Research questions

What's worth asking and why?

A. Brown

~What's worth asking and why?’ is without doubt a key question for all researcher.

Behind it lies 2 complex array of issues, some specific to the particular field of research
and others more general. The question is of particular pertinence to postgraduate
researchers embarking on Of working towards a doctorate. The doctorate not only con-
stitutes the highest level of carned academic award, but also arguably involves the highest
level of personal investment and greatest level of risk, particularly in the light of high
levels of non-completion across the disciplines and apparently increasing time to com-
pletion for those who persist (see Halse 2007, for discussion of contemporary COnCeImns

d the thetoric of crisis, and McWilliam 2009, for consideration of

about the doctorate an
the impact of risk consciousness On doctoral education). At every point in the joumney,

from application for a university place to embarking on the research to completion and
award of the doctorate, the issue of whether or not the question you are answering, the
problem you are addressing, or the hypothesis you are testing is worthwhile will con-
tinue to be a concern (and maybe, even, for a good time after the journey to the award
of a doctorate is brought to a successful conclusion).

In this chapter I am going to consider a range of factors underpinning or influen
judgement of ‘what’s worth asking? with a particular focus on doctoral research projects
is clearly going to be difficult to address the issu¢ of the ‘worthwhileness’ of a specific quests
in 2 manner that encompasses the specialised knowledge of the full rnge of disciphiftt
subjects and fields of research covered in the modem university (let alone the late-
postmodert university, with its complex offer of interdisciplinary, hybrid and practig
oriented regions of knowledge and research). Indeed, the question of ‘field’ is of centd
concern in determining whether or not a research question is worth asking, an issu
which I will return later in this chapter when considering what it means to make an ot

contribution to knowledge (a common requirement for the award of a doctorate), a0
imperative to be able to identify the field to which you are aiming to make 2 contribW

The task is further complicated by institutional, national and regional differences :
form and content of doctoral programmes and the criteria for the award. An 3f1d1i
level of complexity is added by the increasing diversity of types of doctorates Wit

many institutions offering a range of professional doctd
ce-based 2%

e

given system of awards, with
as well as doctorates by publication and performance and practi
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS: WHAT'S WORTH ASKING?

Jongside mOLe established PhD progranmiimes. These awards, such as the EdD in education,
DBA in business, the DEng in engineering and the DClinPsy in clinical psychology, can
embody Very different expectations about research and the relationship between research
and practice (both academic and professional). Consequently, they attract postgraduate
researchers with very different backgrounds and aspirations, and offer very different
qpportumities for research and development (see Scott €t al. 2004, for an exploration of
the professional doctorates in a 1ange of areas of professional practice). My strategy in the
face of this diversity, is to address the more generic issues, and when straying into more
specialiscd concermns to stick, at least initially, to the social sciences, and in particular to
my oW quasi—discipline of education, and broadening out 0 consider other disciplines
~and regions of research as appropriate. My approach will also clearly be coloured by my

oWIL sociological and educational interests. In following this path, 1 aim to be able to
say something that is of genuine general interest, and, I hope, utility to postgraduate

researchers from diverse disciplines, PrOgrammes and contexts.

The research question

It is common for higher cducation institutions to requie 2 dearly defined research
question at the point of application o study for a research degree. In most cases this
question 13 crafted by the applicant, based onprevious seudies at first degree OF masters
levels, other academic work they have done, professional and personal interests and
experience, Or SOMC combination of these. How these influences are weighted may vary
sccording to the form of doctorate (with, for instance, professional concerns coming
more to the fore in identifying poten ial research questions for a professional doctorate
such as the EdD or DEng). In some ¢ases, for instance for a scholarship related to 2 larger
funded research project, the research question might already be defined.

