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Chapter 1 
Introduction To Research 
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“Never stop asking questions” (Student, Student Engagement Forum, May 12, 2008).

“Learn from yesterday, live for today, hope for tomorrow. The important thing is to not stop questioning” (Albert Einstein).

What Is Research? 
In simple terms, research is a systematic and organized way of answering questions, solving puzzles, and understanding 
more about the world around you. It is also a tool for creating solutions to make the world a better place. Research in-
volves asking questions, identifying problems, and playing an active role in finding the answers and solutions. When you 
are a researcher, it means you are helping to build knowledge. When you use research to make the world a better place, it 
is called action research. Since you will be doing your research project to improve student engagement, your research is 
an action research project. When you conduct research in collaboration with your peers and community (other stu-
dents, teachers, parents), particularly people whose voices are not always heard (e.g. quieter students), it is collaborative 
inquiry. 

This type of research recognizes that we (students and teachers) are all experts about issues that affect us.

“Engagement should not be viewed simply as a 
precursor to academic achievement… students 
would likely benefit from school policies and 
practices that increase their sense of belonging 
and participation” (Willms, 2003)

Can Students Conduct Quality Research?
Yes, there are many examples of successful student-led research projects. In the Refugee 
Youth Health Project, (http://accessalliance.ca/research/activities/refugeeyouthhealth) co-
ordinated by Access Alliance, 14 students, who were refugees to Canada, designed and con-
ducted research on the systemic barriers and discrimination that refugee youth face while 
pursuing education in Canada. They conducted 10 focus groups and 13 interviews, and im-
plemented a digital storytelling component (with eight other refugee youth) to collect data to 
support their issue. They presented their research findings at conferences, wrote several re-
ports, organized a policy roundtable with government officials, and co-wrote a paper academic 
journal.

In the Voices of Youth in Chicago Education (VOYCE) project, over one hundred students from 
8 public high schools conducted participatory action research about why the graduation rate 
was only 50%. The results and recommendations from this study have already helped to im-
prove graduation rates in many of the schools. 

Some people might question why we need students and young people to conduct research 
about student issues. Why not just let the professors, scientists, government officials, and ex-
perts do the research?

http://accessalliance.ca/research/activities/refugeeyouthhealth
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Yes, there are many examples of successful student-led research projects. In the Refugee Youth Health Project, (http://
accessalliance.ca/research/activities/refugeeyouthhealth) coordinated by Access Alliance, 14 students, who were refugees 
to Canada, designed and conducted research on the systemic barriers and discrimination that refugee youth face while 
pursuing education in Canada. They conducted 10 focus groups and 13 interviews, and implemented a digital story-
telling component (with eight other refugee youth) to collect data to support their issue. They presented their research 
findings at conferences, wrote several reports, organized a policy roundtable with government officials, and co-wrote a 
paper academic journal.

In the Voices of Youth in Chicago Education (VOYCE) project, over one hundred 
students from 8 public high schools conducted participatory action research 
about why the graduation rate was only 50%. The results and recommendations 
from this study have already helped to improve graduation rates in many of the 
schools. 
Students take the lead in research about student issues because professors, scien-
tists, and government officials are not the real experts in student issues. Students 
are the experts in student experiences.

Researchers who have experienced specific life issues create better quality re-
search. Students already have lived experience about issues they face, so their 
research on the topic has greater credibility.  

Professors and scientists who have been doing research for a long time do not 
necessarily conduct better research or create more useful solutions on the issues 
that students face. However, professional researchers have developed methodo-
logical expertise, which can be used to support your work. We encourage you to 
determine whether your school board or school has a researcher to support your 
work in co-producing results with your teachers. Researchers at the Ministry of 
Education who are involved with the Students as Researchers initiative will also 
be providing support to your team. 

We need to enable more people to become researchers and agents of change, to 
think outside the box, and to participate in finding real answers and solutions to 
real life questions and challenges. 

“The problems we have created cannot be solved by the same level of thinking that created them” (Albert Einstein).

