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Abstract

In higher education, despite the emphasis on student-centred pedagogical
approaches, undergraduate research methods pedagogy remains surprisingly
teacher-directed. Consequently, it may lead to research methods students
assuming that becoming a researcher involves gathering information rather than it
being a continuous developmental process. To combat this idea, a reflective
student-centred pedagogical approach is evaluated for encouraging students’
development as researchers. In this study, undergraduate research methods
students piloted a research method and produced a reflective essay of their
research experience. Qualitative analysis of the students’ reflective essay
demonstrated that students showed an awareness of both their research skills such
as choosing an appropriate research instrument and their researcher identity such
as the metacognition of their research competence. Pedagogical approaches that
encourage ‘reflection on action’ in the research curriculum can, therefore, help
students to articulate their researcher identity and build their research skills

confidence and should be actively promoted.

student-centred approach, enquiry-based learning, research methods, reflective

essays, curriculum

Introduction

Since their publication on the teaching-research nexus, Jenkins and Healey (2005) have
advocated that undergraduate students worldwide, should engage in research. Healey
and Jenkins (2009) suggested that all learning at the undergraduate level should involve
research. The main vehicle for undergraduate research in the UK Social Science

disciplines is the research project/ dissertation undertaken by students in the final year



of their degree programme (Jenkins and Healey 2009, Beckman and Hensel 2009).
Although dissertations are the mainstay in the mainstream Social Science degrees such
as Sociology and Politics, in other Social Science degree programmes the dissertation is
still not a compulsory part. For example, Southampton Solent University offers a
Tourism degree without a dissertation. The lack of dissertations is a feature that is
shared in other countries. For example, Parker (2008) found in a Politics degree survey
that there was an absence of a research dissertation in a majority of the programmes in
Australia, Canada, Norway, Spain and the USA.

In the last decade, several UK Social Science degree programmes with a
dissertation have introduced separate compulsory research methods modules to support
the research dissertation and hence they have a two-part research curriculum. There may
be a multitude of underpinning factors for these changes such as Jenkins and Healey
(2005) advocacy, the new UK Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) guidelines or
institutions recognising the need to support students’ research dissertation. The
inclusion of compulsory research methods modules is not a trend exclusive to the UK;
Thies and Hogan (2005) noted an increase in compulsory research methods modules in
USA degrees. Typically, within the UK, the research methods modules feature in the
second year of the three-year degree programme (see for example Benson and
Blackman 2003, Hosein and Rao 2012, Edwards and Thatcher 2004). For example, the

compulsory research methods modules in the Education Studies degree programme at



Liverpool Hope University were introduced in 2010 during the students’ second year of
their degree. However, there are still some degree programmes which do not have a
two-part research curriculum, that is, a separate research methods module is absent even
when there is a research project/ dissertation, such as in the University of Exeter’s BA
International Relations programme.

As undergraduate research methods modules become increasingly popular, there
is a compelling need to focus on the development of appropriate pedagogical
approaches and/or curriculum for this field. Although the establishment of the research
methods pedagogy field is slow (Garner, Wagner, and Kawulich 2009, Wagner, Garner,
and Kawulich 2011, Earley 2014), there is a range of literature exploring how research
methods could be taught at all levels (see for a review Wagner, Garner, and Kawulich
2011, and the excellent edited book by Garner, Wagner, and Kawulich 2009, Earley
2014). The literature on research methods pedagogy provides suggestions on how
studying this area impacts on students’ cognitive skills (Barak 1998, Earley 2009), their
future jobs (Barak 1998, Hosein and Rao 2012) and their conceptions and/ or attitudes
towards research and research methods (Hosein and Rao 2012, Kawulich, Garner, and
Wagner 2009, Meyer, Shanahan, and Laugksch 2005, Murtonen 2005, Murtonen and
Lehtinen 2005).

However, there appears to be limited empirical research on how the pedagogical

approaches adopted within the research methods component of the undergraduate



research curriculum can support the students’ development as a researcher such as their
experiential knowledge of the research processes needed for completing the
undergraduate research project (see Strayhorn 2009); research in this area tends to
focus more on the supervisor-supervisee relationship (see for example Leahey 2006).
Moreover, undergraduate students often are reported as having a negative attitude
towards research methods as they consider it to be dry and irrelevant to their research
project (Schofield and Burton 2011, Benson and Blackman 2003, Edwards and Thatcher
2004, Strayhorn 2009). Further, in most universities, research methods modules are
taught in large group sessions which use a lecture and/or seminar format. This may
encourage a knowledge transmission or teacher-directed pedagogical approach where
students are more likely to engage passively with research (Biggs 1999, Strayhorn
2009) and can lead to their negative attitude.

The concept of teacher-directed pedagogical approaches is based on the
classification of higher education teachers’ beliefs and conceptions (see Samuelowicz
and Bain 2001, Samuelowicz and Bain 1992, Trigwell, Prosser, and Waterhouse 1999,
Stes and Van Petegem 2014). Research has suggested that these beliefs and conceptions
affect the practice of teachers and hence their pedagogical approaches which can range
from being teacher-directed to student-centred and anywhere in-between (see Kane,
Sandretto, and Heath 2002, Stes, Gijbels, and VVan Petegem 2007 for reviews). For

example, Kember and Kwan (2000) have found that teachers who held mainly a



knowledge transmission belief of teaching used normally a teacher-directed pedagogical
approach whilst those teachers with mainly a facilitative belief had normally a student-
centred pedagogical approach. Teachers with mainly a teacher-directed pedagogical
approach are more likely to impart information (such as through lectures) and train
students for specific jobs whilst those teachers with mainly a student-centred
pedagogical approach are more likely to use facilitative teaching that encourages
problem-solving and interactive teaching (such as small group teaching) (Norton et al.
2005). Both Trigwell, Prosser, and Waterhouse (1999) and Samuelowicz and Bain
(1992) provide further examples on how the different levels of teacher-directed and
student-centred pedagogical approaches may be manifested as well as where these
pedagogical approaches begin to converge.