There are obvious benefits to having 2 clearly defined question at the outset of a piece
of rescarch, particularly where time and resources for the conduct and completion of the
research are limited, as they are for the wvast, majority of postgraduate researchers. It is
vital, however, to acknowledge that, in the course of conducting the research, this
question is likely to change. This change might involve anything, from the refinement
and clarification of the question as the researcher becomes more lliar with the litera~
ture in the field of enquiry, to the outright rejection of initial focus of the research in
favour of a completely different question. The degree of latitude available in precision of
definition of the initial question and in the degree to which the research can depart from
this question will vary between disciplines and @ith the particular circumstances of the
researcher (for instance, the condition of the funding of the research or supervision of the
project). The key issue here is that although postgraduate researchers ar¢ commonly
required by institutions, for understandable reasons, to appear to commit themselves at
the very outset of the research to 2 tightly defined question, in practice it 15 likely that in
the course of the research the question will change. Researchers and their supervisors
have to be prepared for interests to shift, and indeed it can be argued that dynamism and
flux in ‘the research question’ are fundamental features of the research process. This does
not mean that the definition of an initial rescarch questions serves no usefial purpose. It
does, for instance, set 2 direction for the research and place useful limits on the reading to
be done in the initial stages of the project. It also enables supervision arrangements to be
made that are appropriate to the specialised nature of a doctorate.
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Institutional and personal demands for a sesearch question continue throughout the ques
Shaping your cOnCers and interests into a question parti
which you are moving and

life-course of the research project.
gress according to the extent to

question. A comimonly given piece of advice to

arch question on 2 card, which you pin close

e. Periodically you Coi

creen or other prominent place in your work spac
are currently writing

helps you to gauge your pro

towards providing an apswer to the

postgraduate researchers is to write your rese

to your COmPpULer
should look at the card and consider whether or not what you
addresses the question written on the card. If it dogs not, then either adjust what you are One
doing to address the question, of flip the card over and write on it a guestion that you they
are addressing. Although this is crude advice, it makes sense t© have some way of assessing Higl
the extent tO which your activity at any given time is advancing yout research. Having a Age
defined research question to which to refer your activity is one wWay of doing this.
A dearly defined research question also helps in communicating what it is that you are d
e same Or 2 related field, to H

s from fellow cesearchers working in th
tailed knowledge of your work. Suppose you

ds and family with no de
informal setting, such as a party, who asks what you do. On hearing a
earch is about. The chal-

doing to othe
interested frien

meet someone in an
that you areé studying for a doctorate, they ask what your res
lenge here 1s tO provide 2 succinct description of your research for a non-specialist Thi
vide a way in to understanding what it is whs
kno

ear research question helps pro
jty that can be

audience. A cl

you are doing and should give a clear sense of direction to the achivl

grasped by 2 non-specialist, though they may not, of course, appreciate the finer details

of the research, nor indeed see the importance or fascination of your research endeavout
ch question is 2 device for codifying and communicating what you

at all. Here, the resear
are doing to 2 range of different audiences.

The point here is that the formulation of a research question can, and should, have
utility to you as 2 rescarcher, as well as meeting ore formal, insticutional and other
requirements. It is, though, dynamic, and in many cases will, and should, change, t© 2
greater or lesser extent, as the research develops. and as your knowledge of the field in
which you are working (which jtself will be in a state of flux) increases. Brown and
Dowling (1998; see also Dowling and Brown 2010) present the development of a
research project as 2 dialogue between the theoretical field (where the sesearch question
or problem, is formulated as 2 selationship between a number of concepts) on the o7
hand and the empirical field {where research strategies are operationa]ised and outcomes

hand, with developments

produced) on the other. Neither side necessarily bas the upper
on one side warranting adjustments on the other, in a dialogue thaf continues throughout

the process of research.
Question form might not be the best way of encapsulating the focus of yo
thesis to be tested 1s mOre approprate:

In some disciplines, the formulation of a hypo
other areas of work it might be more appropriate to identify a problem to be addresseds
into meore specific questions
eston

or an issue to be explored, which will be broken down
the production of the que

are formulated as the research progresses. In some cases,
its final form, might not be possible until 2 relatively late stage mth
- - . a

being addressed, in 1t
4 and reformulated in an iterative process 1t dialogue W=

research, as it 8 formulate
of empirical and/or analytic work. The Tatter is clearly 2 high-
are addressing 1s worthwhi® _

progressive programme

strategy if you want to be confident that the question you

What must be avoided at all costs is tyranny of the research question. Here, rese
under pressure to capture their work as @ learly defined question, formulate it i 2
that ymisrepresents or 1s tangential to their interests. Subsequently, atternpts 1O answer the

ur research
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gestiont lead them away from their interests, or even eXpertse, and begin to dictate 2

srticular approach or form of work with which they feel ancomfortable, aninterested
d. The research question should guide, but not dictate.

