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Abstract. Which methodology is most appropriate for educational research is a ques-
tion for which many experts have provided often antithetical ideas and approaches.
The mixed-methods approach has only recently appeared in the field of educational
research as an alternative to the dichotomous vision that contrasts quantitative and
qualitative methods. This paper will explore mixed-methods designs in an attempt to
provide a framework that can facilitate its use in teaching and educational research.
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1. Introduction

The complexity of educational action and a pedagogical approach make research,
especially in education, particularly delicate and closely correlated to the contextual
variables in which it occurs'. This does not mean that it should not be rigorous, nor must
move in multiple directions. Quite the contrary, a high degree of rigor is needed, whe-
ther the research is theoretical, historical, or empirical®. If it is true that «scientific laws
are hypothetically probabilistic»’, it is also true that, in education, relationships with the
same type of character may be confirmed*. Thus, scientificity resides not so much in the
research subjects as in the processes implemented to investigate such a complex subject
as education.

Why is educational research carried out?

The research activities seek to shed light on a given educational situation, spatially, temporally,
and culturally located, in order to have a comprehensive understanding of the situation, taking
into account its uniqueness and specificity (idiographic research), or to extrapolate from that
situation more general rules and laws, applicable also to contexts and situations different from
those in which they were produced (nomothetic research)»®. Research is carried out because

! Cfr. L. Mortari, Cultura della ricerca pedagogica. Prospettive epistemologiche, Roma, Carocci, 2007.

2 Cfr. Ibidem.

3P. Lucisano, A. Salerni, Metodologia della ricerca in educazione e formazione, Roma, Carocci, 2002, p. 32.
4 Cfr. Ibidem.

5R. Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, Milano, Franco Angeli, 2002, p. 21.
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of the «desire to understand educational phenomena in order to make educational decisions
whose effectiveness, broadly speaking, is more probable®.

R. Trinchero and P. Lucisano have provided a functionally exhaustive answer to
the question posed. Indeed, educational research following their line of thought is use-
ful, perhaps indispensable, for making choices with some foundation in validity, based
on a rigorous understanding of a certain phenomenon. The approach adopted may
only be a choice regarding the educational event to be investigated. Being «the reali-
ty of the problem and of the possible solutions to function as a criterion for the choi-
ce of approaches»’, it is considered appropriate to work with a multiplicity of approa-
ches, always referable however to scientificity. It is no coincidence that the current debate
concerning these issues speaks of a true mixed approach or of what is termed an eclec-
tic approach that legitimizes using any methodological combination on condition that
scientificity are respected and significant results are obtained?.

2. The presuppositions of educational research

It is undeniable that in the simple attempt to provide an indispensable reason for
educational research, the need to face some paradigmatic questions has emerged, namely
those of that «more complex conceptual organizational chart comprised of ontological,
gnoseological, epistemological, ethical, and political presuppositions»°.

Ontological presuppositions refer to the nature of the situation being explored, while
the gnoseological ones question the nature of knowledge!®. These assumptions are found
in the beliefs of the researcher who may consider reality a fact that exists as an objec-
tive or objectified condition, thus separated from the observer investigating it or as a
result of its perception in an ecological perspective!l. These two visions fall into indi-
vidual research perspectives. One is the «naive realist»? research perspective of a rese-
archer who believes that reality can be investigated deterministically. The other is the
«critical realist»'® research perspective of a researcher who considers the knowledge of
an imperfect, probabilistic situation and the ecological strand of the researcher who con-
siders knowledge of reality as the product of our perception and mental image created on
the interpretation of facts'. This last strand is further articulated into phenomenological,
critical, and participatory orientations.

Epistemological presuppositions seek ways to achieve knowledge!®> and are closely

°P. Lucisano, A. Salerni, Metodologia della ricerca in educazione e formazione, cit., p.18.

71vi, p. 78.

8 Cfr. M. Pellerey, La scelta del metodo di ricerca. Riflessioni orientative, in «Giornale Italiano della Ricerca
Educativar, 2011, 4(7), pp. 107-111.

°L. Mortari, Cultura della ricerca pedagogica. Prospettive epistemologiche, cit., pp. 20-21.

10 Cfr. Ibidem.

' Cfr. R. Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, cit.; Mortari L., Cultura della ricerca pedagogica.
Prospettive epistemologiche, cit.

2R. Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, cit., p. 26.

13 Ibidem.

" Cfr. Ibidem.

