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PREFACE

One of my responsibilities as a university professor has been to teach qualita-
tive research methods to advanced graduate students in education, and
teaching such courses has led me to see the need for a text that actually
guides novice researchers through the concrete realities of planning and
implementing qualitative studies. This book is a guide for doing qualitative
research in education settings. The emphasis throughout is on learning how
to do what it takes to plan, carry out, and write up a qualitative research pro-
ject. My goal has been to provide enough structure and detail that novice
researchers can get a handle on exactly what's required at the various stages
of the research process.

Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings is written primarily for
graduate students and others new to qualitative research. | have tried to write
in the same language 1 use when talking to bright, well-prepared students
who are just learning about qualitative research. This is not “qualitative
research for dummies.” The complexity of qualitative work and depth of
understanding needed to do it are addressed, but my approach is to be sys-
tematic about dealing with the complexity and straightforward about explor-
ing the depth, giving new researchers a way to get into the research process
without becoming overwhelmed by it.

[ designed this book to be a primary text for an introductory course in
qualitative research, but another audience is the large number of professors
who serve on and sometimes chair the doctoral committees of students
doing qualitative studies. Often these individuals have little formal training
and no direct experience doing qualitative research themselves. The book is
unique in that criteria for assessing the adequacy of each step of the research
process are provided at the end of each chapter. This makes it possible for
students and their professors to make judgments together about the quality
of the work at each step along the way. An editor friend of mine reminded
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X Preface

me that these criteria will also be helpful to individuals reviewing qualita-
tive manuscripts for journals and book publishers.

While I admire many of the books devoted to qualitative research, most
seem to be written for folks who already know a great deal about qualitative
work. Even books that focus on qualitative methods leave novices wondering
how to do qualitative research. I have tried to make this a methods book that
speaks directly to new researchers and addresses their needs in a step-by-step
fashion. I think this book contributes something different in the following ways:

e It is written in language that is accessible to graduate students (and
instructors and doctoral committee members) who do not have an
extensive background in qualitative research. The explicit audience is
novice researchers.

¢ [t emphasizes learning how to do qualitative work. Even the first chap-
ter’s focus on the historical and epistemological roots of qualitative
research is framed within the practical reality of deciding if qualitative
research is the way to go.

e Specific examples from real studies, using real data and demonstrating
real analyses are provided throughout. The research process is demon-
strated step-by-step.

e Each chapter includes a concluding section that provides students,
instructors, and committee members with criteria for assessing the ade-
quacy of each research element. These kinds of criteria provide useful
guidance that is not found elsewhere.

e Extensive references to appropriate primary sources are included. While the
book aims to be “to the point,” it is well grounded in the relevant literature.

¢ The book is designed to guide doctoral candidates through the disserta-
tion process. Chapters are framed around the assumption that students
and committee chairs could use the book to shape and assess dissertation
research from unpacking assumptions and identifying research questions
through to writing the final draft.

e Alternative research paradigms are introduced, and alternative data col-
lection strategies are explored. A taxonomy of qualitative paradigms is
presented in chapter 1, and associated data collection and analysis meth-
ods are described throughout.

¢ Five approaches to doing qualitative data analysis are detailed. Many doc-
toral candidates get to the analysis phase of their research without a clue
as to how to actually analyze their qualitative data, and these sections
give novice researchers models that can be modified to fit a variety of
qualitative data sets.
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® Recommendations for writing up and publishing qualitative work are
included in chapter 5. I use my experiences as a journal editor, disserta-
tion examiner, and author to help students navigate the difficulties of
writing and publishing qualitative studies.

The organization of the book parallels the development of a research
project from beginning to end. I have been deliberately systematic as I
describe the stages of the qualitative research process. From deciding if a
qualitative approach is appropriate, through design, data collection, analysis,
and writing up the final product, I have tried to provide enough structure to
guide individuals who are working through the research endeavor for the first
time. | expect that some experienced researchers will find this systematic
approach stultifying. My response is that everyone needs a starting place from
which to make changes. Everyone needs a framework on which to hang adap-
tations. Everyone needs a core set of ideas from which divergence emerges.
This is not the way to do qualitative research. It is a starting place, a frame-
work, a set of core ideas designed to help new researchers develop their own
ways of doing qualitative research in education settings.

I would like to acknowledge everyone who has helped me learn about
qualitative research, but the list is too long. I owe a special debt to the grad-
uate students who have forced me to think through the ideas in this book, but
listing all their names is impossible as well. I will name those with whom I
have had the good fortune to work directly on projects related to qualitative
research. In different ways, each of these individuals contributed to the
thinking in this book. I am grateful for the lessons learned from colleagues
Dorene Ross, Sue Kinzer, Buffy Bondy, Evelyn Freeman, Lynn Johnson,
Dorothy Brice, Mary Kidwell, Mary Mason, Beverly McCarthy, Pam Brown-
ing, Marian Phillips, Gail Halliwell, Sue Grieshaber, Kerryann Walsh, and
Charlotte Duncan. Special thanks to Rod Webb and Richard Wisniewski
who have been mentors as well as colleagues. I also want to acknowledge the
reviewers and editors who helped shape the final version of this book and
thank Vicki Church, Melissa Salvaggio, Nathaly Perez, and Jennifer Gram-
ling who assisted with the appendices, indexes, and figures.
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CHAPTER ONE

Deciding to Do a Qualitative Study

Should I do a qualitative study? This is a question I hear often as I meet with
advanced graduate students and occasionally as 1 talk with academic col-
leagues. They come with a variety of reasons to answer yes to their own ques-
tion. Some are convinced that qualitative research is more suited to their per-
sonal style. After all, educators would not be in the business unless they were
interested in people and making positive social contacts with them, so the
idea of treating teachers or children as subjects upon which experiments are
to be done or treatments are to be tried seems off-putting for starters. Others
are suspicious of the usefulness of quantitative research for making real
changes in education. They have had to read a lot of traditional research as
part of their training, and it’s difficult for them to see how breaking the com-
plex world of classrooms and schools into supposedly discrete dependent and
independent variables then running sophisticated statistical analyses actually
reveals much about what’s really happening or what really needs to be done.

Others openly confess that they have never felt comfortable with math,
especially statistics. They reason that their strengths are verbal and concep-
tual, so why not go with the best fit and take the qualitative route? Others are
interested in taking action, in using their research to bring about social, polit-
ical, and/or economic change. They have learned that in some qualitative
approaches, engaging participants in the change process is a desirable out-
come, while such an action orientation would be virtually forbidden in most
quantitative work.

[ am more empathetic with some reasons than others (“I am no good
at math” is not my favorite). I understand that every person comes to the



2 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

decision about whether to go quantitative or qualitative with different
understandings, feelings, and expectations. When I don’t know the indi-
viduals, I usually try to find out what they know about qualitative research
before I give advice. I try to give them my sense of what qualitative
research can and cannot do. I emphasize the importance of receiving the
appropriate “training” to do qualitative research—my rule of thumb is at
least two formal qualitative research courses, one of which must include
experience collecting real data and doing real analysis. Then I try to get
them to do something that most of them have never been asked to do:
unpack their ontological and epistemological beliefs.

Most students have heard the terms but have no idea what ontology and
epistemology actually mean, so I ask them their beliefs about how the world is
ordered and how we can come to know things about it. I try to outline my
argument that their approach to thinking about research ought to grow out
of their answers to the ontological and epistemological questions. I don’t
expect them to be able to articulate their metaphysical perspectives on the
spot or to see with clarity the connections between assumptions and method,
but I want to establish the importance of their being introspective about their
worldviews and tying their assumptions to decision making about research
(see Garrick, 1999).

Then I send them off to read. I usually recommend general texts to intro-
duce them to the foundations and distinguishing features of qualitative work
and more specific “methods” books if they have an interest in a particular
methodological approach. I always suggest that the best way to find out what
qualitative research is and what it can do is to read qualitative research
reports in areas of scholarly interest to them. In addition, several internet
sites include information about qualitative research (see appendix A for an
annotated list of several such sites).

As I put this chapter together, I tried to include the kinds of informa-
tion that I think beginning students of qualitative research ought to con-
sider. I provide some foundational knowledge that prospective researchers
should have before declaring that they will do a qualitative study. I present
a list of characteristics that distinguish qualitative from quantitative
research. | then offer a discussion of research paradigms that provides a way
for novice researchers to begin to conceptualize the relationships among
ontological, epistemological, and methodological issues and to come to
terms with their own metaphysical assumptions. I next describe several
kinds of qualitative research, including references to original sources and
examples of studies done in educational settings using the approach
described. I conclude the chapter with a discussion of what to call the work
once one has decided to do it.
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FOUNDATIONS

While direct applications of qualitative research to education settings are a
fairly recent phenomenon, qualitative approaches to social research (espe-
cially in anthropology and sociology) have rich and interesting histories. The
first professional qualitative researchers were probably anthropologists who
wrote ethnographies describing “primitive” cultures in faraway places. Franz
Boas was one of the first social scientists to spend time in natural settings and
to attempt to understand a culture inductively. Working in the late 1800s,
Boaz’s studies were a sharp contrast to previous accounts provided by mis-
sionaries, explorers, and colonial bureaucrats who characterized the peoples
they were describing in terms of their deficiencies in relation to Western cul-
ture and norms. Boaz was a cultural relativist who believed that the object of
anthropological study is to describe the knowledge that members use to make
sense within their own culture.

Denzin and Lincoln (1994) provide a framework of historical “moments”
that is useful for thinking about the evolvement of qualitative research. From
1900 to World War II, the time Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 7) label the
“traditional period,” anthropologists such as Malinowski, Margaret Mead,
and Radcliffe-Brown exemplified the model of the “lone ethnographer” (Ros-
aldo, 1989, p. 30), spending extended periods of time doing participant obser-
vations among natives in a distant land. They produced ethnographic
accounts that are considered classics, and they developed fieldwork practices
such as participant observation, interviewing, and artifact gathering that
continue to be the mainstays of qualitative data collection today. While the
work of these classic ethnographers is seen by many as relics that are linked
to objectivism, colonialism, and imperialism (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Ros-
aldo, 1989), it provides important historical bedrock on which qualitative
foundations are built.

In parallel with the development of qualitative anthropology, sociolo-
gists around the turn of the century were exploring the possibilities of quali-
tative research methods. Much of the activity in qualitative sociology cen-
tered on the emergence of “Chicago sociology” at the University of Chicago.
Chicago sociologists utilized their city as a social laboratory and for three
decades produced urban ethnographies that captured human life in the city
(Vidich & Lyman, 1994). These researchers emphasized a slice-of-life
approach, using the ordinary language of their participants to reveal the
points of view of working-class and poor migrants. Chicago sociology was
undertaken in the context of reform efforts by muckrakers, organized chari-
ties, and other social reformers, but advocating for reform was secondary to
providing empirically based descriptions (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). As in
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anthropology, the work of sociologists such as Redfield, Park, Thomas, and
Hughes is recognized for its foundational contribution. However, contempo-
rary scholars criticize the work as sociological stories that romanticized the
subject, turning the deviant into a hero and producing the illusion that a
solution to a social problem had been found (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 8) characterize the period that extends
from the postwar years to the mid-1970s as the “modernist phase.” It was
during this period that qualitative methods were formalized, and scholars
became much more self-conscious about their research approaches. Qualita-
tive researchers attempted to make a fit between positivist expectations for
validity, reliability, and generalizability and constructivist models of doing
research. Important books were written describing qualitative methods and
alternative theoretical approaches. Glaser and Strauss published The Discov-
ery of Grounded Theory (1967), and Blumer wrote Symbolic Interactionism
(1969). In education, books by Jackson (1968), Wolcott (1973), Henry
(1965), and the Spindlers (1955) pointed to the efficacy of applying quali-
tative methods to understanding the special social contexts of schools and
schooling. New theories associated with ethnomethodology, phenomenol-
ogy, critical theory, and feminism began to be recognized (Denzin & Lin-
coln, 1994).

The next period includes the 1970s and early 80s, the “moment of
blurred genres,” according to Denzin and Lincoln (1994, p. 9). The blur-
ring was widespread. A wide range of paradigms, methods, and strategies
became available, and researchers were reaching across boundaries as they
designed and reported their work. Qualitative researchers in education
sampled perspectives, theories, and methods from a variety of fields, chal-
lenging traditional territoriality among disciplines. Further, the boundaries
between the social sciences and humanities were becoming blurred as
interpretive methods such as semiotics and hermeneutics that were devel-
oped in the humanities began being adapted for use in qualitative analyses
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994).

It was during this time that qualitative work began to develop more
stature as a legitimate form of educational research. The great paradigm war
between quantitative and qualitative scholars raged in the pages of The Edu-
cational Researcher during these and subsequent years, and many more sessions
at national research conferences, especially the American Educational
Research Association (AERA) meetings, were given to qualitative presenters
(Hatch, 1995a). A number of journals devoted to publishing qualitative stud-
ies were begun, and mainstream education journals began to publish occa-
sional qualitative studies.

The blurring of genres has continued and the complexity of qualitative
work has escalated during the years since 1985. I will try to unravel some of
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that complexity later in this chapter, but to wrap up this mini-history, some-
thing needs to be said about the “crisis of representation,” Denzin and Lin-
coln’s (1994, p. 9) name for the stage that takes them through the publica-
tion of their essay in 1994. Critical anthropologists of this period (e.g.,
Clifford, 1988; Marcus & Fischer, 1986) challenged the norms of classic
ethnography, arguing that traditional methods and writing produce texts
that do not and cannot represent lived experience. They contend that
understandings of human experience are always processed through language,
and language is inherently unstable (Denzin, 1989a). Ethnographers who
claim to have captured their participants’ perspectives in field notes and
interviews then written these into accounts that objectively represent the
cultural experience of those participants are said to be creating culture rather
than representing reality. The crisis of representation places qualitative
researchers in a bind similar to the one they created for their quantitative
colleagues. Its resolution may require another paradigm shift, to include new
ways of thinking about what constitutes “Truth” and ways to come to know
and communicate it.

It is useful to divide this historical overview into periods following Den-
zin and Lincoln’s moments, but it is important to remember that, as the field
has evolved, the development of new perspectives and methods has not
meant the abandonment of perspectives and methods that came before (for a
comprehensive critique of the five moments model, see Delamont, Coffey, &
Atkinson, 2000). At present, deconstructivist and poststructuralist perspec-
tives are being taken seriously by contemporary qualitative researchers, and
critical, feminist, and other transformative epistemologies are having a major
impact on the field, but there are qualitative researchers who continue to do
work that might be classified as “traditional” or “modernist.” As Denzin and
Lincoln (1994, p. 11) point out, “each of the earlier historical moments is
still operating in the present, either as legacy or as a set of practices that
researchers still follow or argue against.” Later in this chapter, I describe an
array of perspectives and methods that define the field of contemporary qual-
itative research. For now, I want to give more information to help potential
researchers make methodological decisions by describing characteristics of
qualitative research.

What is qualitative research? What about qualitative research distin-
guishes it from other forms of inquiry? What kinds of knowledge are founda-
tional for understanding qualitative research? What are the kinds of research
that count as qualitative? What should I call my research? These are ques-
tions novice qualitative researchers should struggle with as they consider
doing qualitative work. When I make students confront these questions, I
don’t tell them they have to find the answer to each question because I don’t
believe a single correct answer exists. I do tell them that they have to find an
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answer, that they must be able to articulate their answer in a rational and con-
sistent manner, and that I will force them to defend their answer at every step
of the research process.

Qualitative researchers have attempted to define their work in many dif-
ferent ways. The literature contains a variety of approaches to defining what
qualitative research is and is not (see Potter, 1996). Definitions range from
straightforward attempts such as “any kind of research that produces findings
that are not arrived at by means of statistical procedures or other means of
quantification” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 17) to more descriptive formula-
tions such as “a research paradigm which emphasizes inductive, interpretive
methods applied to the everyday world which is seen as subjective and
socially created” (Anderson, 1987, p. 384), to more product-oriented state-
ments, for example, “research procedures which produce descriptive data:
people’s own written or spoken words and observable behavior. [It] directs
itself at settings and the individuals within those settings holistically; that is,
the subject of the study, be it an organization or an individual, is not reduced
to an isolated variable or to an hypothesis, but is viewed instead as part of a
whole” (Bogdan & Taylor, 1975, p. 2). Coming up with a dictionary defini-
tion is not essential, but thinking about and exploring the definitions of oth-
ers is useful because it forces researchers to consider the boundaries of what
they are doing. I ask students to write descriptions of what they think quali-
tative research is. Their responses may be a sentence, paragraph, or short
essay. The form matters less than the act of organizing one’s thoughts and
establishing some conceptual boundaries.