contribution to the field

One common feature of doctorates, €€ inly in the UK at the gme of writing, 18 that

they should make ant otiginal contribution to knowledge in their field. The Framework for

Higher Educatiots Qualifications in England, Wales and Northerrt Treland (Quality Assurance

Agency for Higher Education 2008: 23), for instance, states that

doctorates are awarded to students who have demonstrated: the creation and

interprefation of new knowledge, -through original research of other advanced
scholatship, of 2 quality t@ satisfy peer review, extend the forefront of the discipline,

and merit publication.

This means that, whatever the discipline of area of research, 1O begin t© get 2 sense of
s worth asking entails engagement with what constitutes onginal cesearch and neW
within your Geld of work, and getting 2 Se05¢ of the principles of evaluation

knowledge
of the quality of research. G ity regarding the field In which you are working 18
essential, not least because yout supervisor, colleagues and examiners will be members

and representa ives of that field, and will have part:lcular expectations about the manner

in which research is conducted, the kinds of knowledge ptoduced and the mannet 12
the thesis. For some

s and outcommes of research are presented n

which the proces
tesearchers, s dentifying the feld in which they are working 18 straightforWard. They

might, for instance, be working m a highly specialised and Well—esta‘olished area of work
that is strongly institutionalised with clear boundaries, 2 well-defined academic commu=

pity and a SrORE sense of disciplinary identity. Their project could, for instance. be a part
of the work of an established research. teafl, which has 2 clear sense of what constitutes
legitimate research in the feld and where the lumications in the current state of know-
ledge he. This form of “ab culture’, in which postgraduate researchers are in i

the academic culture of the field in which they ar€ working, 18 mote common in the

patural sciences thant i the social sciences and humanities- Although this bas the advantage

of presenting 2 strong sense of field membership and the secufitys often, of an already

specified research questior it does place constraints o the extent 10 W ich postgraduate
researchers can take control

of or influence the direction their research takes.
As Bemnstein (1975) has observed, 1t his discussion of forms of

knowledge i the field

of sociology 1t the 1970s, some disciplines comprise 2 pumber of Jistinct, and sometimes
competing, sub-groups. These groups ¢an differ not only in the form that research takes,
but more fundamentally in how the soctal and/or physical world 1s conceived, what

constitutes 2 legitimate question and how the outcomes of research arc mediated and gvalu-

ated. A worthwhile question OF research focus for one of these sub-groups W3y not be
srecognised as worthy of any atrention at all by another. The growth of inter-disciphinary
research and increasing interest n practice—oriented research comphicates the situation
gurther by bringing together disciplines and areas of professional practice in 2 muldplicity
of ways, which makes it impossible t© provide straightforward explicit guidance oD how

to identify your field. 1t also makes it more Tikely that your

research can be posmioned in
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not one but a number of fields. The reladve maturity of a field of research can have an
d stability of the principles of evaluation of research in the

impact on the cOnSsensis of an
r disciplines in new configurations of inter-

field. The bringing together of fields o
ional work also entails the need to resolve diverse and possibly
about questions to

disciplinary ot interprofess

conflicting criteria for evaluation of research. In making decisions

address and approaches €0 take, postgraduate sesearchers need to be aware of possible

areas of instability, uncertainty and contestation, and the associated opportunities and risks.
[n order to gain a sense of what constitutes a worthwhile question, We, a5 researchers,

have to position ourselves and our work in relation to what has already been done and is

carrently in progress. This m existing research and

eans that we have to engage with
other writing, encompassing our theoretical, empirical and practical academic, personal
and professional nterests. What is commonly