15 Cfr. L. Mortari, Cultura della ricerca pedagogica. Prospettive epistemologiche, cit.
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related to the researcher’s ontological and gnoseological beliefs. For the naive realist,
research results can only be true in that reality and researcher are independent entities.
The critical realist does not look for deterministic truths but

trends and regularities in the observed phenomena that may suggest the existence of certain
structural provisions that govern this reality. [...] The spatial, temporal, and cultural contexts in
which the research is conducted are important, given that the same tendential validities, in dif-
ferent contexts, could give different manifestations or none at all’®.

For the researcher who follows ecological presuppositions that takes on a relativist
outlook, reality can only be interpreted by searching for the meanings attributed by the
subjects to the phenomena under investigation'’. Specifically, a phenomenological orien-
tation leads the researcher to adopt a transcendental eidetic approach. In other words,
the genesis of the phenomena will not be addressed but only their directly observable
and describable, or hermeneutic, effect, leading the researcher to shift his focus from
describing the phenomenon to searching for the meaning that the experience takes on
for the subjects involved in the research!®. With a critical approach, an ecological orien-
tation leads the researcher to view the situation being investigated as a problem requi-
ring a solution. A critical awareness of the social and cultural conditions influencing the
phenomena is developed in order to reveal the forms of subjugating power found also
in educational contexts in a transformative perspective and promoting emancipatory
improvement strategies'®. Finally, an ecological orientation with a participatory appro-
ach presupposes that the research is developed through cooperation between the resear-
cher and the people involved in the research who, together, acquire the techniques and
knowledge®.

The ethical and political assumptions ask the researcher axiological questions regar-
ding their responsibility and what the reasonable and appropriate research to be con-
ducted is?!. Above all, the question of values in our area of interest cannot be ignored, so
the researcher cannot overlook the fact that the players in educational action and peda-
gogical approach are people «whose personal growth and empowerment are always prio-
rity goals»*2.

These presuppositions are followed by one last general question on methodology,
understood as thoughts on method and techniques, i.e., the set of codified processes and
structures made available for research also in the educational field, which the researcher
adopts for his own assumptions. Indeed, there are many scholars who deal with the que-
stion of educational research methodology®. All agree in identifying a guiding structure
that can be attributed to a series of steps that relate to a recursive, circular model?:

1R. Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, cit., pp. 26-27.

7 Cfr. Ibidem.

8 Cfr. L. Mortari, Cultura della ricerca pedagogica. Prospettive epistemologiche, cit.

19 Cfr. Ibidem.

20 Cfr. Ibidem.

2L Cfr. Ibidem.

22R. Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, cit., p. 26.

23 1n the Italian context we can see the studies of Luigina Mortari, Susanna Mantovani, Benedetto Vertecchi,
Gaetano Domenici, Pietro Lucisano, Roberto Trinchero, Davide Capperucci and Fabio Dovigo.

24 Cfr. . Dewey, Come pensiamo, Firenze, La Nuova Italia, 1973.

DOI: 10.13128/ssf-10815 | ISSN 2036-6981 (online)



426 Marianna Piccioli

o problem selection and the definition of hypotheses or objectives;

« research-design formulation;

o tool selection, construction, and development;

o data collection;

« data encoding and analysis; and

o interpretation and communication of the results.

Lastly, P. Lucisano has focused on such macro-context issues as the institutional
and regulatory environment, policy guidelines disproportionate to the contexts, and
resources that can draw on the specific research and available time.

Knowing the institutional and regulatory context allows the researcher to identify
the levels of responsibility to be investigated and «to make clear which relations have
solutions to the problems he/she intends to address»?°.

Understanding the policy guidelines helps to identify the implicit goals underlying
some decisions conveyed by the regulatory framework, effectively representing constraint
or opportunity factors for the researcher who must be aware of also being part of this
system. «To think that we cannot be conditioned by these guidelines is just as naive and
can give rise to extremisms or of prejudicial criticism that would make the researcher
lose a sense of reality»?°. In relation to this sensitive issue, Lucisano has given the scienti-
fic community the responsibility to monitor the political guidelines and ensure that they
do not affect the spaces for basic free research.

