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INTRODUCTION

This fifth edition of Doing Your Research Project follows the same
tried and tested format as in all the previous four editions, but
with updated and new material. As always, it is intended for those
of you who are about to undertake research for what I refer to as
a 100-hour project, an undergraduate dissertation, or a postgradu-
ate thesis.

Regardless of the topic or your discipline, the problems facing
you will be much the same. You will need to select a topic, identify
the objectives of your study, plan and design a suitable method-
ology, devise research instruments, negotiate access to institutions,
materials and people, collect, analyse and present information,
and, finally, produce a well-written report. Whatever the size of
the undertaking, techniques have to be mastered and a plan of
action devised which does not attempt more than the limitations
of expertise, time and access permit.

Large-scale research projects will require sophisticated tech-
niques and, often, statistical and computation expertise, but it is
quite possible to produce a worthwhile study with a minimum of
statistical knowledge. We all learn how to do research by actually
doing it, but a great deal of time can be wasted and goodwill
dissipated by inadequate preparation.

This book aims to provide you with the tools to do the job, to
help you to avoid some of the pitfalls and time-consuming false
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trails that can eat into your time allowance, to establish good
research habits and to take you from the stage of selecting a topic
through to the production of a well-planned, methodologically
sound and well-written final report or thesis — on time. There is,
after all, little point in doing all the work if you never manage to
submit it.

No book can take the place of a good supervisor, but good
supervisors are in great demand, and if you can familiarize your-
self with basic approaches and techniques, you will be able to
make full use of your tutorial time for priority issues.



@ Part |

PREPARING THE GROUND







@ 1

APPROACHES TO RESEARCH

It is perfectly possible to carry out a worthwhile investigation
without having detailed knowledge of the various approaches to
or styles of research, but a study of different approaches will give
insight into different ways of planning an investigation, and,
incidentally, will also enhance your understanding of the litera-
ture. One of the problems of reading about research reports and
reading research reports is the terminology. Researchers use terms
and occasionally jargon that may be incomprehensible to other
people. It is the same in any field, where a specialized language
develops to ease communication among professionals. So, before
considering the various stages of planning and conducting
investigations, it may be helpful to consider the main features
of certain well-established and well-reported styles of research.
Different styles, traditions or approaches use different methods
of collecting data, but no approach prescribes nor automatically
rejects any particular method. Quantitative researchers collect
facts and study the relationship of one set of facts to another. They
use ‘numerical data and, typically ... structured and predeter-
mined research questions, conceptual frameworks and designs’
(Punch 2005: 28). They therefore use techniques that are likely to
produce quantified and, if possible, generalizable conclusions.
Researchers adopting a qualitative perspective are more con-
cerned to understand individuals’ perceptions of the world. They
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doubt whether social ‘facts’ exist and question whether a ‘scien-
tific’ approach can be used when dealing with human beings.
Importantly, Punch draws our attention to one important distinc-
tion which is that ‘qualitative research not only uses non-
numerical and unstructured data but also, typically, has research
questions and methods which are more general at the start, and
become more focused as the study progresses’ (2005: 28). Yet there
are occasions when qualitative researchers draw on quantitative
techniques, and vice versa. It will all depend on what data the
researcher requires.

Classifying an approach as quantitative or qualitative, ethno-
graphic, survey, action research or whatever, does not mean that
once an approach has been selected, the researcher may not move
from the methods normally associated with that style. Each
approach has its strengths and weaknesses, and each is particu-
larly suitable for a particular context. The approach adopted and
the methods of data collection selected will depend on the nature
of the inquiry and the type of information required.

It is impossible in the space of a few pages to do justice to any
of the well-established styles of research, but the following will
at least provide a basis for further reading and may give you
ideas about approaches you may wish to adopt in your own
investigation.

Action research and the role of practitioner researchers ®

Action research is an approach which is appropriate in any
context when ‘specific knowledge is required for a specific prob-
lem in a specific situation, or when a new approach is to be grafted
on to an existing system’ (Cohen and Manion 1994a: 194). It
is not a method or a technique. As in all research, the methods
selected for gathering information depend on the nature of
the information required. It is applied research, carried out by
practitioners who have themselves identified a need for change
or improvement, sometimes with support from outside the
institution; other times not. The aim is ‘to arrive at recommenda-
tions for good practice that will tackle a problem or enhance
the performance of the organization and individuals through
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changes to the rules and procedures within which they operate’
(Denscombe 2010: 12).

Lomax (2007: 158, 169) provides a series of useful questions for
action researchers under the headings of purpose, focus, relations,
method and validation. Under the ‘purpose’ heading, she asks:

¢ CanIimprove my practice so that it is more effective?

¢ Canlimprove my understanding of this practice so as to make
it more just?

¢ Canlusemyknowledge and influence to improve the situation?

Under ‘method’, she asks whether the action researcher can col-
lect ‘rigorous data’ which will provide evidence to support claims
for action. These and similar questions can serve as a starting
point for action research but when the investigation is finished
and the findings have been considered by all participants, the job
is still not finished. The participants continue to review, evaluate
and improve practice. The research involves ‘a feedback loop in
which initial findings generate possibilities for change which are
then implemented and evaluated as a prelude to further investiga-
tion’ (Denscombe 2007: 123). It implies a ‘continuous process of
research’ and ‘the worth of the work is judged by the understand-
ing of, and desirable change in, the practice that is achieved’
(Brown and McIntyre 1981: 245).

There is nothing new about practitioners operating as
researchers, but as in all ‘insider’ investigations, difficulties can
arise if dearly held views and practices of some participants are
challenged, as can happen if the research evidence appears to
indicate that radical changes must take place if progress is to be
made. Denscombe reminds us that:

Because the activity of action research almost inevitably
affects others, it is important to have a clear idea of when
and where the action research necessarily steps outside the
bounds of collecting information which is purely personal
and relating to the practitioners alone. Where it does so,
the usual standard of ethics must be observed: permissions
obtained, confidentiality maintained, identities protected.
(Denscombe 2007: 128-9)
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Of equal, or perhaps even greater importance is that before the
research begins, everyone involved must know why the investiga-
tion is to take place, who will see the final report, and who will
have responsibility for implementing any recommended changes.

Case study ®

Even if you are working on a 100-hour project over a three-month
period, the case study approach can be particularly appropriate for
individual researchers because it provides an opportunity for one
aspect of a problem to be studied in some depth. Of course, not all
case studies have to be completed in three months, or even three
years. For example, Korman and Glennerster’s (1990) study of
what led to the closure of a large mental hospital took seven and a
half years to complete. Sadly, you will have to wait until you are
head of research in your hospital, local authority, university or
government department before you will be in a position to under-
take and to obtain the funding for such a venture, so, for the time
being, be realistic about the selection of your case study topic. Yin
reminds us that ‘case studies have been done about decisions,
about programmes, about the implementation process, and about
organizational change. Beware these types of topic — none is easily
defined in terms of the beginning or end point of the case’. He
adds that ‘the more a study contains specific propositions, the
more it will stay within reasonable limits’ (Yin 1994: 137). Good
advice and worth following.

Case studies may be carried out to follow up and to put flesh on
the bones of a survey. They can also precede a survey and be
used as a means of identifying key issues which merit further
investigation, but the majority are carried out as free-standing
exercises. Researchers identify an ‘instance’, which could be the
introduction of a new way of working, the way an organization
adapts to a new role, or any innovation or stage of development
in an institution. Evidence has to be collected systematically,
the relationship between variables studied (a variable being a
characteristic or attribute) and the investigation methodically
planned. Though observation and interviews are most frequently
used, no method is excluded.
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All organizations and individuals have their common and their
unique features. Case study researchers aim to identify such fea-
tures, to identify or attempt to identify the various interactive
processes at work, to show how they affect the implementation of
systems and influence the way an organization functions. These
processes may remain hidden in a large-scale survey but could be
crucial to the success or failure of systems or organizations.

Critics of case study ®

Critics of the case study approach draw attention to a number of
problems and/or disadvantages. For example, some question the
value of the study of single events and point out that it is difficult
for researchers to cross-check information. Others express con-
cern about the possibility of selective reporting and the resulting
dangers of distortion. A major concern is that generalization is not
always possible, though Denscombe (2007: 43) makes the point
that ‘the extent to which findings from the case study can be
generalized to other examples in the class depends on how far the
case study example is similar to others of its type’. He illustrates
this point by drawing on the example of a case study of a small
primary school. He writes that: ‘This means that the researcher
must obtain data on the significant features (catchment area, the
ethnic origins of the pupils and the amount of staff turnover)
for primary schools in general, and then demonstrate where
the case study example fits in relation to the overall picture’
(2007: 43).

In his 1981 paper on the relative merits of the search for general-
ization and the study of single events, Bassey preferred to use the
term ‘relatability’ rather than ‘generalizability’. In his opinion ‘an
important criterion for judging the merit of a case study is the
extent to which the details are sufficient and appropriate for
a teacher working in a similar situation to relate his decision
making to that described in the case study. The relatability of a
case study is more important than its generalizability’ (Bassey
1981: 85). He considers that if case studies ‘are carried out system-
atically and critically, if they are aimed at the improvement of
education, if they are relatable, and if by publication of the
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findings they extend the boundaries of existing knowledge, then
they are valid forms of educational research (Bassey 1981: 86).

Writing about an education case study in 1999, Bassey amends
or rather adds to his 1981 thoughts. He recalls that:

Previously I had treated the concept of generalization (of the
empirical kind, that is) as a statement that had to be abso-
lutely true. This is the sense in which physical scientists use
the term. It is the basis of their concept of scientific method
... in which a hypothesis stands as a generalization (or law)
only if it withstands all attempts at refutation. I argued that
there were very few generalizations (in this absolute sense)
about education - and even fewer, if any, that were useful to
experienced teachers.

(Bassey 1999: 12)

He makes it clear that he still holds to this view as far as scientific
generalizations (of the absolute kind) are concerned but now
acknowledges there can be two other kinds of generalization
which can apply in the social sciences, namely, statistical general-
izations and ‘fuzzy’ generalizations:

The statistical generalization arises from samples of popula-
tions and typical claims that there is an x per cent or y per cent
chance that what was found in the sample will also be found
throughout the population: it is the quantitative measure.
The fuzzy generalization arises from studies of singularities
and typical claims that it is possible, or likely, or unlikely that
what was found in the singularity will be found in similar
situations elsewhere: it is a qualitative measure.