referred to blandly as 2 ‘Jigerature review’
in the social sciences 1, more accurately, a form of active engagement with writing and
other academic and professional artefacts in order to gain a sense of the landscape in
which we are working, and figure out where Wwe stand in this landscape, and, import-
antly, a clear sense of the other individuals and groups standing ‘alongside us. That said,
Gelds are dynamic, with differing degrees of coherence and stability, making it more ot
less easy tO gain a sense of where: one stands. As both the field and our oWn research
develop, where we stand and who stands alongside us may change, and we need to have
a clear sense of when and how these changes take place and what the consequences are
of any given shift. Thus, although an initial identification of and engagement with our
field of research and sharpening of our sense of its dynamics and limits are necessary to
provide an initial orientation, this engagement has to continue throughout the life-span
of the project, and, in the development of an academic carcer, beyond the project.
Working at the outer edges of current knowledge in the field is, by definition, unstable
and risky. Continuing engagement with work in the field is necessary In managing this
uncertainty and maximising confidence that a worthwhile contribution is likely to be made
to the field, in a way that is recognised as otiginal and rigorous by other researchers.
No matter how pertinent and interesting the question being addressed in the research,
not knowing the field in which you are working and not knowing it sufficiently well to
be able to posifion your work and establish its originality and rigour, cleatly constitutes 2 -
. major threat o the perceived value of the project. There are clearly ways of mitigating
this risk. A field is sustained by a community of researchers, and so interaction with
members of the community and participation in its activities, for mstance, help to ensure
the relevance and value of the research, and help, in wrm, to shape the field. The char-
acteristics of this community might, indeed, influence the decision to conduct research in

a particular area.
Ultimately, the examiners of the thesis, as representatives of the field of research, have
to make a judgement about the extent to which your thesis makes a legitimate and ori-

ginal contribution to knowledge in the (that is, their and your) field. In cases where ﬂ{‘:
research spans more than one academic field, or combines professional and academic
different disciplines,

come with very different expectations. In research of this sort, it pays from
be clear about the extent to which these expectations are likely to be compatible- I_H:thc
social sciences, for instance, it is common for a thesis to address a particular spe
area of practice from 2 particular theoretical perspective Of from a specific e
cal position. A thesis that examines the processes and practices of inclusion of ¢

with specific special education needs in primary schools from a socio ped®

fields or interests, may
the outset

Jogical pers
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. Jend itself t© examination by experts in both the substantive arc2 of special needs
education and in the sociology of education (or a more speciatised sub-group or either or
 poth these fields). The combination of examiners (as representatives of the fields and
Jegitimate evaluators of the thesis) will be very different if the topic is approached from,
. a pgychological, historical or philosophical perspective- Bringing together a set of
sobstantive professional interests with 2 particular disciplinary perspective requires mutual
recogrition of the value of the accounts produced by the other. For 2 postgraduate
cesearcher deciding on whether a question or topic is wotth asking, it 15 necessary to be
confident that such areas of mutual recognition exist, Of €20 be created, or that potential
Jifferences can be resolved with respect to the project and the approach adopted.

The key issue here is knowing the audience, of audiences, for our research, and being
clear about who can, and ultimately will, evaluate the work, A major threat to successful
completion. of a doctoral project 15, in relation to this, not having an audience, ot having
an audience that is not in a position, in the eyes of the accrediting institution, to evaluate
the work. A postgraduate researcher who. is convinced that her or his work is so inno-
Jative that there is no one who is in 2 position to evaluate it, is clearly going to have
wouble bringing her or his doctorate to 2 successful conclusion. Similarly, there are
projects that are seen as being of vital importance to 2 community, but where members
of that commmuniey are not in a position, with respect to the criteria for examination held
by an academic institution, to evaluate the research. This is not an argument for a con-
servative orientation. Academic fields, like fields of practice, have differing appetites for
risk, challenge and change, and dlearly change does take place. It is, however, an argu-
(ment for recognition that the doctorate is an scademic award and that academic fields are
regulated and “nstitutionalised, albeit to differing degrees. [n attempting to assess whether
or not a research question is worth asking, it 38 important to bear this in mind. We have
to assess our Own appetite for, or tolerance of, risk and be aware of strategies that are

available to mitigate this osk.

