NCRM Bitesize Lessons for Teaching
Social Science Research Methods

3: Learning from learners

What do teachers tell us?

It is clear from the scholarly work on teaching research
methods that teachers/trainers often favour student-
centred learning approaches?. Student-centredness
involves working with and valuing learners’ own
experiences, knowledge, and expertise, thereby making
the learning personally relevant and learners more
motivated®. In this way they learn better, make cognitive
connections, and develop as learners and people. This
reflects a concept of students as knowledge-producers
who need to be engaged in creating their own
knowledge through inquiry and dialogue®. For this,
learners need to work both independently and
collaboratively®.

Methods teachers may choose student-centred learning
as an efficient way of working®. Bell®, for example,
argues that ownership of learning and research projects
makes learners better able to defend and justify
methods. Student-centredness in methods learning may
take the form of student-led inquiry, working with data in
their own fields, shared learning logs, and exercises to
personalise new knowledge.

What do learners tell us?

In the early work raising awareness about the lack of
attention given to research methods pedagogy, Earley’
found little in his systematic literature review to portray
what student learning of research methods looks like. In
a more recent NCRM review of the literature on
teaching research methods?®, we did find data on
learning and learner perspectives. While this was mostly
filtered through the lens of teacher-researchers,
learners of research methods have been co-authoring
papers and providing useful messages for teachers and
other learners®10.11:12,

In the qualitative methods’ class described by Bogumil
et al.? students regularly sat in a circle to discuss their
research topic, process and perspectives. They would
work on identifying and appreciating their own
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paradigmatic and theoretical viewpoints before
ultimately sharing their research in a creative way. The
teacher was interested in their reflections on the role of
their personal biographies, identities, assumptions, and
behaviours in their research process. We hear from the
learners about, for example, using video-based
reflexivity to support them to revisit their thoughts,
emotions and perspectives when seeking to understand
methodological challenges and navigate ethics in
practice. The authors conclude that: ‘As teachers and
learners, using art as mode and medium to share and
express the various aspects of our research process
brought our inner thoughts, feelings and perceptions to
the forefront of our consciousness. This process
allowed us to share our research with one another in a
more creative manner that enhanced dialogue, learning
and critical reflection.’

Similarly, in research by teachers and learners about
using arts-based techniques in learning qualitative
research, Chatfield et al.’° found that students
appreciated the way arts-based techniques helped them
to visualise and enact their researcher roles. They found
that this added depth of understanding, helped to
address the stress of being new to the ideas, and
supported them in making connections.

Learners tell us what learning research methods is like
for them. In another example, a tutor and two doctoral
students! describe how students grappled with learning
participatory action research while working with their
own research agendas. They analyse course
participants’ journals for moments of understanding and
to see how students experience the teacher’s student-
centred style. There is a key lesson from this: students
may be intimidated by the idea of leading their own
research projects, but in finding their way through by
putting into practice concepts, readings, reflections,
discussions and hands-on activities in enacting the
approach they gain confidence in it.

Providing more of an overview, Nind et al.'® recorded
and analysed learning journeys in understanding and
applying methods from learners’ perspectives. The




learners involved spanned varied stages, paradigms
and methods. Some headline messages from their diary
longitudinal circle include:

* Learners benefit from hearing how more
experienced researchers applied methods, ‘the real
crux of learning’ being listening to those who have
used the methods and can ‘identify the pitfalls’ so
that their narrative experiences become a resource.

* Peers, who share genuine interest in each other’'s
research, provide critical learning and emotional
support; it is sometimes better to learn from fellow
students who help close the knowledge gap or to
solve problems and practice together.

» Practical application of the methods is essential for
‘real learning’, as is deep reflection.

* Learning comes from actively doing things,
particularly doing things with data and even more so
‘data that actually matters to me’ and that ‘I have a
stake in’.

*  Presenting work in progress provides valuable
learning through the necessity to recap and
communicate the research to others.

» Like teachers of methods, learners of methods
value visual metaphors and non-technical language
for making concepts comprehensible.

* A high point of learning is seeing the beauty of the
methods and feeling a ‘deep personal
connection’ with them.

Applying what learners tell us
(and student-centredness)

Research that values what learners bring to the
pedagogic encounter and that enables us to see the
methods learning challenge from a learner’s perspective
provide an aide memoire for methods teachers. We do
well to remember that:

* Methods learners are not empty vessels to be filled
with knowledge. They bring valuable experiences
and knowledge on which to build. Finding out about
learners is a worthwhile investment of time.

* Methods learners have their own values and
standpoints, but like methods teachers, they may
need to be engaged in activities that bring these to
the surface!*15. Discussions, reflexive exercises,
using metaphors and arts-based techniques, role
playing and presenting to others all help.

