
269

Przegląd Badań Edukacyjnych
Educational Studies Review
ISSN 1895-4308
nr 30 (1/2020), s. 269–291

 
  

  

 
  

 

 
   

METODY ZBIERANIA  
I ANALIZY DANYCH  

W BADANIACH 
EDUKACYJNYCH

a)

b)

c)

Gabriela Dobińska
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3629-5210

University of Lodz, Poland; e-mail: gabriela.dobinska@uni.lodz.pl

Theoretical and Methodological Aspects 
of Tacit Knowledge Research of Educators at Youth 
Educational Centres in Poland in the Context 
of Social Worlds Theory
http://dx.doi.org/10.12775/PBE.2020.015

Abstract 
The aim of the article is to present theoretical and methodological reflections on research on 
the tacit knowledge and the social world of educators at młodzieżowe ośrodki wychowawcze 
[youth educational centres]. The introduction to the article contains a  review of literature 
and an analysis of superior analytical categories in the context of social rehabilitation. Next, 
a methodological framework and preliminary assumptions regarding the test procedure are 
presented. The research project discussed in this paper is formed as an ethnography, the 
course of which is indicated by analytical procedures of the grounded theory methodology. 
The empirical material consists of a 12-month observation of everyday work of educators at 
youth educational centres and 17 interviews conducted with the educators at youth educa-
tional centres from Poland. The critical analysis of studies presents the challenges, potentials 
and values, as well as the difficulties resulting from limitations of the methodological as-
sumptions. Three areas were analysed: negotiating the conditions for conducting research, 
defining the role of the researcher and the method of recruiting interviewees.

Key words: the theory of social worlds, tacit knowledge, qualitative research, social reha-
bilitation.
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Introduction

When analysing the available source literature and the results of studies based 
on social sciences one notices that the functioning of rehabilitation centres is 
studied mainly through the prism of the social climate (in the context of the total 
institution) and the functioning of pupils of rehabilitation institutions (Pytka, 
1983; Zalewski, 2004; Sobczak, 2007; Skuza, 2012). Educators, perceived as 
an integrating force between the pupils and the outside world, are an overlooked 
aspect of research analysis (Konopczyński, 2016, pp. 5–10). Rehabilitation is 
defined as a conscious, intentional methodically and theoretically justified ac-
tion, the purpose of which is to achieve relatively lasting effects on the functio-
ning of pupils, through the creation of identity parameters (Konopczyński, 2015, 
p. 55). Therefore, educational reality consists of three elements: the subject of 
education (the pupils), the educational situation (educational objects) and the 
educator. The above links are correlated and co-dependent. The educator plays 
the role of an integrator, a filter of the non-institutionalised world, a distributor 
of inter-penetrating environments (the institutionalised and the non-institutio-
nalised) and a gatekeeper, who, according to Kurt Lewin (1946, pp. 34–46), 
lets the pupils in through the door to the world of new values. On the basis of 
social sciences, there have been many studies on the educators of rehabilita-
tion institutions conducted in the quantitative paradigm. Researchers empha-
sise the need to study the (actual) institutional reality with qualitative methods 
that allow penetration into the studied space and reconstruct the processes that 
create and sustain the social world of the institution (Zięba-Kołodziej, 2010, 
p. 354; Chomczyński, 2013, p. 232). The adoption of a quality strategy centred 
around the interpretive paradigm and the theoretical perspective of symbolic 
interactionism, with particular emphasis on the conciseness of social worlds, 
will enable reconstruction of the process of becoming an educator at młodzie-
żowe ośrodki wychowawcze [youth educational centre]1. Considering the bro-
ad spectrum of issues concerning the social rehabilitation process, the work 
of an educator has a heterogeneous dimension, that is, a formal-administrative 
and humanist one, connected with supporting and accompanying changes in 

1  In the regulation of the Minister of Education of 28 August 2017, (chapter 3 § 13) “youth 
educational centres are for children and youth socially maladjusted requiring the use of a special 
organization of learning, working methods, upbringing, psychological and pedagogical assistance 
and social rehabilitation”: http://prawo.sejm.gov.pl/isap.nsf/download.xsp/WDU20170001606/O/
D20171606.pdf.
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the identity parameters of socially maladjusted people (Jaworska, 2012, p. 92). 
An interesting approach is presented by Janusz Ropski (2010, p. 303), who 
indicated that educators spend most of their time with their pupils, becoming 
members of a symbolic institutional organisation. An educator may be a sort of 
“bridge” between an institution and society, in which pupils will function after 
leaving the rehabilitation institution. That is why the social world of educators 
is so interesting and unique.

A problematic aspect of the educator’s work in a rehabilitation institution 
can be the specific character of overlapping plateaus of social contact between 
educator-educators, educator-pupil, educator-society (interaction occurring out-
side the social world). 