These beliefs are not an intrinsic trait of the teacher but rather varies depending
on the teaching context and discipline (Lindblom-Yl&nne et al. 2006). Therefore, any
teacher can engage in a range of teacher-directed or student-centred pedagogical
approaches. For example, certain contexts such as large class teaching may encourage
teachers to use a more teacher-directed pedagogical approach (such as lectures) because
of resource constraints (such as timetabling, human resources) but this does not have to
be the default position as student-centred pedagogical approaches have been
implemented successfully in large classes (see for example Crouch and Mazur 2001,

Crouch et al. 2007). However, the adoption of student-centred pedagogies may be



influenced by teachers’ perceptions of external pressures such as teaching load
(Struyven, Dochy, and Janssens 2010, Prosser and Trigwell 2014) as they may be
perceived as requiring more time and effort to set up.

Further, Trigwell, Prosser, and Waterhouse (1999) (and corroborated more
recently by Prosser and Trigwell 2014) have found that a mainly knowledge
transmission belief of teachers is likely to encourage surface learning (such as
memorising material) whilst that of a mainly facilitative belief is likely to promote deep
learning (such as relating ideas) amongst students. A possible reason, for this, is that
these beliefs affect the pedagogical approaches including aspects such as assessment
and curriculum design which in turn influences how students learn (Medland 2016,
Knight 2001).

Therefore, a potential issue of using mainly a teacher-directed approach may be
that designed assessments can encourage a surface learning approach through the
memorising and recalling of procedures, facts and information amongst students
(Trigwell, Prosser, and Waterhouse 1999) leading to students being assessed on their
‘accumulation of discrete skills and facts” (Watkins, Dahlin, and Ekholm 2005, Nicol
and Macfarlane-Dick 2006). These assessments can also happen in student-centred
pedagogical approaches as well, but teacher-directed pedagogical approaches due to
their focus on knowledge transmission may lend themselves to these types of

assessments more easily than other types of assessments. For example, students in a



teacher-directed research methods module may be more likely to be separately assessed
on their survey design, the ability to perform statistical tests and to write a literature
review (Crowe, Ceresola, and Silva 2013). Students may then judge their research
ability on their capability of reproducing these discrete skills rather than their
understanding of how these fit together and relate to the conducting of research i.e. their
research developmental process. This can lead to the view that research is atomistic and
synthetic rather than holistic and analytical (Brew 2001). Further, it can produce a
disjointed or unconnected undergraduate research curriculum (Bass 2012) as the
research methods component may fail to adequately prepare students for their fieldwork
and understanding the practicalities of undertaking the research project as a whole.
However, it is important to acknowledge that students’ learning approaches are not
entirely dependent on teachers’ pedagogical approaches but are also context-dependent
(Laurillard 1979) sometimes varying depending on discipline (Lawless and Richardson
2002, Thang 2005, Hosein 2005), students’ motivation (Diseth 2011) and their cultural
context (see Watkins and Biggs 2001).

To encourage a more connected curriculum, student-centred pedagogical
approaches such as active learning, enquiry/ problem-based learning and experiential
learning have been introduced into research methods in some programmes (see for a
review Earley 2014, Hosein and Rao 2014) to prompt students’ deep learning through

the connection of ideas. These student-centred pedagogical approaches are prefaced on



the idea that students will reflect on the research method processes more holistically and
should become better researchers (Mantzoukas 2007, Milne and McConnell 1999).
However, there is little empirical research to indicate the nature and content of these
reflections and how it aids the students’ research developmental process. For example,
in the project-based and experiential pedagogical approaches by Braguglia and Jackson
(2012) and Aguado (2009) respectively, formal reflections did not form part of the
research methods pedagogy. Even when formal reflections are encouraged throughout
the research curriculum, such as in the activity-based pedagogy reported by Benson and
Blackman (2003), these were not monitored or evaluated for their usefulness in the
research developmental process of all their students.

As students often focus on assessments and their learning is driven by the same
(Watkins, Dahlin, and Ekholm 2005), one way to encourage a reflective approach is to
design assessments which allow for reflection on the research processes. However, this
may encourage superficial engagement with the reflection process as students may try to
align with teachers’ expectations. Hence, the research methods pedagogical approaches
need to be closely aligned with the assessment strategy throughout the research
curriculum to allow students to learn and be aware of research as a developmental
process (Strayhorn 2009, Biggs 1999).

Perhaps one assessment method that can capture and aid students’ reflections of

the research process are reflective essays. Reflective essays are different from the



conventional academic essays as they require students to make sense of their
experiences by building mental models of the process and knowledge that they have
acquired and being aware of the knowledge state they have achieved (Klein, Moon, and
Hoffman 2006). However, students’ sense-making is often subconscious and it is
through the process of writing a reflective essay, that the mental models and knowledge
awareness become apparent (MacLellan 2004). The content of the reflective essays may
provide a window into the students’ thoughts on the research process (see Balgopal and
Montplaisir 2011) similarly to the think-aloud protocol in the information processing
research domain (Ericsson and Simon 1984). Although closely aligned, the reflective
essay only provides students’ constructed views of their experiences, not their actual
experiences. It also permits the students to demonstrate different dimensions to their
thinking (Levin and Wagner 2006) with respect to research methods concepts as well as
their changing beliefs in their competence in research methods. Therefore, within the
undergraduate research curriculum, the writing of reflective essays could help students
express the extent of meaningful learning that may have occurred during the research
process (Balgopal and Montplaisir 2011, Mayer 1979, 2002), their awareness of
themselves as developing researchers (Akerlind 2008, Bandura 1986, Brew 2001,
Gardner 2008) and awareness of how their experiences can aid in producing future
research (including the dissertation); all of which is reshaped, relearnt and reformed by

their experiences. In this paper, we aim to determine how the research methods



component in the research curriculum supports undergraduate students’ development as
a researcher by evaluating their reflections through a reflective essay within an enquiry-

based pedagogical approach. Therefore, we intend:

e Aim 1: To investigate students’ awareness of their research skills competency as
an on-going process within an enquiry-based pedagogical approach
e Aim 2: To investigate students’ awareness of themselves developing as a

researcher within an enquiry-based pedagogical approach

These findings will have implications for how the research methods pedagogical

field should develop.