The last two issues, resources and time, pose constraints that the researcher must
face when designing his own research and which must respond to feasibility princi-
ples. Having said this, however, one cannot fail to consider the fact that the question
of resources «forces us to deal with funding mechanisms and the powers that deter-
mine the flow of resources to the various research sectors»””. Consider that the indica-
tor, expressing the percentage of research and development investments related to GDP
(Gross Domestic Product), is one of the key structural indicators in the Europe 2020
strategy. The 2020 goal the European Union has set itself is to invest 3% of its GDP in
research and development, requesting Italy to contribute to reaching this target with an
investment of 1.53% on the grounds that Italy, according to the latest EUROSTAT data
from 2015, allocates only 1.33% of its GDP to research and development, compared to
the European average of 2.03% or to those countries, such as Austria, Denmark and Swe-
den, that have already reached or exceeded the European average target with research
and innovation investments exceeding 3%?2%.

To formulate the research design, some elements must be considered, such as:

o the factors, understood as any element affecting a system or a product of the

system;

o the variables, i.e., any entity that can assume multiple values, also called modali-

ties assumed by the variable;

o the techniques or referential procedure for the set of well-defined logical steps

useful in obtaining a result of the given premises;

%5 P. Lucisano, A. Salerni, Metodologia della ricerca in educazione e formazione, cit., p. 78.

2 Ivi, p. 79.

27 1vi, p. 80.

28 Cfr. Source EUROSTAT, http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database, last consultation 29/05/2018.
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« the physical or virtual tools used as part of a technique;

o the method, understood as that set of techniques and principles that guide its
application; and

o  strategies, or the set of techniques and principles guiding the application, chosen
on the basis of the objective®.

3. The mixed-methods approach

We now would like to call attention to the research designs known as mixed
methods. To understand the development process of this approach to research, more spa-
ce would be needed than would be possible to use in this context, so I will limit myself
to providing a concise definition of the technique and a more detailed picture of the
description of the types of designs.

Mixed methods have been introduced «with the expectation of becoming a third
way in social sciences as regards the quantity-quality dichotomy by contemplating the
integration of different approaches and, with them, diverse analytical methods, not as
simply their sum but as an integrated, integral approach to the situation being studied»*
considering the need for their systemic integration as a functional modality for explo-
ring complex phenomena. L. Mortari further underscores that «the pragmatic principle
guiding the mixed methods theory is to increase the investigative force and to avoid the
weaknesses of individual approaches»’!.

As stressed by A. La Marca, this new research perspective appears to respond better
to this new realism®? where the ultimate goal of achieving significant results and respon-
ding to the situation of the phenomenon under investigation enables any integration of
different models to be accepted, resulting in what is also termed an eclectic approach®.

Many authors have codified various mixed-methods research designs** and the pro-
cess leading to the recognition of this methodological approach to socio-educational
research has been lengthy. Various studies have focused on standardizing these research

2 Cfr. R. Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, cit.

30E. Amaturo, G. Punziano, I Mixed Methods nella ricerca sociale, Roma, Carocci, 2016, p. 15.

3LL. Mortari, La ricerca empirica in educazione: questioni aperte, in «Studi sulla Formazione/Open Journal of
Education», 12(1-2), 2009, pp. 33-46, p. 40.

32 Cfr. A. La Marca, Nuovo realismo e metodi di ricerca misti, in «Journal of Educational, Cultural and
Psychological Studies (ECPS Journal)», 1(9), 2014, 397-416.

3 Cfr. M. Pellerey, La scelta del metodo di ricerca. Riflessioni orientative, cit.

34 Cfr. J.W. Creswell, V.L. Plano Clark, Designing and conducting mixed methods research, Sage, Thousand
Oaks (CA), 2011; J.C. Greene, Mixing Methods in Social Inquiry, San Francisco, Jossey -Bass, 2007; J.C.
Greene, V.J. Caracelli, W.F. Graham, Towards a Conceptual Framework for Mixed-method Evaluation Desigs,
in «Education, Evaluation and Policy Analysis», II, 1989, pp. 255-274; R.B. Johnson, A.]. Onwuegbuzie, Mixed
Methods Research. A Research Paradigm Whose Time Has Come, in «Educational Research», 33(7), 2004, pp.
14-26; D.L. Morgan, Practical Strategies for Combining Qualitative and Quantitative Methods. Applications
to Health Research, in «Qualitative Health Research», 8(3), 1998, pp. 362-376; J.M. Morse, Approaches to
Qualitative-quantitative Methodological Triangulation, in «Nursing Research», 40, 1991, pp. 120-123; J.M.
Morse, L. Niehaus, Mixed Method Design. Principles and Procedures, Left Coast Press, Walnut Creek (CA),
2009; C. Teddlie, A. Tashakkori, The Foundations of Mixed Methods Research. Integrating Quantitative and
Qualitative Techniques in the Social and Behavioral Sciences, Sage, Thousand Oaks (CA), 2009.
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designs in order to organize and simplify complex phenomena for cognitive, organizatio-
nal, and communicative purposes®.

