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Session Learning Objectives

After this session, you will be able to:

• Describe common characteristics of 

critical inquiry approaches to education 

research 

• Reflect upon why and when you could 

select a critical inquiry approach to 

education research

• Practice writing critical inquiry research 

questions 
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Locating myself as a critical researcher 



What are the key features of critical inquiry 

approaches?
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Hodges says …. 

Critical inquiry approaches aim to: “disrupt notions of truth and the structures of 

power that come to be taken for granted”.

“Adopting a critical approach in medical education research means exploring the 

roles played by medical schools and educators in constructing power and 

privilege in our societies. It means asking whether they sustain a status quo or 

work toward greater equity. Adherents of critical theory make a commitment to 

participate in change rather than to content themselves with pure academic 

analysis.”

Hodges B. When I say …. Critical theory. Medical Education. 2014; 48:1043-1044.
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Critical inquiry approaches - why and when? 

You would use a critical inquiry approach when you 

want to: 

▪ examine, interrogate and expose structural inequities

that impact education

▪ better understand power imbalances that benefit some 

(privilege) but unfairly impact others (oppression) 

▪ commit to participate in change to the status quo, 

rather than conduct pure academic analysis

Hodges B. When I say… Critical theory. Medical Education. 2014; 48(11): 1043-1044. DOI: 10.1111/medu.12474
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Why are critical inquiry approaches needed in HPER? (Wyatt et al., 2022) 

▪ Health professions education research 

has historically excluded marginalised

voices (both as researchers and as 

participants) 

▪ Critical inquiry approaches aim to 

advance scholarship that 

disrupts/dismantles systems of 

oppression and brings marginalised

voices to the forefront 

Wyatt TR, Ho MJ, Teherani A. Centering Criticality in Medical Education Research: A Synthesis of the 2022 

RIME Papers. Acad Med. 2022 Nov 1;97(11S):S11-S14. doi: 10.1097/ACM.0000000000004903.



9

Whose voices might be marginalised, 

and under-represented in health 

education research?
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Privilege, oppression and societal structures/systems of inequality

Nixon SA. The coin model of privilege and critical allyship: implications for 

health. BMC Public Health. 2019 Dec;19(1):1-3.
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Grand theories underpinning research 

Elements of 
paradigm

Positivism/ post-
positivism

Interpretivism Criticalism/ Transformative

Ontology Singular reality Multiple realities Multifaceted and based on 
different social and cultural 
positions 

Epistemology Objectivity – research 
conducted from the 
outside

Subjectivity – personal 
involvement of the 
researcher

Collectivity – collaborative 
research with participants as 
researchers

Power relations determine 
whose knowledge is 
normative

Axiology Being unbiased Recognising bias Based on human rights and 
social justice

Methodology Deductive Inductive Participatory 

Cohen L et al. (2011) Research Methods in 

Education (7th ed). London & New York: Routledge

Bunniss S & Kelly DR (2010) Research paradigms in 

medical education research. Medical Education 44, 358-366 
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What does critical research look like? (Bunniss & Kelly, 2010) 

Methodology:

▪ Iterative and flexible with continuous redefinition of problems anchored in their social and 

historical realities – context is key 

▪ Research is used to envision how things could change for the better

▪ Participatory methodologies are common: 

e.g. Participatory action research, action inquiry, co-creation/co-design

Methods:

▪ Lends itself closer to qualitative methods, quantitative methods can be used (QuantCrit) –

emphasis is on representation and context 

▪ Often uses iterative research design 

e.g. focus groups, photovoice/visual methods, critical discourse analysis, arts-based methods 
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Critical race/class 
theory

Examples of theory in critical inquiry 

Critical Indigenous 
theory 

Queer theory

Postcolonial theory

Feminist theory

● Hudon C. et al. (2016) Medical education for equity in health: a participatory action research involving persons living in 
poverty and healthcare professionals. BMC Medical Education 16: 106. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12909-016-0630-4 

● Paradis, E., Nimmon, L., Wondimagegn, D., & Whitehead, C. R. (2020). Critical theory: broadening our thinking to 
explore the structural factors at play in health professions education. Academic Medicine, 95(6), 842-845.

● Graham J, Dornan T. Power in clinical teachers' discourses of a curriculum-in-action. Critical discourse analysis. Adv 
Health Sci Educ Theory Pract. 2013 18(5):975-85. doi: 10.1007/s10459-012-9437-1. 
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A note on critical approaches to quantitative research  

Challenges us to consider 

who is defining a 

construct, who is involved 

with the scale 

development and 

interpretation, and who is 

left out or marginalized by 

this process

• Lazarus, M. D., Sarkar, M., Palermo, C., Soh, S., & Farlie, 

M. K. (2025). Expanding worldviews on psychometric 

analysis of measurement tools in health professions 

education and research. Anatomical Sciences 

Education, 18(8), 838–851. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/ase.70053

• Walter, M., & Andersen, C. (2013). Indigenous Statistics: A 

Quantitative Research Methodology (1st edition). Taylor & 

Francis. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315426570

https://doi.org/10.1002/ase.70053


15

Co-Design / Co-production 

Intention is to better 

align HPE with 

consumers’ actual 

needs and 

transform/re-

distribute power 

within hierarchical 

healthcare 

relationships 

Brand et. al. A research approach for co-

designing education with healthcare consumers. 

Medical Education 2021; 55: 574-581



Critical inquiry research questions 
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Critical inquiry approach: What types of questions do you want to study?