(Bassey 1999: 12)

The pros and cons of case study will no doubt be debated in the
future as they have been in the past. It’s as well to be aware of the
criticisms but, as I said at the beginning of this section, case study
can be an appropriate approach for individual researchers in any
discipline because it provides an opportunity for one aspect of a
problem to be studied in some depth. You will have to decide
whether or not it suits your purpose.
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Survey ®

It would be nice to have a clear, short and succinct definition
of ‘survey’ but as Aldridge and Levine (2001: 5) point out, ‘Each
survey is unique. Therefore, lists of do’s and don’ts are too inflex-
ible. A solution to one survey may not work in another’. Moser
and Kalton (1971: 1) agree that it would be pleasant to provide a
straightforward definition of what is meant by a ‘social survey’ but
make it clear that ‘such a definition would have to be so general as
to defeat its purpose, since the term and the methods associated
with it are applied to an extraordinarily wide variety of investiga-
tions’. They continue by giving examples of the range of areas
which might be covered by a survey:

A survey may be occasioned simply by a need for administra-
tive facts on some aspects of public life; or be designed to
investigate a cause-effect relationship or to throw fresh light
on some aspect of sociological theory. When it comes to
subject matter, all one can say is that surveys are concerned
with the demographic characteristics, the social environ-
ment, the activities, or the opinions and attitudes of some
group of people.

(Moser and Kalton 1971: 1)

The census is one example of a survey in which the same
questions are asked of the selected population (the population
being the group or category of individuals selected). It aims to
cover 100 per cent of the population, but most surveys have less
ambitious aims. In most cases, a survey will aim to obtain infor-
mation from a representative selection of the population and
from that sample will then be able to present the findings as being
representative of the population as a whole. Inevitably, there are
problems in the survey method. Great care has to be taken to
ensure that the sample population is truly representative. At a
very simple level, that means ensuring that if the total population
has 1000 men and 50 women, then the same proportion of men
to women has to be selected. But that example grossly oversimpli-
fies the method of drawing a representative sample and, if you
decide to carry out a survey, you will need to consider what
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characteristics of the total population need to be represented
in your sample to enable you to say with fair confidence that your
sample is reasonably representative.

In surveys, all respondents will be asked the same questions in,
as far as possible, the same circumstances. Question wording is
not as easy as it seems, and careful piloting is necessary to ensure
that all questions mean the same to all respondents. Information
can be gathered by means of self-completion questionnaires (as in
the case of the census) or by an interviewer. Whichever method
of information gathering is selected, the aim is to obtain answers
to the same questions from a large number of individuals to
enable the researcher not only to describe, but also to compare,
to relate one characteristic to another and to demonstrate that
certain features exist in certain categories.

Surveys can provide answers to the questions ‘What?’, ‘Where?’,
‘When?’ and ‘How?’, but it is not so easy to find out “‘Why?’. Causal
relationships can rarely, if ever, be proved by survey method. The
main emphasis is on fact-finding, and if a survey is well structured
and piloted, it can be a relatively cheap and quick way of obtain-
ing information.

The experimental style @

It is relatively easy to plan experiments which deal with measur-
able phenomena. For example, experiments have been set up to
measure the effects of using fluoridated toothpaste on dental
caries by establishing members of a control group (who did not
use the toothpaste) and an experimental group (who did). In such
experiments, the two groups, matched for age, sex, social class,
and so on were given a pre-test dental examination and instruc-
tions about which toothpaste to use. After a year, both groups
were given the post-test dental examination and conclusions were
then drawn about the effectiveness or otherwise of the fluoridated
toothpaste. The principle of such experiments is that if two iden-
tical groups are selected, one of which (the experimental group)
is given special treatment and the other (the control group) is
not, then any differences between the two groups at the end of
the experimental period may be attributed to the difference in
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treatment. A causal relationship appears to have been established.
It may be fairly straightforward to test the extent of dental caries
(though even in this experiment the extent of the caries could be
caused by many factors not controlled by the experiment) but
it is quite another matter to test changes in behaviour. As
Wilson (1979) points out, social causes do not work singly. Any
examination of low student attainment or high IQ is the product
of multiple causes.

To isolate each cause requires a new experimental group each
time and the length and difficulty of the experiment increase
rapidly. It is possible to run an experiment in which several
treatments are put into practice simultaneously but many
groups must be made available rather than just two ... The
causes of social phenomena are usually multiple ones and an
experiment to study them requires large numbers of people
often for lengthy periods. This requirement limits the useful-
ness of the experimental method.

(Wilson 1979: 22)

So, experiments may allow conclusions to be drawn about cause
and effect, if the design is sound, but large groups are needed if the
many variations and ambiguities involved in human behaviour
are to be controlled. Such large-scale experiments are expensive
to set up and take more time than most students working on
100-hour projects can give. Some tests which require only a few
hours (for example, to test short-term memory or perception) can
be very effective, but in claiming a causal relationship, great care
needs to be taken to ensure that all possible causes have been
considered.

It is worth noting at this point that there can be ethical issues
associated with experimental research. Permission to conduct the
research must be obtained from the heads of institutions or units
concerned and from the participants themselves. All must be fully
informed about what is involved. Proposals may have to be
considered by ethics committees and/or research committees in
order to ensure that subjects of the research will not be harmed by
it. Particularly if children are to be involved, it is especially
important to seek permission to participate from parents.
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Cohen et al. (2000) particularly object to the principle of
‘manipulating’ human beings. They write that:

Notions of isolation and control of variables in order to
establish causality may be appropriate for a laboratory,
though whether, in fact, a social situation ever could become
the antiseptic, artificial world of the laboratory or should
become such a world is both an empirical and moral question
. Further, the ethical dilemmas of treating humans as

manipulable, controllable and inanimate are considerable.
(Cohen et al. 2000: 212)

Quite so, though ethical issues have to be considered in all
research, regardless of the context. If you decide you wish to
undertake an experimental study, ask for advice, consider any
implications and requirements — and be careful about making
claims about causality.

Ethnography and the ethnographic style of research ~ ®

Brewer defines ethnography as:

The study of people in naturally occurring settings or ‘fields’
by methods of data collection which capture their social
meanings and ordinary activities, involving the researcher
participating directly in the setting, if not also the activities,
in order to collect data in a systematic manner but without
meaning being imposed on them externally.

(Brewer 2000: 6)

Ethnographic researchers attempt to develop an understanding of
how a culture works and, as Lutz points out, many methods and
techniques are used in that search:

Participant observation, interview, mapping and charting,
interaction analysis, study of historical records and current
public documents, the use of demographic data, etc. But eth-
nography centers on the participant observation of a society
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or culture through a complete cycle of events that regularly
occur as that society interacts with its environment.
(Lutz 1986: 108)

Participant observation enables researchers, as far as is possible,
to share the same experiences as the subjects, to understand better
why they act in the way they do. However, it is time-consuming
and so is often outside the scope of researchers working on
100-hour projects or on fixed-time Master’s degrees. The researcher
has to be accepted by the individuals or groups being studied, and
this can mean doing the same job, or living in the same environ-
ment and circumstances as the subjects for lengthy periods.

Time is not the only problem with this approach. As in case
studies, critics point to the problem of representativeness. If
the researcher is studying one group in depth over a period of
time, who is to say that group is typical of other groups that may
have the same title? Are nurses in one hospital (or even in one
specialist area) necessarily representative of nurses in a similar
hospital or specialist area in another part of the country? Are
canteen workers in one type of organization likely to be typical
of all canteen workers? Critics also refer to the problem of general-
ization but, as in the case study approach, if the study is well
structured and carried out, and makes no claims which cannot
be justified, it may well be relatable in a way that will enable
members of similar groups to recognize problems and, possibly, to
see ways of solving similar problems in their own group.

The grounded theory approach ®

The grounded theory approach to qualitative data analysis was
developed by Glaser and Strauss in the 1960s during the course
of a field observational study of the way hospital staff dealt with
dying patients (1965, 1968). So what does it involve? Strauss tells
us that:

The methodological thrust of the grounded theory approach
to qualitative data analysis is toward the development of
theory, without any particular commitment to specific kinds
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of data, lines of research, or theoretical interests. So, it is not
really a specific method or technique. Rather it is a style of
doing qualitative analysis that includes a number of distinct
features, such as theoretical sampling, and certain method-
ological guidelines, such as the making of constant compar-
isons and the use of a coding paradigm, to ensure conceptual
development and density.

(Strauss 1987: 5)

He defines theoretical sampling as: ‘sampling directed by the
evolving theory; it is a sampling of incidents, events, activities,
populations, etc. It is harnessed to the making of comparisons
between and among those samples of activities, populations, etc.’
(Strauss 1987: 21).

The theory is not prespecified. It emerges as the research
proceeds (hence ‘theoretical’ sampling). Over the years, there
have been some adjustments to the original 1960s approach to
grounded theory, but the principles remain much the same,
which are that theory evolves during actual research by means of
the analysis of the data.

Punch agrees but considers that ‘grounded theory is not a
theory at all. It is a method, an approach, a strategy whose
purpose is to generate theory from data . . . The theory will there-
fore be grounded in data’ (Punch 2005: 155). At first sight, this
seems straightforward enough, but as Hayes makes clear,

The process of conducting grounded theory research isn’t just
a matter of looking at the data and developing a theory from
it. Instead, it is what researchers call an iterative process —
that is, a cyclical process in which theoretical insights emerge
or are discovered in the data, those insights are then tested to
see how they can make sense of other parts of the data, which
in turn produce their own theoretical insights, which are
then tested again against the data, and so on.

(Hayes 2000: 184)

She continues by reminding us that:

The theory which is produced using a grounded theory
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analysis may sometimes be very context-specific, applying
only in a relatively small number of situations; but because it
is always grounded in data collected from the real world, it
can serve as a very strong basis for further investigations, as
well as being a research finding in its own right.

(Hayes 2000: 184)

Most grounded theory researchers will begin with research
questions but they do not start with a hypothesis, nor do they
begin their investigation with a thorough review of the literature
relating to their topic. They build up theory from their data
and they do not wait until all data are collected before they begin
the analysis stage. Instead, analysis takes place as the data are
collected. The researcher examines the findings of an interview or
of participant observation and then proceeds to the analysis of
those findings before any other data are collected. As the research
proceeds, there will be more data collection and more analysis and
so on until ‘theoretical saturation’ is reached, which is the stage at
which ‘further data produce no new theoretical development.
Saturation is necessary to ensure that the theory is conceptually
complete’ (Punch 2005: 214-15).