Social worlds theory

The social world theory was generated under the influence of grounded theory 
methodology, and is related to the world of human actions and associated disco-
urse. According to its author, Tamotsu Shibutani (1962, pp. 128–145), the social 
world can be regarded as a cultural area, which does not have clear territorial or 
formal boundaries, but where the limits of effective communication are speci-
fied. It constitutes a dynamic and interactive whole, which assumes permanent 
communication, unlimited participation and discourse. The fundamental ana-
lytical categories are boundaries, actions, technology, arenas, processes of le-
gitimisation, segmentation, budding and intersecting of worlds (Strauss, 1993, 
pp. 78–85). 

Shibutani (1962, pp. 564–566) distinguishes three types of social worlds. 
The first is based on strong community solidarity (e.g. social elite, underworld, 
ethnic minorities) often isolated from contact with the outside world. The next 
type is oriented on association structures (e.g. the world of medicine, organised 
work). The last type is loosely related universes with exceptional interests (e.g. 
the world of sport). The author emphasises that the world is a mosaic of social 
worlds, but each of them has its own communication channel within which the 
universe of discourse that strengthens the participant’s identity and the distance 
of outsiders develops. A social world is created by people who perform spe-
cific actions, creating discourse devoted to them. The most important feature of 
a social world is primary activity, which constitutes a distinguishing criterion 
of a  social world (Strauss, 1978, pp. 119–128). Anselm Strauss and Howard 
Becker (1963, pp. 67–85) defined social worlds as groups of people who have 
common commitments to perform specific actions, and who share resources 
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which are fundamental to a  common ideology and values, allowing them to 
achieve a common goal. 

From the viewpoint of the suggested research topic, educators at reha-
bilitation centres (youth educational centres) are a group of people connected 
with each other by their activity, and involved in coherent and constant ac-
tion. An inherent element of a  social world is the construction of a universe 
of discourse – a social world is regarded as a space for communication, which 
imposes a  common and coherent perspective on reality (Kacperczyk, 2012, 
pp. 275–277). Thus, a  social world provides its participants with a cognitive 
perspective, which they can use to define situations. According to A. L. Strauss 
(1993, pp. 119–128), the phenomenon of communication and the multiplicity of 
its forms is fundamental to the preparation of types of group association. There 
is a multitude of theoretical concepts in the sociological literature concerning 
social worlds, especially those oriented around symbolic interactionism. The 
closest to the proposed research problem is the liquidity of the world of Strauss 
(2013, pp. 143–144), which assumes that the functioning of each group has 
a symbolic dimension and is organised around communication. The author him-
self indicates that “the idea of social worlds may refer centrally to the universes 
of discourse, that is why we should be careful not to look only at forms of 
communication, symbolization and universals of discourse, but also to exam-
ine tangible matters like activity, membership, places, technologies and typical 
organizations of specific social worlds “ (Strauss, 1990, p. 235). This concept 
of social worlds makes it more tangible and palpable because, apart from the 
symbolic sphere, there is the real dimension of action.

The basis of each social world is common, basic action. Within one activ-
ity, sub-processes emerge (intersection of worlds, segmentation and legitimi-
sation). Internal differentiation (segmentation) emerges as a  result of distinct 
interests. Sub-worlds can be diverse due to numerous criteria – connecting fea-
tures; spatial layout; used technology; ideology; skills; professional experience, 
etc. (Marzec, 2011, pp. 8–11). Legitimisation is connected with accentuating 
the uniqueness of basic action, as well as the unusual technology and proce-
dures of its execution. An important feature which characterises social worlds is 
technology, which means resorting to a stock of specific technical means, which 
make it possible to perform actions (strategies, tools, procedures, tactics). The 
development of technology results in the professionalization of the basic action 
in a given social world. The next component of social worlds is boundaries, 
which are considered problematic. Their basic characteristic is fluidity (Kacper-
czyk, 2016, pp. 34–40). The more difficult it is to determine someone’s belong-
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ing to a social world and his or her status, the more problematic the discussion 
on the criteria to define and locate oneself and other potential members of the 
world becomes (Słowińska, 2010, pp. 30–35). Arenas are a place of argument, 
they signify disagreement with the taken course of action. An arena is a place 
to discuss issues, which are problematic for the social world (negotiating, ma-
nipulating, imposing one’s solution upon the representatives of the sub-worlds) 
(Strauss, 1978, p. 124). Each social world generates its own hierarchy of values, 
around which action is performed. Participants weave values into narratives, and 
thus pass them on to other participants for identity to become crystallised. The 
social worlds theory is close to the natural everyday experience of the world, in 
which fluidity, variation and disorder are natural attributes. The social worlds 
theory allows us to explain reality, but does not confine it to a rigid framework, 
thus leaving broad possibilities of application. The theory of social worlds al-
lows the explanation of reality, but does not enclose it into a rigid framework, 
leaving wide application possibilities for creating a dense conceptual network. 
Accepting the discussed concept as a theoretical model in the study of educators 
at youth educational centres, the researcher has the opportunity to see invisible 
aspects of the experienced reality, the complexity of the phenomenon and the 
existing dependencies, connections and dynamics of the examined reality.

