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Preface





Research is not simply describing what you find; it goes further than that. When we speak of research we mean studying something at a deeper level so that we can explain it and predict its behaviour. For some researchers the goal is to understand the world views and ways of life of others, but this still involves more than mere description. They are not simply painting a picture of what they see, they are delving below the surface so that they can make sense of it.


Textbooks on research methods often take a rather ‘all or nothing’ approach. They tend to be highly comprehensive and technical and rarely very user-friendly. Not everyone has the need to plough through fine detail that does not directly apply to their task in hand. Many people who devote part of their time to research projects are leading busy lives besides, either studying other areas or carrying out other duties. They need to be able to find the information they are looking for quickly and in plain, concise English. This book aims to satisfy such requirements.


Effort has been made to avoid sexism in the language in this book. This is not always easy to do, since constructions like ‘he or she’, ‘he/she’, ‘him or her’ and ‘him/her’ increase the length of sentences and the complexity of the language. This, in turn, makes the text more difficult to read. To achieve the desired effect, pronouns used for ‘researchers’, ‘investigators’ and other subjects have been the neutral ones, like ‘they’ and ‘them’, even though the subject may have been singular. As far as possible, such subjects have been referred to in the plural form anyway. Where a male pronoun has had to be used it should be taken as standing for both males and females.


Peter Marshall







1
Choosing the Questions to Ask





The number of questions we can ask about the world around us is infinite. How can we decide where to start? How can we decide what is a useful question? Poncaire provided us with a set of rules for this.


FOCUSING ON THE MOST GENERAL FACTS


Those facts which will provide an answer to the greatest number of questions are, initially, the most useful.


In the early years of educational research some social scientists devoted their attention and resources to finding evidence of a relationship between achievement and social class. This information was of greater value than would have been a discovery that achievement was related to parents’ attitudes to education. There were, and still are, many factors besides attitudes to education which serve to disadvantage working class children and advantage middle class ones. Negative attitudes to education at home may not have explained some working class children’s underachievement, for their parents may have valued education highly. Other facts, like attitudes of neighbouring children towards school and lack of money to buy books, may have caused them to underachieve instead. All these situations were more likely to be found in the homes of manual workers than in those of white-collar and professional ones.


By confirming a statistical association at this more general conceptual level a relatively large proportion of underachievement could be explained. Much less of the problem could have been accounted for if attention had been focused, instead, upon particular factors such as ‘parental or neighbourhood attitudes towards education’, or ‘poverty in the home’.


•    The more questions a fact can answer – that is, the more scope it has – the more useful it is to science and society.



Beginning with facts of wide scope


Facts of considerable scope provide relatively important pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, for they serve as a guide for the attentions of subsequent researchers. The discovery that socio-economic group is an important influence on school achievement, for instance, provided researchers with the opportunity to take the concept of socio-economic group to bits. They could then set about examining all the things which distinguish one group from another in educationally relevant ways.


In this way more precise knowledge of how socio-economic group affects achievement became known. These more particular factors we call process variables, while the concept of socio-economic group is termed a frame variable.


FOCUSING ON THE LARGE AND THE SMALL SCALE


There’s an art to doing jigsaw puzzles. We don’t just take any bit and try to place it in its appropriate space. We would never get anywhere doing that. We start with the outer rim or with meaningful bits of central features – an eye, followed by a matching eye, and then a nose.


Beginning with induction


Scientific knowledge is a jigsaw puzzle too, so we need to build up the picture in a similar way if we are going to make progress efficiently. When an area of inquiry is in its infancy there are no scientific theories from which to hypothesise. Research can only begin by induction. The bits need to be put together by whatever clues are available (see page 17), just as those who do jigsaw puzzles rely on the straight edges for building up the outer rim, and their familiarity with faces, houses, cars and other familiar objects to construct the inner features.


Developing hypotheses and theories


Once the outer rim and the central features are complete, though, calculated guesses can be made about what details connect the two. These suggest what kinds of pieces we should look for to fill in the middle-ground. Things work in the same way in the scientific picture. The last pieces we tend to put in are those which link the large scale to the small scale pictures; we do it by making calculated guesses (hypotheses) and testing them with data, to build theories.


SEEKING THE FACTS WHICH MAKE MOST SENSE OF THE PICTURE


When working on either the cental features, or the periphery of a jigsaw we look for the bits which make most sense of the picture.


