 
field is all about. An aspiration that I have in this helping profession is that 
it would be a stepping stone for me to work for the county or a non-profit 
organization that deals with some aspects of the law. lately, there’s been 
debate about the enforcement of immigration law and human trafficking, 
which reflects one of the concerns of the field of Human Services (Lydia, 
human services undergraduate student).

From the above statements, as articulated by trainee practitioners, their aspiration 
for majoring in the helping profession is serving others through various career paths 
in the human service field. However, the primary interest for trainee practitioners 
resonates the dominant view of social work and human services as an embodiment 
of a set of skills.

Student mindset regarding research

students majoring in social work and human services are interested in skills 
of ‘know-how’ rather than ‘know why’ (Rein and White, 1981). social work 
and human services practitioners are often involved in the exploration for 
meaning of events or behaviours in contexts. as a result, courses that are 
technical and statistical in nature are perceived by students to be uninteresting 
and somewhat irrelevant to what they want to do in their careers. some students 
are even surprised that they have to take research courses, when all they want 
to do is direct practice with clients in the future, for example, being a therapist. 
Furthermore, some students in these disciplines have switched their majors from 
psychology and sociology because of the heavy emphasis on research in these 
fields. Following are students’ anecdotal statements, reflecting their views on 
research methods courses in general:

i don’t think that this research class should be a requirement for the human 
services major. i feel that the subject matter is very dry, dull and drawn out. 
I would benefit a lot more in another class; one that enhances my knowledge 
effectively for my future (lynn, human services undergraduate student).
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I was surprised to find out that I had to take a research class as a social work 
major. My interest is in helping people through being a psychotherapist in 
the future. if i didn’t have to take a research class, i would take something 
more to my interest (edward, social Work graduate student).

as the above two statements suggest, trainee practitioners in general view research 
methods courses as dull and irrelevant to their career aspirations in the helping 
profession. consequently, trainee practitioners may have a tough time in research 
methods courses, not necessarily because they do not understand the content, but 
their understanding of the worth of research and its application may be hindered 
due to their career aspirations at the time. Therefore, the role of the instructor is 
extremely important in teaching the course because it determines how the students 
will respond to the subject in general. There are both effective and ineffective 
styles of teaching research methods courses to trainee practitioners, as evidenced 
by student evaluations and comments. Ineffective styles will be examined first, 
then the effective styles.

Ineffective Styles in Teaching Research Methods to Trainee Practitioners

The authors find that the quickest way to lose students’ interest in a research methods 
class is to lecture continuously on methodologies and statistics without any periodic 
reference to everyday living or real life direct practice situations. The instructor 
in these instances would continue lecturing impersonally on the methodological 
materials at a theoretical level without making connections between theory and 
practice. Wilensky (1997) defined ‘epistemological anxiety’ as ‘a feeling, often in 
the background, that one does not comprehend the meanings, purposes, sources 
or legitimacy of the mathematical objects one is manipulating and using’, as the 
key source of statistical anxiety (p. 172). lalonde and gardner (1993) proposed 
that learning methodologies and statistics is like learning a second language which 
requires immersion, guided by an instructor, step by step to ease the student’s 
anxiety. When students do not comprehend the materials and their implications in 
a research class, they often become anxious and lose confidence in themselves, the 
course and the instructor. The instructor who may have understood the materials 
already would not feel the need to break it down to a level that is comprehensible 
to students. The class, as a whole, may be feeling anxious about the subject matter 
due to the foreignness of the technical language spoken in research methods that 
may have nothing or very little to do with human beings’ issues. and once students 
do not understand certain basic elements of research, they rarely ask questions 
once the class progresses to a more difficult subject matter throughout the course 
of the semester. as some students lament:

•
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Professor M. did not even realize and/or care that the class had trouble 
understanding his lectures. he went on and lectured for almost three hours 
per class session without asking if we understood. We had to get a tutor to 
help us understand research (sam, social Work graduate student).
sometimes it was hard to keep up with Professor P.’s lectures. i found the 
class material a bit dull, way too dry to keep students interested (Pam, 
human services undergraduate student).

The second most ineffective way to teach research methods to trainee practitioners 
is the instructor’s omission in emphasizing again and again the worth and application 
of research methodologies in practice situations. Often trainee practitioners find 
research lectures to be impersonal, in spite of the instructor’s best intentions, simply 
because students have a difficult time understanding the worth and application 
of research methodologies for their future careers. students rationalize that they 
will not be conducting research in the future; therefore, research is an obstacle to 
overcome: that is the bottom line. Below are some comments made by students, 
reflecting the frustration they had while taking research methods courses:

sometimes when we asked questions about research applications, Professor 
G. had difficulty explaining it in a non-technical way. He would just pour 
a lot of information on us. every class there was something new to learn. 
We learned the materials to pass the class; it was very overwhelming and 
frustrating (cindy, social Work undergraduate student).
sometimes i felt the instructor did not quite understand the questions we 
were asking and where we were coming from in terms of the value of the 
subject, so he had a hard time responding. i would get even more confused 
(Rachel, social Work undergraduate student).

as one can see, instructors who are ineffective in their teaching of research methods 
to trainee practitioners do not understand their students’ mentality and needs. as a 
result, these instructors would pour technical information on to their students without 
breaking it down to a level that is comprehensible by the students, which leaves 
them overwhelmed and frustrated. Furthermore, these instructors do not help trainee 
practitioners to see the value of research methods in the course of the semester.

effective Styles in Teaching Research Methods to Trainee Practitioners

an examination of the instructors who received high student ratings in research 
courses reveals some commonalities among these individuals in the way they teach 
research methods (onwuegbuzie, 1998). First, these instructors create a learning 
environment that is personal, yet academically rigorous. To do so, they constantly 
invite students to provide feedback to decrease their fear of the instructor and to 
ask for help in general (onwuegbuzie, 1997). From the very beginning of the 
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semester, the instructor would spend some time getting to know each student’s 
academic background, strengths as well as weaknesses, and allow the students 
to verbalize their perceptions, fears and doubts about research in general. The 
instructor would ease the students’ uneasiness about research through pointing 
out how it has benefited their daily life (for example, presidential polls, consumer 
surveys, university questionnaires, etc.).

a very ambitious and positive climate is necessary in the classroom to 
keep students on a productive level. an objective grading system, a demanding 
curriculum and consistent enforcement of high expectations are all essential to 
providing a positive and challenging learning environment. This climate can only 
enhance the rapport between students and teacher – a rapport that is an essential 
element in the learning process which can be promoted only by a caring and sincere 
instructor. in short, creating a ‘safe’, personal, approachable learning environment 
that is conducive to open discussion and feedback is a trait of an effective instructor 
in teaching research methods to trainee practitioners:

i learned a lot in dr. k.’s class because she created a learning environment 
that was flexible, compassionate and giving. Thank you! (Tony, Human 
services graduate student).
The classroom environment was like a group setting where people processed 
with one another in learning the materials. everyone was at ease in learning 
the contents of the course (Tom, human services graduate student).

second, effective instructors are practical in their usage of research. They always 
have real life examples ready to be told in class, examples that are related to any 
new complex methodological concept being introduced to the students for the 
first time. These instructors are great storytellers who know there is a need to 
‘emphasize connections to the learner’s knowledge that make the transition to new 
knowledge both safer and more meaningful’ (Wilensky, 1997, 178):

i believe Professor e. reached the class very well and made the material 
interesting with real life examples (Jill, human services graduate student).
dr. F. was great. he always had real life stories to help the class understand 
the materials before moving on to different topics (Randy, human services 
graduate student).

instructors who are effective in teaching research methods to trainee practitioners 
understand the mentality of their students and their needs and meet them in a 
creative manner that fosters learning. These instructors know the importance of 
creating a non-intimidating learning environment, having a rigorous curriculum 
and at the same time emphasizing the connections of research methods to real 
life practice situations. in short, these instructors know what it takes to reach 
their students with the subject that is initially perceived by them as technical, 
impersonal, dull, difficult and irrelevant to their careers in the helping profession.
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Implications and Ideas for More effective Teaching of Research Methods

Despite the difficult task of teaching research methods to trainee practitioners, 
there are things that an instructor can do to increase the effectiveness of his or 
her teaching of the course. Based on student feedback, instructors who are 
effective in teaching research methods implement an interactive teaching style 
that requires serious and thought-provoking participation among all the students in 
the classroom. They have a distinctive ability to promote challenging ideas to the 
students while offering and extending necessary and constructive feedback that 
encourages self-reflection on the part of the students. To improve their teaching 
performance, these instructors study and analyse both quantitative and qualitative 
data from each of the student evaluations; based on the student evaluations, they 
regularly make adjustments in their teaching style.

Following are some suggestions that an instructor can incorporate into his or 
her curriculum in teaching research methods to trainee practitioners. This proposed 
model, Personal Practice Models (Mullen, 1983), is built on the integration between 
experience, theory and research. This process consists of six stages:

stage 1: students begin their study by performing critical analyses of review 
articles. at this stage, students learn to be cognizant of various relevant sources, 
including their own experiences. This stage challenges students to apply their newly 
acquired research methods knowledge and to use it to critique others’ research that 
has been done in the past. This stage requires an integration of library and field 
inquiries. subsequently, students are also able to recognize the consistency (or 
not) in research and field findings.

stage 2: students are required to provide summary generalizations which 
provide consensus or the lack thereof regarding information reviewed. This 
summary includes: substantive generalization (the examination of the nature of 
the relationship between study variables); limiting generalization (the examination 
of relevant environmental, organizational, client conditions); and quality of 
evidence generalization (soundness of the research). in class exercises can be used 
to accomplish this goal. The aim here is for students to be able to codify, retrieve 
information, provide generalizations about what they have learned and personalize 
their newly acquired research methods knowledge. using in-class activities in 
research methods classes has been documented to be effective in assisting students 
in understanding course objectives and achieving their own learning goals (Mill et 
al., 1994; onwuegbuzie, 1998).

stage 3: Practice guidelines can be drafted as the result of the consensus in 
stage 2. The implementation can be risky. Therefore, pilot testing in a controlled 
setting is strongly recommended. in this stage, students will learn how to acquire 
skills to implement the intervention and monitor and evaluate guidelines.

stage 4: Field implementation of practice guidelines provides the opportunity 
to test assumptions of practice guidelines in actual clinical conditions. a group 
proposal is advisable. Two to three students can work together in class and out of 
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class during the course of the semester. (The proposal is like a scholarly research 
project with the data collection.)

stages 5 and 6: soundness of practice guidelines is monitored and evaluated. 
guidelines might be revised. Feedback is considered for ongoing evaluation of 
practice. general application for practice might be generated.

The following example illustrates the proposed process in a practice situation. 
in stage 1, the instructor requires students to perform a literature search in the 
area of assessment and treatment of depression. students are encouraged to search 
for review articles which provide a comprehensive assessment of the strengths 
and weaknesses of various perspectives in this area. sources can be research-
based or can be practice wisdom-based. For instance, students might find a large 
body of literature supporting the role of cognitive functioning in depression. They 
then are asked to record the operational definition of depression, which leads to 
dimensions of assessment and treatment. subsequently, students locate several 
experts (practice wisdom) in this area and document the contrasting perspectives. 
They can also report some field interviews with experts in this area.

in stage 2, using information from both research and practice wisdom, students 
are asked to provide a summary of: 1) elements of assessment for depression and 
treatment priorities (substantive generalizations); 2) disadvantages and advantages 
of the uses of specific assessments and interventions (limiting generalizations); 
and 3) quality of the evidence of the studies (in term of the methodology, design, 
sample size, instruments used). experience can be used as a source of evidence. 
The final outcome of this stage is the template of different areas of assessment 
of depression, including the screening instruments for depression, and evidence-
based treatment. in the area of depression, depression was measured by affect, 
interpersonal relationship and somatic expression. in addition to the screening tool, 
students might find additional risk and protective factors for depression evidenced 
in literature and in the practice experience. in stage 3, this template is then pilot 
tested with a small group to assess further the consensus about the treatment and 
assessment. Stages 4–6 are implementation stages and refinement via a series of 
pretests and post tests to assess the soundness of the template for assessment and 
treatment of depression.

in conclusion, learning research methods or any subject matter in general is a 
continuous, everyday process, and that education is a multifaceted stimulus in the 
progress of life. learning takes place between students and teachers, as well as 
between teachers and students – in other words, it is a process that occurs between 
all of us. We learn and grow from experiences and from each other, and the 
constant interaction between people offers continuous opportunities for learning 
at all levels. generally speaking, everyone is a teacher and everyone is a learner 
at different stages of life. Therefore, people need each other to help bring to the 
surface what they already know and then to broaden and refine those ideas and 
concepts to become significant individuals who can offer special attributes that 
positively influence our own daily lives as well as society.



