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LEARNING AS RESEARCHERS AND TEACHERS: THE
DEVELOPMENT OF A PEDAGOGICAL CULTURE FOR
SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH METHODS?

by DANIEL KILBURN, MELANIE NIND and ROSE WILES, University of
Southampton

ABSTRACT: In light of calls to improve the capacity for social science
research within UK higher education, this article explores the possibilities
for an emerging pedagogy for research methods. A lack of pedagogical
culture in this field has been identified by previous studies. In response, we
examine pedagogical literature surrounding approaches for teaching and
learning research methods that are evident in recent peer-reviewed litera-
ture. Deep reading of this literature (as opposed to systematic review)
identifies different but generally complementary ways in which teachers of
methods seek to elucidate aspects of the research process, provide hands-on
experience and facilitate critical reflection. At a time when the advancement
of research capacity is gaining prominence, both in the academy and in
reference to the wider knowledge economy, this paper illustrates how tea-
chers of methods are considering pedagogical questions and seeks to further
stimulate debates in this area.

Keywords: social science research methods education, research capacity,
pedagogic culture, student-centred learning

1. INTRODUCTION

Social research methods are taught at all levels of higher education and across a
wide range of disciplinary, institutional and national contexts. As well as con-
stituting the tools of the trade for empirical social science, the capacity to engage
with and undertake research is increasingly referred to in policy rhetoric on the
academic knowledge economy. This capacity demands a combination of theore-
tical understanding, procedural knowledge and mastery of a range of practical
skills. The teaching and learning of research therefore poses significant chal-
lenges. Yet despite the teaching of research techniques and methodologies across
most social science programmes, including education, this teaching has arguably
occupied a marginal position in the concerns of university faculty and students
alike. While there is a growing range of published resources on teaching and
learning of research methods, particularly textbooks and web resources, recent
surveys of the literature suggest that research on this topic remains limited in its
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scope to inform teaching practice (Earley, 2014; Wagner et al., 2011). Writing
from the perspective of methods teachers and researchers involved with a
national programme to advance capacity in social science research methods in
the United Kingdom, we explore what insights we may glean into how methods
teachers approach their craft from an emerging pedagogical literature on both
qualitative and quantitative research methods.

A recent systematic review of a decade’s worth of academic literature since
1997 identified a lack of ‘pedagogical culture’ in the form of debate, investiga-
tion and evaluation concerning how research methods are taught and learnt
(Wagner et al., 2011). The scope of most publications was found to be confined
to narrow disciplinary or methodological boundaries, with little dialogue around
overarching concerns and a lack of research-based insights. This review’s authors
therefore concluded that the literature offered little guidance for current or
prospective methods teachers. An even more extensive synthesis of the research
in this field painted a similar picture of a literature based largely on insights from
particular instructors, courses or institutions (Earley, 2014). Despite identifying
common themes surrounding learners’ characteristics, course content and teach-
ing approaches, this review concluded that the literature contributes little on how
students actually learn research methods. As a result, methods teachers are left to
‘rely on a network of peers, scattered research literature, and much trial-and-
error’ for developing their practice (Earley, 2014, p. 2). This paper responds to
the conclusions of these reviews by seeking to appraise what, if anything, we can
glean about the pedagogy surrounding research methods from the contemporary
research literature. We recognise that there are research methods textbooks with
their own implicit pedagogical assumptions, but as these are not explicitly
positioned as guidance for methods teachers and do not claim a basis in
pedagogical research we confine our review to papers on the teaching of research
published in peer-reviewed journals and conference proceedings.

This article deploys a different approach from the systematic review literature
in this field, by presenting a thematic qualitative exploration of the literature
since 2007 (when Wagner et al. [2011] concluded their decade-long review). As
predominantly qualitative researchers, we maintain that a close reading of the
reviewed literature can provide richer insights than those derived in the syntheses
to date. We have included 24 published papers that focus on how teachers seek to
facilitate the learning of research skills and capacities amongst undergraduate,
postgraduate and early-career learners in a range of contexts. The focus of this
research is on formal teaching and instructional activities, rather than on self-
directed learning from methods texts or other resources. We begin by introducing
the context and challenges facing the teaching of research methods in the United
Kingdom and internationally. Following a brief outline of our methodological
approach, we then present the findings of our analysis of the literature and
explore the various student-centred approaches that published papers indicate
teachers are adopting in response to the challenges of teaching research. We
conclude this new pedagogical overview by discussing the implications of what
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we argue is an emerging pedagogical dialogue articulated in the body of journal
publications on the teaching and learning of social science research methods.

