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What is reality and how can we research it? 

  

Research comes from curiosity about the world. Children are natural scientists because they 

are curious about the world. They ask questions about the nature of reality, e.g. 

Why is the sky blue? 

How big is the world? 

How do birds fly? 

What is time? 

Why do we have a leap year? 1 

Researchers have developed theories about the nature of reality that enable us to answer 

these questions to some extent. This knowledge of the world can help to make predictions. 

What are you curious about in relation to your academic discipline? 

In order to do research, you need to understand the nature of reality for your discipline. 
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Which aspect of reality do researchers in your discipline study? 

Do some researchers study a combination of these aspects? 

 Sub-atomic Physical Biological Social Aesthetic3 

 

 

 

 

Can you give examples for your discipline? 

 
1 Image by James Timothy Peters from Pixabay 
2 Image available online at http://themindunleashed.org/2014/04/5-thought-provoking-quantum-
experiments-showing-reality-illusion.html  
3 Images by Gorkhs, Gerd Altmann and Sasin Tipchai from Pixabay 
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Researchers in the hard sciences ask three fundamental questions about the world:  

• What exists? 

• How does it come to exist? 

• What does it do? 

Researchers in the soft sciences also ask 

• How do people think about what exists? 

• Why do people behave the way they do? 

Researchers in a discipline usually accept without question the way their discipline views the 

world and the nature of reality unless they wish to challenge and change this viewpoint. 

Look at the well-known people in the pictures.4 How did they see the world differently? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which aspects of reality were they interested in knowing about? 

 Sub-atomic Physical Mental Social Aesthetic5 

 

 

 

 

Which of these people challenged their discipline to think about reality in a different way? 

Which researchers in a discipline are more likely to accept the taken for granted view of 

reality and which might challenge that view? 

How does your view of the world determine what you can know about it? 

How does your view of the world and what you can know about it determine how you try to 

research it? 

 

 
4 Images available online from Pixabay and Internet Archive Book Images / Public domain  
5 Concerned with the study of beauty and emotional responses to beauty 
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An example: In your view, what is a university? What is the nature of a university? 

Does a university consist of objects you can touch or data you can measure and count?6 

 

 

 

 

Does a university comprise events, processes and interactions you can watch but not touch? 

 

 

 

 

Does a university comprise abstract concepts you cannot touch or see but only think about? 

Can we view a university like a river with relatively stable banks (the buildings and 

regulations) and a constantly changing flow of water (the students and staff)? 

 

 

 

 

In your view, what are students like?   

 

 

 

 

Do we view students as logs (passive receivers of knowledge and assessments from 

lecturers) or white water rafters (active agents, constructing their own learning)? 

Given your answers to these questions, what can we know about a university and its 

students? How does this determine the way we would choose to research these? 

 
6 Images by thelester, ElasticComputeFarm, 200 Degrees, Nikolay Georgiev, Free-Photos, Wendy Corniquet 

from Pixabay 
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Research methodology and methods 

In order to explore theoretical concepts from your discipline in the real world, you need to 

decide your research methodology, i.e. the assumptions you make about the nature of the 

world, how you can know about the real world and what approach is most appropriate to 

research theoretical concepts in the real world. These are philosophical questions, which you 

use to justify a particular research methodology. 

Research methods are specific techniques for collecting data. Often in the sciences, the 

research methods are taken for granted because the methodological basis for them is well-

established. Scientific researchers assume the nature of reality is obvious and they do not 

have to justify their approach to data collection in philosophical terms. In the social sciences, 

there are many different ways of viewing the world and so researchers are required to make 

their assumptions explicit and justify their research approach. Sometimes problems arise with 

cross-disciplinary research, where researchers from different disciplines fail to understand 

that they have different views of the world and how to research it. 

All research seeks to measure or quantify aspects of the real world and relate these to 

theoretical concepts, frameworks and models, which can then be used to make predictions 

about likely events or phenomena in the future. It is usually not possible to measure or 

quantify theoretical concepts directly; instead, they need to be defined in ways which make 

them indirectly measurable or quantifiable. These definitions are called operational 

definitions because they enable theoretical concepts to be operationalised, i.e. made 

measurable. 

A simple framework for approaching research design: 

• A concept – an abstract idea which represents how you view the world 

• A context in the real world in which to study the concept 

• A problem or puzzle in the context that relates to the abstract concept. 

• A question that links the concept to the problem in the context. 

Task: Choose a concept in your field that you would like to explore and find a recent 

research article that could help you to understand what your discipline already knows about 

the concept.  

• What context in the real world is used to collect data? 

• What problems or puzzles can the concept help to explain in that context? 

• What questions do the authors of your paper ask to explore the concept and the 

problems in the context? 


