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Methodological Frameworks 

 Two basic types of methodological frameworks under which 

all other methods and approaches – in linguistics or any other 

discipline – can be subsumed: qualitative methods on the one 

side, and quantitative methods on the other. 

 ‘[s]tructural features are analyzed with quantitative methods 

and processual aspects with qualitative approaches’ (Flick, 

2006: 33) 
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Quantitative versus qualitative 

methods 

 C: daddy is coming down too 

 M: who’s coming down too? 

 C: daddy 

 M: daddy? No. where’s daddy? 

 C: me want – daddy come down 

 M: working sweetie 

 C: no, no. Find her cheque book 

 M: finding her cheque book 
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Approaches to Analysis 

 There is a multitude of ways to analyse these eight lines. 

 focus on the conversational exchange between mother and 

child, with reference to theories of first language acquisition, 

such as child directed speech. In general terms, we could look 

for certain patterns or sequences in the text in order to 

come to a result. In yet other words, we could analyse the 

text with regard to its main characteristics or qualities – and 

hence carry out a qualitative analysis. 

 Or we could look for the Mean Length Utterance, which is a 

quantitative measure 
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Approaches to Analysis 

 qualitative research is concerned with structures and 

patterns, and how something is; quantitative research, 

however, focuses on how much or how many there is/are of 

a particular characteristic or item. 

 Advantage of Quantitative Research: The great advantage of 

quantitative research is that it enables us to compare 

relatively large numbers of things/people by using a 

comparatively easy index. 

 Deductive: based on already known theory, hypotheses are 

developed 
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Hypotheses and Variables 

 Hypotheses are statements about the potential 

and/suggested relationship between at least two 

variables  

 A hypothesis must be proven right or wrong, and hence, 

it is important for it to be well defined. In particular, 

hypotheses must be falsifiable and not be tautological 

 A good hypothesis must have the potential of being 

wrong 

 Variable: something which is liable to vary or change; a 

changeable factor, feature, or element 
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Variable 

 a variable is a feature of a particular case, and a particular 

case can take one of a set of possible features. An example: a 

frequent variable in linguistics (and other social and 

psychological sciences) is gender. Gender is a variable which, 

with human beings, can have two possible values: male or 

female. 

 The attribution of a particular variable outcome – male or 

female – to a particular case is made by means of 

measurement: we assign a variable value to a particular case 

using predefined criteria. 
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 Female                      Male 

Long hair                  Short hair 

No facial hair           Facial hair 

Wears make-up        Does not wear make-up 
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Problems with defining variables 

 Two problems should immediately strike us: First, how exactly 
do we define ‘long hair’ and ‘short hair’? In other words, we 
again need certain predefined criteria for our defining 
criteria.  

 Second, what about men who have long hair, are clean shaven 
and wear make-up? Or women with short hair who do not wear 
make-up? Inevitably, our criteria will fail to assign the correct 
gender value; that is, by using our three criteria we cannot 
accurately measure gender. 

 We would probably have to use other, more biologically 
founded ones  
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Operationalization 

Milroy: Belfast study 

 at the very end it comes down to measuring (in this case, count) 
the number of different realizations of the vowels: how often does 
/e/ occur in words such as peck, and how often is /e/ replaced by 
/æ/ making it homophone to pack. Anyone vaguely familiar with 
phonology will know that this can be difficult at times, and it is 
important to establish a clear set of rules as to what constitutes an 
/e/ and what counts as an /æ/.  

 Depending on the level of detail needed, we may have to go as far 
as a proper acoustic analysis using specialist equipment and 
software to find out the exact physical properties of a sound and 
base our decision on this. We may say, anything up to x Hertz 
counts as an /e/ and everything below as an /æ/. 

 This procedure that leads to the ‘translation’ of (physical) 
properties of a case into a numerical value is known as 
operationalization. 
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Reliability 

 Once we have established our measure and have operationalized it, we must not 
ever change it in the course of our study, as this will distort the results  

 Reliability refers to our measure repeatedly delivering the same (or near same) 
results. Ideally, if we use the same measure with the same people under the same 
conditions, our measure should give us the same result. In basic chemistry, this 
works well: if we add exactly the same amount of chemical A to exactly the same 
amount of chemical B, with external conditions such as temperature being 
identical, we should reliably get chemical C. 