CHARACTERISTICS

Many attempts have been made to characterize qualities that distinguish
qualitative work from other research approaches. I have reviewed several
widely cited sources to synthesize the following list of characteristics. The
goal is not to provide a definitive list against which all qualitative work ought
to be measured. Different research approaches within the qualitative domain
emphasize certain characteristics, ignore others, and generate alternatives.
The intent here is to give novice researchers a starting place for understand-
ing the dimensions of qualitative work. Descriptions are brief, and readers are
invited to search out original sources for a more comprehensive discussion

(see also Hatch, 1998).
Natural Settings

For qualitative researchers, the lived experiences of real people in real set-
tings are the objects of study. Understanding how individuals make sense of
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their everyday lives is the stuff of this type of inquiry. When research settings
are controlled or contrived or manipulated, as in traditional research, the
outcomes are studies that tell us little more than how individuals act in nar-
rowly defined and inherently artificial contexts. In qualitative work, the
intent is to explore human behaviors within the contexts of their natural
occurrence (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Erickson, 1986; Hammersley & Atkin-
son, 1983; Jacob, 1988; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Participant Perspectives

Qualitative research seeks to understand the world from the perspectives of
those living in it. It is axiomatic in this view that individuals act on the world
based not on some supposed objective reality but on their perceptions of the
realities that surround them. Qualitative studies try to capture the perspec-
tives that actors use as a basis for their actions in specific social settings.
Erickson (1986) identifies the key questions that qualitative researchers ask
as: “What is happening here, specifically? What do these happenings mean to
the people engaged in them?” (p. 124). The perspectives or voices of partici-
pants ought to be prominent in any qualitative report (Bogdan & Biklen,
1992; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Jacob, 1988; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Researcher as Data Gathering Instrument

While traditional, quantitative methods generate data through the use of
instruments such as questionnaires, checklists, scales, tests, and other measur-
ing devices, the principal data for qualitative researchers are gathered directly
by the researchers themselves. These data usually include field notes from par-
ticipant observation, notes from or transcriptions of interviews with infor-
mants, and unobtrusive data such as artifacts from the research site or records
related to the social phenomena under investigation. Even when mechanical
or electronic devices are used to support qualitative work, data take on no sig-
nificance until they are processed using the human intelligence of the
researcher. The logic behind the researcher-as-instrument approach is that the
human capacities necessary to participate in social life are the same capacities
that enable qualitative researchers to make sense of the actions, intentions, and
understandings of those being studied (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Hammersley &
Atkinson, 1983; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Spradley, 1979). As Hymes (1982) put
it, “Our ability to learn ethnographically is an extension of what every human
must do, that is, learn the meanings, norms, patterns of a way of life” (p. 29).

Extended Firsthand Engagement

I began my Ph.D. program with the expectation that I would refine the qua-
siexperimental study I did for my master’s degree and complete the whole
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study, write-up and all, within six months of finishing my coursework. I dis-
covered alternative ways of thinking about the world and doing research in
my doctoral program and became a convert. I remember sitting with my men-
tor and deciding that I needed to add at least 18 months to my timeline in
order to follow my convictions and do a qualitative project. The unofficial
standard for qualitative dissertations when I was in graduate school was at
least one year in the field and an equal amount of time for analysis and writ-
ing. While I often negotiate back from that standard when working with
most of my own students, extended engagement continues to be one of the
hallmarks of high-quality qualitative work.

If researchers are to understand participant perspectives in natural con-
texts, it makes immanent sense that they must spend enough time with those
participants in those contexts to feel confident that they are capturing what
they claim (Erickson, 1986; Spindler, 1982; Walsh, Tobin, & Graue, 1993;
Wolcott, 1992). The fieldwork tradition remains strong, and critics of the ris-
ing popularity of qualitative approaches worry that some researchers select
data collection strategies from the ethnographic tradition but spend far too
little time in research settings, a phenomenon Rist (1980) labeled “Blitzkrieg
Ethnography.” My own experiences as an editor and editorial board member
lead me to believe that spending insufficient time in the field continues to be
a serious flaw in the qualitative work I see. I understand the practicalities of
doing research, especially doctoral dissertation research, but overall, qualita-
tive researchers are not spending enough time being intensely engaged in the
settings they are studying.

Centrality of Meaning

The philosophical roots of qualitative research can be traced to the German
intellectual tradition expressed in the social sciences in the “interpretive
sociology” of Max Weber (Giddens, 1971, p. 143). In contrast to the nine-
teenth-century French positivist sociologists (e.g., Comte and Durkheim),
Weber and his followers stressed the importance of verstehen (understanding)
in their social analyses. They were interested in describing the meanings indi-
viduals used to understand social circumstances rather than trying to identify
the “social facts” that comprise a positivist social theory (Hatch, 1985, p.
143). Blumer (1969) contributed symbolic interactionist theory as a concep-
tual tool for systematically exploring understandings. Three premises of sym-
bolic interactionism signal the central importance of meaning: (a) human
beings act toward things on the basis of the meaning that the things have for
them; (b) the meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of, the
social interaction that one has with one’s fellows; and (c) these meanings are
handled in, and sometimes modified through, an interpretive process used by
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individuals in dealing with the things they encounter (Blumer, 1969). Not all
qualitative research is done within the symbolic interactionist framework,
but all qualitative research is about understanding the meanings individuals

construct in order to participate in their social lives (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992;
Erickson, 1986; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979).

Wholeness and Complexity

Qualitative work starts with the assumption that social settings are unique,
dynamic, and complex. Qualitative methods provide means whereby social
contexts can be systematically examined as a whole, without breaking them
down into isolated, incomplete, and disconnected variables. Qualitative data
are objects, pictures, or detailed descriptions that cannot be reduced to num-
bers without distorting the essence of the social meanings they represent.
Qualitative reports are usually complex, detailed narratives that include the
voices of the participants being studied. They build the case for the
researcher’s interpretations by including enough detail and actual data to take
the reader inside the social situation under examination (Bogdan & Biklen,

1992; Erickson, 1986; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983; Peshkin, 1988).

Subjectivity

Qualitative research is as interested in inner states as outer expressions of
human activity. Because these inner states are not directly observable, qual-
itative researchers must rely on subjective judgments to bring them to light.
Wolcott (1994) draws distinctions among qualitative studies that emphasize
description, analysis, and interpretation. Subjective judgment is necessary in
all three but more is required as researchers move from description toward
interpretation. Most qualitative researchers would deny the possibility of
pure objectivity in any scientific endeavor. Most would argue that all their
findings, including interpretations, are grounded in empirical evidence cap-
tured in their data. Instead of pretending to be objective, the stance of qual-
itative researchers is to concentrate on reflexively applying their own sub-
jectivities in ways that make it possible to understand the tacit motives and
assumptions of their participants (Hamilton, 1994; Jacob, 1987; Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).

Emergent Design

It is characteristic of qualitative research that studies change as they are being
implemented. Because the goal is to get inside a social phenomenon in a spe-
cial social setting, it is impossible to construct a design a priori that takes into
account what the researcher finds out upon actually entering the social setting
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to be studied (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This often becomes a sore spot
between doctoral candidates and their committees. Many committees expect
a research proposal that represents a contract specifying exactly what students
will do, when and for how long they will do it, and what questions will be
answered in the doing. Some students prepare proposals that specify very lit-
tle or nothing, claiming that the design will emerge once they are in the set-
ting. Although they differ on the extent to which research designs should be
left to emerge (cf., Wolcott, 1992), most qualitative researchers would agree
that research questions, methods, and other elements of design are altered as

studies unfold (Jacob, 1988).

Inductive Data Analysis

Qualitative researchers do not begin with a null hypothesis to retain or
reject. They collect as many detailed specifics from the research setting as
possible, then set about the process of looking for patterns of relationship
among the specifics. In Bogdan and Biklen’s (1992) words, “You are not
putting together a puzzle, whose picture you already know. You are con-
structing a picture that takes shape as you collect and examine the parts” (p.
29). Findings generated from this process are said to be grounded in the
data—generated from the ground up. Qualitative data analysis involves a
deductive dimension. As patterns or relationships are discovered in the data,
hypothetical categories are formed, and the data are then read deductively
to determine if these categories are supported by the overall data set (see
Erickson, 1986). Still, the overall pattern of data analysis in qualitative work
is decidedly inductive, moving from specifics to analytic generalizations

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Reflexivity

In qualitative work, it is understood that the act of studying a social phe-
nomenon influences the enactment of that phenomenon. Researchers are a
part of the world they study; the knower and the known are taken to be insep-
arable. For Hammersley and Atkinson (1983), “this is not a matter of
methodological commitment, it is an existential fact. There is no way to
escape the social world in order to study it; nor, fortunately, is that necessary”
(p. 15). Being reflexive places qualitative researchers in a distinctly different
position than that of the “objective scientist” usually prescribed in more tra-
ditional research activities. The capacities to be reflexive, to keep track of
one’s influence on a setting, to bracket one’s biases, and to monitor one’s
emotional responses are the same capacities that allow researchers to get

close enough to human action to understand what is going on (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985; Walsh, Tobin, & Graue, 1993). Reflexivity, “the process of per-
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sonally and academically reflecting on lived experiences in ways that reveal
deep connections between the writer and his or her subject” (Goodall, 2000,
p. 137), is essential to the integrity of qualitative research.

The foregoing discussion is meant to portray characteristics of qualitative
research in broad strokes. As will be evident later in this chapter (and
throughout the book), not all qualitative approaches feel bound by these
characteristics. Across the spectrum of qualitative research possibilities, some
approaches will include attention to all these characteristics, some will pick
and choose from among these, and some will include alternative characteris-
tics that seem to be in opposition to those listed here. Still, understanding the
characteristics listed provides a starting place for understanding qualitative
research in relation to more traditional forms of scholarship.

RESEARCH PARADIGMS

Paradigm is one of those words that is overused to the point that its meaning
has been lost. Writers of popular books about everything from business to gar-
dening use the notion of a paradigm shift to sell the importance of their prod-
ucts or ideas. I've heard television preachers use the term, seen it on the backs
of trucks going down the highway, and read a brochure that touts a new par-
adigm in termite control.

In the social sciences, the notion of scientific paradigm was brought to
the fore by Thomas Kuhn (1970) in his landmark book, The Structure of Sci-
entific Revolutions. Kuhn argued that the history of science is a history of rev-
olutions wherein scientific paradigms have emerged, suffered crises, and been
replaced by competing paradigms. In order for a school of scientific thought
to ascend to the status of “normal science,” it must meet the criteria for par-
adigms. That is, it must have generated firm answers to the following ques-
tions: What are the fundamental entities of which the universe is composed?
How do these interact with each other and with the senses? What questions
can legitimately be asked about such entities and what techniques employed
in seeking solutions? Answers to these questions reveal sets of assumptions
that distinguish fundamentally different belief systems concerning how the
world is ordered, what we may know about it, and how we may know it. It is
in this sense that paradigm will be used here.

Based on Kuhn’s notion, I have organized the following discussion around
five research paradigms: positivist, postpositivist, constructivist, critical/femi-
nist, and poststructuralist. For each paradigm, I present an abbreviated answer
to the ontological question (What is the nature of reality?), the epistemolog-
ical question(s) (What can be known, and what is the relationship of the
knower to what is to be known?), and the methodological question (How is
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knowledge gained?). In addition, I outline what forms knowledge takes when
produced within the assumptions of each paradigm.

The objective is to give novice qualitative researchers a framework for
exploring their own assumptions about what research is and how it works.
Having tried to help scores of advanced graduate students, I have learned
that unpacking assumptions is no simple matter. The very nature of assump-
tions is that they are unexamined, so it gets intellectually tricky right away.
Plus, graduate students who are at the stage of thinking about dissertation
research often want to start with research questions. They have been told or
have assumed that you begin with a question then shop around for the kind
of research approach that best allows you to answer that question. Many pro-
fessors and some institutions encourage this research-question-first approach.
For example, Metz (2001, p. 13) begins her description of a “common
anatomy for social scientific research” by identifying the research question as
“the starting point and most important issue in developing research.” As will
be seen throughout this book, I agree that research questions are central to
the inquiry process; but they ought not be the starting point. Starting with a
research question begins in the middle and ignores the fundamental necessity
of taking a deep look at the belief systems that undergird our thinking. For
me, struggling with paradigm issues, exploring assumptions, and coming to
grips with differences in worldviews and what they mean for doing research
are essential first steps. Too few doctoral-level students actively confront
these issues at any point (see Pallas, 2001), but when such considerations
don’t come early in the process, researchers risk producing work that lacks
logical consistency at the least or flies in the face of theoretical integrity at
the worst.

As the paradigms are discussed, I recommend that the reader consider his
or her own answers to each set of questions. This can be a good starting place
for digging inside what we all take for granted. Figure 1.1 offers a schematic
representation of the basic ideas in the sections that follow. Although my
labels and organization are different, and I have added “products” to the
analysis, the discussion travels the same path as chapters by Denzin and Lin-
coln (1994) and Guba and Lincoln (1994). The reader will find it useful to

explore these frameworks as well.

Positivist Paradigm

Ontology. What is the nature of reality? Positivists are realists who believe in
an objective universe that has order independent of human perceptions.
Reality exists and is driven by universal, natural laws. Positivism treats real-
ity as being componential, that is, consisting of components that can be
taken apart for study, separately verified, then put back together again.
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Epistemology. What can be known, and what is the relationship of the knower
to the known? The world has order, and it is possible to discover that order.
The world is, in effect, giving off signals regarding its true nature, and it is the
job of science to capture that immutable truth. Positivists claim to be objec-
tive in their search for the truth. Researchers and the objects of their study
are assumed to be mutually independent, so researchers do not influence and
are not influenced by the phenomena they study.

Methodology. How can knowledge be gained? Methods of choice within the
positivist paradigm are those that allow for careful measurement, manipulation,
and control. A deductive model built on empirically verifying propositional
hypotheses dominates, and experiments, quasiexperiments, correlational stud-
ies, and surveys are widely used. Sophisticated sampling and statistical tech-
niques are in place to ensure reliability, validity, and generalizability.

Products. What forms of knowledge are produced? For positivists, knowledge
equals accumulated “facts” that have been scientifically verified and general-
izations, theories, and laws based on those facts. Most reports have a cause-
and-effect dimension, and prediction is the ultimate product. If conditions
are controlled, positivist science can predict what will happen when certain
changes are introduced.

Postpositivist Paradigm

Ontology. Postpositivists agree with positivists that reality exists, but they
operate from the assumption that, because of the limitations of human
inquiry, the inherent order of the universe can never be known completely.
Reality can be approximated but never fully apprehended. Postpositivists are
critical realists who subject truth claims to close critical scrutiny in order to
maximize chances of apprehending reality as closely as possible—but never

petfectly (Cook & Campbell, 1979; Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Epistemology. Postpositivist researchers work to capture close approximations
of reality. They seek to maintain an objective position in relation to the phe-
nomena they are studying. Researchers in this paradigm see themselves as
data collection instruments, and they use disciplined research techniques
such as “constant comparison” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) or “analytic induc-
tion” (Robinson, 1951) to ensure that empirical data, and not their impres-
sions, drive their findings.

Methodology. Qualitative methods that prescribe rigorous techniques to
improve validity and reliability are used by postpositivists. Low inference, sys-
tematic procedures dominate data analysis processes (e.g., Glaser & Strauss,
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1967; Kirk & Miller, 1986; Miles & Huberman, 1994), and frequency counts
and low-level statistics are sometimes used. Postpositivists are interested in
capturing participant perspectives but in rigorously disciplined ways.

Products. Knowledge forms produced in this paradigm include analytic gener-
alizations, descriptions, patterns, and grounded theory. Data collection and
analysis processes lead to descriptions of patterned behavior that participants
use to make sense of their social surroundings. Generalizations are induced
from systematic analyses of data that take the form of searches for patterns.
When potential patterns are discovered, deductive processes are used to ver-
ify the strength of those patterns in the overall data set. Grounded theory
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967) is the archtypical product of this type of inquiry.

Constructivist Paradigm

Ontology. Constructivists assume a world in which universal, absolute reali-
ties are unknowable, and the objects of inquiry are individual perspectives or
constructions of reality. While acknowledging that elements are often shared
across social groups, constructivist science argues that multiple realities exist
that are inherently unique because they are constructed by individuals who
experience the world from their own vantage points. Realities are appre-
hendable in the form of abstract mental constructions that are experientially

based, local, and specific (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Epistemology. It follows that individual constructions of reality compose the
knowledge of interest to constructivist researchers. They assert that “knowl-
edge is symbolically constructed and not objective; that understandings of
the world are based on conventions; that truth is, in fact, what we agree it is”
(Hatch, 1985, p. 161). Researchers and the participants in their studies are
joined together in the process of coconstruction. From this perspective, it is
impossible and undesirable for researchers to be distant and objective. It is
through mutual engagement that researchers and respondents construct the
subjective reality that is under investigation (see Mishler, 1986).

