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Abstract 

Purpose - To investigate, and illustrate, the potential relationships between doctoral students’ life 

histories and educational experiences and their methodological understanding and assumptions. 

Methodology/Design - The qualitative research design consisted of life history interviews with 9 

doctoral researchers in the UK in disciplines relating to the social sciences.  

Findings - The study indicated that the students’ methodological assumptions may be understood 

as a socially constructed product of their life histories and academic experiences. Experiences of 

postgraduate research training were presented as having the potential to unlock the 

methodological consciousness required to re-frame these experiences, improve understanding and 

resolve methodological conflict. 

Originality - This paper provides an insight into the complex nature of the development of 

methodological understanding and a provocation for considering methodological becoming 

through the lens of socialisation. This may have utility for both doctoral students and educators.   

Keywords - methodological journeys, philosophy of research, reflexivity, research methodology, 

doctoral education, postgraduate education     

Paper Type – Research Paper 

 

Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to investigate, and illustrate, the potential relationships between 

doctoral students’ methodological assumptions and their life histories and academic experiences. 

The paper draws on narrative data from a doctoral study which utilised life history inquiry 

methods to explore the experiences and perceptions of nine doctoral students in the United 

Kingdom. 

The concept of ‘methodological becoming’ captures the developmental and emergent nature of 

individual methodological assumptions and understanding in academic research (Houston et al, 

2010; Mountz et al, 2003). As part of this ‘becoming’, it is clear that the doctoral process has a 

significant role to play, introducing new methodological questions (Drake and Heath, 2010) and 

relatively unique expectations of ‘methodological self-consciousness’ (Newbury, 2003). For 

doctoral students, selecting a methodological approach is frequently highlighted as one of the 
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most significant challenges encountered (Probert, 2006; Nagel et al., 2015), requiring careful 

consideration of personal philosophies to develop a framework for a rigorous piece of scholarship 

(Maykut and Morehouse, 2002). The view of methodology as the philosophy of research is 

subject to considerable commentary, guidance, and debate (Lather, 2007; Lincoln et al. 2011; 

Pring 2005) which may support students’ thinking, yet understanding of the personal factors 

which influence the individual assumptions held by doctoral students is limited. Empirical 

research about doctoral students’ methodological becoming largely consists of auto-ethnographic 

accounts (Probert, 2006; Quaye, 2007; Abaeian, 2018) or studies which specifically focus on the 

impact of research methods teaching (Coronel Llamas and Boza, 2011; Daniel et al., 2018; Nind 

et al, 2019). Whilst there appears to be an openness to the idea that the construction of 

philosophical assumptions and values in other affective dimensions, such as leadership 

(Sparrowe, 2005) or pedagogy (Hayler and Moriaty, 2017), may be researched as part of broader 

narratives, the concept of construction of methodological assumptions is frequently restricted to a 

more domain-specific viewpoint in empirical studies (Muis et al., 2006). From this perspective, 

the development of individual methodological assumptions at doctoral level is at risk of being 

interpreted as limited to the influence of supervisors (Moxham et al., 2013) and/or taught 

programmes (Coronel Llamas and Boza, 2011). Focusing on a study which explored doctoral 

students’ methodological journeys, this paper seeks to challenge this notion, provoking 

consideration of the doctoral process as part of a more complex, socially constructed, journey of 

methodological becoming. 

This paper focuses on the first stage of the study, which explored the following research question: 

- How do doctoral researchers’ individual life histories and experiences of postgraduate 

training appear to influence their methodological understanding? 

The concept of ‘methodological journeys’ was used to explore the experiences and perceptions of 

nine doctoral researchers in disciplines within the social sciences. This concept was framed by 
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paradigmatic understandings of methodology (Lather, 2006) and theories of socialisation (Berger 

and Luckman, 1966). Using a qualitative approach, life history inquiry was employed to explore 

the students’ journeys, focusing on their methodological understandings in the context of their 

personal, professional, and academic experiences. Whilst it is accepted that the findings cannot be 

generalised, this paper is intended to act as a provocation for doctoral students and educators, 

based on the assumption that interpretative findings may be useful for relating and applying to 

experience and research in other settings (Bryman, 2008).  

A key consideration in relation to the contribution of the study, is that broader contextualisation of 

students’ methodological understanding, and an acknowledgement of the diversity of student 

experience (Daniel et al., 2018) may have utility for those involved in delivering doctoral 

programmes. In the context of a growing expectation that doctoral routes will include direct 

teaching of research methods (Nind et al, 2019) there remains a debate regarding the extent to 

which this should address exploration of methodologies, as opposed to being limited primarily to 

practical methods and skills (Daniel et al., 2018, Onwugebugie and Leach 2005; Lather 2006). 

This paper aims to highlight doctoral students’ perceptions of the significance of developing 

methodological understanding. 

For doctoral students, it is also relevant to consider this study in the context of increasing value 

for the practice of reflexivity (Hsiung, 2008) and self-reflection (Gardner et al, 2017) in research. 