Tacit knowledge and its study

Tacit knowledge, the category which is of interest to the author, signifies hid-
den, secret knowledge (Zmyślony, 2012, pp. 65–82), transferred without using 
words and expressed through action. Implicit knowledge, a familiar term, indi-
cates implication and involvement. Michael Polanyi (1958) used this concept 
for the first time to formulate the thesis that human knowledge consists of two 
types. Intersubjectively communicative knowledge, expressed by means of sen-
tences or mathematical and natural formulas, as well as knowledge that a man 
cannot express in language, but can pass on to others and modify by underta-
king various practical and theoretical actions. Polanyi’s considerations gave rise 
to research on the relationship between explicit and tacit knowledge. At present, 
the tacit knowledge category operates on the basis of several dozen independent 
scientific disciplines, within which there is a multitude of interpretations and 
methods of learning tacit knowledge (Zmyślony, 2012, p. 45).

An important aspect of understanding the above terms is their non-verbal-
isation, and taking action in reality. Gilbert Ryle (2009, p. 34) emphasised de-
clarative knowledge (knowing how) and processual knowledge (knowing that). 
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The introduced types differ in the degree of introspective accessibility. Declara-
tive knowledge can easily be verbalised because it is coded in the form of terms 
(acquired, conscious knowledge), whereas processual knowledge is hidden be-
hind disposition to action, and its acquisition is a complicated process involving 
long-term repetitive actions and exercises. Processual knowledge reveals itself 
in action, while declarative knowledge is volitional in character. In source lit-
erature we usually distinguish two research approaches related to the category 
of tacit knowledge, that is, experimental and ecological (Nęcka at al., 2008, 
pp. 47–55). Taking into account the presented research project, the ecological 
approach proved to be of special significance. Authors attribute a procedural 
character, inaccessibility in introspection, direct connection with action, relativ-
isation of subjects’ individual aims and acquisition by means of personal experi-
ence to this paradigm. Expert knowledge is a special case of tacit knowledge, 
especially in relation to its acquisition, structuring, storage and application in 
praxeological space. Expert knowledge is characterised by personalisation, that 
is, it is relative to a given person (expert), and is procedural-processual in char-
acter. It is an expression of the ability to perceive patterns and relationships, 
as well as structures of similarity and differences hidden from lay people and 
“ordinary” experts, to introduce new problems and to seek creative solutions, to 
react with flexibility to new, unknown situations, to monitor and evaluate one’s 
actions and knowledge and to aim at self-improvement (Chmielewska-Ba-
naszak & Magiera, 2004, pp. 751–763). Tacit knowledge inspired researchers 
to address networks of knowledge, which constantly encompass organisations.

In their research, Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger (1991; Bendkowski, 2014, 
pp. 6–21) focused on the relations between the learning process and the social 
environment. Based on the study results, it was established that contrary to the 
school environment, where learning occurs mostly in an abstract form, informal 
learning processes are directly connected with a given situation and thus con-
stitute a social construct. Acquiring knowledge by “students” occurs through 
legitimising participation on the peripheries, consisting of learning from “mas-
ters” or more experienced colleagues. A central-peripheral structure is a result 
of adaptation to action, and the right to participate in the community is granted 
to those who gained legitimacy and who possess knowledge and competence 
necessary to take action. Ethnographic studies on copy machine maintenance 
men conducted by Julian Orr (1966, pp. 45–63) demonstrated that knowledge 
and action are closely tied. Moreover, Orr discovered that the greater part of the 
learning process transpires through interactions in informal social networks. 
Work is connected with narratives, telling stories and anecdotes, which carry 
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(hidden) knowledge. “Stories from the battlefield” proved that work is con-
nected with a specific situational context, which requires improvisation, intui-
tion and ability

Nonaka and Takeuchi (2000) divided knowledge into explicit and implicit 
type. The first type is understood as available, formalised, containing facts and 
tangible data, easy to transfer in a codified way using computer programmes, 
textbooks and training. However the second type, hidden knowledge, is con-
cerned with non-verbal, intuitive, highly individualised, acquired during long-
term experience, which is difficult for identification and study. Close to the 
above considerations is the psychological concept regarding the model of ac-
quiring expert knowledge consisting of three stages. According to the first of 
these, the novice (student) receives knowledge through personal relations with 
the (expert) master who organises it in the form of “scaffolding”. In the next 
transitional stage, the scaffolding is successively filled with experiences, thanks 
to which the beginner begins to recognise patterns of action, while develop-
ing the ability to monitor and control his own cognitive activities. Skills be-
come dominant at the last stage of self-regulation, when a qualified expert is 
equipped with the ability to independently expand and improve his professional 
knowledge. Expert knowledge pertains to an extremely narrow range of reality, 
acquired during long-term experience. The hidden nature of this knowledge 
lies in the fact that the expert sometimes does not realise that he has, interprets, 
communicates and is able to use it (Sternberg & Hedlund, 2002; Collins, 2010).

Difficulties of a terminological and methodological nature rely on the li-
quidity and elusiveness of this concept, which makes it impossible to include it 
in a rigid definition framework. A research project of an ethnographic character 
enables observation as well as quasi-participation in the social world of educa-
tors at youth educational centres to identify (often) unverified tacit knowledge.