2. FROM POLICY TO PEDAGOGY

The British Academy (2013, p. 10), writing on behalf of the UK’s major
scientific research funders, recently warned that as ‘research becomes an ever
more global enterprise, the UK cannot afford to be complacent about its reputa-
tion as world leader’. Equipping learners with the skills to undertake high-level
research is essential to meeting these challenges, yet – as the rhetoric continues –
there is a continued risk that deficits in research capacity will manifest them-
selves at all levels of higher education. MacInnes (2012) argues that under-
graduates may lack the level of ‘literacy’ required to understand the results of
commonly used techniques for analysing data. Equally, argue Savage and
Burrows (2007), taught postgraduate or research students may lack sufficiently
broad knowledge to critically engage with research based on methodologies they
do not use themselves. Even amongst those at more advanced stages of academic
career, there is a recognised need to build on foundational methods training to
develop the advanced research skills required to navigate a changing landscape
of research opportunities and demands (Moley et al., 2013). Equipping indivi-
duals with the skills required to keep abreast of an increasingly competitive
global knowledge economy for social research appears as an increasing priority
for UK research funders, as reflected in initiatives by the Economic and Social
Research Council, the Nuffield Foundation, the British Academy and the Higher
Education Academy.

Concerns regarding the relationships between higher education, methodolo-
gical training and research capacity are not confined to the United Kingdom.
Across the Atlantic, anxieties regarding the potential of doctoral graduates to
contribute towards research-led knowledge economies are creating ‘a shift from a
hitherto almost exclusive focus on research to one of training’ (Boud and Lee,
2008, p. 20; emphasis added). Debates surrounding research capacity in US
social sciences include explicit reference to the need to prioritise advanced
quantitative training in response to the challenge of so-called big data
(National Science Foundation, 2011). Similarly, the European Union’s higher
education reforms position advanced research capacity, especially in the context
of doctoral training, as key for both the economic and social development of
Member States (Kottmann, 2011). In Australia, the opportunity for undergradu-
ates to undertake a research project as part of an additional year of ‘honours’
study has been identified as a means of ‘fast tracking’ graduates into research
careers (Shaw et al., 2011). More broadly, the notion of an ‘undergraduate
research experience’ is now well-established in the science and technology
disciplines (where in the United States it takes the form of research-intensive
summer schools or internships). Efforts to mobilise teaching and training in order
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to build researchers’ capacity in response to perceived changes in the demands of
a ‘research economy’ therefore extend beyond UK social science.

Whatever position one takes on the current rhetoric, the challenges facing
efforts to develop methodological skills within higher education are wide-ranging
and inescapable. Learner qualities and motivations play a part; with few under-
graduate students actively seeking careers in academia, many arguably see little
value in learning skills perceived as relevant only to their discipline of study
(Preissle and Roulston, 2009). Additional challenges arise in the form of anxiety
or aversion towards quantitative methods (Baloglu and Zelhart, 2003). In the
United Kingdom, this problem arguably begins earlier in the educational life
course, with fewer than one-quarter of those students applying for social science
degrees having studied mathematics beyond the age of 16 (MacInnes, 2012). Some
students therefore view components of their methodological learning as contingent
on mathematical tasks for which they feel ill-prepared (Williams et al., 2008).
Another threat to students’motivation stems from so-called credentialism, because
success on a degree course is rarely contingent on good grades from a methods
component. Lastly, student diversity poses additional pedagogical challenges, for
example, of culturally diverse conceptions of what constitutes research, or varied
levels of confidence and competence among students learning in a second or third
language (Galliers and Huang, 2012).