For example, there is the issue for students and young people of cyber 
bullying. Many adults, including experts in various fields, may not have 
used social media (e.g. Facebook and Twitter) and may not know how 
cyber bullying affects young people or how to talk to them about it. They 
may miss the real issues. Young people, who use social media all the time, 
may have very detailed knowledge about cyber bullying and, if given the 
opportunity, could design and implement a more thorough research pro-
ject. 

Students carry out meaningful research on student issues because they 
already have expert knowledge on the subject, can help to document this 
knowledge, and can become agents for positive change in this area. 

Students also conduct research because it is more engaging and empow-
ering than learning from a textbook or other people’s research on issues 
that matter to you. In the process, you might discover facts that others have 

“My enthusiasm and motivation 
came from knowing that the re-
search that we were carrying out 
was going to make a difference 
– to benefit younger students. 
I like to think that we were the 
voice of all the students who 
took part in our investigation” 
(Student researcher, Harris Stu-
dent Commission, UK, http://
www.harrisfederation.org.uk/).

“The students’ input was re-
freshing, inspiring and compel-
ling…I left with a very different 
understanding of student voice 
and an excitement about the 
part students can play in their 
own learning experiences and 
their contribution to the broad-
er life of the school” (Secondary 
school teacher, Student Learn-
ing Commission, UK).

http://www.harrisfederation.org.uk/
http://www.harrisfederation.org.uk/
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not found, using a method that others have not utilized. By conducting research with other students/friends/peers and 
teachers whom you trust, you may collect more information, make more sense of the information, and learn more from 
each other. Doing research in a team, i.e. through peer engaged collaborative inquiry, has been shown to be the most 
effective method. 

“Research is formalized curiosity. It is poking and prying with a purpose” (Zora Neale Hurston).

How Do I Conduct Research?
Research is not rocket science but process science. It is a thoughtfully planned step-by-step process of seeking answers 
to questions that you have designed. You may have completed school projects where you asked students at random, 
in the hallway, for information. Research is different. You must plan all the steps you are going to take to find answers, 
including:
 
 What you want to find out
 Why you want to find this out
 Who you are going to ask
 How you are going to reach them 
 How you are going to make sense of the information you collect
 How you are going to share that information with other people to meet your goal

Planning these specific steps is called designing your research methods. As a researcher, you need to design your re-
search method before you can start your research. Also, you need to keep detailed notes about what happened in each 
step of your research method. Were you able to do what you planned?  If not, what prevented you from doing it? Do not 
worry if things do not proceed as planned. It is vaery common to have roadblocks in research. The key response is to 
plan your next step and to keep good notes about any changes. Most importantly, think about how these changes will 
affect the answers/information you obtain.  

This is why research is called a process science. You must carefully plan each step in the process to help you answer your 
question. Every step makes a difference to the answers you obtain. Suppose you are doing your research about impacts 
of bullying in school. Students may give very different answers about impacts of being bullied depending on whether a 
teacher is asking them versus when another student is asking them. Similarly, you may receive very different answers de-
pending on whether a student from an older grade/age is asking versus student from the same grade/age. Also, you will 
likely get different answers depending on whether you are asking students out in the open hallway or in a closed private 
room or through an anonymous online survey. Thus, as researchers, you need to think about how every step will impact 
the type of information you get, and then try to make sense of that information based on the steps you took. 

When you read published reports on your topic, you are conducting a literature review. To ensure that you are not do-
ing research that someone else has already done or that has been over-researched.

The information/answers you collect are called research data or just data. The process of getting research data or the an-
swers to your question is called data collection. The tools that you use to collect research data are called research instru-
ments (e.g. survey, interview, focus group). 

The specific number and composition of people you plan to interview to obtain the answers is referred to as the research 
study sample (e.g. 16 students from grades 7 to 12, who have single parents) and the people who participate are called 
research participants or study participants. 