Research study concept – methodological assumptions

The presented concept of the research project is embedded in an interpretive 
paradigm, in which the world is perceived as a dynamic, unstable, changeable 
reality created by the actors of this world, impossible to predict and reconstruct. 
Reality is constructed as part of continuous symbolic interactions, where social 
roles and statuses are constructs subject for negotiations (Wilson, 1971; Hałas, 
1987; Wyka, 1993; Konecki, 2000). The choice of a particular methodology and 
the adoption of a characteristic procedure should be a consequence of the analy-
sis (Chomczyński, 2013, p. 98). I decided to adopt the interpretative paradigm 
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because it finds his empirical grounding in qualitative research that captures so-
cial reality from the actor’s perspective. Thus, it allows to understand the causes 
of social order in ongoing negotiation processes and negotiated interpretations 
of meanings (Szczepanik, 2015). Thomas Wilson emphasised that the issue of 
human attitude to the role is one of the main assumptions of the interpretative 
paradigm, especially in the aspect of the elements constituting the perception 
matrix operated by social actors giving meaning to the interactions in which 
they participate (Wilson, 1970; Chomczyński, 2015).

The theoretical basis of the discussed project is symbolic interactionism with 
particular emphasis on the theory of social worlds. Symbolic interactionism as-
sumes that man affects objects in relation to the meanings they have. Thus, the 
individual does not react automatically to stimulants, but deliberately engages in 
activity by defining and interpreting his actions. In the view of representatives 
of intercommunication, man is an active subject which gives meaning to things 
and phenomena, intercommunicates, processes information, learns new social si-
tuations, interprets, makes analysis and, as a result, takes action (Denzin, 1978; 
Hałas, 1987; Mucha, 2003; Blumer, 2009). Adopting this orientation places the 
human in the centre of research interest, and not, instead, the social or institutional 
system. I am interested in reconstructing processes with their interactive context 
and capturing their complexity by discovering the ways in which educators of 
rehabilitation centres interpret their experiences and transfer these interpretations 
to activities. The main category of my research activities is the process of beco-
ming an educator in a youth educational centre. “Becoming” is always a process 
related to a specific group; it can be understood in the context of socialisation 
or aspirations to achieve the status of a group member (Ślęzak, 2009). It is the 
group that sets the membership rules and inclusion conditions. The processuality 
occurs at various levels of interaction with the group; firstly, the actor aspires to 
be accepted to the given organisation, and then moves within various positions 
(Manning, 1971; Konecki, 2007; Marciniak, 2008). Therefore, exploration and 
description of the social world of rehabilitation centre educators (i.e. reconstruc-
tion of the creation process and maintaining the studied social world) combined 
with including the category of tacit knowledge in the research concept will allow 
to broaden the cognitive perspective. The theoretical orientation chosen requires 
the use of an appropriate methodology. Considering the adopted paradigm and 
theories, it should be noted that methods tend to lose their neutrality and acquire 
various meanings. Therefore, the adoption of a chosen methodology should be 
a consequence of the analysis of the research subject and research situation (Ko-
necki, 2000; Chomczyński, 2013).
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The research project discussed in this paper is formed as an ethnography, 
the course of which is indicated by analytical procedures of grounded theory 
methodology (theoretical sampling and constant comparative method using the 
coding paradigm) (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). I collected the data through field 
studies, using the techniques of observation and (unstructured) interviewing. Qu-
alitative techniques enable us to understand the complexity of the social world 
of educators and to grasp its processual character. Furthermore, they allow us to 
“reach episodes of interaction at limited interference into the studied reality on 
the part of the researcher” (Konecki, 2000, p. 144). This enables us to learn the 
perspective of the actors, and to focus on the significance, which people ascri-
be to events in their lives, as well as to connect these meanings with the social 
world (Konecki, 2000, p. 125). Grounded theory methodology was developed by 
Glaser and Strauss, and is based on research on organisation and work processes 
(Glaser & Strauss, 2009, p. 30). It consists of constructing a medium range the-
ory based on meticulously collected empirical data. The theory is built through 
induction by way of precisely conducted field studies and collection of empirical 
data, and thus it adapts to the processual nature of the social world. In grounded 
theory methodology, it is assumed that no preliminary assumptions should be 
made at the beginning of the research procedure. Hypotheses, concepts and their 
properties are to emerge in the course of empirical studies and conducted analy-
ses (Glaser & Strauss, 2009, pp. 25–27). Grounded theory methodology provides 
an opportunity to become familiar with new and unexplored phenomena, which 
reveal themselves in the course of the research. An important process of the 
theory in question is the theoretical collection of samples and data in order to 
generate a theory. The researcher subsequently codes and analyses the collected 
data, and decides what further steps to take in order to develop a theory. Coding 
is a process of extracting categories and properties from collected material, thro-
ugh indicating the themes concerning conceptualisation. A significant element 
of grounded theory method is permanent, comparative data analysis (Charmaz, 
2009, p. 75). The end of the study is indicated by the moment of theoretical satu-
ration, when successive studied cases do not contribute data, which develops the 
hypotheses and categories suggested earlier. 