The circumstances outlined above bring challenges to the formal teaching
and learning of research methods beyond those arising from the characteristics of
the subject matter, which poses its own issues. As Hammersley argues:

The task of teaching research methods […] is not the transmission of a body of
knowledge, or the drilling of students in the use of techniques, but rather a matter of
helping them to build up relevant knowledge and capabilities, and to develop the
necessary intellectual virtues. (2012, p. 2)

This requires a balance between theoretical knowledge and practical skills.
However, a recent survey of US graduate students found that the majority of
teaching was delivered through ‘traditional’ instructional techniques that ‘relegate
the student to a non-participant status’ (Strayhorn, 2009, p. 120). UK observers
have expressed similar concerns that methods learning predominantly involves
‘mastering a limited range of technical skills largely divorced from the context in
which those skills may be applied’ (MacInnes, 2012, p. 2). This issue reflects the
(metaphorical) tension between acquisition and participation (Sfard, 1998). While
lecture and class-based teaching remains important for providing insights into the
theoretical and technical aspects of research practice, over-reliance on knowledge
transmission presents ‘an idealised and misleading picture of the research process,
[…] which ignores the messy and uncertain reality’ (Hammersley, 2012, p. 3).
Providing learners at all stages of their academic careers with a practical under-
standing of a diverse range of methodological approaches together with knowl-
edge of their epistemological foundations presents considerable pedagogical
challenges. Next, we discuss three perspectives on how teachers are responding
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to these challenges identified from our analysis of the emerging research literature
on the teaching and learning of research methods.

3. METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

To elucidate the nature of emerging research-informed pedagogical knowledge in
the teaching of research methods, we undertook a comprehensive qualitative
review of publications since 2007 (when Wagner et al. [2011] concluded their
decade-long review). We sought to identify all peer-reviewed outputs on the
teaching and learning of social research methods from 2007 to 2013 (including
peer-reviewed conference proceedings and edited book chapters). Searching
primarily involved the ISI Web of Knowledge bibliographic database due to its
broad coverage and facility to tailor the search to the social sciences. The
following terms were incorporated into a ‘high sensitivity’ search (Barnett-Page
and Thomas, 2009): (“research methods” OR methodology OR qualitative OR
quantitative OR “mixed methods”) AND (teaching OR learning OR education
OR training OR “capacity building”).

Over 800 titles were identified and hand searched to identify those which
focused on the teaching of research methods specifically. The bibliographies and
lists of received citations of relevant papers identified through the ISI search
were also cross-referenced to identify additional relevant publications. From this
process we identified a pool of 66 publications relating to the teaching of
research methods. A number of these sources were then excluded because they
did not offer insights into how methods were taught – the gap in the literature
identified by Earley (2014) – and focused instead on topics such as learner
attributes. The majority of the outputs selected comprised teachers’ reflections
on their own practice, which while limited in research terms nevertheless say
something about knowledge in this field that is being authoritatively articulated.

This process resulted in 24 papers being selected for further exploration/analysis
(see Table 1). A broad conception of social science was taken, which included
disciplines beyond the traditional confines of social science but in which social
research methods are being taught. These papers reflected a balance between the
teaching of qualitative and quantitative methods (although none discussed mixed
methods), with some focusing on the broader principles of research design. There
was also a balance between sources focusing on undergraduate and taught post-
graduate learners; only two sources focused on doctoral learning, which does not
adequately represent the significance of methodological training in many postgrad-
uate research programmes. Perhaps the most notable feature of this literature is its
focus on North American contexts, suggesting that teachers of research from other
countries, including the United Kingdom, have been less forthcoming in publishing
research or reflections on the teaching of research.

A close reading of these sources was undertaken to garner insights into how
methods teaching was conceived of, enacted and reflected upon by practitioners.
This was more in keeping with academic reading traditions of thematic analysis
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than with the often-criticised, mechanistic mapping, key-wording and data
extraction associated with systematic review (Nind, 2006). Hence our analysis
was based on rigorous, qualitative reading of the texts rather than systematic
categorisation of their content. This sort of qualitative reviewing presents inher-
ent challenges of extrapolating from narratives presented in different ways and
with varying degrees of detail (Wiles et al., 2011). Whilst all efforts were made
to faithfully represent the authors’ perspective, our analysis is invariably subject
to a degree of interpretation and inference such that the ideas presented below
should be taken as our own. We reflect further on the implications of the
potential limitations of this method in the discussion.