Miles and Huberman have some reservations about the
principle that coding and recording are over when the analysis
appears to have run its course, when all the incidents can be
readily classified, when categories are ‘saturated’ and sufficient
numbers of ‘regularities’ have emerged. They warn us to ‘be care-
ful here’ because:

Fieldwork understanding comes in layers; the longer we are
in the environment, the more layers appear to surface, and
the choice of when to close down, when to go with a defini-
tive coding system or definitive analysis can be painful.
That choice may be dictated as much by time and budget
constraints as on scientific grounds. When those constraints
are relaxed, saturation can become a vanishing horizon - just
another field trip away, then another . . .

(Miles and Huberman 1994: 62)

Glaser (1992) has also expressed some concern at the way
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grounded theory has developed over the years, in particular the
development and use of computer-assisted code and retrieval
software which claims to generate theory on grounded theory
lines. He considers that more subtle procedures are required in
order to tease out the layers of meaning which emerge, and this
cannot be achieved by any narrow analytical procedures.

New developments include the identification of more sophisti-
cated criteria for grounded theory studies. For example, Charmaz
(2008: 230-1) outlines four key criteria for considering the rigour
and quality of a grounded theory study. These criteria provide a
solid framework for any researcher in reviewing their own
grounded theory study.

The analysis of grounded theory data is, to me at least, quite
complex. It requires the researcher to identify concepts, codes,
categories and relationships in order to bring order to the data,
and the time taken to become skilled at identifying and applying
them is considerable. I confess that I find the level of abstraction
and the language used which appear to be implicit in grounded
theory difficult to absorb. However, that is no more than my
perception of the difficulty of teasing out those layers of meaning.
Many colleagues and former students whose views I respect and
who have successfully completed research based on a grounded
theory approach disagree with me. They tell me that the computer
software can cope with the layers and the complexity perfectly
well. So, all I can say is that before you decide to commit yourself
to a grounded theory approach, read as widely as time permits
and, as always, take advice before you finally decide how to
proceed.

Narrative inquiry and stories ®

It is only relatively recently that I have become interested in the
use and interpretation of narratives and in particular the accept-
ance of stories as valuable sources of data. Stories are certainly
interesting and have been used for many years by management
consultants and others who present examples of successful (and
unsuccessful) practice as a basis for discussion as to how successful
practice might be emulated and disasters avoided. What has
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always taxed me has been how information derived from story-
telling can be structured in such a way as to produce valid research
findings. It took an experienced group of postgraduate and
postdoctoral students who had planned their research on ‘narra-
tive inquiry’ lines to sort me out and to explain precisely what was
involved. I was not even sure what narrative inquiry actually
meant and so, always believing the best way to find out is to ask an
expert, I asked one member of the group, Dr Janette Gray, to tell
me. She wrote as follows:

It involves the collection and development of stories, either
as a form of data collection or as a means of structuring a
research project. Informants often speak in a story form
during the interviews, and as the researcher, listening and
attempting to understand, we hear their ‘stories’. The
research method can be described as narrative when data
collection, interpretation and writing are considered a
‘meaning-making’ process with similar characteristics to
stories (Gudmunsdottir 1996: 295). Narrative inquiry can
involve reflective autobiography, life story, or the inclusion
of excerpts from participants’ stories to illustrate a theme
developed by the researcher. A narrative approach to inquiry
is most appropriate when the researcher is interested in
portraying intensely personal accounts of human experience.
Narratives allow voice — to the researcher, the participants
and to cultural groups — and in this sense they can have the
ability to develop a decidedly political and powerful edge.
(Gray 1998: 12)

Colleagues to whom I had spoken earlier and who had success-
fully adopted a narrative inquiry approach to one or more of their
research projects had always made it clear that stories were not
merely used as a series of ‘story boxes’ piled on top of one another
and with no particular structure or connecting theme. The
problem I had was in understanding how such structures and
themes could be derived. Jan’s explanation was as follows:

All forms of narrative inquiry involve an element of analysis
and development of theme, dependent on the researcher’s
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perspective. Stories share a basic structure. The power of a
story is dependent on the storyteller’s use of language to
present an interpretation of personal experience. The skill of
the narrative researcher lies in the ability to structure the
interview data into a form which clearly presents a sense of a
beginning, middle and an end. Even though the use of story
as a research tool is a relatively new concept in the social
sciences, historically story has been an accepted way of relat-
ing knowledge and developing self-knowledge. One of the
major strengths of such a means of conducting inquiry is
the ability to allow readers who do not share a cultural
background similar to either the storyteller or the researcher
to develop an understanding of notices and consequences
of actions described within a story format. Narrative is a
powerful and different way of knowing . . .

Data collection for narrative research requires the researcher
to allow the storyteller to structure the conversations, with
the researcher asking follow-up questions. So a narrative
approach to the question of how mature-age undergraduates
perceive their ability to cope with the experience of returning
to study would involve extended, open-ended interviews
with mature-aged students. This would allow the students to
express their personal experience of the problems, frustra-
tions and joys of returning to study. It might also involve
similar ‘conversations’ with other stakeholders in their edu-
cation - perhaps family members; their tutors and lecturers —
to provide a multiple perspective of the context of the
education of mature-aged undergraduates.

(Gray 1998: 2)

Jan added that ‘the benefit of considerate and careful negotiation
will be a story allowing an incredibly personal and multi-faceted
insight into the situation being discussed’. I am sure this is so.
I have become convinced of the value of this approach and that
stories can in some cases serve to enhance understanding within a
case study or an ethnographic study. However, narratives can
present their own set of problems:

Interviews are time-consuming and require the researcher to
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allow the storytellers to recount in their own way the experi-
ence of being (or teaching) a student. This may not emerge in
the first interview. Until a trust relationship has developed
between researcher and storyteller, it is highly unlikely that
such intimate information will be shared. Such personal
involvement with the researcher involves risks and particular
ethical issues. The storytellers may decide they have revealed
more of their feelings than they are prepared to share publicly
and they may insist either on substantial editing or on
withdrawing from the project.

(Gray 1998: 2)

Problems of this kind can arise in almost any kind of research,
particularly those which are heavily dependent on interview data,
but the close relationship needed for narrative inquiry can make
the researcher (and the storyteller) particularly vulnerable.

When asked what had changed in the last decade in terms of
narrative inquiry as a methodology, Dr Gray responded:

The last decade has seen a broadening of the theoretical basis
of narrative inquiry to include a deeper appreciation of the
impact of context on any interpretation of a participant’s
‘story’. This includes an acknowledgement of the need to
consider the complex interactions between the personal,
professional and social contexts within which the participant
situates their story. Further, there has been a significant
change in the international, multi-disciplinary recognition
of narrative inquiry as a rigorous methodology focused on
developing an understanding of personal and professional
experience. For interested researchers, Clandinin (2007)
provides a comprehensive rationale for the theoretical posi-
tioning of narrative inquiry as a methodology.

(Gray 2009: 1)

The fact that the narrative approach carries with it a number of
potential difficulties, particularly for first-time researchers, and
researchers operating within a particularly tight schedule, cer-
tainly does not mean that it should be disregarded when consider-
ing an appropriate approach to the topic of your choice. Far from



22 Doing your research project

it — but as is the case with all research planning, I feel it would be
as well to discuss the issues fully with your supervisor before
deciding what to do, and if possible to try to find a supervisor who
is experienced, or at least interested, in narrative inquiry.

Which approach? ®

Classifying an approach as ethnographic, qualitative, experi-
mental, or whatever, does not mean that once an approach has
been selected the researcher may not move from the methods
normally associated with that style. But understanding the major
advantages and disadvantages of each approach is likely to help
you to select the most appropriate methodology for the task in
hand. This chapter covers only the very basic principles associated
with different styles or approaches to research which will suffice —
at any rate until you have decided on a topic and considered what
further information you need to obtain.

Further reading is provided at the end of this chapter. As far
as possible, I have tried to indicate books and journals which
should be available in academic libraries or online. Always
consult the library catalogue and the librarians and take advantage
of what the library has in stock or is able to obtain from another
library, preferably without cost and make sure you know
which online facilities are provided by the library and/or your
department.

Further reading ®

Action research, case study, survey, experimental style, ethnography,
grounded theory and narrative have been dealt with very briefly in this
chapter and many general books about research methods will also
include sections relating to all seven of these approaches. One of the most
helpful is:

Denscombe, M. (2007) The Good Research Guide for Small-scale Social
Research Projects, 3rd edn. Buckingham: Open University Press. Part 1
provides clear accounts of the advantages and limitations of surveys,
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case studies, Internet research, experiments, action research, eth-
nography, phenomenology and grounded theory. Helpful checklists
are provided at the end of main sections.

Quantitative and qualitative research

Brett Davies, M. (2007) Doing a Successful Research Project Using Qualitative
or Quantitative Methods. Basingstoke: PalgraveMacmillan. This is a
useful book which considers the differences between qualitative and
quantitative research in the context of surveys, questionnaires, samp-
ling, interviewing — and much more.

Denscombe (2007) also includes sections relating to the differences
between and similarities of quantitative and qualitative research but
if you need more information and examples, you might wish to
consult.

Punch, K.E. (2005) Introduction to Social Research: Quantitative and Qualita-
tive Approaches, 2nd edn. London: Sage Publications. Chapter 11
includes ‘Mixed methods and evaluative criteria’, ‘Similarities in
the two approaches’, ‘Basic characteristics of the two approaches’.
Asks ‘Quantitative or qualitative’? and ‘Quantitative and qualitative?’
References to the similarities and differences are also made in many
other parts of the book. Well worth consulting.

Case study

Bassey, M. (2007) ‘Case study’, Chapter 9 in A.R.J. Briggs and M. Coleman
(eds), Research Methods in Educational Leadership and Management, 2nd
edn. London: Sage Publications.

Cohen, L. and Manion, L. (1994b) ‘Case studies’, Chapter 5 in Research
Methods in Education, 5th edn. London: Routledge Falmer. Rather old
now, but well worth consulting if there is a copy in your library.

Yin, R.K. (2003) Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 3rd edn.
London: Sage Publications. Covers all aspects of case study method,
from definition, design, data collection — to data analysis in just about
every discipline. Also covers data computer-assisted coding techniques
— and much more. Examples of actual case studies are referred to in
Yin's (2003) companion volume: Applications of Case Study Research,
2nd edn.
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Survey research

Aldridge, A. and Levine, K. (2001) Surveying the Social World: Principles and
Practice in Survey Research. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Fogelman, K. and Comber, C. (2007) ‘Surveys and sampling’, Chapter 8 in
A.R.G. Briggs and M. Coleman (eds) Research Methods in Educational
Leadership and Management, 2nd edn. London: Sage Publications.