Grounded theory methodology can provide sufficient tools to analyse data 
collected during ethnographic studies (Ślęzak, 2016, p. 81). An ethnographic 
approach requires focusing on actions, and understanding “what” people do and 
“how” they do it. Thus, the most important questions, which are indicators for 
field researchers, are, what is happening and how it is happening, how involved 
are people, what differentiates and what connects the actions performed by 
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a group (Kleinknecht, 2007, p. 23). Over the years, various directions of ethno-
graphic research have emerged, all connected by fieldwork (in an environment 
which is specific to respondents), personalised studies, democratic relations 
based on a dialogue between researcher and respondents, synergy of several 
techniques of collecting data, researcher involvement, a holistic character and 
inductive reasoning (Angrosino, 2007, p. 11). The specific character of ethno-
graphic research lies in its flexibility and lack of structured methodological in-
structions. Ethnographic research set within the framework of grounded theory 
methodology is based on a processual approach, which allows the researcher to 
build conceptual interpretations of the observed activities (Charmaz, 2009, pp. 
34–35). A significant shift in the approach to ethnographic research came in the 
1920s, when Chicago school researchers began to use anthropological achieve-
ments in methodology to study new problems (Angrosino, 2007). Cultivating 
the traditions of the precursors, “they came out from behind the desk to get their 
hands dirty in real research”. Using the methodology of ethnography provides 
priority to empirical material coming from observation that is a natural human 
cognitive predisposition (Gabo, 2008). 

Piotr Chomczyński (2013) exposed the nature of conducting research in 
institutions bearing traits of being total. The difficulty in reaching respondents 
and establishing relationships is due to the reluctance of informants to disclose 
their views, experiences and motives for action. This may be caused by fear of 
judgment, criticism, shame, revealing negative phenomena, addressing a social-
ly controversial topic, distrust towards the researcher, and even perceiving the 
researcher as a representative of the institution’s administration or law enforce-
ment apparatus. Given the potential difficulties and the specifics of the research 
area, a reflective selection of research techniques should be made. 

In order to collect empirical data I used the in-depth unstructured inter-
view and open participant observation techniques. During the interviews, the 
respondents spoke about the way of perceiving the reality of the youth edu-
cational centre and about the way of defining themselves as educators (par-
ticipants) of this world. They presented interpretive patterns of themselves as 
professionals. According to the assumptions of the methodology of the ground-
ed theory, the purpose of the research is not the description of reality, but the 
reconstruction of processes taking place within the educators’ social world. The 
free-form interview was comprised of two basic parts. Initiator’s question: how 
did it happen that you became an educator of a youth educational centre, and 
supplementary questions, focusing on three levels of interaction: educator-other 
educators; educator-pupils; educator-society. 
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Observation of everyday situations from the life of rehabilitation centres 
enable us to see the educators’ unconscious or held back views and behaviours 
are motives for their actions. In addition, the educators during the interview 
with a completely foreign person (representative of the academic community) 
and aware of the conversation recording, ensured self-presentation and do not 
overlook the role of a professional. After the conversation, when the recorder 
is turned off, the narrators often asked how they performed and about the result 
of their speech. Conducting observations in a youth educational centre gives 
a chance for the natural behaviour of educators and forgetting about the pres-
ence of an additional (invisible) person. Thus, the collected empirical material 
under the proposed techniques complements each other.

Spontaneous statements by respondents are an extremely valuable source 
of data. Thus, being in a respondent group makes it possible to learn the charac-
teristics of actions, vocabulary, terminology and categories, and to reconstruct 
the ideological framework within which the social world operates (Hammerslay 
& Atkinson, 2000, p. 189). I conducted observations based on the peripheral 
member principle (Adler, 1994, pp. 236–246), which comprises observing and 
entering into close relations with respondents, without performing their primary 
(core) activities. Participation in the daily routine of a youth educational centre 
(focusing on unscripted situations as part of the class curriculum), may pro-
vide knowledge on the studied environment, and will also make it possible to 
see numerous interactions and communication (verbal and non-verbal), as well 
as emotions which accompany specific situations (Babbie, 2005, pp. 56–60). 
An important aspect of the research project is not limiting oneself merely to 
the observation of educators at the youth educational centre, but to try and at-
tain a broader perspective of the educators’ participation in scientific-method 
conferences, training sessions, courses and expert consultations. Data collected 
from observation is systematically noted and treated as equal to interviews. 
Consequently, following the specific character of grounded theory methodol-
ogy, no observation was developed. Moreover, during observation the author 
intended to conduct informal (conversational) interviews (Konecki, 2005, p. 
150), which in nature are informal conversations based on numerous tactics, 
such as building on questions (asked by a less experienced person – a trainee or 
an observer, who wants to obtain knowledge from an expert – an educator). Ob-
taining information by way of everyday informal conversations complemented 
the observations and in-depth unstructured interviews.

