A Brief Primer of Research Terms

Editor’s Note:

Included in this section are some common research terms that are important to understand when reading research reports in journals in visual impairment.  This is not a comprehensive list, rather, a list of selected terms that may be commonly used in the literature. Each term is presented with a brief definition and an example of how you might see the term applied in research in our field.

Action Research

The term “Action Research” refers to evaluative procedures used by practitioners to systematically examine their own practice for the purpose of improving practice or communicating about the effectiveness of a strategy. Typically, in education, teachers who are researching their own practice conduct “action research”. Action research is commonly used in the social sciences and encourages practitioners to be reflective and engage in scholarship.  This is particularly important in the field of visual impairment because there is a great need for collecting evidence about the effectiveness of our practice and there are few researchers conducting formal research.

Case Study

Many research studies in the area of visual impairment can be considered “case studies,” which closely examine one or more “cases”.  A case can be defined as a person or people, an organization or group. Case study research typically involves several research methods (questionnaires, interviews, observations).

Confidentiality/Anonymity 

One of the requirements for ethical approval of research is the assurance of confidentiality and/or anonymity for participants. If confidentiality and anonymity cannot be assured, participants must be informed that their identities might be evident to the consumers of the research report.  Note that some research can assure confidentiality but cannot assure anonymity. 

Dependent Variables/Independent Variables

Most people learn about dependent variables and independent variables during their first exposure to experimental design, but it can be hard to remember the definitions.  The dependent variable refers to what is being measured. The independent variable refers to factors that are being manipulated by the researcher.  The independent variable is hypothesized to have an impact on the dependent variable.

Descriptive Research

Most studies use descriptive research in some way.  This term refers to information that is observed or gathered about the nature of a person, group of persons or organization that merely describes characteristics without any attempt to manipulate. When conducting research related to individuals with visual impairments, common descriptive data includes the individual’s level of sight and the cause of the visual impairment, as well as gender and age.

Exploratory Research

This term refers to a broad category of research that explores phenomena in an open-ended way with the goal of understanding and creating hypotheses as opposed to testing a hypothesis.  This type of research is used when there is a need to understand more about the problem in some cases because of limited existing information. In many cases it is the first research that is done on a problem or issue, in an attempt to define a research plan for the future.

Focus Groups

One popular qualitative research method is the use of focus groups. The purpose of a focus group is to gather information in an interactive manner that allows members of the group to hear differing opinions and reflect on the comments of others. Focus groups are typically used when the questions being studied are not controversial or confidential. 

Grounded Theory

Many research methods are designed to test a hypothesis that has a theoretical base. Grounded Theory Methodology, on the other hand, uses case studies, observations, interviews and other data collection techniques to support a researcher in developing a theory.  In other words, grounded theory builds a theory rather than tests a theory.

Informed Consent

In order to protect the rights of human subjects, most professional journals today require that a behavioural ethics board approve the research. Universities have institutional boards that typically issue certificates of approval that indicate that the research has been reviewed for ethical practice. One key piece of this is a process to obtain informed consent from all study participants. In obtaining informed consent, researchers should ensure that there is no coercion for agreeing to participate in the research and that all written documents (e.g., the informed consent letter) is fully accessible to participants.

Quantitative Research and Qualitative Research

Research methods can be broadly placed into two categories: quantitative and qualitative. Complex examination of an issue may include research methods that are both quantitative and qualitative. The differences between quantitative and qualitative research lie in both the nature of the research and the way that research results can be used.

Quantitative research is traditional scientific methodology that tests pre-determined hypotheses using formal statistical analysis. Through adherence to requirements for research design including number of research participants, conclusions drawn based on the results of quantitative research may be generalizable. 

Qualitative research, on the other hand, approaches research questions through analysis of observations, opinions, interviews or descriptions of phenomena.  Because qualitative research does not rely on statistical analysis of data, the same requirements for sample size and randomization of treatment do not exist.  Therefore, in fields such as visual impairment, qualitative research methodology alone, or in combination with quantitative methods are valuable research tools.

Reliability

The term “reliability” is used to indicate consistency of results.  Let’s consider the example of a researcher who is conducting an assessment on functional vision using a specific instrument or measurement. In order for this assessment to be valuable, the instrument that is being used must be reliable. A reliable assessment produces consistent results. 

Validity

The term “validity” is used to describe the extent to which components of a research study and our conclusions based on the results of our research are determined to be accurate or true.
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