Once you have finished collecting your research data as planned, you carefully review all the data to determine pat-
terns and trends as well as any unique cases. This process is called data analysis. The overall patterns, unique cases, and 
answers that you obtain from data analysis are called research findings or research results. The summary report written 
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What you ended up doing: Scenario #1:
-interviewed 10 boys and 2 girls

Solution:
Make note in final report/presentation about this 
change in data collection. Discuss how these changes 
affected your research outcomes. 
Explain why it was difficult to find more girls to inter-
view, e.g. lack of time, topic too sensitive, girls more 
reluctant to talk, all of the interviewers were boys. 

What you ended up doing: Scenario #2:
-interviewed 10 girls and 10 boys
-all over age 16 

Solution: 
Make note in final report/presentation that research 
results did not capture younger participants and the 
reasons why.

Example 

Original research protocol:
-Interview 20 people (10 girls, 10 boys)
-Choose a mix ofparticipants between ages 12 and 18 

Video: Hélène Grégoire talks about her 
experiences with research and its ability to 

make a difference

about these findings is called a research report.

As a researcher, you need to carry out your research in an ethical way. The Government of Canada has put in place 
research ethics, protocols to ensure that researchers: do not force people to participate, give people choice in what they 
talk about, ensure that interviewees feel safe and comfortable, protect the confidentiality of interviewees to the best ex-
tent, ensure that the research does not negatively harm people, and do not misreport or misuse the research results. Be-
fore you begin, think about how you are going to do your research in an ethical way and obtain research ethics approval 
from a Research Ethics Board or committee. 
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What are the Components of a Research Project?
There are seven components in research which are described briefly below and in more detail in the chapters that follow. 
The first three components focus on planning and the final four components focus on implementation

Component 1: Create Research Team

Build your research team with people who can contribute different strengths and skills. Lead some team building 
exercises for members to discuss how they will work together. Encourage members to talk about their interests and 
strengths.

Video: Hélène Grégoire talks about choosing 
your research team

Component 2: Design Research Question and Methods

As a team, discuss what topic you want to explore (i.e. a very specific research question that you can answer within 
the time frame and using the resources you have). When you decide on the topic you want to explore, you need to 
decide on (a) what type(s) of data will allow you to answer your research question; and (b) what types of data you are 
able to collect. There are two types of data: (a) Qualitative; and (b) Quantitative. Generally, data is considered quan-
titative if they are numbers and qualitative if they are words. Qualitative data may also include photos, videos, and 
audio recordings. Then make a detailed plan for: how you will obtain the answers to your question(s), whom you will 
interview, how you will reach and encourage participants to participate in the study.

Component 3: Prepare for and Obtain Research Ethics Approval

Discuss with your team how you are going to do your research in an ethical way, ensuring: voluntary participation 
in your research, protection of interviewees’ confidentiality, and no direct or indirect harm. Obtain ethics approval 
from a Research Ethics Board (if needed) before you start your data collection. This board will require completion of 
a form asking how you are going to do your research in an ethical way. 
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Component 4: Collect Research Data

Once you have your research ethics approval, you can start collecting data to answer your research question. This 
is meaningful work, as you talk to people and receive answers to your question. Record what they say (e.g. using a 
digital voice recorder or a camera) and take detailed notes. It may be difficult, to convince people to take part in your 
research. Interviewing takes time and effort. Try your best to follow your research method/protocol, e.g. how many 
people you are going to interview (study sample), how you are going to reach them, for how long you are going to 
interview them. If you determined that you would survey 20 students ages 16 and older, do not survey students aged 
14 just because they want to participate. Before you make any major changes to your research method/protocol, your 
team needs to carefully think about why you are making that change and how it will affect your research, and also 
what are new ethical issues in doing the research. 

Component 5: Organize Research Data

Before you start the analysis, organize your research data in one place, properly labelled, and easy to read and use. 
The way you organize your data depends on whether your data is qualitative or quantitative. For quantitative data 
you can use Excel to organize the information you are gathering. For qualitative research, you can enter the partici-
pants’ responses into a Word document. In both cases, you will need to protect the confidentiality of interviewees by 
removing all personal names and information. Make sure your research data is stored in a safe place that only your 
team members have access to. 