* Methods learning can be emotionally challenging as
well as exhilarating'®!”. We need to acknowledge
the range of emotions that are evoked and facilitate

learners in reflecting and supporting each other.
Being open about our own emotions and
vulnerabilities in research?®, fieldwork diaries, group
and pair work can be helpful.

» Methods learning is enhanced by learners having
an investment it and working in student-centred
ways helps — addressing their own research
problems, working on their own data, making and
justifying their own decisions.

Useful links

NCRM Bitesize Lessons for Teaching Social Research

Methods. 1. Active Learning.

NCRM Bitesize Lessons for Teaching Social Research

Methods. 2. Experiential Learning.

References

1. Keenan, K. & Fontaine, D. 2012. Listening to
our students: Understanding how they learn
research methods in geography. Journal of
Geography, 111(6), 224-235.

2. Kilburn, D., Nind, M. & Wiles, R. 2014. Learning
as researchers and teachers: The development
of a pedagogical culture for social science
research methods? British Journal of
Educational Studies, 62(2), 191-207.

3. Bell, R. 2016. The continuing search to find a
more effective and less intimidating way to
teach research methods in higher education.
Innovations in Education and Teaching
International, 53(3), 285-295.

4. Franco, S. 2016. A doctoral seminar in
qualitative research methods: Lessons learned.
International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 11,
323-339.

5. Slayton, J. & Samkian, A. 2017. Scaffolding
learning for practitioner-scholars: The
philosophy and design of a qualitative research
methods course. Journal of Research on
Leadership Education, 12(1), 51-71.

6. Simon, E. 2014. Teaching Political Science
research methods in Hungary: Transferring
student-centred teaching practices into a
subject-focused academic culture. European
Political Science, 13(1), 78-95.

7. Earley, M. 2014. A synthesis of the literature on
research methods education. Teaching in
Higher Education, 19(3), 242—-253.



https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4934
https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4934
https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4935
https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/4935

8. Nind, M. & Katramadou, A. 2023. Lessons for
teaching social science research methods in
higher education: Synthesis of the literature
2014-2020. British Journal of Educational
Studies, 71(3) 241-266.

9. Bogumil, E. et al. 2017. Art as mode and
medium: A pedagogical approach to teaching
and learning about self-reflexivity and artistic
expression in qualitative research. International
Journal of Research & Method in Education,
40(4), 360-378.

10. Chatfield, S.L. et al. 2014. Enhancing the
experience: A multiple case study of students’
experiences using arts-based techniques in
learning qualitative research. The Qualitative
Report, 19(41), 1-13.

11. Call-Cummings, M., Hauber-Ozer, M. & Dazzo,
G. 2019. Examining researcher identity
development within the context of a course on
PAR: A layered narrative approach. The
Qualitative Report, 24(9), 2178-2196.

12. Guyotte, K.W. et al. 2020. Meanwhile:
Posthuman intra-actions in/with a post-
qualitative readings class. Qualitative Inquiry,
26(1), 109-121.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Nind, M, et al. 2020. Student perspectives on
learning research methods in the social
sciences. Teaching in Higher

Education, 25(7), 797-811.

Hesse-Biber, S. 2015. The problems and
prospects in the teaching of mixed methods
research. International Journal of Social
Research Methodology, 18(5), 463-477.
Lewthwaite, S., & M. Nind. 2016. Teaching
research methods in the social sciences: Expert
perspectives on pedagogy and practice. British
Journal of Educational Studies, 64(4), 413-430.
Ralston, K. 2020. ‘Sociologists shouldn’t have
to study statistics’: Epistemology and anxiety of
statistics in sociology students. Sociological
Research Online, 25(2), 219-235.

Cooper, R., Fleischer, A., & Cotton, F.A. 2012.
Building connections: An interpretive
phenomenological analysis of qualitative
research students’ experiences. The Qualitative
Report, 17, 1-16.

Guyotte, K.W., Shelton, S.A. & Flint, M.A. 2023.
Feminist pedagogies: Careful(l) ethics in
teaching qualitative research methods. In Nind,
M. (Ed) Handbook of Teaching and Learning
Social Research Methods. Edward Elgar, 27-
38.

This resource is underpinned by a systematic review: Nind, M. & Katramadou, A. (2023) Lessons for teaching
social science research methods in higher education: Synthesis of the literature 2014-2020. British Journal of

Educational Studies, 71(3), 241-266.

National Centre for Research Methods
Social Sciences

University of Southampton
Southampton, SO17 1BJ

United Kingdom

Web:

www.ncrm.ac.uk

Email: info@ncrm.ac.uk

Tel:

+44 23 8059 4539

Twitter: @NCRMUK



http://www.ncrm.ac.uk/
mailto:info@ncrm.ac.uk

