
13 Mixed Methods Research

My initial teaching objectives for this chapter are to make sure students understand:

· What mixed methods research is.

· The rapid recent growth of mixed methods - mixed methods as the ‘third wave’.

· Main features of the methodological history which leads up to the growth of mixed methods.

After this, I stress two main points of the logic driving the growth of mixed methods:

· That there are important similarities between quantitative and qualitative methods, despite their obvious differences; especially, both are based on the same model of empirical research.

· That each approach has its strengths and its weaknesses, and that each has its limitations (this is a good topic for class discussion); therefore we may be able to combine the two in order to combine the strengths of each.

A clear and simple illustration of this is the combination of descriptive survey with in-depth interview.  The survey brings the advantages of breadth (relatively large sample size) and straightforward comparisons through quantitative data (the variables are measured); but it cannot go into great depth (for example, about people’s views, the reasons they hold these views, etc., etc.).  The interview can investigate deeply, probing and following certain lines of thinking; but it cannot do this across a large sample, so it does not have breadth.  Combining surveys with interviews can bring the advantages of both, illustrating the fundamental principle of mixed methods (p.290).   There are of course many other examples of this principle.    

I see this logic as self-evident and compelling.  But there is still some entrenched prejudice against it and some continuation of the either-or attitude about quantitative versus qualitative research.  In other words, despite the substantial growth of mixed methods, there is still a residue of resistance.  However, I have no doubt that mixed methods will continue to grow in popularity among education researchers.

I do not mean to be disparaging about those who argue against mixed methods.  In my experience, their argument is usually based on the idea of mutually incompatible paradigms behind the two approaches.  I personally spent some ten years grappling with this issue – trying to reconcile the paradigms.  It cannot be done, because some of the paradigms do represent fundamentally different ways of looking at the world.  At the same time, they contribute different insights, and we can learn from them all.  Thus, I find that I am sometimes a positivist, sometimes a critical theorist, sometimes a constructivist, and so on, and that I can unproblematically move between them.  My realization was to see that we can have multiple paradigms, and they don’t necessarily have to be reconciled.  Each can be thought of as a different set of spectacles, and each therefore shows us different aspects of reality.

At the same time, the emergence of pragmatism as a philosophical basis for mixed methods strengthens mixed methods further, and ensures their continued growth.  It also illustrates a point I make strongly in early chapters of this book – that questions come before methods, and have a logical priority over them.  

In terms of the practical details of combining the methods, the several publications of Creswell and Plano Clark, especially their 2007 and 2008 books, are very valuable. This includes the framework they use for analyzing combinations of methods (the dimensions of timing, weighting and mixing), and their classification of mixed methods designs into four main types. Their 2008 book gives numerous education research examples, and I encourage students also to become familiar with the Journal of Mixed Methods Research.

I stress especially the role of short clear strategy statements, both for mixed methods research and for all empirical studies.  Students often have some trouble understanding what is expected in these statements, until they see the sorts of examples included in this chapter (p.300).  Such statements help to make a research proposal more convincing.  

Additional examples of mixed methods studies:

http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/44/1/113
http://jcd.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/34/2/103
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