
4 Research Questions

A hierarchy of concepts (section 4.1)
Area-topic – general research question(s) – specific research questions – data collection questions.

I have found this hierarchy to be of great value in helping research students plan, present and communicate their research ideas.  It does not matter where we start from in the hierarchy, nor whether we work ‘upwards’ (by induction) or ‘downwards’ (by deduction) – in practice, we mostly go both ways.  

The central idea here is, once again, different levels of abstraction.  Sometimes it is necessary to clarify this term – more abstract means more general, less abstract means more specific and also more concrete.   This is also a good place to clarify the meaning of induction and deduction – and to talk about inductive and deductive reasoning.  

I stress very strongly the value of this hierarchy in communicating when it comes to writing the research proposal.  Beginning research students especially often need to understand that, in a research environment, it is the writer’s job to communicate clearly.  If they can organize their ideas in terms of this hierarchy (or part of it), they have simplified their task of communicating clearly.   

Areas and topics (section 4.2)
This is self-explanatory.  It is useful to have some examples when dealing with this in class.  

When I ask students about their research – for example, ‘What are you trying to find out?’ – I often get a response which identifies an area.  ‘I am interested in leadership’ is an example of such a response.  This identifies an area, but does not tell me what the research is about. 

Leadership is a very broad general area.  Within the very broad area of leadership, there are very many possible research topics – a few moments discussion in the class will identify several possible topics (e.g. the leadership styles of principals, gender differences in leadership positions in education, teachers’ perceptions of ‘effective’ leadership styles, the effects of different leadership styles on teachers, on the organization, the characteristics of good leaders, etc, etc, etc).  By identifying topics, we are moving downwards one level in the hierarchy – we are getting more specific, less general.  

Thus identifying an area is only the start of the process.  But it is an important start.  It gives direction to the next stage of thinking and analyzing, and it also gives an indication as to what areas of the literature will be relevant.

General and specific research questions (section 4.3)
The example given (p.61) goes into this stage of research question development in some detail.

It is often easier to do this sort of systematic and detailed analysis with quantitatively oriented research, but it also has much applicability in qualitative research.  This is because in all types of research, we are using general concepts at some points of our thinking and writing, and more specific concepts at other points.  It is the relationship between the general and specific concepts which is at the heart of this.  This relationship needs to be transparent, logical and consistent.

There is nothing mysterious about this process.  We do it all the time, and we do it automatically and unproblematically.  All we are doing here is bringing the process out onto the table, and making sure we are systematic about it.  

I have found that students planning qualitative studies sometimes have difficulty making this step from general to specific research questions; also that there are times when it does not fit the topic and approach of the research very well.  In such cases, I would not overdo the general-specific research question distinction – the process of connecting concepts to data indicators will still come up, and the step will take care of itself then.  Thus, if the general question-specific question distinction works and is helpful, we should use it.  If not, there is no point in trying to force it. 

A useful test at this point is the test of the empirical criterion (see also section 5.1).  As research questions are framed, we can ask, for each question: Is it clear what data we need to answer it?  Often, when we apply this test, we can see that the research question is too general, so we need to move it downwards in specificity.  Mostly, this involves ‘unpacking’ general concepts, translating them downwards towards their empirical indicators.   

Data collection questions (section 4.4)
These questions are at the level of very specific empirical indicators.  These are the questions we ask – usually in a survey questionnaire or in an interview – to collect the data we need to answer the research questions.    

The distinction between data collection questions and research questions is important, and is sometimes a source of confusion.  Data collection questions are not research questions.  It is therefore worthwhile spending some time on the distinction, and illustrating it with both quantitative and qualitative examples.

Developing research questions (section 4.5)
The points I stress in this section are:

· In research planning, we can proceed downwards in the hierarchy (using deduction), or upwards in the hierarchy (using induction), or – more likely – both ways.  It doesn’t matter.  The process is almost always cyclical and iterative.

· Developing the research questions can get messy and confusing.  The best counter I know to that is to keep focusing on this central question: what are we trying to find out?

· Most topics expand, as we analyse them and develop possible research questions.  Two reasons for this are (a) there is more involved in most topics that we initially think (b) subdividing general research questions into specific research questions results in more questions.  I regard this expansion as normal, and, up to a point, desirable, in that it shows full consideration of the possibilities.  It can also produce understandable anxiety, as a project proceeds to ‘blow out’, getting bigger.

· At some point, therefore, the process of generating questions has to stop, and ordering and organizing the questions takes over.   After this has been done, it will be clear that the project is too big, and it can now be ‘trimmed’ down to suitable size.

· Research questions never come out right the first time.  Nobody gets them right the first time.  This underlines the drafting-redrafting-cyclical-iterative nature of this stage of the work.  Nor are research questions ‘growing on trees’.  They have to be developed through a process which is a combination of ‘brainstorming’, to see the possibilities, and careful analysis, to see what goes with what and what is involved in each question. 