4. FINDINGS: APPROACHES TO TEACHING AND LEARNING

Approaches to teaching and learning were discussed across the 24 papers, in terms
of: the challenges associated with particular methods (and/or methods in general);
practical responses to these challenges in the design and delivery of methods
teaching; and in some cases, the influence of particular theories or perspectives on
learning. More broadly, our analysis suggested that the teaching approaches
discussed in the literature mirrored three complementary and inter-related peda-
gogical goals: the first goal sought to make the research process visible by actively
engaging students in the aspects of the methods at hand; the second sought to
facilitate learning through the experience of conducting research; and the third
sought to encourage critical reflection on research practice.

Making Research Visible

Approaches to teaching and learning research generally share the aim of ‘making
the research process visible’ by grounding learners’ understanding of otherwise
abstract principles or concepts (Keenan and Fontaine, 2012, p. 228). Facilitating
‘active learning’ was discussed in the literature as one response to this aim.
Active learning is broadly defined as ‘any teaching method which gets students
actively involved’, as opposed to instructional approaches that rely on didactic
modes of knowledge transmission (Keyser, 2000, p. 35). This may take the form
of engaging students in practical or problem-based tasks in which they are
encouraged to practice, experiment and engage with the topic. Active learning
can be construed as a theory in that it has ‘evolved certain principles about the
nature of teaching and learning’, although it is more widely used as a means of
categorising teaching approaches that emphasise student-centred learning (Kane,
2004, p. 276). While the language of ‘active learning’ was only used in some of
the papers we reviewed (Dousay et al., 2012; Keenan and Fontaine, 2012;
Camille Peres et al., 2010; Leston-Bandeira, 2013), there was a broad consensus
around the need to balance knowledge transmission with the use of exercises or
examples which help to illustrate aspects of the research process for both
qualitative and quantitative methods.
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In the teaching of quantitative analysis, the use of exercises designed to
actively engage students constitute nigh on a pedagogical orthodoxy. Examples
in the literature range from interactive simulations of statistical concepts (Camille
Peres et al., 2010), to exercises in which outputs from quantitative research are
critically appraised (Schulze, 2009) or to sessions in which students undertake
analyses of practice datasets using relevant software packages (Smith and
Martinez-Moyano, 2012). The use of examples, metaphors or vignettes to com-
municate concepts or approaches is discussed as one way of engaging learners in
lecture-based teaching of quantitative research (Carifio and Erikson, 2007).
Computer-based demonstrations or live simulations offer a more sophisticated
means of illustrating abstract statistical concepts and ‘bringing them alive’ in the
classroom (Smith and Martinez-Moyano, 2012, p. 123). Hands-on exercises can
then be used to engage learners in different approaches, helping to develop
intuitive understanding of the underlying concepts and build confidence in the
processes involved (Camille Peres et al., 2010). However, the literature also
revealed some debate over how best to deploy these techniques (beyond what
may seem more obvious to most teachers). Some advocate a query-first
approach, in which enquiry-based learning takes place before (or as part of)
the explanation of foundational concepts (Camille Peres et al., 2010), where
others emphasise the need to always provide students with prior conceptual
explanations (Smith and Martinez-Moyano, 2012).