 

chapter 16  

how to do case study Research
donna M. Zucker

Introduction

There are multiple definitions and understandings of the case study. According 
to Bromley (1990), it is a ‘systematic inquiry into an event or a set of related 
events which aims to describe and explain the phenomenon of interest’ (p. 302). 
The unit of analysis can vary from an individual to a corporation. While there is 
utility in applying this method retrospectively, it is most often used prospectively. 
data come largely from documentation, archival records, interviews, direct 
observations, participant observation and physical artifacts (Yin, 1994).

The terms ‘case study’, ‘case review’ and ‘case report’ are used loosely in 
the scientific and professional literature. The key features of a ‘case study’ are its 
scientific credentials and its evidence base for professional applications. A ‘case 
review’ might emphasize a critical reappraisal of a case. a ‘case report’ might 
refer to a summary of a case or to the document reporting a case, as in case law or 
medicine. case studies of individuals in health care research (to take one example) 
often involve in-depth interviews with participants and key informants, review of 
the medical records, observation, and excerpts from patients’ personal writings 
and diaries. case studies in nursing, for example, have a practical function in that 
they can be immediately applicable to the participant’s diagnosis or treatment.

case study as a research method is often indexed in most undergraduate 
research textbooks as neither quantitative nor qualitative. little attention is paid 
to the usefulness of this method, with an average of two pages devoted to this 
research approach (Burns and grove, 1999). This chapter will provide a step by 
step guide to this research method. The goal of this chapter is to translate this step 
wise approach into a ‘curriculum’ for teaching case study method.

In Preparation

case study method is indexed in many introductory research textbooks and is 
often taught in qualitative research methods courses that discuss a variety of 
methods. These may include grounded theory, phenomenology, discourse analysis 
and case study, for example. Reasonable goals for the learner would be to explore 
and understand the philosophical and aesthetic paradigms that are foundational 
to qualitative research methods, compare and contrast the distinctions among 
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selected methods, evaluate traditional and emerging qualitative designs within 
their disciplinary area, and to apply methods and techniques. using a step wise 
approach students will learn how to design studies, generate data, analyse and 
interpret the data and disseminate findings. The teacher creates a teaching and 
learning environment to meet those outcomes.

Pedagogical approaches commonly blend learning and doing: these include 
seminar participation wherein students are responsible for researching and 
presenting a didactic lesson; discussing and critiquing qualitative research reports; 
engaging in field work activities; presenting findings to their class; and writing a 
report. in most cases generating a proposal for the review of human subjects and 
obtaining university approval for the field experience is required.

Prior to Beginning

students should form a list of possible methods in their mind when reviewing their 
research question and ask how can i get the information i am looking for? There 
are many considerations prior to embarking on case study methods but at the onset 
it should be clear that no other descriptive method is possible or will get the level 
of description the researcher is looking for, except case study methods. Time in the 
field, lengthy interviews and transcription and analysis are all factors that should 
be thought out well in advance of engaging with participants.

In teaching case study method a primary aim is to define what case study is 
and what it is not. Various authors of case study methods discuss and demonstrate 
a variety of paradigmatic perspectives. i will discuss the most commonly cited 
perspectives. According to Yin (1994) the case study design must have five 
components: the research question(s); its propositions; its unit(s) of analysis; a 
determination of how the data are linked to the propositions; and criteria to interpret 
the findings. Yin concluded that operationally defining the unit of analysis assists 
with replication and efforts at case comparison.

stake (1995) emphasized that the number and type of case studies depends 
upon the purpose of the inquiry: an instrumental case study is used to provide 
insight into an issue; an intrinsic case study is undertaken to gain a deeper 
understanding of the case; and the collective case study is the study of a number of 
cases in order to inquire into a particular phenomenon. stake recognizes that there 
are many other types of case studies based on their specific purpose, such as the 
teaching case study or the biography. Feigin et al. (1991) state that, irrespective of 
the purpose, unit of analysis or design, rigour is a central concern. They suggest 
that, while proponents of multiple case studies may argue for replication, using 
more than one case may dilute the importance and meaning of the single case. Yin 
(1994) points out that case studies are the preferred strategy when ‘how’ and ‘why’ 
questions are posed.

guba and lincoln (1981) describe case study ‘types’. These types are factual, 
interpretative and evaluative. each case study must outline the purpose, then 
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depending on the type of case study and the actions proposed by the researcher, 
the researcher could determine the possible products of the study. For example, 
research undertaken to describe men’s experience in living with chronic coronary 
heart disease (chd) could be placed in both factual and interpretative categories 
(Zucker, 2001). The researcher’s actions include recording, constructing and 
presenting, and producing a chronicle, a profile or facts. Additionally the researcher 
is construing, synthesizing and clarifying, and producing a history, meanings and 
understandings. a student’s understanding of such activities helps him or her form 
the stages of the case study method.

in summary the purposes of case study research may be exploratory, descriptive, 
interpretive and explanatory (Mariano, 2000). articulating the purpose of the 
research will inform the remainder of the case study design.

Strategies

In order for students to develop some confidence and competence in learning 
case study methods a variety of tools are made available for student examination, 
use and critique. Yin (1994) offers a very straightforward protocol approach for 
case study emphasizing field procedures, case study questions and a guide for the 
final write up. This ‘tool’ is intended to: 1) assist the researcher to carry out the 
case study; and 2) increase reliability of the research. similarly stake (1995) has 
proposed a series of necessary steps for completing the case method, including 
posing research questions, gathering data, data analysis and interpretation. a 
remarkable distinction is stakes’ emphasis on a more naturalistic approach, the 
importance of the philosophical underpinnings of case method, and the importance 
of the description of contexts. developing a protocol will serve as a frame of 
operation and include all the necessary elements in the proper conduct of students’ 
research. The following list illustrates a common case study protocol that guides 
the researcher’s methodology:

Purpose and rationale for case study;
significance of the phenomena of interest,
research questions.

design based on the unit of analysis and research purpose.
data collection and management techniques;

field methods,
transcribed notes and interviews,
mapping of major concepts,
building typologies,
member checking.

describe the full case.
Focus the analysis built on themes linked to purpose and unit of analysis.

•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
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Analyse findings based on the purpose, rationale and research questions;
case perspective,
disciplinary perspective,
cross-case comparison,
write-up the case from an emic perspective,
biography, autobiography, narratives.

establishing rigor;
credibility,
transferability,
dependability,
confirmability.

developing a protocol will serve as a frame of operation and include all the 
necessary elements in the proper conduct of students’ research.

Sample

another important component in teaching case study method is to emphasize unit 
of analysis and description of the sample. When the unit of analysis is an individual, 
for example, an important concept to consider is life history. Bromley states, ‘The 
case study emphasizes the proximal causes of the behaviour and circumstances, 
whereas life history emphasizes the remote origins, and the continuities and 
discontinuities in the organization of behaviour over a relatively long period of time’ 
(1991, 86). according to stake (1995) the case study researcher may be somewhat 
of a biographer focused on a phase or segment of the life of an individual. Various 
reports in psychology (Bromley, 1986), sociology (creswell, 1998; Yin, 1984; 
1994) and education (stake, 1978; 1995) have studied the individual as the unit of 
analysis, and have used the case study method to develop rich and comprehensive 
understandings about people. Yin (1994) describes single and multiple case 
designs. one rationale for these designs is to identify an extreme or unique case. 
The single case may focus on/employ a single unit of analysis or multiple units of 
analysis. This contrasts to multiple (comparative) case studies, which Yin describes 
as analogous to multiple experiments; they follow a ‘replication logic’. The ‘logic’ 
underlying the use of multiple case studies is: each case must be selected so that it 
either 1) predicts similar results (a literal replication); or 2) produces contrasting 
results but for predictable reasons (a theoretical replication) (lee, 2006).

Methods and analysis: Iterative Processes

an important component of teaching case method is to allow students an 
opportunity to move in and out of the literature before, during and after the case 
study has begun. it is important for students to understand that method and analysis 

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
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occur simultaneously in case study research. For the remainder of this discussion 
this example will focus the reader on the following three stages to illustrate this 
process:

stage 1 – describing experience,
stage 2 – describing meaning,
stage 3 – focus of the analysis.

Stage 1 – Describing experience

In this stage the researcher creates interview questions prior to the first interview, 
which serve as a script for moving the interviewer closer to eliciting experience 
and meaning from participants in each succeeding interview. The questions should 
be broad and loosely structured, following the intent of the research questions. 
using techniques suggested by schatzman and strauss (1973) journals and logs 
are kept to track methodological, observational and theoretical field notes during 
data collection.

next, the interview questions are accompanied by a list of possible sources 
of data. using the example of describing the experience of living with chronic 
chd across 10 to 15 years, a list of potential sources was made that included 
the participant, his spouse, physicians and nurses, and other possible significant 
key informants. The medical records in at least three settings had to be located: 
hospital archives; doctors’ offices and outpatient rehabilitation centres; and clinics. 
The medical and nursing literature can be a rich source of information on patient 
experiences in the form of standards of practice, most of them in classic texts that 
are updated every one to three years. additional standards were found in published 
discipline-specific guidelines. Because experience across time was an important 
feature of this study, the researcher had to be mindful of advances in cardiac 
interventions after 1985. experts were consulted from nursing and medicine to 
validate the current standard of care.

Finally, the literature was reviewed for definitions of experience, particularly 
as they related to chronic chd. For example, strauss and colleagues (1984) and 
Miller (1992) referred to patients’ illness experiences as their illness trajectory. 
literature from the disciplines of nursing and medicine revealed a common 
trajectory for patients with chd. The literature was revisited between interviews 
to gain a better understanding of new data. clear conceptualizations assisted in 
taking definitions into the study and combined with the other sources of data, 
comprised the mass of data available to study the phenomenon of interest. Thinking 
in metaphors and creating simplistic models and thematic maps were essential 
activities in data management.

Mapping the data from multiple data sources is an important task. in this study, 
principal data were derived from two to three lengthy interviews lasting from two 
hours to two and a half hours. assembling tables, charts and grids assisted with 
clustering of concepts. For example, after the first two interviews it became clear that 

•
•
•
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acute cardiac experiences did not occur in isolation, rather three large dimensions 
of experience emerged. experience was coded by colour in the transcripts; for 
example, red for cardiac experiences, green for health and illness experiences and 
blue for life experiences. Various perspectives were bolded (spouse) or underlined 
(nurse or doctor) to distinguish them from those of the patients (normal typeface). 
Finally all of these data sources were read, summarized and organized. interviews 
were transcribed by a professional transcriptionist. early models, such as the one 
seen in Figure 16.1, were constructed to assist in conceptualizing dimensions and 
ideas that clustered together.

experiences were further categorized as physiological, sociological and 
psychological within each dimension. colour codes, taxonomies and chronological 
ordering were used to manage the data that were assembled in large tables first on 
newsprint, then in the word processor.

Stage 2 – Describing meaning

in this stage the researcher consults the literature and links the research questions 
and methods to the philosophical framework. Because the meaning of experience 
was also central to this study, the literature on meaning that had the most relevance 
for this population was reviewed. Multiple perspectives were reviewed from 
social constructionism, medical sociology, existential analysis and symbolic 
interactionism. Processes similar to those used to explore and describe experience 
were used to study the importance of the concept of meaning. Burbank (1988) 
studied the meaning in life of older adults from a symbolic interaction perspective 
and described a hierarchical model of meaning. The first level is labelled ‘meaning 
of signs and symbols’ and represents a micro level perspective on meaning. This 
level is considered a foundation or beginning of creating meaning. For patients with 
chd this may refer to what they see and read in print or in the visual inspection of 
persons with known heart disease. Powerful words such as ‘cPR’, ‘chest pain’ or 
‘Mi’ are a few that convey meanings about absolute life and death.

The second level is ‘meaning of people, things and events in a person’s life’. 
This ‘mid-level’ of meaning builds on the first and assumes that ‘a variety of 
things may be meaningful in varying degrees to different people’ (Burbank, 
1988, 13). Meaning in life for patients with chd may correspond to the crises 

Figure 16.1 early model of summarized interview transcript
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or episodes of illness, significant others before, during or after the illness, and 
quality of life issues which include work, intimacy and freedom to live according 
to one’s own desires. examples of events or treatments include angioplasty, stents 
and heart surgery.

