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Foreword

It is a great pleasure to write the foreword to the second edition of Doing Your
Early Years Research Project. Since it was first published in 2005 Guy Roberts-
Holmes’ original book has always been extremely well received by the early
childhood and children and family studies students that I teach on both under-
graduate and postgraduate courses, including many of whom are practitioners
and a number of children’s centre leaders who are engaging in their first recog-
nised research project. The students comment that they like the clear style, help-
ful and ‘step by step’ guidance and also recognise the ethical, reflective and
rigorous approach to research with children, families and practitioners that the
book fosters.

The welcome publication of this second edition comes at a challenging time for
those working in early childhood education and care in England due to the
severe financial cut backs and re-organisation imposed by a newly elected gov-
ernment in May 2010. Whilst, at the time of writing, the fine detail of these
changes is still to be finalised, it is clear that research in the field by both prac-
titioners and students will become ever more vital to understand, explain and
critique the changing landscape of children’s services and children’s lives. At the
same time, although children’s need for ‘warm human relationships, real and
active experience, security and play with other children’ may not have changed
since Susan Isaacs (1954: 3) work was published nearly sixty years ago, new
approaches from sociology, cross-cultural perspectives and post-modern views
have challenged traditional discourses (Yelland, Lee, O’Rourke and Hanlon,
2008) and influenced our professional work, understanding of childhoods and
significantly the way we research children’s lives. Much research is now focused
on research with children, drawing on children’s perspectives rather than just
the adult’s opinions of the way children live their lives. Thus reflecting the val-
ues, beliefs and assumptions many early childhood practitioners and researchers
hold in relation to children, including their competence, rights and role within
the research (Harcourt, Perry and Waller, 2011 forthcoming). Doing Your Early
Years Research Project reflects this recent development (Kellett, 2010) and guides
students towards the successful completion of their project.

One of the real strengths of this book is how students are gently but ethically
and persuasively encouraged to engage in reflective research and supported
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throughout their project with clear structured guidance and examples from real
research projects. At the outset of their research many students are apprehensive
and Roberts-Holmes sensitively pilots readers through some of the possible ini-
tial anxieties and challenges, focusing on the importance of critical reflection
and reflective practice research as part of professional practice in the early years.

This second edition has been updated and enhanced by further consideration of
the importance of the underlying theory (methodology) behind the research proj-
ect and how this methodology determines the design and methods used to gather
and analyse data. Here, there is an expanded discussion of research design and
sampling approach. Many students new to research find the development of
focused research questions problematic and this book offers clear guidance on
developing appropriate questions for investigation, with the use of helpful dia-
grams. Further aspects of the research process such as data reduction, coding and
analysing findings are carefully unpicked. Increasingly software such as NVivo is
being used to assist data reduction in qualitative research and this edition includes
a valuable section introducing readers to using computer software to assist in the
organisation, analysis and display of data.

Through reading and using this book students and practitioner researchers,
undertaking a range of early childhood and children and family studies related
degrees, are well placed to undertake successful investigations and to help evolve
the debate and understanding of young children’s lives and professional work in
early childhood.

Tim Waller
Reader in Early Years Education
University of Wolverhampton



Glossary

Action research Action research or practitioner research attempts to instigate
change in the form of improved practice, policy and culture within an institu-
tion. Action research is a collaborative and participatory research approach.

Article 12 Article 12 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UN, 1989) declares that children have the right to hold an opinion about issues
concerning them. Article 12 encourages early childhood researchers to engage
children in research that affects them and to listen and act upon what children say.

Case study Case studies are useful for finding out more about the detailed,
subtle and complex social interactions and processes operating within a nar-
rowly defined context such as a single early childhood centre or family.

Child-centred methodology The ethical values and principles which place
children centre stage throughout the research process, for example, the Mosaic
approach.

Documentation A range of evidence collected by and with young children
about their early childhood institution. Documentation in the form of chil-
dren’s, practitioners’ and parents’ photographs, drawings, consultations and
observations can be built up to provide a mosaic of perspectives on the early
childhood institution.

Ethics Ethical research involves respect and sensitivity to the feelings and
rights of all those participating in your research project. Ethical researchers care-
fully reflect upon any unintended harm that they may cause to the participants.

Ethnography Early childhood ethnographies aim to provide holistic accounts
of the views, perspectives, beliefs and values of the children, practitioners, workers
and parents in an early childhood institution.

Focus group conversations A collaborative interview technique particularly
effective with young children. Children may be empowered in a focus group in
which they feel comfortable.

Gatekeepers Gatekeepers decide whether or not you can proceed with your
research in the institution they manage. Headteachers, early childhood centre
managers and children’s supervisors can all act as gatekeepers.
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Informed consent Informed consent refers to the ethical principle of research
participants voluntarily agreeing to participate in a research project based upon
complete disclosure of all relevant information and the recipient’s understanding
of this. Early childhood researchers are expected to gain informed consent from all
the research participants in their study. Issues of informed consent with young
children hinge on whether the children competently understand what is expected
of them in the research process.