Roberts, B. (2002) Biographical Research. Maidenhead: Open University
Press. Chapter 6 considers oral history; Chapter 7 deals with narrative
and in particular, narrative analysis; Chapter 9 concentrates on
biographical research.

Sapsford, R. (2006) Survey Research, 2nd edn. London: Sage. Provides
useful examples of theoretical and practical aspects of survey research,
includes examples of using materials on the Internet and provides
summaries to all chapters.

The experimental style

Hayes, N. (2000) Doing Psychological Research: Gathering and Analysing
Data. Buckingham: Open University Press. Chapter 3, ‘Experiments’,
provides useful information about causality in experiments.

Ethnography and the ethnographic style of research

Brewer, ].D. (2000) Ethnography. Buckingham: Open University Press.

Crang, M. and Cook, 1. (2007) Doing Ethnographies. London: Sage
Publications. Crang and Cook base this book on their own fieldwork
experience. They consider the role of the ‘detached researcher’, making
sense of and analysing field materials and the importance of writing.
This book is particularly useful for first-time ethnographers.

Lutz, EW. (1986) ‘Ethnography: the holistic approach to understanding
schooling’, in M. Hammersley (ed.) Controversies in Classroom Research.
Milton Keynes: Open University Press. This is an excellent chapter
which relates mainly to ethnographic research in education, but which
has valuable advice about any type of qualitative research. The book is
rather old now, but I hope will still be on the shelves of academic
libraries or accessible via the Internet.

Neyland, D. (2007) Organizational Ethnography. London: Sage Publica-
tions. This book takes us through the history of ethnography, from its
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anthropological origins to present-day use in organizational, academic
and business contexts. Neyland discusses a wide range of procedures,
from research design to data analysis and provides interesting examples
of organizational ethnography at work. A fairly hard read at times, but
well worth consulting.

The grounded theory approach

Charmaz, K. (2008) ‘Grounded theory in the 21st century: applications
for advancing social justice’, in N.K. Denzin and Y.S. Lincoln (eds)
Strategies of Qualitative Inquiry, 3rd edn. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications. This chapter has several very helpful aspects for a begin-
ner researcher. For example, throughout the chapter excerpts from
research data illustrate the more abstract descriptions of data analysis.
Also, very helpful criteria are offered on pp. 230-1 for considering the
credibility, originality, resonance and usefulness of a grounded theory
study.

Punch, K.E. (2005) Introduction to Social Research: Quantitative and Qualita-
tive Approaches, 2nd edn. London: Sage Publications. This excellent
book provides us with a discussion of approaches to research - and a
great deal more. I particularly like Chapter 8 (‘Design in qualitative
research’). Section 8.5, pp. 155-62 provides a brief but useful and clear
section on the meaning and analysis of grounded theory. Chapter 8
also includes sections on case study, ethnography - and other
approaches.

Narrative inquiry and stories

Clandinin, D.J. (2007) Handbook of Narrative Inquiry. Mapping a Method-
ology. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. This handbook provides
a comprehensive overview of all aspects of narrative inquiry as a
methodology. Part IV is particularly helpful in illustrating the power of
narrative based research within the professions.

Clough, P. (2002) Narratives and Fictions in Educational Research. Maiden-
head: Open University Press. Peter Clough provides interesting ‘fic-
tional’ stories which demonstrate the use of narrative in reporting
research, and discusses the potential merits and difficulties of such an
approach.

Goodson, LE and Sikes, P. (2001) Life History Research in Educational
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Settings: Learning from Lives. Buckingham: Open University Press. This
book explores reasons for the popularity of life history research in
education, though many of the examples they consider are likely to
have similar application to researchers in other disciplines.

Roberts, B. (2002) Biographical Research. Maidenhead: Open University
Press. Chapter 6 considers oral history; Chapter 7 deals with narrative
and in particular narrative analysis; Chapter 9 concentrates on
ethnography and biographical research.
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PLANNING THE PROJECT

Selecting a topic ®

Selecting a topic is more difficult than it at first seems. With
limited time at your disposal there is a temptation to select a topic
before the groundwork has been done, but try to resist the tempta-
tion. Prepare well and you will save time later. Your discussions
and inquiries will help you to select a topic which is likely to be of
interest, which you have a good chance of completing, which will
be worth the effort and which may even have some practical
application later on.

Many researchers in areas such as education, social science and
health are directly concerned with the practical outcomes of
research and, in particular, the improvement of practice in their
organization. The aim is not only ‘to know facts and to under-
stand relations for the sake of knowledge. We want to know and
understand in order to be able to act and act “better” than we did
before’ (Langeveld 1965: 4).

This is not to deny the importance of research which may have
no immediate practical outcome. Eggleston provides a timely
reminder of the importance of longer-term objectives and of
the need to look beyond current practices. To restrict research
to current practices would, in his opinion, lay it ‘open to the
charge that its sole function was to increase the efficiency of
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the existing system in terms of accepted criteria and deny it the
opportunity to explore potentially more effective alternatives’
(Eggleston 1979: 35).

Clearly the need to explore potentially more effective alterna-
tives to existing provision will always exist. After 100 hours of
study, you are unlikely to be in a position to make recommenda-
tions for fundamental change in any system. However, whatever
the size and scope of the study, you will in all cases be required to
analyse and evaluate the information you collect and, in some
cases, you might then be in a position to suggest desirable changes
in practice.

Discuss possible practical outcomes with your supervisor and
ask whether the department has any guidelines for the selection of
topics and the preparation of research briefs. Consider what the
emphasis of your study is to be. Is applicability to be important or
is your study to have different aims?

Getting started O

You may be given a topic to research, but in most cases you will be
asked to select a topic from a list or to decide on a topic yourself.
You may have an idea or a particular area of interest that you
would like to explore. You may have several ideas, all equally
interesting. Write them down:

Something to do with mature students?

Stress at work?

The effectiveness (or otherwise) of the research methods/introduction
to computing/introduction to the library course?

Supervision of research projects?

Supervision of placements?

These are all possible topics but before a decision can be made
about which to select, some work needs to be done. Think about
what might be involved in each topic and which will be likely to
maintain your interest. If you become bored with a topic, the time
will drag unmercifully and the likelihood is that the quality of
your research will suffer. Talk to colleagues and friends about your
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initial ideas. They may be aware of sensitive aspects of certain
topics which could cause difficulties at some stage or they may
know of other people who have carried out research in one or
more of your topics who would be willing to talk to you. If you are
hoping to carry out the research in your own institution, then
another very good reason for discussing possible topics with col-
leagues is that you will probably be asking for their support and
collaboration: early consultation is essential if you are to avoid
difficulties later.

Try to bring the list down to a possible two — one likely to be of
main interest and the second to fall back on if your preliminary
investigations throw up problems. Let’s say you decide you would
be particularly interested in a mature students topic, but that
stress comes a close second. It will have become clear to you that
‘something to do with mature students’ requires more focusing
before you can proceed. So far, you have been thinking in general
terms but now you need to start the process of trying out ideas and
asking yourself questions.

Start with your first choice (mature students) and begin to write
down your ideas on a sheet of A4 paper. I say A4 rather than the
back of an envelope because you will need space. Write ‘mature
students’ in the middle of the paper and link to it all the ques-
tions, doubts, theories and ideas you can think of. Brainstorm it.
Insert arrows, if necessary, to link one idea or query with another.
Write quickly and write as you think. If you decide to wait until
your thoughts are in better order, you may (and probably will)
have forgotten what you thought of first. It doesn’t matter how
illegible and disorganized your chart is as long as you can read
your own writing. This first shot is for you, not other people.

The purpose of this exercise is to help you to clarify your
thoughts and to try to decide what you actually mean by each
statement and each question. It will give you ideas about refining
the topic so that you will not be attempting to do research into
everything there is to know about mature students, but into one
precise aspect of the topic. It will give you clues as to whether this
topic is likely to be too complex for you to complete in your
timescale, or whether it might prove to be impossible because
you would need access to confidential information which in all
probability would be refused.
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Your first shot will be a mess but that doesn’t matter. Your sec-
ond attempt will be far more focused and you will be on the way
to making a fairly firm decision about which aspect of your topic
you wish to investigate. Incidentally, don’t throw away your first
or your second attempt/s until after your research is complete,
examined and/or your work is published. You may need to refer to
first shots and early drafts at some stage so start a ‘reject’ or a
‘dump’ file.

Consider your priorities. For example, if you have decided
that you would be interested in investigating barriers to learning
among mature undergraduates, draw together the various items
on your first and second thoughts charts into a list of questions
on your selected topics, eliminating overlaps or rejects, and
adding any other thoughts which occur to you as you write.
At this stage, the order and wording are not important. You are on
the way.

The purpose of the study ®

Start with the purpose of the study. It might be difficult at this
stage to provide the exact wording but it’s rather important to
know why you want to carry out this research. Think about it.
Write down your ideas. Ask yourself questions and make a note of
any prompts about the likely sub questions. Be critical. The purpose
of this is study is . . . what?

e to identify any barriers to learning for mature students? Meaning of
‘barriers’? Why do I need this information and how will I find
it? Ask students? Ask a sample of students who started their
degree course straight from school for comparison? Any differ-
ences? Any differences between mature students who experi-
enced no barriers and those who did?

e to identify any differences between the performance of mature and
younger students? How judged? Degree classification of former
students? Should need access to statistics. Any data protection
issues?

Each question raises other issues. Ask yourself:



Planning the project 31

e What do institutions mean by ‘mature’? What do I mean by
‘mature’ and ‘older’? Have to think of synonyms for ‘mature’.
Over 21, 25, 30, 60?7 Age at registration? Age at graduation?
Need to get this sorted. How will I find out? Will I be given
access to records?

e Which mature students? Those who graduated since the uni-
versity was established? In the last three years? All students in
the university, in one department, in one subject area, one
group? Need to think.

e Which institutions/faculties/departments/groups are to be included
in this investigation? Need to ask supervisor’s advice about how
to go about obtaining permission. Is one institution/depart-
ment/subject area/group sufficient — or feasible? Would it be
acceptable for me to concentrate on mature students on my
course?

® Has any research been done already on this topic? Need to get to
the library to see what has already been written about mature
students and see what those researchers did about the defin-
ition of ‘mature’ — and other things.

