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1. Introduction 

 

This overview aims to summarise evidence on effective teaching of social 

science research methods in an online setting. This background information informs 

the Navigating Social Worlds project’s toolbox piloting efforts in the project countries 

and can facilitate setting up future online teaching and learning activities regarding 

social science research methods.  

The literature review was carried out in Spring 2022 using academic research 

databases (ERIC, EBSCO, WoS) and Google Scholar and applying different search 

terms like ‘teaching social science research methods online’, ‘teaching social inquiry 

online’ or similar.  

The review indicated that teaching social science research methods (SSRM) 

has not been particularly researched in an online setting. Online teaching and teaching 

SSRM appear to be two different research fields. The search resulted in only one non-

research white paper on topic: “Teaching Social Research Methods and Data Science 

Skills Online: Using lean Methods to Build Effective E-learning Solutions” by Metzler et 

al. (n.a). The main points of the article regarding teaching SSRM (literature review) are 

discussed below but overall, the SAGE white paper is more focused on describing how 

a learning platform for researcher has been developed.  

Based on the fact that teaching SSRM in an online setting is an unresearched 

topic per se, the following will thus synthesize the paper by Metzler et al. (n.a) and what 

is currently known from teaching social science research methods generally and 

complement this with ideas from effective online learning.  

 

2. The challenge of teaching social science research 

methods  

 

The research on SSRM teaching points out that very often the students of the 

course complicate effective teaching. Early (2014) synthesizing the literature on 
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research methods education, found out that students participating in introductory 

research methods courses are characterized by the following: 

• fail to see the relevance of the course, 

• are anxious or nervous about the course, 

• are uninterested and unmotivated, 

• enter the course with poor attitudes towards research, 

• have misconceptions about research. 

Early (2014) also admits based on the literature synthesis that the reasons behind 

these student qualities are largely unknown.  

MacInnes (2012, cited though Metzler et al)., adding to Early (2014) also 

underscores the diversity of the student body present at the SSRM courses. Students 

come to the courses with very different academic and professional backgrounds which 

again means that their prior knowledge of the taught concepts, terminology, skills, etc. 

varies hugely.  

Next, the nature of the SSRM course itself is very demanding. It has been 

identified by Kilburn et al. (2014) that teaching social science research methods is 

challenging task as it “demands a combination of theoretical understanding, 

procedural knowledge and mastery of a range of practical skills” (p 191). Kilburn et al. 

(2014) also underscore the importance of facilitating student understanding about 

epistemological foundations of different research methods which again presents a 

challenge to the teachers. Moreover, the organisation and structure of the methods 

course requires multiple complex decisions by course authors (Metzler et al.) to make 

the course work for a diverse group of learners. 

Additionally, it has been claimed that methods teaching falls short in teaching 

staff pedagogical competence. Nind (2020) claims that SSRM teachers tend to be 

competent at methodologies but lack teacher training. Also, Wagner et al. (2011) point 

out that SSRM teachers are not appointed to teach these classes based on their 

respective attitude, but other considerations might be in play. This factor has clear 

implications on the effectiveness of learning in SSRM classes. A study researching the 

professional identity of higher education research methods teachers demonstrated 

that the teaching staff of these courses identify themselves to be experts in their 

subjects (Biology, Physics, etc.) or researcher and they ended up teaching these 
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subjects because they were asked to so but also they volunteered (Daniel, 2018). Still, 

the research of Daniel (2018) underscores that a large part of teaching staff has not 

been appointed to these classes because of their expertise but availability instead. 

However, the problem with it, as Daniel (2018) also reports, is that there is a false 

assumption that anybody with a postgraduate degree is able to start teaching methods 

courses, i.e., an automatic transfer of pedagogical competence might not always 

happen. 

Finally, the online learning environment itself might exacerbate these 

challenges further (Collins, 2018) as, for instance, managing the student diversity or 

engagement could be even more difficult to handle in a digital learning space. 

Technological aspects (access to software or hardware), functioning of communication 

channels (synchronous vs asynchronous), time zone issues might also interfere with 

successful provision of the course (Collins, 2018).  

 

3. Teaching SSRM offline and online 

 

Wagner et al. (2011) have outlined that teaching SSRM seems to be lacking a 

common pedagogical culture as the scientific literature tends to be very scattered 

around specific topics or issues without a comprehensive academic debate. It has 

been also noted that there are very few systematic discussions and more importantly, 

SSRM teachers disregard in their academic research and writings pedagogical 

questions (Wagner et al. 2011). The lack of research into teaching of SSRM has 

created a a situation where the teaching staff of research methods is ‘largely 

unsupported by research in their pedagogic decision-making and practice’ (Nind & 

Lewthwaite, 2019, p. 2). Nind and Lewthwaite (2019) made an important contribution 

to this debate by proposing a conceptual-empirical typology of SSRM pedagogy. 

Based on a large-scale in-depth study of more than 100 methods teachers (and their 

students) from UK and internationally enabled them to gain insight into SSRM teaching 

practice. In their typology, Nind and Lewthwaite (2019) identified seven approaches to 

SSRM pedagogy (general theory, values and principles related to teaching) that are 

each reflected in particular teaching strategies (goals), tactics (procedures), and tasks 
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(what learners are required to do) (see the table below). Without being mutually 

exclusive, the typology highlights how SSRM is being taught and thus could be used 

as a good practice example by other teachers of SSRM. 