Reflexivity may be understood as utilising the opportunity to consider and contextualise the 

researcher’s lens (Yao and Vital, 2018) and includes the need for ‘self-awareness’ and 

‘consciousness’ of individual and cultural perspective (Patton, 2002). It has been asserted that 

more guidance and support (Yao and Vital, 2018; Gardner et al., 2017) is required to support 

students in ‘doing’, as opposed to valuing, reflexivity (Mauthner and Doucet, 2003). This paper 

may provide some illustrations and provocations in this area. 
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Literature Review 

Conceptual Framework – The Researcher as Philosopher 

The terms ‘methods’ and ‘methodology’ are often, unhelpfully, used interchangeably when 

discussing academic research (Cohen et al., 2013). Whilst methods may be understood as the 

practical ‘techniques’ and ‘tools’ applied in research, methodology can be differentiated as the 

study which explores the ‘assumptions’ and ‘practices’ behind these (Bryman, 2008). 

Methodology is therefore concerned with the ‘rationale and justification’ (Stierer and Antoniou, 

2004, p.278) for the selection of research methods. Chilisa and Kawulich (2012) propose that this 

rationale is the product of a ‘convergence’ of a variety of decisions or questions, relating to 

factors including theoretical framework, value systems, and philosophical positioning. In 

particular, it is this personal philosophical positioning, conceptualised as an emergent and 

affective dimension of doctoral students’ developing understanding, which was the focal point for 

this study. Fundamental to this idea are understandings of the researcher’s awareness and 

positioning in relation to ontological and epistemological postulates (Lincoln et al., 2011). The 

concept of ontology concerns assumptions about the nature of ‘social reality’ (Cohen et al., 2013), 

whilst epistemology as the ‘theory of knowledge’ (Audi, 2010) concerns assumptions and 

understandings of what can be ‘known’ about this. If we understand an individual’s methodology 

as reflecting their personal philosophy of the ‘science of research’ (Kothari 2004) then this may 

be framed as being connected to, or a product of, their understanding of social reality and 

knowledge.  

As a basis for understanding, the potential contrast between the possible extremes of thinking in 

each of these areas is exemplified relatively efficiently by Burrell and Morgan’s (1979) classic 

conceptual model. The ‘subjective-objective continuum’ presents an ontological spectrum, 

ranging from realism to nominalism, parallel to an epistemological spectrum ranging from 

positivism to anti-positivism. The ontological extremes involve an individual viewing reality as 
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either an external feature ‘imposing itself on… consciousness’ (Cohen et al., 2013, p.8) or an 

internal product of consciousness itself. The related epistemological extremes involve holding the 

assumption either that hard ‘factual’ knowledge can be collected about this reality or that 

knowledge of social reality can only ever be a subjective construct. In the context of research, the 

model theorises that a researcher’s broad philosophical ‘world view’ influences where on the 

ontological spectrum they situate their interpretation of social reality, which in turn determines 

their assumptions about what can be ‘known’ about it and the practical way in which they set 

about researching it (Burrell and Morgan, 1979). Hitchcock and Hughes (1995, p.21) suggest that 

this is a process of ontological views ‘giving rise’ to epistemological and likewise on to 

methodological. 

Scotland (2012) outlines that research ‘paradigms’ then bring together, epistemology, ontology, 

methodology, and methods, capturing specific approaches and frameworks for research. From this 

perspective, methodological becoming might be understood as developing, and reflecting on, 

personal philosophy to find a methodological ‘home’ (Tracy and Munoz, 2011). Lather’s (2006) 

exploration of a paradigmatic chart reflects this understanding, identifying statements and 

metaphors for each of the aspects Scotland (2012) highlights, to reflect the position of four 

established paradigms: positivism, interpretivism, critical theory, and deconstructivism. This 

conceptualises a paradigmatic spectrum, progressing from positivism, which is outlined as seeing 

reality as ‘objective and found’ and truth as ‘one’, to interpretivism, which is understood as 

holding reality as subjective and assuming ‘many truths’ exist. In turn critical theory is framed as 

seeing reality and knowledge as constructed on the ‘basis of power’ and deconstructivism 

characterised as seeing reality as ‘unknowable’ and questioning the very nature of truth.  

An adapted version of this chart (see Table 1), which also acknowledged Feilzer’s (2010) 

discussion of ‘pragmatism as paradigm’, was utilised in the interviews to provoke discussion and 

provide a frame for the understanding of methodology within the study. The inclusion of 
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pragmatism as a paradigm was significant in that it resolved the potential for conflict between the 

study’s paradigmatic understanding and the potential for some of the students to understand 

methodology from a pragmatic perspective. Whilst recognising the significance, and 

interconnectedness, of personal, practical and contextual factors in methodological decisions 

(Gorard, 2002), the use of this provocation also reflected a specific focus on philosophical 

assumptions as foundational to personal ‘standpoints’ for methodology (Chilisa and Kawulich, 

2012).  In this regard, paradigmatic understandings were utilised to explore methodological 

becoming as arising from internal philosophy and thought (Bernauer 2012), distinct from, but 

connected to, broader contextual considerations in applying this to specific research. This focus 

on personal philosophy, and learning, privileged individual becoming and identity, which is 

significant in the context of existing work which places more emphasis on experiences of 

selection and application within a specific programme or context (e.g. Coronel Llamas and Boza, 

2011; Daniel et al, 2018).      