These questions will give you and your supervisor or tutor some
idea of where you are heading. You're still at the what stage (the
how stage comes later), but each stage continues to be a process of
refining and clarifying so that you end with a list of questions,
tasks or objectives which you can ask, perform or examine. These
will become what Laws (2003: 97) describe as researchable
questions which will take you a major step forward in the
planning of your project.

Hypotheses, objectives and researchable questions ®

Many research projects begin with the statement of a hypothesis,
defined by Verma and Beard as

A tentative proposition which is subject to verification
through subsequent investigation. It may also be seen as the
guide to the researcher in that it depicts and describes the
method to be followed in studying the problem. In many
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cases hypotheses are hunches that the researcher has about
the existence of relationship between variables.
(Verma and Beard 1981: 184)

This definition is taken a step further by Medawar, who writes:

All advances in scientific understanding, at every level, begin
with a speculative adventure, an imaginative preconception
of what might be true — a preconception which always, and
necessarily, goes a little way (sometimes a long way) beyond
anything which we have logical or factual authority to believe
in. It is the invention of a possible world, or of a tiny frac-
tion of that world. The conjecture is then exposed to criticism
to find out whether or not that imagined world is any-
thing like the real one. Scientific reasoning is therefore at all
levels an interaction between two episodes of thought - a
dialogue between two voices, the one imaginative and the
other critical; a dialogue, if you like, between the possible
and the actual, between proposal and disposal, conjecture
and criticism, between what might be true and what is in
fact the case.

(Medawar 1972: 22)

So, hypotheses make statements about relations between variables
and provide a guide to the researcher as to how the original hunch
might be tested. If we hypothesize, because our conjecture sug-
gests it may be so, that age (one variable) has an influence on
degree results (another variable), then we can attempt to find out
whether that is so — at least among the subjects in our sample. The
results of the research will either support the hypothesis (that age
does have an influence on degree results) or will not support it (age
has no influence on degree results).

Small-scale projects of the kind discussed in this book will not
require statistical testing of hypotheses often required in large-
scale sample surveys. Unless your supervisor advises otherwise, a
precise statement of objectives and a list of researchable questions
are generally quite sufficient. The important point is not so much
whether there is a hypothesis, but whether you have carefully
thought about what is and what is not worth investigating. It may
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be permissible to make modifications to objectives or changes to
the questions as the study proceeds, but that does not obviate the
necessity of identifying exactly what you plan to do at the outset.
Until that stage has been achieved, it is not possible to consider
appropriate methods of data collection, so now’s the time to
check the following items.

Working title and the project outline ®

Select a working title: ‘Barriers to learning’ or ‘Mature stu-
dents’? Either will do for the time being. You're almost ready to
produce the project outline for discussion with your supervisor,
but just go through the stages once again:

* Are you clear about the purpose of the study? Are you sure about
it? Do you think it’s likely to be worth doing?

¢ Have you decided on the focus of the study?

* You have not yet identified your sample. Discussion with
supervisor required and then permissions sought. You're not
there yet.

e You've been through all your key questions (several times now)
and know what your priorities are. There will almost certainly
be adjustments as the research continues, but never mind.

e You have begun to consider what information you might need in
order to be in a position to answer your questions. More work
needed, but you've made a start.

¢ You have not yet begun to consider how you might obtain this
information, but once the focusing is finished, you can begin to
consider possible ways and means. Remember that you can’t
assume you will be allowed to interview people or give them a
questionnaire to answer. You have to clear official channels and
obtain permission.

There are still some decisions to be made, but you’re ready to
produce the first draft of your project outline for discussion with
your supervisor. Before you do, think about your submission date.
Think about time. What are your chances of completing your pro-
visional plan in your allocated time? You are not going to be living
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in a cave with only a computer for company for the duration of
your research, out of touch with work commitments, family
responsibilities and holidays. They all need to be taken into
account in your time plan. I make plans all the time and I live by
the lists. I don’t always succeed in keeping to them, but at least
their presence is enough to remind me about what still needs to be
done and to nag me when I am thinking about all the things I'd
rather do than get back to the writing.

Timing ®

There is never enough time to do all the work that seems to be
essential in order to do a thorough job, but if you have a handover
date, then somehow the work has to be completed in the specified
time. It is unlikely you will be able to keep rigidly to a timetable,
but some attempt should be made to devise a schedule so that you
can check progress periodically and, if necessary, force yourself to
move from one stage of the research to the next.

If you have to complete more than one project in the year, it is
particularly important to produce a list or a chart indicating the
stage at which all data should have been collected, analysed and
drafts produced. Delay on one project means that the timing for
the second and third will be upset. It is immaterial whether you
produce a list or a chart, but some attempt at planning progress
should be attempted.

One of the most common reasons for falling behind is that read-
ing takes longer than anticipated. Books and articles have to be
located, and the temptation to read just one more book is strong.
At some stage a decision has to be made to stop reading and start
writing, no matter how inadequate the coverage of the subject is.
Forcing yourself to move on is a discipline that has to be learnt.
Keep in touch with your supervisor about progress. If things go
wrong and you are held up on one stage, there may be other ways
of overcoming the problem. Talk about it. Ask for help and advice
before you become weeks out of phase with your timetable, so that
you have a chance of amending your original project plan. The
project outline is for guidance only. If subsequent events indicate
that it would be better to ask different questions and even to have
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a different aim, then change while there is time. You have to work
to the date specified by the institution, and your supervisor and
external examiner will understand that.

Supervision ®

I can’t emphasize enough the importance of establishing a good
working relationship with your supervisor. Few researchers,
inexperienced and experienced, can go it alone and expect to pro-
duce quality research. There are exceptions of course. Aren’t there
always? Somebody told me once about a PhD student who made it
clear that he did not need a supervisor and had no intention of
attending any research tutorials. He was advised that this would
be very unwise and that his chances of succeeding without sup-
port were very slight. He persisted and eventually submitted a
thesis which proved to be a work of outstanding quality and
depth. His external examiner had no doubt in recommending
that it was a clear pass. There is a problem with this approach,
namely, that few people can aspire to such single-mindedness and
brilliance. Most of us really do need a supervisor in whom we have
confidence, with whom we can share our thinking, who is willing
to advise and to give an honest view about our drafts, and that
applies regardless of whether we are working on a 100-hour pro-
ject, an undergraduate or a postgraduate degree.

Student—supervisor relationships ®

I have occasionally heard students complain that they are getting
a raw deal from their supervisors, and in some cases they may
have been right — though not always. Supervisors are only human.
Most will also be lecturing, supervising other students and carry-
ing out their own research. Time is generally in short supply and
some friends who are heavily committed with supervision have
suggested to me that I give the impression that they should be
available at all hours to see students on demand who might wish
to discuss any aspect of their work, regardless of the time of day,
the time involved and the frequency of such requests. Not so. A
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reasonable balance has to be struck, though I realize that the big
question is what ‘reasonable’ means to both sides.

Perhaps not surprisingly, interviews with students and with
supervisors reveal a wide variation in supervisory practice (Bell
1996; Phillips and Pugh 2000). The majority of students appear to
have enjoyed very positive relationships with supervisors. Their
comments were on the lines of ‘very helpful’; ‘taught me what
research was all about’; ‘could not have done this without her’; ‘he
made me believe I could do it, saw me through the bad times, read
all my drafts carefully, was straight about what I had written and
what more needed to be done’. However, when things went
wrong, they went badly wrong, and students’ comments were on
the lines of ‘could never get hold of him’; ‘never returned my
calls’; ‘made me feel inadequate’; ‘showed no signs of having read
my drafts’; ‘didn’t seem to feel he had any responsibility for advis-
ing about my approach’; ‘was only willing to see me once a term
for a timetabled 20 minutes. He was always late but always fin-
ished on time. I had to travel 100 miles for these 10 minute meet-
ings’; and ‘went on study leave, never told me, and no-one was
allocated to “take me over” at a crucial time in my research when I
really needed help’.

Some of the supervisors put up a vigorous defence. Regular tele-
phone calls at 11 p.m. or later in spite of repeated requests not to
telephone after 9 p.m. so exasperated one supervisor that he
refused to release his home telephone number to his next batch of
tutees. There were complaints about students not turning up for
arranged meetings; demands for drafts to be read overnight; the
assumption that supervisors should always be in their room and
available for consultation whenever they were needed, and so on.

The point of raising these issues here is not to lay blame one way
or the other but, rather, to consider ways of avoiding conflict if at
all possible, and, only if reason does not prevail, to consider ways
of resolving difficult situations.

Codes of practice for supervision ®

All universities now have (or should have) a code of practice for
supervision. However, providing such a code is one thing, and



Planning the project 37

ensuring that everyone involved follows the guidelines may be
quite another. You should certainly be able to see your univers-
ity’s or organization’s code in order to know what your and
your supervisor’s rights and responsibilities are. Some universities
automatically provide a copy for students; others do not.

Most codes advise that supervisors and students should at an
early stage clarify what ‘supervision’ actually means and what it is
reasonable for both to expect. Even where efforts are made to clar-
ify rights and responsibilities, supervisor-student relationships do
occasionally break down and if all efforts to improve the position
fail, then the only thing to do is to request a change before depres-
sion and a feeling of hopelessness take over.

Change of supervisor ®

Achieving a satisfactory change may not always be as easy as
it might seem. One part-time student who was not getting on
with her supervisor was desperate to change but the depart-
ment was unable to find another supervisor who was willing
to accept her. Having drawn a blank after following all the laid-
down procedures, she decided to take action herself. She stood at
the door of the postgraduate students’ common room one lunch
time and shouted ‘Is anybody here doing historical research?’
When several hands went up, she asked what they thought of
their supervisors and what their specialisms were. In despera-
tion, she pleaded for an interview with the supervisor deemed
by his students to be ‘friendly, helpful, knowledgeable but tough’
who eventually, though somewhat reluctantly, agreed to take
her on. They got on well and three years later she trod the
boards to receive her PhD. Her advice to students in a similar
position was:

If you have justifiable concerns, talk about them and try
to sort them informally. If that approach fails, go through
the formal channels. In my case, neither approach produced
the desired changes so I decided I had to take matters into
my own hands. I didn't like doing what I did but I would
never have completed with the first supervisor. He seemed
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to leave me feeling that I wasn’t intellectually up to the
research.

Most of the time, everything works well and supervisors are
as anxious as their students that they should succeed, but if
things go badly wrong, state your case clearly and fairly and don’t
give in.