 External factors difficult to keep constant 

 Experience of test may distort results 

 Split half method -we take a group of people, measure whatever we like to 
measure, then randomly split the group into two smaller groups and compare the 
results. If the measure is reliable, we should get very similar results for both 
subgroups. 
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Validity 

 Validity, however, can be more problematic. It refers to our 

measure actually measuring what it is supposed to 

measure. Hence it is also known as measurement validity or 

instrument validity (Bernard, 2006: 38). 

 The easiest, but only to a certain extent reliable, way to 

insure validity is to use common sense: if we get significantly 

different results from previous research, under very 

similar circumstances, we should carefully look at our 

method before we get too enthusiastic about our results. 
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Research Design 

 The research design is best understood as a framework or 
scaffold around which we organize our study, but it does 
not refer to the actual tools we use to carry out our research 
(questionnaires, recordings, etc.). In other words, not only do 
we need a set of tools to get our data, we also need to think 
about a coherent and solid framework around which we 
organize our data collection. 

 It should not take too long to see that research design, 
theoretical background and actual methods used are 
inseparably linked and form the overall framework for our 
study, hence it is crucial that these three parts work well 
together. 
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Research Design 

 Research designs frequently used in linguistics, psychology 

and other social sciences are cross-sectional designs: we 

collect a comparatively large amount of data at one point 

in time, hence obtaining a snapshot of the status quo. 

 in order to establish the impact of feedback on 2-year-old 

children, we would measure both proficiency and 

feedback for a group of, for example, a hundred 2-year-

old children, and, using statistical methods, look at how 

the two variables are related. This would provide us with a 

cross-sectional view or ‘snapshot’ of the relationship 

between proficiency and feedback. 
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Cross sectional and Longitudinal 

 The counterpart of longitudinal research is 'cross-sectional research', 

which refer~ to a snapshot-like analysis of the target phenomenon 

at one particular point in time; focusing on a single time interval. 

  It allows us to establish relationships between variables and to find 

out about the participants' thoughts, attitudes, and emotions as well 

as various 'cognitive and personality traits. 

 The epitome of the cross-sectional study is the national census in which 

a wide’ range of data is collected from the whole population within a 

very narrow time period (Cohen et al. 2.000). Of course, even census 

data can be turned longitudinal by linking information gathered in two 

consecutive censuses. 
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Longitudinal studies 

 Longitudinal studies, however, are based on the repeated 
collection of data over a longer period of time, hence enabling 
us to observe any changes in variables which may occur over 
time.  

 We may, for example, take a 12-month-old child and, over a 
period of two years, that is until age 3, assess both its 
proficiency and the extent of feedback in regular intervals by 
testing it every six months. In this example, we get data at five 
points in the child’s life: at 12, 18, 24, 30 and 36 months of age, 
which will enable us to trace the child’s development – 
something we cannot do using a cross-sectional design with only 
one data collection. 
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Longitudinal studies 

 According to Menard (2002), a longitudinal investigation is research in 
which (a) data are collected for two or more distinct time periods; 
(b) the subjects or cases analysed are the same or are comparable 
(i.e. drawn from the same population) from one period to the next; 
and (c) the analysis involves some comparison of data between 
periods. 

 Longitudinal research serves two primary purposes: to describe 
patterns of change, and to explain causal relationships. Although these 
two aims are interrelated, they do not always coincide because we may 
obtain precise information about the temporal order of events without 
detecting any causal connection between these events.  

 As Taris (2000) concludes, in order to be able to identify cause-effect 
links, we need an explicit theory that explains the causal processes 
underlying the temporal observations. 
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Main Types of Longitudinal Design 

 The classic longitudinal design involves taking a group of 
people and following their development by multiple 
investigations over a period of time. This design is usually 
labelled a 'panel study' but it is not the only way of gathering 
empirical data about change. There are as many as three 
other well-known longitudinal approaches and in many cases 
they may be more appropriate (and cheaper!) than the panel 
study. 