Discussion is therefore important and useful in this process.  Trying out your ideas with others gives two useful types of feedback.  You realize whether you’ve ‘got it clear’, as you are presenting it.  And you have their feedback as to whether it is understood.  Discuss with whom?  I think with anybody with whom you find it useful.  There is obviously a role here for ‘experts’ – supervisors, other research students etc.  I find there is also a role here for non-experts – family members, friends, etc - people who are not in the same area, and who can function as ‘naïve inquirers’.

Thus developing research questions takes time, and this very important pre-empirical stage of the work provides the foundation for subsequent empirical stage.  Also, this process goes on more or less independent of methodological considerations.  This is questions first, methods later.  This is focusing on what we are trying to find out, before we come to terms with how we are going to do it.  

When I supervise, I am not prepared to go into a serious consideration of methods until we have a reasonably stable set of research questions.  I also recommend, to the extent possible, that we ‘hasten slowly’ through the question development stage.

The role of research questions (section 4.6)
I think most of this section is self-explanatory.  Two ideas which come up here are:

· The empirical criterion for research questions:  dealt with more fully in section 5.1, but the essential idea is simple: Is it clear what data we will need to answer this question?  This is the defining characteristic of empirical research questions.  We cannot use empirical research to answer questions, unless they are empirical questions.

· Conceptual frameworks:  these are mentioned here, and are often a source of confusion for students.  But I think the confusion can be easily cleared up.  The definition is straightforward.  A conceptual framework is a framework or set of concepts.  That is, it is not really a highly technical or esoteric idea.  As humans, whenever we think or talk about something, there is a set of concepts we use to do this.  It is the same in planning research.  Whether we recognize it or not, we are working with a set of concepts.  The question here, in planning research is:  does it help me to clarify my ideas, and communicate them to others, to make my framework of concepts explicit.   We don’t always know the answer to this question, so some degree of ‘suck it and see’ is involved here.  We should try it out.  If it helps, we can use it.  If not, there is no need to try and force it.  This is why in the table of proposal headings in chapter 15 (p.330), it says ‘if appropriate’ next to conceptual framework.  Often a conceptual framework is best shown in a diagram.  In quantitative research, this is very common – an example is the Multiple Linear Regression conceptual framework shown in pp.226 and 227.  In qualitative research, a conceptual framework can be very useful also.  It applies much more often than many people think.  The only rule is to try it out and see if it helps.  The best source of examples of conceptual frameworks in qualitative research that I know of is in Miles and Huberman’s book Qualitative Data Analysis.

Hypotheses (section 4.7)
This topic also requires a judgement as to its relevance in a particular course.  

My view of the hypothesis follows directly from the structure of knowledge diagram (Chapter 2) and the discussion of substantive theory (section 2.2).  In this view, a hypothesis is a proposition for empirical testing which is deduced from more abstract general propositions.  More simply, it is a predicted answer to a research question which has an explanation (that is, a theory) behind it. 

Hypothesis testing research is very important, because of its place in developing and testing explanatory theory.  However, I think there is a great deal of misunderstanding about the proper role of the hypothesis.  I strongly support hypothesis testing research where there is an explanatory theory behind the research, so that testing the hypothesis is really testing the theory.  I am strongly against:

(a) The insistence that we must have hypotheses in research just for the sake of having hypotheses

(b) The view that all research should be hypothesis testing research

I stress with my students that whether our research is set up to answer research questions, or to test research hypotheses (where hypotheses are defined as predicted answers to the research questions), the empirical operations are the same.  In that sense, empirically answering research questions or empirically testing predicted answers to the research questions (the hypotheses) are both logically and operationally equivalent.

I also work through the questioning sequence (p.66) which can help us decide whether we should be answering research questions or testing research hypotheses in a particular project.

All of this leads to the two versions of the model, shown on p.68. They are, of course, essentially the same model.  In most of my teaching today, I find we stress the question-answering version more.

The model of research (section 4.8)
As stated earlier, I try to ensure that students have fully understood and internalised this model.  I want them to be able to reproduce it and explain it.

The role of the literature (section 4.9)
Across the full spectrum of styles of education research, there are several possible approaches to the role of the literature in research planning.  Essentially, however, I think it comes down to two main approaches:

(a) The relevant literature is reviewed thoroughly in advance of framing the research questions.  The research questions are in fact based on the literature and in some way derived from it.

(b) The full literature review comes later in the research process (as in a grounded theory study).

Which approach is suitable depends on the topic, previous research in the area, and the overall approach taken in the research.  

Even when the full literature review comes later, there will need to be some consideration of the literature in the planning process, and in the way the proposal is written.  

With practical-applied-professionally relevant research topics – such as are typically encouraged in a professional doctorate – I often think there is value in delaying a detailed treatment of the literature until after quite a lot of question development work has been done.  This is because students interested in these topics often have substantial ‘experiential knowledge’ about their topics.  In such cases, I think it is best to try to get such knowledge ‘out on the table’ during the research planning-question development work, and before being unduly influenced by the literature.  In other words, I think we often do not pay enough attention to what education research students already know about their topic before they come to the university.  
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