Keeping records of supervisory tutorials ®

I firmly believe that records of supervisory tutorials should be kept
by supervisors and by research students. Many of my colleagues
disagree and claim this would be ‘just another piece of unneces-
sary bureaucracy’. I am not speaking here of a large document
which would require days, if not weeks to produce but a one-page
pre-printed form which gives space for the date of the tutorial, a
(very) brief note of issues discussed, targets set, if any, summary of
comments given on drafts and on the general progress of the
research, advice given and taken (or not taken) and the proposed
date of the next meeting. Five minutes maximum at the end of the
tutorial with a copy for the supervisor and for the student. This
provides a useful record and reminder for both about what was
said, promised and agreed (or disagreed) and acts as a log of pro-
gress. However, it now also serves another purpose. Disputes have
increased and it is in the interests of supervisors and students that
there should be such an agreed record. Keeping records is not just
another attempt at imposing yet another level of useless bureau-
cracy. It is good professional practice. If your supervisor considers
such a record is unnecessary, keep your own.

The research experience ®

The supervisor-student relationship at its best will ensure that
your research experience will be demanding, but will also be
valuable, enjoyable and will result in the successful completion
of your investigation — on time. As I have suggested earlier, only
isolationist geniuses with plenty of time and a first-class library
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at their disposal are likely to succeed — and there are not many
geniuses around. Most of us need help, encouragement and super-
visor expertise. As many first-time and experienced researchers
have testified, a good supervisor is like gold dust, and by far the
most valuable resource we have.

Writing as you go along and the research diary ®

Chapter 13 “Writing the report’ considers what should be included
in the final report, but if you wait until the final stage before
you begin to write, you will be in trouble. Writing should
be ongoing, starting with your planning and topic selection and
from then on, as you go along. Start a personal research diary,
log, research notebook, call it whatever you like. Make sure
it’s small enough to fit into your pocket, keep it with you at all
times and it will track the progress of your research. Everyone
has different ideas about what should go in and what should
be left out.

I have no difficulty in deciding because I include everything (or
almost everything). Rough notes, brief summaries of certain sec-
tions, target dates (and targets achieved or not achieved), dates of
interviews, dates questionnaires were distributed (and returned).
Names and telephone numbers of people I have spoken to or met.
Record of names, addresses, telephone numbers, email addresses,
good ideas I had in the middle of the night when I couldn’t sleep,
something I remembered when I was on a bus. Difficulties experi-
enced, advice to myself not to do something in this or that way
again! Reminder about something I must ask the librarian. A note
about how I might resolve the problem of . . . something or other.
If I hadn’t written it down at that time, in all probability I would
have forgotten it the next day. A reference (new to me) that some-
one told me about when I was having a sandwich in the cafeteria.
Times I left home to see someone and times I returned, if I
remember.

Every entry with a date. Do this tomorrow ... Write this up
before Thursday! Transfer this reference to the main list of refer-
ences. I recall that one student considered my way of jotting down
everything was disorganized. I suppose it is, but I do star, flag or
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highlight items that need to be given further thought and, as I've
already said and will continue to say throughout this book, we all
have our own ways of working, so adopt ways of doing things that
seem to work for you. As far as I'm concerned, the only rule is that
you start your diary as soon as you start your research, keep it going and
get into the habit of writing up small portions (with your com-
ments) as you go along. Writing starts here and not when you are
at the stage of writing the final report.

® Planning the project checklist
1 Draw up a shortlist of topics. Talk to colleagues, fellow
students — anyone who will
listen. Consult library
catalogues, but briefly.

2 Decide on a shortlist of two. Select your first choice and
keep the second in mind in
case your first choice proves
to be too difficult or too

uninteresting.

3 Make a list of first- and
second-thoughts questions
or produce a chart of ideas,
thoughts, possible problems —
anything you can think of.

This is for your eyes only. The
purpose is to help you to clarify
your thoughts about which
aspects of the topic are of
particular interest or importance.

4 Select the precise focus of
your study.

You can’t do everything, so you
need to be clear about which
aspect of the general topic you
wish to investigate. Is your
topic likely to be worth
investigating? Think about it.
The last thing you want is to be
stuck with a topic that’s going
nowhere and which bores you
to distraction.

5 Make sure you are clear
about the purpose of the
study.

Give some thought to your
sample. You need to consult
your supervisor about which
individuals or groups might be
included.
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6 Go back to your charts and
lists of questions, delete any
items which do not relate to
your selected topic, add
others which do, eliminate
overlap and produce a revised
list of key questions.

7 Draw up an initial project
outline. Check that you are
clear about the purpose and
focus of your study, have
identified key questions, know
what information you will
require and have thought
about how you might
obtain it.

8 Consult your supervisor at
the stage of selecting a topic
and after drawing up a project
outline.

9 It's best to know about your
institution’s code of practice
for supervision and what to do
if the relationship with your
supervisor breaks down.

10 Keep a brief record of what
has been discussed, and
agreed, in supervisory
tutorials.

11 Remember that a good
supervisor is like gold dust
and by far the most valuable
resource you have, so don’t
make unreasonable demands.
If you're asked not to phone
after 9 p.m. because granny
goes to bed at that time and
the telephone disturbs her,
please make sure you don’t.

You are aiming to produce
researchable questions.
Watch your language! Are you
absolutely clear about the
meaning of the words you use.
Words can mean different
things to different people.

Check your submission date.

Do you have enough time to
carry out the research you have
outlined — and to submit on time?

You don’t want to get too far
down the research road before
you check that all is well. Make
sure you discuss a suitable
sample and ask about who to
approach for permissions.

Do your best to clarify any
unclear areas of supervisor/
student rights and
responsibilities.

It will help to remind you about
what tasks and targets have
been agreed.

Unfortunately, very
occasionally supervisor—
student relationships break
down. If you have justifiable
concerns, try to talk about
them and to sort out problems.
If that fails, go through formal
channels, state your case
clearly and fairly and, if that
fails, request a change.
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12 From the start of your And don’t throw away your
research, get into the habit of  drafts until your investigation
writing everything down. has been submitted, assessed

and/or published. You never
know when you might need to
refer to them.

13 Start a research diary as soon And get into the habit of
as you start your research. writing up small portions as
you go along. Writing begins
here, rather than when you
reach the stage of writing the
report.

Further reading ®

Brett Davies, M. (2007) Doing a Successful Research Project: Using Qualitative
or Quantitative Methods. Basingstoke: PalgraveMacmillan. Considers
how to draw up a personal roadmap, planning and analysing qualita-
tive data, sampling — and much more.

Cryer, P. (2006) The Research Student’s Guide to Success, 3rd edn. Maiden-
head: Open University Press. Considers the roles and responsibilities of
supervisors and of research students and provides guidance about what
to do if things do not go well.

Delamont, S., Atkinson, P. and Parry, O. (2004) Supervising the Doctorate: A
Guide to Success. Maidenhead: Open University Press. This is a book
written for supervisors, but it is full of helpful ideas and advice for
students also.

Eley, A. and Jennings, R. (2005) Effective Postgraduate Supervision: Improving
the Student/Supervisor Relationship. Maidenhead: Open University Press.
Discusses most frequently encountered difficulties in the student-
supervisor relationship and offers realistic solutions to difficulties in
30 cases.

Fielding, N.G., Lee, RM. and Blank, G. (2008) The Sage Handbook of
Online Research Methods. London: Sage Publications. This handbook
concentrates on online social research methods and the significance of
the Internet as a research medium, considering research design, online
surveys and the Internet as an archival resource.

Laws, S., with Harper, C. and Marcus, R. (2003) Research for Development: A
Practical Guide. London: Sage Publications. Chapter 5 provides guidance
about processes involved in planning research, writing the brief,
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defining the research process, setting the research questions and
hypothesis testing. A useful checklist and list of further reading are
provided. Well worth consulting.

Rugg, G. and Petre, M. (2006) A Gentle Guide to Research Methods. Maiden-
head: Open University Press. Covers a wide range of topics, including
research design, data collection methods, statistics and academic
writing — all with helpful examples.

Wolcott, H.F. (2001) Writing up Qualitative Research, 2nd edn. London:
Sage Publications. Everything Wolcott has written is worth reading, his
advice is excellent and if you can get hold of this second edition, read it
alll He is particularly good, as the title of this book indicates, about
writing but also about planning. He talks about his own practice, what
he considers researchers should and should not do - and he can be
funny at times. It all helps.
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ETHICS AND INTEGRITY
IN RESEARCH

At one time, it was possible to plan and carry out a small piece of
research with the permission of a head of department, principal of
a college, headteacher of a school or an administrator without
having to go through formal channels. The informal route will
still apply for many 100-hour studies as long as whoever is in
charge is convinced of your integrity and of the worth of your
research. Now, times have changed. In most cases, your supervisor
will be aware of any restrictions or legal requirements relating
to your research and will ensure that you have appropriate advice
about procedures well before you begin to plan your data col-
lection. However, you may not always be able to rely on your
supervisor’s knowledge. For example, if you work in one organiza-
tion but are supervised somewhere else, the supervisor may not
know what your organization’s requirements are. If you live in
Singapore or Calcutta but are registered for a higher degree in an
Australian or British university, your supervisor may have no idea
at all about the local rules, so it will be up to you to find out what
is required. Particularly if you have any doubts about the ethics of
your proposal, make sure you consult as widely as you can, discuss
your concerns and do not proceed if you or your advisers have any
misgivings.
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Research contracts, codes of practice, protocols and
the principle of informed consent

There is nothing new about research contracts and ethical guide-
lines. They have all been used in a variety of ways for many years.
They may have been called something different and their use
was on a less formal basis than now, but they existed. More than
20 years ago, Lutz, writing about ethnographic research, advised
researchers that

it is undoubtedly necessary for every ethnographer to estab-
lish some type of ‘contract’ with the society to be studied.
Sucha‘contract’ mayinclude specificationsaboutwhatrecords
may and may not be examined; where the ethnographer
may or may not go, when, and under what circumstances;
which meetings may be attended and which are closed; how
long the researcher will stay in the field; who (if anyone) has
access to field notes, and even who has the right to review
and/or approve the ethnography and its analysis prior to
publication, or under what circumstances they may or may
not be published at all.