The final level of meaning is an abstract, macro level, labelled ‘the meaning 
of life as a whole’. individuals may have no conscious awareness of this level of 
meaning, but rather function within a set of values and beliefs about life’s meaning. 
This existential or cosmic meaning differs from the query, ‘What is the meaning 
of my own life?’ which reflects one’s need to have purpose in living. The latter 
may assist the patient with chd to plan for the future given his current physical 
and psychological circumstances. Burbank equates ‘meaning of life’ as a whole, as 
interrelated to the other two levels and is seen as one’s worldview. in conclusion 
these levels of meaning may encompass humankind’s capacity to find importance 
in the experiences of living.

in the study of chd patients’ experiences, the mid-level of meaning was most 
helpful due to the preponderance of participants’ events and situations noted in the 
transcripts, archives and medical records, as well as interactions with others and 
self. Burbank’s model was not fully supported in this study, as there were periods 
when no meaning could be found in either of the cases. again the use of a simple 
model assists in pulling together data from the case study and tying it to meaning 
making. in this instance support from existential analysis was helpful. see Figure 
16.2 for a basic model of meaning based on Burbank’s work.

interestingly, in the case study of the experience and meaning of men living 
with chronic chd, two cases emerged that differed widely, one being the more 
‘textbook’ case, the other the more idiosyncratic. Rather than following a traditional 
approach to case analysis using replication logic (Yin, 1994), efforts were focused 
on drawing comparisons between the two cases. Prior to analysing instances of 
meaning from these cases, the original transcripts were once again reviewed and 
marked with a small ‘m’ for each instance of meaning. Particular words, sentences 
and passages were noted in a separate journal. interpretations of what patients 
were thinking, doing and feeling added to an understanding of the meaning of their 
experiences. This experience of reading and rereading, refining the methodology 
as data is received as an important set of activities in case study research.

Figure 16.2 Basic model based on Burbank’s work
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Stage 3 – Focus of the analysis

Generalization of case study findings is limited to the case itself or types of 
cases. however, attention to selected details enhances the analysis and increases 
clarity of reasoning. some general techniques are mentioned that have been 
useful in focusing the analysis of the example used here. according to Yin (1994) 
analysis hinges on linking the data to the propositions and explicating the criteria 
by which findings are to be interpreted. While generalization limits the use of 
case study method by some social scientists, Yin (1984) argues that theoretical 
generalization is to the domain of case study what statistical generalization is to 
the true experiment. an important technique used to incorporate rigour into the 
study design is the use of the negative case to serve as a study ‘control’. The use 
of the extreme case, the deviant case and the normal case are helpful for making 
points of comparison.

The stand taken by Stake (1978) focuses on context-specific or ‘naturalistic’ 
generalization. such an approach resonates with readers’ tacit knowledge, which 
helps people make connections and associations without the benefit of words. It is 
believed that people have the capacity for this kind of knowledge and from it they 
build understandings.

in the example of the experience and meaning of men with chronic chd, major 
themes identified with the use of maps and typologies emerged as focal areas of 
the analysis. The metaphor ‘journey’ became a central organizing concept and was 
linked to a variety of sub-concepts, and relationships among them were sought. 
Two complete cases were reviewed. each case was analysed separately with an 
eye toward describing experience and meaning. according to the description by 
Feigin et al. (1991), one appeared as a ‘normal’ case and one an ‘extreme’ case. 
The strategy was to focus the analysis on the journey, by concentrating on how it: 
1) was tied to a physiologic state; 2) carried consequences; and 3) compared with 
the typical health/illness trajectory.

examining Rigour

It is the role of the case study researcher to test and confirm his or her findings in 
order to indicate the findings are valid and the procedures are rigorous. Rigour is 
built into this process by focusing the strategies used to generate meaning from the 
qualitative data. see Table 16.1 for these strategies. Those strategies in italics were 
selected for the example case study.

investigators within a constructivist paradigm, such as that used by case study 
research, attempt to reconstruct participants’ understanding of the social world 
(denzin and lincoln, 2000). Thus, traditional criteria of internal and external 
validity are replaced by such terms as trustworthiness and authenticity. guba 
and lincoln (1981) suggest an alternate view of establishing rigour based on a 
critical realist paradigm that is juxtaposed to a more traditional view. in this case 
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reliability is contrasted with dependability or auditability. in this sense we are 
asking if the researcher’s processes were consistent and reasonably stable over 
time and across researchers and methods. internal validity can be contrasted with 
credibility or authenticity. Here we aim to answer the questions, do the findings 
of the study make sense? are they credible to the people we study themselves 
or others? Finally we want to know if our conclusions are transferable to other 
contexts? how far can they be generalized? here we contrast external validity to 
transferability or fittingness (Miles and Huberman, 1994).

Quality standards for case studies in psychology, for example, have been 
developed emphasizing the scientific and professional benefits to other disciplines. 
Fishman (1999) describes such standards, outlining quality of knowledge issues 
across three paradigms: the positivist model; the pragmatic model; and the 
hermeneutic model. Procedural guidelines for fulfilling these criteria rely heavily 
on methodological arguments and techniques – sampling diversity, triangulation 
or agreement and monitoring bias. lincoln (1995) argues that quality also involves 
ethics. The researcher’s decision whether to embark upon the research must be 
considered in relation to the risk of harm to participants or their families. using an 
outside auditor is required to check each step as the case study is developing. Thus 
attention to quality control must be incorporated into the case study protocol.

Writing-up the case

There are some suggestions new case study researchers may find useful prior to 
writing up their findings. The first is to spend some time at the outset reading 

Table 16.1 Strategies used to generate meaning

What Goes with What?

Noting Patterns
Clustering
seeing Plausibility

Integration among Diverse Pieces of 
Data

Making Metaphors

What’s There?

counting

Sharpen our understanding

Making Comparisons
Partitioning Variables

See Things and Their Relationships 
More abstractly

subsuming Particulars into the general
Factoring
Noting Relations Between Variables
Finding intervening Variables

assemble a Coherent understanding of 
the Data

Building a Logical Chain of Evidence
Making Conceptual/Theoretical 
Coherence

Note: strategies in italics were selected for the example case study.
Source: Miles and huberman, 1994.
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‘good’ case studies. course assignments should include adequate time and support 
for students to complete pilot studies and practise writing, both excellent ways to 
develop the ‘artistic’ expertise required of such writing. other strategies include 
joining a writing group, participating in writing retreats and soliciting english or 
literature experts to begin reading one’s writing. decisions about writing style 
will become clearer as the intent of one’s audience is determined. For example, a 
narrative, biographical or autobiographical approach may be useful for dramatic 
effect, while a full description may be well suited to an organization. in any event, 
the goal is to tell the story and its findings clearly separated from conclusions or 
interpretations.

in the example of the experience and meaning of men living with chronic chd, 
the writing began with a review of the stages of analysis. The first stage defined the 
typical trajectory and mapped the cases’ experiences. Definitions came from the 
literature, experience and nursing practice. Patient interviews and other sources of 
information revealed three phases of experiences common to patients with chd. 
exploration of interview data and medical records uncovered three dimensions of 
experience and three categories of experience that could be viewed within each 
dimension. This analytic stage also ordered the data chronologically and placed 
them within the frame of reference of the data source.

The second stage of analysis focused on mapping meaning. here theoretical 
support came from a model based on the symbolic interaction perspective. This 
model assisted in mapping the meaning demonstrated in the transcripts across 
the three phases of the trajectory and across the levels of meaning. The third 
stage focused the analysis on three important notions: how experience was tied 
to a physiologic state; how it carried consequences; and how it compared with 
the typical illness trajectory. Both case studies included in-depth descriptions 
of individuals whose adult lives had been significantly impacted by CHD. 
Physiological processes, while central to experience, were only a portion of that 
experience. This level of analysis assisted in bringing together the notions of 
experience and meaning as seen within the context of life. Putting all the pieces 
together helped create a beginning model that informed the trajectory of living 
with chronic chd. This process assisted in developing a logical chain of factors 
contributing to the understanding of the data. The result was a series of maps 
and typologies representing perspectives about the meaning of experience, from 
all data sources. a beginning model emerged describing the trajectory of chronic 
coronary heart disease (see Figure 16.3).

The ‘style’ of the manuscript in this case was biographical using a chronological 
flow. Participants’ own language was used whenever possible throughout the 
manuscript in an effort to retain the integrity of their stories and meanings.
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Conclusion

case study method can be a creative alternative to traditional approaches to 
description (quantitative descriptive and descriptive correlational descriptive 
designs) emphasizing the participant’s perspective as central to the process. in 
the example used here the value of the case study was the findings. Theoretical 
implications informed nursing practice directly. case study conclusions created 
opportunities for nurses to adapt their model of care to incorporate all three 
phases of the chronic illness trajectory. For example, changes in history taking 
and follow-up as well as ongoing provision of support to the patient and family 
were emphasized. At the organizational level such findings require resources 
and administrative action for implementing a transitional model of care. other 
implications, no less important, include the impact of the method itself on moving 
description of a phenomenon to intervention. Finally the utility of a case study is 
that it encourages educators to consider additional steps in a caring educational 
curriculum that emphasizes communication and relationships between human 
beings (scott, 2005).

Figure 16.3 Model describing the trajectory of chronic coronary heart 
disease
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chapter 17  

symmetries and asymmetries between 
curriculum and Pedagogy in Teaching 

critical ethnography
shijuan liu and Phil Francis carspecken

Introduction

critical ethnography, or critical qualitative research, has been developed as a 
research methodology from the tradition of critical theory. There are different 
versions of critical ethnography but the one we are familiar with is based on 
habermas’s critical theory.

There are unique challenges and opportunities in teaching this methodology. To 
understand the opportunities and challenges encountered some of its basic principles 
should first be explained. Although it is not easy to provide a comprehensive view 
of critical ethnography in a few short paragraphs, we will do the best we can by 
drawing attention to the word ‘critical’. Readers who are interested to familiarize 
themselves with this method can find more from Carspecken (1996; 1999; 2003).

The word ‘critical’ in critical theory and critical ethnography is used with 
the sense immanuel kant originally gave to it in his ‘critical philosophy’. For 
kant, certain types of knowledge can be found only through the disciplined use of 
reflection which he called ‘transcendental argumentation’. Empirical knowledge, 
for example, depends upon experience but experience depends upon conditions 
that are not themselves revealed through observations.

The ‘critical’ in critical ethnography also entails the idea of reflection. People 
living their lives within various cultural groups and contexts have interpretations 
of their world and their experiences ready at hand. But they are often not aware 
of the cultural conditions for their own interpretative schemes, conditions that are 
not easily captured – ‘interpreted’ – by these interpretative schemes themselves. 
Although people in everyday life continuously employ reflection as a normal part 
of communication, it takes heightened forms of reflection aided by some theory to 
bring the deepest structures of a culture to light.

In critical ethnography the researcher first gains access to the cultural world 
of those he or she is interested in by acquiring an insider, or emic, position to the 
highest extent possible. With an emic perspective the researcher is able to interpret 
the world and other subjects close to the way their participants do. Then implicit 
features of this culture are raised into explicit formulation producing an ethnology 
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– a description of a culture from an insider’s perspective. Finally, cultural forms 
that are now understood more clearly through the process of explicitation can be 
critiqued, not simply nor essentially by the researcher, but by the participants in a 
study themselves.

Reflection and critique are permanent features of everyday life but they are 
heightened in critical ethnography. in everyday communicative practices people 
reflect in order to repair misunderstandings, to defend what they say or do when 
challenged, and to demonstrate themselves as moral agents who are able to separate 
themselves from their actions in the form of taking responsibility for them and 
being capable of self-critique. These normal processes, however, operate within 
conditions of constraint. Reflection is related to a person’s quest for autonomy, 
freedom and self-actualization, such that one can feel one is the author of one’s 
own life and yet goes beyond it in that one takes responsibility for it and can 
change. Wherever social relationships and cultural forms limit the ability of a 
person to be the author of his or her own life we have a form of power. This power 
can be very subtle, such that one may feel constrained but in ways one initially 
consents to, based on challengeable beliefs that remain implicit – outside critique. 
critical ethnography as we teach and practise it aims at bringing subtle constraints 
of this nature to explicit awareness, so that those affected by them are able to 
fully consider them in order either to consent or to object, and thus to become 
more empowered and free. critical ethnography is practised by establishing 
relationships as free of power distortions as possible, facilitating the growth in 
awareness through reflection of both the researcher and researched. We teach a 
five stage method (see details from Carspecken, 1996) to this end, along with the 
theory that makes sense of reflection and its core position in human life as well as 
this research methodology.