Interpretivism Interpretivists believe that the social world is continually being
created and constructed. Shared understandings and meanings are given to these
social interactions.

Interviews Interviews are on a continuum from the closed structured inter-
view to the unstructured consultation. In order to listen respectfully to young
children, early childhood researchers focus upon child-centred participatory
activities such as children’s drawings during the consultation.

Interview guide A set of predetermined field questions which direct the flow
of the interview.

Methodology Methodology refers to the principles and values, philosophies
and ideologies that underpin the entire research process. Your methodology
will inform the questions that you ask, the literature you read, your methods
and the analysis. Early childhood studies research is frequently driven by a
child-centred methodology in which the child comes first.

Methods Methods are the actual techniques that the researcher uses to answer
their field questions. Examples of methods include case studies, questionnaires,
interviews and observation.

Objectivity Historically, researchers mistakenly believed in a neutral and dis-
engaged researcher whose beliefs, politics and experiences did not affect the
research in any way. In early childhood studies, as in other social sciences,
researcher objectivity has been seen as a myth and a fallacy. Hence the need for
reflexivity throughout the research process.

Observation schedule An observational checklist on which specific observations
concerning a targeted child or children are made.

Participant observation The researcher takes part in the activities with the
participants and at the same time reflects upon and researches the situation.

Pilot study A pilot study involves the researcher trialling the interview ques-
tions, the questionnaires, the observations and any forms of research methods.
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The pilot study can alert the researcher to any potential future difficulties and
the research can be appropriately amended.

Positivism Positivists believe that the social world of people operates in a
similar way to the natural physical world. Thus notions of researcher subjectivity
and reflexivity are not issues within the positivist tradition. The positivist tradition
attempts to prove hypotheses.

Probing An interview research technique for eliciting information from the
respondent.

Qualitative methods Qualitative research methods usually involve non-
numerical data collection, such as interviews, participant observation, diaries,
drawings and children’s photographs. Qualitative research tends to produce and
analyse in-depth and detailed data. Qualitative research methods may be combined
with quantitative research methods.

Quantitative methods Quantitative research methods usually involve
numerical data collection derived from questionnaires, statistical surveys and
experiments. Quantitative research tends to produce and analyse broad con-
textual data providing overall patterns and generalisations. Quantitative
research methods may be combined with qualitative research methods.

Research diary Your research diary is a reflective log of your thoughts and feel-
ings as they occur during the research process. Extracts from your reflective
research diary may be used in your research study when triangulated with addi-
tional pieces of data confirming your thoughts and feelings.

Research participants Includes all those who work with and provide material
for the research project, for example, colleagues, children, workers, teachers,
practitioners and parents.

Reflexivity Reflexive researchers are self-aware of their biases, assumptions
and interpretations of the research issues. Self-awareness of how the researcher
affects the children and adults constantly informs reflexive research. Practitioner-
researchers need to demonstrate self-awareness and sensitivity to the ways in
which their presence affects the data they collect and how their underlying
assumptions make them interpret the data in particular ways.

Sampling isthe way in which a researcher chooses the setting(s), practitioner(s),
child(ren) that they actually study. Quantitative researchers tend to randomly
sample as they are attempting to make their research representative. Qualitative
researchers tend to use purposive sampling to explain or understand the phe-
nomena that they are studying. They also may often use convenience sampling.
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Structured observations Focused and targeted observations such as specific
child observations, event sampling and targeted running records.

Subjectivity A researcher’s subjectivity refers to the extent that the researcher’s
own feelings, biases and interpretations influence the research questions,
data collection and interpretation. Hence subjectivity is closely connected to
reflexivity. Researcher subjectivity is sometimes used to critique researcher
objectivity.

Survey Surveys attempt to produce large volumes of broad and generalisable
data using questionnaires with a large sample size. Surveys use a variety of
sampling methods.

Social justice Social justice research aims to make a positive contribution to
the broader social good for all young children, their families and communities.
Social justice is at the heart of politically transformative research. Fairness, jus-
tice, equality and respect are some of the principles and values underpinning
social justice research.

Triangulation Triangulation involves the comparison and combination of dif-
ferent sources of evidence in order to reach a better understanding of the
research topic. Thus the researcher’s observations, interviews with participants and
questionnaires all produce different pieces of evidence which can be combined and
compared to give a triangulated analysis.

Unstructured observations Typically these are in the form of reflective diary
notes and anecdotal unfocused observations on the early childhood setting.
When combined with triangulated evidence from practitioners, workers and
parents, they can be included as data in the research report.

Validity The interpretivist and positivist research traditions have different
understandings of research validity. For the interpretivist, triangulation of par-
ticipants’ responses is used so that the participants’ true voices are seen to be
consistent and valid. For the positivist, validity is concerned with the research
process and findings being replicated or copied by another researcher.
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Learning objectives

This chapter will help you to:

understand and demystify the process of research

express your feelings about carrying out a research project
understand the importance of social justice in research

appreciate the importance of reflective practice in research
understand the principles of high-quality research

appreciate the everyday research skills which you already possess
understand your supervisor’s and your responsibilities for the project.



