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INTRODUCTION

Jon Swain

Overview of chapter

This preliminary chapter includes:

e Anintroduction on what the book is about and who the main intended audience is.

e A section on how the book is organised and structured, including its pedagogical features.
e A brief summary of each chapter.

e A note on how readers can use the book.

INTRODUCTION

This book is set in the field of education and is primarily about conceptualising and
designing doctoral research, including how to devise an appropriate methodology. It is
principally aimed at doctoral students already involved in their research projects (for both
PhD and EdD degrees) but it will also be of interest to students considering taking a doctor-
ate, as well as academic tutors, supervisors, lecturers and researchers. This introductory
chapter begins by stating what the book is about and who its main intended audience is,
and this is followed by a section on how the book is organised and structured, including its
pedagogical features. The final section contains a brief summary of each of the 11 chapters
and suggests different ways that the book may be used by its readers.

(i) Whom the book is for

The book is about conceptualising and designing empirical research in education, and
also about constructing a sound methodology. By ‘conceptualising’, I refer to the process in
which underlying concepts are developed and clarified; and by ‘empirical’, I mean research
that is based on direct or indirect experience of observable information, or interaction with,
the world (Punch and Oancea, 2014). Although the term ‘methodology’ is contested in the
academic community, I am regarding it as a framework that offers principles of reasoning,
which are informed by particular theoretical positions. I also agree with writers such as
Crotty (1998), who see methodology as a strategy, or the plan of action, linking the chosen
methods to particular conceptual assumptions, and showing how a research design is able

to offer answers to the particular research questions.
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The book does not consider theoretical or philosophical research, or historical research.
Neither is the book about how to do research; rather, it is about how doctoral students concep-
tualise and design their particular research projects, including devising an appropriate tnethodology,
in order to answer their particular questions and/or to develop and test their ideas. It also sets out
to open up the possibilities of students using different designs for their own ideas.
Constructing a research design is not always easy but as the main editor of the book it is my
contention that a sound design, and the coherence of the associated conceptual frame-
work, will go a long way in determining the satisfaction of a student’s examiners.

(ii) The structure and organisation of the book

The book is divided into two parts: Part I, with Chapters 1-5, looks at concepts and philo-
sophical issues that inform research design; and Part II, with Chapters 6-10, looks at the
application of these concepts in different research designs. In other words, ideas and con-
cepts that are introduced in the first half of the book are developed and illustrated in the
later specific chapters.

Pedagogical features

The book contains a number of features that are designed for readers to consolidate their
learning. For each chapter (excluding this preliminary introduction), these include:

e An Overview at the beginning.

e A Summary of the Key Points at the end.

e An end-of-chapter section called Areas for Discussion with some of the issues raised in
the chapter to generate discussion/activity.

e Also at the end of each chapter, is an Annotated Bibliography with a list of additional
readings, which authors have found particularly influential. In addition, there is a box
of Further Reading that authors include either to provide readers with a greater variety
of sources or, in some cases, texts that are a little more challenging, and are aimed at
readers who want to engage with texts that are more abstruse.

* An annotated Glossary of terms and concepts is provided at the end of the book,
together with a full list of References.

s A number of digital links, taking the reader to a companion website, are provided in
the majority of the chapters. Some of these provide further, more detailed information,
while some links are to other research studies.

Chapters 6-10 contain headings on the definitions of each design, their epistemological
assumptions (concerning the theory and nature of knowledge, and how we understand
the world), their key features, including the main methods and methodologies they gener-
ally use, their advantages and disadvantages and associated ethical issues. The chapters also
contain examples of research carried out by each author as well as digital links (mentioned
above) to other research studies using each design.

xii
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The organisation of the book

Excluding this preliminary chapter, the book is presented in 11 chapters, which, in turn,
are organised under the two umbrella headings mentioned above: Part I: Concepts and
philosophical issues informing research designs (Chapters 1-5); and Part II: The application
of the research designs (Chapters 6-10). Chapter 11 is a summary and discussion of the main
themes explored and outlined in the preceding chapters.

