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About BERA
The British Educational Research 
Association (BERA) is the home of 
educational research in the United 
Kingdom. We are a membership 
association committed to advancing 
knowledge of education by sustaining 
a strong and high quality educational 
research community.

Together with our members, BERA is 
working to:

• advance research quality

• build research capacity

• foster research engagement.

Since its inception in 1974, BERA 
has expanded into an internationally 
renowned association with both UK 
and non-UK based members. It 
strives to be inclusive of the diversity 
of educational research and 
scholarship, and welcomes members 
from a wide range of disciplinary 
backgrounds, theoretical orientations, 
methodological approaches, sectoral 
interests and institutional affiliations. 
It also encourages the development 
of productive relationships with other 
associations within and beyond the UK.

Aspiring to be the home of all 
educational researchers in the UK, 
BERA provides opportunities for 
everyone active in this field to 
contribute through its portfolio of 
distinguished publications, its world-
class conference and other events, 
and its active peer community 
organised around 30 special interest 
groups. We also recognise excellence 
in educational research through 
our range of awards. In addition to 
our member-focussed activity, we 
aim to inform the development of 
policy and practice by promoting the 
best quality evidence produced by 
educational research.

 

About the BERA Blog
The BERA Blog was established to 
provide research informed content 
on key educational issues in an 
accessible manner. Its aim is to 
produce and promote articles that 
attract policymakers, parents, teachers, 
educational leaders, members of school 
communities, politicians, and anyone 
who is interested in education today. 
It also welcomes the submission of 
research-informed articles from across 
this community.

The blog is edited by a small team 
comprising academic representatives 
chosen by BERA’s Academic 
Publications Committee and the BERA 
office. All content is approved for 
publication by one or more of this 
team. However, the views of the authors 
are their own, and the views expressed 
on the blog (and in this collection) are 
not the official views of BERA.

The Blog is currently curated by the 
editorial team of Gerry Czerniawski, 
Rachel Lofthouse and Alison Fox. 

About BERA Bites
The BERA Bites series presents 
selected articles from the BERA blog 
on key topics in education, presented 
in an easily printable and digestible 
format to serve as teaching and 
learning resources for students and 
professionals in education. Each 
collection features an introduction by 
editors with expertise in the field, and 
each article includes questions for 
discussion, composed by the authors, 
prompting readers to further explore 
the ideas and arguments put forward 
in the original articles.

www.bera.ac.uk
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Editorial

Alison Fox & Carmel Capewell

In this collection, articles from the 

BERA Blog have been gathered 

together to offer contemporary 

insights into educational 

research that informs policy 

and practice, focussed on the 

topic of ‘innovative methods for 

educational research’. We hope 

you find the articles valuable, 

and we encourage you to share 

them with colleagues, students 

and other stakeholders involved 

in formal and informal education. 

Each author has provided 

questions at the end of their texts 

to encourage readers to reflect 

on the issues raised, and which 

you may find useful in seminars, 

tutorials and reading groups.

The collection starts with a 

consideration of participatory 

methods with young children, 

with several authors referring to 

Clark and Moss (2011)’s Mosaic 

approach as useful reading 

in this area. The collection 

also covers different narrative 

approaches, the use of visual 

methods, rethinking observation 

as a method and approaches to 

network mapping, and concludes 

with a reflection on the power 

of metaphor for analysis and 

reporting of research.

The first article, by Karen McInnes, 

makes the case for thinking 

widely and carefully about which 

research methods to use when 

planning child-friendly research 

in the early years. Although the 

early years set the foundations 

for children’s academic learning, 

researching the curriculum 

among this age group raises 

methodological issues. The 

difficulties in defining ‘play’ 

are highlighted by comparing 

child and adult perceptions, 

which raises implications for 

researchers when trying to 

apply a method in order to 

investigate it. The key message 

from Karen’s blog is of the value 

of putting the child at the centre 

of data collection in a respectful 

and ethical way. Rather than 

relying on one method, she 

suggests combining methods, 

and considering the use of visual 

methods as a means of filtering 

out the adult voice, alongside 

observation.
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This proposal links to Helen 

Hanna’s post about using non-

text picture books or graphic 

novels with refugee children 

who have joined a South African 

primary school. Helen explains 

how the book The Arrival by 

Shaun Tan (2006) can act 

as a mirror, a window and a 

sliding door for the children as 

they explore and explain their 

experiences of arriving in their 

current setting. Helen reflects 

on how this study demonstrated 

the benefits of working with 

children in school environments 

in order to bridge a potential 

divide between educational 

research and practice. 

Lindsey Watson takes the active 

role of children in research 

a step further than McInnes, 

by suggesting that children’s 

storytelling is a valuable means 

of accessing their views. She 

suggests that storytelling is 

something with which young 

children are familiar, and that 

using such a method may 

ensure that their perceptions 

are less influenced by adults’ 

voices. This chimes with the 

experiences of Hanna, and offers 

further insights into the ways 

in which children can be more 

active participants in research.

Participatory approaches can 

encompass the involvement of 

different groups of participant. 

Kathryn Spicksley considers 

the use of walking interviews 

as a participatory means of 

investigating how both teachers 

and students interact with the 

space around them in schools. 

While the approach recognises 

potential ethical concerns 

regarding confidentiality when 

discussing sensitive issues, it 

makes a strong case for the 

benefits of real-time data 

collection methods. This provides 

a potential link between the 

storytelling identified by Watson 

and the exploration of the space 

in which they learn and teach.

Continuing the thread on 

narrative approaches to 

research, Penny Amott provides 

a theoretical underpinning for 

what happens when individuals 

tell stories, focussing in her 

article on teachers transitioning 

through their career roles. She 

suggests that stories allow 

an individual to explore their 

own subjective experience 

both to better understand it 

and to gain ‘objective’ insights. 

Penny highlights the ways in 

which an individual’s working 

environment can constrain 

their development of personal 

style. This theoretical approach 
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provides a framework for 

examining the ways in which 

individuals of all ages make 

sense of their experiences and 

perceptions of the situations 

that researchers wish to explore 

with them. 

In the first of two pieces 

about observational methods, 

Christine Howe reports on the 

power of systematic, structured 

observation (in this case across 

72 primary classrooms) to 

challenge normative views of 

classroom activity. The reported 

study provided evidence of a 

much more promising use of 

group work by teachers than 

that reported at the turn of the 

21st century. Christine’s post 

encourages researchers not to 

underestimate the importance 

of gathering a robust evidence 

base before they make 

confident claims about the 

state of play in any particular 

setting or practice that they 

study. Continuing the theme of 

repurposing established methods, 

Kelly Brooker’s article describes 

how adopting an observational 

method originally used to train 

psychotherapists gave her and 

colleagues new ‘eyes’ with which 

to observe their own practice. 

Using the Tavistock method of 

observation in cycles of action 

research in an early years setting 

proved to be powerful means of 

seeing experience from a young 

child’s perspective – one that 

offered new insights as part of 

reflective practice. 

The next two articles focus on 

the power of using methods 

that reveal and analyse 

relationships in educational 

settings. Marc Sarazin’s post 

highlights the lack of research 

that examines the impact of 

policies on school relationships. 