 

Table 1. Direct excerpt from Nind & Lewthwaite (2019): typology of teaching research methods  

 
  

Moreover, Nind (2020) researching experienced SSRM teachers, sought to reveal 

their pedagogical content knowledge (PCK) in teaching research methods to higher 

education students. In her results, she identified distinctive PCK in research methods 

teaching as well as domain specific PCK (different for qualitative vs quantitative 

methods). She outlined the importance of using data in teaching calling this practice 

“data as the pedagogic hook”. Experienced SSRM teachers think thoroughly through 

and plan which data to use for which purposes to teacher methods. Nind also 

demonstrates how the “use of relevant, authentic data was best for countering student 

anxiety and provoking interest.” (Nind, 2020 p. 194). 

In teaching quantitative methods, expert and experienced teachers were seen 

to focus on translating technical language into non-technical or visual language. 

Exercises were employed to enable the students work through their data and build 

competence gradually. Individual data exploring was complemented with direct 

instruction; tasks become more complex as students competence was improving 

(Nind, 2020).  
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In teaching qualitative methods, the teachers focused on experiential learning 

so that students could really get a feel for the data; sometimes even embodiment of 

the data was used. Deep engagement with data was coupled with analysing how the 

researcher’s own standpoints and roles affect data interpretation and analysis. 

Facilitation of student reflexivity was often underscored in learning. Experienced 

teachers described how they intended to lead students to find their own understanding 

of the data rather than structure the data analysis process very rigorously (Nind, 2020).  

 

Figure 1. Direct excerpt from Nind (2020): pedagogical content knowledge in research methods 

education 

 
  

Kilburn et al 2014 reviewing literature on SSRM teaching have identified that the 

teaching approaches applied have three pedagogical goals: 

• Making research process visible by actively engaging students – using exercise 

and examples to illustrate parts of the research process. 

• facilitating learning through experience – can be applied in online settings and 

online environments can provide useful opportunities for listing additional 

resources for student learning (tutorial, collaborative wikis, forums, videos. The 

authors also underscore that active learning takes more time and the critical role 

of feedback for reducing student anxiety.  
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• encouraging critical reflection – also play a role in addressing student anxiety and 

uncertainties.  

Collins (2016) has reviewed how digital technology and its affordances are being used 

in SSRM teaching to attain the pedagogical goals of the subject. Her results reveal that 

the use of digital technology is also applicable to both online and offline teaching. 

Collins outlines the useful role of digital technology in building student and teacher 

confidence in teaching SSRM, helping students achieve learning outcomes, facilitating 

communication and assisting with breaking down barriers to learning.  

 

Table 2. Direct excerpt from Collins (2016): how digital technology is supporting and developing 

pedagogic goals 
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Metzler et al. have summarized pedagogic considerations for online methods and data 

science courses (based on Collins, 2018). 

 

Table 3: Direct excerpt from Metzler et al.: Pedagogic considerations for online methods and data 

science courses 
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4. Online teaching and learning 

 

The topic of online teaching and learning has gained a lot of attention recently 

with the covid-19 pandemic exacerbating research into it even further. Martin et al 

(2022) have carried out a recent a meta-analysis on how different aspects of learning 

interact in providing an education experience in online and blended learning 

environments. Specifically, using the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework by 

Garrison, Martin et al. (2022) looked at teaching presence, cognitive presence and 

social presence and how these relate to actual learning, perceived learning, and 

satisfaction of students.  

The three components of CoI are the following: 

• Cognitive presence focuses on students constructing meaning through critical 

reflection and discourse and is defined as “exploration, construction, resolution, 

and confirmation of understanding through collaboration and reflection in a 

Community of Inquiry”. (Garrison, 2007 cited through Martin et al. 2022) 

• Teaching presence focuses on instructor interactions with students and content 

and was defined by Anderson et al. (2001) as “design, facilitation, and direction 

of cognitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally 

meaningful and educational worthwhile learning outcomes” (Martin et al. 2022) 

• Social presence examines the human experience of learning and is defined as 

“the ability of participants to identify with the community, communicate 

purposefully in a trusting environment, and develop inter-personal relationships 

by way of projecting their individual personalities.” (Garrison 2009, cited 

through Martin et al. 2022). 
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Figure 2. Direct excerpt from Martin et al. (2020): Community of Inquiry Framework. 

 
 

 

The study by Martin et al. (2022) revealed in what ways or aspects do the CoI elements 

appear in online or blended learning. The table below summarizes their findings.  

 

Table 4. Direct excerpt from Martin et al. (2020): elements of presence described in the reviewed studies 
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The aim of Martin et al. (2022) meta-analysis was to ascertain the association between 

the elements of CoI and the learning outcomes. They only found 19 studies that 

examined the relationship between CoI and learning outcomes. Based on these, the 

meta-analysis demonstrated the results shown in the table below. In case of actual 

learning, a publication bias was identified.  

   

Table 5. Direct excerpt from Martin et al. (2020): summary of effects of cognitive, teaching and social 

presence 
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