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Paradigm reflection memo
What I Understand about the Paradigm Issues and Mental Models


What are paradigms? Paradigms “define the legitimate problems and methods of a research field” (Kuhn, 2010). According to Kuhn, paradigms are uniformly accepted ways of thinking by a community of learners/researchers who hold certain ontological and epistemological convictions. According to Maxwell (2012), paradigms offer tools to be used by a community to examine phenomena. In the empirical realm of research I'm not sure what you mean by this, the predominant tool for examining phenomena is limited to what can be explained by observation (materialistic).  In contrast, the rationalist perspective examines phenomena with the tools of reasoning (practical knowledge).  In “Mixed Methods and Social Inquiry all social inquiry is conducted from within the inquirer’s particular ways of seeing, hearing and understanding the social world” (Greene, p. 66-67).  The ‘issue’ with paradigms is that there is no ‘one-size fits all’ set of rules for conducting research that can fully explain phenomena. Conversely, mixing paradigms, explains Greene, may undervalue the usefulness of the structure of inquiry that a paradigm lends to the construction of a particular framework for examining/explaining research findings. Should this sentence come after the following one? Hence, a concern with focusing on one paradigms when conducting a study is the rigidity of the methods used when only one philosophical stance is used to explain findings. This is where mental models enter the paradigm debate.

Mental models, like paradigms, include assumptions of ontology and epistemology as tools for research methods, but it also includes the theory of realism. Greene would say that realism is simply an alternative paradigm. Realism takes into account the assumptions the inquirer (values, beliefs, stance, experience and wisdom) brings to the study (Greene, pp54).  Maxwell argues for integrating stances to pragmatically include factors that will add meaning to a study, not by focusing on the design but by focusing on the goals of the research. I'm not sure what you mean by this, but I don't think I agree. In my view, goals are part of the design, and all parts are relevant to integrating stances. In this view, different theories and mental models are integrated, not fused, to add “validity, adequate, in-depth knowledge of the phenomena” studied (Maxwell, 2011, pp29). 

How My Views Fit into Paradigms and Readings


I’ve grappled with understanding and clearly interpreting paradigms for myself since  “Ways of Knowing” (September 2011). Every class session I sat at the front of the class listening to Dr. Galluzzo expound on this theory and that theory. For three months I eagerly accepted a paradigm at 5:00 pm only to reject it at 7:00 pm because under scrutiny the theory seemed to be missing some critical element that I needed in order to accept it as my own. In the rationalist paradigm, it was the dismissiveness of experience that did not convince me; in the empiricist theory, it was the objective reasoning factor that was missing; in the positivist paradigm, it was the lack of accounting for the world outside our perception (context). On and on I struggled to find a way of knowing that I could call my own.  In working through the parade of paradigms from the early Greeks to present, one thing became clear to me, I was more comfortable with numbers. But numbers alone did not explain the context in which I operated, special education.


 It is difficult to say what influenced my need for concrete evidence. Maybe it was school? The grades reliably inform success or failure. Maybe it was in rejection of my Latina roots? Latinos can be so ‘wishy-washy.’ We never say what we mean; and, it takes us twice the word count to get our point across because we are always poeticizing it. Hard to know how my inclination toward data evolved. However, by the end of “Ways of Knowing,” I realized that it wasn’t about ‘one’ way of knowing but about understanding ‘all’ ways of knowing. Yes, the other shoe had dropped. I was liberated to seek out how my positivist inclination could be married to my empiricist nature.  Data was what I needed to give audience to a truth. But in order to accept it, the truth had to have the facility to be performed as the data evidenced (replication). And, it must do so across settings and in all contexts.  

It was my belief that there existed no ‘one-size-fits-all’ theory. This was the reason I accepted and rejected theories in the space of three hours in the “Ways of Knowing” context. Hence, I prefer to think of myself as a medley of many traditions. But, with a strong inclination toward the understanding that atomistic events are necessary but cannot provide the only basis of ontology, ‘the world cannot be rationally changed unless it is adequately interpreted’ (Bhaskar, as cited in Burnett, 2010, p. 2). The Greene article was instrumental in my understanding of how paradigms and mental models shape the design of a research. But, it was the Maxwell article, “Paradigms or Toolkits? Philosophical and Methodological Positions as Heuristics for Mixed Methods Research,” that allayed earlier concerns I had for my lack or inability to choose a “way of knowing” for designing my research. (

On first impression, rationalism, reasoning our world with our knowledge, seemed to be a perfectly ‘reasonable’ way of looking at the world until the empiricist suggested that the knowledge used to reason with comes from experience (rejected by rationalists).  Positivism, on the other hand, resonated as it offered an objective and prescriptive method for knowing, but alas was rejected due to its inability to entertain the social activity of science and the theory-dependence of all observation. After the readings on paradigm and mental models, I can be at ease with the knowledge that I am a Dialectical Critical Realist (DCR)! ( 


As a dialectical critical realist, I see, hear and understand the social world by accepting that my way of seeing is not the only way; that the perspective (theories) I hold recognize knowledge is “partial, incomplete and fallible” (Maxwell, 2012) This way of knowing shapes my research in two distinct ways. First, my mental models influence my goals, conceptual framework and research questions; two, my methods are guided by my realist but critical perception (ontology is real and epistemology is constructive and dependent on experience). 