He advocates the use of social 

network analysis to gather 

evidence about the value of 

in-school music programmes 

in order to change such 

relationships and improve 

students’ social standing. By 

revealing the structures of 

relationships within a setting, 

he shows how it is possible to 

illuminate what would otherwise 

be difficult to capture. This 

relates to how people interact 

with and value one another, and 

enables these patterns to be 

held up against aspirations for 

community, collaboration and 

cohesion. Related to this, but 

aimed at revealing relationships 

within online learning settings, 

Diana Tremayne explains her 

discovery of netnography 

as a means of revealing 

relationships. A method of 

entering online settings and 
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undertaking participant 

observation, netnography 

offers a parallel approach to 

more established ethnographic 

methods of studying culture 

and community. 

The final piece focusses on 

the power of metaphor to 

rethink educational practice. 

Alke Gröppel-Wegener asks 

readers to think beyond the 

literal and consider the use 

of metaphors in teaching. 

She raises the important 

issues that students need to 

be encouraged to interpret 

what is said to them, while 

lecturers and teachers need 

to be aware of the need to not 

overcomplicate things when 

explaining complex concepts. 

This post has implications 

not only for thinking about 

new questions for research 

and data collection, but also 

for new possibilities for the 

design, analysis and reporting 

of research.

With this collection we have 

tried to bring together a range 

of approaches and techniques 

that could be useful in both 

teaching and research. Some 

of the studies discussed in 

the articles were not reported 

at the time when they were 

originally published, and you 

may want to read up on more 

of the authors’ work through 

their webpages or social 

media activity. For further 

new ideas on methodological 

innovations in educational 

research, continue to follow the 

BERA Blog, where we expect 

to publish further posts that 

challenge our thinking about 

how research can and should 

be undertaken. 

References
Clark, A. & Moss, P. (2011). Listening to 

Young Children: The Mosaic Approach, 
London: National Children’s Bureau.

Tan, S. (2006) The Arrival. London: 
Hodder.
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***

While you read these blog posts, 

you might also think about your 

own contexts or research. Perhaps 

you would like to contribute a post 

to the BERA Blog, or perhaps when 

you are next at a conference or 

professional development event 

you might come across someone 

who you could encourage to 

write for us (see bera.ac.uk/

submission-policy for details on 

how to submit). Please consider 

interesting methodological 

aspects, issues and approaches 

that would be worth reporting 

more widely, as well as the content 

of studies. As the BERA Blog team 

and their colleagues develop 

these resources we welcome 

feedback that can help us improve 

their quality and accessibility. 

http://www.bera.ac.uk/submission-policy
http://www.bera.ac.uk/submission-policy
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How can the curriculum be 

meaningfully researched when 

you are working with children in 

the early years?1 This was the 

underpinning question of a recent 

presentation on child-friendly 

research in the early years, 

delivered at a recent BERA–BCF 

event.2 UK and international early 

years curricula are, generally, 

play-based, although the value 

and role of play in children’s 

learning and development is 

debated (Pyle, Deluca, & Danniels, 

2017). Researching play within 

1 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/child-friendly-research-
in-the-early-years

This blog was part of a BERA Blog 
‘special issue’ on ‘Researching 
the Curriculum in schools and 
colleges: Practice, professionalism 
and innovation’: see https://www.
bera.ac.uk/blog/researching-
the-curriculum-in-schools-and-
colleges-practice-professionalism-
and-innovation .

2 Researching the Curriculum in schools 
and colleges: Practice, Professionalism 
and Innovation. Conference held at 
the University of Birmingham School, 
Birmingham, UK, 24 February 2018. 
See https://www.bera.ac.uk/event/
researching-the-curriculum-3

the curriculum is problematic 

because of many issues such as 

how to define ‘play’ within the 

curriculum and what constitute 

child-friendly, ethical research 

methods. Research methods 

should be inclusive, respectful 

and beneficial to children, 

and the International Charter 

for Ethical Research Involving 

Children (Graham, Powell, Taylor, 

Anderson, & Fitzgerald, 2013) 

provides a useful framework for 

evaluating different methods.

Much of the research on play 

within the early years curriculum 

is based on observational 

or interview methodology. 

Observation is fundamental to 

early years practice, and early 

years practitioners are skilled 

exponents of this method and its 

variants. However, as a research 

method for observing play in the 

curriculum it can be problematic. 

In relation to knowing what play 

is, how does the researcher know 

that what they are observing 

is play? Even if we can be sure 

1. Child-friendly research 
in the early years

Karen McInnes 1 May 2018
Norland College

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/child-friendly-research-in-the-early-years
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/child-friendly-research-in-the-early-years
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/child-friendly-research-in-the-early-years
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researching-the-curriculum-in-schools-and-colleges-practice-professionalism-and-innovation
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researching-the-curriculum-in-schools-and-colleges-practice-professionalism-and-innovation
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researching-the-curriculum-in-schools-and-colleges-practice-professionalism-and-innovation
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researching-the-curriculum-in-schools-and-colleges-practice-professionalism-and-innovation
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researching-the-curriculum-in-schools-and-colleges-practice-professionalism-and-innovation
https://www.bera.ac.uk/event/researching-the-curriculum-3
https://www.bera.ac.uk/event/researching-the-curriculum-3
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that the phenomenon we are 

observing is play, observer 

effects are possible: how often 

does the adult researcher 

alter the play scenario when 

they observe? Interviewing or 

child conferencing can also be 

problematic, as anyone who 

has attempted to interview a 

three-year-old will know. Talking 

with children needs to involve 

an open and authentic dialogue, 

but language competence and 

cognitive overload can make 

this difficult. Power issues 

between the adult researcher 

and the young child being 

interviewed can also impact 

on the authenticity of any 

dialogue (Flewitt, 2014).

Visual methods have been used 

to research play. Children using 

cameras to take photographs of 

places they can play in, within 

their settings, and then discussing 

them is one such method – one 

that has been used to good effect 

in projects such as the Mosaic 

approach (Clark & Moss, 2011). 

Using this method to unravel 

the significance of a doorknob 

that prevented play in one early 

years setting, unbeknown to the 

adults in the setting, has never 

been forgotten by the author. 

Another photographic method 

that the author has used to 

identify children’s perceptions 

of play was explored during 

her presentation. This method, 

adapted from the activity 

apperception story procedure 

(AASP), has been used to 

repeated good effect (Howard, 

2002; McInnes, 2010). It involves 

children sorting photographs 

according to whether they think 

it shows play or not play. A short 

verbal justification procedure 

then follows.

During the presentation, 

participants sorted some of the 

photographs themselves. This 

demonstrated the difficulties 

in defining what is and is not 

play; discrepancies in adult 

perceptions of play; and the 

similarities and differences 

between adults’ and children’s 

perceptions of play. This is 

important in determining and 

delivering a play-based early 

years curriculum that assumes 

a universal understanding of 

‘When observing play 
there is not universal 
understanding. Young 
children learn through 
play, yet an adult-
initiated activity that 
is construed by the 
adult to be play may 
not be seen as play 
by the child, and 
therefore learning 
may be minimised.’
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play. Differences between adult 

participants’ sorting of the 

photographs showed that when 

observing play there is not a 

universal understanding. Young 

children learn through play, yet 

this sorting activity highlighted 

the difficulties in implementing 

play-based activities for learning 

– an adult-initiated activity that 

is construed by the adult to be 

play may not be seen as play by 

the child, and therefore learning 

may be minimised.