Teachers of qualitative methods also use active learning as a means of
making the research process visible. In one instance, scenes from feature films
were used to demonstrate epistemological, methodological and procedural
aspects of qualitative research that would otherwise have relied on didactic
instruction (Saldaña, 2009). A similar example, albeit not tailored solely to
qualitative research, deployed clips from the Mythbusters documentary series
to illustrate principles of research inquiry (Burkley and Burkley, 2009). In
another case, audio ‘podcasts’ were produced – in the form of recorded inter-
views in which academics discussed their own methodological approaches –
which then formed the basis of critical evaluation assignments undertaken by
students (Ryan et al., 2014). While these examples relate to the teaching of
general research principles, one author also discusses a hands-on exercise that
made inventive use of playing cards to allow students to specifically explore the
multiple ways in which qualitative data might be coded (Waite, 2011). Exercises
such as these appear to offer pedagogic potential for developing learners’ skills
and confidence. However, questions have been raised as to how far examples that
simulate aspects of the research process adequately reflect real data or real-world
social scientific contexts (Hammersley, 2012). More established approaches,
such as group discussions, were also cited as affording students equally valuable
opportunities for iteration, collective reinforcement and feedback from peers and
instructors (Keenan and Fontaine, 2012). As one teacher of qualitative methods
also reminds us, ‘an emphasis on methods and techniques cannot replace a
simultaneous understanding of methodologies, epistemologies and theoretical
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foundations’ – suggesting an important and complementary role for lectures,
reading and written assignments (DeLyser, 2008, p. 235).

Active learning using online resources is also increasingly evident, particu-
larly for quantitative methods (Tishkovskaya and Lancaster, 2012). Web-based
resources are often utilised to complement classroom-based learning, and virtual
learning environments offer opportunities for student engagement. In the case of
one undergraduate methods course, a discussion forum hosted on a virtual
learning environment elicited 227 comments from students just on the topic of
devising research questions (Leston-Bandeira, 2013). Web-based tutorials, colla-
borative wikis (in which students co-create content) and instructional videos are
also used to complement face-to-face learning, albeit with the caveat that such
content should be critically evaluated as part of the course design process (Gönül
and Solano, 2013). In addition to blended forms of web-based and face-to-face
learning, the teaching of research methods on entirely online courses may also
make use of exercises designed to facilitate active learning; for instance, in the
form of online discussions or problem-solving activities (Schulze, 2009).
Regardless of the quality of the pedagogy, observers also warn of the challenges
posed by online learning, including that students may miss the camaraderie of the
classroom and struggle with reduced opportunities for face-to-face contact with
teachers (Dinauer, 2012; Moley et al., 2013).

The use of exercises and techniques that help to make the research processes
visible therefore appears integral to ensuring that ‘a student-centred approach to
learning thrives’ (Keenan and Fontaine, 2012, p. 226). The decision to teach
methods through student-centred approaches appears as an intuitive response to
teachers’ knowledge of how their students learn particular methods and are
deployed as part of a range of instructional strategies. However, this may require
an additional investment of time. As Keenan and Fontaine (2012, p. 233)
conclude, ‘if research methods are to be taught as an active and engaged process’
then ‘the timeframe within which students are expected to complete their work
must be expanded’. The potential rewards may include opportunities for succes-
sive trial and error, exploration and discovery, and continuous real-time feed-
back, which arguably are key to avoiding anxiety and engaging students with the
methods at hand (Gönül and Solano, 2013).

Learning by Doing Research

Providing students with first-hand experience of undertaking research in real-
world contexts or using authentic empirical data constituted a second and related
pedagogical approach within the literature. A number of the articles we reviewed
advocate the value of ‘learning by doing’ (Aguado, 2009; DeLyser, 2008) or
‘experiential learning’ in this regard (Galliers and Huang, 2012). Experiential
learning has its theoretical antecedents in constructivist philosophies that empha-
sise ‘the central role that experience plays in the learning process’ (Kolb, 1984,
p. 20). In most respects, such experience is seen as a complementary component
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of teaching within classroom contexts. Some teachers nonetheless argue that the
tacit knowledge associated with certain aspects of research practice cannot be
taught in abstraction (Hammersley, 2012), which poses additional challenges
within formal education contexts (Galliers and Huang, 2012). As Bourdieu
(1992, p. 222) argues, exposing learners to the realities of social research there-
fore ‘requires a pedagogy which is completely different from that suited to the
teaching of knowledge’:

… there is no better manner of mastering the fundamental principles of a practice –
the practice of scientific research is no exception here – than by practicing it
alongside a kind of guide or coach who provides assurance and reassurance, who
sets an example and who corrects you by putting forth, in situation, precepts
applied directly to the particular case at hand. (Bourdieu, 1992, 222; original
emphasis)

A feel for the game of research, he concludes, is better gained through an
approach more akin to academic supervision or apprenticeship ‘in the field’
than to knowledge transmission within the classroom.