The connection between critical ethnography, human growth, consciousness 
raising and freedom provides the opportunity to help students find a special 
connection between things that are most precious and of intrinsic interest to them 
– who they are, why they are as they are, how their relationships with others are 
structured and what they can possibly become in their lives. They learn how to 
understand and analyse social interactions in subtle ways, which means that all 
interactions in the classroom will become more and more transparent to them. 
students learn about the way in which identity claims inhabit all meaningful acts 
and also gain heightened awareness of how important identity is to all human 
beings, how vulnerable people can be with respect to it, and how identity is 
intertwined with relations of power from the very gross to the very subtle levels. 
The invariable presence of interlinked values, norms, power and identity in 
all social actions are taught to students as part of the course content such that 
opportunities and challenges exist for the instructor regarding the relationship 
between what they teach and how they teach it.
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Symmetries between Curriculum and Pedagogy

This idea of ‘symmetry’ between curriculum and pedagogy is of course an empirical 
issue insofar as different instructors will establish different relations between what 
they teach and how they teach it. But our concern is to explore something like the 
‘limits and possibilities to symmetry’ that are entailed with this particular subject 
matter. The idea is to reveal the intrinsic relations between the course contents of 
critical ethnography and any pedagogic approach that could be used to teach it. 
The result will be an elucidation of boundaries that instructors can negotiate as 
they best see fit.

We begin with intrinsic symmetries that individual instructors can use as 
resources for their pedagogy in any number of ways. We have found six such 
intrinsic symmetries: value related; power related; relationship related; awareness 
related; design related; and reflection related. The distinctions we make to put forth 
precisely these six symmetries will be clear from our analysis but it should also be 
clear that these relationships we discuss are not isolated from one another but arise 
together. The distinctions are analytic and heuristic rather than substantive.

Value-related symmetries

critical researchers are concerned with social inequality, and aim to help make 
positive social changes. For critical researchers, the contributions of a critical 
study are not only to produce empirical-descriptive information, but also to help 
deepen the understanding of such social theoretical concepts as power, culture and 
structure (carspecken, 1996; carspecken and apple, 1992). Factors associated 
with inequality typically include social status, gender, culture and language, 
etc. Some groups are found to have more power than other groups in specifiable 
ways, and social relationships within groups will display power disparities. 
Power need not be a bad thing in itself, but where it needs to be contested is 
where subordinates do not consent to their subordinate status, or would not do so 
were they fully aware of it.

The value orientation of the critical ethnographer is therefore one that objects 
to inequalities in social life that are not understood and consented to by those 
affected. Participants in a study must be highly respected and their own views 
of their lives honoured. at the same time the critical researcher is to facilitate 
consciousness-raising and thus not simply to accept what people say about their 
lives initially, in order to bring the conditions underlying such statements into 
explicit articulation and then discussion.

When teaching this research method, instructors need to inform their students 
of the value orientation associated with it as part of the curriculum content. clearly, 
then, a symmetry should be sought between classroom dynamics and these values 
that object to oppression and affirm deep respect for all others, including their life 
experiences and interpretations. instructors must act according to these values in 
the classroom and challenge instances in the classroom where students bridge the 
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values in their treatment of each other. consciously or unconsciously, instructors 
convey their values to students through their teaching, no matter what subject is 
being taught. As McKeachie (2002) notes, ‘[o]ur choices of content, our choices 
of teaching methods, our very ways of conducting classes reveal our values 
and influence our students’ reactions’ (p. 292). In the case of teaching critical 
ethnography where part of the curriculum is mastering skills for spotting subtle 
distortions in communication due to power relationships, the relation between 
classroom dynamics and curriculum will be all the more obvious to everyone and 
in fact something to use for instructional purposes. This symmetry is therefore 
a must in teaching critical ethnography. Failure to maintain this symmetry will 
produce a contradiction between pedagogy and curriculum that students will 
quickly notice.

Power-related symmetries

as critical researchers note, power is prevalent in culture, education, in fact all 
areas of social life. Power, as we have said, is not always a bad thing, but those 
who have power must keep it open to critique by those affected, have their consent 
to use it, and use it with great care.

generally speaking, researchers have more resources for power than those 
being researched in conducting research. They come to the field with explicit 
forms of knowledge that their participants do not have. Researchers also possess 
the means for representing their interpretations of others to a larger public, which 
these others cannot counter by seeking their own publication outlets. in this 
sense, the researcher could consciously or unconsciously distort communicative 
processes with participants and could affect the lives of the participants much 
more than the participants could affect the life of the researcher.

This situation is mirrored in the classroom. instructors have more knowledge 
than their students, and this can result in students deferring to them and silencing 
their own views. instructors have the power to decide the course schedule and the 
assignments, and to assign final grades that students may or may not agree with.

Researchers are cautioned not to abuse the power that they have in doing 
research, not only for ethical reasons, but for reasons of validity as well. critical 
qualitative researchers must equalize their relations with participants as much as 
possible. only in this way will participants articulate perceptions and interpretations 
and engage in full discussions of the analysis. These are purely validity issues that 
require the equalization of power where possible, as much as possible, and the 
responsible use of power when equality cannot be established.

The same principles apply to classroom instruction. Power should be shared 
with students to the highest extent possible. instructors of critical ethnography are 
in a better position than many educators for spotting very subtle forms of power 
at play, and they should articulate such things when they are spotted, including 
self-critique at appropriate times. There are various ways to reduce the power 
differential between the instructor and the students. The instructor can ask students 
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to choose the topic of the research project that is of interest to them, so as to give 
students more control over their learning process. it is worth noting that giving 
learners more control of the educational process has been urged in the literature on 
teaching and learning since at least the 1970s. some scholars advocate a paradigm 
shift from teacher-centredness to learner-centredness (Reigeluth, 1999). Two major 
advantages of empowering students can be identified. First, the ultimate purpose 
of education is to help students learn. What counts more, ultimately, is not what 
teachers teach, but what students learn (lowman, 1995). empowering students by 
giving them input with respect to the pace, specific contents, and even evaluation 
system of the course helps achieve the educational purpose and simultaneously 
illustrates values and principles of critical ethnography.

second, students who take an active role are found to be more motivated in 
their learning process and are more likely to achieve better learning outcomes 
(Prosser and Trigwell, 1999). and third, in the case of critical ethnography, 
relationships between instructor and students can be explicitly discussed, both in 
order to illustrate course contents and to show how relationships change when 
awareness is raised about them. do some students get more attention than others 
from the instructor? do students feel it is harder to talk when certain other people 
are present or when the instructor takes on a certain kind of role? instructors 
should look for and, where it would not be too threatening, articulate and analyse 
such things.

Relationship-related symmetries

intertwined with the power-related symmetries are the symmetric relationships 
between the researcher and those being researched in conducting critical 
ethnographic research, and between the instructor and students in teaching this 
research method. critical research aims to be a collaborative endeavour untaken by 
both the researcher and the participants to the highest extent possible (carspecken 
and apple, 1992; carspecken and Macgillivray, 1998). a researcher reconstructs 
meanings ultimately with the help of participants by engaging them in discussions 
requiring caring, respect and openness as well as democratic procedures in the 
production of research reports. To achieve this, researchers are advised to build 
trust and rapport with their research participants.

symmetrically, from the pedagogical view, instructors need to be caring 
and open, and engage students in the instructional activities if they want to be 
successful as well as ethical (keller, 1983; noddings, 1998). Based on his studies 
on some exemplary university instructors as well as related literature, lowman 
(1995) develops a two-dimension model of effective college teaching: intellectual 
excitement and interpersonal rapport. according to him, students highly value 
those instructors who are extremely warm and open, highly student-centred and 
predictable. in critical ethnography instruction, the relationships in the classroom 
should also provide content for intellectual stimulation.
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In both the research field and the classroom, participants should be enabled 
to feel comfortable in challenging the researcher/instructor. Trust-building is 
essential in both arenas.

Awareness-related symmetries

critical ethnographic methodology is designed to bring what is implicit and tacit 
into explicit, discursive formulation (carspecken, 1996; 1999). a central goal in 
teaching critical ethnography is to increase the awareness of all participants in the 
class, including the instructor. The self of the teacher has to be engaged and at 
times put at risk in the teaching process, just as the self of a critical ethnographer 
must be put at risk and continuously engaged during a field project.

Validity claims that constitute meaningful action are primarily implicit and 
tacit in nature. People understand them intuitively but often not clearly enough to 
subject them to critique. This is one of the ways that power can work: people take 
many of the validity claims that exist as themes in their culture for granted, as part 
of common sense. Making them explicit relativizes them and opens them up for 
critique. at the same time, identities serve as the ground for many validity claims, 
particularly those of the normative type, and also for holistic, worldview-like 
structures within which all validity claims are implicitly cast. criticizing claims 
to which many identities are attached risks causing pain, fear and insecurity in the 
subjects of one’s study. The same thing happens in classrooms where these skills 
at articulating the implicit into explicit discourse are taught.

Design-related symmetries

To conduct any kind of research it is necessary initially to produce a research 
design. in qualitative research such designs are important but they must also be 
flexible. Symmetrically, in one’s teaching, the instructor needs to develop a well-
planned curriculum with flexibility included. According to Lowman (1995), good 
planning, clear presentations and well-organized classes are inseparable elements 
for excellent teaching.

We have found one effective way for teaching critical ethnographic concepts 
to be the following. First, provide a classroom exercise that challenges students 
to understand something from real life with respect to concepts they already 
use, at least tacitly, in making sense of such things. next, work with students 
to develop theory components from the exercise. This requires students to 
make ideas, with which they are already implicitly familiar, more explicit and 
to refine them in the process. Next, present a fully worked out theory that is 
in accord with critical ethnography, such as a theory of meaning, of the self, 
of power and many other things. Here is where flexibility must be artfully 
employed. The theory as it is already articulated for the instructor must not 
be presented in a way that simply negates what students have come up with in 
the exercise. Rather, the instructor must notice and make use of opportunities 
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to link the formal theory with themes that came from the students. Finally, 
conduct another small group exercise to apply what was learned theoretically 
back to real life. The best way to do this is often to pass around field notes 
and to have students analyse them in relation to the theory just presented. 
sometimes having students spontaneously act out a skit with others taking 
notes will provide the material desired for practising theory application. as the 
semester proceeds, classes may be effectively commenced with exercises to 
refresh the memory of concepts and ideas already learned. exercises that help 
students understand internal connections between concepts already learned 
and new concepts will also be illustrated with examples.

like critical qualitative researchers, instructors need to be ready to make 
necessary changes to their curricular plans at all times to make better use of 
spontaneous opportunities. This is crucial for teaching this research method to 
postgraduate students, as the students are usually from diverse backgrounds and 
have different research interests.

Reflection-related symmetries

Of course, critical qualitative researchers need to be reflective – we have already 
explained that critical and reflective are related concepts. Now we shall become 
just a little more specific. Meaning always has both implicit and explicit features 
to it. it is conditioned culturally in ways of which actors are frequently unaware. 
Critical ethnography is partly the art of deeply reflecting, with the aid of theory, 
to articulate these submerged portions of culture. Furthermore, reflection helps 
researchers become more aware of their own biases in observing, interviewing 
the participants, analysing the data and so on, thereby improving the quality of the 
study (Carspecken, 1996). Finally, being reflective helps researchers to become 
more cautious of the aforementioned unfair advantage they have over those being 
studied, thereby helping to achieve one of the ultimate goals for conducting critical 
research, that is, fostering heightened and shared awareness that is empowering.

Symmetrically, instructors teaching this method need to be reflective as well. As 
previously indicated, one purpose of teaching critical ethnographic methodology 
is to increase the awareness of all participants including the instructors themselves. 
Being reflective is necessary for the instructor to become more aware of his or her 
own assumptions – conditions underlying his or her own actions including those 
in the classroom. Instructors in all fields are always at risk of inadvertently causing 
pain, fear and insecurity for students but the more reflective we are when teaching, 
the less often this is likely to happen. Such self-reflection should be modelled 
continuously when teaching by being explicit about it where appropriate. When 
students demonstrate reflection in their classroom participation this should be 
pointed out and affirmed.

As with doing critical research, there are other benefits for being reflective 
in teaching this research method, such as modelling reflection to students so that 
they will practise it more and more themselves, becoming more empowered in the 
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process. Reflective teaching improves teaching in all subject areas (Light and Cox, 
2001), and it is particularly crucial for teaching critical ethnography, given the fact 
that course content includes theories about reflection.

asymmetries between Curriculum and Pedagogy

only two asymmetric relationships are found between the curriculum of critical 
qualitative research and the pedagogy of teaching it.

Learning versus the teaching process

a qualitative researcher will usually play many and various roles when doing 
fieldwork. For instance, in a study Laurie MacGillivray conducted on elementary 
school children, sometimes she played the role of an adult teacher to the children, 
sometimes of a fellow ‘kid’ who played with the children and sometimes she simply 
observed from a distance. Researchers’ roles will vary during a single study, based 
on a large variety of factors (carspecken and Macgillivray, 1998). different roles 
involve different power relations between researchers and participants.

however, the master role that the researcher plays in a critical research study, 
as creswell (1998) notes for qualitative approaches in general, is like that of an 
active learner, in that the researcher seeks to understand and represent things from 
the participants’ view. a qualitative researcher will wish to avoid the role of an 
expert who passes judgement on participants. correspondingly, though research 
designs vary according to situation and research questions, the research process 
is usually primarily a learning process for researchers and their role is that of a 
learner in relation to the participants who ‘teach’.

in contrast, when teaching this research method to students, the master role 
that the instructor plays is that of an expert who educates. although once again we 
find roles changing flexibly, with the teacher often willing to learn from students 
in such things as the group exercises we described above, the instructor has the 
master status of an expert who knows, more than the students, what it is they need 
to learn.