Table 1 

Whilst conceptual models helped to frame the study, it was also acknowledged that frameworks 

and paradigms which illustrate complex concepts, particularly on the basis of ‘opposing 

positions’ can over-simplify and create a ‘false dualism’ (Pring, 2005). As Lather highlights, 

whilst such models have utility, we risk over simplification in considering a process of complex 

becoming ‘against the limits of conceptual frameworks’ (Lather, 2006, p. 40). Whilst 

paradigmatic understandings provide a provocation for exploring the ‘messiness’ of the 

philosophy of research, we should remain conscious of the wider spectrum of ideas and challenge 

the attraction of ‘tidy binaries’ (Lather, 2006). With this in mind, the study explored the students’ 

understanding, response and identification with these ideas, but was not a process of simply 

seeking to quantify methodological perspectives with specific labels. The paradigms and 

approaches the students referred to themselves are provided to support contextualisation.  
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Theoretical Foundations - Socialisation 

In an effort to develop new insights into doctoral students’ methodological becoming, this study 

utilised the concept of socialisation as a lens for interpreting methodological journeys. 

Socialisation is the broad term used to conceptualise the lifelong process individuals go through 

in order to learn, and to adapt their behaviours, in accordance with the social group and structures 

around them. This may include the acquisition of values, ideologies, and norms of a particular 

society or group (Singh, 2015).  

In considering methodological understanding through this lens, the foundations aligned with an 

understanding of theories of socialisation originating from the seminal works of Berger and 

Luckmann (1966). Berger and Luckmann’s theories of the ‘social construction of reality’ assume 

a constant re-evaluation of individual understanding and expectations through interactions, for 

example with family, colleagues, or mass media. A powerful stage of ‘primary’ socialisation is 

seen to occur through childhood, with ‘secondary’ socialisation continuing throughout an 

individual’s life. Berger and Luckmann’s ideas also explicitly frame the process of developing 

‘expertise’, detailing its potential to alter individual interpretations of aspects of reality. 

This staged understanding of socialisation, in acknowledging the development and significance of 

‘expertise’, introduces an opportunity to consider methodological understanding in relation to 

both broader individual life experiences and the view of the doctoral journey as a significant 

(Gardner, 2007), ‘life-changing’, process of academic socialisation (Zygouris-Coe and Roberts, 

2019). This facilitated insight into the academic process as potentially re-framing, interrupting, 

reinforcing, or conflicting with earlier experience. In supporting exploration of the relationships 

between expectations and understandings introduced through postgraduate study and pre-existing 



8 

 

 

views and experiences, ideas of socialisation created a framework to understand methodological 

perspectives in the context of wider life journeys (Hurrelmann and Bauer, 2018). 

 

Methodology as a Journey 

The study builds on a limited body of work by authors who have used auto-ethnographic 

approaches to conceptualise methodological understanding as part of a broader journey. There is 

of course significant value in this existing work, which offers ‘holistic and intimate’ analysis of 

personal experience (Chang, 2016, p.52). These include existing accounts from several doctoral 

students who have explored their histories in relation to the doctoral process. For example, Quaye 

(2007) offers an exploration of the relevance of his cultural background, identity, and early 

experiences, to the introduction of questions, and possibilities, in terms of ‘what counts as 

research’ at doctoral level. He characterises this as a ‘merging’ of home cultural values and 

academic expectations. These connections are echoed by Abaeian (2018), who draws links 

between culture, personal experience, and her journey to challenging the perceived ‘status quo’ in 

the ‘academic circle’ she was working in research in tourism. Probert (2006) detailed her 

experience of a complex doctoral methodological journey, grounded by an acknowledgement that 

our world view when we enter the doctoral process is impacted by experience and not ‘value-

free’. Similarly, more experienced academic researchers have mapped complex methodological 

journeys asserting the relevance of both professional and personal experience throughout their 

careers (Bernauer, 2012; Lather, 2007; Oakley 1999). Reflecting on these accounts served to 

frame, provoke, and legitimise the opportunity to explore methodology in the context of a journey 

in this study, highlighting personal philosophy as central to methodological becoming. A 

connection can also be made with the concept of ‘doctoral identity’, particularly research by 

McAlpine which explored doctoral journeys from the perspective of identities and called for 
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‘greater attention to how the academic is embedded in personal intentions’ for students (2012, 

p.45). 

