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Introduction
Alison Lawson, Editor of practical research for education

I can’t help but be fascinated by research. I’ve always been inquisitive, and have a
questioning mind. As an undergraduate, my ‘research’ really went no further than
reviewing literature and conducting a few interviews. Although I was interested,
there was no rigour to what I was doing, and all my conclusions were based on
data that was probably not all that good to begin with. Later, studying for a
Masters in Business Administration, I was taught research methods, and that’s
when the bug really bit me. My MBA research project was exciting, and I soon
signed up for a PhD. I was working as a lecturer at the time, and enjoyed teaching
research methods and coaching students through their dissertations. In time, my
career led me to the National Foundation for Educational Research, and to the job
of Editor of their journal, practical research for education. I was – and still am – keen
to instil that same excitement about research in others. But to be excited about it,
you need to know how to do it.

The idea for a series of articles to help teachers and other education practitioners
to do their own research came out of a discussion at an editorial panel meeting for
the journal. It was 2004, and the journal was called Topic then – we re-launched in
2006 with the new name, practical research for education, to give readers a better
idea of what the journal was all about. And it was precisely because the journal is
all about research, and the practical implications of research, that it was important
to try to equip people to do their own research projects, whether large or small.
We wanted the series to give people the confidence to engage in research, giving
them the knowledge and skills – the tools – to get started.

This book brings together the first six articles in the series. To begin, Mark
Rickinson considers how to plan a research project. The planning is crucial – some
extra thought at this stage saves a lot of work later on. Paula Hammond then
examines the issue of sampling, explaining what is meant by ‘sampling’ and how
one goes about drawing a sample from the total group available. Each kind of
sample has its own advantages and disadvantages, and an explanation in plain
English is invaluable. Before starting to gather information using a questionnaire
or an interview, how do you know if you’re asking the right questions? Caroline
Sharp discusses this in the third instalment, in which she explains that asking
questions is a special skill. She details when questions are used, what the main
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types of questions are, how they should be sequenced for best effect and which
questions should be avoided.

One potentially daunting aspect of doing research is trying to find out what
research has already been done in the area – finding the work that is already
available, usually in the form of books and journal articles, can take a long time
and result in masses of information. The next two chapters, by Alison Lawson and
Pauline Benefield, deal with how to search for literature and what to do with the
results of your search when you have them.

Research evidence from previously published sources, and from your own
questionnaires or interviews, will give you a lot to go on, but there are other ways
to gather more evidence. The last chapter discusses how to gather evidence from
students – this is particularly useful in education settings, and it can be difficult to
pull this sort of information together. Helen Betts and Bethan Burge draw on their
own experience to outline some of the issues to consider when planning to collect
this sort of information, and explain how real-life evidence from pupils can add
richness, depth and a new perspective to a research project.

The Tool-kit series of articles from the journal practical research for education has
proved to be popular not only with those involved in educational research, but
for those working in social sciences more generally. In particular, the short format
with illustrative examples is particularly good for students. For those who could
not face ploughing through a long text book filled with academic jargon, the
Tool-kit is ideal.

I hope that this collection will encourage you to embark on your own research
project. And don’t forget to share the results of your research with others – why
not write it up and submit an article to practical research for education?

I look forward to hearing from you!

July 2008
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Interested in research but unsure how to do it?

The regular Tool-kit articles published in the practical research for
education journal equip readers with the knowledge and skills to
carry out their own research. Now gathered together in one volume
to provide easy access to the first six articles, the Tool-kit is useful
not only to teachers, education researchers and education students,
but to anyone interested in social sciences research more generally.

Written in accessible language with illustrative examples, the Tool-kit
covers:

• planning your research project

• an introduction to sampling

• using the right questions in research

• how to search for literature

• what to do with the results of your literature search

• how to gather evidence of pupil work.

With a foreword by Andrew Pollard, Director of the Teaching and
Learning Research Programme, and an afterword by Sharon Butler,
a teacher engaged in research in her own school, this Tool-kit is
more digestible than a weighty text book on research methods. If
you’re thinking about doing your own research, this book will help
you every step of the way.
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