Finally, combining methods can 

be powerful, as demonstrated 

by the Mosaic approach (Clark 

& Moss, 2011). Inspired by this 

approach, using non-participant 

observation and audio-

recorders to record adult–child 

interactions during play can 

provide insight into practitioners’ 

understandings of play, how 

adults influence children’s 

perceptions of play, and the 

types of dialogue that support 

children’s play (McInnes, Howard, 

Miles, & Crowley, 2013). Talking 

to children about their sorting 

choices when using the AASP is 

another example of combining 

methods. Using the photographs 

as a focal point for discussion 

avoids many of the problematic 

issues that can arise when using 

this method with young children.

Overall, child-friendly research in 

the early years is not easy. Ethics 

is the starting point, and ethical 

research – like ethical practice in 

general – needs to be paramount 

and continuous. Traditional 

methods of observation and 

interview have their place, but 

need to be carefully thought 

about to ensure they are 

appropriate and respectful for 

young children. Using visual 

methods can be child-friendly but 

need the same level of scrutiny 

as other methods, and adapting 

and combining methods can be 

especially powerful. In conclusion, 

the take-home message for using 

child-friendly research methods 

in the early years is be creative, 

but be ethical.

References
Clark, A., & Moss, P. (2011) Listening to 

young children: The Mosaic approach. 
London: National Children’s Bureau.

Flewitt, R. (2014). 8. Interviews. In 
Clark, A., Flewitt, R., Hammersley, 
M., & Robb, M. (Eds.), Understanding 
research with children and young 
people (pp.136–153). London: SAGE.

Graham, A., Powell, M., Taylor, N., 
Anderson, D., & Fitzgerald, R. (2013) 
International charter for ethical 
research involving children. Florence: 
UNICEF Office of Research-Innocenti.

Howard, J. (2002) Eliciting young 
children’s perceptions of play, work 
and learning using the activity 
apperception story procedure. 
Early Child Development and Care, 
172: 489–502.
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Further reading
The author recommends two recently 

published research texts to readers 
seeking further support and 
guidance for research in this area.

Nutbrown, C. (2018) Early Childhood 
Educational Research. London: SAGE.

Mukherji, P., & Albon, D. (2018) Research 
Methods in Early Childhood. An 
Introductory Guide. London: SAGE.

Questions for discussion

1. What issues need to be considered to ensure that traditional 

methods, particularly observation and interviews, are 

appropriate and respectful for young children?

2. In both practice and research, how can visual methods be used and 

combined with other methods to ensure that play is properly understood?

3. Reflect on your own understanding of ‘play’, and consider how 

this compares to children’s understanding of play. How might you 

research this in a way that is ethical and respectful towards children?
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This blog post springs from a 

symposium I convened at BERA 

Conference 2018, entitled ‘Using 

creative methods to explore 

complex topics with young 

participants’.3 The symposium 

reflected my growing interest 

in the topical areas of creative 

visual research methods. This post 

focusses on my experimentation 

with the picturebook as a tool 

to promote the inclusion of 

migrant learners in research 

and education in South Africa 

and England.4 My interest in the 

method followed from my concern 

for the ‘gap’ in knowledge – I was 

struck by how, in contrast to the 

amount of research focussing on 

language issues among migrant 

learners (see for example Arnot 

et al., 2014), there was very little 

that explored their broader 

experiences from their own points 

3 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/researchers-drawing-on-
teachers-tools-picturebooks-with-
migrant-learners

4 The South African part of this 
research was funded by a small 
grant from the British Academy.

of view. This motivated me to go 

outside my own comfort zone and 

find other methods of accessing 

such groups. Previous research 

using picturebooks (Arizpe, 

Colomer, & Martínez-Roldán, 2014) 

and frameworks on inclusive 

education (Black-Hawkins, Florian, 

& Rouse, 2007), were my guides.

As a non-teacher, I wanted to 

find out how primary school 

teachers might use wordless 

picturebooks to promote 

discussion in class – after all, 

they are the ones who spend 

seven hours a day with learners. 

I used The Arrival (Tan, 2006) 

as a research tool with migrant 

learners, which I selected partly 

for its lack of words and partly 

for its story – that of a man who 

is forced to leave his family in a 

dangerous country and migrate, 

alone, to an alien and perplexing 

one. The beauty of this book 

was both its accessibility in 

terms of language and its story 

of migration itself, which linked 

with the learners’ own situation.

2. Researchers drawing on teachers’ tools
Picturebooks with migrant learners

Helen Hanna 19 December 2018
Leeds Trinity University

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researchers-drawing-on-teachers-tools-picturebooks-with-migrant-learners
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researchers-drawing-on-teachers-tools-picturebooks-with-migrant-learners
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researchers-drawing-on-teachers-tools-picturebooks-with-migrant-learners
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/researchers-drawing-on-teachers-tools-picturebooks-with-migrant-learners
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The picturebook as 
‘mirror, window and 
sliding glass door’
Rudine Sims Bishop first described, 

beautifully, a book’s potential 

to be a ‘mirror’, a ‘window’ or a 

‘sliding glass door’ (1990). It can 

be a mirror in terms of reflecting a 

child and their world back to them; 

a window onto another world; and 

a sliding glass door through which 

a child can see another world and 

then have the chance to enter.

The learner-researchers were 

quickly absorbed by the weird 

and wonderful world that Tan 

creates. I provided large colour 

copies of certain scenes in the 

book. They stuck post-it notes 

on the copies to indicate two 

things: how they thought the 

man was feeling, and what 

people could do to help him. 

This was a way of harnessing 

their sense of empathy with 

the man, tapping into their own 

experiences of migration and 

allowing ideas around how they 

might wish to be supported to 

come out, without it feeling too 

personal or revealing. It allowed 

the migrant participants to 

show that they are experts on 

their own lives, conveying the 

message that their views and 

experiences matter.

Teachers and researchers 
learning from each other
This work has helped me 

appreciate the potential for 

teachers and researchers to 

learn from each other. When 

working with children, teachers 

and educational researchers 

often face common challenges 

(Kincheloe, 2012). Teachers, 

confronted with a curriculum 

spanning topics from algebra to 

contemporary music, must find 

a way to make ideas relatable, 

accessible and tangible for their 

pupils, to enable their learning 

and attainment. Educational 

researchers, similarly, must also 

find a medium through which 

to approach complex social 

issues and questions with those 

learners who are most affected.

I believe that educational 

researchers like me who do not 

come from a teaching background 

have much to learn from teachers 

who are at the coalface every 

day. And perhaps we researchers 

have something we can share with 

teachers, too, learned through 

our careful and time-consuming 

analysis of our work with diverse 

‘I wanted to find 
out how primary 
school teachers 
might use wordless 
picturebooks to 
promote discussion 
in class.’
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learners – something that teachers 

rarely have the time to do.