IMPLICATIONS FOR COMBINING QUALITATIVE/QUANTITATIVE METHODS AND APPROACHES


The relevance of mixing methods is to achieve a fuller understanding: this includes verifying one set of findings against another. I disagree with the stance that it has to be one or the other…thinking of mixed methods as just for triangulation to give a study more credibility dilutes the purpose of the study…why not just state clearly what the intentions of mixing are: “’to further understand the phenomena’ or ‘to Completely understand the phenomena’ it was necessary to talk with the participants and to observe the participants.” (

I believe a difference in my writing as a result of reading papers by Sandelowski (2003), Oakley (1999), Maxwell (2010), I will endeavor to thoughtfully and systematically assess the constructs of my research framework as a cyclical process. I will approach the study’s goals, concepts, research question, methods and validity as interconnected thereby influencing each other at various stages of the study. In addition, I plan to be cautious and vigilant to reduce the chaos of the data presented by a careful construction of the context in the realist perspective…I want my ‘write up’ of a mixed method research to be ordered and make sense of the data presented by ensuring that I include the interaction of procedures with the actual phenomena being studied (Maxwell, p. 132). The flow from goal to questions to claim and conclusion must be meaningful to the reader...I want my research to be applicable, useful research.

How Do My Views Disadvantage or Threaten Validity

Validity concerns about the conclusions and inference drawn from a study formulated with a dialectical and critical realist are varied depending on a reader’s stance. A reader with an objectivist stance might consider my conclusions were made without a valid objective view of the variables involved, ‘the real world’. And, that the inferences were made using hidden variables, ‘the real world beyond the reach of our senses,’ that could not be objectively studied: empiricism. In addition, a reader of my study may question my approach as faulty because of my varied use of methods that do not use a “prescribed and well –entrenched procedures and strategies” (Miller, 2008 as quoted by Maxwell, 2012 p.128). And they would be correct, if I did not take the time to tell the story about how the context was observed and what markers were used beyond the senses that added depth and understanding in formulating the inferences and conclusions. ( Because my views are not universal, the validity of my research (in the view of some people) is jeopardized, but I would argue that this isn't really the case. I must anticipate how others could view my conclusions and results. True. I must play the ‘doubting game’ to ensure that my interpretation and conclusions are well stated in order to increase the chances that they will be accepted. To this end, I could offer alternative arguments juxtaposed with evidence as to why they should/could not support the inferences or conclusions of my study.  Of course, I would do my best to dispel these alternative arguments in order to strengthen the interpretations of the research. But, if I could not then they would constitute the limitations of my study and possibly the basis for future studies.
Silvia:

Nice work on this. There are a few places where I had trouble following your argument, but on the whole it makes sense to me.

Grade: A

References

Becker, Howard, "Generalizing from case studies." In Elliot Eisner & Alan Peshkin, Qualitative Inquiry in Education.

Bem, Daryl, "Writing the empirical journal article." A version of this article appears in Darley, J. M., Zanna, M. P., & Roediger III, H. L. (Eds) (2003). The Complete Academic: A Practical Guide for the Beginning Social Scientist, 2nd Edition . Washington, DC: American Psychological Association.
Guba, Egon (Ed.), The Paradigm Dialog.  Sage Publications, 1990.
Maxwell, Joseph A., "Paradigms or toolkits? Philosophical and methodological positions as heuristics for mixed methods research." Midwest Educational Research Journal 24(2), pp. 27-30 (2011).

Maxwell, Joseph A., A Realist Approach for Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2011.
Maxwell, Joseph A., "Using numbers in qualitative research." Qualitative Inquiry 16(6), pp. 475-482 (2010). 

Oakley, Ann, "Paradigm wars: Some thought on a personal and public trajectory." International Journal of Social Research Methodology 2(3), pp. 247-254 (1999).
Sandelowski, Margarete, "Tables or tableaux? The challenges of writing and reading mixed methods." In A. Tashakkori & C. Teddlie, Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social and Behavioral Research. Sage Publications, 2003. 