Methodology. Naturalistic qualitative research methods are the data collection
and analytic tools of the constructivist (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Researchers
spend extended periods of time interviewing participants and observing them
in their natural settings in an effort to reconstruct the constructions partici-
pants use to make sense of their worlds. Hermeneutic principles are used to
guide researchers’ interpretive coconstructions of participant perspectives
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Products. Knowledge produced within the constructivist paradigm is often
presented in the form of case studies or rich narratives that describe the



16 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

interpretations constructed as part of the research process. Accounts include
enough contextual detail and sufficient representation of the voices of the
participants that readers can place themselves in the shoes of the partici-
pants at some level and judge the quality of the findings based on criteria
other than those used in positivist and postpositivist paradigms. As Denzin
& Lincoln (1994) explain, “Terms such as credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability replace the usual positivist criteria of
internal and external validity, reliability, and objectivity” (p. 14).

Critical/Feminist Paradigm

In earlier drafts, I divided critical and feminist approaches into their own par-
adigms. As I have thought them through, studied others’ conceptualizations
(e.g., Lather, 1991a), and taught students about them, I have concluded that
it is useful to think of them as being in the same research paradigm, but hav-
ing different emphases. I place them in the same paradigm because they share
the metaphysical elements that make up a paradigm. Even as I do this, I hes-
itate because I know that there are critical and feminist scholars who operate
within each of the other paradigms identified (see Reinharz, 1992). Still, the
worldview represented by the metaphysical assumptions below qualifies as a
research paradigm (Carr, 1995), and sufficient work has been done based on
this worldview to qualify for inclusion in a book about qualitative methods in
educational research. As these elements are addressed, I will acknowledge the
emphases that distinguish critical from feminist perspectives.

Ontology. For critical theorists and feminists, the material world is made up of
historically situated structures that have a real impact on the life chances of
individuals. These structures are perceived to be real (i.e., natural and
immutable), and social action resulting from their perceived realness leads to
differential treatment of individuals based on race, gender, and social class.
According to Guba and Lincoln (1994), “these structures are, in the absence
of insight, as limiting and confining as if they were real” (p. 111). Feminist
scholars are most interested in exposing material differences gender makes in
women’s life chances, and critical scholars focus on issues related to race and
social class.

Epistemology. Knowledge within this set of assumptions is subjective and
inherently political. Knowledge is always “value mediated” in the sense that
“the investigator and the investigated object are assumed to be interactively
linked, with the values of the investigator inevitably influencing the
inquiry” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 110). This is in sharp contrast to the
objective stance taken in positivist and postpositivist work. In critical/femi-
nist work, philosophies and values are seen as “integral rather than anti-
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thetical” to the research process (Carr, 1995, p. 97). In this worldview, it is
assumed that knowledge is always mediated through the political position-
ings of the researcher.

Methodology. One of the purposes of this kind of inquiry is to raise the con-
sciousness of those being oppressed because of historically situated structures
tied to race, gender, and class. With raising consciousness comes providing
understandings that lead to social change. Such methods have been called
“transformative” (Carr, 1995; Giroux, 1988), in that they require dialogue
between researchers and participants that can lead to social change that
transforms the lives of the participants in positive ways. Data collection takes
many of the same forms as constructivist research, but the emphasis for crit-
ical researchers is to improve life chances for individuals at the bottom of the
social hierarchy, while feminists’ primary focus is on making conditions bet-
ter for women.

Products. Critical and feminist scholars produce critiques of the perceived
material world in an effort to expose the structures that ensure the mainte-
nance of control by those in power (e.g., capitalist economics for critical the-
orists and male hegemony for feminists). The object is to reveal for others the
kinds and extent of oppression that are being experienced by those studied.
With the exposure of oppression comes the call for awareness, resistance, sol-
idarity, and revolutionary transformation.

Poststructuralist Paradigm

It is not easy to capture the complexity of poststructuralist approaches to
inquiry in an analysis such as this. In some ways, poststructuralism is an
antiparadigm because its tenets can be used to deconstruct all of the para-
digms above. In a broader sense, it offers a fundamental challenge to all
“modernist versions of social science” (Graham, Doherty, & Malek, 1992, p.
11). Further complicating matters, many contemporary critical and feminist
scholars have moved in the direction of poststructuralist thinking in their
work. I have some reservations about the logical consistency of being a “crit-
ical poststructuralist” or “feminist poststructuralist” because poststructural
theory deconstructs grand narratives, including critical theory and feminism
(see Hatch, 1999). Poststructuralism also rejects the ideal of emancipation as
it rejects the notions of progress and perfectibility and therefore problema-
tizes the critical and feminist project at a fundamental level (see Graham,
Doherty, & Malek, 1992). Some critical theorists acknowledge the incom-
patibility of the two perspectives, reject the claims of poststructuralists, and
favor returning to a more purely Marxist form of critical theory (see McLaren
and Farahmandpur, 2000). Some feminist scholars argue that a strategically
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refigured poststructural feminist “hybrid” is developing that goes well beyond
a simple synthesis of feminist and poststructuralist thought (St. Pierre, 2000,
p. 477). The issues are complex, but the reader should know that many post-
structuralist scholars in the social sciences identify themselves as critical the-
orists or feminists. In order to provide a beginning sense of how poststruc-
turalist thought relates to other worldviews, I will identify paradigmatic
elements using the same format as above. As will be evident, distinctions
between ontological and epistemological assumptions are blurred in post-
structuralist thinking (see Guba & Lincoln, 1994).

Ontology. Sartre (1964) wrote: “Nothing really happens when you live. The
scenery changes, people come in and go out, that’s all. There are no begin-
nings. Days are tacked on to days without rhyme or reason, an interminable
monotonous addition” (p. 39). These powerful sentences capture poststruc-
turalists’ view of the nature of reality. They believe that order is created in
the minds of individuals in an attempt to give meaning to events that have
no “intrinsic or immanent relations” (Freeman, 1993, p. 95). Thus, there are
multiple realities, each with its own claims to coherence, and none can be
privileged over another (Graham, Doherty, & Malek, 1992). Those claims
take form in the discourses that we construct to make sense of our lives.
Those discourses are, in effect, texts that represent our lives, and we can only
know the world through textual representations of it.

Epistemology. What cannot be known is Truth with a capital T. Poststruc-
turalists start by deconstructing the notion of universal Truth. Their analyses
reveal how grand narratives are constructed in particular social-historical cir-
cumstances to serve the purposes of those in power. For poststructuralists,
multiple truths exist, and these are always local, subjective, and in flux.
Researchers do not have direct access to the truths experienced by their sub-
jects; they can never know or represent the lived experiences of those they
study—hence, the crisis of representation discussed above. For some, this
means that research is impossible (see Clough, 1998). Others are working at
the fringes between poststructuralist and other paradigms to produce alterna-
tive forms of inquiry that include queer theory (Warner, 1993), performance
theory (Phelan, 1993), postcolonial theory (Moore-Gilbert, 1997), critical
race theory (Parker, Deyhle, Villenas, & Nebeker, 1998), and cultural studies
(Peters, 1999),

Methodology. 1 divide poststructuralist researchers into three camps: (a)
deconstructivists who, following Derrida (1981), use deconstruction as a
methodological tool to examine textual representations of the world, search-
ing for aporia, inconsistencies, or gaps where the internal logic of the text
unravels (see Sarap, 1993; Tobin, 1995); (b) genealogists who, using histori-
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cal methods developed by Foucault (1977), problematize particular practices
by revealing “the ways in which the practice was historically justified, the dis-
courses that were used for that justification, and the assumptions underlying
forms of representation that are part of the practices” (Cannella & Bailey,
1999, pp. 23-24; see also Meadmore, Hatcher, & McWilliam, 2000); and (c)
poststructuralists doing data-based research. I agree with Graham, Doherty,
and Malek (1992) that the latter are searching for new ways to do social sci-
ence but that those new ways are still poorly worked out. As a result, they are
using many of the methods of other qualitative paradigms. What makes post-
structuralists distinct is their focus on understanding data as texts that repre-
sent one of many stories that could be told. They acknowledge distinctions
among lives as lived, lives as experienced, and lives as told (Bruner, 1984).
They accept that they create lives as they hear lives told, process them
through their own perspectives, and put them to text as lives as written (see

Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995).

Products. Deconstructivists produce analyses that reveal the internal incon-
gruities of discourses and expose the consequences of actions taken based on
the assumed Truthfulness of those discourses. Poststructuralists doing
genealogical work produce critiques that reveal historical ruptures that chal-
lenge the foundations of modern structures, institutions, and discourses.
Other poststructuralist researchers generate research reports that attempt to
include multiple voices, that acknowledge the specific, local, situational, par-
tial, and temporary nature of the stories being told (see Van Maanen, 1988),
and that are framed within a reflexive mode that acknowledges the
researchers’ prominent place in the research and writing process.

As Kuhn (1970) made clear, when you are standing within the circle of
logic created by the assumptions of your paradigm, the positions taken by
those working in other paradigms simply do not make sense. Paradigms are
indeed completing ways of thinking about how the world is or is not ordered,
what counts as knowledge, and how and if knowledge can be gained. It’s log-
ical, for example, that critical/feminists will not count the apolitical subjec-
tive stance taken by positivist researchers as legitimate (e.g., Lather, 1991a),
or that poststructuralists will not buy into constructivist notions of mutually
constituted realities (e.g., Garrick, 1999). I have tried to identify key ele-
ments that define the conflicted territories dividing the paradigms outlined.
The goal is to give beginning researchers a starting place for exploring their
metaphysical beliefs. Of course, each paradigm has its own defenders and
detractors, and students are encouraged to explore paradigms much more
deeply based on the beginning structure provided here.
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Should I do a qualitative study? What if my answers to the ontological
and epistemological questions indicate that I'm a positivist. Can I still do a
qualitative study? What if 'm not sure? I have spent many hours talking
with students about these and related questions. Most students, like most
individuals socialized into Western belief systems, hold a taken-for-granted
metaphysical view that fits best within the positivist paradigm. When they
start to think about what that means about them and about research, it is
often a troubling experience. For some, such contemplations include a reli-
gious dimension—they are intellectually attracted to belief systems that
challenge the notions of absolute Truth while at the same time holding that
certain truths are unquestionable. Some just don’t buy into the notion that
a researcher’s methodological choices ought to be bound by his or her
assumptions about how the world is ordered and how it can be known. This
is especially common among students who want to mix quantitative and
qualitative methods.

I don’t stand in the way of students who are unable to find a natural
fit within one of the paradigms associated with qualitative research. I
sometimes decline invitations to serve on doctoral committees, and occa-
sionally I do so because students do not seem able to articulate their meta-
physical assumptions. But when students generate their own answers to
these tough questions and, where necessary, acknowledge the potential
conflicts in mixing paradigms and/or methods, I do my best to help them
chart a reasonable path.

KINDS OF QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

It could be said that there are as many kinds of qualitative research as there
are qualitative researchers. Each qualitative study has its own unique char-
acter that develops and often changes as studies are implemented. Still, stu-
dents new to the field want to know what are the kinds of qualitative
research from which to chose. I include this section because it is useful to
think about some specific kinds of qualitative research that will give poten-
tial researchers an idea of what has been done and what it is possible to do.
Again, this is territory that is hard to describe because of its complexity and
dynamic nature. The attempt is not to be comprehensive, but to offer exam-
ples of the array of possibilities. I give brief descriptions of each type of qual-
itative study and provide citations that will make it possible for readers to
find examples and more detailed discussions. I also note the relationship of
each kind of research identified to the paradigms discussed above. As will be
seen, most kinds of qualitative research fit within multiple paradigms,
excluding the positivist.
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Ethnographies

Ethnography is not synonymous with qualitative research. It is a particular
kind of qualitative research that seeks to describe culture or parts of culture
from the point of view of cultural insiders (Jacob, 1987; Malinowski, 1922;
Spradley, 1979; Wolcott, 1982). Ethnography is the classic form of qualitative
research that was developed by anthropologists who spent extended periods
of time doing fieldwork within cultural groups. Fieldwork usually involves
participant observation, informant interviewing, and artifact collection in an
effort to come to understand the cultural knowledge that group members use
to make sense of their everyday experiences. Contemporary ethnographers
often study subcultures, communities, or even classrooms, but their goals
remain consistent with classic fieldworkers, that is, “to account for the behav-
ior of people by describing what it is that they know that enables them to
behave appropriately given the dictates of common sense in their commu-
nity” (McDermott, 1976, p. 159).

Classic anthropological ethnographies were mostly framed within the
postpositivist paradigm. Some of the best examples of contemporary ethno-
graphies done in education are those of Peshkin (e.g., 1986; 1991; 1997).
Some scholars call their work “critical ethnography” (e.g., Britzman, 1991),
“feminist ethnography” (see Behar & Gordon, 1995), or “poststructuralist
ethnography” (see Clifford & Marcus, 1986). When such labels are applied,
the adjectives signal the paradigm, while ethnography usually refers to the
writers’ intent to represent cultural knowledge in some form.

Microethnographies

Jacob (1987) makes a distinction between macro- and microethnographies,
Macroethnographies fit the description of ethnographies above, but
microethnographies are not just “small ethnographies.” They are a particu-
lar kind of qualitative research usually undertaken by sociolinguists or oth-
ers interested in verbal and nonverbal communication (Collins, 1979;
Jacob, 1987; Wilkinson, 1982). Scholars doing microethnographic work
make fine-grained analyses of face-to-face interactions within specific
social contexts. They use participant observation, often supported with
videotape, as their basic data collection method in order to discover the
linguistic rules that participants in certain settings use to construct mean-
ing together.

Most microethnographies are undertaken based on the assumptions of
the postpositivist paradigm. The best examples of such studies that have
direct implications for classroom teaching were done by Erickson and his stu-
dents (e.g., Bremme & Erickson, 1977; Erickson & Mohatt, 1982; Shultz &
Florio, 1979; Shultz, Florio, & Erickson, 1982).
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Ethnomethodology

The term ethnomethodology is a reference not to research methods but to the sub-
ject matter of ethnomethodological studies, that is, the methods that people use
to navigate their everyday lives (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Morris, 1977). Eth-
nomethodologists use observation and interview techniques to capture com-
monsense understandings that their subjects apply to accomplish the taken-for-
granted tasks of daily living. They are interested in assessing an individual’s stock
of knowledge (e.g., rules of thumb, recipes for doing things, maxims, defini-
tions). They do so by examining everyday talk that takes place in real contexts
to study how people do their jobs, watch television, cook, eat, and accomplish
the other practical realities of ordinary life (Morris, 1977; Potter, 1996).

Ethnomethodologists operate within the postpositivist paradigm. They
apply rigorous discourse analysis procedures in their work and produce gener-
alizations and theories to explain contextualized human behavior. An exam-
ple of ethnomethodology applied to the study of everyday discourse in schools
is McBeth’s (1994) study of how order is restored after problems or distrac-
tions disrupt high school classrooms.

Participant Observation Studies

Qualitative studies that place researchers in social settings but do not have
the broad purpose of capturing the cultural knowledge that insiders use to
make sense of those settings I classify as participant observation studies.
Fieldwork methods that include interviewing, artifact collection, and espe-
cially direct observation recorded in field notes are the data collection tools
in this type of study. Such studies are not ethnographies because they are
much narrower in scope and usually involve less time in the field.
Researchers often enter the field with specific interests (e.g., what is the
nature of principal-teacher relationships?) and/or specific questions (e.g.,
how do these students understand reading instruction?) that concentrate
their studies in ways that ethnographers do not. Even though considerable
time in the field is required to do participant observation studies well (see the
discussion of extended firsthand engagement above), the tighter focus allows
graduate students to do fieldwork on interesting and important topics with-
out spending the time required to do and write full-blown ethnographies.

Participant observation fieldwork involves a set of data collection strate-
gies that can be utilized within any of the qualitative research paradigms. An
example of a participant observation study in education settings from each
paradigm follows:

e DPostpositivist: Life in Classrooms is Jackson’s (1968) classic analysis of the
hidden curriculum of everyday life in elementary schools.
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e Constructivist: Graue’s (1993) study of the social construction of school
readiness across multiple communities is reported in Ready for What?
Constructing Meanings of Readiness for Kindergarten.

e Critical/Feminist: Fine’s (1991) Framing Dropouts is a critical account of
the policies and practices of an urban public high school with a high
dropout rate.

e Poststructuralist: In their chapter “Carnival in the Classroom: Elemen-
tary Students Making Videos,” Grace and Tobin (1997) describe a study
of children’s filmmaking in a Hawaiian elementary school.