Component 7: Share Research Results

Once you have analyzed your data and determined the overall picture, trends and unique cases, share your research 
findings with the appropriate people. These may include your teachers, school principal, school board, other stu-
dents, parents, and government staff at the Ministry of Education. In an action research project, use your research 
results to make a positive change in your school or community (e.g. to help prevent bullying). As the team makes 
a list of people with whom you want to share your research results, discuss why you want them to have it, and how 
you are going to encourage them to listen/read and make a change. Document your results in relevant formats (e.g. 
video). You may need different formats and media for different audiences. Government staff prefer short one or two 
page ‘executive summary’ or ‘policy briefs’ while students may prefer creative formats. 

 Component 6: Analyze Research Data

Once you have finished organizing the data you have collected, you can begin to analyze the data for patterns and 
trends. The way you analyze your data depends on the types of data you have. The resources at the end of the hand-
book provide you with links on how to analyze your data depending on whether it is quantitative, qualitative, or 
both.
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Research Methods
Research methods are the types of research data that you want to collect and the steps for collecting and analyzing it. As 
you recall, research data is the information or answers you need for your research question.  The three types of research 
methods that are presented are: (a) Quantitative research; (b) Qualitative research; and (c) Arts-based research. 

Video: Hélène Grégoire talks about 
different research methods

1. Quantitative Research 
This research method focuses on collecting and analyzing information/data that can be measured in numbers (or quan-
tity).  

Type of data: Information about the world around you that already exists in numbers, for example: peoples’ age, student 
graduation rate, and number of hours people watch TV every day.

You can also convert information/answers into quantifiable categories by providing a fixed number of categories that 
research participants can choose from. For example:

•	 To determine how students react when bullied, your question could be: “What do you usually do when you are bul-
lied?" Your preset answer categories could be:

 A. I talk to my teacher about it 
 B. I talk to my parents/guardaians about it 
 C. I talk to my friends about it
 D. I don’t do anything  

Results/Goal: By focusing on numbers or converting information/answers into quantifiable categories, the goal of the 
quantitative research method is to obtain a quick snapshot or find general trends and patterns about your research ques-
tion. In the example above, your research may find that 45% of students chose “I don’t do anything” and 31% selected “I 
talk to my friends about it”. This means that based on your research, only a small percentage of students actually talk to a 
teacher or parent/guardian about being bullied. 

Government agencies, schools, hospitals, other organizations, and companies all collect and analyze quantitative data to 
learn about overall trends and patterns about their clients in order to improve services.  

Research tools: 
•	 A survey is the most common research instrument used in quantitative reseaarch. In a survey questionnaire, you 

either ask for number-based information or ask close-ended questions with preset answer categories from which 
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participants choose, as in the example above. 
 

•	 A scientific experiment (e.g. testing whether a medical drug works) is another example of a quantitative research 
instrument.  

Sampling techniques: Since the goal of the quantitative research method is to understand trends and patterns, this 
method is usually large-scale, with a large number of people invited to participate. Research participants (or study sam-
ple) are selected to represent the larger population you want to study.  

If the total population of the community of interest is small enough, and you can convince everyone or most of them to 
participate in your research, then you can survey the entire group. For example, if the community you want to interview 
is your class, and there are 35 students, you may do the survey with all 35 (provided they are willing to participate). 

If the population of the community you want to study is very large, it may not be possible for you to include everyone. 
For example, if you are interested in the whole school of 450 students, it may be difficult to include all 450 to participate. 
In this case, you can survey a sample of the total population. In a random sampled survey, research participants are ran-
domly selected from the total population (e.g. put everyone’s name in a hat and pick randomly). The participant sample 
proportionally represents the larger population (e.g. gender, age, school). Usually a sample of 12% to 15% is enough. You 
must know the total number of, and other details about, the larger population. If you do not have this information and 
cannot do random sampling, you can simply find people to participate who roughly represent the composition of the 
total population. 