Proceeding chronologically, the first classification of the mixed-methods research
designs has been attributed to the work of J.C. Greene, V.J. Caracelli, and W.F. Graham
who put forward an initial typological distinction of research objectives with respect
to the study’s general purpose. Triangulation has proved useful in confirming and fin-
ding analogies and correlations between results obtained using different methods. The
complementarity method validates, describes, and clarifies the results obtained through
the use of another method. Development uses the results obtained with one method to
implement the other. Initiation reformulates the research questions or the results obtai-
ned using the other method’s principles and models. Expansion’s main objective is to
extend the scale and variables being investigated by using diverse methods?®.

Subsequently, it was again V.J. Caracelli and J.C. Greene who introduced the con-
tinuity aspect of integrating the two different research models to their previous ones,
distinguishing between component designs that keep separate the use of the two models
or integrated designs in which the two models are integrated with each other at different
phases of the study?’.

One of the most significant studies is by J.V. Creswell, whose work prompted the
now widely recognized standardization. His study is based on a time orientation and
a mixed-research design implementation sequence, identifying three different design
types. The sequential strategy uses a method to elaborate, explore, and instruct the suc-
ceeding phase in which the other method is used. The simultaneous strategy integrates
the two methods only at the time of the overall analysis of data collected, analyzed, and
interpreted according to the principles of each of the methods conducted in parallel. The
transformation strategy uses a general perspective, derived from a previously defined
theoretical framework and able to address the research design arising from both qualita-
tive and quantitative data.

R. B. Johnson and A.J. Onwuegbuzie’® have expanded earlier studies by A.
Tashakkori and C. Teddlie*’, arriving at a distinction between a mixed-model design and
a mixed-methods design. In mixed-model designs, the two approaches, both qualitative
and quantitative, appear to be integrated both in the same phase of the research design
and between different phases, whereas integration can occur in even a single phase in
mixed-methods designs*!. Instead, A. Bryman’s work on the reasons for the decision to

35E. Amaturo, G. Punziano, I Mixed Methods nella ricerca sociale, cit.

36 Cfr. J.C. Greene, V.J. Caracelli, W.F. Graham, Towards a Conceptual Framework for Mixed-method
Evaluation Desigs, cit.

37 Cfr. V.J. Caracelli, J.C. Greene, Crafting Mixed-Method Evaluation Design, in «New Directions for
Evaluation», 74, 1997, pp. 19-32.

38 Cfr. J.V. Creswell, Research Design. Qualitative, Quantitative and Mixed Methods Approaches, London, Sage,
2003.

3 Cfr. R.B. Johnson, A.J. Onwuegbuzie, Mixed Methods Research. A Research Paradigm Whose Time Has
Come, cit.

40 Cfr. A. Tashakkori, C. Teddlie, Mixed Methodology. Combining the Qualitative and Quantitative
Approaches, Thousand Oaks (CA), Sages, 1998.

41 Cfr. R.B. Johnson, A.J. Onwuegbuzie, Mixed Methods Research. A Research Paradigm Whose Time Has
Come, cit.
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choose a mixed-research design has identified sixteen different multi-strategy types*.

Lastly, C. Teddlie and A. Tashakkori have identified five reasons why studies dedica-
ted to the description of various mixed-methods types are particularly useful:

o the types are tools that help to plan research designs and to combine correctly

the various data collection and processing methods;

o the types facilitate the use of a common language still not fully defined as

regards mixed methods;

« the types define a research field’s structure when addressing the general design

and not individual data collection and processing strategies;

o the types favor the legitimization of a field by reinforcing the different mixed-

methods research designs adopted; and

o the types become useful pedagogical guides as they encourage the introduction

of beginners into the field of mixed-methods research.

However, the two authors have also highlighted in their conclusions the difficulty in
being able to fully outline all the possible types of mixed-methods research designs with
reference to their structural complexity and variability, emerging from researchers’ expe-
riences and not previously codified and subsequently adopted®’.