Study Context

To examine students’ awareness of the research process and skills, and their
development as researchers, a reflective essay assessment was introduced in a
compulsory second year Research Methods module which ran across five non-teacher
training degree programmes in the Faculty of Education at Liverpool Hope University.
The module intended to provide students with sufficient knowledge in research methods
to prepare them to undertake a small-scale educational research in their final year. The
module had two assessments and this paper will focus on the first assessment which was

the reflective essay that focused on students’ development of research skills and hence



their research process awareness.

The reflective essay assessment

After introductory lectures on the different types of research methods, students were
briefed on the reflective essay assessment, which focussed on students using an enquiry-
based learning approach to mimic the designing, planning and implementation stages of
their final year research project. Students were required to plan a pilot research study in
which they had to develop or expand on a research topic, select an appropriate research
method (e.g. questionnaires, interviews, observations), develop a research instrument
(e.g. questionnaire, interview schedule) and pilot the research method and instrument to
aid them in exploring their research idea. The students were expected to write a
reflective essay of about 3000 words on their research topic, research design and
justification, their ethical considerations, their fieldwork experience and a reflection on
how the pilot research study could be improved and finally, to evaluate the success of
their pilot study. The students were given limited guidance in the development of their
research idea and research instruments to enable them to reflect on their research

decision-making process rather than the teachers’.

Methodology

To examine the students’ awareness of their development of research competencies,

their reflective essays were analysed qualitatively. Whilst research on reflective essays



normally tends to focus on the extent or the depth of reflection (see for example King
and Kitchener 2004, MacLellan 2004), we were more interested in the reflective content
to evaluate the students’ research awareness in the planning and piloting of the research

study.

Sampling frame

As the students in our study were involved in another research, we were asked by the
ethics committee to limit the number of students contacted to minimise research
exhaustion. Hence, we used a stratified sampling method to select 30 students from the
approximate 300 student cohort (Sapsford 1999) to take part in the study based on their
grades. Approximately 6 students were selected from each of the five degree
programmes and represented the four grade bands, for a total of 30 students. The four
grade bands were Grade A (more than 70%), Grade B (60 to 69%), Grade C (50 to 59
%) and Grade D (40 to 49%). These 30 students were sent an email requesting
permission to use their assessment for the purpose of this research. Sixteen students
consented whilst there were no replies from the remaining 14 even after follow-up
emails.

The timing of the emails, end of the academic year (in June) after student results
had been officially declared, may be a possible explanation for the lack of response.

However, we sent the emails at this time to ensure that there were limited power



relationships over the students to avoid them feeling concerned that their final grade
will be influenced in case they choose (not) to participate in the study (Hammersley and
Atkinson 1995). When the students granted permission to use their assessments, these
were downloaded from the Virtual Learning Environment, Moodle. Students whose
assessments were not on Moodle were automatically excluded from the initial stratified
sample selection.

The sample consisted of fourteen females and two male students, which is the
typical female to male ratio of the Faculty’s degree programmes. Most of the students
were from the Grade A band (7 students), with 3 students in Grade B, 4 in Grade C and
2 in Grade D. It is possible that we had more students from Grade A as they probably
felt more comfortable consenting for their assessments to be used (see for example

Sinclair and Cleland 2007).

Analysis

Among the 16 reflective essays, 8 students piloted an interview, 7 piloted a
questionnaire and 1 used an observation. The students’ reflections in the essays were
open-coded in NVivo using an inductive approach (see Thomas 2006). The reflections
were broadly coded into two main process themes: their awareness of the process of
doing field research and their awareness of becoming a researcher (see Table 1). These

two main coding themes are now discussed separately.



Table 1: The qualitative codings and the frequency of students
(Table 1 about here)

Process of Doing Field Research

From the analysis of students’ reflections, it became apparent that there were four areas
in the research process that the students appeared to gain more awareness of fieldwork
and logistical issues, choice and improvement of the research instrument, data quantity,

and quality and ethical issues.

Fieldwork and logistical issues

All students demonstrated an understanding of the challenges of fieldwork and logistics
and in some cases awareness of how to overcome them in the future. Students identified
the need to manage their time for sending questionnaires, for using an audio recording
device together with taking field notes when conducting an interview, for finding an
appropriate interview environment and the difficulty in simultaneously observing two

sets of people, for example (quotes are taken verbatim from the essays):
For further research, | would consider using an audiotape in the interview so time

would not be delayed and an accurate account would be taken of what the

participant said. (Participant 6, Grade B, Female)

Furthermore, it was found to be challenging to observe both practitioners and

children at the same time. (Participant 7, Grade A, Female)



Choice and improvement of instrument/ method

Twelve students indicated that piloting the instrument enabled them to consider the
appropriateness of the instrument and/ or the improvements for making it fit for
purpose. Six students suggested using an alternative method or using another method in
conjunction with what they had originally chosen. In four cases, the students who
recommended an alternative method felt that they should employ a mixed methods
approach to obtain quantitative and qualitative data or triangulate data via observations.
Additionally, students identified flaws and possible improvement solutions for
their research instruments with respect to the quality of data collected, the wording of
the questions, issues with instructions / design and the need to reconstruct questions, for

example:

Interpreting and analysing the data was one of the biggest challenges, as some of
the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ answers led to limited information that was difficult to evaluate.
To remedy this in future I would use more open-ended questions. (Participant 3,
Grade D, Female)

Firstly | requested that the relevant answers from the multiple choices were circled.
In a Word document this was physically impossible although both respondents had
displayed sufficient initiative to delete the answers considered inappropriate hence

leaving their chosen option in isolation. (Participant 16, Grade A, Male)

Data quantity and quality

Thirteen students identified how the research method or the questions included in the



research instrument played an important part in the quantity and quality of the data
collected. In particular, students noted a variation in the quantity of data depending on

the question, for example:

It was interesting to see the passion in the subject topic and the amount of
responses a single question resulted in. (Participant 6, Grade B, Female)

I didn’t find the use of a questionnaire being as effective as | would have
anticipated, for this particular study. This was mainly due to the low response rate
from participants and the lack of sufficient data given. (Participant 13, Grade D,

Female)
In some cases, students followed up by proposing ways on how to improve the
collection of data type and data quality. Further, they commented on the usefulness of

their collected data in helping them to understand their research topic and how it can

further the research process, for example:

The data gained was very insightful with the participants voicing similar concerns
and opinions, so perhaps it could be completed on a grander scale, with some

adaptations. (Participant 4, Grade A, Female).