Interview Studies

Informant interviewing can be the basis for another kind of qualitative study.
While it is often a part of participant observation research and other
approaches, interviewing can be the primary data collection strategy in a
qualitative project. Qualitative researchers utilize special interview strategies
that are different in nature from interviews done in quantitative studies. Most
quantitative interviews are closed-ended questionnaires with yes/no ques-
tions, forced choices, and Likert-scale categories. These are administered
face-to-face or over the phone, then analyzed using statistical procedures.
Qualitative interviewers create a special kind of speech event during which
they ask open-ended questions, encourage informants to explain their unique
perspectives on the issues at hand, and listen intently for special language and
other clues that reveal meaning structures informants use to understand their
worlds (Mishler, 1986; Seidman, 1998; Spradley, 1979). Interviewers enter
interview settings with questions in mind but generate questions during the
interview in response to informants’ responses, the social contexts being dis-
cussed, and the degree of rapport established.

Again, qualitative interview studies can be undertaken from within any
of the paradigms outlined, except the positivist. The nature of the interviews
and findings will change based on the paradigm being applied. Postpositivists
will see themselves as data collection instruments and report generalizations
based on rigorous analysis of the interview data—for example, Smith’s (1989)
study of teachers’ beliefs about retention. Constructivist interviewers will
work with informants to coconstruct understandings that are reported as
interpretations or narratives as in Ladson-Billings’ (1994) study of successful
African American teachers. Critical/feminist interviewers are involved with
their informants in bringing about social and political change, and their
products include calls for action—for example, Ceglowski’s (1994) examina-
tion of Head Start salaries and teachers’ views on their value as workers in a
gender-segregated field. Poststructuralist interviewers are in an interesting
position in relation to their informants because they acknowledge that they



24 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

can never really know the lived experience of those individuals. They seek to
explore “truths” that are local, temporal, and in flux. [ was not able to locate
an educational research project that I would classify as a poststructuralist
interview study, but Bloom and Munro’s (1995) poststructuralist narrative
study of female administrators used interviewing as its primary data source.

Focus Group Studies

Using focus groups is a qualitative interview strategy that has its roots in soci-
ology (e.g., Merton & Kendall, 1946) but has been utilized most widely in
marketing research (Berg, 1998). Focus groups are sets of individuals with
similar characteristics or having shared experiences (e.g., beginning teachers)
who sit down with a moderator to discuss a topic. The focus is on the topic,
and fundamental data are transcripts of group discussions around the topic.
Group discussion provides a different kind of information than can be gener-
ated from individual interviews and/or observations (Krueger, 1994). In Mor-
gan’s (1997) words, “the hallmark of focus groups is their explicit use of the
group interaction to produce data and insights that would be less accessible
without the interaction found in a group” (p. 2).

Focus group interviews are often used to supplement other qualitative
data, but they can be the basic data collection strategy of a qualitative
study. Like individual interviews, researchers from any of the qualitative
research paradigms in this chapter can utilize focus groups. Examples
include the following:

e DPostpositivist: Eisenberg, Wagenaar, and Neumark-Sztainer (1997) con-
ducted focus groups with high school students to capture their views on
sexuality education.

e Constructivist: Parent and professional perspectives on inclusion and
early intervention were examined by Wesley, Buysse, and Tyndall (1997).

e Critical/Feminist: Lather and Smithies (1997) applied focus group meth-
ods to study support group meetings for women with AIDS/HIV.

e Poststructuralist: Tobin’s (1997) cross-national study involved Irish and
American preschool teachers in discussions of their attitudes towards
children’s sex play.

Artifact Analysis

The collection of unobtrusive artifact data is a part of many qualitative
research projects, but it is unusual for artifacts to be used as the primary data
source, except when they are text-based materials in archival, policy-based,
or historical studies (see below). Hodder (1994) argues that artifacts, “the
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intended and unintended residues of human activity, give alternative
insights into the ways in which people perceive and fashion their lives” (p.
304). Artifact collection is the gathering of “indicators” or “non-reactive
measures” of group or individual life (Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979). For school-
based research, these might include school records, official documents,
children’s work, teachers’ lesson plans, parent newsletters, or any materials
used in the settings being studied. The main advantage of this type of data
collection is that it does not influence the social setting being examined.
The major disadvantage is that interpreting the meaning and significance
of objects is difficult because connecting them to relevant contexts is
highly inferential.

Again, studies having artifact analysis as the primary methodology are
unusual, and examples from education are hard to find. I did a study with a
colleague in which we analyzed report cards from kindergartens across the
state of Ohio. While this was part of a larger study with other data, we were
able to complete and write up an artifact analysis on the report cards col-
lected (Freeman & Hatch, 1989). Because of the static nature of the data and
a reliance on the researcher as data collection instrument, artifact analyses fit
most neatly within the postpositivist paradigm. Our study was undertaken
from a postpositivist perspective; we reported patterns and made generaliza-
tions based on frequency counts and percentages.

Historical Studies and Historiography

Historical studies or historiographies involve the collection and analysis of
data for the purpose of reconstructing events or combinations of events that
happened in the past (Berg, 1998; Denzin, 1978). Those data are classified by
historiographers as deriving from primary or secondary sources. Primary
sources include oral or written testimony, original documents, photographs,
diaries, journals, drawings, mementos, or other original artifacts. Secondary
sources are elements created by others that relate to the event or events in
question, such as textbooks, journal articles, newspaper accounts, public
records, and other information about individuals or groups (Berg, 1998;
Salkind, 1991). It is the job of the historiographer to examine potential
sources of data for authenticity and accuracy, to make interpretations based
on multiple data sources, and to weave these into a “meaningful set of expla-
nations” (Berg, 1998, p. 202).

Qualitative educational historians operate within several research par-
adigms. Some collect and interpret data using postpositivist assumptions,
generating careful descriptions of events or characters from the past, for
example, Holmes and Weiss’s (1995) collection of histories of women pub-
lic school teachers from the 1830s. Others produce histories from feminist
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or critical perspectives, for example, Weiler’s (1992) study of California
teachers who taught from the 1920s through the 1950s. And some system-
atically deconstruct history, applying approaches developed within the
poststructuralist perspective (e.g., Derrida, 1981; Foucault, 1972), as in
Cannella’s (1997) analysis of the genealogies of child psychology and early
childhood education.

Grounded Theory Studies

Glaser and Strauss (1967) created a model that has had a powerful influence
on the development of qualitative research. Their landmark book, The Dis-
covery of Grounded Theory, provides a guide for collecting and analyzing qual-
itative data in rigorous, systematic, and disciplined ways. The original book
and elaborations that have followed (e.g., Schatzman & Strauss, 1973;
Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1998) detail procedures for generating the-
ories that are inductively derived from careful examination of the data (i.e.,
grounded in the data). Vital to these procedures is the notion of constant com-
parison, through which researchers engage in detailed analytic processes that
require repeated confirmations of potential explanatory patterns discovered
in the data. Doing constant comparison requires incessant immersion and
microscopic familiarity with the data. My experience is that many novice
qualitative researchers call their work (or at least the products of their work)
“grounded theory” but that few have actually followed the well-defined
methods described by Glaser, Strauss, Corbin, and others. My reaction is that
you can claim your findings are grounded in the data (if they are), but if you
call it a grounded theory study, you must actually do grounded theory.

Grounded theory is clearly a postpositivist method. It works from the
assumption that rigorous methods can be used to discover approximations of
social reality that are empirically represented in carefully collected data.
Constant comparison engages the researcher in a give and take between
inductive and deductive thinking. Potential categories of meaning are said to
emerge from the data, then data are carefully read to determine if those cat-
egories are valid. In some ways, grounded theory is the quintessential post-
positivist research approach. An example of the application of grounded the-
ory in education settings is Henry’s (1992) study of rituals in Waldorf and
college prep schools.

Naturalistic Inquiries

Naturalistic methods is a general term that is roughly synonymous with quali-
tative research. The term makes direct reference to the goal of capturing nat-
urally occurring activity in natural settings. Naturalistic inquiry is a specific
kind of research within the domain of naturalistic methods and is described
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best in the work of Lincoln and Guba (1985). In contrast to conventional
positivist research, Lincoln and Guba offer design elements that include the
following: (a) determining a focus for the inquiry; (b) determining the fit of
paradigm to focus; (c) determining the fit of the inquiry paradigm to the sub-
stantive theory selected to guide the inquiry; (d) determining where and from
whom data will be collected; (e) determining successive phases of the inquiry;
(f) determining instrumentation; (g) planning data collection and recording
modes; (h) planning data analysis procedures; (i) planning the logistics; and
(j) planning for trustworthiness (pp. 226-47). While it is not as prescriptive
as other methodological approaches (e.g., grounded theory), I do insist that
students who call their approach “naturalistic inquiry” pay close attention to
the procedures and methods found in Lincoln and Guba’s work.

Naturalistic inquiry is the archetype for constructivist qualitative
research. Assumptions that define the constructivist paradigm are clearly
articulated by Lincoln and Guba (1985). For example: “There are multiple
constructed realities that can be studied only holistically”; “The inquirer and
the ‘object’ of inquiry interact to influence one another”; “Knower and
known are inseparable”; and “All entities are in a state of mutual simultane-
ous shaping” (pp. 37-38). An example of a naturalistic inquiry done in a
higher education setting is Manning’s (1995) study of the cultural rituals of a
small liberal arts college for women.

Symbolic Interactionist Studies

The full title of Blumer’s (1969) foundational text is Symbolic Interactionism:
Perspective and Method. Symbolic interactionism as perspective has had a
profound impact on qualitative research in general, providing the theoreti-
cal groundwork that allowed a clean break from positivism. Symbolic inter-
actionism as method is often forgotten. So, lots of qualitative studies are
undertaken from a symbolic interactionist theoretical perspective, but few
identify symbolic interactionism as their methodology. The major premises
of this perspective are fundamental to all postpositivist work: (a) “Human
beings act toward things on the basis of the meanings that the things have
for them”; (b) “The meaning of such things is derived from, or arises out of,
the social interaction that one has with one’s fellows”; and (c) “These mean-
ings are handled in, and modified through, an interpretive process used by
the person in dealing with the things he encounters” (Blumer, 1969, p. 2).
Symbolic interactionist methods, according to Blumer’s original account,
are comprised of “exploration” (i.e., collecting observations, interviews, life
histories, letters, diaries, public records, and group discussions) and “inspec-
tion” (discriminating analytic elements and isolating relations between ele-

ments) (pp. 40—47).
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Blumer described symbolic interactionism using postpositivist ontologi-
cal and epistemological assumptions. His science was decidedly empirical. He
was convinced that the real world exists but that it can only be known
through studying the perspectives of those experiencing that world. In
Charon’s (1998) words, “The central principle of symbolic interactionism is
that we can understand what is going on only if we understand what the
actors themselves believe about their world” (p. 210). Curry’s (1993) descrip-
tion of a student athlete’s experience of pain and injury throughout an ama-
teur wrestling career is an example of a study applying symbolic interaction-
ist principles.

Narrative Studies

Qualitative research that is focused on gathering and interpreting the stories
that people use to describe their lives is called by various names that fit under
this heading. Different types of narrative studies include life histories, life
story research, biography, personal experience methods, oral history, and nar-
rative inquiry (see Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995; Yow, 1994). All are based on
the notion that humans make sense of their lives through story. Bruner
(1986) distinguished between paradigmatic and narrative ways of knowing.
Paradigmatic knowledge is characterized by the logical-scientific mode. Nar-
rative knowledge is storied knowledge, and Bruner argued that it is not inher-
ently inferior to paradigmatic knowledge, even though it is less highly valued
in Western culture. Narrative studies seek to capture storied knowledge.
Clandinin and Connelly (1994) identify the following methods for generat-
ing the data of narrative studies: oral history; annals and chronicles; family
stories; photographs, memory boxes, and other personal/family artifacts;
research interviews; journals; autobiographical writing; letters; conversations;
and field notes and other stories from the field.

Narrative work fits most comfortably within the paradigmatic boundaries
of constructivist and critical/feminist thinking, although it is possible to apply
postpositivist analytic techniques to narrative data (see Polkinghorne, 1995).
The emphasis in this kind of work is on the meanings individuals generate
through stories, and constructivist researchers and their participants cocon-
struct the stories that are told as part of the research. Critical/feminist narra-
tives involve the researcher and participants in telling stories that raise aware-
ness and promote resistance. Cohen’s (1991) Lifetime of Teaching: Portraits of
Five Veteran High School Teachers and Casey’s (1993) I Answer with My Life: Life
Histories of Women Teachers Working for Social Change are good respective exam-
ples of constructivist and critical/feminist work. Poststructuralists are con-
cerned about the possibilities of representing the complexity of individual lives
in text. Some are calling for “different ways of representing the other and our-
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selves as researcher-author . . . [such as] creating impressionist tales, dramas, fic-
tions, and poetic representations of lives” (Sparkes in Hatch & Wisniewski,
1995, p. 121). An example of such a poststructuralist approach to narrative is
Tierney’s (1993a) “Self and Identity in a Postmodern World: A Life Story.”

Educational Criticism

Eisner (1991) presents an approach to examining educational contexts that he
calls “educational connoisseurship” or “educational criticism.” Educational
criticism as a form of qualitative research relies on the abilities of the
researcher to study school life in much the same ways an art critic studies a
painting or symphonic work. Researchers must be both “connoisseurs” and
“critics” of school life. For Eisner, connoisseurs know works of art because of
well-developed abilities to see the special qualities that make art great, and
critics are skilled at helping others see the qualities that works of art possess.
Educational researchers doing this kind of qualitative work are connoisseurs
and critics of educational events and practices. They observe, interview, and
collect artifacts and documents like other qualitative researchers. From these
data, educational critics construct stories or portraits of what they experienced
and understood in the settings explored. Their findings look more like the
essays of art critics than the “objective” reports found in positivist journals.

Eisner and his students have made an impact on qualitative research,
working mostly within the assumptions of the constructivist paradigm. It is
constructivist because educational criticism assumes that multiple realities
exist, the researcher is portraying only one, and researcher interpretation is
at the center of analysis procedures. Barone’s (1983) study of a high school
art program is an example of one of Eisner’s students’ work. It is important to
note that criticism here refers to art criticism rather than the neo-Marxist ori-
entation of many critical theorists. It is also important to recognize that con-
temporary art and literary criticism has been influenced by feminist and
deconstructivist perspectives; however, I could find no examples that I would
classify as critical/feminist or poststructuralist educational criticism.

Phenomenological Studies

While principles of phenomenology are at the roots of most qualitative work
(e.g., the belief that phenomena should be studied without preconceived
notions), particular kinds of qualitative inquiry can be identified as phenom-
enological studies. The approach most widely used in education Van Manen
(1990) called “hermeneutic phenomenological research.” This approach com-
bines both interpretive/hermeneutic methods and descriptive/phenomenolog-
ical methods for the purpose of examining the lived experiences or lifeworlds
of people being studied. In Van Manen’s (1990) words, “Phenomenology
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describes how one orients to lived experience, hermeneutics describes how
one interprets the ‘texts’ of life” (p. 4). Phenomenological researchers seek to
reveal the essence of human experience by asking, “What is the nature of this
phenomenon?” In an effort to “bracket” their biases and preconceptions, they
usually begin their investigations by exploring their own experiences with and
understandings of the phenomena they study (Marshall & Rossman, 1995;
Patton, 1990). The methods they use to gather experiential descriptions from
others include: (a) protocol writing (asking individuals to write their experi-
ences down); (b) interviewing (gathering experiential narrative material
through conversation); (c) observing (collecting anecdotes of experience
through close observation); (d) studying experiential descriptions in literature
and art (examining poetry, novels, stories, plays, biographies, works of art, and
the phenomenological literature for insight into the nature of the phenomena
under investigation); and examining diaries, journals, and logs (searching for
meaning in writings individuals have done for themselves) (adapted from Van
Manen, 1990, pp. 62-76).

Hermeneutic phenomenology is a constructivist approach. It assumes
that multiple, socially constructed realities exist and that the meanings indi-
viduals give to their experiences ought to be the objects of study (Bogdan &
Biklen, 1992; Eichelberger, 1989). Further, phenomenological researchers
often view participants as coconstructors of the descriptions and interpreta-
tions of their studies (Van Manen, 1990). An example of a phenomenologi-
cal research project is Howard’s (1994) study of adult learners’ first experi-
ences with computers.