4. Mixed-methods designs

This is the reason that has led to various attempts to codify mixed-methods designs.
G. Guest has focused his attention and thinking on a specific level in the mixed pro-
cess, the interface point between various types of qualitative and quantitative data. The
variables identified relate to the connection’s timing, i.e., if the different types of data
are presented sequentially or simultaneously; the interface’s intended purpose is to
clarify whether the data will be used to inform, explain, or triangulate the various data
acquired; whether the purpose of the research is exploratory, empirical, or theoretical;
the number of interface points useful for identifying the degree of integration of qualita-
tive and quantitative data that may thus see a partial integration as a total integration;
and the predominance of quantitative and qualitative data or their relative equidetect-
ability. The author has identified the key points to be kept in mind: the connection’s tim-
ing and its integration target, with these two points being essential to carrying out cor-
rectly a mixed-methods research project as well as to also anticipating that some partic-
ularly complex designs may need their own category, which Guest has called ‘compound
mixed-methods designs™*.

This digression lacks the classification that seems to be particularly useful to the
mixed-research design definitions by J.W. Creswell and by V.L. Plano Clark®, «generally
indicated as [being] the simplest, clearest, and most useful in providing basic concepts
for a better understanding of similarities, rather than differences, between the existing

42 Cfr. A. Bryman, The Research Question in Social Research. What Is Its Rol?, in «International Journal of
Social Research Methodology», 10(1), 2007, pp. 5-20.

43 Cfr. Teddlie, A. Tashakkori, The Foundations of Mixed Methods Research, cit.

44 Cfr. G. Guest, Describing Mixed Methods Research. An Alternative to Typologies, in «Journal of Mixed
Methods Research», 7(2), 2013, pp. 174-151.

45 Cfr. J.W. Creswell, V.L. Plano Clark, Designing and conducting mixed methods research, cit.
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types»*¢. Their codifying of the models is the result of adopting some classification cri-
teria: the integration point of the two models, qualitative and quantitative; one model’s
relevance to the other; and the presence of the two models in the same or successive
phases. By applying these criteria, there emerge:

the parallel or triangular convergent design (Figure 1) involves the simultaneous use

of the quantitative and qualitative methods, considered equidetectable and two paral-
lel lines of research. The two methods will be integrated only during the comprehensive
interpretation of the data obtained from the two lines, hitherto used separately in their
analysis. This type of design can be further divided into:

«  convergent triangulation, in which the data interpretation phase uses the results
of two parallel studies to confirm and support with greater relevance the results
obtained;

- triangulation with data transformation involving the transformation of the
quantitative data into qualitative data and vice versa during the interpretation
phase;

- triangulation with validation of the qualitative data involving an in-depth
analysis of the quantitative data;

- multilevel triangulation in which the two different models are applied to an
examination of different levels in the same study;

QUAN
sampla,

data collection, |
analysis,
and resulls e
| ~" Marge the QUAN - '

kS : resulls and the — Interpretation
b QUAL findings § !
QUAL
sample, o e
data collaction,
analysis,
and findings

Figure 1 - Triangular or converging parallel design*’

o the explanatory sequential design (Figure 2) sees the two methods as one being
successive to the other. In fact, after an initial quantitative phase, follow-up and
a second qualitative phase are planned based on the results of the quantitative
phase. The quantitative results are therefore useful for proceeding with formu-
lating questions, performing sampling, or having the data on which to base the
subsequent qualitative phase. In this case, the quantitative study is to be given
priority, as its results will be better clarified and detailed by the second method’s
results.

46E. Amaturo, G. Punziano, I Mixed Methods nella ricerca sociale, cit., p. 116.
47V.L. Plano Clark, ] W. Creswell, Understanding Research. A Consumer’s Guide, Pearson Higher Ed, 2nd ed.,
2014, p. 392.
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QuUAN qual -
sampls, S Connect from the *, sampie, 4 &
data collaction, ——= CQUAM résultate  ——| data collection, ——- Interpratation
analysis, ‘,  thegqualdata . analysis, % 3
and results and findings

Figure 2 - Explanatory sequential design*®

Again in this case, the authors have highlighted an internal subdivision:

- a follow-up explanatory model in which qualitative data are used to clarify and
explore the quantitative data;

- a model for selecting participants in which quantitative data are used to select
the participants of a subsequent qualitative follow-up study;

o the exploratory sequential design (Figure 3) poses the two methods successi-
vely where the qualitative phase precedes the quantitative one. The results of the
qualitative phase serve to better define research questions and variables in the
quantitative phase. This design is particularly suitable for elucidating an uncle-
ar frame of reference, better exploring a little-known theory or phenomenon, or
defining questions or variables used to develop tools for the quantitative phase.
These different aims give us two models:

- a model for developing tools in which the results of the qualitative exploration
of a phenomenon are used to construct a quantitative tool that will be used for
its measurement;

- a model for developing taxonomies in which the qualitative phase is necessa-
ry to elaborate emerging theories, a taxonomy or classification that must subse-
quently be tested by a quantitative phase;

auaL il - quan
sample, S Gonnect from the sample, b
data collsction, ——-! QUALfindingste ——| dala collestion, — Interpretation
analysis, 9 the quan data y analysis,
and findings and results

Figure 3 - Sequential exploratory design*®

o the integrated or nested design (Figure 4) combines the research design of one
method by placing it inside a different, larger method. We will thus have a qua-
litative design within a larger quantitative design and vice versa. The secondary
study is used to strengthen the main one and can be carried out simultaneously
or sequentially to the main study. The two designs will be conducted separately
but the data will be integrated when interpreting the obtained results®.

48 1vi, p. 395.
4 1vi, p. 398.
50 Cfr. J.W. Creswell, V.L. Plano Clark, Designing and conducting mixed methods research, cit.
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CURN .

ST L & Interpretaion

Figure 4 - Integrated or nested .designS‘

In literature, reference is usually made to some examples of the use of individ-
ual designs pertaining to specific studies, some of which are distant from educational
research. These will be joined by others considered exemplary in our field of interest.

For parallel or triangular convergent design, Wittink, Barg, and Galloche’s model
research must be mentioned; it studied the confluences between doctors’ evaluations and
patients in relation to the depressive states of the latter’. In the educational field, refer-
ence may also be made to the study conducted by Hossler and Vesper that was designed
to examine the significant factors for the scholastic success of students attending college.
This parallel convergent study showed that the students’ scholastic success was deter-
mined by such important factors as financial commitment, parental expectations, as well
as an understanding of the college’s costs®.

A classic application in the use of explanatory sequential design is Ivankova and
Stick’s work to study the factors influential in the persistence of study by students in
advanced training courses®. Another example in the educational field is Kushman’s in
which two types of teacher commitment - one organizational, the other aimed at stu-
dent learning — were studied®.

Lastly, Myers and Oetzel used an exploratory sequential design to identify the social-
ization dynamics of new employees in their companies®. Likewise, Brady and O’Regan
evaluated and analyzed a mentoring program and the related implementation process®’.

S1Tvi, p. 400.

2 Cfr. M.N. Wittink, F. Barg, J.J. Gallo, Unwritten rules of talking to doctors about depression: Integrating
qualitative and quantitative methods, in «Annals of Family Medicine», 4, 2006, pp. 302-309.

53 Cfr. D. Hossler, N. Vesper, An exploratory study of the factors associated with parental savings for
postsecondary education, in «Journal of Higher Education», 64(2), 1993, pp. 140-165.

%4 Cfr. N.V. Ivankova, S. Stick, Students’ persistence in a distributed doctoral program in educational leadership
in higher education. A mixed methods study, in «Research in Higher Education», 48(1), 2007 pp. 93-135.

% Cfr. JW. Kushman, The organizational dynamics of teacher workplace, in «Educational Administration
Quarterly», 28(1), 1992, pp. 5-42.

% Cfr. K.K. Myers, J.G. Oetzel, Exploring the dimensions of organizational assimilation. Creating and
validating a measure, in «Communication Quarterly», 51(4), 2003, pp. 438-457.

7 Cfr. B. Brady, C. O’Regan, Meeting the challenge of doing an RCT evaluation of youth mentoring in Ireland.
A journey in mixed methods, in «Journal of Mixed Methods Research», 3, 2009, pp. 265-280.
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These different classification types (Figure 5) must be considered flexible reference
points and not rigid processes to be carefully followed. Indeed, A.J. Onwuegbuzie and
AlJ. Leech consider that the same research objective leads a researcher to formulate ques-
tions that will address the choice of techniques and models in a logically causal way>®.

Mixed Methods Research Deslgns

: Needing quantiative
Needing quantitative and qualitative data to
develop complete and secondary research
valid conclusions questions
Meeding qualitative Meeding quantitative
data to busld on and data to build on and
explain quantitative generalize qualitative
results findings
Convergent Embedded
paraliel design
design Sequential Sequential QUAN({gual) or
QUAN + QUAL explanatory aq}]gra]w DLPAL{qunn}
dasign design
QUAN - +qual QUAL - quan

Figure 5 - Representation of the four research mixed methods>°

In an attempt to drawer greater attention to the characteristics of the different,
variously classified research designs, as previously described, a synoptic framework
developed by J.W. Creswell and by V.L. Plano Clark (Figure 6) is particularly effective,
with the authors highlighting its utilization purpose and characteristics for each mixed-
methods design®.