Ethical issues

Although the students were aware of the main ethical issues as it was a topic covered
within the module, eight students whilst piloting the method appeared to gain a deeper

understanding of the complexity of the ethical issues that might arise in research



because of their chosen research topic, for example:

This research project taught the researcher that when addressing personal issues,
they have to be handled with sensitivity. Although all data is anonymous and
confidential, the participant may still feel uncomfortable because they have met the
researcher face to face. This problem could be overcome by using a telephone
interview, as the information collected will still be of similar quality, but the

participant will feel entirely anonymous. (Participant 15, Grade A, Female)

Due to the location of the interview (the participant’s employed school); a consent

form was also required to be completed by the Head teacher to enable the

researcher to gain access to the institution (Participant 8, Grade A, Female)

In Participant 15°s case, she proposed an alternative method to minimise any
potential mental harm to the participant whereas Participant 8 learnt that in different
settings, there may be different levels of consent required. These realisations are of
practical importance for when the students start their final year research dissertation in
ensuring that the methods chosen are appropriate for collecting data, minimising harm

to the participants and understanding the practical issues of gaining consent.

Process of becoming a researcher

When looking at students developing their researcher identity or their process of
becoming a researcher, three areas were noted, students’ metacognition of their research

capability, their enthusiasm for research ideas and their increasing confidence in



undertaking research.

Metacognition of their research capability

Twelve students demonstrated a heightened awareness of the complexity of the research
process how they situated themselves as a researcher within this process. These

sentiments were mirrored across the various grade bands, for example:

From the research process | have learnt more than expected. Initially | had taken
for granted the amount of work involved in creating a questionnaire. What |
believed to be a simple straight forward exercise required a lot more effort and
consideration that | ever would have thought, the nature of the questions can be the
difference between the participant giving you an answer that is useful to the project

and an answer that simply does nothing. (Participant 2, Grade C, Female).

I now hold a view that the researcher- in this instance myself- needs to adopt an

attitude to research whereby the methods used are more scrutinised and evaluated

just as much as the findings. (Participant 8, Grade A, Female)

In particular, students reflected on their developing understanding and changing
perceptions of how they found research to be multi-layered. For example, Participant 2
noted that project management and questionnaire design were intricately linked to
receiving quality data. Interestingly, it was notable that Participant 8 identified herself

as a researcher and not as a student. The reflective essay thus offered the students an



opportunity to articulate their evolving understanding of the research process and the

awareness of their roles as a researcher within this process.

Enthusiasm for research

In the reflective essay, three students appeared to show some enthusiasm about the
research idea they had developed and for testing new research methods. The students
indicated that these were lessons they wanted to take forward in their final year, which
give evidence of their enthusiasm and keenness to grow as a researcher and how the
teaching of research methods connects to their dissertation. This also demonstrates the
recognition by the students of the focus of the research methods modules being a

developmental process, for example:

| found that the topic that | chose to do this pilot study on was interesting and
something | would like to research further in the future. (Participant 13, Grade A,

Female)

[... ]l am keen to try the ‘triangulation’ approach to conducting research in my next

study. (Participant 8, Grade A, Female)

Consequently, through this pedagogical approach, it appeared that students were
beginning to position themselves as researchers and were finding the relevance of the
research curriculum. They were considering the extent to which they have control over

the research process and deciding the methods and research areas they wanted to



explore further. There were some students who recognised that the area they had chosen
to research was no longer of interest to them. There is a likelihood that students did not
need the reflective essay to recognise what research topics they liked; but it provided
them with the space to deliberate on the research process and their research idea and

recognise what aspects of research enthused them.

Confidence in doing research

In their reflective essays, students noted their growing confidence in the research
process. Three participants noted that they felt anxious when conducting the interview
or handing out their questionnaires but this anxiety was reduced when they had

collected their data, for example:

The researcher noted that they felt incredibly apprehensive and nervous. Yet it is
felt these skills will be developed through experience of conducting interviews, as
they explained they felt more relaxed for the second interview which took place

later on in a similar environment. (Participant 4, Grade A, Female).
The self-reflections thus provided the space for the students to recognise their
research growth and developed a self-awareness of the extent to which they have

developed their research skills. It is through this introspection that they were perhaps

able to improve their research self-efficacy (Bandura 1977, 1986).



Discussion

We used the reflective essay assessment as a tool within a student-centred pedagogy
(i.e. enquiry-based learning) to determine how the research methods component of the
research curriculum supported undergraduate students’ development as a researcher.
The first important finding from this research is that we are able to realise both study
aims, that is, the reflective essay provided evidence that students were aware that
research was a continuous process and demonstrated how students situated themselves
as developing researchers within the research curriculum. Further, the reflective essay
revealed that through the enquiry-based learning approach, students became cognisant
of the processes related to fieldwork, logistical issues and designing instruments and
how they, as researchers, were able to recognise the relevance of these for their future
research practice.

The common issues that the students raised were those around time management
and in the use of an audio tape. These are standard problems that are often addressed in
research methods texts and could have been learnt in a more teacher-directed
pedagogical approach. However, it is through the student-centred pedagogy of
engaging in the research process and reflecting on their research experiences that they
are able to convert these ‘abstract conceptualisations’ of the issues into ‘concrete
experiences’ of the research process and of being researchers (Kolb 1984, Kolb,

Boyatzis, and Mainemelis 2000). This reflection exercise led to a heightened self-



awareness amongst students of the research process and their metacognition of viewing
themselves as researchers not just as students completing discrete research skills
(Flavell 1976, Kruger and Dunning 1999, Pintrich 2002, Zimmerman 1990, Kolb 1984,
Kolb, Boyatzis, and Mainemelis 2000).