 

Research Design 

Methodology and Positionality 

The focus for the study emerged from personal experience and insight as a doctoral student, in 

this respect the research ‘positionality’ may be termed as ‘insider’ (Thorne and Bourke, 2019). 

The initial topic arose from experience of undertaking taught postgraduate research methodology 

modules and engaging in reflective dialogue with peers, which exposed the diversity of reactions 

to identical taught content. This sparked questions about what we were ‘bringing to the table’, 

which led us to interpret the same new information with such different understandings. This 

question is also highlighted by Bernauer (2012), who proposes that there is a need for more 

understanding of the relevance of histories to methodology.  

A narrative methodology was adopted for the study, reflecting the ‘convergence’ of theoretical 

framework, value systems, and personal philosophy (Chilisa and Kawulich, 2012). This 

methodology was selected in response to the problematisation of more restricted understandings 

of the development of methodological assumptions, utilising a humanistic stance to privilege 

contextual understanding, participant voice, and an understanding of socialisation as a lifelong 

process. This rationale was influenced by the assumption that ‘knowledge’ is socially constructed 

and limited to interpretation, valuing and aiming to elicit different ways of understanding, 

assuming that learning arises from interpreting perceptions and experiences (Roos, 2005). In this 

respect the methodological framework contained elements associated with both the interpretivist 

and post-structuralist paradigms, which is reflected in the discussion of methods below.  
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Participants and Process 

The study explored the journeys of nine students at different stages of their doctoral journeys and 

undertaking a variety of pathways. The students were enrolled at UK universities and studying in 

social science disciplines. Table 2 provides a basic profile of each students’ pathway, year of 

study, discipline, and the term they used to describe their approach during their interview. 

Students were identified by circulating an email through a number of academic networks, inviting 

expressions of interest. Nine responses were received, which was consistent with the range of 8-

12 students which had been identified as being methodologically and practically appropriate for 

the study (Baker and Edwards, 2012) and therefore no further sampling was required. Several 

students cited potential benefits to their methodological thinking as their rationale for engaging, 

which may be considered as relevant to their perceptions.  

The study was granted ethical approval through the host university’s ethics committee and 

pseudonyms are used here. Whilst acknowledging the problematic nature of informed consent 

(Miller and Bell, 2012), written consent was secured prior to each interview and attempts were 

made to ensure the process was made as transparent as possible and the approach was sensitive to 

the personal, and potentially emotive, nature of the individual stories (Eakin, 2004).  

Table 2 

 

Life History Inquiry 

Life history inquiry was employed for this study on the basis that it ‘explicitly acknowledge(s) 

the historical influence that a person’s biography has on their current experiences and 

perceptions’ (Floyd 2012, p.224). Goodson and Sikes (2001, p.18) describe life stories as 

detailing a social construction through ‘changing patterns of time and space in testimony and 

action’. In this respect, a life history was understood to be ‘more than just a recital of events’, it 
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was seen as key to the students perceiving and ‘organising experience’ (Rosenwald and Ochberg, 

1992, p.8) in the context of the study. On this basis the narrative ‘elicitation technique’ was 

adopted for these interviews (Schutze, 1977, Jovchelovicth and Bauer, 2000). This approach is 

based on the premise that narratives follow ‘self-generating schemas’ and as such do not require 

the structure of pre-designed interview questions. The elicitation technique consists of 6 basic 

phases (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000):  

1. Preparation – knowledge of subject  

2. Initiation – presentation of topic  

3. Main Narration  

4. Questioning Phase  

5. Concluding Talk  

6. Memory Protocol of Concluding Talk  

The preparation and initiation phases involved sharing, and discussing, information about the 

study aims and conceptual foundations. This included providing an adapted copy of a 

paradigmatic chart (Lather, 2006) as a provocation for consideration of methodological 

assumptions, along with a list of potential areas of experience for focus (personal, professional 

and academic). The questioning phase did not include ‘why’ questions or direct questions about 

opinions, instead questions used the words presented by the students and were framed in ways 

such as ‘tell me more about’ or ‘what happened before/after’ (Jovchelovitch and Bauer 2000). The 

direction and structure of the main narration was led by each student, with the concluding talk 

providing an opportunity for enhancing contextual interpretation.  

The students were invited to choose a location for the interviews and typically opted for a place 

of work or study. A time limit of 1.5 hours was agreed for each interview, the interviews were 
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audio recorded and transcribed, notes were taken during the interview to support the questioning 

phase.   

 

Analysis 

The students’ journeys were analysed using an approach informed by Czarniawska’s concept of 

‘interruptive interpretation’ (2004). This aligned with privileging different ways of understanding 

the same information, and may be summarised here as bridging an interpretivist focus on what is 

said, and a deconstructivist focus on how it is said.  