Some teachers argue that experience ‘can help convey the work of qualitative
research, the methodological decisions required to do such research well, and
some of its potential rewards’ (DeLyser et al., 2012, p. 18; original emphasis). As
such, they may seek to place real research experience at the centre of students’
learning and design courses around ‘an array of research endeavours and prac-
tical experiences’ similar to those they might encounter in real research projects
(DeLyser et al., 2012, p. 20). This could involve students conducting interviews,
transcribing and coding them, and analysing and reporting the data as part of
their written assessment. Teachers of quantitative methods have also discussed
the value of providing students with experiences of data gathering. In one
example, a ‘learning by doing’ method involving administering student-designed
surveys was developed to illustrate the ‘challenges of operationalisation’ asso-
ciated with political science research (Aguado, 2009, p. 256). Conducting ana-
lyses of relevant data from existing social surveys, such as the Eurobarometer or
British Social Attitudes surveys, has been reported as a means of situating the
learning of quantitative methods within contemporary examples that are relevant
to students’ disciplines (Adeney and Carey, 2009). However, this also presents
practical challenges, as these data must be ‘cleaned’, ‘impeccably coded’ and
intuitively labelled so as to be made ‘manageable and user-friendly for a novice
data analyst’ (Adeney and Carey, 2009, p. 199). Teachers thereby use first-hand
research experience both to develop and hone learners’ skills and to provide
insights into the challenge of various research techniques.

An experiential approach may also afford learners the opportunities to under-
take more sustained work on a research project. This is seen by some as the
‘signature pedagogy’ for qualitative research (Eisenhart and Jurow, 2011, p.
701). Students may be expected to undertake an independent research project,
individually or in a group, culminating in a report of the research. Such exercises
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may still seek to avoid the practical, pedagogical and ethical issues presented by
a ‘just do it’ approach, whereby students are immersed in the field with little
training or supervision (DeLyser, 2008, p. 235). Thus, apprenticeship-type mod-
els are preferred, whereby students work alongside or under the supervision of
more experienced researchers (Roth, 2009). In one particularly ambitious exam-
ple, education doctoral students were involved in a collaborative action research
project involving academics, local schools and community groups (Eisenhart and
Jurow, 2011). Students’ participation as researchers progressively increased dur-
ing the course of this project, providing them with opportunities to act, receive
feedback from experts and share their findings with the research teams and with
the community. Teachers also reported on the use of ‘innovative forms of
assessment’ designed to allow undergraduate students to ‘choose their own
research questions, deduce their own hypotheses and choose which data sets to
work on’ (Adeney and Carey, 2009, p. 199). Undertaking a research project is
believed to improve students’ perceived preparedness for research later in their
careers (Shaw et al., 2011). However, logic would suggest that experiential
learning of research cannot take place in isolation and that students will also
attend classes and lectures and be supervised while undertaking project work
(Dousay et al., 2012).

Reflection on the Research Process

A further pedagogical approach evident across some of the literature involves
facilitating learning in which students reflect upon their own attitudes towards
and experiences of learning and/or conducting research. In learning theory,
‘reflective practice’ has been used to denote the opposite of practices that rely
solely on technical or procedural knowledge (Schon, 1983). In turn, a concep-
tualisation of learning as reflexive places additional emphasis on learners’ own
critical stance. To conceive of the learning of research methods as reflexive may
involve learners reflecting critically upon their research practice, on the methods
they are being taught and on the socio-cultural context within which learning is
taking place. Once again, the language of reflexivity was used only in a small
number of the papers we reviewed (DeLyser, 2008; DeLyser et al., 2012; Thien,
2009), although approaches that encouraged reflection on the research process as
part of students’ learning were discussed more widely.