To reiterate, one of the reasons that student-centred pedagogies were employed
in this study instead of purely teacher-directed pedagogies was that it encouraged
reflection on the research process and further it meant that assessments were unlikely to
be about discrete skills such as the production of a questionnaire which can reinforce an
unconnected research curriculum. Although the assessment of discrete skills could also
have occurred in this study, a student-centred pedagogical approach allowed for the
introduction of other assessment types such as the reflective essay which encouraged
students to articulate their engagement with the research processes that promoted the
holistic application of the research skills (e.g. questionnaire production). Therefore,
student-centred pedagogies can empower the students to find their researcher’s voice
and enable them to have that journey to self-authorship in their development as a
student researcher (Magolda 2008), providing an appropriate outlet is created for them
to do so such as the reflective essay.

Moreover, the use of reflective essay, as part of the student-centred pedagogical
approach for research methods, permitted students to make mistakes and it is the

reflection on their mistakes which helps students to develop a better understanding of



the research process in an attempt to consider the reasons for and possible solutions to
their failure. Consequently, the students may have less anxiety of failure of the
unknown research process and in turn, this may promote their research self-efficacy
(Bandura 1993). In this approach, the student is not being graded on the quality of their
research but the ability to recognise their mistakes, reflect on the reasons for their
failure and consider corrective measures to address the issues encountered in the
research process with the view to ensure a successful research outcome in future which
are all traits of a researcher. Thus, in this way, the research methods component is about
the researcher reflecting on their actions (Schon 1987). Although the quality of research
is important, the research methods component should act as a preparation for the
research project/ dissertation in the research curriculum. Hence, it should focus on
developing students’ understanding of the research process and promoting their identity
as researchers before they embark on their capstone piece of research, the dissertation.
Further, an unintended finding was that through the reflective essay, the study
raised important issues of different learning opportunities that are made available to
students depending on their research topics and areas. For example, students who were
researching in schools became more aware of the ethical issues surrounding access and
confidentiality. This demonstrates that the research curriculum (research methods and
research dissertation components) cannot be used to impart or build the same level of

awareness in all research issues and may vary with the research focus. Further, students



who have different fieldwork activities (for example, case studies, experiments) may
then have different learning experiences. To overcome this problem, teacher-directed
pedagogical approaches such as lectures may be needed in the research curriculum to
ensure that appropriate information is imparted to students so that they are aware of the
essential common issues within the research process (Deignan 2009, Wijnia, Loyens,
and Derous 2011). Alternatively (or combined), teachers can enable students to develop
a community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991) where they can discuss and share
ideas as well as seek guidance based on their own research experiences rather than
solely being dependent on their teacher.

Based on the findings of this research, we suggest that the undergraduate Social
Science research methods component of the research curriculum should focus on
pedagogical approaches (teaching, learning and assessment) that develop the student as
a reflective researcher who is capable of drawing together research skills in a holistic
and analytical manner. Therefore, the research methods curriculum should perhaps be
conceptualised more as students positioning themselves as the researcher in the research
process rather than the researcher who creates research products (Fraser and Bosanquet
2006, Knight 2001, Beckman and Hensel 2009). The recommendation from this study,
as discussed previously is perhaps the combination of student-centred and teacher-
directed approaches as the most appropriate for developing our future undergraduate

researchers. The latter enables students to have equitable and essential information on



research methods whilst the former provides the space for students to apply and reflect

on this information within the research process and becoming a researcher.

Limitations

One of the limitations of the study, in determining how the research methods
component supported the students’ development as a researcher, was the use of the
reflective essay as an assessment since the marking criteria may have scaffolded
students’ reflections (Chi 1996, Hmelo and Guzdial 1996) and also unintentionally
influence students to write more positively about their research experiences. Firstly, the
question, therefore, arises whether the reflections being written are indeed a window
into the students’ thoughts of the research processes or the students’ construction of a
reflection to meet the teacher’s expectations. From a methodological point of view,
there is a likelihood that students wrote the reflection with the teacher in mind,
however, all reflections are written with an audience in mind (see Ferguson, Clough,
and Hosein 2010) and hence reflections are always value-laden and cannot be
completely objective. The second question is whether the idea of a graded reflective
essay raises issues as to whether this is an appropriate method of encouraging reflection
or whether asking students to reflect privately in a blog or a journal may encourage a
similar articulation of the research developmental process. The private blog/ journal

method may encourage some students to reflect, however, an assessment would



encourage all students to reflect although the level and quality of reflections may vary.
Further, as assessments and marking criteria are created to reflect the learning aims and
outcomes of a module (Biggs 1996, Biggs and Tang 2007, Moon 2004, O'Donovan,
Price, and Rust 2004) as well as shaped by the professional values of the module
convenors (Bragg 1976, Becher and Trowler 2001, Neumann 2001, Neumann, Parry,
and Becher 2002) then if the marking criteria influenced students to reflect and focus on
research as a process, then although it may not be optimal, it can satisfice the learning
expectations of the research methods curriculum.

Further, the findings of students’ demonstrating their development as
researchers are based on students embarking on fieldwork through an enquiry-based
learning approach. Future research needs to explore whether students will still view
research as a developmental process when reflecting on desk-based research such as
systematic literature reviews and secondary data analysis as well as theoretical activities
such as literature reviews and data analysis and how reflections may change depending

on other types of student-centred approaches.

Concluding remarks

Our study investigated to what extent student-centred pedagogies encouraged students
to view themselves as researchers within the research methods component of the

research curriculum through the use of reflective essays. Whilst reflections are



inherently expected within a student-centred pedagogical approach, reflective essays
ensured that all students were engaging in some levels of reflection although the levels
of these may be influenced by the marking criteria. Through the use of reflective essays,
the study demonstrated that student-centred pedagogies allowed students to understand
the research process as well as their research identity or socialisation into the research
processes of their discipline (Austin 2002, Mendoza 2007, Hosein and Rao 2013, Bragg
1976). The study also highlighted the need to perhaps change the way we conceptualise
the undergraduate research curriculum and aim for a curriculum that encourages
students to develop the qualities of a researcher in the research methods component to

ensure the holistic use of research skills.