Processes and products

Though the feature that distinguishes the doctorate from other earned academic awards i
making an original contribution to knowledge, how that con {bution is achieved and
how it is presented in the thesis is also important. The criteria for the award of a PhD at
my owil institution, for instance, include a formidable list of other requirermnents: that the
thesis consist of the candidate’s own work, that it ‘be an integrated whole and present 2
coherent argument’, that it includes 2 full list of references, that it is written in English,
that it demonstrates the capacity for autonomous Tesearch, that it provides 2 critical
assessment of relevant literature, that it demonstrates a deep understanding of the field,
that it demonstrates relevant research okills and that it 1s ‘of a standard to metit publica-
tion in whole or in part or in revised form’, and more. And all in 80,000 words, and
taking just the equivalent of three years full-time study, and presented in print with
specified line spacing and page margins, and so o1

The issue here is that although the question being addressed must be of current
interest in the field of study, and hold the potential to give tise to anl original contribu-
tion to knowledge, this is not necessarily sufficient for it to be worth asking. For 2
postgraduate researcher working towards a doctorate, the question must also be ‘do-able’
within the constraints and expectations of a doctoral thesis. Jt must also be do-able given
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the institutional context and the skills, interests, c'n:cumstances ns of the difficult
researcher and his/het supervisor, who has 2 key rok¢ in supporting and enriching the position
process of research- Furthermore, it has to have the potential to give mse © a Process lives anc
through which specialised knowiedge and research Jlls can be Jeveloped and deployed bility th
Alongside generiC, ortable and employment—related knowledge: dispositions and collecte
skills. Finally, the question must engage you as researcher, and the process of research perspec
must bave the potential to meet your immediate and longer 0 aspirations. Here, W€ by whi
are focusing 0P the process of research, and addressing the extent 0 which the research from a1
nestion Wi give tise 10 3 process that delivers more just 2 completed thesis. As st
Working rowards 3 Joctorate sho d be an cducational experience- Your supervisor imitial ¢
plays 2 ey role i supporting you 1t the development of your project and in providing others
idance and feedback on progress towards successful compledon our supervisor also researc
Tas 2 more gene educative sole to play in helping you to explore and understand the ~ comfo
field i which you ar€ working an in enabling YOU to acquire both the specialist and © ¢hat ¥
genetiC $ ills and knowledge YoU require 0Ot only to complete the thesis successfully, but which
slso to become an active partic pant 11 the relevant 7E5EALC conypunity of communities if the
and to meet yOur own academic and/ot professmnal carger aspiraions- sidere
Clearly, it 18 important that your supervisor has the expertise and experience to be able reseat
(o assess the ¢alue of your project and advise YoU on how 1t might be developed. With give 1
less expericnced supervisors, oF ith erienced s¥ epvisors who 3¢ supervising o the proje
edges Of outside their jmmediate field of expertise. it is important that some kind of resea;
additional expert support 18 provided. in the form of either joint supervision, super- inter
VisOTy panel Of supervisor mentonng ¢ 1, n any case, advisable to have peopie in fulfik
2ddition to YOUT principal superviser involved in support of your project, Of at least RV
involved 18 the monitonins of progress: This is commonly achieved DY appointing | wor
second supervisor O work in 2 supporing cole, or the appointment of a supesvisory UK
el to suppott the SUpervisor:
As reseatch into the proces of supervision has consistently demonsttated (see, for
instance, Deélamont, Atkinson at 2000), the strategies used by supervisors: and the
level and guality of support ptovided, is highly yaxiable- Institugions also vary i the form
and quality of support provided for postgtaduate researchers, both in terms of the faci
ity of the research trainming provided For 2 posv
and/or supervisory S ppott for

4 and the scope and
spitable institution
The context has t0

cthwhile project highly problerrmtic.

ssor consttutes one part
4 therefort the

ot provided by the supetvis

4’ of the project {am
other factors €O into play that
4 more specjflcall)'

both genera]ly an

do-able, and, if it is, W

An investigation of, say, the educational progress © ¢
Geular kind of leamning difficulaies, which requir
confidentially by schools for purposes other than T

of difficult €t ical issues relating to acces® to and use of data. Likewise, 3 st
er in 20 organisation: which ¥