Accounts of reflexive practice in the teaching and learning of research
methods were largely confined to qualitative approaches. Indeed, some teachers
even describe encouraging reflexivity in the learning of qualitative research with
the intention of helping their students to recognise and challenge positivist norms
or assumptions (Cox, 2012). Similarly, reflexivity also sought to encourage
students to recognise the role of identity or embodied practices (Thien, 2009).
In these cases, reflexive learning is intended to ‘guide students in examining and
documenting their personal assumptions and subjectivities while they navigate
the processes of framing research questions, conducting field work, and
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presenting findings’ (Cox, 2012, p. 133). Students were also encouraged to direct
their critical reflections towards the methods being taught (Thien, 2009). As
Bourdieu (1992, p. 249) argues, the novice social researcher is caught in a
‘double bind’ between learning the methodological tools of their trade and
questioning their validity, which creates a ‘peculiar antimony of the pedagogy
of research’ whereby ‘it must transmit both tested instruments of construction of
reality’ as well as ‘an inclination to question ruthlessly those instruments’. Many
traditional instructional techniques such as class discussions or essays may foster
such a critical methodological disposition. In other cases, teachers have utilised
more novel techniques, such as informal surveys of learners’ attitudes (Thien,
2009) or forms of auto-biographical writing (DeLyser, 2008).

Students may also be encouraged to adopt a reflective stance towards their own
conduct as researchers, especially when exploring ethnographic or narrative meth-
ods (DeLyser et al., 2012). This often involves some form of self-reflexive writing
on aspects of the research process; the challenges or difficulties they encountered;
how these differed from prior expectations; how the task could have been done
differently; and how the conduct of the research might impact on the analysis or
writing up (adapted from DeLyser et al., 2012, p. 21). Students may also be
encouraged to deploy particular ways of thinking, such as reversing their position-
ality and considering situations from alternative standpoints by examining the use
of language, the symbolism of non-verbal communication, or the role of action,
interaction and embodiment in the research process (Hsiung, 2008). The writing
itself may take the form of memos (Cox, 2012), journals and diaries (DeLyser et al.,
2012) or field notes (Thien, 2009). Learners’ self-reflexive writing can also provide
teachers with rare insights into students’ (pre)conceptions, anxieties or motivations
as novice researchers. In one notable development of students’ reflective practice,
the teacher went as far as to co-author an article on the teaching and learning of
research methods for a major peer-reviewed journal with nine of her students
(DeLyser et al., 2012). While reflexive writing typically requires students to pay
critical attention to their own research practice, instructors have also found inno-
vative ways of using existing interview data to explore how positionality, tension
and sensitivity play out in the research of others (Hsiung, 2008).

A complementary, reflexive teaching strategy may be to deploy forms of
group discussion for airing underlying assumptions, sharing experiences or
critically appraising research practice(s) (Cox, 2012). Bourdieu (1992, p. 218)
begins his famous Paris seminar on reflexive sociology with a request that
participants discuss their own research with complete candour, stating that:
‘Nothing is more universal and universalisable than difficulties. Each of us will
find considerable comfort in discovering that a good number of the difficulties
that we attribute to our own idiosyncratic awkwardness or incompetence are
universally shared’.

Incorporating forms of self-reflexivity into the teaching of research may thus
provide a useful basis or stimulus for the sharing of research experiences,
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whether on the part of teachers or learners. More broadly, fostering a critical and
reflective disposition towards methods is arguably an important aim of metho-
dological learning in itself. That said, such approaches do not purport to replace
more ‘traditional’ modes of instruction, especially in cases where training in
foundational skills or capacities is required, such as learning to use a software
package or to conduct a form of statistical modelling. However, forms of
reflection on action may still prove useful in airing and helping to alleviate
students’ uncertainties or anxieties over their competence with these technical
research skills (Dinauer, 2012).