Case Studies

Researchers from many disciplines and many paradigms (qualitative and
quantitative) call their work “case studies.” It is not perfectly clear that
qualitative case study research is distinct from ethnography or participant
observation studies. When students decide to use the term case studies, 1
insist that they be able to make such distinctions. The best sources for
doing so are Yin’s (1994) general text on case study research and Merriam’s
(1988) book on case studies in education. Both argue that case studies are
a special kind of qualitative work that investigates a contextualized con-
temporary (as opposed to historical) phenomenon within specified bound-
aries. Merriam (1988) offers examples of such bounded phenomena in edu-
cation: “a program, an event, a person, a process, an institution, or a social
group” (p. 13). Defining the boundaries, or specifying the unit of analysis is
the key decision point in case study design. According to Patton (1980),
identifying the unit of analysis means deciding “what it is you want to be
able to say something about at the end of the study” (p. 100). Data collec-
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tion and analysis procedures parallel those of other qualitative approaches.
[t is their focus on “bounded systems” (Smith, 1979) that makes qualitative
case studies different.

Case study is a term that has become a catchall for identifying qualitative
studies of various types. I mentioned above that students should be able to
rationalize their decisions to use case study methods. Both Merriam (1988)
and Yin (1994) advocate postpositivist approaches to case study research, but
this does not mean that case studies do not fit in other qualitative paradigms.
There is nothing inherent in a bounded system approach that precludes the
application of constructivist, critical/feminist, or poststructuralist principles.
A highly regarded example of qualitative case studies is Lightfoot’s (1983)
descriptive portrait of six high schools, and Smulyan’s (2000a) study of
women principals is a good recent addition.

Action Research Projects

Action research has a rich tradition in education. As its name implies, action
research is concerned with activity and change. It is undertaken for the sake
of investigating practice, usually in concert with those working on the front
lines, and improving that practice based on what is discovered. Action
research is usually organized in a cycle of identifying a problem through care-
ful observation, reflecting on the dimensions of the problem, designing a
change that addresses the problem, implementing the change, and assessing
its effectiveness through careful observation (Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995).
Its major concern is not with generating theory or generalizations that can be
applied in other settings. Action research may provide a basis for theorizing
and knowledge production, but its “primary purpose is as a practical tool for
solving problems experienced by people in their professional, community, or
personal lives” (Stringer, 1999, p. 11). Action research can include the col-
lection of quantitative data and can be done by teachers working without the
support of university researchers.

The assumptions of action research fit most neatly within the
critical/feminist paradigm. There is recognition that the values of the
researcher have a prominent place in the inquiry, and change is the desired
endpoint. Critical action research has a strong presence in Western scholar-
ship (e.g., Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Kincheloe, 1991; Shor & Friere, (1987).
Still, some action research in education is undertaken without an explicitly
critical or feminist orientation, in the tradition of Lewin (1952) and Sten-
house (1975). Because of their focus on immediate change in particular set-
tings, action research projects are seldom published. A notable exception is
Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (1993) collection of projects by Philadelphia
teachers, Inside/Outside: Teacher Research and Knowledge.
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Collaborative Studies

It is possible to do research in collaboration with practitioners but not with the
specific intent of changing the practices of research participants. Collaborative
research here refers to work that is distinguished from action research because its
principal aims are the generation of knowledge and understanding. It is assumed
in collaborative qualitative research that it is valuable to bring both insider and
outsider perspectives to the analysis of phenomena under investigation. It is also
considered desirable to include research participants as full partners in the
research process, thus addressing concerns that researchers sometimes “use” the
individuals they are studying, taking more than they are giving in the research
bargain (see Hatch, 1995b; Mishler, 1986; Reinharz, 1992).

Because raising participant consciousness or bringing about social or
political action is not the primary goal and because researchers and partici-
pants coconstruct knowledge based on data, collaborative studies are most
often undertaken within the constructivist paradigm. The classic collabora-
tive study in education is Smith and Geoffrey’s (1968) investigation of an
urban elementary school classroom. Collaborative studies (or action research
projects) that include extensive involvement by school personnel are legiti-
mate forms of scholarly inquiry, but graduate students who elect to do these
kinds of research projects will have to be sure their committees and graduate
schools count such studies as doctoral-level inquiry.

Conclusion: What Do I Call It?

These are not all the kinds of qualitative studies, but they do represent broad
categories that give those considering qualitative work a starting place for
exploring what's possible. As has been mentioned several times in this chap-
ter, | believe unpacking individually held metaphysical assumptions is a key
step in deciding if one should do a qualitative study. Without this step, it is
possible to start down a road that leads to a dead end. I know it happens that
researchers operating on positivist assumptions try to do qualitative research.
As an editor and editorial board member, I have seen manuscripts that pur-
port to be reports of qualitative research but appear to be based on positivist
assumptions. I have also had students in my qualitative research classes who
are die-hard positivists who take the class because of program requirements or
an interest in “knowing the enemy.” They have a great deal of trouble with
the assignments of the course, and class activities (and sometimes lectures)
often turn into debates. They don’t get it, and they shouldn’t get it. The point
is that individuals who are uncomfortable outside the assumptions of tradi-
tional science should not do qualitative research.

Once a new researcher has come to grips with his or her ontological and
epistemological beliefs and finds a place among the qualitative paradigms, the



Deciding to Do a Qualitative Study 33

field of methodological choices is narrowed, but the decision about what kind
of methods to use is not made. As my examples demonstrate, several kinds of
qualitative research are available within each of the four qualitative para-
digms identified. Methods decisions will be made based on what the
researcher wants to find out. These decisions will be addressed head on in the
next chapter, but a brief discussion of naming qualitative work fits here.

Advanced graduate students and other novice qualitative researchers
often struggle with deciding what to call their work. Some researchers, for
example, know that their assumptions about how the world is ordered and
what can be learned place them firmly within the critical/feminist paradigm.
They may want to do “feminist research.” My response is that they should
learn as much as possible about feminist approaches to research, look at the
kinds of research that fit comfortably within the critical/feminist paradigm,
think carefully about what questions they want to ask, and design a project
accordingly. Their studies will be feminist research, but their methods will
be feminist ethnography, feminist historiography, feminist action research,
or whatever. Calling the work “feminist” or “critical” or “constructivist” or
“poststructuralist” identifies the paradigmatic framework but not the
research methodology.

I give students a hard time about the issue of what to call their work. As
I mentioned above, if they want to call it “grounded theory” or “naturalistic
inquiry,” I insist that they be true to the methods that the field understands
to be those specific kinds of research. I also expect students to be consistent
in their terminology, and this is difficult because qualitative researchers as a
group are not known for such consistency. For example, some researchers call
their work “ethnography” and “case study” (or “action research” and “phe-
nomenological research,” etc.) in the same paragraph. This can be just sloppy
writing, but sometimes it reveals a lack of basic understanding about infor-
mation summarized in this chapter. More subtle problems are revealed when
qualitative researchers identify themselves within one paradigm but select
arguments and methods that don’t fit. For example, when they call their work
“constructivist,” but build cases and select methods designed to capture an
assumed reality using rigorously defined data collection and analytic tools
that fit best in the postpositivist camp. Worst of all are researchers who use a
“shotgun” approach to describing their work. They select terms and methods
indiscriminately and blast them onto the page without rthyme or reason.

Often, students don’t know what to call their work until they are well
into the design process, and that’s fine, so long as they are aware of the need
to tie it all together in an internally logical package. In the next chapter, I
will go through the process of designing qualitative studies step by step. The
basis for design will be a solid understanding of research paradigms and asso-
ciated methods.
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The goal of this chapter has been to introduce the foundations of quali-
tative research and help novice researchers make initial decisions about doing
this kind of scholarship. If the chapter worked, it gave readers a starting place
for making decisions and for finding out more about particular perspectives
and methods. Successful researchers at any level find out what others with like
interests and perspectives have done and are doing. Once students identify
with certain research paradigms and become interested in particular kinds of
research, I encourage them to find and read everything they can—both work
about their interests and work that exemplifies the kinds of studies they might
do. That kind of background gives readers the grounding they need to create
their own unique approaches to doing qualitative work.

CRITERIA FOR DECIDING TO DO A QUALITATIVE STUDY

One of my objectives in this book is to provide researchers with criteria for
making assessments about the quality of qualitative work. While it is easier
to talk about such criteria in relation research design, data collection, or data
analysis, | want to provide some guidance for decisions about choosing to do
a qualitative study in the first place. While the questions are framed for doc-
toral students trying to decide if qualitative research is the way for them to
go, other novice researchers will find the questions useful in examining their
fit for qualitative work. Honestly addressing the issues embedded in the fol-
lowing questions will lead some away from an unhappy experience with qual-
itative research and help others to establish a solid foundation on which to
build successful qualitative research projects.

1. Has the researcher investigated the foundations of qualitative inquiry?
A. Does the researcher have a basic understanding of the historical
roots of qualitative research?
B. Can the researcher articulate characteristics that distinguish qualita-
tive from quantitative work?
C. Has the researcher written a description that defines what qualita-
tive research means to him or her?

2. Has the researcher unpacked his or her metaphysical assumptions?
A. Can the researcher articulate his or her ontological and epistemo-
logical beliefs?
B. Can the researcher locate himself or herself in relation to particular
qualitative paradigms?
C. Can the researcher identify appropriate qualitative research approaches,
given his or her metaphysical assumptions and paradigm choices?
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3. Is the researcher prepared to do qualitative research?

A.

B.

Has the researcher had the equivalent of two formal courses in qual-
itative methods?

Has the researcher had experience collecting and analyzing qualita-
tive data?

Has the researcher studied examples of qualitative work done in
areas related to his or her substantive interest?
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CHAPTER TWO

Designing Qualitative Studies

How do I design a qualitative study? What should be included in a qualita-
tive research proposal? Once students have decided that their worldviews
place them in the qualitative research camp, they are faced with the task of
conceptualizing and designing a research project and, at most universities,
putting their plans into a dissertation prospectus or proposal. Experienced
researchers working in university settings are required to present their
research designs to institutional review boards for human subjects approval,
and researchers who seek financial support submit research proposals to fund-
ing agencies. This chapter is about designing qualitative research studies. It is
not organized as a guide for writing research proposals (cf., Marshall & Ross-
man, 1995), but I will make suggestions throughout that address concerns
related to proposal writing.

One of the issues that must be addressed early in the design process is the
tension between flexibility and structure. Part of the lore of qualitative work
is that researchers enter their research contexts without specific questions,
plans, or foci. This probably dates to early anthropologists who were sent into
the field without formal training and expected to learn field methods on the
job (see Hamilton, 1994). I have sat on committees where students came to
proposal meetings with very sketchy plans, claiming that their designs would
emerge as their studies progressed. They were sometimes armed with quotes
from respectable sources, for example, Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) statement
that “the design of a naturalistic inquiry . . . cannot be given in advance; it
must emerge, develop, unfold” (p. 225) or Bogdan and Biklen’s (1992)
injunction that “[ijnvestigators may enter the research with some idea about

37
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what they will do, but a detailed set of procedures is not formed prior to data
collection” (p. 58). While it is characteristic that qualitative projects do have
an emergent quality (see chapter 1), my stance is that novice researchers
need to begin their work with a solid plan that includes attention to all of the
design elements discussed in this chapter.

While it sounds oxymoronic, I encourage students to design qualitative
studies with a flexible structure. It is understood that studies will develop and
change as they are implemented, but it is better if projects develop within a
framework and change when real circumstances dictate than to go into a
research setting without a fundamental plan of action. Further, at my univer-
sity, a signed dissertation prospectus is a contract between the student and his
or her committee. Both the student and the committee are protected when
proposals have enough specific information about the project so that is clear
when the contract is or is not completed. When changes are made in the
research process, it is important to keep the committee informed so that the
“contract” can be amended. Experienced researchers who expect human sub-
jects approval or funding know that institutional review boards and funding
agencies need specific plans in order to evaluate research proposals.

The basic elements that need to be addressed in a qualitative research
design are the place of theory, research questions, contexts, participants, data
collection strategies, data analysis procedures, and the nature of anticipated
findings. The body of this chapter details what needs to be included under
each element. Institutional review (i.e., human subjects) concerns and ethics
are then addressed, and the chapter concludes with criteria for assessing
design adequacy.

DESIGN ELEMENTS

Methodological and Substantive Theory

What is the place of theory in qualitative research? Should I start with the-
ory, or will that bias my data collection and analysis? Will I have to do a lit-
erature review before I begin my study? These are questions that come up as
students consider how to start putting together a research proposal. Answers
will depend in part on expectations of doctoral committee members, univer-
sity traditions, and the nature of particular studies. I will offer my answer to
these questions, not the answer for every circumstance.

As qualitative studies are designed, attention should be given to two
types of theory: methodological and substantive. An exposition of method-
ological theory places the proposed study in a research paradigm and identi-
fies what kind of study is being planned. It is the formal expression of the
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researcher’s answers to the ontological and epistemological questions that
framed the discussion of paradigms in chapter 1. Writing a paradigm declara-
tion forces researchers to look closely at their assumptions about how the
world is or is not ordered and how we can come to know about it. It encour-
ages them to establish a foundation on which to build their design.

The next logical step is to identify what kind of qualitative research is to
be done within the paradigm described. Telling the committee (and later, dis-
sertation readers) that theirs is an interview study done within the construc-
tivist paradigm, a feminist narrative study, or a grounded theory study based
on postpositivist principles sets the stage for understanding what is to follow.
This early step is not the place to present and defend the nuts and bolts of the
study; it is the place to articulate the researcher’s metaphysical assumptions
and to explain his or her rationale for selecting the methods identified. The
extent and depth of methodological rationale will differ by situation, but I
hope it is no longer necessary to justify the integrity of qualitative research as
a general approach to scholarly inquiry. I wrote such an elaborate justification
in the early 1980s, and, even then, my Ph.D. committee told me it was
“overkill.” It is necessary to explain how the particular qualitative methods
selected fit with the researcher’s paradigmatic assumptions and why those
methods are appropriate means for studying the topic being proposed.

Theory that is used to describe and explain the phenomena to be inves-
tigated—the substance of the study—is substantive theory. In order to place
their work within a theoretical framework that is recognized and understood
by the scholarly community, it is necessary for researchers of any ilk to pro-
vide a conceptual frame of reference that includes an exposition of substan-
tive theory (see Marshall & Rossman, 1995). This exposition may include
reference to a single, overarching theory or several related theories (Berg,
1998), but it is essential to locate the study in relation to theory that has
already been generated in the appropriate area.

The place of substantive theory has been the subject of disagreement
among qualitative researchers. Some recommend extensive literature reviews
and thorough understanding of relevant theory prior to entering the field
(e.g., Yin, 1994). Others see the generation of theory as the outcome of
research and prefer to delay reference to extant theoretical literature until
late in the research process (e.g., Glaser & Strauss, 1967). I like Wolcott’s
(1995) statement: “Theory is supposed to help researchers of any persuasion
clarify what they are up to and to help them to explain to others what they
are up to” (p. 189). It reminds me that substantive theory is important up
front, to help researchers “clarify what they are up to” and important at the
writing stage to “help explain to others what they are up to.”

The theoretical development of one of my studies serves as an example
of how substantive theory can be important at different stages of research
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design and implementation. It was a participant observation study of chil-
dren’s social interactions undertaken within the assumptions of the construc-
tivist paradigm. At the outset, and in my funding proposal, I declared my
interest in studying peer interaction from a sociological theoretical perspec-
tive articulated by Goffman (1959; 1969) as “self-presentation.” As the study
progressed, I became interested in the social relations of a particular child
who appeared to be treated as “less than normal” by his peers (Hatch, 1988).
I focused more attention on social interactions involving this child in my
data collection and made a study of this particular child’s social behavior in
relation to his peers a major part of the overall project. Trying to understand
this emergent area of investigation led me to search the theoretical literature
related to the “sociology of deviance” (e.g., Becker, 1963; Goffman, 1963;
Pfuhl, 1980), so my findings were framed within a perspective that was not a
part of my initial substantive theory base. The point of the example is that
substantive theoretical grounding is necessary during the design phase, but
that does not preclude the importance of continuing to explore alternative
theoretical explanations as the study progresses and reports are written.

New researchers are also concerned that too much front-loaded theory
will make their qualitative studies more like deductive, quantitative work
than they would like. They reason that familiarity with established theory
will lead them to see social phenomena in ways that they would not if they
were not conversant with the theory, thereby leading them to processes
that feel like confirming or disconfirming hypotheses. They sometimes
resist doing full-blown literature reviews for the same kinds of reasons. The
concern is that knowing what others have found will bias the ways they
look and the ways they interpret what they see. They are also concerned
about efficiency, asking, “Why should I spend the time doing a thorough
exploration of theory and/or a comprehensive literature review when I may
end up using different theories and placing my work within different liter-
ature bases?”