In conclusion, I have become 

convinced of two things: that the 

picturebook, a common teaching 

tool in primary schools, offers a 

potentially inclusive research tool; 

and that teachers and educational 

researchers can help each 

other by collaborating to design 

methods that are ‘fit for purpose’.
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Questions

1. What other research methods offer the opportunity to be inclusive 

to different groups of children, young people and adults in research?

2. What can be done to prevent such creative activities feeling like 

schoolwork to the participants?

3. Which research methods could be adapted for use by teachers 

in the classroom?
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Younger children under the 

age of eight are increasingly 

embracing the digital world 

(Mekinc, Smailbegovic, & Kokic, 

2013; Chaudron, Di Gioia, & 

Gemo, 2018).5 My intention at 

the BERA Annual Conference 

was to consider younger 

children’s role within research 

aimed at understanding their 

perceptions of online safety 

(Watson, 2017). Younger children’s 

increased digital engagement 

is recognised and encouraged 

by the government (DfE, 2017), 

alongside an awareness of child 

online safety (Ofsted, 2015). 

Many studies concerned with 

younger children’s online safety 

focus on children’s types of 

digital engagement, safety and 

protection (Chaudron, 2015; 

Holloway, Green, & Livingstone, 

2013). However, as Chaudron 

5 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/what-younger-children-
really-think-and-understand-about-
internet-safety-the-value-of-stories-
and-role-play-as-research-methods

(2015) suggests, younger 

children show little awareness 

of what the internet is and any 

associated risks or benefits 

they may encounter. Does this 

increased digitalisation of younger 

children’s lives, coupled with 

their apparent lack of awareness, 

indicate that more research in 

this area would potentially help 

to shape understandings of child 

online safety? The paucity of 

research on younger children’s 

perceptions of the internet may 

reflect the assumed difficulties 

in research involving children 

(Olfasson, Livingstone, & Haddon, 

2013). However, it is recognised 

that research with children is 

desirable, and that giving them a 

voice enables them to be active 

participants, to be subjects within 

the research as opposed to the 

objects of it (Pinter, Kuchah, & 

Smith, 2013). As younger children’s 

worlds become increasingly 

digitalised, is it time to find out 

more about what they think about 

online safety, and to consider 

3. What younger children really think 
and understand about internet safety
The value of storytelling as a 
research method

Lindsey Watson 24 August 2017
University of Huddersfield
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how this information can be used 

to help keep younger children 

safe online?

What can be done to learn 

more about younger children’s 

perceptions around online 

safety? My ongoing study 

used creative methodologies, 

specifically storytelling, to 

encourage children to act as 

active research participants. 

As we begin to view younger 

children as competent 

research participants, the 

study will examine the impact 

of storytelling in facilitating 

children’s social skills to express 

their views about online safety 

(Quintero, 2010). It is envisaged 

that the social element of 

storytelling will facilitate younger 

children’s participation and 

agency within the research 

through enabling children’s 

multiple voices, while facilitating 

the collection of data on opinions 

and perceptions (Jug & Vilar, 

2015; Lomax, 2012).

As younger children are 

increasingly considered 

competent research participants, 

it is proposed that they be 

encouraged to demonstrate 

their understandings about 

staying safe online. However, 

this raises questions about how 

these understandings can be 

encouraged, and how they can 

be interpreted to help keep 

younger children safe while 

online in the future.
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Questions

1. As the younger child is increasingly considered a competent 

research participant, is it time to encourage them to 

demonstrate their understandings about staying safe online?

2. How can these understandings be encouraged, and how can 

they be interpreted to help keep younger children safe while 

online in the future? 

3. Storytelling is a familiar early childhood education concept. 

Does this familiarity encourage children’s research contributions?
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Last autumn I was lucky enough 

to attend a BERA Postgraduate 

Forum event, the focus of which 

was research methodology.6 It 

was pleasing to see that many of 

the postgraduates in attendance, 

myself included, were planning to 

use data collection tools drawn 

from participatory research 

methods. The innovative research 

tools presented included the use 

of graphic narrative timelines, 

the use of photographic and 

visual data, and the co-creation 

of games or play experiences 

with young participants. 

For researchers influenced by 

theorists who critique the use (and 

abuse) of power, the hierarchy 

inherent within traditional 

educational research methods 

can present a methodological 

6 Postgraduate Symposium Series, 
South Coast: Practical Issues in 
Conducting Educational Research. 
https://www.bera.ac.uk/event/pg2017-1.  
NB: the BERA Postgraduate Forum has 
now been rebranded as the BERA Early 
Career Researcher Network.

Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/walking-interviews-a-
participatory-research-tool-with-legs

challenge. Both quantitative 

questionnaires and qualitative 

interviews can be critiqued as 

constructing the responses of 

the participant in accordance 

with the requirements of an 

‘expert’ researcher. Ethnographic 

observation in particular can feel 

uncomfortable for researchers 

who take a critical perspective on 

power relationships (Foley, 2002). 

Researchers who are theoretically 

squeamish about adopting the 

privileged position of ‘expert 

researcher’ find in participatory 

research methods the possibility 

of an alternative approach. I 

first encountered participatory 

research methods in the Mosaic 

approach of Clark and Moss (2011). 

The Mosaic approach involves 

using collections of visual data 

to research the experiences of 

very young children in childcare 

settings. One research tool 

proposed by the Mosaic approach 

is the ‘tour’ – essentially a walking 

interview, which involves young 

children directing researchers 

on a tour of their setting, while 

4. Walking interviews
A participatory research tool with legs?

Kathryn Spicksley 16 January 2018
Institute of Education, University of Worcester
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BERA Bites: Innovative Methods for Educational Research   |   21

taking photographs of sites 

of special significance. Using 

these photographs in later 

interviews further disrupts the 

traditional power structures 

of the researcher/researched 

relationship, as the participant 

gains significant agency over 

the interview structure and the 

researcher is encouraged to 

engage in a process of ‘making 

the familiar strange’ (Mannay, 

2010, p.91), therefore troubling 

their expert status. However, 

although there is a history of 

using walking interviews when 

conducting educational research 

with young children, educational 

researchers seem less sold on the 

value of walking interviews when 

researching with adults.

My feeling is that walking 

interviews deserve more attention 

in educational research. There 

appear be clear practical benefits 

to researchers who use walking 

interviews as a data collection 

tool. Evidence suggests that they 

are a useful way of engaging with 

those who have little experience 

of participating in research, 

helping to build trust between 

research participants and the 

researcher (Carpiano, 2009). 

Furthermore, walking interviews 

may be a particularly important 

tool for exploring the working 

lives of professionals. Evans and 

Jones (2011) found that walking 

interviews helped to focus 

participants on their professional 

location and working lives, rather 

than on personal narratives. In an 

age when school design enables 

surveillance (Kulz, 2017) and the 

branding of academy chains 

increasingly saturates school 

buildings, walking interviews offer 

an opportunity for educational 

researchers to explore the impact 

that spatial factors have on the 

lives of teachers and students.

Responses to the use of walking 

interviews as a research tool were 

mixed at the Postgraduate Forum 

event. Many of the postgraduate 

researchers present identified 

with the participatory nature of 

the approach. However, practical 

issues were raised about the length 

of interviews, and ethical concerns 

were also voiced about the need 

to conduct sensitive interviews in 

safe and confidential environments 

(which could be compromised by 

walking interviews). 

