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Abstract

It is not uncommon for undergraduate students to feel aversion towards research methods
teaching. This does not change the fact that research methods play a key role in their
education. Targeting module design is imperative to ensure success. However, end-of-module
student evaluations may provide a false sense of security regarding satisfaction and learnt
knowledge. In order to approach module design more effectively it may instead be necessary
to view module evaluations from a delayed perspective. The present study addressed student
perceptions of a second year social science research methods module and the related final
year dissertation module, thereby offering two perspectives on research methods. Both pre-
and post-dissertation students participated in a survey evaluating their theoretical and
practical knowledge as well as issues surrounding confidence in carrying out independent
research. The key findings demonstrate that end-of-module evaluations do appear to give
good insight into research methods teaching but that post-dissertation students provided
critical input that could not be gained from end-of-module evaluations alone. As a whole, the
findings demonstrate that making more comprehensive use of different student perspectives
may be essential to ensuring appropriate teaching design and, as a result, student satisfaction
and success as independent researchers.
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1. Introduction

“Learning is a process of interaction between what is known and what is to be learnt”
(Pritchard, 2009, p. 104). Helping students identify this interaction in their own learning is
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crucial in the development of higher education modules, both in terms of content and
teaching approach. This may be of particular importance in the broad field of ‘research’ —
teaching about research methods, carrying out independent research projects, and acquiring
generic research skills. Critically, the foundation of research needs to show sufficient student
inclusion into the academic research world to maximise overall student experiences and
success in the long run. There is a heightened appreciation for higher education students as
being actively engaged in their learning processes, both as active learners and as indicators of
teaching success. Central to this is working with students to identify whether contents are
appropriate or where changes need to be made. A key challenge that needs to be worked with
in this process is student engagement (Ahlfeldt, Mehta, & Sellnow, 2005). This paper intends
to deal with making use of enhanced student feedback to improve research methods teaching.

1.1 Students as Researchers

Research forms an integral part of most undergraduate degree programmes, with final year
dissertations frequently involving independent collection, analysis and reporting of primary
data by students (Rammell, 2006; Todd, Bannister, & Clegg, 2004). At a minimum, learning
how to become a researcher should cater for analysis skills relevant to the wider learning
process across different modules since it enables students to engage more clearly with
different texts that are directly based on active research (Ryan, Saunders, Rainsford, &
Thompson, 2014). However, there is general acknowledgement that skills developed through
such activities also promote skills such as time management, organisation and self-directed
learning are frequently highlighted (Allin, 2010; Huggins, Jenkins, & Scurry, 2007; Stefani,
Clarke, & Littlejohn, 2000), and such development is seen as “central to professional life in
the twenty-first century” (Brew, 2006, p. 7). Such wide-reaching implications highlight the
significance of ensuring success in the process of training students to become researchers.

Yet what can be noted is that students often do not feel sufficiently prepared when it comes to
carrying out independent research projects (Allin, 2010); a key measure of their ability to act
as researchers. Such lack of preparation may leave students feeling excluded from the
academic world of research, or not feeling as a part of it (Zamorski, 2000). This is a critical
issue as confidence and self-perceived competence play a significant role in undergraduate
students’ academic achievement and their resulting experiences of higher education (Cassidy,
2012; Diseth, Pallesen, Brunborg, & Larsen, 2010; Ferla, Valcke, & Schuvten, 2010;
Nicholson, Putwain, Connors, & Hornby-Atkinson, 2013). Students also see research as an
important personal discovery experience (Hunter, Laursen, & Seymour, 2007). Together,
these issues illustrate the long-term importance of taking students more seriously as active
researchers and regarding them more as a part of the researcher community in higher
education. Research preparation prior to final year research activities is therefore an
important issue to address — particularly in the social sciences, where a range of paradigms
and methods is available, and where students need to be aware of this range (Healey, 2005).

