HPS 620 – Descriptive Research


1. Types of descriptive research:  survey; developmental; case study; correlational; normative; observational; action; and ex post facto.
2. Survey research:  It is the most common type of descriptive research.  It involves determining the views or practices of a group through interviews or by administering a questionnaire.  The questionnaire may be administered to a group by the researcher or mailed to the members of the group for them to complete and mail back to the researcher.
3. Developmental research.  It usually deals with the growth and development (g&d) of humans over time.  For example, what are the g&d changes each year from age 6 to age 18?  More accurately, what are the g&d attributes of each age group?  Other developmental research might examine how organizations or professional groups develop over time.  There are two types of developmental research:

a. The Longitudinal approach (l.a.).  The l.a. takes a group and measures and observes them on a regular basis for multiple years.  For example, twice a year from age 6 – 18 a large group of children is fitness tested.  The problem with this research approach is that it takes many years to complete.

b. The Cross-sectional approach (c.s.a.).  Taking the earlier example of developing fitness standards for age groups with the c.s.a., large samples of each age group are tested at the same time, and standards for each age group are developed.  The assumption underlying this research approach is that each age group is representative of all other age groups when they will be or were that age.  If this assumption is true, c.s.a. will yield the same results as l.a., but in a shorter time period.  C.S.A. cannot always answer questions that l.a. answers.  The earlier question by epidemiologists about fitness in children as an indicator of fitness in adults can only be answered with a longitudinal study.

4. Case study research typically involves studying a person or event in great detail and describing what is found.  A study of the training techniques or performance techniques of a highly skilled performer/athlete is an example of a case study.  A study of the way the Boston Marathon is organized and conducted for use as a model for how to organize and conduct a marathon is another example of case study.

5. Correlational.  The purpose of correlational studies is to determine if a relationship exists between variables.  The statistical techniques used are correlational and regression.  To determine if a relationship exists between two variables, each subject must be measured on both variables.  For example, to determine if a relationship exists between time spent practicing a task and ability in performing the task, a practice time and task ability score must be obtained for each subject.  If the data analysis shows that the longer a subject’s practice time, the better the subject’s task ability score tended to be, the researcher concludes that a relationship exists and that practicing a task is beneficial.

6. Normative.  Norms are standards of performance and the purpose of normative research is to develop performance standards.  Performance standards are developed on a large representative sample from a population; these standards then are applied to other samples from the population.  Standards can be norm referenced or criterion referenced.  The majority of standards have been norm referenced which are designed to rank order individuals from best to worst and are usually expressed in percentile ranks.  Test scores, commonly achieved are presented in charts; for each test score there is a percentile rank indicating the percent of the subjects in the norming group who scored below that test score.  Standards published with most physical fitness tests prior to 1980 and many other nationally distributed tests are norm referenced.  An example is below:

Example of Percentile Rank Norms for a Ten-Point Test

	Test Score
	0
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10

	Percentile Rank
	3
	8
	15
	30
	42
	55
	65
	74
	80
	91
	100


Criterion-referenced standards are a minimum proficiency or pass-fail standard.  Driver license test standards, Red Cross lifesaving and first aid certification standards are criterion referenced.

7. Observational research is where the data are observations of people or programs.  For example, five days a week for 18 weeks a researcher observed a community recreation program and wrote down everything (s)he observed.  At the end of the 18 weeks the researcher wrote a report based on those recorded observations.  With this type of research, data collection and analysis is quite time consuming and involves considerable technique.  Formal training and practical experience are necessary before this type of research can be attempted. 

8. Action research is conducted in the natural setting where it will be applied, thus, it lacks some of the control possible with other types of research are certainly correct for the setting.  Action research is always conducted to try to find an answer to a problem that exists in the natural setting.  Practitioners who constantly strive to do a better job are actually performing an informal type of action research.  One example could be the testing of a new approach to interest students or adults in starting a fitness program.

9. Ex Post Facto research is research conducted using data that were generated before the research study was ever conceived.  It is “after the fact” research, looking for relationships or explanations for certain things that presently exist by looking at data from the past.  For example, looking at differences between heavy drinking and non-drinking 18-year-olds based on information kept on file about these individuals over the last eight years is ex post facto research.  
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