Think about it. If you have built up part of a tall-masted ship and a part of a sunset, a piece that contains a bit of both will move the picture on no end, for it will fix the position of one of the sections you have built up in relation to the other. This would be far more productive than gathering together pieces to build quite a different section from scratch.


The same applies to building the scientific jigsaw puzzle. Look for the facts which give harmonious order to the picture already there, rather than isolated facts which will, perhaps, just add to the confusion.


The value of extreme cases


Rare and extreme cases are always worth studying if they have not already been well tested. This is because they can reveal the limitations of the knowledge to date. They can tell us whether there are exceptions which a theory does not explain and whether a theory holds true for the full range of independent variable measurements. IQ, for example, is a good predictor of school success over most of the range, but it does not work so well beyond a certain level.


If limits are found to a theory’s scope, other theories can be worked on to explain that range of phenomena the current theory does not provide for.


SUMMARY


•    Look for general facts.


•    Focus on the large or the small scale.


•    It can be useful to study rare or extreme cases.


•    Facts which contribute to a harmonious ordering of knowledge are worth seeking.


QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS


1.    Isn’t there a case for avoiding the guidelines and just fishing for whatever you find – going out to explore without preconceptions?


Trawling in the fact pool represents an inefficient use of resources. You are likely to end up with isolated facts. In contrast, if you strategically direct your search the outcome could be not only a discovery of new facts but also a piecing together of facts which are already known. This way, in addition to the individual facts a higher order knowledge emerges. Searching without definite purpose is like picking up jigsaw pieces and wondering where they go. Searching with a purpose, on the other hand, is like hunting for a jigsaw piece which will link together sections already made.


2.    Surely a significant factor in the choice of what to research is whether you can obtain funding for it?


The projects which set out to study facts which funding bodies consider the most useful are the ones which are most likely to receive their financial support.


CASE STUDIES


George focuses on the large scale


George’s research focuses on the large scale. He takes his data from a random sample of a working universe which is, itself, a representative sample of the general population. His working universe is the sample members of the Child Health and Education Survey. This is an ongoing (longitudinal) study collecting comprehensive data on everyone born in the UK during one particular week in 1972.


George does not consciously look out for extreme cases, although he is always interested in them and accepts their value. He is well aware that they are what mark out the boundaries between one category of attributes and another.


Sylvia focuses on the small scale


Sylvia seeks to describe the outlooks of victims of violence. She is particularly interested in finding common threads in the different kinds of violence she hears about. These may be useful in training counsellors and social workers, and in the development of social policy where it refers to this area.


Sylvia’s studies are all focused on the small scale: women’s refuges and victims of isolated cases of violence reported in the newspapers.


Her goal is understanding rather than explaining or predicting, so the methodological requirements of the more empiricist science – randomisation, control, etc – are unnecessary. The knowledge Sylvia is seeking to log will always be inseparable from the situational and personal aspects of the victims. Some degree of generalisation to the general population can be achieved by making allowances for these local and personal influences.


Sylvia is interested in the common experiences of violence, but also the extreme and the unusual ones. The former help to define the parameters of her research and indicate whether this social problem is getting worse. The latter may provide knowledge of the direction this social problem is taking. It may indicate whether new forms of violence, or new emotional responses to it, are beginning to appear and whether the level of help and support available is changing.


Graham studies extreme cases


Graham is part of a research team studying memory. Currently favoured memory theory is not entirely satisfactory in explaining the data. There are inconsistencies. Some of the answers, the team thinks, might be found by studying extreme or rare cases of memory quality.


Where extreme cases are concerned, large-scale data is accessible. To produce generalisable findings it is appropriate to focus on this scale. The rare cases, however, by their very nature, will never be available in the large scale.


DISCUSSION POINTS


1.    Consider an area of knowledge in which you would like to carry out research.


2.    Can you think of any extreme or rare cases which may usefully be studied? How might studying them serve to advance knowledge?


3.    Try to think of two examples of research which have focused on the large scale and the small scale respectively. On what grounds have you categorised them as large and small scale?


4.    Is there any justification for ‘trawling in the fact pool’ to see what you can find, as opposed to not going searching before you know what you are looking for?
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2
Getting to Grips with Theory





UNDERSTANDING THEORY


The scientific meaning


In the scientific sense a theory is two or more interrelated hypotheses that have been supported by evidence. This is different from the more commonly used meanings of the term, to refer to the written work side of a craft course in a training college or one of Inspector Morse’s hunches.
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