1. Panel Studies 

2. Trend Studies 

3. Retrospective longitudinal studies 

4. Simultaneous cross-sectional studies 
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Prospective longitudinal studies or 'panel studies' 

 Different names, 'prospective longitudinal study', 'follow-rip 
study'~ 'cohort study', or 'panel study‘, 

 The classic longitudinal design involves taking a group of 
people and following their development by multiple 
investigations over a period of time. This design is usually 
labelled a 'panel study' but it is not the only way of gathering 
empirical data about change. 

 use a sample randomly drawn from the population, and data 
is taken repeatedly from the members of the panel. The main 
reason for the popularity of the panel study is the fact that it 
allows us to collect information about change at the micro 
level as it really happens. Thus, panel studies offer a 
powerful non-experimental method for examining 
development and causality 
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 Unfortunately, panel studies are rather expensive and time 
consuming to run, and they also require a committed research 
team maintained over years. In addition, these designs also 
suffer from two serious threats to their validity: 'attrition' and 
'panel conditioning'. 

 Attrition  

 The usual pattern of participation in a long-term panel study is that 
an increasing number of participants drop out of the panel in the 
successive waves. There can be multiple reasons for this attrition. 

 Panel conditioning 

 The second problem concerns the fact that when a group of people 
take part in a longitudinlal study, there is a real danger that the 
regular meetings that the participation involves and the knowledge of 
being part of the study can alter the panel members' behaviour and 
responses. 
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Repeated cross-sectional studies 

or 'trend studies 
 A popular way of obtaining information about change is by 

administering repeated questionnaire surveys to different 
samples of respondents. If the subsequent waves examine 
samples that are representative of the same population, then 
the results can be seen to carry longitudinal information at 
the aggregate level (i.e. for the whole group rather than-for 
the individuals). 

 Trend studies are not merely 'second best' longitudinal 
studies-although individual development cannot be traced in 
them, they have certain advantages over panel studies.  

 First of all, they are usually cheaper and easier to arrange and 
conduct, which is partly due to the fact that the respondents 
can remain anonymous and partly that organizing a new 
sample tends to be simpler than tracking down the 
participants of the previous survey.  

 A further advantage is that trend studies do not suffer from 
attrition or conditioning and each wave can be made 
representative of the population.  
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Retrospective longitudinal studies 
 A major deterrent of both panel and trend studies is the 

fact that we have to wait a considerable period of time 

before we can see results.  

 'Retrospective longitudinal studies' offer a way around 

this delay, although not without a cost. Retrospective 

longitudinal data are gathered during a single 

investigation in which respondents are asked to think 

back and answer questions about the past.  

 This may sound like a straightforward idea that can save us 

a lot of. Time and money but, unfortunately, past 

retrospective research has revealed that the quality of the 

recollected data can be very uneven: as much as 50 per 

cent of the responses may be incorrect Or inaccurate in 

some way 
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Simultaneous cross-sectional studies 

 The fourth design introduced here, the 'simultaneous 

cross-sectional study', is only partially longitudinal, 

because it does not involve the examination of change 

over time but rather across age groups. Within this 

design a cross-sectional survey is conducted with 

different age groups sampled (for example, 

investigating four different years in a school). 
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Other longitudinal designs 
 The four basic design types mentioned above have been combined in some 

ingenious ways to remedy some of the weaknesses inherent to the specific 
approaches 

 ‘Rotating panels'  

 a certain proportion of the sample is replaced at each wave to correct· 
composition distortions due to attrition or to match the sample to the changing 
population; such surveys thus combine the. features of both panel and repeated 
cross-sectional studies. 

 ‘Split panels‘ 

 also combine longitudinal and cross-sectional designs by including a 'classic' 
panel which is accompanied by an additional rotating sample surveyed alongside. 

 'Linked' or 'administrative panels'  

 are created arbitrarily from existing data which has not been originally collected 
for longitudinal purposes but which contain identification codes (usually names 
accompanied by dates and places of birth) that allow the participants to be 
matched with other data obtained from them (for example, census data) 
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 Cohort designs 

 A further temporal design is the 'cohort study', which is somewhere in between 
a panel and a trend study: it involves the ongoing investigation of a birth 
cohort (i.e. the set of people who were born in the same year), but instead of 
examining each member of the sample in each wave (as the panel study does), 
a series of repeated cross-sectional surveys are administered to selective 
members each time. Cohort studies can also incorporate retrospective 
elements. 

 are slightly different, in that the members of the cohort share certain – often 
temporal – characteristics. 

 In a panel design, we randomly select 100 people from the population, 
both male and female, from all socioeconomic backgrounds and all age 
groups.  