Strengths: 
•	 Useful for capturing general patterns and trends or obtaining a quick snapshot.
•	 Conducive to quick analysis because the data is in numbers or quantified numerical categories.
•	 Useful for government officials and others who manage large organizations and rely on quantitative data. 

Weaknesses: 
•	 May not provide reasons for and other details about the general pattern or trend.
•	 Does not capture diversity and complexities of human experiences and opinions, reduces people and experienc-
es to numbers.
•	 Does not capture unique cases that do not fit the general pattern or trend.
•	 May exclude voices of minority groups (in random sampling).

Video: Student talks about different research methods
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2. Qualitative Research
This research method focuses on collecting and analyzing data that capture people’s rich, complex and diverse views, 
narratives and experiences. With this method, the goal is to understand everyday complexities of peoples’ perspectives, 
feelings, and experiences rather than trying to translate them into numbers. 

Type of data: Information about people and the world around us, 
generated by asking open-ended questions, where people answer in 
their own words. Data can include:

•	 Narratives from and discussions with people about their views, 
feelings and experiences
•	 Detailed observations about everyday lives of the people and 
the world around us

In a quantitative survey, a student may have answered that they 
usually ‘don’t do anything’ when bullied. However, instead of preset 

answer categories to choose from, if the same student is invited to talk freely, a 15-minute long answer may result, in-
cluding observations on how the response to being bullied varies based on what type of bullying, who is doing the bully-
ing, where it is taking place, etc. The answers from both the quantitative survey and qualitative interview are correct and 
useful but are very different levels of information.

Results/Goals: While quantitative methods provide a quick snapshot, general pattern or trend, qualitative methods help 
us understand the reasons behind these patterns and trends and the complex ways in which people view and respond 
to them. The goal of qualitative research is to give a human face and voice to general trends and patterns. Qualitative 
methods are also used to determine more about unique cases that do not fit the general patterns or to capture the voices 
of people who are excluded from quantitative research. 

Research tools: 
•	 An in-depth interview is a common qualitative research instrument. Researchers use open-ended questions to ask 

participants about their views, feelings, experiences, and responses to issues related to the research. Interviews may 
be one-on-one or in a group (e.g. classroom or grade level). 

•	 Focus groups are becoming a popular qualitative research instrument, where a group of people are asked open-end-
ed questions to generate discussion about issues related to the research. Group dynamics in a focus group can affect 
what people say and do not say. One person’s response might trigger another person’s memory, unlike in a one-on-
one setting. You can also observe how different people in the group respond to other people’s views or about shared 
experiences. On the other hand, people may not feel comfortable talking about sensitive issues in a group setting. 

•	 Case story/Life history method involves documenting in detail a particular story about an event or person. Life hist-
ory method is used by anthropologists to research a person/family, in order to understand as much as possible about 
his/her/their life.

Sampling techniques: Compared to quantitative research projects, qualitative research projects tend to be smaller in 
scale. This is partly because it takes a lot of time to process and analyze qualitative data (e.g. people’s narratives). More 
importantly, since the goal of qualitative research method/project is not necessarily to capture overall patterns, it does 
not need to be of a large scale. The goal of qualitative research is to put a personal voice and face to overall patterns and 
trends. You may choose to interview a relatively small number of people but make sure that this group has enough time 
to tell their stories in detail. 

Qualitative research methods do not need to use random sampling techniques. Instead, qualitative researchers may 
target specific people (e.g. experts in a certain topic; marginalized people whose voices have not been heard) or use 

Census Canada: Every five years, Statistics 
Canada conducts the mandatory census 
survey with all Canadian households. 
Using the data collected, Statistics Canada 
produces information such as total popu-
lation of Canada, total population of youth 
between ages 13 and 18, birth rate, and 
unemployment rate and so forth.
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What Is Our Message? Who Is Our Audience?
SAMPLE
Refugee Youth Health Project
Research question: What are the educational gaps and challenges that refugee youth face before and after immigrating 
to Canada?
Snapshot:

Aspirations for Higher Education among Newcomer 
Refugee Youth in Toronto: Expectations, Challenges, 
and Strategies