Do you want to explore a phenomenon from perspectives of marginalised groups?

▪ What are the experiences of students at University of Melbourne coming from a low SES of their 

studies? 

Do you want to promote empowerment, equity, and freedom?

▪ How effective are current mechanisms to support students from low SES backgrounds to undertake 

clinical placements?

Do you want to question the status quo and taken for granted power relations? 

• How is the knowledge learned in medical school reinforcing pre-existing worldviews that deny the 

importance of the social sciences and humanities? 

Do you want to bring about change?

▪ What do students from low SES backgrounds perceive is required for them to be successful in the 

higher education environment? 
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Critical research questions

▪ Involve issues of injustice and inequity, an 

attention to power imbalances 

▪ Skeptical stance towards data – ‘facts to be 

known vs. conditions to be challenged and 

changed’ 

▪ Focus on researching ideas that go against 

prevailing thought

▪ Verbs such as interrogate, examine, transform, 

change are common
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Critical HPE Research Question examples  

▪ What structural issues do international students encounter when transitioning 

to dietetic practice in the Australian health system or back home? 

▪ What opportunities exist to transform dietetics training to better support 

international graduates to dietetics practice? 

“the primary investigator has shaped the research direction through their 

lived experience as an international and bicultural dietetics graduate and the 

intention is to employ a research assistant who is also a dietetics graduate of an 

international background.”



How can we enhance quality of critical inquiry approaches?
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Quality in Critical Inquiry Approaches 

Do common criteria in 

evaluating trustworthiness 

in qualitative research fit? 
Credibility

Transferability 
or Applicability

Confirmability

Dependability

Authenticity

Reflexivity

Internal 
coherence

Liamputtong, P. Qualitative research methods. 4th ed. Oxford 
University Press. 2013 
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Credibility 

Critical inquiry research is credible if it reveals nuanced 

insights into the multiple realities from participants and 

researchers.

Because researchers rely on their own perspective and 

lived experiences to see the world, they may not be able 

to see issues related to social justice - attending to the 

research team’s composition is crucial  

“Diverse teams should not be assembled for mere 

representativeness, as perfunctory or symbolic effort. Doing so can 

easily fall into a type of microaggression known as tokenism” (Wyatt, 

2022 p. 1199)

Credibility

Wyatt T. “The sins of our forefathers’: reimagining 
research in health professions education. Advances in 
Health Sciences Education 2022; 27:1195-1206.
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Reflexivity 

▪ Begin the research process by questioning what 

you have been taught in your own discipline and 

engage in a de-linking process 

▪ Challenge our own beliefs and assumptions about 

what is the ‘norm’ and recognise how these are 

embedded in social and cultural structures in which 

we were raised, trained and currently work 

“Reflexivity is an ongoing process that extends across 

the entire duration of a research endeavor” (Olmos-

Vega, 2022 p. 242)

Reflexivity

Olmos-Vega, F. et al.  A practical guide to reflexivity in qualitative 
research: AMEE Guide No. 149. 2022. Medical Teacher, 45(3), 241–251.
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Critical reflexivity is key in critical research!

▪ Need to question from the outset – am I the right person to be leading this 

research? 

▪ Challenge our own beliefs and assumptions about what is the ‘norm’ and 

recognise how these are embedded in social and cultural structures in which 

we were raised, trained and currently work 

▪ Deeply interrogate our own social positions, cultural origins, our positions in 

the field and our knowledge claims 

Critical reflexivity

Definition A process of recognising our position in the world to better understand the limitations of 

one’s own knowing and better appreciate the social realities of others 

Object of reflexive activity Discursive world (talk and text), inequitable and unfair societal norms and structures, 

power relations

Implications Long term systems change including re-defining ‘norms’ 

Ng, S. L., Wright, S. R., & Kuper, A. (2019). The divergence and convergence of critical 

reflection and critical reflexivity: implications for health professions education. Academic 

Medicine, 94(8), 1122-1128.
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Transferability 

“In assessing quality and rigor, a critical scholar would look 

for evidence that their research contributes to a contextual 

understanding of a phenomenon that exposes 

problematic power relations and points to a way to reshape 

hierarchies” (Paradis et al., 2020) 

▪ Critical inquiry researchers analyse micro-level 

experiences within macro-level structures/systems. 

These political, social, historical, economic & contexts 

are unique to time and place and people’s experiences 

within them. 

▪ Caution if generalising or transferring findings to other 

individuals, groups, contexts or settings 

Transferability 
or Applicability

Paradis, E. et al. Critical theory: broadening our thinking to explore the 
structural factors at play in health professions education.2020. 
Academic Medicine, 95(6), 842-845.
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Three key features of critical inquiry 

1. Critical self-reflection and 

reflexive relational 

practice

2. Socio-political education, 

structural power analysis 

and 

interrogating/examining 

privilege/oppression 

3. Seeking to create 

systemic, transformative  

change
McCartan, J., Brimblecombe, J., & Adams, K. (2022). Methodological tensions for 

non-Indigenous people in Indigenous research: A critique of critical discourse 

analysis in the Australian context. Social Sciences & Humanities Open, 6(1), 100282
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Discussion Q&A: Critical inquiry approaches

What is my 

background in 

critical inquiry 

approaches?

How do/could I use 

critical 

approaches?

What do I like 

about critical 

approaches?

What do I find tricky 

about critical 

approaches?

Happy to continue the conversation!

julia.mccartan@monash.edu

mailto:julia.mccartan@monash.edu