This asymmetry between master roles to take in the classroom compared to 
those taken in the field can be further illustrated by the flow of feedback given in the 
learning versus the teaching process. Specifically, for the researchers, the process 
is a learning process. Researchers seek feedback from the participants to determine 
whether they have understood the participants’ perspective accurately or not. in 
classrooms, the instructor provides feedback to students for the same purpose.

This asymmetry is general in form. In both the field site and the classroom 
critical ethnographers must be careful in revealing all they think they know to 
their participants and students. a balance between openness and only sharing 
knowledge that will be constructive to those with whom they share it is necessary 
in both contexts. But in the field the researcher seeks to build understanding and 
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trust to the point where full openness is possible without causing harm. There is 
enough time to do this because the length of a project should be chosen so as to 
ensure that this happens. in the classroom, however, time is constrained to one 
semester or term. usually instructors will never reach a degree of trust and rapport 
sufficient to fully share everything they interpret of the interactions with their 
students.

Conceptual order

When conducting a qualitative research project, concepts necessary for data 
analysis must be already mastered to a certain degree by the researcher. data 
analysis, for example, consists primarily of coding data. But to code data properly 
many concepts must be understood in advance. so, although coding is what one 
begins with to analyse data, it is one of the last things taught in class.

additionally, a qualitative researcher will gain initial impressions of the 
meaning and significance of the social phenomena studied holistically. Single 
acts of meaning are not often of significance in themselves, but rather in the full 
sequences of interaction in which they emerge. The analysis of qualitative data will 
usually consist of noticing whole chunks of activity that have an internal dynamic 
or pattern to them, or whole chunks of an interview that have a narrative structure 
to them. Then analysis becomes more detail-oriented: looking more precisely at 
particular acts within a sequence of action and so on.

By contrast, teaching concepts of meaning, action, interactive sequences, roles 
and forms of power seems best done in reverse order. The small units are first 
explained theoretically – the nature and internal structures of a meaningful act, the 
array of validity claims that constitute a singular claim to meaning and so forth. 
From these small units we build up toward larger ones – entire roles, instead of 
mere single acts; entire action sequences; entire narrative forms instead of singular 
statements within an interview.

This asymmetry should be explained to students at the very start of a course on 
critical ethnography, and students should be reminded of it repeatedly as the course 
continues. We have found that failure to make clear this difference in conceptual 
direction between the data analysis done for a real research project and the analysis 
done in the classroom to learn concepts can lead to misunderstandings. students 
have been known to begin analysis of their data for a dissertation project by taking 
it act by act, analysing each one sequentially, which is a needless and ultimately 
impossible task.

Conclusion

in this chapter, beginning with a brief and partial introduction to critical 
ethnography, we explored the relationships between the curriculum of conducting 
this type of study and the pedagogy of teaching this research methodology. six 
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symmetric relationships and two asymmetrical ones were identified. Some of the 
symmetries between the curriculum and pedagogy we drew attention to are not 
limited to teaching this research methodology, but exist between curriculum and 
pedagogy in general. however, in most cases critical ethnography has a unique 
status, insofar as what is taught cannot differ from how it is taught without 
producing actual contradictions. in many respects, for critical ethnography, the 
pedagogy is the curriculum.
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chapter 18  

learning Research Together:  
Reciprocal Benefits for Individuals  

With and Without disabilities
annabelle l. grundy and Michelle k. Mcginn

individuals with disabilities are important members of the research community. 
Through self-study and auto-ethnographic research, they can contribute to the 
field of disability studies by raising awareness about the world of disabilities and 
diminishing the risks of objectifying people with disabilities in research (oliver, 
1992; Zarb, 1992). Furthermore, their contributions to research are not limited to 
the field of disability studies, but inform all fields. The research community learns 
by bringing different perspectives to bear on the phenomena under investigation, so 
research in any field that is undertaken by researchers with disabilities can generate 
new understandings that are unavailable to scholars without disabilities (grundy 
et al., 2005). For example, colligan (2001) learned about the openness required in 
the karaite religion as a result of the openness about her own body dictated by her 
need for assistance with showering and personal grooming during her fieldwork. It 
is important for the scholarly community to provide opportunities for individuals 
with disabilities to be educated as researchers (Parker and Baldwin, 1992).

This chapter focuses on the first-hand learning experiences of the two authors 
as the first author (Annabelle) undertook a research-based Master of Education 
programme under the supervision of the second author (Michelle). annabelle 
is hard of hearing. she has a severe to profound sensorineural hearing loss in 
both ears, uses an FM amplification system in conjunction with personal hearing 
aids and speech-reads. Michelle has no identified disabilities. After meeting in a 
research methods course, Michelle hired annabelle as a research assistant and later 
became her thesis supervisor. in this chapter, we document our ongoing attempts 
to identify suitable accommodations to compensate for annabelle’s disability as 
she developed as a researcher through her coursework, research assistantships 
and thesis research. We focus in particular upon four experiences that became 
learning moments for both of us. in this way, our considerations about teaching 
and learning research methods are not confined to research methods courses, but 
extend into other research learning experiences as student, assistant and academic 
supervisor. While we draw specifically upon our own experiences, the purpose of 
the chapter is to highlight the learning potential for both parties when an instructor 
works with a student with a disability.
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a Situated Learning Perspective

learning is a situated activity that is realized through participation and self-identity 
(lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). doing research, knowing research and 
being a researcher are inherently intertwined processes that take place in social 
settings (see garner and sercombe, chapter 7). By working together on research 
tasks, individuals learn research skills and construct their identities as researchers. 
This is true for students like Annabelle who are engaged in their first research 
project, and it is true for seasoned researchers like Michelle who have conducted 
numerous research projects. education as a researcher is an ongoing process that 
continues over career and life cycles as individuals interact with others and explore 
new research areas. Teaching and learning research methods involve much more 
than unidirectional relationships from instructors to students and are not confined 
to research methods courses.

Learning Research Together: The Context

consistent with the situated learning perspective outlined above and the 
apprenticeship models described elsewhere in this text (see Preissle and Roulston, 
chapter 1; Roth, chapter 10), Michelle organizes her research methods courses 
to provide multiple opportunities for students to collaborate in actual research 
activities. These research activities provide opportunities for students to apply 
material from course readings and discussions, and to implement technological 
tools as appropriate (nunes, chapter 12). Most assignments require students to act 
as researchers by collecting, analysing and reporting data, thereby engaging in a 
praxis of research (garner and sercombe, chapter 7; Roth, chapter 10).

in the introductory research methods course, Michelle set assignments that 
were focused upon the research and experiences of other graduate students 
enrolled in the Master of education programme. The main assignments in the 
course required students to: write critical analyses of completed theses and 
projects; perform statistical analyses of numeric data gleaned from the theses and 
projects; interview a student or recent graduate about their experiences conducting 
research in the programme; and transcribe and analyse the interview according to 
a self-selected qualitative research tradition. The focus on gathering and analysing 
data specific to the graduate programme in which the students are enrolled was 
intended to provide valuable models and strategies that students could use to 
facilitate their own research plans. The assignments were intended to help students 
build a repertoire of conceptual and practical research skills as a foundation for 
the design and implementation of an independent thesis or project, which was to 
be completed at the end of the programme under the supervision of an academic 
staff member.

Building upon the foundation provided in the required introductory research 
methods course, students who are planning to undertake qualitative research 
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studies are encouraged also to take a qualitative research course. When annabelle 
enrolled in this course with Michelle, students engaged in a sequence of activities 
that provided experiences with the most common data collection activities in 
qualitative research: analysing a thesis or project; observing in a public setting, 
constructing a fieldnote, and analysing the resulting data; and completing an 
ethics review application, conducting an interview, transcribing an audiotaped 
record of the interview and analysing the resulting data. With the grounding from 
the first course, students in this second course self-selected the focus for each 
assignment, which allowed them to conduct pilot studies for their planned thesis 
or project. in this way, Michelle attempted to avoid the disconnection that students 
often feel between research methods courses and degree requirements to conduct 
independent research (Roth, chapter 10).

By participating in these research activities in the supportive setting of the two 
research methods courses, annabelle (like other students in the programme) gained 
experience with a range of research activities. These coursework experiences were 
complemented by the work that annabelle undertook as a research assistant working 
on faculty-led research projects (including one project with Michelle) where 
she: conducted literature searches; created database libraries; digitally scanned 
visual images; created electronic presentations; designed brochures; presented 
at conferences and workshops; conducted qualitative and visual analyses; edited 
papers; co-wrote papers for publication; and communicated with editorial staff 
(grundy, 2004; chapter 7).

drawing upon her experiences in the two research methods courses and the 
various research assistantships, Annabelle identified the topic and methods to 
be used in her independent thesis research and asked Michelle to serve as her 
supervisor. our interactions across these settings provided multiple opportunities 
for each of us to learn about research and about suitable accommodations for 
annabelle’s hearing disability.

accommodations as Reciprocal Learning Moments

during our interactions over the course of the three years that annabelle spent 
as a Master of education student, we both learned a great deal about research. 
individually and collectively, we continued to develop in our overlapping 
roles as learners, teachers and researchers. For the purposes of this chapter, we 
have selected four specific learning moments that exemplify the potential for 
reciprocal benefits for individuals with and without disabilities who undertake 
research together.
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an Interview assignment Prompts a new Methodological Breakthrough

As described above, the final assignment for the introductory research methods 
course involved conducting, transcribing and analysing a semi-structured interview 
with a student in the Master of education programme. due to her hearing disability, 
annabelle is unable to work with audio materials. Rather than shy away from 
interview-based research or appoint an external transcriptionist, we collaborated 
to develop a new technique in which research participants transcribe their own 
interview tapes. annabelle used the same technique for the interview assignment 
in the qualitative research course. in both courses, the technique worked well for 
annabelle and met with the approval of the research participants.

The participant in the second interview was also a student in the research methods 
courses with annabelle, and this naturally led to group conversations about the 
participant-as-transcriptionist technique and its potential uses for a broader range of 
researchers. The technique provided a suitable accommodation for annabelle and 
seemed appropriate for other researchers who are unable to transcribe audiotapes. 
Preissle and Roulston (chapter 1) argue for the value of adapting and creating the 
kinds of research practices that are culturally sensitive to the ethnic or national 
origins of student researchers. The participant-as-transcriptionist technique is a 
research practice that is culturally sensitive to researchers with disabilities. We 
also discovered that there is the potential for participants to become actively 
involved in the research process when they transcribe their own interview tapes. 
The technique eliminates third party transcriptionists, increases confidentiality and 
provides opportunities for participants to extend their transcripts beyond the initial 
comments made during interviews. Based upon our experience with the technique 
in the two courses, we worked with the second interview participant to present 
papers at national and international conferences, and subsequently published a 
journal article about the technique (grundy et al., 2003).

our collaboration increased our understanding of working as an inclusive 
research team (grundy et al., 2005). during face to face meetings in which we 
worked on the first paper about the participant-as-transcriptionist technique, the 
hearing authors ensured that annabelle could see their faces to speech-read, and 
they also took written notes that were photocopied and distributed as an external 
record of each meeting. We structured many research meetings as email dialogues in 
order to accommodate annabelle’s hearing abilities and organized our conference 
presentations to support her strengths and to ensure that she was fully involved 
in all sessions. at the conferences, we worked together to raise awareness about 
annabelle’s needs as a conference delegate and to engage other delegates in the 
process of creating an inclusive learning environment. We made commitments 
to educate the broader scholarly community about ways to be more inclusive to 
researchers with disabilities. The impetus for these learning opportunities began 
in the research methods courses, but our commitments and learning extend far 
beyond the courses.
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Participating in practical research assignments not only allowed annabelle to 
experiment with research methods and find ways to overcome the challenges of 
interview-based research, but also provided opportunities for her to discuss her 
difficulties and engage with others in trouble shooting new ways to do research. 
Beyond the courses, we worked together to document the technique and our 
experiences of attempting to be an inclusive research team. in this way, the courses 
led to annabelle’s full participation in the research community.

A Thesis Idea is Abandoned because the Student Lacks Sufficient Control

during her graduate studies, annabelle chose to work as a research assistant 
on three different faculty-led research projects because she believed that these 
experiences would help her to learn more about research and better prepare her 
to undertake thesis research. For example, in her second term in the Master of 
education programme, she was invited to participate in a large-scale research 
project that related to her interests and experience. initially, she envisioned that 
this project would provide a suitable context for her master’s thesis.