1.2 Research Methods Teaching

Crucial to successful research methods education is the provision of sense of inclusion into
the community of research. This can be challenging, especially in the social sciences, where
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dissatisfaction with relevant training is no uncommon feature and where students frequently
display aversion to the subject (Ryan et al., 2014). Effective teaching would need to therefore
take into account both the issue of inclusion and aversion — which are not mutually exclusive
— in order to provide students with beneficial experiences of research methods. A main reason
for the insufficient preparation prior to dissertations may be because of an emphasis on
“method acting” (Ryan et al., 2014, p. 85) approaches to teaching about research — teaching
practical research in a theoretical and abstract manner — rather than allowing for hands on
experiences (Benson & Blackman, 2003; Fallon, Walsh, & Prendergast, 2013). It is, in fact,
frequently suggested that students do need to have hands on experience with research — data
collection, analysis and presentation — in order to gain the appropriate confidence in
becoming independent researchers so as to make the learning experiences more meaningful to
them (e.g. Bignold, 2003; Edwards, Jones, Wapstra, & Richardson, 2007; Gawel &
Greengrove, 2005; McGrath & MacEwan, 2011; Petress, 2008; Smith, Sheppard, Johnson, &
Johnson, 2005; Ward, Bennett, & Bauer, 2003; Zamorski, 2002).

Curriculum structures in higher education do need to reflect actual research (Jenkins &
Healey, 2011). Teaching and research do not have to be in opposition, and teaching should be
enhanced by research activities (Brew, 2006). But teaching research methods should also be
about actively incorporating students into this world of research, into the practice of a
community, not keeping them at arms’ length from research (Jenkins & Healey, 2011). As
such, understanding how students feel about research methods teaching and understanding
what they feel to be necessary for inclusion in such a community is essential. Understanding
how students feel about such a vital part of a course is important, since student attitudes
towards research methods affect course enrolment, persistence, achievement and course
climate (Harlow, Burkholder, & Morrow, 2002; Hilton, Schau, & Olsen, 2004). Success in a
course, in turn, depends on motivations, course contents and how these contents are taught
(Helmke, 2009; Mutz & Daniel, 2013). And as a whole, research, for undergraduates, is
generally associated with higher levels of student satisfaction and with their perceptions of
generic skill development (Bauer & Bennett, 2003; Hathaway, Nagda, & Gregerman, 2002;
Ishiyama, 2002; Seymour, Hunter, Laursen, & Deantoni, 2004; Willison & O’Regan, 2007).
Focusing on appropriate content and teaching approaches is therefore highly essential.

1.3 Making Use of the Student Voice

One key approach to evaluating teaching success and appropriateness is through
end-of-module evaluations completed by students. Most university courses make use of some
form of student evaluation to assess satisfaction with course contents, teaching quality and
their overall experience (Winchester & Winchester, 2012). This kind of information is seen as
extremely important and plays a significant role in quality assurance processes (Leckey &
Neill, 2001). However, end-of-course module evaluations risk a loss in meaningful input into
module design due to decreased motivation to correctly fill in such evaluation forms
(Winchester & Winchester, 2012). This may be exemplified by recent student evaluations of
the research methods module that will be evaluated in the study to follow. Around two thirds
of students agreed or strongly agreed with being overall satisfied with the module, and
similar numbers felt the teaching was at the right pitch (with practically all other students
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scoring the pitch as ‘slightly below’ or ‘slightly above’). Given the general literature
surrounding student aversion towards research methods, these results could be misconstrued
and lead to a lack of necessary changes in course content or structure, as they may provide a
false sense of security for those responsible for designing the module. What are these
students actually satistfied with?

For lecturers, it is crucial that students are not just enjoying the teaching but that they are
receiving appropriate educational benefits; that they are, in this case, able to confidently carry
out their own research projects. Yet it can be very difficult to understand whether students
feel they are receiving the right kind of lecture content, given the satisfaction ratings.
Although at the end of a module students may know what they have learnt, they may not fully
understand what they need to know for dissertations until they encounter that stage.
Admittedly, this may hold true for any module, but for many modules the applications may
only come post-degree. For research methods the applications are almost immediate and
within the degree, which heightens the importance for those designing the modules. This
raises the question of how valid research methods students’ evaluations of research methods
really are. In fact, there is an increased call for incorporating student views in higher
education curriculum development and change, which extends beyond simply relying on
module feedback about the teaching that takes place (Cooper, 2012; Dunne & Zandstra, 2011;
Kay, Dunne, & Hutchinson, 2010; McCulloch, 2009; O’Neill & McMahon, 2012; Ramsden,
2008a, b; Robinson, 2012). Instead, students should be given a stronger voice in order to
identify issues and needs. While concern has been expressed about viewing students too
much as consumers due to recent policy changes and thereby reducing education to a
commodity (Furedi, 2009), working together to achieve success and satisfaction may be an
ideal compromise benefiting both students and teaching staff (Sandover, Partridge, Dunne, &
Burkill, 2012).