The book ends with a glossary of terms used throughout the chapters (indicated in the text
by bold type at first mention), references and the index.

Chapter summaries
e Part I: Concepts and philosophical issues informing research designs

o Chapter 1 Jon Swain: Setting the scene in educational research

This opening chapter includes a statement of the book’s main objectives; a discussion
of some of the decisions affecting a research design, including practical and emotional
considerations; and an introduction to the author’s PhD research, and some of the
issues involved in its design.

o Chapter 2 Jon Swain: Designing and managing your research in education in the

early stages

This chapter is about the process of designing and managing a doctoral study, and uses
the experiences of eight doctoral students to exemplify a series of themes and issues. It
covers guidance on what students might include in their proposal when they first
apply to take a PhD or an EdD; a brief section on the research training students can
expect and the milestones they need to reach; an introduction to eight doctoral
students; the differences between a master’s and PhD/EdD; how students manage their
time during their early years of study; key figures in the research process, including the
supervisor(s); and the influence of research training courses.

o Chapter 3 Jon Swain: Designing your research in education

The chapter discusses issues around designing your doctoral research project. It looks
at definitions of what constitutes a PhD or an EdD doctorate; how students’ initial
ideas may turn into a doctoral research project; a look at different types of research
question and the process of how they may be developed; two major research designs
and underlying approaches of deductive and inductive; the idea of positioning
students’ work in an empirical and theoretical field; a discussion of what
constitutes a conceptual framework; definitions of the term ‘methodology’; the role
of theory and theorists in doctoral research; a discussion of the term, principles of
selection; and some of the challenges students face when they are constructing their

research designs.

o Chapter 4 Will Gibson: Constructing knowledge through social research: Debates in
epistemology and ontology

xifi



INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces some of the key debates related to concepts of knowledge
(epistemology) in the social sciences, and their relation to social phenomena (ontology).
The chapter introduces terminology and debates, including positivism, logical
positivism, post-postitivism, interpretivism, constructionism, relativism,
neo-relativism and critical realism. The chapter will argue that these remain
important areas of debate that continue to have real impact on the political
environment of social research.

o Chapter S Jon Swain: Ethical issues and considerations

The chapter provides a contribution to discussions on the ethics involved in social and
educational research, and each of the four main research designs, or approaches, in this
book (case studies, ethnography, experiment and surveys) have different sets of ethical
principles and priorities. The chapter includes information on writing an ethical
review; the role of Research Ethics Committees and the guidance; ethical guides and
frameworks; key ethical principles; and research using the Internet.

e Part II: The application of the research designs

Each of the next five chapters (6-10) contain examples of research studies using the
specific design presented and carried out by the author as a way of grounding the
design in the real world with real life examples.

o Chapter 6 Jane Hurry: Experimental design

Experiment is one of the key research designs, constructed to address causal questions
and to test hypotheses. It is therefore of value both for theoretical purposes and to
inform evidence based practice about ‘What Works’. The chapter covers definitions and
epistemological principles underpinning experimental research; the key features of the
research design; methods of analysis, interpretation and writing up; ethical issues;
advantages and disadvantages of carrying out experimental design; and a list of
appropriate research questions that can be use an experimental design.

o Chapter 7 Charlie Owen: Surveys

Surveys involve collecting information from a sample of people in order to draw
conclusions about the wider population which they represent. To achieve this, it is
essential that the sample is representative of the population. This chapter discusses
the definition of a survey and examines the epistemological principles that underpin
surveys, and there are further sections on how surveys are designed; how data are
collected and analysed; the advantages and disadvantages of conducting surveys;
examples and issues arising from surveys used in research; issues around non-
response and other issues of validity.