Many academics, institutions and funding agencies recognize mutually 
beneficial outcomes when graduate students undertake a component of a larger 
research study as a thesis. student supervision is embedded in the academic’s 
research programme and not an additional task that must be undertaken. students 
devote time and effort to the project, thereby providing labour that is needed to 
complete the research. students complete programme requirements and are often 
paid as well. The benefits of such an approach to graduate student participation in 
ongoing faculty research are clearly evident in Roth’s chapter (chapter 10).

excited by the potential of the research project, annabelle planned a related 
thesis and began the preliminary work. however, as her research plans took shape, 
she felt an increasing lack of control over the direction of her thesis. independence 
and self-sufficiency are important traits for Annabelle, which she was unwilling to 
compromise for the research. The project supervisor encouraged annabelle to follow 
the original plan for the research project and annabelle felt pressure to undertake 
research tasks that emphasized her weaknesses rather than her emerging strengths 
as a researcher. For example, the project supervisor suggested that annabelle 
conduct focus group interviews in restaurants where research participants would 
be gathered. noisy, crowded, dimly lit restaurants interfere with annabelle’s 
personal hearing aids and her speech-reading ability. This suggested research 
technique was a sharp contrast to the participant-as-transcriptionist technique in 
which annabelle was able to focus upon and extend her existing research skills 
rather than face shortcomings as a result of her hearing. The mismatch between 
her emerging skills as a researcher and the approach suggested by the project 
supervisor eventually led Annabelle to abandon this first thesis idea. Participation 
in this research project, along with other experiences as a research assistant, led 
her to make research assistantships the focus for her thesis (grundy, 2004).
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Taylor (chapter 14) advocates the importance of research that is purposeful 
and empowering for the communities in which the research is undertaken. This 
learning moment reminds us that the research must also be purposeful and 
empowering for the student, and that the research practices must be culturally 
sensitive. sensitivity is needed not only towards national or ethnic cultures, but 
also towards culture as defined by disability status. For some students and in 
some instances, that research may be undertaken in conjunction with a faculty-led 
project, but the potential pitfalls of faculty-led projects must be avoided. There 
can be synergy between students’ research ideas and such projects, but students 
need to feel a sense of ownership and control in order to maximize their learning. 
student ownership provides opportunities for students to generate new ideas and 
demonstrate flair.

Hiring an assistant can be a Disability accommodation  
and a Methodological Decision

Throughout her second year in the Master of education programme, annabelle 
focused on her new thesis idea. she conducted four case studies of learning and 
identity development for research assistants in our department (grundy, 2004). 
one of these case studies documents her own experiences as a research assistant. 
This revised thesis plan allowed annabelle to focus on her emerging strengths as a 
researcher and to apply the participant-as-transcriptionist technique. The technique 
prompted us to think carefully about the ethical issues related to compensation for 
transcription work.

Through the courses, annabelle had experience with the institutional ethics 
review process and was cognisant of the importance of ethical thinking, not just 
form completion. This background proved invaluable when she was planning 
her thesis research. she planned to invite participants to transcribe audiotapes of 
the interviews for her thesis. she was able to compensate participants for their 
transcription time through a bursary to support students who have expenses 
related to disabilities. however, the set rate for transcription could be construed 
as enticement to participate in the research, so we had to think through the ethics 
of payment.

There were two sets of interviews for each participant. We decided not to 
mention compensation when we initially invited research assistants to participate 
in the first interview. After the first interview, Annabelle then informed participants 
that she would require assistance with transcription and gave them the option of 
transcribing themselves or appointing an external transcriptionist. in this way, 
the decision to participate in the research study was separated from the decision 
to transcribe the interviews and no potential participants could be tempted to 
participate in exchange for money. This approach was accepted without question 
by the institutional ethics review board and fully supported by the research 
participants.
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one component of the thesis involved a self-study of annabelle’s own learning 
during her research assistantships (grundy, 2004; chapter 7). clearly, annabelle 
was unable to serve as a participant-transcriptionist for her own interviews, so 
she hired someone to interview and transcribe for her. This led to our discussions 
about what constituted a disability accommodation and what constituted a 
methodological choice. The bursary fund could be used for transcription services, 
but annabelle’s decision to hire an interviewer was a methodological choice that 
was unrelated to her hearing disability. as a result, she used the bursary money to 
compensate her assistant for transcribing, but found other means to compensate 
this individual for interviewing.

annabelle’s thesis plan required her to establish dual roles with research 
participants who were interview participants and transcriptionists, and with her 
assistant who was an interviewer and transcriptionist. garner and sercombe 
(chapter 7) emphasize the importance of new researchers learning about the social 
relations that are integral to the conduct of research and the different relationships 
that researchers develop with research participants, assistants and the research 
community. By conducting interviews using the participant-as-transcriptionist 
technique in the research methods courses, annabelle already had practice 
navigating these complex and changing social relations, which facilitated her 
thesis research.

The Thesis Defence Demands some accommodations

annabelle completed her thesis during her third year in the programme. as a 
final step, she was required to present publicly and defend the written thesis at 
an oral hearing that was also attended by: her thesis supervisor (Michelle); two 
committee members who had provided formative feedback while the research was 
in progress; an external examiner from another institution; a chairperson; and a 
few student colleagues. To prepare for this task, annabelle attended other thesis 
defences to experience the kinds of questions that examiners ask. she recognized 
that she might face challenges being able to speech-read the examiners’ questions. 
one solution could have been to use a real time captionist to capture the dialogue 
of the examiners. however, annabelle could foresee problems with trying to hear 
and understand the context of the questions without a way to keep the examiners 
on track. Together, we identified a suitable accommodation involving simple cue 
cards. examiners wrote their questions on cue cards and when their turn came to 
ask a question, they passed the card to annabelle and asked the question. The cue 
cards worked well for annabelle because they facilitated her understanding of the 
oral questions and also prompted the examiners to be succinct in phrasing their 
questions.

We evaluated the technology, natural supports and multi-modal communication 
strategies for the defence, and provided the examiners with clear expectations in 
advance. not only did these measures offer a framework from which annabelle 
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could succeed, but they also set a precedent from which other academics, students 
and support personnel could plan other possible accommodations for thesis 
defences.

Concluding Remarks

Researchers regularly encounter new challenges: research is a continual learning 
process. new researchers who have disabilities may face particular physical or 
sensory challenges, as well as attitudinal barriers. colligan (2001), for example, 
described the ‘friendly advice’ that she received as a new Phd student: an instructor 
advised her not to attempt field research because she would face prejudice as 
someone with a disability. like colligan, annabelle designed and implemented 
her own research project despite warnings she received and challenges she 
faced. Together, we were able to engage in research practices that were culturally 
sensitive for a researcher with a hearing disability. By developing culturally 
sensitive research methods, Annabelle had opportunities to demonstrate flair 
and innovation. The push towards participatory and emancipatory approaches to 
disability studies research (Barnes, 2003; kitchin, 2000; oliver, 1992), combined 
with the contributions of researchers with disabilities across a broad range of 
research fields (Grundy et al., 2005), has led to greater recognition of the need to 
educate people with disabilities as social researchers.

in this chapter, we illustrated the thought processes behind some 
accommodations that could be considered for researchers with hearing disabilities 
and articulated the reciprocal learning potential that accrues for individuals with 
and without disabilities who engage in research together. graduate education 
and researcher development extend far beyond research methods classrooms, 
so we advocate the importance of facilitating conditions for all researchers that 
are enabling rather than disabling. We found that doing research together was a 
mutually rewarding learning experience. The time invested in reflecting on the 
research process and exploring alternative ways of doing research was invaluable. 
We offer the following recommendations to others involved in research education 
as they strive to include student researchers with disabilities.

First, student researchers with disabilities must be encouraged and supported 
to engage fully in research activities. it is imperative that they gain access to the 
tools and insights that will contribute to their successful degree completion and 
possible future careers as academics. course assignments, independent research 
requirements and research assistant opportunities must be fully accessible to all 
students.

second, instructors should create learning situations that are authentic and 
provide students with opportunities to participate in the research process. Building 
awareness about how research could be conducted and becoming open-minded 
to new ways of performing research will provide those with disabilities with a 
chance to focus on their strengths instead of their weaknesses.
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Third, instructors need to invite students to communicate their needs, strengths 
and weaknesses with regards to participating in research activities. students may 
need help to identify matches and mismatches between their individual strengths 
and weaknesses and the demands of various research approaches.

Fourth, instructors should encourage learning experiences that allow students 
to collaborate on research. These learning experiences might occur through group 
assignments in courses or through opportunities for students to collaborate on 
research projects outside formal course assignments. The ensuing conversations 
about research are educationally beneficial for students with disabilities and for 
their collaborators.

Fifth, as instructors and students identify suitable disability accommodations, 
these ideas should be documented and shared with disability support personnel to 
build a repertoire of possible options for subsequent students.

Principles of universal instructional design advocate classrooms that are 
accessible to all students (scott et al., 2003). consistent with these principles, 
our recommendations emphasize proactive steps to design instruction that is 
inclusive of a broad range of learning needs, but we also recognize that individual 
accommodations may still be required.
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chapter 19  

Bridging gaps: The Quest for culturally 
Responsive Pedagogies in collaborative 

Research Methods
José antonio Flores Farfán, Mark garner and Barbara kawulich

Introduction: The Diversification of Cultures within Higher Education

as recently as the last couple of decades, the student body in many university 
social science courses was presumed (with some justification) to be more or 
less culturally homogeneous, and the content and orientation of the curriculum 
reflected this presumption. There was little perceived need to provide a basic 
general grounding in research methods, since students entering the courses would 
have at some earlier stage in their education (it was assumed, with perhaps less 
justification) become familiar with the basic principles of Western research 
traditions. any more detailed understanding they needed could be picked up from 
the research literature. Today, however, a large and ever increasing proportion of 
students come from a wide variety of social and cultural backgrounds. Whatever 
grounds there were, a generation or two ago, for assuming cultural homogeneity 
are clearly no longer valid. although this applies to most, if not all, non-traditional 
students (including those from regional and socio-economic subcultures; disabled 
students; mature-age students; and the like), in this chapter our concern is with 
national and ethnic cultural groups. as mentioned in the introduction to this 
book, the rapid diversification of the student body is one of the motivations for 
the contemporary emphasis in virtually all major universities on the explicit and 
systematic teaching of research methods.

Broadly speaking, two main groups from non-Western cultural backgrounds 
can be identified. One is the ‘international’ students. These include those from 
large, rapidly developing regions (such as china, the indian subcontinent and some 
Middle eastern countries), as well as groups on study abroad sessions as part of 
their home country degree programmes. They typically have achieved a substantial 
education in their own countries (although the quality of that education varies 
considerably) and are to be found in many universities in large numbers. They 
may form a sizeable cultural bloc in a class. There are also international students 
from smaller and/or poorer developing countries. They tend to study abroad as 
individuals or in very small groups, taking advantage of an opportunity to gain an 
education that is seen as superior to that available in their countries of origin.
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The other main group comprises members of minority cultural communities 
within the dominant mainstream society. governments are increasingly encouraging 
such students to undertake higher education within their home countries. Typically, 
such students have completed a substantial portion of their pre-tertiary education in 
the language of instruction of the university at which they are studying. although 
they have a distinctive home culture, they are often relatively assimilated into the 
mainstream culture, which, as we discuss below, can bring its own intellectual and 
personal problems.

Thus the teacher is confronted with many challenges. if (as discussed in the 
introduction) there are the makings of a rudimentary consensus in research methods 
teaching, very little of it relates to the sort of cross-cultural classroom that is today 
becoming the norm rather than the exception. The lack of an explicitly culturally 
responsive tradition of conducting research within many of the social sciences, 
and consequently within the teaching of research methods, means that there is 
not yet even a body of documented, illustrative examples on the basis of which a 
pedagogy can be constructed. in this chapter we aim to make a small contribution 
towards an illustrative literature on the topic by raising three cross-cultural issues. 
They are to be seen in the context of one of the wider goals of this book, which is 
the development of culturally sensitive pedagogies of research methods.

This is an emergent endeavour and our approach is to start with personal 
reflections. We touch on a few particular examples of cross-cultural encounters 
from our own teaching experience and draw from them some general observations 
that may have a wider resonance for the many other teachers of culturally diverse 
student bodies. Many more such reflective studies are needed before cross-
cultural research methods pedagogy can be built on a solid foundation. We hope 
to stimulate interest in this field, which is a rich one for educational research and 
pedagogical innovation.

several other authors (see Roth, chapter 10) advocate teaching and learning 
collaboratively with students about research. We believe this is the only way to 
achieve real learning within most, if not all, facets of research methods, particularly 
where significantly different cultural perspectives are present in the class. In the 
field of methodology there is no equivalent to a body of received knowledge of the 
kind that underpins the pedagogy of a number of other disciplines. not only so, 
but the conduct of social science research tends to involve a degree of investment 
of the self in theorizing and planning, as well as entering into a range of social 
relations, that makes high personal demands, emotionally as well as intellectually. 
in working with students from the outset of their learning, we are helping them to 
prepare for these demands.