As a result the study outlined here aimed to evaluate research methods teaching from multiple
student perspectives to maximise views on research methods teaching. Specifically, it
addressed the issue of preparation and confidence in relation to carrying out research by
evaluating student views at both pre- and post-dissertation stages. In doing so, it is hoped that
a clearer understanding can be gained as to how students can best be integrated into a
community of research and to help them progress from research methods students to
methodical researchers.

2. Method
2.1 Participants

A total of 86 undergraduate students from a Higher Education Institution in the Greater
London area were invited to take part in this study. Of these, 49 students had just completed
their second year of an undergraduate social science degree course during which they had
been registered for a research methods module. The remaining 37 students had just submitted
their undergraduate research project dissertation for the same course and had previously taken
the research methods module. Students were invited to participate via email. Response rates,
most likely due to having reached the end of the academic year and due to the time
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constraints in which the study was carried out, were low; only seven second year students and
four final year students responded.’

2.2 Design, Materials and Procedure

Two surveys were developed, presented as a Word document. The surveys incorporated
six-point Likert scales (‘strongly disagree’, ‘disagree’, ‘slightly disagree’, ‘slightly agree’,
‘agree’, ‘strongly agree’) and open-ended response opportunities. Both surveys contained the
same questions but these were rephrased across the surveys to reflect the respondent group,
differentiating between those students who were due to embark on their final year dissertation
and those who had just completed the dissertation. The survey consisted of two sections. The
first section addressed the research methods module, requiring the students to evaluate their
perceptions of the module approach, the activities used in teaching, and the assessment to
evaluate their skills. The second section addressed the dissertation, requiring the students to
evaluate their pre- or post-conceptions of the dissertation in specific relation to the research
methods module.

3. Results

Discussed below are the outcomes of the surveys returned by the students. The outcomes
focus on the theoretical understanding of research methods, the practical understanding of
research methods, the assessment used, the dissertation, and the aspect of research
community inclusion. Specifically, findings from the two student groups are compared and
contrasted to present a fuller picture of student module evaluation.

3.1 Theoretical Understanding of Research Methods

Similarly to the module evaluation form that informed the present study, the second-year
students generally expressed satisfaction with how research methods theory was explained to
them (14% agreed, 86% slightly agreed). They generally felt well prepared from a theoretical
perspective (71% agreed, 29% slightly agreed). Students expressed being ‘more aware of the
different methods for researching and their strengths and weaknesses’. The survey results
from the final year students reflected similar views, showing equally high agreement rates
about the research methods module and making similar additional comments such as having a
heightened awareness of the ‘various ways that data could be collected’. The similarity
between both viewpoints would indicate that direct end-of-module evaluations seem to be
useful in addressing this particular aspect of teaching. However, having the advantage of
knowing how helpful the research methods theory was towards the dissertation the final year
students also noted that it would have been helpful to have ‘examples of different data
collection that had been used in real research projects’. While it is not sufficiently clear at
this point whether this is a request for “method acting” (cf. Ryan et al., 2014, p. 85) or actual
practical examples, there is a clear need for some incorporation of more actual research
elements.

! The research presented here was completed towards a postgraduate certificate in Higher Education, which limited
immediate opportunities for further data collection.
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3.2 Practical Understanding of Research Methods

While the theoretical perceptions of the teaching were largely positive and mostly
corresponded between student perspectives, the survey results assessing the practical aspects,
on the other hand, showed more disagreement. Most of the second year students did not feel
well prepared in terms of practical preparation (57% disagreed, 29% slightly disagreed), and
confidence in developing research questions was not high (71% slightly disagreed). Some
students acknowledged positives, such as being ‘more aware now of the problems
surrounding research such as ethics’, yet many expressed a lack of awareness of how to
actively carry out research when in the field. Instead, they proposed incorporating ‘real
research practice’ as well as ‘relevant examples e.g. of past students ... and the problems they
had, how they overcame them’. This seems to be somewhat clearer than the viewpoint offered
in the final year students’ theoretical evaluation and does indicate a need for research
examples that go beyond method acting. However, the final year students were somewhat
more positive about the research methods module in terms of practical preparation, generally
showing a positive perception (25% agreed, 50% slightly agreed). However, one crucial
comment made here was that ‘there could have been more of an emphasis to pilot research
methods’. Again it is clear, then, that a key issue is the lack of practical elements to relate the
theory to as well as the development of confidence in approaching independent research in
the final year. So although viewpoints differed in terms of satisfaction — which may be due to
some form of post-dissertation reflection process — the comments again indicate similar needs
in research methods teaching.