‘Walking interviews 
help to build trust 
between research 
participants and the 
researcher, and may 
be a particularly 
important tool for 
exploring the working 
lives of professionals.’
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Having not yet started my 

data collection, I am yet to 

determine the extent to which 

these concerns are justified. 

However, the healthy debate 

surrounding the use of walking 

interviews at the event did 

indicate that walking interviews 

are of methodological interest 

to educational researchers, 

particularly those drawn to 

participatory approaches. It 

appears that more research 

in education needs to be 

undertaken using walking 

interviews in order to determine 

whether this particular research 

tool has legs. 
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Questions

1. What are the benefits of walking interviews for research 

participants and researchers?

2. How would you mitigate some of the ethical risks posed by 

walking interviews (for example, the reduction in confidentiality 

and anonymity)?

3. Can you think of a research question for which walking 

interviews would make a particularly useful research tool?
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5. Telling stories
How can narrative practices better 
support education professionals 
during times of transition?

Penny Amott 30 November 2017
UCL Institute of Education

Why is identity problematic 
for teacher educators?
Identity transformation for early-

career teacher educators has 

been shown to be problematic in 

the move from ‘expert teacher’ to 

‘novice teacher educator’ (Murray 

& Male, 2005).7 As individuals 

transition from teacher to teacher 

educator, their teacher identity 

can become a source of ‘credibility’ 

among the student teachers they 

work with, and this can stall the 

development of a more integrated 

identity as a teacher educator 

(Boyd & Harris, 2010).

In my recent article, ‘Identification 

– A process of self-knowing 

realised within narrative practices 

for education professionals during 

times of transition’ (Amott, 2018), 

I argue that induction processes 

for teacher educators within their 

7 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/telling-stories-how-can-
narrative-practices-better-support-
education-professionals-during-
times-of-transition

first few years in role need to 

support them to develop their 

identity as ‘teacher educators’ – 

and that narrative story-telling 

practices are particularly powerful 

means to this end. I also describe, 

from a small-scale study of six 

early-career teacher educations 

that uses an adapted form of 

‘professional life history’, a process 

of ‘identification’ that is evidenced 

during such narrative practices.

Why might narrative 
practices be effective 
in supporting identity 
transformation?
In this blog I present a theoretical 

model that explores and suggests 

answers to this question. This 

is supported by an analysis of 

participants’ narratives from my 

study, presented at the 2017 BERA 

Annual Conference (Amott 2017). 

The model was informed by 

reading the work of Judith Butler 

(1997) and other ‘post-structuralist’ 

literature. From this material I 

was able to derive two distinct 
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binary dimensions or continuums: 

subjectivity/objectivity and 

structure/agency.

Figure 5.1 
A model that considers the 
activation of agency and 
objectivity in the act of story-telling

Agency

Structure/power

Subjectivity Objectivity

2. Telling your story
to know yourself.

4. Telling your story
to bring about 
change.

1.  When no story is 
told: no agency,
no objectivity.

3. Telling your story
to recognise what 
has shaped it.

The first of these dimensions 

suggests that within the narrative 

act an individual may move from 

a subjective to a more objective 

awareness of self. The second 

dimension indicates the tension 

between structures of various 

kinds – those external to the 

individual such as institutions, 

cultures, politics or the internal 

‘unconscious psyche’ – that may 

constrain identity, and the agency 

of an individual in their freedom 

to construct identity as they wish. 

When these two dimensions are 

superimposed on each other they 

provide a framework with which 

to consider a progression that 

may occur within narrative story-

telling that moves an individual 

from a subjective, constrained 

position to a more objective and 

agentive awareness of self. This is 

represented visually in figure 5.1.

The four numbered quadrants 

might indicate the following.

1. When no story is told – no 

agency, no objectivity: before 

the story was told, there was 

only subjective experience 

and the influence of structure/

power on the self. At this 

point the individual lacks 

objectivity and agency.

2. Telling your story to know 

yourself: a decision to tell 

your story is an act of agency, 

seeking to reveal and know the 

subjective experience. In this 

act, the subject is lost and the 

story becomes the object. This 

is a conscious act of critical 

self-reflection.

3. Telling your story to recognise 

what has shaped it: the 

narrative process functions to 

reveal the structures of culture 

and society, or power, that have 

influenced the self and the story.

4. Telling your story to bring 

about change: the narrative 

becomes an agentive act 

when it is constructed with 

a purpose in mind, either to 

effect change in one’s own 

life or to impact upon others’. 
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When a story is shared, 

objective awareness of self 

becomes a tool for agency.

Was this theoretical 
model borne out by the 
participants’ narratives?
In my BERA paper (Amott, 2017), 

which is available online, I provide 

evidence from the narratives of 

these early-career educators that 

appears to substantiate each of 

these elements.

What next?
This model suggests that 

within the story-telling act a 

person gains a more objective 

awareness of self, and that story-

telling is in itself an agentive act 

and thus supportive of identity 

transformation. It also implies 

that agency is increased when 

stories are constructed and 

shared with a wider audience. 

The applicability of the model 

when used in other contexts 

will verify its utility in making 

sense of narrative practices, 

particularly during times of 

professional transition.
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Questions

1. What might be the value of adopting narrative story-telling approaches 

in supporting education professionals during times of transition?

2. What might be the possible contexts for narrative story-telling? 

Examples might include the induction into a new role of teacher 

educators or other professionals, annual appraisal/self-review 

processes, and self-research using narrative approaches.

3. How might this model be applied to research in research – for 

example, how might it be applied to other narrative data sets?
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6. Group work in primary classrooms
No longer a waste of time

Christine Howe 9 May 2018
University of Cambridge

During the 50 years since the 

Plowden report, policy with 

regard to small-group activity 

in English primary schools has 

undergone repeated change.8 

However, images of practice 

remain constant: they depict 

primary school pupils as 

typically seated in groups, but 

seldom working productively as 

groups. Independent activity is 

apparently the norm even when 

teachers ask for collaboration, 

and dialogue is said to be low-

level and often off-task. Yet the 

research endorsing such images 

was conducted over 20 years 

ago (see Galton, Hargreaves, 

Comber, Wall, & Pell, 1999). Since 

then we have learned a lot about 

the conditions for successful 

group work (see Howe & Mercer, 

2007), and there have been 

large-scale attempts to promote 

these (see for instance Dawes, 

Mercer, & Wegerif, 2003; Kutnick 

& Blatchford, 2013).

8 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/group-work-in-primary-
classrooms-no-longer-a-waste-of-time

So what is the situation now? 

Does primary school group-work 

still fall short of the optimum? 

Here, we report data suggesting 

a much more positive picture.

The data were collected for an 

ESRC-funded project (the team 

for which consisted of myself, 

Sara Hennessy, Neil Mercer, 

Maria Vrikki and Lisa Wheatley) 

that revolves around 72 year-6 

classrooms.9 Situated in London, 

the home counties, East Anglia, 

the Midlands and Yorkshire, 

and encompassing urban and 

rural locations, the classrooms 

were socioeconomically and 

ethnically diverse: between 0 

and 100 per cent of pupils were 

eligible for free school meals, 

with a mean of 19.3 per cent; and 

between 0 and 96 per cent were 

from minority ethnic backgrounds, 

with a mean 32.6 per cent. 