8 Cfr. A.J. Onwuegbuzie, A.J. Leech, Linking Research Questions to Mixed Methods Data Analysis Procedures,
in «The Qualitative Report», I1(3), 2006, pp. 474-498.

S 1vi, p. 392.

0 Cfr. V.L. Plano Clark, JW. Creswell, Understanding Research. A Consumer’s Guide, cit.
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Mixed Methods
Design Name Design Intent Typical Characteristics

Converpent parallel B To develop 3 complete and valid B Concurrent timing
understanding 8 Equal prionty
B Merging the quantitative resulis and
qualitative ndings during analysis and/
of interpretation

Sequential B To cxplain the mechanisms or reasons 8 Sequential timing
explanatory behind quantitative resulis 8 Unequal prosiy
B Connecting from the quantitative
resulis o shape 1he qualitatve data
oollaction
Sequenttal exploratory ¥ To lest or generalize qualitative lindings 8 Sequential timing
B Unequal priorty
B Connecting irom the qualitative
findings to shape the quantitative data
collection
Embedded experiment ® To enhance a quantitative experimental B Concurren! or sequential timing
sludy by including a secondary qualitative 8 Quantitative priority
component to explore the procedures or B Embedding a qualitative component
process of the experiment inlo a quantitalive expenimental design
Embedded case study 8 To enhance a qualitative case study by 8 Concurrent or sequential timing

including a cecondary quantitative Qualitative priorily
companent to énrich the interpretation ol B Embedding 3 quantitative companent
the case into a qualitative caze siudy design

Concurrent conversion B To identily quantitative relationchips among 8 Concurren! thming
wariables that include at least one variable B Quantitative priority
that & 3 quantification of qualitative lindings ™ Converting qualiative Bndings into 3
new quantiiative varabbe and analyring
that new wariable statisthcally with
other quantitative data

Concurrent muliflevel » To examine multiple levels (e.g.. students, | Concurrent timing
teachers, principals, and disiricis) Equal or unequal priorty
B Merging the quantitative resulls and
qualitative indings from each leved
during analysis andlor interpretation

Multiphase B Ta condua a3 program of studies aimed a1 B Concurrent and sequential timing
achleving an overall ohjective such 2 8 Varies [or each siudy in the program
developing and evaluating a program 8 Connecting from each study to inform

the Later steps of 1the program
development

Translonmative B To condua research that empowers B Conourrent of sequential timing

individuals and advocates for sodal justice 8 Egual or unequal priority
8 Embedding a mixed methods design in
4 sodial justice framework, which
chapes all the dedgn decizions

Figure 6 - Overview of the purpose and characteristics of nine different mixed-methods designs ¢

In order to use a mixed-methodological approach, good quantitative and qualitati-
ve research skills are needed. Moreover, the choice of how to connect the two methods
must be made in advance so as not to encounter considerable difficulties in the data
analysis and interpretation phase. Considering the need to use mixed or versatile
methods, supported also in this work, regarding the complexity of educational activity
and the pedagogical approach, it is essential to know the advantages and limitations of
this methodological approach. The researcher who decides to adopt this point of view
will be required to explain the reasons for the choices made so as to also encourage the

ol Ivi, p. 391.
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development of an ever greater awareness of the research with a view to meta-reflection
and self-improvement. To this end, V.L. Plano Clark and J.W. Creswell have suggested
using an evaluation scale to analyze a mixed-methods study (Figure 7) that could be
used as a guide in planning the research design.

Cuality Criteria Qualiy Rating ¥aur Evidancs andiar Reasaning

Paai
1 = Fasr
Gaod

3 = Excollont

Tha Katy Elsmsnts

1. The matnale ke needing mixed
s B SSPethfiadd ol
[T

2. The choice of the mzced methods
et 5 AppRCErsbe and pustitad

3 The guaniiative methods ane of
pood quakty based on e
slandards of guanbilaive reseanch

qrably hased on the dardas of

i The gualfafve methods are of good |
cusAlEn g retAArch

csrgeEerEs il M Shaly &g

5. The quantitative and qualiaineg |
maannglly M |

Ganaral Evalustiss

B The study uséd & npoeous |
application of mived methods
research

produced & gosd undsralandng of
thas ressaainch puposs.

| 7. The s o miesd mamnss |

Overadl Quality Tatal My Ounrall Assewiment b

Seom =
=10 = Low Cualiy
11=16 = Adoquatn Guakly
17=31 = High Cuality

Figure 7 - Evaluation scale for the analysis of a mixed-methods study®?