Acknowledgements

We will like to thank Lynne Baldwin for her useful comments on an earlier draft of this paper.

References

Aguado, N Alexander. 2009. "Teaching research methods: Learning by doing." Journal
of Public Affairs Education 15 (2):251-260.

Akerlind, Gerlese S. 2008. "Growing and developing as a university researcher."
Higher Education 55 (2):241-254. doi: 10.1007/s10734-007-9052-X.

Austin, Ann E. 2002. "Preparing the next generation of faculty: graduate school as
socialization to the academic career.” The Journal of Higher Education 73
(1):94-122. doi: 10.2307/1558449.



Balgopal, Meena M., and Lisa M. Montplaisir. 2011. "Meaning making: What reflective
essays reveal about biology students’ conceptions about natural selection."
Instructional Science 39 (2):137-169.

Bandura, Albert. 1977. "Self-efficacy: toward a unifying theory of behavioral change."
Psychological Review 84 (2):191-215.

Bandura, Albert. 1986. Social Foundations of Thought and Action. New Jersey:
Prentice-Hall, Inc.

Bandura, Albert. 1993. "Perceived Self-Efficacy in Cognitive Development and
Functioning.” Educational Psychologist 28 (2):117.

Barak, Azy. 1998. "The Role of Research Methodology in Counsellor Education: A
Case of Second-Order Effects.” Canadian Journal of Counselling 32 (1):50-63.

Bass, Randy. 2012. "Disrupting ourselves: The problem of learning in higher
education." Educause Review 47 (2):23-33.

Becher, Tony, and Paul R Trowler. 2001. Academic Tribes and Territories. 2nd ed.
Buckingham: The Society for Research into Higher Education & The Open
University Press.

Beckman, Mary, and Nancy Hensel. 2009. "Making explicit the implicit: Defining
undergraduate research.” CUR Quarterly 29 (4):40-44.

Benson, Angela, and Deborah Blackman. 2003. "Can research methods ever be
interesting?" Active Learning in Higher Education 4 (1):39-55.

Biggs, John. 1996. "Enhancing teaching through constructive alignment.” Higher
Education 32 (3):347-364. doi: 10.1007/BF00138871.

Biggs, John. 1999. "What the student does: teaching for enhanced learning." Higher
Education Research and Development 18 (1):57-75.

Biggs, John B., and C. Tang. 2007. Teaching for Quality Learning at University. 3rd
Edition ed. Buckingham: The Open University Press.



Bragg, Ann Kieffer. 1976. The socialization process in higher education. In ERIC/
Higher Education Research Report. Washington, DC: American Association for
Higher Education.

Braguglia, Kay H., and Kanata A. Jackson. 2012. "Teaching Research Methodology
Using A Project-Based Three Course Sequence Critical Reflections On
Practice.” American Journal of Business Education (AJBE) 5 (3):6.

Brew, Angela. 2001. "Conceptions of research: a phenomenographic study.” Studies in
Higher Education 26 (3):271-285.

Chi, Michelene T.H. 1996. "Constructing self-explanations and scaffolded explanations
in tutoring.” Applied Cognitive Psychology 10 (7):33-49.

Crouch, Catherine H, and Eric Mazur. 2001. "Peer instruction: ten years of experience
and results." American Journal of Physics 69 (9):970-977.

Crouch, Catherine H, Jessica Watkins, Adam P Fagen, and Eric Mazur. 2007. "Peer
instruction: engaging students one-on-one, all at once.” Research-Based Reform
of University Physics 1 (1):40-95.

Crowe, Jessica, Ryan Ceresola, and Tony Silva. 2013. "Enhancing student learning of
research methods through the use of undergraduate teaching assistants."
Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education 39 (6):759-775. doi:
10.1080/02602938.2013.871222.

Deignan, Tim. 2009. "Enquiry-Based Learning: perspectives on practice." Teaching in
Higher Education 14 (1):13-28. doi: 10.1080/13562510802602467.

Diseth, Age. 2011. "Self-efficacy, goal orientations and learning strategies as mediators
between preceding and subsequent academic achievement.”" Learning and
Individual Differences 21 (2):191-195.

Earley, Mark A. 2009. "Developing reflective researchers.” In Teaching Research
Methods in the Social Sciences, edited by Mark Garner, Claire Wagner and
Barbara Kawulich, 103-110. Farnham, UK: Ashgate Publishing.



Earley, Mark A. 2014. "A synthesis of the literature on research methods education."
Teaching in Higher Education 19 (3):242-253. doi:
10.1080/13562517.2013.860105.

Edwards, Dawn F., and Joanne Thatcher. 2004. "A student-centred tutor-led approach to
teaching research methods.” Journal of Further and Higher Education 28
(2):195-206.

Ericsson, K.A., and Hebert A. Simon. 1984. Protocol Analysis: Verbal Reports as Data.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Ferguson, Rebecca, Gill Clough, and Anesa Hosein. 2010. "Shifting themes, shifting
roles: the development of research blogs."

Flavell, J.H. 1976. "Metacognitive aspects of problem solving." In The Nature of
Intelligence, edited by L.B. Resnick. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.

Fraser, Sharon P., and Agnes M. Bosanquet. 2006. "The curriculum? That’s just a unit
outline, isn’t it?" Studies in Higher Education 31 (3):269-284. doi:
10.1080/03075070600680521.

Gardner, Susan K. 2008. """ What's too much and what's too little?": The process of
becoming an independent researcher in doctoral education.” The Journal of
Higher Education 79 (3):326-350.

Garner, Mark, Claire Wagner, and Barbara Kawulich. 2009. Teaching Research
Methods in the Social Sciences: Ashgate Publishing, Ltd.

Hammersley, Martyn, and Paul Atkinson. 1995. Ethnography - Principles in Practice.
2nd ed. London: Routledge.