These are good questions, and the concerns they reflect are important. It
is true that having strong theoretical predispositions can influence the design
and implementation of a study in negative ways. As will be discussed in the
next chapter, these and other sources of bias need to be monitored and brack-
eted. But entering a potential study without theory is dangerous in other
ways. Instead of seeing what he or she expects, the researcher may end up see-
ing nothing or become overwhelmed at seeing everything. In addition, as
with the tension between structure and flexibility in design, it is much easier
to alter or reject theoretical orientations than to create them. As always, the
balance will be different for different kinds of qualitative research. Someone
doing grounded theory work will require less substantive theory on the front
end than someone doing critical historiography.
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Not knowing anything about the literature allows the researcher to start
from scratch, but that can be a disadvantage too. Part of the logic of doing
research of any kind is to add to the body of knowledge, and part of the ratio-
nale for many projects is that they fill a gap in the literature (see Marshall &
Rossman, 1995). Knowing something about studies already done gives the
researcher a sense of what the field takes to be known, what is possible, and
what needs further exploration. It may seem inefficient to do a complete lit-
erature review on the front end, but that is much preferred to doing a study
only to find that many versions of the same work have already been com-
pleted. A solid grounding in the substantive and theoretical literature related
to the study places it in a frame of reference for the researcher and the reader.
Without such grounding, the researcher may generate inquiry that wanders
aimlessly, and readers may disregard findings because they do not connect to
anything they recognize.

One of the first discussions of the place of theory that I remember read-
ing was Denzin’s (1978) argument that unfortunate consequences result when
theory, methodology, and substantive interests are fragmented. In his words,

Research methods are of little use until they are seen in the light of theo-
retical perspectives. Substantive specialty is of little use or interest until it
is firmly embedded within a theoretical framework and grounded upon
sound research strategies. (Pp. 3—4)

Solid research designs and compelling research proposals are founded on
internal logical consistency. When there is a bad fit between methodological
and substantive theory, between substantive theory and methods, or between
methodological theory and methods, the logic of the design falls apart. That
is why I encourage new researchers to spend time clarifying their method-
ological and substantive theoretical bases as a first step in research design.

Research Questions

Identifying research questions is a critical step in research design because
questions give direction to the study, limit the scope of the investigation, and
provide a device for evaluating progress and satisfactory completion. They are
critical to research design because they are the only component that ties
directly to all of the other elements of design (Maxwell, 1996). A solid set of
research questions gives direction to a study by carving out a piece of terri-
tory for exploration. Traditional ethnographers were interested in capturing
as much insider knowledge as possible, and their questions reflected that
broad focus (Chiseri-Strater & Sunstein, 1997). They asked big, open-ended
questions such as “What do the members of this group know that allows them
to operate within their culture?” Most other qualitative researchers have a
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narrower purpose, and the questions that guide them establish boundaries
that focus the work. Their questions remain open-ended, but take in less ter-
ritory—for example, “What are high school teachers’ perspectives on zero
tolerance policies?” or “What is the nature of interactions between children
with and without disabilities in this preschool?”

When I meet with students at various stages of the research process, |
always remind them to refer back to their research questions. New researchers
almost always feel overwhelmed when they first enter the field. There is so
much going on that they can barely take it all in, let alone make a record of
it. Referring back to research questions puts a frame on what to look for. Even
more debilitating for most students are initial attempts at data analysis. Qual-
itative data are usually voluminous, and research questions give initial struc-
ture to an inherently messy process. Later, students don’t know when to stop
their analysis, and this is a genuine problem because qualitative researchers
can always do more. Asking if research questions have been answered pro-
vides a way to judge if enough has been done. If the research proposal repre-
sents a contract, then answering the research questions becomes the starting
place for deciding if the contract has been fulfilled. Research questions are
often refined and sometimes changed during the course of qualitative studies,
but without them, studies can lack direction, focus, or the means to evaluate
their effectiveness.

Formulating research questions is not easy work. It will help a great
deal for the student to have gone through the process of identifying
methodological and substantive theory bases and to have done a literature
review. New researchers who skip these steps and try to begin with research
questions run the considerable risk of adopting questions that do not fit
with their basic assumptions, are not answerable given the kind of research
they want to do, and/or have already been answered in similar settings. The
questions selected will build logically from the researcher’s theoretical ori-
entation and substantive interests. Individuals who see themselves as post-
positivists and want to use interview methods to study administrator per-
spectives on race relations in a school district will have a different frame of
reference and different research questions than critical researchers who
want to use focus groups to study the experience of black students in a
majority white high school.

Students who have not explored their metaphysical assumptions sometimes
pose questions that are simply unanswerable using qualitative approaches. These
are often individuals who assume research is supposed to generate facts, laws,
predictions, and cause-and-effect relationships (see Bogdan & Biklen, 1992),
and their questions reveal their positivist orientation. Qualitative research ques-
tions will look different depending on the paradigm, but none will based on
assessing the effects of factors, variables, causes, or determinants (Hatch 1995c¢).
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Even within the qualitative paradigms, answerability is an important
issue. I make students work hard to generate a few broad, answerable ques-
tions. I like the idea that researchers should be able to describe the intent of
their projects in one or two sentences (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). I also like
the model of one overarching research question followed with subquestions
that remain general in nature but offer more specific direction. An overarch-
ing question ought to reflect the general intent of the study but be specific
enough to delimit its breadth. In graduate school, I did a study of summer
school reading programs with a colleague. We wanted to find out what hap-
pened to primary children who were forced to attend summer programs
because of the threat of retention (Hatch & Bondy, 1984). Our overarching
question was “What is the nature of reading instruction in a remedial sum-
mer program?” The question signaled the basic intent of the study, established
some boundaries on its breadth, and was answerable given our constructivist
participant observation design.

Our subquestions were “What do teachers do to help children who have
been identified as having difficulties learning to read?” and “What kinds of
activities and experiences do teachers provide for these children?” (Hatch &
Bondy, 1984, p. 29). We could have studied any number of phenomena in the
programs we looked at, but our research questions kept us focused on what
teachers did and had students doing during reading time. Our questions were
open-ended, few in number, and stated in straightforward language. I recom-
mend all these qualities to new researchers. Closed-ended questions are bet-
ter suited for quantitative studies, too many questions can lead to a frag-
mented approach to data collection and analysis, and complex language or
jargon increases the possibility of confusion and misinterpretation. Again, it
would be unusual if research questions did not change during a qualitative
project, but having them in place at the outset is essential to the design and
implementation process.

Notice too that our questions were specific to the summer schools we
were studying. We did not frame our questions as if we were claiming to
describe all remedial or all summer programs. Questions such as “What is the
nature of remedial reading instruction?” or “What is summer reading instruc-
tion like?” are pretentious and misleading. Part of the power of qualitative
work is that it provides careful description and analysis of social phenomena
in particular contexts. Identifying such contexts is the next step in the research
design process.

Contexts

In what contexts can my research questions best be answered? To what con-
texts do I have access? Will I be able to gain entry into contexts that I want



44 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

to study? Deciding where to do a study is a key decision, and making a plan
for how to negotiate access and entry is an important element in qualitative
research design. In qualitative work, a context always includes the physical
setting in which social action occurs, a set of participants and their relation-
ships to one another, and the activities in which participants are involved
(Bondy, 1983). In addition, as Graue and Walsh (1995) point out, “A con-
text is a culturally and historically situated place and time” (p. 141). Con-
texts are not, as is assumed in most quantitative studies, static entities that
can be controlled or manipulated. They are complex, dynamic, and nested
within larger cultural, political, and historical frameworks that must be con-
sidered as studies are planned.

Decisions about contexts are driven by many factors. The primary con-
sideration ought to be the concern that the settings of the study will provide
data that make it possible to answer research questions. Other concerns such
as accessibility, feasibility, and familiarity are important, but it makes no sense
to go into a school to study teacher relations with teaching assistants when
monies for teaching assistants have been cut or to plan a study of teacher
induction in a system that hires only experienced teachers. While it is true
that interesting findings may be generated in a wide variety of settings, some
contexts are better than others for answering particular research questions. In
the study of summer school mentioned above, we were interested in the
nature of remedial reading programs, and it was essential to locate contexts
in which reading instruction was a discrete and observable part of the cur-
riculum for children who had “failed” reading during the regular year. An
activity-based program open to any child would not have been a good con-
text for our study.

The kind of research planned is an important consideration as well. Not
only does the kind of research selected frame the generation of questions, but
also it influences context selection decisions. For example, microethnogra-
phies and ethnomethodological studies depend on the careful recording and
analysis of face-to-face interactions, so contexts where such interactions take
place (and are observable) are required. In contrast, artifact analyses and
many historical studies rely on data that can be gathered unobtrusively in a
variety of contexts. Identifying contexts for all studies requires selecting set-
tings appropriate to the kind of research proposed and finding environments
in which research questions can be answered.

Just because the social action of interest is happening in a particular set-
ting does not mean that that context is available for study. Issues of access
and entry also need to be addressed in the design of qualitative studies. Every
setting will be different and require different approaches. Most education pro-
jects will take place in institutional contexts, meaning that designing access
and entry will require a careful analysis of the formal and informal structures
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of the organizations in which the research contexts are imbedded. Of partic-
ular importance is the identification of gatekeepers who formally or infor-
mally control access to the settings of interest. Research designs ought to
include step-by-step plans for finding out the rules and regulations of the
institutions involved (e.g., schools, school districts, state agencies); identify-
ing the names and/or positions of key gatekeepers; specifying who will be
contacted, when, and how; detailing what gatekeepers will be told about the
study; and articulating how formal permission will be acquired.

Careful planning is important because the research will not be possible
without access to the contexts of interest and because initial contacts with
research participants or gatekeepers set the tone for the rest of the study (see
Johnson, 1975). When researchers have not done their homework about
entry requirements or have not taken the time to find out who controls
access, they risk sabotaging their own projects. Virtually all school institu-
tions have written policies about research approval. Large school districts will
likely have an office that is responsible for granting formal permission, and
these offices usually make their permission contingent on the approval of a
school-level administrator if a study is to be done at a school. Formal infor-
mation is usually available via a phone call, and application materials will
often be mailed. Still, it may be a good idea to make a face-to-face visit to dis-
trict offices to make a personal contact and to begin to get a handle on the
informal structures that inevitably influence access and entry. Professors,
other researchers, and contacts inside the system may also be valuable sources
of information about how “things really work.”

If a study involves spending time in classrooms, interviewing teachers,
videotaping children, or having contacts with parents, researchers need plans
for when and how to explain the study to the gatekeepers and participants
involved. Even though school district permission will be required, it may be
a good idea to make contact informally with building principals, teachers,
and parents to assess the likelihood that they will agree to participate or allow
access. As a researcher, you are trying to find out if you will be able to get into
the setting, if you will be welcome there once you get in, and if you are going
to have access to the data you will need to complete your study. I am not rec-
ommending an “end run” around district requirements. I am saying that start-
ing at the top may lead to a situation in which you have district permission
to do a study but nowhere to do it. Or you may end up with a place to do the
study but have no willing participants. Your informal talks with teachers,
principals, and parents might be framed as, “If the district research office (and
your principal) agrees, do you think I could do the study here?” This is also a
good time to seek school-level advice about how the system really works, to
find out who would be best to talk to, and to ask for help in deciding how best
to package the formal application.
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I did my dissertation study in the school district in which I was employed.
Using my contacts within the system, I found a school principal who would
allow me to do a participant observation study in her school and identified a
kindergarten teacher at the school who was interested in participating. I col-
lected the necessary application materials and made arrangements to meet
with a representative of the district research office, who turned out to be a
friend of mine. Because I had known her for several years, and because I knew
she had recently completed a Ph.D., I did not prepare well for our meeting.
She asked good questions: “What is the purpose of your study? What will you
actually be doing? Why do you want to do the study in our district? What will
you do with your findings? How will the district benefit from your study?”’ I
generated answers that were barely satisfactory, but I was embarrassed. I
learned to anticipate such questions and have gone to subsequent meetings of
the same type much better prepared (see Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).

I recommend that researchers outline the elements of a research bargain
that they are able to explain to potential gatekeepers and participants. The
bargain should specify the roles and responsibilities of the researcher and
each participant. It should explain what the researcher will be doing, when,
and for how long. It should tell what will happen to the data of the study and
indicate if and when the participants will have access to the data and/or the
results of the study. An informed consent document will have to be signed as
part of human subjects requirements, and this is a formal contract that is
signed when formal permission is granted. The research bargain will have ele-
ments in common with informed consent forms but is less formal and more
flexible. I recommend that qualitative researchers use both and that the
research bargain be introduced during initial contacts with potential partici-
pants and revisited regularly throughout the research process (see Hatch &
Bondy, 1986).

My view is that researchers should come clean with gatekeepers and par-
ticipants about their research interests and intentions. It is possible to do
covert research in education settings, either hiding the very fact that research
is being done or misleading participants and gatekeepers about real research
objectives. I am against such approaches on principle. It is wrong to lie to
people about what you are doing. I recommend general statements of purpose
(e.g., “I am here to study what it’s like to be a freshman student”) that allow
a degree of latitude as the study unfolds, but I believe it is an ethical neces-
sity to signal everyone involved that you are a researcher studying something
with identifiable boundaries. If those boundaries change during the course of
the study, participants have the right to know. Methods for dealing with such
contingencies should be built into the research bargain.

Negotiating entry and access to research contexts is a continuous
process. Having a solid plan as part of research design is essential, but being
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prepared to make adjustments as the plan unfolds is also important. In some
ways, access is renegotiated every time the researcher reenters the context.
Educational settings are complex professional, social, and political contexts.
Part of the power of qualitative work is that complexity becomes more com-
prehensible as data are gathered and analysis is begun. As researchers learn
more about the settings they study, their awareness of what goes on where and
who controls what will increase. Using this kind of insight to improve the
quality of studies requires ongoing attention to entry and access issues.

Feasibility is an important element in decisions about research contexts
(see Kvale, 1996). Most graduate students do not have the time or resources
to complete studies in distant places that require long stays away from cam-
pus. Most are living on patchwork budgets of savings, loans, and assistant-
ships, so they are looking for research projects that are manageable in terms
of time and seeking contexts that are available and convenient. Many doc-
toral candidates are teachers, administrators, or former educators with direct
connections to local school systems. For them, doing a study in their home
system, school, even in their own classroom seems like a good solution to the
feasibility problem.

While I sometimes capitulate, my general stance is to discourage students
from studying their own contexts. This applies especially to teachers studying
their own classrooms or principals or supervisors studying their own schools.
It is just too difficult to balance the sometimes-conflicting roles of researcher
and educator when the enactment of both roles is required in the same set-
ting. It is just too difficult for educators to pull back from their insider per-
spectives and see things with the eyes of a researcher. It is just too difficult for
participants in the study to respond to the researcher as researcher not
teacher, colleague, or boss. While it may improve chances for access and ease
the sometimes-cumbersome task of building rapport, studying settings with
which you are familiar is generally a bad idea.

This is also true for graduate students who want to study the college stu-
dents for whom they have teaching or supervisory responsibility. Again, it is
tempting to study what you are close to and know a lot about, but students
you have taught or are supervising will respond to you and frame their actions
around you in particular ways because of your role as university instructor.
Further, it will be difficult to bracket your preconceptions about these stu-
dents and what they have learned under you, so all your data will be muddied
in ways that jeopardize the believability of your findings. One of the most
memorable quotes from my own graduate education is “It may be true that
familiarity breeds contempt; more relevantly for the interpreting social sci-
entist, familiarity breeds inattention” (Berger and Kellner, 1981, p. 34). The
phrase familiarity breeds inattention summarizes my biggest concern for anyone
proposing a “backyard” study. Capturing what insiders take for granted is one
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of the objectives of qualitative work. If the researcher is also an insider, that
which is taken for granted may never come to the surface.

Identifying research contexts is an important decision point in qualitative
design. Contexts must provide opportunities for research questions to be
answered, and issues of accessibility and feasibility must be addressed as part of
research design. The more time spent on the front end considering these issues,
the more likely that entry into an appropriate context will be successful.

