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Much published research in applied linguistics presents research methodology as an uncompromising
process, where problems are pre-empted in precise research design. However, applied linguistics
research is often messy, especially when studies involve real-life educational contexts, as is typical in
TESOL-related research. Marshall and Rossman (2010), argue the “pristine” and “logical”
representation of research in journal articles is in contrast to the reality of social research, which is
often “confusing, messy, intensely frustrating, and fundamentally nonlinear” (p. 55). Mellor (2001)
argues that the provision of an ‘honesty trail’ of the problems encountered and mistakes made in
practitioner-based research in particular forms an essential part to a study’s strength, even if by
conventional definitions highlighting these issues posed a threat to the project’s validity.
In this talk, we showcase some of the methodological problems encountered in TESOL-related
research projects that, despite obstacles, were eventually successful. In discussing the ‘messiness’ of
research, we bring the methodological obstacles to the forefront to illustrate situations where
researchers need to adapt their research methods in situ. The talk aims to provide novice and
experienced researchers alike with an overview of the realities of doing interdisciplinary social
research in applied linguistics/TESOL and offers advice on overcoming similar methodological
problems.
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