The interviews were first transcribed and then organised using Gee’s (1986) idea units, a 

linguistic approach which focuses on pauses and changes in speech to identify the distinct ideas 

presented within a narrative. Using an interpretative focus, the accounts were initially explored in 

relation to the research question to identify perceptions of factors influencing methodological 

understanding. These were grouped under significant areas including childhood, cultural 

understandings, and postgraduate education. The full transcripts were then revisited using an 

interruptive focus to explore ideas of plot and positionality (Riessman, 2003). Using writing as a 

narrative approach to interpreting and understanding the journeys (Richardson & St Pierre, 2008) 

an account was developed for each student, reflecting the complexity and diversity of the 

journeys (see Clark, 2017). This article draws on both of these processes, seeking to provide 

context for some of the key considerations it highlights.   

 

Findings 

The findings of this study positioned postgraduate research methods training as key to 

‘unlocking’ the ‘methodological consciousness’ (Gadamer, 1975) required for doctoral students to 

understand, and reflect on, their assumptions. An emerging view of methodology as ‘historically 
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affected’ was seen as linked to students’ perceptions that their methodological understanding may 

be seen as a socially constructed product of their life histories and academic experiences. 

Connections were made between methodological becoming and a wide range of life experiences 

from childhood through to professional experience. This process offered opportunities for 

students to re-frame experiences, improve understanding and resolve methodological conflict. 

The findings are explored in two sections, progressing from an initial exploration of the students’ 

experiences of postgraduate education to consideration of broader life histories in the context of 

this.  

 

Postgraduate Education – Methodological Consciousness 

The students’ recollections reflected experiences of entirely pragmatic (Sarah) and positivist 

(Sian) research methods training, contrasted by models which clearly included paradigmatic and 

philosophical content (Peter, Jane and Debbie). Some of the students had undertaken multiple 

postgraduate research methods programmes before their doctoral studies (Debbie and Jemma), 

whilst others had commenced their research before engaging in any taught research methodology 

content at all (Imogen).  

In many cases the students’ narratives positioned their experiences of postgraduate programmes 

as having the potential to re-frame earlier experience. In this respect, understanding their 

reflections on their postgraduate experiences was key to interpreting the associations they made 

between their life histories and philosophical assumptions. Within the narratives, these new 

connections and questions were understood in line with Gadamer’s concept of ‘methodological 

consciousness’ (1975) with new learning creating the lens required to consider the ‘historically 

affected’ nature of individual understanding.  
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The most powerful example of this re-framing was evident in Debbie’s journey, where her 

doctoral studies provoked a perception that a misalignment in methodological perspective in 

earlier academic and professional experience was integral to her journey, sense of purpose and 

wellbeing:  

For years I thought I don’t know what to, it felt a bit hopeless actually… but I’ve had a 

certain amount of enthusiasm, because it does feel I’m more aligned with what I’m doing, 

with the kind of person I am and how I see the world. 

This idea of the importance of postgraduate programmes providing the space for exploring pre-

existing, but perhaps unexamined, views was also echoed by others. For example, Jane framed 

her conscious decision to undertake a master’s degree situated ‘at the extreme end of 

interpretivism’ as ‘life changing’. Meanwhile Dawn credited her postgraduate training as 

triggering a realisation that her existing views ‘actually fitted into a school of thought’. For both 

Debbie and Jane, who broadly aligned themselves with ‘deconstructivist’ assumptions, the 

personal and academic recognition of this academic identity (McAlpine, 2012) and the 

importance of methodological consciousness was framed as key to their journeys. In these cases, 

the exposure to paradigmatic content was perceived as providing the understanding to allow them 

to find the ‘right’ route and to reflect on the relevance of their journeys. Debbie’s journey was 

characterised by a current sense that preceding this she was, in a sense, ‘stuck’ in terms of her 

academic journey, to the extent that she described her sense of ‘relief’ in discovering post-

structuralism. From this perspective, these examples see training which addresses methodology as 

having the potential to promote the consciousness required to affirm and understand existing 

personal philosophies.   

This perspective of alignment with pre-existing views was contrasted by Jemma’s experience of a 

more ‘accidental’ transition to discovering new perspectives. Having undertaken a master’s 

degree in Nigeria, which she described as ‘purely quantitative’, Jemma was offered a scholarship 
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for a master’s degree in the United Kingdom, which she then discovered was ‘purely qualitative’. 

She outlined that before she started studying she ‘wasn’t conscious of that fact’, but explained 

that her initial struggle was followed by increased understanding and new ‘questions about 

philosophy’, which allowed her to better contextualise her experience and approach: 

I was like ‘wow’, there is an approach that will really allow you to focus on people… 

I realised there are a lot of realities here in the UK context that doesn’t make sense back 

home. So, I really cannot situate myself in a paradigm that doesn’t accommodate multiple 

realities. 

Despite framing this as a new way of understanding, Jemma similarly then applied this new 

consciousness to frame her previous experience, particularly in terms of cultural understandings. 

In this way, the idea of methodological consciousness, was understood in line with Berger & 

Luckmann’s (1966) analysis of ‘expertise’, in that it may become part of the lens through which 

we then see the construction of ‘reality’. 