5. Concluding thoughts

We have seen that mixed-methods designs have great value in allowing the resear-
cher to be left free to use quantitative tools and approaches together with qualitative ones.
However, we have also said that a mixed-methods design needs to be very careful planned
so as to identify the integration points and means of these two approaches often conside-
red opposites. Finally, this approach does not provide an interpretation of the retrieved
data before the entire research process, as set out by its design, has been completed. In
fact, during the individual phases of the research process, the data results obtained can be
provided but not their interpretation, which can only take place by integrating the results
obtained in the various phases with the different approaches and tools adopted.

Among the designs presented, it seems relevant to underscore the importance of the
triangular or parallel convergent design process as it highlights how triangulation «could

2 1vi, p. 406.
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neutralize or limit the persistently very high risk of subjectivity»®. R. Trinchero also belie-
ves that the triangulation processes of methods, researchers, theories, and sources render
sound and reliable knowledge that permits shared objectifiable results to be achieved®*.

Among the possible applications, let us also point out that the recent turning-point
in evidence-based education appears to consider Mixed Methods approaches effective,
especially in the field of special education, as long as they are conducted rigorously®.
Furthermore, this approach seems to be particularly successful in confirming results
from the various models and methods used to investigate the same phenomenon; prepa-
ring and expanding the results of one method by using a different method; identifying
inconsistencies in the research-question formulation; developing the results achieved
with one method by using another method; and expanding the breadth of research on a
given subject by utilizing assorted methods®®.

Thus, the Mixed Methods approach has many strong points. Nonetheless, it is also
appropriate to highlight its most critical points, like the undeniable difficulty of conduc-
ting research, especially if the managing group lacks strong qualitative and quantitative
methodological skills; the use of resources and longer time frames relative to the adop-
tion of a single research method; and the relatively limited nature of studies conducted
using this approach, especially in Italy®’.

Indeed, the use of Mixed Methods is expanding, as demonstrated by the impact
factor of 3,524 reached by the Journal of Mixed Methods Research (JMMR). Founded
in 2007, the journal collects international publications related to this research approach
being used in human science and specifically to expanding its usage in this area. Moreo-
ver, a series of searches can be carried out using the bibliographic database ERIC of the
Institute of Education Sciences, established in 1966. In fact, using ‘mixed methods’ as
the search term for hits only in ERIC plus ticking the filters ‘Peer reviewed only” and
‘Full text available on ERIC’, results in 2,967 hits. Of these, 2,132 are described as Mixed
Methods studies; 2,079 are research reports within the fields of education sciences and
education performed using this methodology.

The increased awareness of this approach in our country is further confirmed by
querying Google Scholar using the search string ‘mixed methods educational research’,
limiting it to Italian-only content, and eliminating patents and citations. This results in
1,010 hits, of which 447 are entries with a date range from 2015 to the present.

We do not know if this process can truly be considered a third approach to research
and to what extent its use can be further expanded. However, it is certain that the pos-
sibility of combining individual studies corresponding to the individual mixed-methods
designs described above allows the researcher to carry out complex research through
what G. Guest calls ‘compound mixed-methods designs’.

8 1. Cottini, A. Morganti, Evidence-Based Education e pedagogia speciale. Principi e modelli per Uinclusione,
Carocci, Roma, 2015a, p. 158.

64 Cfr. R. Trinchero, Manuale di ricerca educativa, cit.

8 L. Cottini, A. Morganti, Evidence-Based Education e pedagogia speciale. Principi e modelli per U'inclusione,
cit., p. 158; L. Cottini, A. Morganti, Quale ricerca per una pedagogia speciale dell’inclusione, in «Form@
re-Open Journal per la formazione in rete», 15(3), 2015b, pp. 116-128.

% Cfr. J.C. Greene, V.J. Caracelli, Advances in mixed-method evaluation. The challenges and benefits of
integrating diverse paradigms, San Francisco, Jossey-Bass, 1997.

67 Cfr. E. Amaturo, G. Punziano, I Mixed Methods nella ricerca sociale, cit.
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