There are many implications for practice when such co-constructed learning 
involves students with significantly different cultural perspectives. Our interest 
is in how to appropriate the possibilities of epistemologies, worldviews and 
communicative competencies that differ from those of the Western cultural bases of 
mainstream social science. in other words, an aim of this chapter is to outline some 
difficulties and opportunities of doing research with, and not about, indigenous 
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people, in which the student investigates as much as the researcher, exchanging 
and sometimes reversing the roles of the teacher and student. it should be noted 
that, although we concentrate on students from distinct ethnic, religious and 
national backgrounds, some of the issues we discuss are probably equally relevant 
to, for example, class or regional subgroups within the mainstream community. 
The sort of pedagogical research we are advocating would include such groups in 
the definition of ‘cross-cultural’.

Culture and Research

This chapter is not about doing cross-cultural research in the received sense of 
the word. That is to say, it is not about research from an outsider’s perspective on 
other people’s languages and cultures. nor is it primarily concerned with teaching 
students how to undertake research that is culturally relevant or responsive. our 
aim is, rather, by reflecting on various issues that have arisen in our teaching of 
people with very different cultural backgrounds, including speakers of minority 
and endangered languages, to show a possible way forward in developing what 
might be styled a culturally receptive pedagogy.

Cultural assumptions, which are highly complex, are particularly significant 
for the social sciences, as they crucially affect the planning, conduct, outcomes 
and applications of investigation. in a short, exploratory chapter of this type, a 
degree of generalization and simplification is unavoidable, but it is essential to try 
to avoid simply trafficking in cultural stereotypes. Both Western and non-Western 
traditions are able to contribute new and profound insights to the research process; 
both are susceptible to intellectual conservatism and sclerosis. Furthermore, 
individual students vary widely. some readily adapt to Western educational values; 
others find them puzzling or alien. Some have, or develop through their studies, a 
sense of the originality and power of their own cultural backgrounds; others have 
or develop a sense of their shortcomings.

it is a legitimate and important goal of research methods to introduce students 
to the richness of Western educational values and research traditions. indeed, some 
international students are funded by their home governments with precisely that 
outcome in mind. nonetheless, a culturally receptive pedagogy does not simply 
cater to students who are able to embrace those values and traditions, in the hope 
that any who cannot will at least conform enough to fulfil the requirements of 
the course. instead, it seeks to utilize creatively the potential of a multiplicity of 
viewpoints to enrich research outcomes both theoretically and methodologically. 
The challenges for the teacher – and, through the teacher, the whole student body 
– include that of developing more flexible ways of thinking to come to terms 
with the sometimes fundamentally different values which play a decisive role in 
research. The opportunities include developing innovative research methods that 
face the intellectual and ethical dilemmas posed by the negotiation of identities 



 

Teaching Research Methods in the Social Sciences208

and power. if such opportunities can be grasped, research methods can become not 
only more widely accessible, but also more sophisticated and comprehensive.

it is important to point out that the need for a culturally receptive pedagogy is 
not, of course, limited to courses in research methods. There would be few teachers 
of any subject, in Western universities at least, who have not had students from a 
variety of cultural backgrounds in their classes. Particularly at postgraduate level, 
where the teaching is likely to be relatively intensive, interactional and personal, 
problems of communication can arise. it is not a question of learning about 
every culture that might be represented in the class (which would be impossible, 
anyway), but of being constantly sensitive to cultural referents and norms as they 
arise in the course of interactions, often in quite unpredictable ways.

To give one simple example, Barbara kawulich was teaching night classes 
of working adults, most of them Westerners, but including one Japanese woman 
(MW). In the first class, as an icebreaker and to find out how much time they 
might have for homework, Barbara asked them to share with the class a little about 
themselves, such as their name, their programme of study and whether they were 
married or had children. When it was her turn, MW responded, ‘in my country, it 
is impolite to ask personal questions like these.’ she did, however, say she would 
share her personal information with the teacher after class. sensing how MW was 
nervous about her language skills, Barbara patted her shoulder and said, ‘honey, 
don’t you worry, we’ll help you get through this.’ This made things worse: ‘in my 
country, we don’t touch each other,’ MW responded. in the break, MW had asked 
another student if Barbara was a lesbian, since she had called her ‘honey’. With the 
best of intentions, the teacher had pried into the student’s personal business and 
infringed on her personal space. Many teachers could give similar examples of the 
challenges of cross-cultural teaching and the pitfalls awaiting the unwary.

When it comes to teaching students research methods, the challenges are even 
more complex, since not only the classroom interactions but also the content 
of the course is heavily dependent on cultural perspectives. all aspects of the 
research process must be culturally receptive, but space allows us to consider 
only three here:

choice of topic,
methodology,
dissemination of findings.

Choice of Topic

Cultural issues influence the choice of topics for research in at least three ways. 
First, all cultures have deep-seated values, beyond simple propriety or good taste, 
that determine some topics to be appropriate and others inappropriate. From 
whatever background they come, students tend to talk, if at all, almost exclusively 
about their own communities and language. certain topics may be regarded as 

•
•
•
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inappropriate for research: for example, they may be too sacred or too profane. 
others topics may be so much taken for granted that researching them may be 
seen as entirely unnecessary. kawulich taught an american student, married to a 
Marshall islander, who wanted to do research to increase knowledge of Marshallese 
culture among islanders living in the US. He found it very difficult to find people 
in the Marshall islands who were willing to participate. They all wanted him to 
address how to deal with the issue of interacting with americans in the Marshall 
islands and, ultimately, get them out, so that the Marshallese people might be self-
governing.

second, epistemology makes some topics not so much improper or unnecessary 
as invisible. The interest in race among Western researchers, for example, can 
seem surprising and largely irrelevant to a student from a relatively homogeneous 
community. Finally, the political context, both current and historical, can prioritize 
one field of research over another. A question that urgently requires an answer in one 
community may scarcely arise in another: african students, for example, are often 
much more interested in research that will enable them to develop infrastructure in 
their home villages than in issues with more global or national salience.

Such cultural considerations need not be accepted as absolutely definitive, 
but challenging them effectively requires pedagogical astuteness and personal 
sensitivity. a series of studies of perceptions of identity among international 
students at a British university was conducted, using postgraduate students as 
research assistants (see garner and sercombe, chapter 7, for discussion of one of 
the studies). In one methods class, the 15 students found it very difficult to come 
to grips with the literature relating to theories of identity, without which they could 
not begin the fieldwork.

The problem was that for these students, all of them from china, the construct 
of identity was quite foreign. as one student put it, ‘in china, people are just 
people, they are all the same – they don’t have an identity.’ it was decided to 
suspend reviewing the literature until the students could integrate the concept into 
their thinking. over a period of four weeks, the students introspected how they 
thought of themselves and tried to imagine how other people might see them. 
They then used scrapbooks and talks to present (but not describe or explain) both 
of these perceptions to the class. Many of them remarked on what a revelation 
it was to them to realize that British people treated their being chinese as the 
primary defining characteristic. By the end of the course, although the research 
project had not proceeded as planned and very little observational fieldwork had 
been undertaken, these students had achieved a sound and (as they themselves 
expressed it) an exciting grasp of social identity. as this experience shows, it is 
possible to transcend some cultural barriers to understanding, but one must be 
prepared to be highly flexible with one’s teaching plans.

There are benefits to be derived from cultural diversity among the students. 
The teacher has available in the class a range of cultural orientations, which he or 
she can draw on to enrich the teaching and learning experiences of all students. 
non-traditional students of all kinds do not only offer alternative perceptions of the 
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processes of learning and doing research (see also grundy and Mcginn, chapter 
18). They often actually see different research problems, particularly those relating 
to issues from their own distinctive backgrounds, of which members of other 
groups are quite unaware. For mainstream students, research topics can sometimes 
be of purely academic interest; for students from other cultures, they are more 
often of considerable practical importance. some of these students have expressed 
to us a desire to learn about research methods in order to solve these problems. To 
give a few examples, some of our own students have undertaken research to:

develop materials for teaching an endangered language,
improve the delivery of basic health care to jungle villages,
establish an employment advice centre for a disadvantaged indigenous 
community,
raise the standards of language teaching in their home country,
establish an english/French/spanish immersion school in their home 
country,
create a village cooperative to establish funding for children’s schooling,
bring potable water supply pipelines to a rural community,
gain access to a better position within the educational system.

although these hopes are not infrequently unrealistically ambitious, they can help 
inspire the teaching and learning in our classes by imbuing them with a touch of 
idealism.

Methodology

culture has implications, too, for methodological choices. Research that deals 
with community members as part of the collective, rather than as individuals, may 
be better conducted quantitatively because this does not demand involvement of 
the researcher with the individual subjects. Where a qualitative study is necessary, 
the researcher must establish a rapport with the participants and engender the sort 
of trust that facilitates confidential disclosures. The approaches complement and 
strengthen each other, and this indeed might constitute a discovery for students, 
particularly for those students from cultures (for example, in some east asian 
communities) that tend to value relatively anonymous quantitative surveys over 
qualitative investigations which are seen as prying into areas of purely private 
concern.

it is this search for rapport and deep engagement with the students that led 
Flores Farfán to adopt autobiographical reflection as the basis of his research 
methods course in the two-year Ma in indoamerican linguistics (Maestría 
en Lingüística Indoamericana: MLI) in Mexico. The Mli is organized in two 
streams, descriptive linguistics and sociolinguistics. in the former stream, students 
are expected to learn and reproduce orthodox descriptive methods and conceptions 

•
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of language. The latter stream aims to develop a critical conception of language 
which stresses the inextricable link of language and society, for instance, in the 
relationships between linguistic variation and power. The teacher of research 
methods in this stream faces the dilemma of introducing students to a canonical 
body of knowledge while at the same time developing a critical approach to 
research involving indigenous languages and cultures. Most of the sociolinguistics 
students are themselves practising teachers who bring to their studies divergent 
expectations of the appropriate methods for research pedagogy.

given the chequered history of indigenous minorities in the americas, many 
emotional and micro-political dilemmas, paradoxes and contradictions arise in the 
course of the programme. Research methodology cannot be simply handed down 
to the students as received wisdom. Research involves all parties in complex and 
emergent social relations (see, for example, garner and sercombe, chapter 7).

In the first year, students evince a strong expectation regarding the role of the 
teacher. They are the repository of ultimate ‘truth’, able to pronounce the definitive 
word on any problematic issue. When teachers strive to stimulate discussion on a 
number of topics, such as the descriptive categories of linguistics, participation is 
usually limited to urban, middle-class, spanish-speaking students. students from 
indigenous minorities are not very responsive to direct questioning (Briggs 1986; 
Milroy 1987) or reflexive thinking. Unlike their Spanish-background peers, they 
never use the familiar tú (you) with the teacher, preferring the respect pronoun 
usted. This reflects the status of elders and mentors in indigenous communities 
and the appropriate manner of speaking in school. one does not interrupt an elder 
who is telling a story or a teacher giving a class. it is only later in the programme 
that the possibility emerges among them of discussing specific issues from a more 
open, critical perspective.

one key pedagogical issue for methods courses is the role of research in 
not simply extending students’ knowledge, but relativizing and questioning it. 
For example, in the Mli, the teaching is aimed at raising awareness among all 
students, from both indigenous and spanish backgrounds, about the stigmatized 
and often endangered status of the indigenous languages which the majority of 
students speak. This runs counter to many of their assumptions: in many cases, 
while the teacher encourages the students to talk about their knowledge of contact 
varieties,1 the students refuse to see them as in any way a legitimate focus of 
study, owing to a very pervasive purist ideology, which is commonplace in many 
indigenous communities.

exploring research methods is a challenge not only for the students. The 
roles and expectations of student and teacher have to be negotiated frankly and 
sincerely. For instance, from the outset of the Mli the teacher tended to see it as 
training for cultural and linguistic activists who would return, empowered, to their 
home communities. Many of the indigenous students, in particular, however, saw 

1 ‘Mixed’ forms of language that arise from the mutual influence of two or more 
languages spoken within a community.
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it as an opportunity for upward social mobility; they wanted to live in the city and 
had no intention of transmitting the indigenous language to their children. Whose 
view should prevail? if research is to be genuinely engaged, rather than merely a 
means of satisfying course requirements, the teacher–student relationship must 
always be open to questioning and complementary perspectives, pursuing to solve 
these types of conflicts.