Participants

Selecting contexts and identifying participants are closely connected. Indeed,
participants make up a large measure of context according to the definition
above. Decisions about context necessarily include decisions about partici-
pants. Still, including plans for selecting and establishing working relationships
with participants is an important part of research design. The terms used signal
very real differences between the ways qualitative and quantitative researchers
think about those they study. Qualitative researchers try to understand the per-
spectives of their participants or informants; quantitative types are interested in
samples and subjects. In general, samples for quantitative studies are better
when the number of subjects (n’s) is high; samples are thought to represent
some larger population; and samples are often homogeneous in an effort to con-
trol for extraneous variables. Qualitative researchers argue that no direct rela-
tionship exists between the number of participants and the quality of a study;
questions of number are answered in reference to research questions and levels
of analysis; contexts are carefully described so that readers can make their own
judgments about applicability to their own contexts; and there are no extrane-
ous variables—any element that is perceived to be important by participants is
important to the study (see Hatch, 1995¢).

The criteria for participant selection grow out of different assumptions
depending on the research paradigm and the kind of study. In postpositivist
studies, the researcher is interested in discovering the patterns of under-
standing that participants use to make sense of their worlds. They require par-
ticipants who are willing to allow researchers to watch them acting in their
natural environments and/or talk with them about their actions and inten-
tions. Postpositivists see themselves as data-gathering instruments, so they
need close relationships with informants in order to have access to the data
they require. They often enlist the assistance of key informants or guides with
whom they have a special relationship that gives them insight into the set-
tings they are studying and access to people and events they could not obtain
on their own (Berg, 1998; Spradley, 1980). Analysis is usually accomplished
by the researcher alone, using rigorous methods that ensure that findings are
empirically supported by the data.
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Constructivists think of their participants as coconstructors of the
knowledge generated by their studies. They are likely to enlist their infor-
mants in much more collaborative relationships that postpositivists. While
their level of involvement will vary across studies, participants in construc-
tivist projects often help decide how research questions might be modified,
what other participants might be involved, how richer data might be col-
lected, and how analyses might be framed. It is usual in these studies for par-
ticipants to have a say in how the final product will look. If they are not
involved in the analysis process directly, they are almost always given an
opportunity to see and give feedback on findings before they are finalized (see
Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Researchers in the critical/feminist paradigm are interested in raising the
consciousness and transforming the lives of those they study. Researchers and
participants work together to expose injustices in society. Critical and femi-
nist research purposes include helping participants recognize and challenge
the oppressive conditions under which they operate. While this stance is
often critiqued by positivists as not scientific because it is not objective,
transformative inquiry makes perfect sense within its own paradigmatic
assumptions. Still, selecting participants who understand the transformative
intent of critical or feminist work is obviously important. It would be unfair
and unethical not to describe exactly what expectations are for participants
in any study, but it is especially important when the study is designed to raise
awareness, evoke resistance, and encourage political action.

No particular relationship with participants is logically specified from
poststructuralist assumptions. Tentativeness about the ability to know the
lived experience of participants and reluctance to try to represent lives in text
make relations with participants ambiguous. The specifics of particular stud-
ies will dictate more about participant-researcher relations than the fact that
a poststructuralist perspective is taken.

The kind of research approach selected will affect participant selection
criteria within all paradigms. Graduate students are rightly concerned about
how many participants are needed to make their studies sufficiently robust to
count as a dissertation. I am ever ready to give my best professorial answer:
“It depends.” It depends on the purpose of the study, what kind of study is
planned, and, again, what questions the study is trying to answer.

As designs are proposed, students and I often negotiate a balance
between breadth and depth. It’s a simple formula, but in most studies I can
imagine, the fewer the participants involved, the more time must be spent
with each one. By way of illustration, if the research is a qualitative interview
study of high school guidance counselors’ perspectives on their jobs, 30 coun-
selors from around the country could be interviewed once, 10 counselors from
one district could be interviewed three times, or three counselors from the
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same school could be interviewed multiple times. This approach to deciding
the number of participants to interview fits within the spirit of Kvale’s answer
to his students: “Interview as many subjects as necessary to find out what you
need to know” (1996, p. 101). It would be possible to study a single guidance
counselor, but interviewing alone would not provide sufficient data to gener-
ate the depth necessary to justify such a study. In fact, the fewer the number
of participants, the more important it is to include multiple data sources.
Similar negotiations of balance are common in all kinds of studies. When a
grounded theory, narrative, phenomenological, or any other kind of study is
proposed, issues of “how many?” have to be balanced with concerns about
“how deep?” Finding that balance is not easy, but specifying the projected
number of participants and estimating the amount of time to be spent with
them is a key element in qualitative research design.

Deciding exactly who the participants will be is determined in part by
the context and unit of analysis selected for study. If it is a case study of a col-
lege sorority chapter or an ethnography of a third grade classroom, the par-
ticipants will likely be all of the actors in those settings. If the project is a
focus group study of private school teachers’ perspectives on merit pay, deci-
sions about who to include will be framed by concerns around how many
schools to involve, what kinds of private schools to include, how many focus
groups to have, and what kinds of teachers (by experience, discipline, grade
level, etc.) to invite.

While the perspective is decidedly postpositivist and heavily influenced
by evaluation research, Patton (1990, pp. 169-86) offers a variety of “pur-
poseful sampling” strategies that are useful for thinking about selecting par-
ticipants in any kind of qualitative study. For example, Patton includes
homogeneous samples, maximum variation samples, and intensity sampling
among his 16 strategies. Homogeneous samples are made up of participants
who share common characteristics, and these selection strategies are useful
for studying small subgroups in depth. Maximum variation samples are the
opposite of homogeneous samples because participants are selected based on
differences in characteristics. This kind of sampling is used in studies that
seek to find central themes that are shared by a variety of participants. Inten-
sity sampling seeks to identify participants who manifest intense forms of the
phenomena of interest, and this kind of sampling is useful in studies that seek
to understand the development and expression of such phenomena.

Many students and some experienced researchers are drawn to projects
because a readymade sample is convenient and available for study. I agree
with Patton (1990) on both counts when he says that “convenience sam-
pling . . . is probably the most common sampling strategy—and the least
desirable” (p. 180). For students who see their doctoral programs as nothing
more than a series of hoops to jump through, a “quick and dirty” dissertation
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study that starts with identifying a readily accessible group of willing partici-
pants may seem like the perfect setup. It is tempting to go with what you
know, and feasibility is a real concern in any study; but if a study is to have
integrity and make a solid contribution, starting with convenience sampling
strategies is not the way to go.

Thinking through and describing the anticipated relationships between
researcher and participants is a vital part of designing a qualitative project. It
should be expected that developing relationships with participants will take
time and energy. It is likely that, as in any relationship, things will not always
go smoothly. While the particulars cannot be anticipated, making general
plans for building and maintaining rapport is important.

Participants are the ultimate gatekeepers. They determine whether and
to what extent the researcher will have access to the information desired. In
their discussion of field relations between researchers and informants, McCall
and Simmons (1969) point out that the reason such relations are often prob-
lematic is that participants “do not know how to be studied” (p. 28). Build-
ing good working relationships is the responsibility of the researcher, and it is
the researcher who must make and implement a plan for helping participants
“learn how to be studied.”

In the context section, I mentioned that researchers should have the
outline of a research bargain in hand before approaching potential research
participants and that these bargains should include descriptions of the roles
and responsibilities of researcher and participants. Before such roles and
responsibilities can be drafted, the researcher should think carefully about
what kind of researcher-participant relationship is desirable given the para-
digm in which the study is framed, the kind of study to be done, and the
research questions to be asked. Different paradigms and different research
approaches require different kinds of relationships. Researchers who want to
join with teachers in a critical action research project will approach rela-
tionship building differently than those planning an interview study of state
school board officers. Collaborative studies, by definition, require close work-
ing relationships, but historiographies may or may not be facilitated by build-
ing rapport with potential informants. Thinking through relationship issues
ahead of time will save time in the long run.

Once the level of desired relationship is identified, plans can be made for
building and maintaining that level of relationship. Depending on the study,
researchers may decide that initial interview, focus group, observation, or
artifact collection sessions will be devoted heavily to relationship building.
They may decide to implement data collection strategies incrementally to
allow participants to become familiar and comfortable with the process and
their presence. In any case, researchers should take time to go over what the
study will involve and what will be expected of participants before the study
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actually begins. They should be able to tell participants what the purpose of
the study is in words that are easily understood. Researchers should be pre-
pared to explain what they will be doing, when, and for how long. Partici-
pants need to know what they are supposed to do to prepare for the
researcher, what to do when he or she is with them, and what they can tell
others about the project. Participants need a systematic way to let the
researcher know when they have questions about the research process or are
uncomfortable in the research setting. I recommend that the research bar-
gain specify periodic checkpoints at which time the researcher and partici-
pant actively discuss how the participant perceives the research process. If
this is built into the plan, such questions as “How are you feeling about the
way things are going?” will be more than polite conversation (Hatch &
Bondy, 1986).

Every study will be different, but when researchers ask others to partici-
pate in their studies at any level, they owe them respect, concern, and con-
sideration. Identifying participants and inviting their involvement are impor-
tant steps in designing an effective research project. Selecting the right
participants and building working relationships with them can make or break
a qualitative study. Careful planning will not guarantee success, but failure to
plan leaves far too much to chance.

Data Collection Strategies

Even though these sections are written in serial fashion, I hope it is clear that
qualitative research design is not strictly linear. Questions of data collection
will be part of the thinking all along the design process. As researchers come
to grips with their assumptions about substance and method and identify
research questions, they are thinking within a conceptual framework that
opens certain kinds of options (and closes others) when decisions about data
collection strategies are made. When all this comes together, the logic of the
study will be tight and easy to explain. When the study is put together from
the middle out, starting with research questions, a convenient context, or the
desire to use a particular kind of data collection strategy, logical justifications
will probably be difficult.

The next chapter of this book is devoted to an extensive discussion of
data collection strategies, and the details of how to collect data via various
methods will be left for that chapter. In the design phase of a qualitative pro-
ject, it is necessary for researchers to specify what data will be collected, how
and when the data will be collected, and why the data will be collected. The
answer to the “why” question should flow logically from the issues addressed
throughout this chapter and the last. If a researcher operates within the post-
positivist paradigm and wants to do an ethnomethodological study of turn
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taking during advanced math instruction in a magnet high school, partici-
pant observation records of classroom interactions are the logical data. If a
critical historiography of desegregated schools in a Southern city in the 1950s
is the goal, then archival data will logically include public records, newspa-
per accounts, and private diaries, but the collection of interview data from
individuals involved in the schools may also be justified. The rationale for
data collection strategies should flow directly and smoothly from considera-
tions of paradigm, research questions, contexts, and participants.

The design of qualitative projects must include a description of what the
data of the study will be and how they will be collected. With a colleague, I
did a yearlong study of the social adjustments of four highly creative children
in a preschool classroom (Johnson & Hatch, 1990). The qualitative data for
the study were videotapes of classroom activity, participation observation
field notes, notes from informal interviews, transcripts of formal taped inter-
views, and unobtrusive data such as school records, reports, program descrip-
tions, material from children’s cumulative folders, photographs, and teacher-
and student-made artifacts. We were interested in watching how social rela-
tions developed among four target children who had been identified as highly
creative and the rest of their preschool classmates. The data gathering strate-
gies selected fit our purposes and our assumptions that social relationships are
constructed among children through their interactions with peers.

We wanted to be in the classroom the first week of school and continue
to gather data throughout one school year. Our data collection design was
built on being in the classroom at least one full morning per week through-
out the year. We tried to balance visits across days of the week, and we always
let the teacher know which day we would be coming week to week. We col-
lected field notes during each visit, sometimes following a particular child,
sometimes going where the social action was happening in the room, and
sometimes recording observations where video taping was being done. Infor-
mal interview notes were recorded in field-note records as they occurred
throughout the day. Field notes were filled in and converted to typed research
protocols as soon after observation visits as possible. We hired a technician
to videotape social interactions in three activity centers in the room. Twenty
minutes in each center were recorded on tape during each weekly visit. For-
mal interviews with the teacher and her assistant were conducted at the
beginning, middle, and end of the data collection phase of the study, and par-
ents of the target students were interviewed near the end. Unobtrusive data
were collected throughout the study.

The foregoing is offered as an example of the kinds of data and data col-
lection strategies that might be specified in a qualitative design. Doctoral
committees, funding agencies, institutional review boards, and/or potential
gatekeepers and participants will need to know what kind of data the
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researcher is after and how he or she plans to get it. I ask students to be as
specific as possible about these issues. Again, it is understood that data col-
lection strategies will evolve in the process of doing the study, but starting
with a solid plan is essential.

If it’s a study using participant observation, initial plans should
include projections concerning how many observational visits will be
made and how long each visit will last. If interviews or focus groups are
planned, the estimated number and duration should be specified. Artifact
collection should be articulated in some detail. This is another place for
negotiation between students and committees. Data collection strategies
are important elements of the design contract, and I often argue for lan-
guage that stipulates “at least” so many hours of observation, so many
interviews, or so much artifact data. My experience reviewing proposals for
qualitative studies and manuscripts reporting qualitative work is that too
many are based on too little data. Extended engagement and rich data that
lead to thick descriptions help distinguish qualitative research from more
traditional inquiry. Qualitative designs should establish clear plans that
make a strong case that the researcher will spend sufficient time and col-
lect appropriate data. It makes no sense to put energy into a project that
will be dismissed out of hand because the data set is thin or ill matched to
the purposes of the study. These and related issues will be taken up in more
detail in the next chapter.

Data Analysis Procedures

Analysis is the most mysterious and most difficult part of qualitative research.
It is fair to say that the only way to understand the data analysis process is to
do it. That is why effective qualitative research courses build some kind of
data analysis experience into course requirements. For novice qualitative
researchers, describing data analysis strategies as part of their research designs
is difficult because most have never done a full-scale analysis. I devote a long
chapter describing several approaches to qualitative data analysis that I hope
will provide guidance in forming, describing, and implementing data analysis
plans. That chapter should be studied before analysis designs are formulated,
but now, I want to give an overview of what needs to be included at the
design stage in terms of data analysis strategies.

Readers of design proposals want to have confidence that researchers
know what they are doing. Funding agencies don’t want to risk their money,
human subjects committees don’t want to risk their institutional reputations,
and doctoral committees don’t want to risk wasting their students’ time (or
their own). Knowing what they’re doing includes having a firm idea of how
data will be analyzed. Just saying that data will be analyzed qualitatively or
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inductively will not be enough for most critical readers. More details about
when and how analysis will be accomplished are needed to build confidence
in the research design.

Of course, data analysis choices will build on previous design decisions.
With some kinds of research, especially those within the postpositivist para-
digm, specific kinds of data analysis are prescribed when the research
approach is identified. Grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) is a good
example. If the researcher is doing grounded theory, then readers know that
systematic, rigorous data collection and analysis procedures are well defined.
The researcher will be formulating potential explanations and searching for
potential patterns through close reading and rereading of data throughout the
analysis process, and constant comparison will be used to determine if these
potential “theories” are grounded in the data. In positivist studies, naming an
analytic approach such as analysis of covariance or multiple regression tells
the reader a great deal about how analysis will be accomplished. Identifying
grounded theory as an analytic strategy is as close to such an approach as will
be found in qualitative work. But, as I mentioned in chapter 1, if the study is
called “grounded theory,” it must really be grounded theory, or the concep-
tual shorthand falls apart.

Other postpositivist research models have been developed to a level of
specificity that identifying them gives the reader a good idea of how analysis
will be done. Spradley’s (1979, 1980) developmental research sequence
(DRS) is an example, as are techniques described by Miles and Huberman
(1994). In addition, analysis strategies, such as “analytic induction” (Denzin,
1978; Lindesmith, 1952; Robinson, 1951), have been articulated, and nam-
ing these strategies signals readers who know qualitative work that certain
systematic rigor will be built into the analysis.

Most qualitative studies will not fit neatly into a specific model, so
describing data analysis procedures will be more complicated than saying, “I
will analyze my data using Miles and Huberman’s approach.” It is much more
likely that researchers will say things like, “I will adapt Spradley’s DRS” or “I
will apply principles of analytic induction” then proceed to explain the adap-
tations or articulate how the principles will be applied. Studies based on
other than postpositivist assumptions will have far fewer “models” to adopt or
adapt because the metaphysics of the other paradigms don’t easily lend them-
selves to the development of prescribed procedures. Naturalistic inquiry as
described by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is close to a constructivist exception,
but my read is that analytic procedures in Naturalistic Inquiry are not intended
to be prescriptive to the point that researchers can say, “I will analyze my data
using Lincoln and Guba’s approach.”

Since prescribed models are unusual in most qualitative paradigms,
analysis procedures need to be spelled out in straightforward terms. Proposal
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readers need to know what researchers expect to do and when. The when part
will likely be that the analysis will begin after all the data for the study are
collected, that analysis will be recursive and begin with the first data col-
lected, or that analysis will occur at set stages during the study. All are legit-
imate approaches depending on the kind of study being done. I have used all
three in various studies. In an interview study, I have collected data from all
my informants before beginning analysis. In classroom participant observa-
tion studies, I have begun analysis with the first observational data and
shaped future observations based on that analysis. And in a study with mul-
tiple data sets, I have collected one set of data, analyzed that, and moved
through the next data collection phase before analyzing its data.