During the preparation of the research procedure, three connections were 
distinguished, which may be important in the exploration of the social world of 
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educators of youth educational centres. In the educational space, those actions 
of educators, which are directed (workshops, planned talks, a series of thematic 
activities, an incidental project) are most frequently subject to evaluation. We 
can see a significant gap in considering the work of educators in everyday in-
stitutional undirected activities, which involve the pupils as well as other em-
ployees of the institutions. Morning activities, duties, meals, behaviour in baths, 
canteens and rooms and during trips are of interest, as well as conversations 
between educators and pupils, their tone of voice and body language, educators’ 
ways of addressing pupils, habits, daily routines, common slang and humour. 
The above components contribute to the creation of the educator-pupil relation-
ship. The next area is the educator-educator relationship, which enables one to 
emancipate and to experience failures and successes as well as the flow of ex-
pert advice and conflicts in preferred solutions and methods. This relationship is 
important for the process of becoming an educator and acquiring a professional 
identity.

This is where the values are created, the discourse of the universe, conflict 
spaces and sub-worlds. The final relation is that between the educator and the 
society (public), resulting from the collision and penetration of worlds in which 
educators function in a professional environment.

Possibilities and limitations of the suggested research procedure

An important aspect of the proposed project is the reconstruction of the process 
of becoming an educator in a youth educational centre and an analysis of the so-
cial world of educators in a youth educational centre (i.e. reconstruction of the 
processes that create and support the social world of institutions) in the context 
of tacit knowledge, taking into account the relations of educator-pupil; educa-
tor-educator; and educator-public (society). Within these interactions, processes 
of learning, interpretation and meaning take place, which results in defining 
oneself and other participants of the social world in accordance with the com-
mon perspective of perceiving reality (Charmaz, 2009, pp. 85–87).

In the attempt to reconstruct the process of becoming an educator ‒ reha-
bilitation pedagogue ‒ I made a central and basic goal. For maintaining termi-
nological order, it should be mentioned that only a person who meets formal 
criteria resulting from legal acts (e.g. major studies completed, pedagogical 
preparation possessed) can become an educator of a youth educational centre. 
A review of the literature and research conducted demonstrates that, in addition 
to a formal legal condition, the educator should represent model social attitudes, 
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have passions, competences and personality predispositions that allow for edu-
cational work with difficult youth. It turned out to be interesting how the educa-
tors identify and perceive themselves as educators, what meaning and attributes 
they assign to it, as well as how they perceive themselves in the perception of 
social discourse. Initially, I focused on the basic activity of the studied group, 
introduction of shared ideology, strategy of action, problems, presented values, 
methods and tools that educators use in the field of educational work, as well 
as considering the context of identity, involvement and professional socialisa-
tion, which in some measure define attributes of the social world (arenas, legiti-
mations, sub-worlds, segmentations, boundaries) and tacit knowledge. Social 
worlds are not only shared ideology, values and specific communication, but 
also disputes, conflicts and negotiations that are essential for the continuity of 
the social world (Shibutani, 1962, p. 47). Such an understanding shows us the 
nature of the studied environment, bearing in mind its volatility. Despite the or-
dered structure and research concept, the first stage of research revealed several 
doubts and dilemmas of a methodological-organisational nature. 

The presented research project is based on the unstructured interview and 
observation techniques, which became a problem in the first stage of the re-
search. Establishing a  relationship with the respondents and creating a  com-
fortable atmosphere was by necessity time consuming, as well as undertaking 
formal action. The aim of the observation was to detect undirected, daily and 
spontaneous actions and situations in the relations between educators and pu-
pils, educators and other educators, and participation of educators in the social 
world (outside) in the relationship between educators and society. While the 
third aspect is not problematic, entering an institution, crossing its threshold 
and being actively involved in the life inside a youth educational centre is much 
more difficult. In qualitative studies, the ability to establish an appropriate rela-
tionship with respondents is crucial (Hammerslay & Atkinson, 2000, p. 35). For 
each technique (in this case interview and observation), the dynamics of inter-
action, duration of contact, assortment of roles, and the situation in which the 
respondent and researcher find themselves differ significantly (Ślęzak, 2016, 
pp. 225–235). Relations in the field should be democratic and be founded on 
dialogue, especially if the researcher participates (in part) in the life of the re-
spondents (Patton, 1997, pp. 161–172). It was only through the goodwill of 
other, who vouched for me as trustworthy, that I was able to enter a rehabil-
itation institution. It was the beginning of negotiations regarding the formal 
conditions of undertaking field studies. Agnieszka Golczyńska-Grondas (2019) 
writes about the difficulties in conducting research involving people at risk of 
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exclusion, excluded or associated with a marginalised environment, mentioning 
gatekeepers, who indirectly enable the realisation of research. Getting a “pass” 
and physical entry into the facility alone did not guarantee trust from employ-
ees who declared fatigue with continuous visits, student internships as well as 
controls and evaluations. The first stage of observation was extremely difficult 
for me and the respondents who tried to define my presence in their profes-
sional life. The most questionable for the respondents was to let me through the 
doorstep of the educators’ room ‒ the most sensitive and important place in the 
youth educational centre. The current ban for pupils on entry into this room has 
made it a command centre for educators. This is where consultations, exchange 
of information between educators, supervisions, and telephone conversations 
with other institutions, as well as daily, friendly conversations between educa-
tors, jokes and quarrels take place. Allowing me into the educators’ room was, 
in some sense, an initiation and an “entrance” to the social world of educators.