aspirafions and perceptions of decisiont ing in the organisation;
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gifficult conversations in which interviewees may feel they are compromising their
;‘}éﬁiﬂon in the organisation and endangering their prospects by revealing aspects of their
Jiges and selves that would normally have been kept private. It also opens up the possi-
pility that this unease will lead to partial accounts that compromise the quality of the data
collected. In both these cases, the research questions being addressed may be, from the
erspectives of researchers and/or practitioners in the field, well worth asking. The means
By which they have to be, or are being, addressed may render the research questions,
from an ethical and practical,perspective, ‘not worth asking’.
. As stadying for a doctorate is likely to span 2 pumber of years, it is important that the
« ipitial enthusiasm that you have for your project can be sustained (and that the interest of
others in your field can also be assured over the period of research). Is the topic of
research sufficiently engaging? Is the approach you are adopting one with which you feel
comfortable? Does the mode of data collection lead you to engage in forms of activity
that you €njoy; and thus are more likely to be able to sustain (for instance, 2 project in
which data is collected through interviews is more likely to be sustainable and successfill
if the researcher particularly enjoys talking to people). Sustainability also has to be con-
dered with respect to jssues such as access 1O empirical settings OVer the period of
cesearch and meeting the costs of the research. Whatever the potential of the question to
give, rise tO 3 contribution to knowledge in the field, it has to be possible to complete the
project itself with the time, resources, expertise and support available to you, as the
researcher, bearing in mind the circumstances you are in, your owin particular skills,
" interests and dispositions and so on. And, ideally, the process should be enjoyable and
fulfilling. ,

“¥hat's worth asking’ is Jlso infiuenced by what you hope to gain from the process of
working towards a doctorate, and from the eventual award of the doctorate. Analysis of
UK first destinagon occupational data (UK Grad Programme 2008) shows that graduates
from doctoral programmes take up a wide range of forms of employment across diverse

o ' sectors. Although 2 significant proportion of graduates do take up research-related
e eroployment, it can 1o longer be assumed that a doctorate is principally preparation fora
- . research or academic carect. This has fuelled a greater emphasis on generic and transfer-
- able employment related skills in PhD programimes. 1t has also led tw an acknow-
&= ledgement that people enter PhD programmes with a broad range of aspirations and
a follow diverse occupational trajectories on graduation. Diversification in the types of

doctorate offered, for instance the growth of professional doctorates that act as either
initial training or a form of further professional development for particular professional
= groups, has also increased awareness that what postgraduate researchers hope to gain from

€ a programme i increasingly varied. This diversity of aspirations is catered for in the
1 structure and content of prograrmnes,fwith professional doctorates, such as the Doctor of
Y Engineering (DEng), offering a range of taught courses, which combine specialised skills
_ and knowledge relating directly to the area of research, with more explicitly employ-
s ment-related components, such as input on business practice, production Processes,

research management and knowledge transfer.
Career, and other personal aspirations, should also be taken into account in ascertain-

d ing whether or not 2 research question is worthwhile, for you personally, to address. This
r involves a balancing of academic field-related and professional concerns with personal
r dispositions, okills and circumstances. Particular questions offer specific opportunities, for
r kills development and new experiences in the short term, and for work and life
z opportunities in the longer term. Amnalysis of particular forms of data may, for instance,
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rtunities to Use and develop expertise with certain forms of analysis soft-
may place you in an advantageous position with respect t0 future
cus of the research. Know-

This also holds for the substantive fo
may have greater or lesser utility to

provide Oppo
ware, which, in turm,
occupational choices.

ledge and expertise developed through yout research

you in fatre career development.
ces also influence the selecton of a question to TEsC

Current circumstarnt
personal and professional comynitments determine the fime you have available to study
duate researchers studying part-time, pro-

and how this time s distributed. For postgra
e opportunities, for instance tO caiTy

fessional commitments and conditions ¢an both creat
1 the setting in which you works and rendet some fines of enquiry

out a study focusing O
impossible, for instance research that requires an extended period of time in another
setting. From the possible array of potentia]ly worthwhile vesearch questions in your

feld, there are going to that are not; through personal and professional cir-
cumstances, possible to take up, and others, through the opportunities that they afford n
celation to Interests and aspirations, which would be particularly worth addressing.