Two lessons were recorded in 

each classroom: that is, two of 

mathematics, English and science. 

9 https://www.educ.cam.
ac.uk/research/projects/
classroomdialogue/
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Whenever a session of group 

work was initiated, one group was 

observed following procedures 

adapted from those described 

in Kutnick and Blatchford (2013). 

Groups were selected at random, 

apart from choosing different 

groups for each session to ensure 

representativeness. 

Table 6.1 
The 10 scales against which 
groups’ overall quality were rated

All pupils were involved in 
the group work interactions

Groups do not split into 
sub-groups

There was a significant 
amount of pupil-pupil 
on-task talk

Pupils showed a positive 
attitude towards working 
together in a group

Group interaction involved 
sharing and building on 
each other’s ideas

Group interaction involved 
justified reasoning

Group interaction involved 
constructive evaluation of 
each other’s ideas

Pupils tried to reach 
consensus or compromise

Group work involved 
productive discussion 
and/or conflict

Group work roles were 
not detrimental to pupil 
group working

Rating: 1 = Not true, 2 = Partly true, 
3 = Very true

In total, 386 sessions of group work 

were observed (with between 

0 and 8 sessions occurring per 

lesson); each session lasted 

between 1 and 42 minutes (with a 

mean of 6.47 minutes). The number 

of sessions and mean duration did 

not differ across school subjects. 

Pairs were involved in 178 sessions, 

with the remainder divided among 

groups of three (N=79), four 

(N=75), five (N=29), six (N=24), 

and seven (N=1); group size was 

unrecorded in one case. Mixed 

attainment levels were present 

in 312 groups, with the remainder 

either all low-attainment (N=18), 

all medium-attainment (N=18), 

all high-attainment (N=23) or 

composition unknown (N=15). In 

terms of gender, 84 groups were 

all-male, 101 were all-female, 

200 were mixed-sex, and in one 

case gender composition was 

unrecorded. All 386 sessions 

involved groups being asked to 

work together; on no occasion was 

so-called ‘peer tutoring’ requested 

– that is, where one pupil has to 

instruct their partner.

Researchers noted whenever 

ideas were proposed, elaborated, 

justified or opposed, or consensus 

was achieved. They then rated the 

group’s overall quality using the 

scales tabulated in table 6.1. The 

higher the rating on each scale, 

the more the group complied 
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with what research shows to be 

productive activity. During prior 

training, the researchers achieved 

81 per cent agreement over ratings.

Ratings were averaged across 

the 10 scales to obtain composite 

indices of quality. Averaging 

these composites across the 386 

group-work sessions produced 

an overall mean of 2.36 (out of 

a theoretical maximum of 3.00), 

with no statistically significant 

differences as a function of group 

size, attainment composition, 

gender composition or school 

subject. Of the 72 classrooms, 

58 obtained means of over 2.00 

when their own composite scores 

were averaged, and only five 

obtained means below 1.75.

The key message from this 

study is that far from being 

of poor quality, group work 

in contemporary English 

classrooms typically measures 

very well against research-driven 

standards. This message carries 

significant implications for policy, 

practice and future research.
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Questions

1. Why do you think classroom group work is still widely thought to 

be a waste of time?

2. What do you think can be done to ensure that classroom group 

work is always productive?

3. How do you think the research tools described here can be 

adapted to support teacher monitoring of classroom group work?
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7. Observing to understand
Using a Tavistock style of observation 
to support reflective practice

Kelly Brooker 19 July 2017
Barnet Early Years Alliance

The Tavistock method of infant 

observation has developed 

since its original use by 

Esther Bick in 1948 as a tool 

to train psychotherapists at 

the Tavistock Clinic.10 It is 

now widely used across many 

professions and is increasingly 

seen as an effective method 

for researching young 

children’s development. Before 

undertaking the Tavistock 

method of observation I was 

confident that, as an early 

years teacher, I had been 

observing children closely for 

many years, and in truth I did 

not expect to be surprised 

by what I learned. However, 

my experience was both 

unexpectedly and intensely 

moving – resulting, quite 

dramatically, in what Miller 

(2011, p.239) so aptly refers to 

as ‘a disturbance in the mind’.

10 Original blog post: https://www.bera.ac.uk/
blog/observing-to-understand-using-
the-tavistock-method-of-observation-to-
support-reflective-practice

What is the Tavistock 
Observation Method?
The Tavistock Observation 

Method trained psychoanalytical 

child psychotherapists through 

longitudinal study of an infant in 

the home environment. The role 

of the observer is to immerse 

herself in the interactions that 

take place between the infant 

and others present. Rustin (2009, 

p.30) defines the intention of 

‘being present in the moment 

as fully as possible, open to 

perceiving as much as possible’. 

A clear characteristic of the 

observation method is that no 

notes, photos or videos are taken 

by the observer but, instead, 

a report or transcript of the 

observation is written up as 

soon as possible afterwards for 

discussion. The transcript aims 

to encapsulate not only what 

was seen, but significantly what 

was felt by the observer – the 

emotions, thoughts and feelings 

that were evoked. This is a central 

aspect of the method which, 

rather than relying on external 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/observing-to-understand-using-the-tavistock-method-of-observation-to-support-reflective-practice
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/observing-to-understand-using-the-tavistock-method-of-observation-to-support-reflective-practice
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/observing-to-understand-using-the-tavistock-method-of-observation-to-support-reflective-practice
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indicators, seeks to understand 

internal emotional states.

Leaders of early learning 
at BEYA: Action research
At Barnet Early Years Alliance 

(BEYA), we collaborate with 

schools and early years settings 

to engage in action research to 

inform practice. We carried out a 

series of Tavistock observations 

within our settings to consider the 

usefulness of the approach, and 

its possible adaptation for wider 

use across early years practice.

Initial challenges
An initial common concern 

when starting to use the 

Tavistock Observation Method 

is the lack of any note-taking 

or use of video. Practitioners 

are unconvinced that they 

will remember enough detail 

without the luxury of notes to 

refer to, or a rewind button. 

However, after just one 

observation, we recognised the 

depth of observation that the 

method afforded. As is stated 

by Jackson (2008),

‘The camera might offer an 

“objective” record of what 

is taking place, but the 

observer’s psychic lens with 

all its unconscious processing 

of the experience reveals 

the developing world of the 

infant with an emotional 

truth, the nature of which 

cannot be rivalled.’ (p.123)

Another concern and potential 

challenge is the time needed 

to carry out an observation. 

A Tavistock observation involves 

observing a child for at least 

30 minutes. Practitioners 

questioned the feasibility of 

doing so without interruption 

or affecting behaviour. 

What we found out
The experience of carrying out 

these observations was impactful 

for every practitioner in both 

shared and differing ways. 

They led to a greater insight 

into individual children, as well 

as deep consideration of our 

environment and practice as 

experienced by the children. 

