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PREFACE TO THE
THIRD EDITION

The first edition of this book was written as a result of the accumu-
lated experience of teaching research methods to postgraduate
students in British and overseas universities and of writing dis-
tance learning materials for the Open University and the Uni-
versity of Sheffield. There are many good books on research
methods on the market, but at that time, I had been unable to find
one which quite covered the basic principles involved in planning
research which was written in plain English and which made no
assumptions about students’ previous knowledge of research.
Doing Your Research Project was intended to be a confidence builder
and to provide new researchers with the skills and techniques to
enable them to move on to more complex tasks and reading. I am
told it is now a set book for many undergraduate and postgra-
duate courses.

All the techniques and procedures described in the first edition
were well tried and tested, but there are always ways of doing
things better. The experience of working through some of the
procedures in research methods workshops in some cases sug-
gested alternative approaches and the desirability of providing
additional material. These were incorporated into the second
edition in 1993, including a new chapter on interpretation and
presentation of the evidence.

Further changes have become necessary for this third edition.
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When the first edition was published, relatively few students were
skilled in information technology (IT) and only the most
advanced libraries provided general access to computer search
facilities. Now, times have changed so it has become necessary to
provide new material on access to libraries, search techniques,
locating published materials, computer databases and the Inter-
net. Much good research is done without access to complex equip-
ment, but if the facilities are there to make our lives easier, it is
only sensible to make use of them.

Other changes in this edition include enlarged chapters on
approaches to educational research and on the analysis of docu-
mentary evidence; additions to several other chapters; updating
of the suggestions for additional reading and adjustments and
additions to checklists. However, the basic structure remains the
same as in the first and second editions. Feedback from students
and from teachers has indicated that it has worked well over the
years, and I hope you will continue to find the format and con-
tent useful.

Judith Bell
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INTRODUCTION

This book is intended for those of you who are about to undertake
some sort of educational research in connection with your job, or
as a requirement for an undergraduate, diploma or postgraduate
course.

If you are a beginner researcher, the problems facing you are
much the same whether you are producing a small project, an
MEd dissertation or a PhD thesis. You will need to select a topic,
identify the objectives of your study, plan and design a suitable
methodology, devise research instruments, negotiate access to
institutions, materials and people, collect, analyse and present
information and finally, produce a well-written report or disser-
tation. 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 techniques
and, often, statistical and computational expertise, but it is quite
possible to produce a worthwhile study without using computers
and 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 1o do
the job, to help you to avoid some of the pitfalls and time-wasting
false trails that can eat into your time allowance, to establish good



2 Doing your research project

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 dissertation — ON TIME.
There is, after all, little point in doing all the work if you never
manage to submit.

Throughout this book, I use the terms ‘research’, ‘investigation’,
‘inquiry’ and ‘study’ interchangeably, though I realize this is not
acceptable to everyone.

Some argue that ‘research’ is a more rigorous and technicaily
more complicated form of investigation. Howard and Sharp dis-
cuss this issue in The Management of a Student Research Project:

Most people associate the word ‘research’ with activities
which are substantially removed from day-to-day life and
which are pursued by outstandingly gifted persons with an
unusual level of commitment. There is of course a good deal
of truth in this viewpoint, but we would argue that the pur-
suit is not restricted to this type of person and indeed can
prove to be a stimulating and satisfying experience for many
people with a trained and enquiring mind.

(Howard and Sharp 1983: 6)

They define research (p. 6) as ‘seeking through methodical pro-
cesses to add to one’s own body of knowledge and, hopefully, to
that of others, by the discovery of non-trivial facts and insights’.

Drew (1980) agrees that ‘research is conducted to solve prob-
lems and to expand knowledge’ (p. 4) and stresses that ‘research is
a systematic way of asking questions, a systematic method of
enquiry’ (p. 8). It is the systematic approach that is important in
the conduct of your projects, not the title of ‘research’, ‘investi-
gation’, ‘inquiry’ or ‘study’. Where collection of data is involved
(notes of interviews, questionnaire responses, articles, official
Teports, minutes of meetings, etc.), orderly record-keeping and
thorough planning are essential.

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

The examples given in the following chapters relate particularly
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to projects which have to be completed in two to three months
(what I have called the ‘100-hour’ projects), but I have been
pleased to learn that numbers of MEd, MPhil and PhD students
have found them equally useful. [ hope you do too.