Healey, Mick, and Alan Jenkins. 2009. Developing Undergraduate Research and
Inquiry. Higher Education Academy.

Hmelo, Cindy E., and Mark Guzdial. 1996. "Of black and glass boxes: scaffolding for
doing and learning.” International Conference on Learning Sciences, Evanston,

Ilinois.



Hosein, Anesa. 2005. "Teaching of Linear Programming: Variation Across Disciplines
and Countries."MSc Dissertation, Institute of Educational Technology, Open
University.

Hosein, Anesa, and Namrata Rao. 2012. "Students' conception of research and its
relationship to employability.” the 8th International Conference in Education
(ICE), Samos, Greece.

Hosein, Anesa, and Namrata Rao. 2013. "The acculturation of undergraduate students
through research methods." Proceedings of the Society for Research into Higher
Education (SRHE) Conference, Newport, Wales.

Hosein, Anesa, and Namrata Rao. 2014. The role of assessment in teaching research
methods: a literature review. York, UK: Higher Education Academy.

Jenkins, Alan, and Mick Healey. 2005. Institutional Strategies to Link Teaching and
Research. Higher Education Academy.

Jenkins, Alan, and Mick Healey. 2009. "Developing the student as a researcher through
the curriculum.” Innovations in Practice 2 (1):3-15.

Kane, Ruth, Susan Sandretto, and Chris Heath. 2002. "Telling Half the Story: A Critical
Review of Research on the Teaching Beliefs and Practices of University
Academics.” Review of Educational Research 72 (2):177-228.

Kawulich, Barbara, Mark W.J. Garner, and Claire Wagner. 2009. "Students’
conceptions and misconceptions of social research.” Qualitative Sociology
Review 5 (3):5-25.

Kember, David, and Kam-Por Kwan. 2000. "Lecturers' approaches to teaching and their
relationship to conceptions of good teaching.”" Instructional Science 28 (5):469-
490.

King, Patricia M., and Karen Strohm Kitchener. 2004. "Reflective judgment: theory and
research on the development of epistemic assumptions through adulthood."
Educational Psychologist 39 (1):5-18.



Klein, Gary, Brian Moon, and Robert R. Hoffman. 2006. "Making Sense of
Sensemaking 1: Alternative Perspectives.” 70-73.

Knight, Peter T. 2001. "Complexity and Curriculum: A process approach to curriculum-
making." Teaching in Higher Education 6 (3):369-381. doi:
10.1080/13562510120061223.

Kolb, Dave A. 1984. Experiential Learning Experience as a Source of Learning and
Development. New Jersey: Prentice Hall.

Kolb, Dave A., Richard E. Boyatzis, and Charalampos Mainemelis. 2000. "Experiential
learning theory: previous research and new directions.” In Perspectives on
Cognitive, Learning, and Thinking Styles, edited by R.J. Sternberg and F. Zhang.
New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Publishers.

Kruger, Justin, and David Dunning. 1999. "Unskilled and unaware of it: how difficulties
in recognizing one's own incompetence lead to inflated self-assessments."
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 77 (6):1121-1134.

Laurillard, Diana. 1979. "The processes of student learning.” Higher Education 8
(4):395-409.

Lave, Jean, and Etienne Wenger. 1991. Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral
Participation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Lawless, Clive J., and John T.E. Richardson. 2002. "Approaches to studying and
perceptions of academic quality in distance education.” Higher Education 44
(2):257-282.

Leahey, Erin. 2006. "Transmitting Tricks of the Trade: Advisors and the Development
of Research Knowledge." Teaching Sociology 34 (2):93-110. doi:
10.2307/20058466.

Levin, Tamar, and Tili Wagner. 2006. "In their own words: Understanding student
conceptions of writing through their spontaneous metaphors in the science

classroom.” Instructional Science 34 (3?):227-278.



Lindblom-Ylanne, Sari, Keith Trigwell, Anne Nevgi, and Paul Ashwin. 2006. "How
approaches to teaching are affected by discipline and teaching context.” Studies
in Higher Education 31 (3):285-298.

MacLellan, Effie. 2004. "How reflective is the academic essay?" Studies in Higher
Education 29 (1):75-89.

Magolda, Marcia B Baxter. 2008. "Three elements of self-authorship.” Journal of
College Student Development 49 (4):269-284.

Mantzoukas, Stefanos. 2007. "Reflection and problem/enquiry-based learning:
confluences and contradictions." Reflective Practice 8 (2):241-253. doi:
10.1080/14623940701289311.

Mayer, Richard E. 1979. "Can advance organizers influence meaningful learning?"
Review of Educational Research 49 (2):371-383.

Mayer, Richard E. 2002. "Rote versus meaningful learning." Theory Into Practice 41
(4):226-232. doi: 10.1207/s15430421tip4104_A4.

Medland, Emma. 2016. "Assessment in higher education: drivers, barriers and
directions for change in the UK." Assessment & Evaluation in Higher
Education 41 (1):81-96. doi: 10.1080/02602938.2014.982072.

Mendoza, Pilar. 2007. "Academic capitalism and doctoral student socialization: a case
study.” The Journal of Higher Education 78 (1):71-96. doi: 10.2307/4122356.

Meyer, Jan H.F., Martin P. Shanahan, and Riidiger C. Laugksch. 2005. "Students’
conceptions of research. I: a qualitative and quantitative analysis."
Scandinavian Journal of Information Systems 49 (3):225-244.

Milne, Markus J., and P.J. McConnell. 1999. Problem-based learning: its
implementation and evaluation in undergraduate cost and management
accounting. In Report to the Coopers & Lybrand Peter Barr Fellowship

Committee: Institute of Chartered Accountants of New Zealand.



Moon, Jennifer. 2004. "Linking levels, learning outcomes and assessment criteria."
Bologna Conference on Learning Outcomes, Edinburgh, 1-2 July, 2004.
Murtonen, Mari. 2005. "Learning of quantitative research methods - university students'
views, motivation, and difficulties in learning." Faculty of Education, University

of Turku.