The process of gaining trust goes on, taking the form of spontaneous-stra-
tegic actions, because the situation sometimes requires exceptional vigilance. 
Authors of source literature direct our attention to the category of “working 
to gain trust”, which is especially important from the first moments of the re-
search. Its essence are actions aimed at establishing a researcher-respondent re-
lationship, which will be mutually satisfying, without entailing a sense of threat 
or danger (Hochschidl, 2012, pp. 46–50). The ethical controversy is raised by 
the neutrality of the researcher who, by participating in a given situation, grows 
into the situational context by establishing relations with the environment. The 
researcher becomes a creator of social activities, in which he is a participant, 
and a subject of social actors’ activity who address content and actions to him 
(Chomczyński, 2006).

Further difficulties connected with observation, as noticed by the author, 
are “becoming accustomed” to data, and the systematising of the collected ma-
terial. Grounded theory methodology implies that the researcher should not 
bring into the research process an equivalent with convictions, assumptions 
or preliminary hypotheses. However, conducting reliable observations, undis-
torted by the need to learn and experience novelty, may generate difficulties. In 
the course of a study, the researcher becomes used to and adapts to the condi-
tions of the studied reality. This may interfere with his or her vigilance and 
sensitivity to detect relevant data. On the other hand, the status of a researcher 
(non-employee) prevents natural and free observation, especially given such 
restrictions as the duration of each observation and the impossibility of enter-
ing the life of the institution as a legitimate employee (Ślęzak, 2016). Meetings 
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in the research team proved to be a  way to organise empirical material and 
systematise knowledge and reflection. Group consultations (supervisions) and 
discussions with other researchers (representatives of social sciences) enabled 
me to systematically organise data and resolve dilemmas regarding subsequent 
stages of the research project.

Another problem area is the way in which interviewees are recruited, de-
scribed in source literature by the term ‘snowball effect’ where a respondent in-
dicates the next person who can participate in the study (Babbie, 2005, p. 313). 
The suggested strategy came to be appropriate; however, in the author’s view, it 
involves the risk of uniformity, lack of differentiation in the respondent group, 
and difficulties with recruiting further informants. After conducting the first in-
terviews it was noticed that the only criterion of sample selection (being an 
educator at a youth educational centre) may not be enough. On the other hand, 
given the educators’ limited involvement in the study, and their reluctance to en-
gage in conversation, there is a risk that introducing new differentiating criteria 
of sample selection (sex, age, professional experience, earlier work experience, 
etc.) could hinder the research process. After conducting 17 interviews, de-
spite apprehension, it turned out that the obtained empirical material is diverse 
and opens many possibilities for analysis. Among the narrators (i.e. 5 men and 
12 women) there was a possibility to specify people with various degrees of ca-
reer advancement, seniority and previous professional experience. The diversity 
of cases allows the undertaking of more diverse analysis.

In my research, I  have repeatedly experienced ethical dilemmas related 
to the observed reality and the information obtained from narrators. The emer-
gence of sensitive, controversial issues, which aroused strong emotions or my 
disagreement as a rehabilitation pedagogue, verified me as a researcher. Konecki 
(2000) wrote about the experienced difficulties (emotional load and commit-
ment), noting that the participation of the researcher-observer in the examined 
reality activates “interpersonal empathy”, thanks to which the researcher reach-
es the meanings given by the participants of the examined reality. Through this, 
the researcher can incorporate his emotions into the analysis and interpretation 
of the phenomena studied. However, by a clear involvement while constructing 
conclusions about the reality examined, there is a danger that the researcher 
may fall into the trap of subjectivity, perception of phenomena only from his 
perspective, not the perspective of the observed subjects (Chomczyński, 2014). 
Szczepanik (2020) writes about difficulties in conducting qualitative research, 
paying attention to the role of the researcher marked by ambivalence. On the 
one hand, the researcher should show empathy and openness, on the other hand, 
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he should remember about his role as a scientist and the need to maintain dis-
tance in relation to the respondent. The difficult experiences of the narrators 
become the researcher’s personal experience. In addition, Lofland, Snow, An-
derson and Lofland (2009) point out that a researcher who falls into the envi-
ronment of socially excluded people is exposed to an extremely high emotional 
load. Consequences of involvement may be the researcher’s guilt resulting from 
the privileged social status of the examined person, the feeling of stress, anxiety 
or a feeling of “double loyalty”.

In addition to dilemmas, feelings of discomfort and difficult emotions aris-
ing from the relationship with the respondent, I experienced a feeling of satis-
faction from the accumulated empirical material. “This is a specific feeling of 
relief and satisfaction from a “successful” interview, from the fact that one was 
“lucky” to find a person who not only has difficult experience, but also” talks 
“about them well and reconstructs threads smoothly. It is a state caused by the 
sudden realization of the lack of a natural “reflex” of compassion and sadness, 
because the “interest” of the researcher came to the fore, which overshadows 
difficult emotions and dominates the joy of acquiring an interesting case and 
a successful narrator” (Szczepanik, 2020, p. 203). Efekt lisich rączek [The fox 
hands effect]2 brings very strong emotions. On the one hand, the joy of acquired 
material, on the other hand, sadness and remorse resulting from the researcher’s 
reflection on his reaction. “The fox hands effect” is probably amplified when the 
researcher has difficulty in reaching the subjects, the research area is unavail-
able, when the researcher has experienced many “unsuccessful” interviews or 
his research oscillates around difficult problems (Szczepanik, 2020).