 In a cohort design, we may select a particular cohort, such as 100 
ethnically white adolescents between the age of 15 and 17, and we 
observe them for let’s say five years.  
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 In our taboo word example, we may only be able to observe 

that with increasing age, tolerance towards taboo terms 

decreases, but with a heterogeneous group we cannot account 

for exactly what is responsible for this change.  

 With a cohort design as outlined, we can more accurately pin 

down age as a major factor contributing to the change in 

attitudes. 

26 



Experimental research 
 is also a type of a panel study in which part of the sample is exposed 

to some treatment, intervention, manipulation, or some planned 

learning experience. The study. seeks to find out whether or not 

these participants experienced a change that was different in 

direction or magnitude from any change experienced by the rest of 

the sample who did not receive any treatment. Indeed, Johnson  and 

Christensen (2004) argue that when the researcher's objective is to 

study cause and effect, a panel study with some sort of manipulation 

can be seen as a more powerful version of the ordinary panel design. 

 In this design a single group 6f participants is pre-tested a number of 

times before the treatment (i.e. during the 'baseline phase') and 

then multiple post-test measures are taken at various points during 

the treatment. If there is a treatment effect, it will be reflected by 

the differing patterns of the pre-test versus the post-test responses. 
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Experimental Design 

 In experimental designs, we as researchers deliberately and 

explicitly manipulate the variables in order to prove/disprove 

our hypothesis. In addition, experiments usually comprise two 

groups of participants: the experimental group (EG), that is, the 

group that is undergoing the ‘treatment’ or stimulus, and the 

control group (CG), which is unaffected by the stimulus. 

 Li (within subject design) and (between subject design) 

 A ‘pure’ within-subject design tests only one group of people 

twice (pre-/post-stimulus), while a pure between-subject design 

compares EG and CG once. 
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Experimental Design 

 repeated testing of the same group can lead to participants’ 

performance changing through experience with the task, 

boredom or fatigue.  

 Between-subject designs are arguably more difficult to control 

for other factors, as they only produce reliable results when 

both groups are very equal in terms of their characteristics 

(e.g. age, gender, linguistic proficiency).  

 A careful consideration of the research question and other 

factors (resources being increasingly one of them) is hence 

essential for the choice of experiment type. 
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Problems with Longitudinal 

Design 

 The biggest advantage of longitudinal designs – the ability to 

observe change in real time – is also its biggest disadvantage: 

if we want to observe a group of people over a prolonged 

period, we must make sure that these people are available for 

observation over the entire period; in other words, we have to 

consider the difficulty of sample retention. 

  Another problem is resources: repeated observations and/or 

testing cost time and money, both of which are increasingly 

unavailable in research. 
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Panacea Questionnaire 

 Questionnaires are frequently used to measure people’s 

attitudes to and perception of languages (or variations of 

particular languages, such as dialects and accents) or groups of 

speakers. 

 Prominent examples for the effective (and extensive!) use of 

questionnaires include studies surrounding the concept of 

‘ethnolinguistic vitality’ (see, inter alia, Bourhis et al., 1981; 

Giles et al., 1977), or investigations into language use and 

choice (e.g. Extra and Yagmur, 2004; Rasinger, 2007). 
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Typical Questionnaire 

 The typical questionnaire is a highly structured data 

collection instrument, with most items either asking 

about very specific piece~ of information (for example, 

one's address or food preference) or giving various 

response options for the respondent to choose from, for 

example by ticking a box or circling the most 

appropriate option. This makes questionnaire data 

particularly suited for quantitative, statistical analysis.  
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Questionnaire 

 Questionnaires can potentially generate a large amount of 

data which is comparatively simple to process 

 Questionnaires must be perfected before they are distributed 

1. What data do I want my questionnaire to give me, that is, 

which of my research questions should it answer? 

2. Which questions do aim at answering my research questions? 
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Questions 

 Factual questions which are used to find out certain facts 
about the respondents, such as demographic characteristics 
(for example, age, gender, and race), residential location, 
marital and socio-economic status, level of education, 
occupation, language learning history, amount of time spent in 
an L2 environment, etc. 

 Behavioural questions which are used to find out what the 
respondents are doing or have done in the pas~, focusing on 
actions, life-styles, habits, and personal history. 