We felt as though we had walked 

in the children’s shoes, and 

seen the world through their 

eyes. After an observation of a 

child described as exhibiting 

‘challenging behaviour’, a 

reception teacher said, ‘We saw 

a child who was lonely, desperate 

to be liked, desperate to have 

friends, desperate for attention 

but unable and unsure how to 

achieve this’. Other practitioners 

introduced simple yet essential 

improvements such as more 

softness in the baby room.
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A year on from our initial 

research, a Tavistock-style of 

observation has become an 

integral part of our weekly 

staff meetings at BEYA, with 

observations being carried out 

by our members of staff. We use 

a cycle of reflective strategies – 

video reflections, pedagogical 

documentation and a Tavistock-

style observation – that have 

significantly enhanced our deep 

observation and reflection about 

children and childhood.

In our current attainment-

driven educational system, 

with its pervasive emphasis 

on predetermined outcomes, 

the Tavistock method offers 

the potential and the privilege 

of gaining insight into of the 

internal world and emotional 

states of young children. We 

have become ardent advocates.
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Questions

1. Why is observation so critical when working with young children?

2. How can observation support reflective practice?

3. What is your view on outcome-led assessments in early 

years education?
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Some decades ago, several studies 

advanced an unexpected answer 

to an age-old question: schools do 

not help students improve their 

social positions (see for example 

Coleman et al., 1966).11 This shocked 

the educational community. If 

schools were already breeding 

student subcultures that could cut 

adolescents off from adult society 

(Coleman, 1961), then what positive 

effects were they having?

Responses soon abounded. 

Scholars found that schools did 

actually make a difference in terms 

of social mobility and learning 

social skills, and that some aspects 

of school environments – such 

as school culture and student 

connectedness and attitudes – 

mattered in particular (Reynolds 

et al., 2014; Thapa, Cohen, Guffey, 

& Higgins-D’Alessandro, 2013). 

Interest in these factors only 

strengthened as concerns about 

school violence and bullying grew.

11 Original blog post: https://www.bera.ac.uk/
blog/understanding-social-transformation-
and-school-environments-through-social-
network-analysis

8. Understanding social transformation 
and school environments through 
social network analysis

Marc Sarazin 30 January 2019
University of Oxford 

These factors point to one 

fundamental idea: relationships in 

schools matter. Relationships don’t 

just give rise to connectedness 

and many aspects of school 

culture – they can also influence 

students’ attitudes (Brechwald & 

Prinstein, 2011), and are necessarily 

involved in conflicts and social 

skills training.

It follows that sets of relationships 

in schools, or school social 

environments, are of paramount 

importance. However, surprisingly 

little is known about how 

educational policies and practices 

affect them. Instead, scholars 

often examine how policies affect 

related outcomes, neglecting 

the power of relationships in 

mediating these outcomes.

Thankfully, tools exist that are 

ideally suited for studying 

relationships and school social 

environments: those of social 

network analysis (SNA). Crucially, 

with SNA not only can you 

measure individual relationships, 

you can also understand how 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/understanding-social-transformation-and-school-environments-through-social-network-analysis
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/understanding-social-transformation-and-school-environments-through-social-network-analysis
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they come together to shape 

properties of social environments. 

Thus, you can understand 

patterns in negative relationships 

in schools, or whether policies 

tend to promote relationships 

that foster desired outcomes. You 

can also study another important 

aspect of social transformation: 

whether school practices affect 

students’ social standing with 

their peers or other people.

My research addresses these 

issues, both in schools and music 

programmes (Sarazin, 2017, 

2018). Among other questions, 

it asks, ‘How do educational 

practices impact on school 

social environments?’, and, ‘Can 

school-based music programmes 

foster social cohesion and enable 

students to improve their social 

positions in their schools?’ 

Using SNA, it finds that school 

practices can produce distinctive 

patterns in student friendships 

and dislikes, and can even foster 

simultaneous concentrations of 

both relationships. It also reveals 

that the power of in-school music 

programmes to give students 

the resources to improve their 

social standing can be powerfully 

shaped by existing policies and 

processes in schools.

SNA can do far more than 

the above, however. Scholars 

have used it to study cross-

community integration (Blaylock, 

Hughes, Wölfer, & Donnelly, 

2018), understand peer-based 

pedagogies (Dingyloudi & 

Strijbos, 2018), and even design 

interventions to reduce school 

conflict (Paluck, Shepherd, & 

Aronow, 2016). Anything that 

connects two entities (such as 

persons or institutions), or is 

sent from one entity to another, 

can be investigated using SNA. 

Social networks, therefore, have 

a great deal of potential for 

brokering understandings of 

school social environments and 

social transformation.
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Questions

1. If you could measure one type of relationship among all 

people in a school of your choice, what relationship would 

that be, and what would you do with that information?

2. Which relationships should schools try to measure in order 

to understand what drives their students’ academic and 

social outcomes?

3. What practices and policies are likely to promote the 

relationships we want in schools?
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9. Netnography
Exploring ‘innovative’ approaches 
to research

Diana Tremayne 24 July 2018
Leeds Beckett University

My PhD focusses on how online 

teacher-learning communities 

may support professional 

development.12 As a relatively 

new researcher I was aware 

that, to address the subject, I 

needed to build my awareness 

of research methods. In the 

first few months I attended 

a range of training events, 

including a fascinating session 

on ethnography, but early on I 

somehow began to assume that 

I would be conducting a case 

study, and started looking more 

closely at this approach.

However, at various points over 

the next few months the term 

‘netnography’ kept popping up, 

and my interest was piqued. It 

seemed to have particular links 

with marketing, which didn’t 

relate to my own study, but I 

decided to find out more by 

reading Netnography: Redefined 

by Robert Kozinets (2015).

12 Original blog post: https://www.bera.ac.uk/
blog/netnography-exploring-innovative-
approaches-to-research

A variety of terms are used 

for ethnographic approaches 

to online or digitally focussed 

studies, from online and virtual 

ethnography to netnography 

(Hine, 2017), but it appears 

that uncertainty over their use 

is common (Kozinets, 2013). 

The term ‘netnography’ was 

first adopted by Kozinets in 

the 1990s, and he argues that 

online and digital ethnography 

are generic terms, whereas 

netnography follows more 

specific procedures with 

clearer guidelines throughout 

the research process (2013).

An up-to-date definition of 

netnography states that it is:

‘the name given to a 

specific set of related data 

collection, analysis, ethical 

and representational 

research practices, where a 

significant amount of the data 

collected and participant-

observational research 

conducted originates in and 

manifests through the data 

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/netnography-exploring-innovative-approaches-to-research
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/netnography-exploring-innovative-approaches-to-research
https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/netnography-exploring-innovative-approaches-to-research
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shared freely on the Internet, 

including mobile applications.’

Kozinets, 2015: 79

This fitted well with my own study, 

which focusses on a Twitter-based 

education community in which 

I was already a participant. I 

continued to explore the approach 

and found that it resonated with 

the work I had already undertaken.

It appears that there is 

a tendency to distrust or 

question the rigour of newer 

methodological approaches, 

while simultaneously criticising 

the over-proceduralisation of 

some research methods (Wiles, 

Bengry-Howell, Crow, & Nind, 

2013). However, netnography has 

been adopted across a range 

of disciplines, from tourism to 

education, and its openness to 

opportunities for co-creation 

and the sharing and checking 

of data with the communities 

studied is significant (Costello, 

McDermott, & Wallace, 2017).