o Chapter 8 Rebecca O’Connell: Ethnography

Situating ethnography within its historical and epistemological context, the chapter
begins by tracing its origins to endeavour to understand the world ‘from the native’s
point of view’. The chapter includes: definitions of ethnography; the epistemological

xiv



INTRODUCTION

principles underpinning ethnographic research; key methods used in ethnographic
research and key features of the research design; sections on analysis, interpretation
and writing up and practical issues, including roles of the researcher; the advantages
and disadvantages of carrying out ethnographic research; and an example of the
author’s PhD thesis that used an ethnographic approach to examine London
childminders’ perspectives of professionalisation.

o Chapter 9 Mano Candappa: Case studies

This chapter explores case study research as the study of the particular, and essential
features of case study as a research strategy. It includes some of the key debates around
and epistemological principles underpinning case study research, a discussion around the
concept of boundedness, the different types and purposes of case studies, and case
selection and design issues. A number of classic and more contemporary examples of case
study research are used to illuminate the text, including one carried out by the author.

o Chapter 10 Olga Cara: Mixed methods in education research

Mixed methods design is increasingly popular in the field of social sciences and a
growing number of studies make use of this methodological approach, that is, the use
of both quantitative and qualitative methods within a single study. The chapter
provides students with a working definitions of mixed methods research; the historical
context of mixed methods designs; the epistemological issues related to mixing
quantitative and qualitative approaches; the advantages and challenges of using mixed
methods; some of the most popular mixed methods designs explained; the practicalities
of carrying out a mixed methods study; and a series of real life examples of mixed
methods research, some of which are conducted by the author.

o Chapter 11 Jon Swain: Summary and conclusions

The final chapter reminds readers of the book’s main objectives and discusses some of
the main processes and issues that arise when doctoral students construct their
conceptual framework, including the research design. It reminds readers that the choice
of design is dependent on the aim(s) of the research, the research question(s) and the
methodology employed. The final section discusses issues around the doctoral thesis.

(iii) How to use this book

The book can be used in a number of ways. The first five chapters in Part I concern more
general issues such as ethical considerations, insights into how to develop a research design,
and the theoretical understandings and assumptions that underpin a doctoral project or study.
These cover important points and issues that most students will need, or wish, to familiarise
themselves with and so it is suggested that most readers will want to read to read them.

Part II introduces the reader to different designs (survey, experimental, ethnography, case
study) and also has a chapter on mixed methods. Students begin their doctoral studies
with a range of backgrounds, interests and experiences of working in a variety of research
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INTRODUCTION

traditions. While some have relatively deep understandings of different research
approaches and designs (perhaps from research training courses on their master’s pro-
grammes), others have very little idea of what, for example, the characteristics of
ethnography are, or even, perhaps, what the difference is between a method and a meth-
odology. Whilst some students at the beginning of their studies already have their research
proposals and designs more or less worked out, the majority will want to read more, dis-
cuss and reflect on what they read in this book and/or during their specific research
training, and as a result some will begin to develop and change their research designs.
Some will modify their original proposals a little, others more fundamentally. Therefore,
while some readers may want to target specific chapters to find out more about a particu-
lar design, others will want to read about a number of research designs so they can discuss
their particular features and principles with their supervisor(s) and other colleagues. This
will help them gain a deeper understanding, and find out whether a particular design
resonates with their own ideas and values in carrying out their own research study.

A summary of the key points

e The book is set in the field of education and is primarily about conceptualising and designing
research for doctoral students and their tutors/lecturers/researchers.

e The book discusses concepts and philosophical issues that inform research design, and looks
at the application of these concepts in four classic designs: case study research, ethnography,
experimental design and survey design, as well as issues involved in mixed methods research.

e Thereis a section on how the book is structured and organised, and guidance on how readers
can use the book.

o Students begin their doctoral studies with a range of backgrounds, interests and experiences,
and have different understandings of different research approaches and designs.

e A summary is provided of the 11 chapters.
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