as a preliminary to undertaking their research, students talk about, write down 
and evaluate their own autobiographies, including their experiences of the socio-
political setting in which they have grown up. The autobiographies become the 
driving force for the research. They are not necessarily the object of research 
(although this may happen) but provide the intellectual context and personal 
motivation for it; they also guide the focus of its application. as the students 
write and discuss their autobiographies, the teacher’s role is to draw out their 
experiences and evaluations of ethical and micro-political dilemmas. Their own 
experiences and evaluations are also made available for students to comment on. it 
is fundamental that all participants learn to show interest in and respect for others’ 
life histories and even learn where to stop for the sake of privacy.

a number of issues that had previously been taken for granted become the 
focus of questioning, as students face personal dilemmas at the heart of their 
experiences of the shift from their first language to Spanish. One student realized 
that when he entered the Mli he had perceived himself to be monolingual in 
spanish, denying his bilingual competence. studying linguistics represented the 
opportunity of overcoming the discrimination and racism linked to speaking 
an indigenous language, vindicating its value in mainstream society. he was 
emotionally stirred by his re-evaluation of the indigenous language in the course 
of his research. In response, for the first time in the MLI history, the teacher 
together with the student decided to organize his Ma defence in the student’s 
first language, Mexicano (Nahuatl). This in turn heightened other students’ (and 
teachers’) perceptions of the language. It proved, first, that academic discussion 
can be conducted in Mexicano and, second, that the different dialectal varieties 
used by the members of the jury are equally suited to intellectual endeavour 
and communicative adjustment. Thus several aspects of the research pedagogy, 
from deciding on the topic to undertaking the fieldwork and assessing the 
dissertation, contributed to bridging the gap between research and intervention. 
The student went on to undertake doctoral research in ways of empowering 
Mexicano language speakers. he collaborated with his teacher in the production 
of Mexicano books for children, which are disseminated as part of a language 
revitalization project in which both are involved, considering themselves co-
authors (Flores Farfán, 2006).

another student was a young Mapundungun (Mapuche) woman from chile, 
who had grown-up with deeply ambivalent feelings towards her ethnicity. she 
had denied it in her childhood and youth when, during Pinochet’s dictatorship, 
indigenous peoples suffered repression, since speaking their languages was 
treated as subversion. Through her studies, she rediscovered a sense of pride 
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during adulthood. as a descendant of a deceased shaman, she had been expected 
to assume his mantle but was unable to bring herself to do so, owing to linguistic 
insecurity as part of the lack of intergenerational transmission.

enrolling in the Mli was a step towards reconnecting with her native language 
and culture. As she reflected on her life experiences, she began to fully acknowledge 
a profound sense of responsibility towards her home community. she learned to 
distinguish between the ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ forces underlying linguistic 
and cultural shift. she had, for example, to disengage herself from essentialist 
images of the ‘pure’ Mapuche speaker. These ideological images tend to develop in 
response to, and as an obverse of, systemic racism. as she described and evaluated 
her autobiographical experiences, she became aware of the fluidity of Mapuche 
identity, comprising multiple and contradictory, context dependent identities. she 
realized how community leaders contribute to ambivalence of identity as they 
negotiate power within and outside the community in their efforts to gain access 
to material resources. she discovered, too, that other students experience the same 
sort of uncertainties, which are characteristic of the compensatory and alienating 
forces at work within endangered speech communities.

The student gradually became aware of an inextricable relationship between 
linguistic repertoires and identity. she was able to link her refusal of the role of 
shaman to the development of linguistic and cultural insecurity, the shift from 
Mapundungun, and the growth of confusion over her social and personal identity. 
she began to develop a sense of her place in both Mapundungun and chilean 
society, and position herself along a continuum from active to pseudo-speakers 
of her native language. Today she is working as a Mapuche activist in the field of 
intercultural education, working, among other things, in the production of materials 
in Mapundungun with her former teacher. This brings us to the following point.

Dissemination of Findings

Cultural differences are evident in the dissemination of findings; what is perceived 
as appropriate for various audiences should be considered for discussion here. 
The dissemination of findings is an issue that has been quite extensively discussed 
in the anthropological literature (Fixico, 1996; smith, 1999), but less so in other 
disciplines. kawulich undertook a study of indigenous Muscogee (creek) women 
in the central united states. she investigated how they learned about dating, male/
female relationships and intimacy. The women were willing to share their stories 
(several had, for example, grown-up on farms and recalled being hustled away 
from a barnyard mating by their mothers). But Muscogee women are modest, and 
it is inappropriate to discuss bodies or intimacy in mixed company. it became clear 
in the course of the study that, while the women trusted the researcher to protect 
their confidentiality, they were unclear about how she could write about intimacy, 
when the readership included males. This problem proved insoluble, and in the 
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end the study had to remain unpublished (for general problems on intercultural 
communication, see scollon and scollon, 1995).

interactions with indigenous peoples and students with different cultural 
referents have led all three authors to emphasize collaborative, participatory 
approaches that are more conducive to conducting research in indigenous or non-
Western communities. This approach is highly influenced by feminism, in that the 
emphasis is on working with participants, not subjects, in a collaborative manner 
(shifting from ‘them’ to ‘we’). This approach also emphasizes the use of the emic 
perspective of the insider, rather than the etic perspective of the outsider (Marshall 
and Batten, 2004).

in attempting to achieve cultural responsiveness, the methods teacher plays 
three broad roles. These are, first, to develop a researching orientation. Students 
frame a personally significant question and suggest means of answering that 
question through systematic investigation. Prior learning experiences, formal and 
informal, are elicited and jointly evaluated. second, the teacher provides input 
from his or her expertise and experience for the student to evaluate in terms of 
its contribution to answering the question. Finally, the teacher assists the students 
to frame a methodology for their own future learning through research, such as 
developing auto-biographies or life histories.

Some Further Questions

This chapter has hardly scratched the surface of the challenges and opportunities 
of developing a culturally responsive pedagogy for research methods. We have 
noted and exemplified three areas of interest, each of which would repay rigorous 
investigation in its own right. other questions, both theoretically interesting and 
practically important, are yet to be addressed, for example:

1) Good research

can good research be judged by universal criteria or are all criteria culturally 
relative? or should we combine both?
What counts as valid data and what standards of rigour should be applied 
to their interpretation?
are some research methods more congenial or relevant to one culture than 
another?
What can we learn from other cultures’ methods of investigation and what 
can they learn from ours?

2) Research methods pedagogy

how can we validly assess research methods students from different 
cultural backgrounds?

•

•

•

•

•
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a teacher can never have a native-like understanding of the cultural 
background of every student. how can the different cultural assumptions 
and epistemologies be incorporated into teaching methods?
should these cultural perspectives be used as stepping stones to Western 
methodology or as building blocks of a new approach?

Conclusion

We cannot attempt to answer all these questions. But what we can be sure of is 
that opening a more dialogical approach, posing questions such as these together 
with students, is an important first step to finding good answers to well formulated 
and better understood questions. These in turn will allow for a more in-depth 
comprehensive understanding of what research is suitable for.

•

•
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afterword
Mark garner, claire Wagner and Barbara kawulich

as we stated in the introduction, methodology courses are, by and large, designed 
and delivered by teachers working in regrettable isolation. it is clear that, as in all 
fields of academic endeavour, considerable benefits will accrue if the isolation can 
be overcome. it is easier than ever before to make contacts and form networks in 
order to learn from one another’s experiences, as well as to engage in a continuing 
debate about the goals of methods education and how they can be realized. The 
aim of this collection is to begin that process by stimulating the exchange of ideas 
and encouraging further investigation, analysis and discussion – in other words, 
a pedagogical culture – in relation to a subject that is increasingly becoming 
an essential element of education and training within institutions of higher 
education.

There are two broad characteristics of a pedagogical culture. one is the sharing 
of experiences: what has been tried and whether it works. There are innumerable 
courses throughout the world, varying in their level, length, content, emphasis 
and orientation. a wide range of teaching approaches, techniques, forms of 
assessment and related issues can be conceived of, and probably most have been 
tried somewhere. There is thus a potentially rich resource of practical knowledge 
and experience waiting to be shared. By bringing together contributions from 
academics who teach on a range of undergraduate and postgraduate courses, in 
different social science disciplines and in various countries, the book provides the 
first survey, albeit a preliminary and partial one, of what is going on in the field. 
We hope it will be a source of encouragement to the many academics involved in 
attempting to develop research skills among students, and in particular to those 
who are in the early stages of their careers and who, thrown in the deep end of 
research methods teaching, feel they are at best treading water and at worst in 
danger of drowning.

in accordance with the aim of encouraging this sort of sharing, a few chapters 
have been included that focus on describing actual courses being conducted in 
various countries. although we did not want the book to be a mere compilation 
of course descriptors, there is some value learning about how others in the field 
view key issues in methodology and how they are taught in different contexts. as 
well as being informative, it can also be heartening to discover that the challenges, 
strengths and weaknesses of one’s own practice are not unique. as in all teaching, 
there is a place to reflect from time to time on what we do, why we do it, and how 
successfully the students learn what we set out to achieve. There are as yet, however, 
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too few opportunities for sharing experiences and problems in research pedagogy, 
and this was why we have included personal and reflective contributions alongside 
those of a more explicitly theoretical orientation. We encouraged all authors, 
nonetheless, to go beyond merely giving information by discussing the thinking 
behind, for example, the curricular organization and pedagogical approach, as 
well as evaluating learning outcomes. We hope that, as interest in the field grows, 
the emphasis in the academic literature will increasingly be on conceptualization 
of both research methods themselves and the pedagogical frames within which 
they are communicated to students. The important role of providing information 
about specific courses and practical teaching suggestions, as well as the sharing 
of experiences, can be most appropriately undertaken by formal or informal 
professional groups, through media, such as interactive websites, teaching guides 
and workshops. We very much hope that, by drawing attention to the need for and 
possibilities of sharing, we will provide an impetus to forming such groups.

The second characteristic of a pedagogical culture is a concern with the 
theoretical foundations of practice. it is clear from the foregoing chapters that 
some excellent work, in theorizing both the bases of research and its educational 
implications, is being done in a number places throughout the world. as we 
indicated in the introduction, in the attempt to canvas such a diverse and 
uncohesive field, some issues have inevitably been dealt with only in passing, 
or not at all. nonetheless, all contributors have in common a concern with the 
interrelationship between theory and practice. in one way or another, all could be 
said to address three questions which are fundamental to articulating a systematic 
research methods pedagogy:

What are the characteristics of good research methodology?
What do students need to learn in order to conduct good research?
how can this learning be facilitated?

The first question is the primary focus of the chapters in Part II. The second is 
addressed, from several different perspectives, by those in Part iii and, to an extent, 
in Part iV. These more conceptual issues are consistently canvassed in the light of 
their implications for curriculum design and classroom practice. The last question 
is foremost in other chapters in Part iV and those in Part V. Furthermore, there is a 
clear pedagogical theme running through the collection as a whole: learning to do 
research necessitates the active, collaborative involvement of the students with one 
another and with the teacher. Whichever of these questions is the specific concern 
of particular authors, all are conducive to the view that the outcome of a research 
methods course must be evaluated in the light of whether students learn how to do 
research, rather than simply learning about it. according to this criterion, in our 
own experience, many courses are less than optimal, and when praxis, rather than 
purely theoretical knowledge, becomes the universal standard by which outcomes 
are judged, research pedagogy will have made considerable progress. a form of 
structured apprenticeship (of which Roth gives a thorough outline) is probably 

•
•
•
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the ideal. limited contact time and large classes, however, probably make this 
impracticable for the majority of courses, but as a number of the writers argue, 
it is possible to enhance participative learning even when circumstances are not 
conducive to close, one to one collaboration.

an important criterion for including any given article was whether we editors 
felt it has the capacity to act as a stimulus and a paradigm for further thinking and 
development. For example, Peden and carroll’s examination of historical trends 
in psychology in the united states could be very usefully replicated for other 
discipline areas and other national and educational contexts. Further, although 
several specific research methods are discussed, many other methods deserve 
similarly careful pedagogical examination in future. such studies not only will 
inform the teaching of the methods themselves, but will enable comparisons and 
contrasts to be drawn. in particular, they will help us to engage in the debate 
(scarcely touched upon in this book) about the relative merits of generic and 
specific courses.

As a final note, both the publishers and a number of colleagues have appealed 
for further publications to follow this initial collection of writings. There is a 
demand for two types of works. one is a collection of practical exercises that have 
been found useful in methods courses. The other is a comprehensive look at all 
aspects of research methods education, including a systematic model for pedagogy 
that could serve as a baseline and framework for future research and discussion. 
We ourselves are taking up the challenge, and also encourage colleagues around 
the world to make their own contributions to developing a substantial literature in 
this underdeveloped field of enquiry.
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