 Attitudinal questions which are used to find out what people 
think, covering attitudes, opinions, beliefs, interests, and 
values. 
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Question wording 

 One central issue about questionnaire design concerns 

how the items to be responded to are actually worded. 

When it comes to assessing non-factual matters such as 

the respondents' attitudes, beliefs and other personal or 

mental variables, the :actual wording of the items can 

assume an unexpected importance. Minor differences in 

how a question is formulated and framed can often 

produce radically different levels of agreement or 

disagreement. 
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Likert Scale 

 Likert scales The most famous type of closed-ended items is 
undoubtedly the 'Likert scale’ (named after its inventor)~ which 
consists of a characteristic statement and respondents are asked to 
indicate the extent to which they 'agree' or 'disagree’ with it by 
marking (for example, circling) one of the responses ranging from 
'strongly agree' to 'strongly disagree'. For example:  

 Pathans are genuinely nice people.  
 Strongly Agree  

 Neither agree nor disagree  

 Disagree Strongly disagree 

 After the item has been administered, each response option is 
assigned a number for scoring purposes (for example, 'strongly 
agree' = 5 ... 'strongly disagree' = I) and the scores for the items 
addressing the same target are summed up or averaged. 
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Semantic differential 

 Semantic differential scales 

  Another frequently applied way of eliciting a graduated 

response is the 'semantic differential scale'. This technique 

is popular because by using it researchers can avoid writing 

statements (which is not always easy); instead, 

respondents are asked to indicate their answers by marking 

a continuum (with a tick or an 'X') between two bipolar 

adjectives at the extremes.  
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Semantic differential 

 Research methodology texts are: 

 difficult______:______:______:______:______:easy 

 useless _:L:_:_:_:_:_ useful 

 Semantic differentiail scales are similar to Likert scales in 
that several items are used to evaluate the same target, and 
multi-item scores are computed by summing up the individual 
item scores .. An important technical point concerning the 
construction of such bipolar scales is that the position of the 
'negative' and 'positive' poles, if they can be designated as 
such, should be varied (i.e. the positive pole should alternate 
between being on the right and the/left hand sides) to avoid 
superficial responding or a position response set(Atken I996). 
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Numerical Rating Scale 

 Numerical rating scales 'Numerical rating scales' involve 
'giving so many marks out of so many', that is, assigning 
one of several numbers (which correspond to a series of 
ordered categories) to describe a feature of the target. 
We use this technique in everyday life when we say, for 
example, that on a scale from one to five something 
(for example, a film) was worth three or four. The 
popularity of this scaling technique is due to the fact 
that the rating continuum can refer to a wide range of 
adjectives (for example, excellent ~ poor; conscientious 
~ slapdash) or adverbs (for example, always ~ never); in 
fact, numerical ratings can easily be turned into 
semantic differential scales and vice versa. 
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Closed ended item types 

 True-False 

 Multiple Choice 

 Rank order item 
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Open ended questions 

  Specific open questions ask about concrete pieces of information, such 
as facts about the respondent, past activities, or preferences.  

  Clarification questions can be attached to answers that have some 
specialimportance, and such questions are also appropriate after the 
'Other' category in a multiple-choke item (for example, by stating 
GPlease specify ... '). 

 Sentence completion where an unfinished sentence beginning is 
presented for" the respondents to complete (for example, 'The thing I 
liked most about the course is ... '). This can elicit a more meaningful 
answer than a simple question. I have successfully used this technique 
on various feedback forms . 

 Short-answer questions are different from 'essay questions' (which are 
not recommended in ordinary questionnaires and therefore will not be 
discussed) in that they are worded in such a focused way that the 
question can be answered succinctly, with a 'short answer' -this is usually 
more than aphrase and less than a paragraph. 
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Questionnaire  

 Ask what you need to know 

‘Do you think the students are interested in learning 

English?’ 

‘To what extent do you think your students are 

interested in learning English?’ 

Likert scale 

 Ask comprehensive and objective questions (no leading) 
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Questionnaire 

 Open versus closed questions and multiple item responses 

 response sets and acquiescence responses-socially delicate 

issues where political correctness or constructing a particular 

version of self may override true thoughts or genuine beliefs 

 Coding-in order to enable a computer-assisted analysis, we 

need to ‘translate’ all variable outcomes in our questionnaire 

into a neat set of numbers. 
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