5. TOWARDS A PEDAGOGY FOR RESEARCH METHODS?

Literature reviews such as this article inevitably have their limitations, in that
they are dependent on the comprehensiveness of the review; any systematic
search approach may still fail to identify all potentially relevant papers because
some relevant papers may not be indexed in ways that allow the search criteria
used to identify them. This review, not atypically, was restricted to papers written
in English, thus excluding pedagogical insights from non-English-speaking
countries. Papers from North American academics dominated the review, both
limiting and distorting the conclusions that can be drawn. However, given the
international nature of social science research methods, and the global movement
of students and academics across the western world, we nevertheless suggest
that, with caution, inferences can be drawn. While published reports of practice
and practice-related research may not reflect the realities or full extent of
pedagogic practice, this review nevertheless indicates an articulated knowledge
about pedagogical practices in social research methods of a particular and
potentially influential sub-set. Analysis of these recently published papers pro-
vides important insights into the practices and the emerging pedagogical knowl-
edge base for research methods.

Our findings are presented and discussed here as a response to the findings of
recent systematic reviews, which have indicated substantive gaps in this literature
surrounding the ‘how to’ of teaching research (Earley, 2014; Wagner et al.,
2011). We have identified a small corpus within the literature that is characterised
by thoughtful and well-informed reflections on the part of teachers who have
translated their experiences of the teaching and learning of research methods into
an emerging – even burgeoning – body of pedagogical knowledge for our field.
Within this diverse literature, we argue that it is possible to discern a number of
pedagogical approaches relating to student-centred goals for the learning of
research. Engaging learners in the research process, providing hands-on experi-
ence and offering opportunities for critical reflection constitute important com-
plementary and overlapping elements of this formally articulated pedagogy. We
do not argue that these approaches constitute designs from which methods
learning might be derived, but rather that they merely reflect the possibilities
of the various roles, practices and affordances through which the learning of
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research might be negotiated (Wenger, 1998). The value of this sort of pedago-
gical knowledge therefore lies in its affordances for stimulating dialogue sur-
rounding teaching practice in light of the insights gained from the experiences of
others who have sought to respond to similar challenges and opportunities.

A question remains as to whether this growing literature also constitutes
evidence of a ‘pedagogical culture’ for research methods, as characterised by ‘the
exchange of ideas within a climate of systematic debate, investigation and
evaluation’ (Wagner et al., 2011, p. 75). On this benchmark, perhaps we still
have some considerable way to go. There remains little evidence of systematic
debate, whether in the form of cross-citations within the literature or dialogue
between disciplinary or methodological contexts. There also remains little evi-
dence of a ‘substantial research base’ (Wagner et al., 2011, p. 85), whether in
terms of empirical investigation beyond practitioners’ reflections on particular
courses or of contexts. These are important aspects of pedagogical scholarship in
our field, which we should work to address as teachers, practitioners and
researchers. More encouragingly, some of the gaps in the literature that Wagner
et al. (2011, pp. 82–85) identify do appear to be gaining attention. The inter-
disciplinary nature of the pedagogical approaches we outline above suggest that
this literature holds increasing potential to inform audiences beyond disciplinary
boundaries. Teachers also appear to be paying increasing attention to the spe-
cifics of teaching and learning for particular research methods, approaches or
techniques. Perhaps most importantly, they appear closely attuned to the diverse
needs of their students, the ways in which they learn various aspects of research,
and the teacher’s own role in the teaching and learning process.

We therefore find cause for optimism regarding the state of pedagogical
practice and enquiry relating to social science research methods, which we see
as a welcome adjunct to the policy rhetoric of building research capacity.
Within the cross-section of the literature we reviewed, considerable attention
is being paid to the ways in which teaching and learning is structured,
delivered and facilitated. The potential limitations of past orthodoxies in
research methods teaching are being aired and, in response to learners’
demands, methods teachers are innovating and experimenting with alternative
approaches. Methods teachers are also developing conceptually or theoretically
useful frames of reference when reflecting on their teaching practice. The
literature we have examined contributes towards the beginnings of pedagogical
dialogue that researchers, teachers and learners may begin to capitalise upon,
cultivate and celebrate. These welcome discussions of largely student-centred
pedagogies for research methods must now be accompanied by empirical
research into how students conceive of, experience and apply their methodo-
logical learning in a range of contexts. The increased attention directed towards
the teaching of research methods at the level of higher education governance
constitutes both a cause and an opportunity to further our understanding of the
relationships between policy, pedagogy and learning in this area.
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