In Sarah’s case her engagement with a more pragmatic model was reflected in the nature of the 

perceived connections between her personal experiences and concept of methodology. This was 

perhaps best characterised by her initial dismissal of people who ‘take their epistemological 

positions too seriously’. Yet, for some students, regardless of their own perspective, the lack of 

acknowledgment of other ways of knowing within the programmes they were accessing was a 

point of frustration. For example, economics student Imogen explained that experiences of 

methodological discussion with other students had led her to dedicate time to reading about the 

philosophy of research. This was perhaps in line with acknowledgement of the need to engage 

with an ‘epistemologically diverse’ research community (Pallas, 2001). She recalled her 

confusion at her supervisor’s subsequent dismissal of this: 

It was sort of like a reaction like I’d said: ‘well, I’m taking some tennis lessons!’   
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Summarising her motivation to consider philosophical questions, which she perceived hadn’t 

been considered relevant to her quantitative research, Imogen suggested: 

 It would be naïve to suggest that you’re not affected by the things you’re surrounded by. 

Sian similarly contextualised her interest in exploring her assumptions: 

I’m very comfortable in a quantitative positivist thing, but I don’t really believe that the 

ontology and epistemology of it is… I don’t think that is reality. 

Interestingly, Imogen was the only student to reference any form of misalignment in experiences 

of methodological supervision. This was perhaps framed by her experience contrasting those 

undertaking integrated doctorates. For these students, it appeared that the taught stage of these 

programmes, which often included the development of the research proposal before the allocation 

of supervisor, influenced the extent to which supervisors were then perceived to be required as 

‘methodological mentors’ (Seibold et al., 2007) as opposed to broader ‘disciplinary experts’ 

(Gube et al., 2017).   

Many of the students also recalled specific teaching activities as supporting an increase in their 

methodological understanding. These could be summarised as experiences which typically 

included aspects of active and collaborative learning. This understanding was captured by 

Dawn’s assertion that ‘it’s not the lessons we go and sit through’ which develop understanding. 

Examples of key learning experiences which the students cited as supporting their methodological 

understanding included a drama workshop (Peter), an opportunity for a cohort to physically align 

themselves on the paradigmatic spectrum (Debbie), facilitated dialogue with peers about 

methodological questions (Dawn), and opportunities to reflect on previous research (Peter). These 

examples are consistent with previous findings regarding students’ value for active and reflective 

experiences to support learning about research methods (Nind et al, 2019). They are also situated 
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in the context of limited research regarding the pedagogical aspects of research methods teaching 

(Wagner et al., 2011). 

Whilst it is perhaps inevitable that, to some extent at least, students who had opted to engage in 

the study would have some interest in the philosophy of research, these experiences provide 

examples of the perceived value of paradigmatic understandings for some doctoral students 

(Lather 2006). This is noteworthy in the context of assertions that ‘reflective’ and ‘reflexive’ 

opportunities are typically limited to qualitative research methods teaching (Kilburn et al., 2014). 

Whilst Etherington (2004) suggests that students often select programmes because of the 

methodologies they embrace, these examples equally suggest that some students may begin their 

studies with limited understanding of their own, or the institutions, methodological perspective. 

 

Life Histories 

The perceived connections between broader life histories and current methodological perspectives 

were diverse and covered a variety of life stages and areas of experience. This included notable 

experiences relating to early childhood, personal relationships, cultural understandings, and 

professional roles. These also ranged from more practical considerations, such as personal 

strengths and interests, to more emotive considerations, such as responses to loss or injustice. 

This section is intended to offer a small sample of these to illustrate the diversity of some of the 

connections highlighted in the journeys. 

In several of the narratives, direct connections were drawn between childhood experiences and 

methodological perspectives, aligning with ideas of the significance of ‘primary socialisation’ 

(Berger and Luckman, 1966). For example, Debbie saw her struggle with an ‘illogical binary’ in 

the constructions of gender expectations at primary school as significant. Meanwhile Sian 

highlighted her parents’ academic expectations and her ‘schematic’ childhood personality as a 
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potential foundation for a preference for a positivist methodology. In Sarah’s narrative her 

summary of her childhood experiences was similarly aligned with a pragmatic focus on action 

and purpose: 

Most of it was spent at strikes and on picket lines… We have these fantastic photos of me 

with placards at age 3 wandering around London. 

Whilst these examples were consistent with socialisation reinforcing a specific world view, a 

more complex link to childhood experience was explored by Jane. Jane positioned her initial 

alignment with positivist methodologies as part of an emotional reaction to more traumatic 

experiences and feelings of uncertainty: 

There were these indisputable facts and there were answers, and there was certainty. An 

armour, a little armour. 

This emotional aspect was also present in Jane’s perceptions of a later experience of working 

abroad as an au pair, when the death of a child in the local community was cited as prompting her 

to challenge and question these ‘reductionist’ world views: 

I remember writing home to my parents at that time, that there was more to life than just 

existing. 

