Recognising flaws in research methodology 

based on a Masters Research project:
"Who Owns the Keys"? - Gender Differences in Teenagers' Attitudes to Computers", (1995)
By Nola Galagher 
 1. Beware of using percentages
Question.11. When you use the computer at home, how much time do you spend playing games?
· 0 - 20% 

· 20 - 50% 

· 50 - 80% 

· 80 - 100% 

 

FLAW: Estimates in percentages don't really tell you much: one person might be spending 80 hours a week on the computer, use it for work etc , and another may only use it briefly once a week. Many people are inaccurate in calculating percentages. It's much better to ask for an indication of actual time e.g. approx. hours / day or week, and then calculate percentages yourself later.
 

2.Double-check responses by wording question differently
QUESTION 24. d) Boys tend to spend more time than girls using computers to play games
· never 

· sometimes 

· often 

· always 

 

SUGGESTION: In using questionnaires you should try to double-check whether your subjects are answering wildly or sensibly (i.e. whether they contradict themselves). The subjects' responses for question 24 clearly showed that everyone believed boys play computer games much more than girls, although the percentaged responses for No. 11 had not suggested this. This discrepancy may be because No 24 is expressed as an objective comment, where No 11 was much more a reflection on the subject him/herself. Always pilot your questionnaire to avoid such contradictory or puzzling results or find the time to readminister the questionnaire. If the contradition is still evident, try to explain it rather than ignoring it.
 

WARNING: There is some evidence that girls are more negative about themselves than boys when they answer on a Likert scale ( as in qu. 24: "never/sometimes/often/always"). If gender is an important aspect of your research, you may need to take this into account.
 

3. Be Prepared to be surprised (don't insist on proving your initial beliefs!)
Whereas in question 11 it looked as though the girls were spending as much time familiarising themselves with the computer by playing games, it was clear from questions 21,22 and 23 that this is not the case:
21. Have you used any CD ROM programs? Yes/ No
22. If yes, which CD ROMS have you seen or used? (3 blank lines for extended answers)
23. Are you interested in using CD ROMS more in the future? Yes/No + 2 lines for reasons
4. Allow space and time for open-ended responses
The list below clearly shows the extent of the boys' knowledge and valuing of CD Roms, and the importance which girls placed on them. In your questionnaires, draw up lots of blank lines and try to encourage your subjects to write lots in them. Some will be more willing than others. In this case, the girls weren't very interested, but the boys felt it was an important competition, a challenge. 
	 GIRLS' LIST OF CD ROMS
	 BOYS' LIST OF CD ROMS

	 Animals of San Diego Zoo
	 Dark Forces

	 Comptons Encyclopedia
	 Cyberia

	 Encarta
	 Chessmaster

	 Myst
	 Flashback

	 The History of Australia
	 Doom

	
	 Wolfenstein

	
	 Bookshelf

	
	 Mortal Kombat

	
	 World Atlas

	
	 Graphics

	
	 Fonts

	
	 History of W.W.II

	
	 A.D.A.M. (science)

	
	 Grollier Encyclopedia

	
	 Michael Jordan's basketball

	
	 Fifa soccer

	
	 Dangerous Creatures

	
	 Ancient Lands

	
	 Cinemania


 

5. Explain your findings: Don't just leave it to the reader to draw conclusions. Take the trouble to draw up tables, graphs and lists, and above all, analyse your findings and extrapolate from them. e.g.
"This list hints at the vast difference in the way that boys and girls approach the new computer technology. From it we can see the tentative way in which girls are familiarizing themselves with CD Roms. The boys were familiar with a range of programs, stretching from games, right through to sport and educational disks. Their answers showed that CD Roms are important to them, that they matter -- they were at pains to remember every name of every program. Elkjaer's Danish study (1992) concluded that boys treated their knowledge of technology like a passport into a club, and always tried to deny computer incompetence.
In contrast, the girls often left the lines blank, or said that they had forgotten the titles. For them, it didn't seem to be important whether they recalled what disk they had used, in fact it all seemed very peripheral to them. This supports the Australian researcher, Clarke's findings (1992) that girls are reluctant to experiment with new technology and have no wish to demonstrate their mastery." 

  

6. Use quotes from open-ended answers and interviews in order to illustrate points: 
this will make your conclusions more convincing, and can add some humour and interest to your report. 

When the students were asked to explain whether they wanted to use CD ROMS in future, and were asked for their reasons, it seemed that few girls were interested in elaborating their reasons (although almost all of them agreed that they would like to have more access to programs on disk). Their answers were vague statements about CD ROMS being 'better' or 'more advanced', or more useful.
The boys, however provided a wealth of informed knowledge and opinions. They knew that disks provide better graphics, better sound, were more 'user-friendly', had more memory, were better at teaching, and provided greater choice. Moreover, they were intent on indicating that this technology mattered: "It's the future", "the latest technology", and they're "more widely used now" which indicated the value they place on new technology. 

  

7. Explain the implications of your research: 
e.g "From the marked difference in their responses, and the types of opinions that they expressed, it seems that many boys may feel that they gain significant status by being seen to be competent and knowledgable about CD Rom technology. This may be true of all technology for males. For females, however their competence and knowledge about technologies such as CD Roms is not important, and their status is not affected by whether they are knowledgable in this area. Status for girls is based on entirely different competencies, it appears. This has important implications for teachers attempting to increase girls' access to computers at school in the future. Their responses showed that girls are far less likely to study computing at school, few have any intention of doing extra courses in tertiary institutions or earning a living using their computer skills. These 'needs' which boys recognise, will not motivate girls to change. Current research suggests that girls can be motivated by being encouraged to use a range of software programs which will allow them to see the computer as a tool (not a toy), and as a means to an end (not the end itself)"
 

 