3.3 Assessing Understanding of Research Methods

The research methods students’ assessment comprised a research proposal, in which they
were required to provide their ideas for a project and discuss the methods they would use; as
such it is a very theoretical piece. Given the lack of practical elements here — unlike a
research report — it seemed important to address the usefulness of this assessment tool. The
second year students did feel that the research proposal was an appropriate assessment (100%
slightly agreed) and expressed appreciation for the usefulness of seeing ‘the similar layout
between the proposal and the dissertation and how to approach such a piece of work’. In
agreement, the final year students also found that the proposal was a helpful way to approach
their dissertation as it ‘prepared a foundation ... to work from’. Nonetheless in both cases
these comments simply highlight the usefulness in terms of how to approach the dissertation
as a whole piece — ‘it was obviously helpful in terms of getting a rough idea of what had to be
done in the third year’. Yet at the same time most of the students could not acknowledge
having acquired skills on collecting data (29% disagreed, 57% slightly disagreed), on
analysing and evaluating data (86% disagreed, 14% slightly disagreed), or on presenting data
(86% disagreed, 14% slightly disagreed). On the whole, therefore, the theoretical side of the
module was again seemingly well covered but it is evident that the practical aspects of
carrying out research are not covered sufficiently to give students the confidence and
competence they may need.
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3.4 The Dissertation

In general, the second year students expressed that they felt prepared to start the dissertation
but the main issue raised was confidence in approaching their research (71% slightly
disagreed, 14% disagreed). It is unclear here what the confidence refers to in particular.
However, the additional information provided by the third-year students, whose survey
results reflected a similar perception of confidence prior to embarking on their own research
projects, may help shed light on this matter. It was seen as ‘a good experience writing a
dissertation’, but there were several issues raised in relation to working on the research
projects. The only relevant positive comment made was that one student found it easy to
relate ‘the theory ... to the appropriate responses from participants’ — once again
emphasising the strength of the theoretical underpinnings of research. On the other hand,
students commented on several practical issues where they required additional help or which
they struggled with. The range of the comments, too, highlights the severity of the issue.
Students found it difficult ‘producing the right questions’ for their project to begin with. They
also noted issues relating to the evaluation of their research, finding it hard to ‘transcribe the
data and find meaning’. It is clearly not just a matter of gaining practical experience of
methods of data collection but also of how to ask questions and how to evaluate the outcomes
of these methods. This may have knock-on effects, as further reflected in the students’
perceptions of writing the dissertation. Here they noted that ‘the methodology section was
quite daunting’ and commented on the difficulty of finding ‘appropriate structure to
communicate ... findings’. Taken as a whole, the findings from this section may be most
crucial in determining the usefulness of research methods teaching, as end-of-module
evaluations would be very unlikely to capture such comments since students at that point will
not have had the experience of carrying out their dissertation project.

3.5 Learning From the Learned: the Role of Peers for Community Inclusion

The role of experience provided by teaching staff is not only highlighted in traditional
educational approaches in general but in research education in particular (Allin, 2010; Boud
& Lee, 2005; Chang, 2005; Healey & Jenkins, 2009; Johnson, Herd, & Tisdall, 2002).
However, while lecturers contributing to the teaching of research methods have experience of
carrying out research projects this experience may be too advanced for student purposes. This
difference in skill level may thus not be entirely appropriate for advancing confidence and
self-perceived competence. One possible factor to support student inclusion into the academic
research community was, instead, the involvement of dissertation students in the research
methods teaching. Indeed, one aspect that recurred frequently throughout the surveys from
both pre- and post-dissertation students was the potential help that more experienced students
could offer in terms of practical issues in carrying out research. This is particularly beneficial
when these peers are only slightly advanced in what they can share, reducing the distance
between student research and ‘real’ large-scale research projects. The more immediately
advanced students would be the final year students in the process of applying their recently
gained knowledge. Demonstrating their skills may help highlight issues that need to be
tackled at a more realistic level and may make self-determined goals more achievable to
students. This is clearly reflected in the survey outcomes, too. Students felt it would be
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helpful to see what their advanced peers have done and how they have dealt with any
problems they encountered. As a result, all of the second year students felt they would have
benefited from brief research project presentations by final year dissertation students. It is,
however, unfortunate that the final year students expressed a lack of confidence to present
their work, despite feeling proud of their achievement. This could act as a barrier to
establishing a more coherent research community among students, but may have been due not
having received their dissertation results at the time of the survey. At the same time they did
expressed a willingness to share more general advice in relation to working on a dissertation,
such as time management. Building confidence in the ability to carry out research may have a
knock-on effect, though, with future students being more confident in presenting their
research.