These examples may be seen to have consistency with more complex ideas of identity formation, 

and the idea of ‘crisis’, within socialisation (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). 

Relationships and emotional aspects were also at the forefront of a memory Peter shared, where 

he outlined the impact of his relationship with his elderly father-in-law as challenging his views. 

He recalled: 

He was often thought of as difficult and eccentric… as I got to know him better I realised 

how much more he had to offer, his insight and perspective… but also his pain, humanity 

and vulnerability. 
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He contextualised this as demonstrating the depth of information needed to really understand an 

individual person and identified that it helped him to explain ‘how did I come to this qualitative?’ 

Again, perhaps framing methodology as a new ‘expert’ lens for analysing this reflection.  

Similarly, Dawn reflected on learning from her grandparents as helping her to see some 

disconnect in the idea that she might transfer her ‘hard science’ background to research which 

reflects and, importantly, influences society: 

Well, because they lived through the Mexican revolution… of course you can read the 

books… (which say) killed 9,000 people, it’s impersonal. Talking to them was like living 

through their stories.  

The potential for connections between ontological assumptions and experiences of different 

cultural ‘realities’ featured in a number of accounts. The most significant links were made by 

Peter, Jemma, Imogen, and Dawn, all of whom had spent sustained periods in different countries, 

where they saw contrasts in cultural understandings. For Jemma, this was cited as both the 

catalyst for an ontological ‘realisation’ and the source of epistemological conflict. She indicated 

that the contrast between life in Nigeria and the United Kingdom had exposed the socially 

constructed nature of reality, but also revealed a tension between a personal ‘love’ for 

interpretivist methodology and a sense that quantifiable findings were ‘a big deal back home’. 

This understanding was seen to align both with ideas of academic identity (McAlpine 2012) and 

with other journeys which have talked of conflicting cultural expectations (Albaein, 2018).  

Further links were presented which framed a sense of ontological ‘doubt’ created by experiencing 

different cultural realities: 

‘So, I was very English and different in Zimbabwe, but then I came to England and I was 

very Zimbabwean and different.’ (Peter) 
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It’s not just because that person was born there and I was born here. It was the context, it  

was bigger… it was not geographic, more than that it’s the social construction.’ (Dawn) 

References to experience of undertaking research reflected the ‘mutually reinforcing’ (Hsiung, 

2016, p.17) nature of ‘doing’, and studying, research. For example, Peter outlined the significance 

of the challenge he encountered in trying to evaluate a bushcraft education programme: 

I realised gosh, it’s not about the learning of bushcraft is it? It was way more than I 

envisaged… I struggled to capture it all, but I did my best. 

Debbie also reflected on the systematic nature of her experience as a social worker as 

contributing to the idea that she was in the ‘wrong place’: 

It was basically about doing assessments… and I just didn’t want to be in that position. It 

was quite traumatic, because I’d been working towards this for years. 

Connections were also made between epistemological understandings and personal experience of 

success and failure. These examples spanned across educational journeys, from childhood to 

postgraduate studies. The most significant being Jemma’s reflection on her failure to obtain the 

required physics grade to study medicine. This was positioned as integral to her journey and had 

been re-framed to question the social consequences of using narrow, quantifiable measures of 

ability: 

 It shook me and it shook me badly, it changed the way I saw myself…. 

Jemma highlighted that this challenge to her identity provoked an aversion to similar ‘absolutist’ 

ways of representing people. In terms of social identity, this may be understood as highlighting a 

more complex methodological question, or one of social acceptance and approval (Berger and 

Luckmann, 1966). It may also be linked to Bernauer’s (2012) suggestion that whether educational 

experiences lead us to see ourselves as a ‘math person’ or language person may impact on our 

preference for certain methodologies. Indeed, Sian, Sarah, and Imogen all highlighted their 
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perception of their mathematical ability as being relevant to their initial preference for, or 

avoidance of, quantitative methods. 

The breadth and individualised nature of the experiences which the students perceived were 

relevant to their understandings, highlight the complexity of these understandings. However, they 

also create a sense that through the lens of methodology previous experience may offer 

significant contextualisation and learning in terms of individual methodological understanding. In 

this respect it is not so much the accuracy of individual accounts, memories, or connections 

which are significant, but the ‘meaning’ which arises from this (Small, 2007). If the objective in 

terms of methodological understanding at doctoral level is to establish consistency and conceptual 

understanding (Maykut and Morehouse, 2002, p.3) then this reflexive interpretation of the 

methodological ‘ground on which you stand’ (Glesne, 2011, p.126) has significant value. These 

examples therefore offer illustration of the potential scope of personal consideration which 

doctoral students may benefit from exploring.  