In Kozinets’ updated work on 

netnography (2015) he identifies 

12 phases to the research 

process, including introspection, 

interaction, immersion and 

interpretation. This may seem 

a perfect example of over-

proceduralising things, but from 

another perspective it gives 

the researcher a helpful guide 

or pattern to consider. Having 

already undertaken some of 

my planning, and given much 

consideration to ethical issues, I 

found that my project was fitting 

naturally into these phases rather 

than being constrained by them.

For me, Kozinets’ focus on 

active participation and 

reflection in the process is 

particularly important, and is 

something that he has stressed 

as an alternative to more 

passive ‘big data’ approaches. 

Netnography foregrounds 

serious consideration of the 

ethical challenges of online 

research – from questions of 

what is public or private, to 

those of consent and anonymity. 

While this is not exclusive to 

a netnographic approach, it 

is clearly a key consideration 

as far as Kozinets (2015) is 

concerned. In my own research 

I have tried to highlight my role 

as participant-researcher, and 

to talk about the project openly 

with participants, particularly 

via Twitter and my blog. This 

openness and clear desire to 

‘do no harm online’ (Kozinets, 

2015) is significant when one 

considers the fact that many 

Twitter-based studies make no 

mention of ethical issues at all 

(Zimmer and Proferes, 2014).
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It’s also clear that netnography 

is not a static approach, but 

rather one that is developing 

alongside our ever-changing use 

of social media, and in response 

to Kozinets’ reflection on his 

previous work and the critiques 

of others (Kozinets, 2015). This is 

something that he has recently 

highlighted himself.

Figure 9.1 
Tweet by Robert Kozinets, 
22 May 2018

Although netnography seems 

to fit the bill in terms of helping 

to answer my own research 

questions, I expect to encounter 

challenges as I work through the 

next stages of my research and 

revisit those already undertaken. 

Having a clear framework to 

support this process is incredibly 

helpful to me as a newer 

researcher, as is the advice and 

experience of others.
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Questions

1. If you are considering using a newer or ‘alternative’ methodology 

such as netnography, which may have fewer resources to draw on, 

how can you best decide if that methodology is appropriate for 

your own study?

2. Robert Kozinets issued a request to those using a netnographic 

approach to take note of his more recent work on the subject. 

To what extent should researchers consider the wishes of those 

with key roles in developing methodological approaches?

3. What are your thoughts on the question of what is private and 

public in online research? How important do you feel it is that 

your stance as a researcher is congruent with your perspective 

as a (potential) participant?
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10.  Metaphorically speaking…

Alke Gröppel-Wegener 20 June 2016
Staffordshire University

I am currently reviewing some 

guidance as to how to make 

lecturing notes and teaching 

materials as accessible as 

possible.13 It is, of course, 

important to be as accessible-

to-all as possible, but I am 

troubled by something that I have 

come across both in the course 

of this review and previously, 

which is the recommendation 

(or even requirement) to avoid 

metaphorical language.

In principle I can understand 

this. If, during a tutorial to hear 

ideas from a student, I open 

the discussion by saying ‘hit 

me’, I don’t want to be literally 

hit – I want to be wowed by 

ideas. I have dealt with enough 

students to know that this is not 

necessarily clear to all of them. 

Consequently, I do try to avoid 

that type of language.

However, I also find metaphors 

and analogies incredibly useful 

when explaining things, and I am 

worried that that is something 

likely to be included in this ‘ban’. 

13 Original blog post: https://www.bera.
ac.uk/blog/metaphorically-speaking

I predominantly teach art, media 

and design students how to write 

(very basic) academic essays, 

and I needed to find a way to 

engage them in this practice 

which seems to be inherently 

abstract to most of them. My 

solution has been to develop a 

number of visual analogies to 

make academic practice, which 

is so often hidden in abstraction, 

visible to them.

Metaphors have been described 

as ‘the most primitive, most 

elusive, and yet amazingly 

informative objects of analysis’ 

(Sfard, 1998, p.4) However, 

they are not just an analytical 

tool – they also provide an 

avenue to synthesis. Feinstein 

(1982, p.45), for example, 

makes the point that,

‘[m]aking sense of experience 

and its products comes 

about as we interact with our 

environment in our attempts 

to comprehend, construct, and 

convey literal and metaphoric 

meaning. The core of those 

attempts is the fundamental 

act of symbolic transformation.’

https://www.bera.ac.uk/blog/metaphorically-speaking
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BERA Bites: Innovative Methods for Educational Research   |   41

Metaphors are such an important 

thinking tool because they can be 

used not just in communicating 

with others, but first and foremost 

in communicating with yourself, 

giving you a starting point for 

your own analysis of the situation. 

Feinstein (1982, p.45) argues that,

‘metaphor urges us to look 

beyond the literal, to generate 

associations and to tap new, 

different or deeper levels of 

meaning. The metaphoric 

process reorganizes and 

vivifies; it synthesizes often 

disparate meanings. In this 

process, attributes of one 

entity are transferred to 

another by comparison, 

by substitution, or as a 

consequence of interaction.’

So if I want students to think 

about whether a secondary source 

is appropriate to use at degree 

level, I ask them to think about 

these sources as sea creatures 

living in an academic ocean that 

is full of such sources that live at 

different levels. Some live in the 

shallows – these they should not 

use; some live in the depths, and 

it is much better to use those. 

This reorganises their approach 

to sources, which is very often 

just based on content (so easy 

to come by through a quick 

search on a search engine), and 

encourages them to think about 

the types of sources as well.

Figure 10.1 
‘The Fishscale of Academicness’

Illustration by Josh Filhol

From student feedback on my 

teaching over the last couple 

of years I know two things: that 

some students don’t make the 

link between the analogy and 

the academic practice (‘Why do 

you keep talking about fish?’), 

and that some students not 

only understand this but find it 

incredibly useful, singling out 

these sessions as the most useful 

aspects of the module. If I had 

to put numbers on it, I would 

say that 75 per cent find this 

way of learning helpful, while 

10 per cent absolutely hate it. 

So, cutting it from my teaching 

in favour of a ban on metaphors 

would actually make this subject 

harder for a significant portion 

of students! Some of them are 

baffled by plain English and 

straightforward explanations 

of academic conventions, such 

as the necessity to embed a 
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quotation, but are quite happy 

to think of a quote as a button 

that needs to be properly 

fastened to a garment. Wouldn’t 

the cutting of metaphoric 

explanations and visuals 

disadvantage these students?

I’m not arguing for having 

either/or, but I believe that a 

combination is reasonable, in 

the spirit of explaining important 

things repeatedly and in as 

many different ways as possible. 

I will not necessarily be getting 

rid of metaphorical language. 

What is the balance we should 

strike in our teaching so that 

we don’t lose the potential of 

metaphor in learning?
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Questions

1. What abstract concepts can you think of teaching which have been, 

or could be, explained using an everyday analogy or metaphor?

2. Do you think that there is a difference between metaphorical 

language and the use of specific metaphors to explain things?

3. What potential can you see for metaphor to inform the design, 

analysis and/or reporting of research about teaching and learning?
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