4. Discussion

Taken as a whole, the findings obtained from the present study are a clear indication of the
limitations of end-of-module evaluations. Acting on the limited insight from such evaluations
may not be sufficient in ensuring student success. Certain areas of the survey addressing
teaching showed strong similarities between the two sets of students, such as the theoretical
underpinnings and the usefulness of the assessment. At the same time other areas clearly
demonstrated that views either differed slightly or that final year students were able to give
more detailed insight into the teaching of the module. Without these additional views any
changes to module content or teaching approaches would be appropriate but would still be
restricted to the limited possible input from end-of-module evaluations. The implications are,
then, that appropriate module design in higher education needs to take into account the wider
perspective to ensure students are gaining the knowledge and skills necessary for success.

However, these implications here are not only restricted to research methods and dissertation
modules, which did serve as a good example due to their relationship with each other. The
findings are equally relevant to any modules that are directly linked to one another in some
manner. For instance, a range of undergraduate university courses offers study skills
programmes in their first years, where students are familiarised with academic writing,
referencing, or team work — skills that have direct relevance for subsequent university work
and where foundational success would therefore be crucial (see e.g. Coughlan & Swift, 2011;
Elander, 2003; Groves, Leflay, Smith, Bowd, & Barber, 2013; Rees & Wilkinson, 2008). In
such cases it may therefore be similarly suitable to make use of feedback from students in
their second or final year to gain a fuller module evaluation picture. Most importantly, it is
about ensuring a comprehensive evaluation that makes as much use of the student voice as
possible.

4.1 Limitations

Although the surveys provided good insight into different perspectives, there are issues
surrounding the depth of this insight. Interviews might have been preferable to address this
issue but given the time constraints within which the evaluation was conducted the surveys
were restricted to a small time window between completion of dissertations and leaving
university. As such, the findings here should be viewed as initial insight only, and interviews,
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such as focus groups, might possibly provide more detailed accounts. Relatedly, response
rates were clearly affected here, which was not unexpected given the nature of survey
completions (cf. Bryman, 2012; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2013). As such, the insight
provided was not particularly strong. It had been hoped that their own recent experiences of
research methods and their knowledge of survey limitations might encourage stronger
response rates. However, given the issue of time, as noted above, it is difficult to state with
certainty that interviews would have provided more information, given that a very specific
sample set was required here. A further limitation here is that the study compared two sets of
students who would have had two different experiences, given that the dissertation students
had taken research methods the previous year and were therefore essentially commenting on
a different module. However, given that course structures changed minimally between the
two years the information provided by the final year students still showed significant insight
into research methods teaching as a direct experience of completing a dissertation and should
therefore still be viewed as relevant to addressing module design.

4.2 Future Research

Given the limitations outlined above, more detailed evaluations may wish to focus on
incorporating interviews to establish more insight. One approach to doing this may be by
following dissertation students through the process of their research project, and addressing
aspects of the evaluation at certain key stages in this process. Where relevant, the evaluation
could focus on the literature review, the methodology, or the findings and analysis section in
each instance. A further aspect of future research may want to address the issue of confidence
in presenting own research to foster a sense of community among students. One opportunity
to develop such a sense of community, given the lack of confidence expressed by the
dissertation students in the present survey, would be to incorporate research experience from
postgraduate students. This would reduce issues surrounding the potentially too wide
discrepancy between student research expectations and the ‘real’ research world. Future
investigations would do well to address the impact this might have on students’ confidence in
approaching their own research and this might, in turn, impact on success of research
methods teaching.

5. Conclusion

Despite some limitations having been identified, the overall work presented here is a clear
demonstration of the heightened insight offered by students at later stages and how this could
potentially affect module design. In particular, the study suggests that widening the scope
may enhance immediate research methods training success, which should in turn lead
undergraduates from research methods to becoming more methodical researchers.
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