 

Implications 

Whilst accepting that a range of different doctoral pathways exist (Park, 2005), given the 

increasing numbers of programmes which include integrated taught content (Nind et al., 2019), 

this paper offers an assertion that doctoral routes should embrace the delivery of paradigmatic 

content, and avoid limiting focus to research skills. Importantly this may be considered both in 

terms of its academic value (Lather, 2006) and its impact on students’ wellbeing and readiness for 

the research community (Pallas, 2001). If we accept the assertion that for some students their 

assumptions may be grounded in pre-existing, but unexamined, understandings, acknowledgment 

of a diverse range of methodological understandings may almost be framed as relevant to the 

inclusivity of programmes (Quaye, 2007). The student’s experiences also offer an insight into 

related pedagogical considerations, with active, reflective teaching exercises perceived to be of 
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most value for enhancing understanding. This would indicate that ‘front-loading’ well considered 

activities which encourage personal reflection and confront philosophical issues may have most 

value for doctoral students.  

In addition, it is not insignificant that the process of engaging in the study itself was highlighted 

as having value for a number of the students. This indicates that considering the ‘historically 

affected’ nature of personal methodology through reflective dialogue may help to improve 

methodological understanding and therefore enhance ability to offer a clear ‘rationale and 

justification’ for the selection of methods (Maykut and Morehouse, 2002). Students working 

across the research paradigms may therefore benefit from taking time to engage in similar 

opportunities for reflection. As Bernauer (2012) highlights, this itself may have potential to 

improve understanding of different forms of research, promoting collaboration, rather than 

‘paradigm wars’ (Oakley, 1999).  

Further research, exploring a wider range of doctoral disciplines may be beneficial in developing 

understanding of the personal and contextual factors which influence students’ methodological 

understanding and decisions. Particularly in the context that certain disciplines may be perceived 

as less receptive of methodological diversity than those related to the social sciences (Abaeian, 

2018). 

 

Conclusion 

This qualitative study offers an insight into the methodological journeys of nine doctoral students 

in the United Kingdom. It aimed to investigate, and illustrate, the potential relationships between 

the students’ methodological assumptions and their life histories and academic experiences. 

‘Methodological becoming’ was viewed as a socially constructed product of educational 

experiences and individual life histories. The study explored potentially complex connections 
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between the students’ personal histories, academic understanding, and their methodological 

assumptions. This exploration indicated that experiences of postgraduate research methods 

training have the potential to ‘unlock’ the methodological consciousness required to re-frame 

personal experiences, improve understanding and resolve methodological conflict.  

As a final note, the rationale for this study was highlighted as arising from personal insight as a 

doctoral student, interested in the origins of the diversity of perspectives which existed in my 

cohort and beyond. In response to this, the process of undertaking the research has embedded an 

understanding that personal histories should be seen as highly relevant to the methodological 

assumptions we hold. The process of listening to, and analysing, the journeys of the students was 

both a great privilege and an insightful opportunity for contextualising understanding.  
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Table 1. Paradigmatic Chart 

 Positivism Pragmatism Interpretivism Critical 

Theory 

Deconstructivism 

Ontology Reality is 

objective 

and ‘found’ 

Reality is 

layered and 

‘experiential’  

Reality is 

subjective and 

constructed 

Reality is 

subjective 

and 

constructed 

on the basis 

of issues and 

power 

Reality is ultimately 

unknowable; 

attempts to 

understand subvert 

themselves 

Epistemology Truth is one Truth is 

relative 

Truth is many Truth is many 

and 

constitutes a 

system of 

socio-political 

power 

“Truths” are 

socially constructed 

systems of signs 

which contain the 

seeds of their own 

contradictions 

Questions What is 

true? 

What can we 

know? 

What is 

useful? 

What is the 

best fit? 

What is 

heuristic? 

What can we 

understand? 

What is just? 

What can we 

do? 

Is there a truth? 

What constitutes 

truth? 

Methods Quantitative Mixed Qualitative  Qualitative, 

but may 

include 

quantitative 

and mixed 

methods 

Qualitative 

Purpose Knowing the 

world 

Informing the 

world 

Understanding 

the world 

Changing the 

world 

Critiquing the world 

 

Note: Adapted from Lather (2006) 
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Table 2. Doctoral Student Profiles 

Name Programme (taught + 

research) 

Discipline Methodology  Stage of Study 

Sarah University Funded PhD Health & Social 

Science 

Pragmatism Completed 

Sian Integrated PhD (1+3 yrs) Social Work Positivism Year 1 

Jane EdD (2+3 yrs) Education Deconstructivism Paused in Yr 1 

Peter Integrated PhD (1+3yrs) Social Work Pragmatism Year 2 

Jemma Integrated PhD (1+3 yrs) Education Interpretivism Year 2 

Dawn Integrated PhD (2+3 yrs) Education Critical Theory Year 3 

Debbie Integrated PhD (1+3 yrs) Education Post Structuralism Year 3 

Heather PhD by Publication Social Science & Law Participatory First Paper of 3 

Imogen PhD by Publication Economics Positivism First Paper of 3 

 