This is not t© sanction OF encourag 12l view of selectiont of a topic

¢ a purely instrumer
to research, but rather to emphasise £ function of

hat ‘what's worth asking’ is 0ot just 2
the held of research, but also relates to

who you, ¢the researcher, 1%, and how yout cir-
CUIMSLAnNCes and aspirations position you in relation to0 the processes and outcomes of
doing research-

arch. Your

Conclusion

why?" could be seen as & fanction of the current state
edge, where ar¢ the gaps, what

Formally, ‘what’s worth asking and
state of knowlk
k in the field? So,

of the field of study — what is the current _
in relation to other wor

constitutes an interesting and productive study
to answer the question ‘what's worth asking?’, W€ could say ‘2 question is worth asking if
- the field’. Fields are not always gquite

it makes an origin ibuti
i the field, in order t0 position one’s oW work,

so simple to identify, and exploration of

constitates 3 Major part of the project of completion of a doctorate. Fields are not dis-
crete, nort arc they defined by of limited to academic disciphines, but incorporate relate
to, overlap with, influence and aré influenced by each other’and domains. of professio

practice. You have to know the field in order t© be confident that the question you
intending to address will give tise to knowledge that is considered within the field © be
new, original and interesting. Although this does 0ot iti
non-contingent statemen’ i i
message with respect tO doctoral projects. You must
sense of 2 recognisable community of researchers with common interests and approaChesl
:n which to locate your work. It is from this community that represen
drawn {as examiners) order to evaluate the extent to
knowledge in the field, and does 50 in a way that demonstrates-a good understandm
the field (subs.t:mt:ivehar and methodologically) and adopts 2 form of research
recogpised 25 appropriate and legitimate by other members of the field of research-
A topic or guestion might appear © 2 sesearcher to be worthwhile 12 juself, Bt
without a field or community, 1ts value cannot be recognised. Although doctoral thesss
can, should and do play an important part in the development of 1w fields of seudy
new approaches t0 research, it 18 unlikely that a new feld will be initiated, though *
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T

be ,signg,lled, in a doctoral thesis. The nature of, and risks associated with, the examnina-
gon of 2 doctoral thesis place limits on novelty. The ‘attack on the taken for granted
world of their audience’ that Davis (1971: 311) associates with “nteresting’ social theories
{and, for Davis, all ‘great’ social theories are considered as such because they are seetl
within the field as ‘interesting’, not bécause they are seen to be ‘true’} carries a huge risk
for a postgraduate researcher. So, although originality 1s essential in a worthwhile doc-
goral research project, there are distinct dangers in being, or at least seeing oneself as
being, so far shead of the cutting edge of contemporary rescarch that no one is i
position tO judge its value or quality. For originality to be established, someone has to be
in a position, other than the researcher her- or himself, to make that judgement. There
has to be a readership that Is knowledgeable and respected in the field.

For a question to be worth asking, it aiso has:to be answerable, and answerable within
the limits imposed by 2 doctoral programme and thesis. These relate, as We have seen, to
" the resources available to do the research (in terms of time, money and equipment, for
instance), the institutional setting (in terms of supervisory expertise, training £o do the
research and access to sites of research, for instance) and the form and format of the thesis
. (in terms of both how the research has to be physically presented thesis form, and the
requi.fements of the thesis to demonstrate broader competence, expertise and knowledge
than may be strictly required for completion of the project and answering the question,
exploring the problem or testing the hypothesis). As the foundation for a doctoral pro-
ject, to be worth. asking the question has to be answerable within the confines and
affordances of a doctoral programme. This 3 in addition to other ‘do-ability’ issues that
concern all research, for instance relating to ethical research practice.

A worthwhile project must not only be do-able in relation to the doctoral programme
and the support it provides, it must-be personally engaging and custainable for you, as the
postgraduate researcher, in your particular circumstances. This personal dimension should
not be under estimated. A worthwhile question that is not personally engaging, ot that
requires expertise and attributes that you do not have, is unlikely to give rise to a process
of research that can be brought to 2 successful conclusion. Losing motivation, either
through loss of interest in your work, ot through the trials of mecting constant personal
and academic challenges, can be fatal for a doctoral research project. Making a judge-
ment of “what’s worth asking’ must thus take into consideration the researcher her- or
himseif and her or his circumstances. It is not just ‘the field’ that renders 2 project
worthwhile; who is asking and in what circumstances is equally important in figuring out
‘what's worth asking?’, and ‘why?" is as much an issue of the extent tO which it is
answerable in personal, practical and sitvated terms, as it is a matter of the state of
knowledge of the field of research.
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