Finally, there occurred dilemmas connected with defining the researcher’s 
role in the project. Despite disclosure and the awareness of the author’s role as 
researcher among respondents, the dynamics of interaction deforms the image 
of the researcher, reducing it to completely different roles, which are expected 

2  Efekt lisich rączek [The fox hands effect] arose as a result of discussions during research 
team meetings during the scientific project “Family in the social support system and assistance to 
people with alcohol problems. Biographical research with parents of adult children addicted to 
alcohol” implemented as a task “Supporting scientific research in the area of problems arising from 
alcohol use”, financed by the National Health Program for 2016-2020. The use of this metaphor 
referring to the “fox slyness” reduced tension and made it possible to distance oneself from the 
moral and ethical difficulties experienced by the team. The team was composed of: Renata Szcze- 
panik, Mgdalena Staniaszek, Angelika Cieślikowska-Ryczko, Gabriela Dobińska, Agnieszka Jaros, 
Diana Müller-Siekierska, Karolina Walczak-Człapińska, Justyna Ratkowska-Pasikowska, Ka-
tarzyna Okólska, Paweł Leśniewski (Team of Special Education at the Faculty of Educational 
Sciences of the University of Lodz) (Szczepanik, 2020).
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at a specific moment by the respondents. This refers mostly to the ambiguity 
of the role of researcher-official; controller, researcher-omniscient profession-
al, researcher-theoretician, researcher-(counter-)ally, and researcher-assistant 
(Ślęzak, 2016). Such situations occurred primarily during interviews, when re-
spondents expected the researcher to provide solutions, advice and knowledge, 
and described their professional situations through the prism of statistical data 
or achievements and successes as well as accompanying emotions. In addition, 
narrators frequently resorted to digressions and telling anecdotes, often not re-
lated to the main topic of the interview. However, at the material analysis stage, 
it turned out to be extremely valuable information which generates new analyti-
cal categories.

Conclusion

As I demonstrated, establishing relationships with respondents, precise plan-
ning (arranging) of research activities and constant evaluation of one’s de-
cisions and actions are of great importance for the research process. Despite 
emerging doubts and considerations regarding further stages of the research, 
the empirical material collected so far is extremely valuable. The potential of 
the collected data (i.e. 17 interviews with educators at youth educational cen-
tres and annual observation of the professional reality of educators) is visible 
in the distinguishing of analytical categories of the social world of educators at 
youth educational centres as well as processes conducive to the “operation” of 
hidden knowledge. The social world of educators at youth educational centres 
is peculiar, which means the researcher should display goodwill and flexibility. 
However, he or she should also retain and preserve his or her role as researcher 
in order to avoid crossing boundaries and disrupting the research procedure.

When conducting qualitative studies researchers face numerous challeng-
es, as well as ethical and methodological dilemmas. One of the fundamental 
challenges is establishing contact with respondents and creating comfortable 
conditions which enable the narrators to become more open. When I go through 
dilemmas I discover that the relationship between myself (the researcher) and 
the respondent is fluid and undergoes changes. In the course of the study, as 
a result of intense interactions, the mutual perception of partners evolves. Ini-
tially mistrust and dislike may be the primary categories through which both 
sides (i.e. researcher and respondent) perceive and define one another (Ślęzak, 
2018). The issue connected with establishing relations, trust and emotions ex-
perienced by the researcher and the respondents are often the subject of con-
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sideration for social scientists (Niedbalski, 2016; Ślęzak, 2016; Szczepanik & 
Śliwerski, 2017; Golczyńska-Grondas, 2019). In the project which I carried out 
building trust was a very significant element of the entire research procedure. 
The reason for this was the idiosyncratic character of the studied environment 
– educators at youth educational centres, who initially declared their reluctance 
to participate due to constant supervisions and inspections, and because they 
defined themselves through the lens of criticism of social rehabilitation institu-
tions in Poland. Both the respondents and I implemented various role models 
and strategies of interaction with respect to our relations. The methodologi-
cal and ethical dilemmas which I presented and discussed had significance for 
successive stages of the research and for the development of coping strategies 
with respect to certain difficulties. Awareness of these elements and of the idi-
osyncrasies of the studied professional group increases the researcher’s sensi-
tivity, thus improving their methodology of work. Moreover, reflection on ex-
perienced difficulties teaches us to react, to follow the respondents, to focus on 
“the here and the now” and to discard “professional rigidity”. It is more often 
the case that researchers consider ethics in social studies (Chomczyński, 2006; 
Ślęzak, 2016; 2018; Golczyńska-Grondas, 2019). Perhaps systematic supervi-
sions which could become a space for discussion on the project and on the role 
of the researcher, as well as methodological training, would be an effective 
solution (Grondas, 2019; Carrol, 2007).
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