(Lutz 1986: 114)

This is good advice, but it is ‘advice’, not a ‘requirement’. These
days, many organizations and professional bodies such as the
Medical Research Council, the General Nursing Council, the
British Sociological Association and others have gone a long way
to formalize procedures and have produced their own ethical
guidelines, research contracts, codes of practice and protocols,
including such issues as deception concerning the purpose of
investigations, encroachment on privacy, confidentiality, safety,
care needed when research involves children — and much more.
Hart and Bond (1995: 198-201), writing about action research
in health and social care, provide examples of different types of
codes of practice or protocols which require researchers to ensure
that participants are fully aware of the purpose of the research and
understand their rights. Some are designed to be read out at the
start of interviews, explaining that participation is voluntary, that
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participants are free to refuse to answer any questions and may
withdraw from the interview at any time. Most promise con-
fidentiality and anonymity, but as will be seen later in this chap-
ter, it may be more difficult to fulfil such promises than might at
first have been thought. Some suggest that respondents should be
asked to sign a copy of the protocol form before the interview
begins, indicating that they understand and agree to all the condi-
tions. However, Hart and Bond argue that in their view:

It is not sufficient for the interviewer simply to read it [the
protocol] out and then expect the respondent to sign ...
The respondent might justifiably feel anxious about signing
anything, particularly at an early stage when the interviewer
may be unknown to him or her. In our view it would be better
to give the respondent time to read and re-read the protocol
for himself or herself at his or her own pace, and to negotiate
any additions or changes to it with the researcher. We would
also recommend that the respondent should have a signed
copy of the form as a record.

(Hart and Bond 1995: 199)

This is sound advice. In my view, subjects should never be expected
to sign any protocol form unless they have had time to read and
consider the implications. All researchers will be aiming at the
principle of ‘informed consent’, which requires careful prepar-
ation involving explanation and consultation before any data
collecting begins (Oliver 2003: 28-30).

Bowling (2002: 157) also makes what to me is an important and
rarely considered point, namely, that in addition to ensuring that
participants know exactly what will be involved in the research,
the informed consent procedure ‘reduces the legal liability of the
researcher’. In these litigious days, it is as well to be sure we have
done everything, not only to ensure participants’ rights but also
our own position.

Blaxter et al. summarize the principles of research ethics as
follows:

Research ethics is about being clear about the nature of the
agreement you have entered into with your research subjects
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or contacts. This is why contracts can be a useful device.
Ethical research involves getting the informed consent of
those you are going to interview, question, observe or take
materials from. It involves reaching agreements about the
uses of this data, and how its analysis will be reported and
disseminated. And it is about keeping to such agreements
when they have been reached.

(Blaxter et al. 2006: 158-9)

Ethics committees ®

Ethics committees play an important part in ensuring that no
badly designed or harmful research is permitted. Darlington and
Scott consider they have

an important gatekeeping role in all research involving
human subjects and are likely to be extra vigilant in their
consideration of proposals for research concerning any pot-
entially vulnerable groups of people. Ethics committees have
a duty to consider all possible sources of harm and satisfy
themselves that the researcher has thought through all the
relevant issues prior to granting permission to proceed.
(Darlington and Scott 2002: 22-3)

Their gatekeeping is not always welcomed. Reason and Bradbury
report some of the experiences of one of the researchers in the
action research Midwives’ Action Research Group (MARG). She felt
that ‘the Ethics Committee not only seems to fulfil an ethical role
but also a gate-keeping role in hindering would-be researchers
whose work doesn't fit the empirical-analytic framework and also
which might reveal unpleasant truths about the setting’ (Reason
and Bradbury 2001: 295). The researcher actually felt that the
committee members were trying to block her research, and asked
‘What gives them the right to tell me which women I can or
cannot have a conversation with on a voluntary basis for my
research? Do they have a legal right? Or is it assumed power?’
Well, they certainly have a right to tell researchers what they can
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do and what they can’t. I don’t know whether they are legal
rights but ethics committees are powerful and if your submission
is rejected, you won't be allowed to do the research at all. Happily,
I have never known or heard of reports of ethics committees try-
ing to block research. It's possible that some committee members
may sometimes appear to be . .. well, perhaps rather overzealous
in their requirements — at least to researchers who have been
required to resubmit, but they have a duty to ensure that no
sloppy, damaging or illegal research is allowed to slip through,
and their requirements have to be met.

One complaint which is frequently levelled at ethics and
research committees is the time taken to respond to submissions.
Bowling (2002: 158) reports that researchers have been known to
wait three to six months before receiving approval to proceed.
Admittedly these delays have generally related to medical or other
health-related topics where requirements are, and no doubt should
be, stringent, but few committees are speedy — at least, as far as
anxious researchers are concerned. They may meet infrequen-
tly but dates of meetings are generally known beforehand and
researchers will invariably have to submit applications well ahead
of those dates. Everything takes time, so it’s as well to be aware of
dates, and of possible delays.

These requirements and delays may be alarming if you are
working on a 100-hour project, but unless you are concerned
with medical or health-related research, you may not always be
required to go through the ethics committee procedures. However,
you will still have to go through whatever vetting procedures your
own organization, department and profession require, so make
sure you know what they are.

Ethics and research committees often do their best to fast-track
approval procedures for small studies but, even so, they will never
rubber stamp a badly prepared submission, nor should they, so
do your best to get your submission right. It’s unlikely your first
draft will be good enough, so make sure your supervisor sees it,
take advice, obtain any guidelines provided by the committees
and conform to their requirements. Of course, there may be no
requirements to submit anything to a committee. It may be quite
sufficient if your supervisor gives you approval to proceed, but if
you do find you have to wait for approval, there is a lot you can
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do, such as reading about and around your topic, making notes,
trying out different types of indexing and cataloguing systems
and thinking about ways in which your findings might become
part of your literature review. You might spend time familiarizing
yourself with your institution’s computer system, recording refer-
ences and, all being well, considering the possible design of some
of your proposed data-collecting instruments. What you can’t do
is begin to collect data and contact participants before written
approval is received.

Confidentiality and anonymity ®

Not surprisingly, all the ‘informed consent’ statements and eth-
ical guidelines I have seen mention confidentiality and anonym-
ity. We all know what they mean, don’t we? Well, do we? Is my
‘confidentiality’ likely to mean the same as yours? I regret to say
that I have come across many broken promises of confidentiality
and anonymity in research projects, and imprecision about what
is meant by both terms can result in serious misunderstandings
between researchers and participants. So, if you say that partici-
pants will be anonymous, then under no circumstances can they
be identified. If you promise confidentiality . . . well, decide what
you mean by that in the context of your investigation.

Sapsford and Abbott (1996: 318-19), writing about unstructured
interviewing, remind us that ‘interviewing is intrusive, but having
your personal details splashed in identifiable form across a research
project is even more intrusive’. They make it clear that in their
view ‘confidentiality is a promise that you will not be identified
or presented in identifiable form, while anonymity is a promise
that even the researcher will not be able to tell which responses
came from which respondents’ (Sapsford and Abbot 1996: 319).
These definitions are sound and, with appropriate acknowledge-
ment, could well be adopted in your own research. However, the
implications of each can be significant. I raise some of the issues in
‘Selecting methods of data collection’ in Part II of this book, but
they are sufficiently important to raise also in this chapter. If
you promise anonymity to questionnaire respondents, then, as
Sapsford and Abbott point out, that means that no one, including
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you will know who has completed the questionnaire. As far as I am
concerned, this means that no follow-up letters can be sent, no
questionnaires can have coded numbers or symbols so that res-
ponses can be identified and no other sneaky tricks of any kind
can be used. If you feel you have to have the option of send-
ing follow-up letters, then you must qualify your definition to
respondents by saying something on the lines of ‘By “anonymity”
in the context of this study, I mean that no one will see (your
completed questionnaire/interview transcript) except me and all
questionnaires and records will be shredded once the research is
completed’. Is that what you mean? Think about it.

There can also be difficulties over confidentiality. If in your
report you speak about the Director of Resources or the Head
of English, you are immediately identifying the individuals con-
cerned. If you invent a pseudonym or a code, it might still be easy
for readers in the know to identify the individual or institution
concerned. I recall the anger of one school principal who was
guaranteed confidentiality for his school but the way the report
was written made it clear which school it was, to people in the
area. No one minds being identified if the report is complimen-
tary, but this particular principal was head of a school in a very
poor area which for some years had had a reputation for truancy
and indifferent examination results. Great strides had been made
and many improvements achieved in the two years before the
research but, of course, long-term improvement takes time. His
anger centred on the fact that he had been promised that the
report would be written in such a way as to make it impossible
for an individual school to be identified. His comment was that if
any researcher came anywhere near his school in future, they
would be shown the door. So, watch your language and don’t
promise anything you can’t deliver.

Safeguarding confidentiality and anonymity if
disseminating information by computer ®

These days, it seems that hardly a day passes without some scan-
dal relating to loss or misuse of data of some kind. Computer disks
lost in the post or data accidentally made known to unauthorized
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individuals or organizations. Perhaps at one time, long ago and
far away, some of us might have been rather careless. We might
even have been unaware of the existence of rules and regulations
relating to the dissemination of information by computer - or by
any other method, come to that. Common courtesy and common
sense might have seemed enough, but not any more. Now, you
must be fully aware of and observe individuals’ rights of privacy
in any research, but in particular with respect to the electronic
processing and dissemination of personal data.

As always, first check what guidelines are provided by your
department and/or institution. It won'’t be sufficient to say that
your supervisor, or someone else, told you it would be OK if you
did that or did not do the other. You must obtain a copy of the
guidelines and consult your supervisor if any item is unclear or if
you have any queries about the interpretation of any item.

If you have time, and particularly if you are involved in post-
graduate research, it might also be helpful to consult any available
published reports relating to the way information has been
used in different cases. In the fourth edition of this book, I sug-
gested that researchers might wish to consult the 1997 report of
the Caldicott Committee review of patient-identifiable informa-
tion (still available on 04068404.pdf and at http://static.
oxfordradcliffe.net/confidential/gems/caldrep.pdf). The review
was commissioned because of concern about ways in which
patient information was used in the National Health Service
(NHS) in England and Wales and the use of information technol-
ogy to disseminate information about patients. This is a very
large, thorough and well-conducted review. Eighty-six flows of
patient-identifiable information were mapped during the review
and 16 recommendations for the improvement of practice were
produced. It is easy to see how information stored on computers
and transferred to other departments, hospitals or, for example, to
general practitioner (GP) clinics might easily become available to
individuals and organizations who have no right to that infor-
mation. The same concern might also be expressed about the way
firms, hospitals, universities and individuals disseminate inform-
ation about employees, students and, in the case of research
programmes, participants — unless steps are taken to ensure no
individual can be identified. If you also have concerns about
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maintaining the confidentiality of your participants, I recom-
mend that you read the report.