Murtonen, Mari, and Erno Lehtinen. 2005. "Conceptions of research and methodology
learning.” Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research, 217-224.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,shib&db=pbh
&AN=17485290&site=ehost-live&custid=s4121186.

Neumann, Ruth. 2001. "Disciplinary differences and university teaching.” Studies in
Higher Education 26 (2):135-146.

Neumann, Ruth, Sharon Parry, and Tony Becher. 2002. "Teaching and learning in their

disciplinary contexts: a conceptual analysis.” Studies in Higher Education 27
(4):405-417.

Nicol, David J., and Debra Macfarlane-Dick. 2006. "Formative assessment and self-
regulated learning: A model and seven principles of good feedback practice."
Studies in Higher Education 31 (2):199-218.

Norton, Lin, John T.E. Richardson, James Hartley, Stephen Newstead, and Jenny
Mayes. 2005. "Teachers’ beliefs and intentions concerning teaching in higher
education." Higher Education 50 (4):537-571.

O'Donovan, Berry, Margaret Price, and Chris Rust. 2004. "Know what | mean?
Enhancing student understanding of assessment standards and criteria."”
Teaching in Higher Education 9 (3):325-335.

Parker, Jonathan. 2008. "Undergraduate research methods teaching in political science:
a comparative perspective."” American Political Science Association Teaching
and Learning Conference.


http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,shib&db=pbh&AN=17485290&site=ehost-live&custid=s4121186
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&AuthType=ip,shib&db=pbh&AN=17485290&site=ehost-live&custid=s4121186

Pintrich, Paul R. 2002. "The role of metacognitive knowledge in learning, teaching, and
assessing." Theory Into Practice 41 (4):219-225. doi:
10.1207/s15430421tip4104_3.

Prosser, Michael, and Keith Trigwell. 2014. "Qualitative variation in approaches to
university teaching and learning in large first-year classes.” Higher Education
67 (6):783-795. doi: 10.1007/s10734-013-9690-0.

Samuelowicz, Katherine , and John D. Bain. 2001. "Revisiting academics' beliefs about
teaching and learning.” Higher Education 41 (3):299-325.

Samuelowicz, Katherine, and John D. Bain. 1992. "Conceptions of Teaching Held by
Academic Teachers." Higher Education 24 (1):93-111.

Sapsford, Roger. 1999. Survey Research. London: Sage Publications Inc.

Schofield, Cathy, and Francesca Burton. 2011. "The development of a research methods
toolkit to support sport science undergraduates and lecturers.” Journal of
Applied Research in Higher Education 3 (1):28-34.

Schon, D. 1987. Educating the Reflective Practitioner. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Sinclair, Hazel K., and Jennifer A. Cleland. 2007. "Undergraduate medical students:
who seeks formative feedback?" Medical Education 41 (6):580-582.

Stes, Ann, David Gijbels, and Peter VVan Petegem. 2007. "Student-focused approaches
to teaching in relation to context and teacher characteristics." Higher Education
55 (3):255-267. doi: 10.1007/s10734-007-9053-9.

Stes, Ann, and Peter Van Petegem. 2014. "Profiling approaches to teaching in higher
education: a cluster-analytic study.” Studies in Higher Education 39 (4):644-
658. doi: 10.1080/03075079.2012.729032.

Strayhorn, Terrell L. 2009. "The (in)effectiveness of various approaches to teaching
research methods." In Teaching Research Methods in the Social Sciences, edited
by Mark Garner, Claire Wagner and Barbara Kawulich, 119-130. Farnham, UK:
Ashgate Publishing.



Struyven, Katrien, Filip Dochy, and Steven Janssens. 2010. "“Teach as you preach’: the
effects of student-centred versus lecture-based teaching on student teachers’
approaches to teaching.” European Journal of Teacher Education 33 (1):43-64.
doi: 10.1080/02619760903457818.

Thang, Siew Ming. 2005. "Comparing approaches to studying Malaysian distance
learners and on-campus learners: implications to distance education.” Turkish
Online Journal of Distance Education 6 (2):70-86.

Thies, Cameron G., and Robert E. Hogan. 2005. "The state of undergraduate research
methods training in political science.” PS: Political Science and Politics 38
(2):293-297.

Thomas, David R. 2006. "A general inductive approach for analyzing qualitative
evaluation data." American Journal of Evaluation 27 (2):237-246.

Trigwell, Keith, Michael Prosser, and Fiona Waterhouse. 1999. "Relations between
teachers’ approaches to teaching and students’ approaches to learning." Higher
Education 37 (1):57-70.

Wagner, Claire, Mark Garner, and Barbara Kawulich. 2011. "The state of the art of
teaching research methods in the social sciences: towards a pedagogical culture."
Studies in Higher Education 36 (1):75-88.

Watkins, David A., and John B. Biggs. 2001. "The paradox of the Chinese learner and
beyond." In Teaching the Chinese Learner: Psychological and Pedagogical
Perspectives, edited by David A. Watkins and John B. Biggs, 3-23. Hong Kong:
Comparative Education Research Centre.

Watkins, David, Bo Dahlin, and Mats Ekholm. 2005. "Awareness of the backwash
effect of assessment: A phenomenographic study of the views of Hong Kong
and Swedish lecturers." Instructional Science 33 (4):283-309. doi:
10.1007/s11251-005-3002-8.



Wijnia, Lisette, Sofie M. M. Loyens, and Eva Derous. 2011. "Investigating effects of
problem-based versus lecture-based learning environments on student
motivation."” Contemporary Educational Psychology 36 (2):101-113.

Zimmerman, Barry J. 1990. "Self-regulated learning and academic achievement: an
overview." Educational Psychologist 25 (1):3-17.



Table 1: The qualitative codings and the frequency of students

Codings Number of

Students

Process of Doing Research

1. Fieldwork and logistical issues 15
2. Choice and Improvement of Instrument 12
3. Data Quantity and Quality 13
4. Ethical Issues 8

Process of Becoming a Researcher

5. Metacognition of their research 12
capability
6. Enthusiasm of the research idea 3

7. Changing attitudes towards research 3




