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Leigh Fowkes, Careers and Employability 
Consultant at The Open University (OU), 
shares the four important lessons he learned 
from completing his first research project to 
inspire those considering taking the first steps 
into practitioner research. 

   
            A RESEARCH 
PROJECT COULD BE 
THE CHALLENGE 
YOU NEED TO 
DEVELOP YOUR 
CAREER AND HONE 
NEW SKILLS

n karate, the white belt is a symbol 
for a person’s purity and birth at the 
start of their martial arts journey, 
eventually aspiring to black belt levels. 
Research has no such grading system. 
Nevertheless, I found myself nervously 
hoping to channel my inner strength as 

I embarked on the path of my first HECSU-
funded research project, Bumping online 
discussion forums in a social media age, 
which I completed in late 2019. 

Online discussion forums (ODFs) form 
a prominent part of the OU’s careers and 
employability provision, facilitating the 
creation of networked communities involving 
students, alumni, employers and careers 
professionals. The aim of my research was  
to explore the impact and utility of our forums 
in supporting the career learning and career 
identity of our students.

To encourage and support other 
practitioners considering research, I wanted 
to share the four most important lessons I  
have learned. 

LESSON 1:  
FINDING YOUR “WHY?”  

I found the idea of contemplating research 
and believing I could do it to be the biggest 
psychological battle. Before you start, find 
out what is driving you to consider research 
and let that energy feed you and become 
bigger than your fears. Why do you want 
to complete a research project? Have you 
seen a gap in the literature that your research 
could fill? Could your research help you 
better serve students and the wider sector?  
A research project could be the challenge 
you need to develop your career and hone 
new skills. 
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LESSON 2:  
FIND YOUR MENTORS

Research doesn’t have to be a lonely 
endeavour! There will be people and 
resources you can draw on to harness the 
strength of collective wisdom. In my report,  
I make several acknowledgements to  
people who helped me along the way. 
Surround yourself with people and tools  
that can make you better at research. I 
secured a de facto mentor and our informal 
catch-ups were crucial to ensure I was on 
the right track. You will also find support 
in university departments when you are 
seeking ethics approval and compiling data 
protection plans. Don’t be afraid to use social 
media: I found myself learning about Braun  
& Clarke’s model of thematic analysis from 
a YouTube video made by Braun & Clarke 
themselves. (The key message I learned  
was that themes do not emerge).

LESSON 3:  
DON’T TAKE ON TOO
HEAVY A BURDEN

There are lots of things to consider when 
designing a research project, including:
• establishing the evidence base through  

a literature review
• having clear research aims and a robust 

methodology
• choosing your modes of analysis
• gaining ethical approval
• collecting your data
• writing up your efforts whilst deciphering 

research ‘jargonese’ 
• disseminating far and wide. 

Focussing on my research project as  
a whole felt overwhelming, so I broke it  
down week by week to include pockets of 
learning (reading material and watching 
videos), writing and admin. I used the Planner 
function in Microsoft Teams and a Gantt  
chart in Excel to keep myself organised,  
and everything else fell into place. This 
approach also meant I could see my  
progress and celebrate the small successes 
along the way.

LESSON 4:  
TRUST YOUR INSTINCTS  
AND JUDGEMENT

At the start of my research journey, I kept 
trying to find the ‘right way’ to design my 
research. My colleagues’ views, my reading 
and my experiences all influenced my 
research design, which made decisions 
confusing. Over time, however, I found there 
are no right or wrong answers as long as your 
approach considers your research questions, 
your underlying philosophy,  
 

your preferences and skillset. Time spent 
understanding, justifying and writing down 
your methodological approach is time well 
spent. Although I gathered views and listened 
to feedback, I made my decisions on  
what felt right for me and the research.  
As practitioners, we have a unique insight  
so use it – and trust it. 
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            BEFORE 
YOU START, FIND 
OUT WHAT IS 
DRIVING YOU 
TO CONSIDER 
RESEARCH AND  
LET THAT ENERGY  
FEED YOU

WHAT NEXT?
I have written about the psychological 
aspects of first-time practitioner 
research because that is what can hold 
us back, but also push us beyond our 
comfort zone. If you have research 
ideas, I recommend giving them some 
breathing space: look for opportunities 
in your workplace (and externally) and 
see where they take you. Alongside 
completing my research report, I have 
had the opportunity to present my 
 work at conferences and validate the 
positive impact our career-focused  
online discussion forums have made  
to our students. This has influenced 
further service innovation and scaling, 
our forum design, quality standards  
and hosting activity. 

We now know online discussion 
forums have the potential to provide 
a supportive learning community that 
connects students with the support they 
need for their career. Now that we’re all 
experiencing isolation, my research feels 
particularly relevant and important.

PHOENIX   JUNE 2020   11