There’s more. You should also be aware of the relevant sections
of the Freedom of Information and Data Protection Acts, and
the many clauses which relate to individuals’ right to privacy
and the processing of personal data. I am confident your super-
visor will be able to advise you and to direct you to the appropriate
documentation. However, if he or she is not available, ask around
and if you are told by someone that no guidelines exist, you
might be asking the wrong person, so ask someone else. Ask your
specialist and/or support librarian. Ask other students. Even if
helpful guidelines do exist, and particularly if you are concern-
ed with an extensive review or even a doctoral study, you may
feel you need more detailed information provided by these two
very detailed Acts. So, consult the ‘processing of sensitive data’
sections of the Freedom of Information and Data Protection Acts
on the Internet.

Not finished yet. If you decide you need more subject-specific
information, you might see what your specialist research council
has to offer. The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC)
for example produces invaluable information and guidance about
participants’ rights and your responsibilities. I mention the ESRC
because this is the area in which I work, but your research coun-
cil might be the Medical Research Council, the Engineering and
Physical Sciences Research Council, the Natural Environment
Research Council, the Arts and Humanities Research Council — or
whichever council relates most closely to your own topic.

If you are still desperate for even more information about the
dissemination of information which has not been covered so far,
no doubt you will do what we all do, which is to carry out a web
search and see what turns up. However, take care! If at present,
your immediate concern is only the electronic transfer of informa-
tion, do your best not to be distracted by the wealth of informa-
tion about ... well, just about everything. Make a note in your
research diary of any items you wish to return to later, but if you
are working on a 100-hour project, then 100 hours, more or less, is
all the time you have. If you are working on a three-year full-time
PhD programme, then you will only have three years, not the rest
of your life. Time to move on again.
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Ethical research in practice, the problems of ‘inside’
research and personal codes of practice ®

Regardless of the requirements of your institution and of your
supervisor, this will still be your research. Even if you are not
obliged to conform to required codes of practice nor to the
demands of ethics or research committees, you will need to sat-
isfy yourself that you have done everything possible to ensure
that your research is conducted in a way which complies with
your own ethical principles. This is the approach adopted by
Stephen Waters, a postgraduate diploma student and first-time
researcher. At the time of the research, he was a teacher of Eng-
lish in a high school and decided that, if possible, he would
undertake the research in his own school. He was interested in
investigating the role of his own Head of English (called Director
of English). The Director had expressed interest in and support
for the study, and this convinced Stephen that the topic would
be worthwhile and would have a good chance of being suc-
cessfully completed in the time allowed (effectively three months).
He decided to produce his own personal code of practice which
made clear the conditions and guarantees within which he felt he
must work, in order to ensure his own and his school’s integrity.
The preparation proceeded on the following lines:

1 Informal discussion with the headteacher to obtain agreement
in principle.

2 Refinement of the topic, statement of the objectives of the
study and preparation of a project outline.

3 Discussion with his tutor and further discussion with the Dir-
ector of English.

4 Minor adjustments made to the project outline and a con-
sideration of the methods to be used.

5 Formal submission of the project outline to the headteacher,
together with names of colleagues he wished to interview and
certain guarantees and conditions under which the research
would be conducted.

The conditions and guarantees were presented as follows:
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1

2

All participants will be offered the opportunity to remain
anonymous.

All  information will be treated with the strictest
confidentiality.

Interviewees will have the opportunity to verify statements
when the research is in draft form.

Participants will receive a copy of the final report.

The research is to be assessed by the university for examination
purposes only, but should the question of publication arise at a
later date, permission will be sought from the participants.

The research will attempt to explore educational management
in practice. It is hoped the final report may be of benefit to the
school and to those who take part.

So how did it go? This is what Stephen wrote after the project was
completed.

I felt that presenting the guarantees formally was essential.
As I was completely inexperienced in research, I had to assure
the head teacher that the fieldwork would be carried out
with integrity and convince him that he could place his trust
in me.

With hindsight, I should have exercised greater caution.
Condition 3 could not be met in full since I later found that,
although a proper check could be made to verify statements
participants had made while being interviewed, there was
insufficient time for them to proofread a full draft. Condition
4 was fulfilled but the cost proved to be prohibitive and
I decided to eliminate this condition when other case studies
were undertaken. This experience certainly alerted me to the
danger of promising too much too soon.

It was only when the time drew near for the findings of
my research to be disseminated that I became aware of the
two areas where the wording of my conditions of research
was open to interpretation. The first was that, in promising
confidentiality (Condition 2), I had not made it clear what
the implications of releasing information would be. As there
was insufficient time to release a draft report, no one could
check whether my interpretation of what they had said was
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fair. In any case, as the head teacher was the only person
to hold a written copy of my guarantees, the respondents
could only interpret the conditions under which they had
agreed to participate from my verbal explanation. In retro-
spect, it would have been better to have provided a dupli-
cated explanation of the written outline of my intentions.
Teachers are busy people and it was unreasonable to assume
that they would be able to remember a conversation which
had taken place some time before their services were formally
required. As it was, whether or not they remembered the
guarantees, they were totally dependent on my integrity to
present their views in a balanced, objective manner.

More naively, until I was writing the report, 1 had not
realized that identifying people by role may preserve the
guarantee of anonymity for an outside reader, but it did not
confer the same degree of obscurity for those within the
school. Fortunately, my failure to clarify these points did not
lead to problems — but it could have done.

Stephen Waters learnt a great deal from his first experience of
conducting an investigation. He felt he had made some mistakes
at his first attempt and was uneasy because he had not been able
to fulfil all the conditions and guarantees. He had prepared the
ground very well but had not fully appreciated the time and effort
involved in reporting back to colleagues and in producing copies
of reports. He was concerned at his lack of precision in defining
exactly what he meant by anonymity and confidentiality, and
made quite sure that in subsequent investigations he clarified the
position. He found it harder to know what to do about role con-
flict. He was a full-time teacher and a part-time researcher — a not
unusual combination — and on occasions found it difficult to rec-
oncile the two roles. There were definite advantages in being an
‘inside’ researcher. For example, he had an intimate knowledge
of the context of the research and of the micropolitics of the
institution, travel was not a problem and subjects were easily
reached. He knew how best to approach individuals and appreci-
ated some of their difficulties. He found that colleagues wel-
comed the opportunity to air problems and to have their situation
analysed by someone who understood the practical day-to-day
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realities of their task. On the other hand, he found interviewing
some colleagues an uncomfortable experience for both parties.
As an insider, he quickly came to realize that you have to live with
your mistakes after completing the research. The close contact
with the institution and colleagues made objectivity difficult to
attain and, he felt, gaining confidential knowledge had the poten-
tial for affecting his relationship with colleagues. In the event, this
did not seem to be the case, but he could foresee situations where
problems might have arisen.

When he had successfully completed the diploma course, he
was asked whether he felt it had all been worthwhile and whether
he had any comments that might be helpful to others who were
undertaking a research project for the first time. He wrote as
follows:

I may have given the impression that my research was so
fraught with difficulties that it was counter-productive. If so,
it is because I wish to encourage the prospective inside-
researcher to exercise caution and to be aware of possible pit-
falls. In reality, I enjoyed my research immensely and found
that the experience of interviewing a cross-section of teaching
staff provided me with a much greater working knowledge of
the school’s management practices. Indeed, my research was
so absorbing that at times I found myself struggling to keep
pace with my teaching commitments. I am certain, even
without hindsight, that I could have done little to resolve
this dilemma. I can honestly say that my research has made
me more understanding of the problems confronting those
responsible for running the school and has subsequently
provided a great deal of thought about the educational issues.
If my research had not been practically relevant I would
have felt concerned about the extent of my commitment to
it. As it was, several recommendations which appeared in my
first report have been taken up by the school; my third report
on the role of the governing body in the curriculum was
placed on the agenda of a governors’ meeting in spring and
many colleagues have been complimentary about the con-
tent of the case studies in general. If I had to choose one
strategy that I would encourage prospective inside researchers
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to adopt, it would be to relate the research report to the
pragmatic concerns of the institution. That might perhaps
help to persuade colleagues that participation in research will
be as beneficial to them as it is to the researcher.

Whether or not you relate your research to the pragmatic con-
cerns of the institution depends on the nature of your task and
your own special concerns, but whether you are an inside or
outside researcher, whether you are full-time or part-time, experi-
enced or inexperienced, care has to be taken to make no promises
that cannot be honoured. When Stephen carried out his first piece
of research, guidelines, protocols and research contracts were less
common than they are now. He had to devise his own guarantees
and conditions. These days, most organizations will have their
own set of rules, not only about the conduct of research, but also
about who owns what. Even so, you should still ensure that
your research is conducted in a way which conforms to your own
ethical principles and code of practice.

Codes of ethical practice relating to intellectual
ownership/property ®

At one time, relatively little was heard about intellectual property
or ownership. It was and still is quite customary in scientific
and technological departments for supervisors’ names to appear
on joint papers, the decision about the positioning of the names
having been decided by the supervisor and/or in accordance with
common departmental or institutional practice. Where research
has been sponsored by government agencies or commercial organ-
izations, institutions generally have an agreement in place about
intellectual property rights about which students are, or should
be, informed at the start of their research, particularly if they have
been recruited specifically to carry out some predetermined and
pre-planned research. In some cases, students may be required to
assign ownership of their intellectual property to institutions, to
ensure that any potential patent or marketable findings are not
lost, and so it is particularly important that everyone under-
stands what this means. Is what students write the property of the
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institution or the organization or research council which funded
it? Is it the property of the researcher alone, or the joint property
of the researcher and the supervisor? If jointly owned, which
name comes first in any published work? The question of the
positioning of names may seem trivial, but the importance to all
concerned cannot be underestimated. Universities in particular
want their research students, and require their academic staff, to
publish. Doing well in research assessment exercises brings not
only recognition and prestige but also money — and all three
count.

In hospitals and other health-related organizations institutional
property guidelines and rules have been in place for many years
and I have begun to see advertisements for the post of ‘intellectual
property adviser’ for individual and for groups of hospitals, which
seems to me not only to indicate the importance of this issue
in today’s research and publishing worlds but also its complex-
ity. Even where codes and guidelines are issued, disputes about
ownership are still known to rage where students who consider
they have done all the work find that their supervisor’s and pro-
fessor’s names appear before theirs on published reports of the
research.

The various codes of practice, guidelines and policies which
are now frequently provided in academic institutions, depart-
ments, hospitals and funding bodies should go some way to
eliminating unethical practice and misunderstandings over own-
ership, just as I believe codes and protocols can help to eliminate
similar unethical practice in 