A high percentage of refugees have low levels of educa-
tion and English/French fluency when they immigrate 
to Canada. This project discusses the educational goals 
of newcomer refugee youth and explores how they are 
linked to conditions experienced before and after arrival 
in Canada. Guided by community-based research princi-
ples, we partnered with 8 refugee youth researchers and 
conducted 10 focus groups and 13 interviews with refugee 
youth. Results show that newcomer refugee youth have 
ambitions for higher education in Canada, to overcome 
forced migration and interruptions in education before 
arriving in Canada. However, they face many barriers in 
pursuing their education, including: information gaps, 
language barriers, financial barriers, lack of parental guid-
ance, and discrimination. There is an urgent need for new 
policies and programs to help remove these barriers for 
refugee students to meet their educational goals. 

General public:

Refugee Youth face unique barriers when they immigrate 
to Canada, linked to their previous school and life experi-
ences.
Education policy makers:

English as a Second Language programs need to accom-
modate the needs of refugee youth.
School programs need to address the challenges faced by 
refugee youth as a key component in supporting student 
success.

School boards:

Equity training for Educators and Administrators should 
be mandatory. It should also be incorporated into the cur-
riculum as a lens for all subjects.

What message do you want your 
different audiences to hear?

Title that describes your re-
search question

Video: Students talk about analyzing and 
sharing their data
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The images below show the extent of the poor maintenance of parks, playgrounds and public spaces in the community. 

For more information on the project please visit: http://accessalliance.ca/research/activities/exposedphotovoice

•	 Digital storytelling uses video/film or some form of moving digital media to conduct research. Just as in photo-
voice, the film can be created by the research team or the research participants. Digital storytelling is used to record 
interviews with people who want to tell their stories with their own voices, facial expressions, and body language. 

In 2009, Access Alliance trained eight refugee youth in filming and asked each of them to make a five-minute film 
about the barriers and challenges in pursuing their education in Canada. The films captured the challenges of ref-
ugee youth and their high aspirations despite disruptions in their education. The films have been compiled into a 
DVD called Youth Find Strength. 

Strengths:
•	 Visually captures emotions and real life contexts more effectively than written reports.
•	 Engages researchers. 
•	 Allows research participants to become co-researchers. 
•	 Provides more engaging documentation than written reports.

Weaknesses:
•	 Can be challenging to analyze.
•	 May not be taken seriously.
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In summary, each research method presented involves different types of data and uses different research steps ent re-
search steps, sampling techniques, data collection instruments, and data analysis tools. Each method has unique ethical 
considerations. Each research method has its own strengths and limitations. Researchers choose the method that is best 
for their research project/question, are fully aware of the strengths and limitations of that method, and analyze the col-
lected data, based on those strengths and limitations. Many researchers are starting to use a combination of approaches 
answer one research question in order to benefit from the strengths that each method brings. 

When doing your research study, you have options regarding how to collect data and information that relates to your 
study:

•	 Primary research/Data or primary data collection involves collecting and analyzing original information and an-
swers directly from research participants. Primary research is when your team asks people for information/answers 
and is known as primary research data. Doing primary research means that your team has control over: the data 
collection process, whom to talk to and what to ask them, what worked and what did not, and the analysis of the 
data. Primary research includes three types of research methods: quantitative, qualitative, and arts-based. 

•	 Secondary research/Data or secondary data collection involves examining documents and/or analyzing data that 
have already been created or collected by other researchers or organizations. For example, researchers at Statistics 
Canada collect Census data from Canadian households every five years. Similarly, your school regularly collects 
data about students (e.g. about your marks or graduation rates). If your research team requests and obtains access 
to Census data or your school data and analyzes that data, you are doing secondary research, since you are working 
with secondary research data. Having access to and working with secondary data can save you time, since you do 
not have to collect it. However, your team has no control over the quality of the data or may have little knowledge 
about how the data was collected or what happened during the process. Also, it can be difficult to obtain permission 
to use primary data collected by schools or other researchers/organizations.