Deciding if data will be analyzed in an ongoing fashion, at certain points,
or only at the end will depend on the study. While none is inherently better
than the others, there is some risk for researchers who wait until they are
removed from the research context to do any analysis. These researchers may
not know if they have sufficient data to support their findings. They may get
into their data and find that something really interesting is going on, but
have insufficient depth in the data for making the case in a final report. Or
they may find conflicting evidence in their analyses and have no way to
gather more information to resolve the conflict. A rule of thumb is that the
more open the research questions, the more important to have analysis built
into the data collection process. If researchers start with more specific ques-
tions, they will be looking for data that answer those questions and the risks
of waiting to do analysis go down. If they are asking, “What’s going on in this
setting?” kinds of questions (see Goffman, 1974), then a recursive cycle of
data collection and analysis is called for.

Telling proposal readers how analysis will be accomplished is more diffi-
cult. Again, the chapter on data analysis will provide several possible
approaches. All will be based on organizing data analysis in ways that answer
research questions and follow the logic of qualitative design described in the
first two chapters of this book. All will require careful reading and rereading
of the data. All will identify certain procedures to be followed, and all will
specify some method for dealing with counterevidence or discrepant cases.
These elements will look different depending on the paradigm, kind of study,
and research questions; but addressing them in the research design is impor-
tant for explaining the research and for framing the study in the researcher’s
mind. For example, in chapter 4, I detail typological analysis procedures I
have developed for working with interview data around research questions
that address fairly specific topics. These can be adapted to fit most approaches
that use interviewing as a data collection strategy. Listing the steps here will
give a sense of what kind of information should be included in the data analy-
sis section of a research design: (a) identify topic areas to be analyzed; (b)
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read the data, marking entries related to topics; (c) read entries by topic,
recording main ideas in entries on a summary sheet; (d) look for patterns, cat-
egories, relationships within topic areas; (e) read data, coding entries accord-
ing to patterns identified (keep a record of what entries go with what ele-
ments in your patterns); (f) search for nonexamples of your patterns—decide
if your patterns are supported by the data; (g) look for relationships among
the patterns identified; (h) write your patterns as one-sentence generaliza-
tions; and (i) select data excerpts to support your generalizations.

A trap that novice qualitative researchers sometimes fall into is to
assume that merely identifying a computer program designed to support qual-
itative data analysis is a sufficient description of their data analysis proce-
dures. They sometimes write declarations such as, “Data analysis will be
accomplished using NUD.IST software” and leave it at that. As will be dis-
cussed later, there are some computer programs that can be helpful in accom-
plishing the mechanics of data analysis (see Tesch, 1990; Weitzman & Miles,
1995), but no program can be developed to do the “mindwork”(Wolcott,
1995, p. 155) necessary to interpret and analyze qualitative data. Identifying
a specific program that will be used to organize data as part of the analysis
process is fine; saying that the program will do the analysis is not.

Many new researchers collect their data then hit the wall because they
have no idea how to make sense of it through data analysis. While this is
understandable at some level because analysis is always a complex task, hav-
ing a plan for data analysis as part of research design will force researchers to
think through what they anticipate doing before they are faced with a
mountain of data and nowhere to start climbing. My view is that most qual-
itative methods texts do not give enough data analysis guidance to new
researchers, and I try to do better in this book. Reading this and other
sources will help researchers project data analysis strategies, but spending
time with real data through course projects or pilot studies is the best way to
come to terms with data analysis issues. Developing data analysis procedures
as part of research design will always be a challenge, but it will get easier
with knowledge and experience.

Nature of Anticipated Findings

As they are designing studies, qualitative researchers will not be able to
describe their anticipated findings. They do not begin with a null hypothesis
to retain or reject. But, they can anticipate the form that their findings will
take; they can describe the nature of anticipated findings. Again, this is an
important conceptual step for the researcher and those evaluating his or her
research proposal. Having a basic idea of what findings will look like gives
researchers a frame of reference for thinking about what they are doing at
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each step of the research process. Being able to describe the nature of antici-
pated findings to committee members gives them confidence that the prod-
uct of a great deal of effort will be worth the trouble.

For some studies, the form will flow directly from the kind of research
approach that is applied. The products of ethnographic fieldwork are ethno-
graphies. Historiographies may be organized in different ways, but they are
historic accounts by nature. Narrative studies of the type that Polkinghorne
(1995, p. 15) calls “narrative analysis” are reported as stories that unite and
give meaning to the data. Critiques are the natural product of studies done
using the principles of educational criticism.

Most kinds of qualitative research, however, will produce insights that
can be presented in a number of ways. Wolcott (1994) provides a useful tool
for thinking about the form findings will take. He describes three options for
organizing and presenting qualitative data: description, analysis, and inter-
pretation. Wolcott argues that all three are present to some degree in all qual-
itative studies but that deciding what gets emphasized in the balance deter-
mines the nature of the findings. In descriptive findings, the data are said to
speak for themselves. The goal is to provide accounts that represent as far a
possible what is going on in particular contexts. Wolcott recognizes that pure
description is impossible because researchers are observing through their own
interpretive lenses and making choices about what to describe, but, on bal-
ance, description emphasizes data presentation as the source for understand-
ing the contexts under examination.

Analysis, for Wolcott, means transforming data by way of searching for
relationships and key factors that can be supported by evidence in the data.
It requires careful, systematic methods that lead to careful documentation
that is grounded in the data. The products of analysis are generalizations that
represent essential features or relationships, and the case for the accuracy of
these generalizations is made using excerpts from the data. Again, analysis
cannot be completely divorced from description or interpretation, but an
emphasis on analysis leads to findings that look substantially different from
descriptive or interpretive accounts.

Interpretation involves mental processes through which the researcher
goes beyond “factual data and cautious analysis and begins to probe what is
to be made of them (Wolcott, 1994, p. 36). Understanding and explanation
are the goals of interpretation, and it is here that the researcher inserts his or
her own thinking into the data transformation process. Interpretive work is
not undertaken without regard for the data; indeed, the plausibility of inter-
pretations comes from the researcher’s ability to use the data to make the case
for his or her interpretations.

Astute readers will see connections between qualitative paradigms and
Wolcott’s three-pronged data transformation construct. Postpositivist
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research may include some description, but the obvious emphasis will be on
analysis. Constructivists will be comfortable emphasizing description, doing
analysis, or coconstructing interpretations in concert with their partici-
pants. Critical/feminists may include some description and analysis, but
their orientation assumes interpretation from particular sociopolitical per-
spectives. For poststructuralists, everything, including “reality” itself, is an
interpretation.

By following the sequence in this chapter, researchers will put limits
on what is logical when it comes to deciding on the form their findings will
take. Whether Wolcott’s construct is used or not, the kind of research and
paradigm selected will point toward certain kinds of findings. For example,
someone doing a focus group study of first-grade teachers’ perspectives on
whole language approaches to reading instruction will have research ques-
tions and select data analysis procedures framed by the assumptions of a
particular paradigm. The questions for a constructivist will likely be open-
ended, and participants and contexts will be selected based on whether the
researcher wants to include a homogeneous or heterogeneous group in
terms of whole language experience, commitment, training, and so on.
The constructivist researcher will seek to coconstruct with his or her focus
group participants the meanings that they bring to the concept of whole
language. The analysis will be set up to describe the meaning structures
participants use to understand whole language, and the findings will logi-
cally take the form of descriptions that rely heavily on the voices of the
teachers in the study.

A postpositivist may approach the study as a way to identify the compo-
nents of whole language teaching from the perspectives of first-grade teach-
ers. This researcher may form focus groups of teachers doing whole language
and ask questions that get participants talking about what it looks like in
their classrooms. The data would be systematically analyzed for patterns of
shared meaning across the group, and findings would be presented in the form
of analytic generalizations that are supported with excerpts from the tran-
scripts of the focus group interviews.

A researcher from the critical/feminist paradigm may develop research
questions designed to confront teachers with social, economic, and political
implications of using whole-language approaches with children from back-
grounds that are said to place them “at risk” of school failure. He or she may
select teachers based on their willingness to think critically about such issues,
and analysis may lead to interpretive findings that read like an exposé of the
hidden consequences of implementing whole-language approaches with cer-
tain groups of children. In addition, the teachers and researcher may develop
action plans for revealing these consequences to others and resisting them in
their own workplaces. The point of the example is not to argue that whole
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language is bad for poor kids (phonics programs or any other approach could
be critically examined), but to show that the nature of findings in most stud-
ies will flow logically from their design.

Describing the nature of anticipated findings is not the same as antici-
pating the findings themselves. In The Art of Fieldwork, Wolcott (1995, p.
204) admonishes researchers to “work ‘start to finish’ but think ‘finish to
start.” Thinking carefully about what the products of the research will look
like gives the researcher a reference point for making decisions at each step
along the way (see Kvale, 1996). Anticipating the nature of projected find-
ings gives the researcher (and readers of his or her proposal) confidence that
the journey proposed will lead to some productive place.

In sum, building a research design that has a flexible structure is a kind
of balancing act. Having had experience with research designs that need to
be modified as their studies unfold, seasoned qualitative researchers will be
more comfortable with the flexible side of the equation. Those new to qual-
itative work will want to emphasize the structure side of the balance, expect-
ing that studies will evolve and change but starting with a solid plan that
gives them and their committees confidence that the work will lead to a pos-
itive conclusion. In the chapters to follow, more detail will be provided that
will help guide researchers as they plan and do data collection, data analysis,
and write-up.

INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW

When research is done under the banner of an institution such as a univer-
sity, researchers are usually required to submit their research designs to
human subjects committees or institutional review boards (IRBs). These
committees review research projects to be sure they are designed in ways that
protect research participants—the human subjects—from harm. Different
institutions have different requirements, but doctoral students can be virtu-
ally certain that their dissertation preparations will include getting clearance
from their university’s IRB. In this section, I outline the elements that need
to be included in an institutional review application and discuss research
ethics that go beyond basic human subjects concerns.

Institutional review boards are usually made up of experienced
researchers who are charged with insuring that any project with their insti-
tution’s name on it “does no harm” to individuals who agree to participate as
research subjects. Universities where large numbers of studies are being done
often construct their boards so that expertise in a variety of disciplines and
research approaches is represented. Representatives with knowledge of the
legal risks associated with research either sit on or act as council to such
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boards. Institutional review committees publish guidelines to help researchers
in preparing materials, and they meet regularly to approve, reject, or ask for
modification of applications. Some institutions have different levels of review
depending on the risks associated with individual studies. Some have “short
forms” and/or “expedited review procedures” for projects that appear to offer
little or no risk. These contrast with standard procedures requiring a com-
plete application and “full review” by the entire board. Most universities
build in procedures at the department and/or college level so that colleagues
from the same discipline review materials before being forwarded to univer-
sity IRBs. The elements presented here are drawn from my experience serv-
ing on the institutional review board at my present university (University of
Tennessee IRB, 1999). They represent elements of a full review, but of course,
researchers must refer to the guidelines of their own institutions as they pre-
pare human subjects materials.

Identification of Project

Information in this section tells the reviewers who will be doing the project,
who will be advising the researcher (if it is a thesis or dissertation), the type
of project proposed, the title of the project, its starting and estimated com-
pletion date, and if any external agencies are involved in funding the project.
Much of this detail is completed by filling in blanks on a form. If it is a the-
sis or dissertation, a faculty member approved to direct such work must be
identified either as advisor, principal investigator (PI), or co-principal inves-
tigator (Co-PI), depending on the institution. Students will be listed as PlIs or
Co-Pls.

Project Objectives

This is a narrative describing the rationale, goals and objectives, and antic-
ipated significance of the research. This will be a short version of similar sec-
tions of the research proposal. Before I served on my IRB, I had my students
submit their full proposals as attachments to their IRB applications, and
some universities require this. Since serving, my advice is to just give insti-
tutional review committees what they ask for and to give it to them in clear,
understandable language. Institutional review boards are in the business of
making decisions about risks. They need information that helps them make
good decisions about potential risks. They don’t necessarily need all the
detail included in a full proposal to determine the degree of risk. Portions
can be lifted intact from the proposal, but care should be taken to use lan-
guage in the IRB application that is easily understood by individuals from
other disciplines.
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Description of Research Participants

In this section, reviewers want to see a clear description of who the partici-
pants will be and how many, how access to these individuals will be gained,
and the criteria for selection and exclusion of potential participants. If groups
whose ability to give voluntary and informed consent may be questioned are
to be used (e.g., children, prisoners, or individuals with cognitive impair-
ments), researchers must provide a rationale. Sources for participants and
methods for recruiting them must be identified. If those sources are institu-
tions such as schools, hospitals, or government agencies, researchers must
provide letters of permission from these institutions that authorize
researchers to contact potential participants, use the facilities, and/or access
records. If incentives are to be offered to potential subjects, a rationale must
be provided. Any relationships between investigators and participants must
be disclosed and safeguards described so that no individuals will be coerced
into participating. Methods of obtaining informed consent from these indi-
viduals are taken up in a later section.

Methods and Procedures

This section should spell out exactly what will be done in terms of data col-
lection and analysis. Again, the language should be accessible to reviewers
not conversant with the specialized language of particular disciplines and
research approaches. Data collection techniques (e.g., interviews, observa-
tions, video or audio taping) need to be described, as do plans for how data
will be analyzed and interpreted. This information will be an abstracted ver-
sion of the research proposal with an emphasis on exactly how participants
will be affected by such procedures and anticipating any potential risks. It is
not the job of IRBs to evaluate the adequacy of data collection and analysis
procedures except when inadequacies lead to risks for participants. The rea-
son for requiring a clear description of research procedures is to make an
informed decision about the value of a research project in relation to the risks
associated with its implementation.

Specific Risks and Protection Measures

In this section, researchers should spell out the nature and amount of poten-
tial risk. Precautions to be used to reduce risks should be described and the
effectiveness of the precautions assessed. Means of assuring confidentiality
must be described, including the storage and disposal of data (e.g., tapes, pho-
tographs) through which identification of participants is possible. Who will
have access to data should be specified and rationalized. In qualitative stud-
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ies, it will be unusual for participants to be exposed to risks associated with
treatments or procedures, but their anonymity will need to be protected
unless they give direct permission to the contrary.

Benefits

It is not expected that all research will be risk free; but whatever risks are evi-
dent must be justified in terms of some benefit. In this section, benefits to
participants and/or society should be described. It is understood that most
projects contribute to knowledge in the field of research, and this is a bene-
fit, but care should be taken not to inflate the incidental benefits to individ-
uals who agree to participate. Payments are considered incentives, not bene-
fits. Participants in qualitative studies often give a great deal of time and
reveal sensitive information that may make them vulnerable. This is some-
times justified by claiming that participants benefit from having someone
observe and talk to them, as if it will be automatically therapeutic to have
someone studying your every move or asking you about your motives. While
it sometimes happens that researchers become close to participants and that
both benefit personally and professionally from those close relationships, to
make such claims on the front end is presumptuous (see Measor & Sikes,
1992). It is essential that qualitative researchers think carefully about pro-
tecting informants and that they portray potential benefits honestly. This
kind of information should be clearly spelled out in IRB applications and
research bargains.

Methods of Obtaining Informed Consent

Informed consent is a key feature of a human subjects review. The elements
covered in the complete application need to be part of the information that
participants receive prior to giving their official consent. The exact methods
for obtaining informed consent must be specified in this section, and copies
of the actual forms to be used must be included. Methods must give the
potential participants the opportunity to consider whether or not to consent
and minimize the possibility of coercion or undue influence. Capable adults
give “consent,” children and others who may be incapable of making
informed decisions give “assent,” and legally authorized representatives give
“permission” for their charges to participate. Different forms and procedures
are required in each case. Forms must be in language that is understandable
to participants, and means must be specified for explaining procedures to
those who may not be able to read or understand consent documents. The
basic elements of informed consent are summarized below (abstracted from

University of Tennessee IRB, 1999, pp. 20-21):
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e State that the study involves research

e Explain the purpose of the research and the expected duration of the par-
ticipant’s involvement

¢ Describe the procedures that directly involve human participants
e Describe any foreseeable risks or discomforts
e Describe any benefits to participants or others

e Describe the extent to which confidentiality will be maintained, how
records will be stored, and who will have access to data

e For research involving more than minimal risk, explain whether any
compensation is available if injury occurs

e Identify persons participants can contact with questions about the
research or their rights

e State that participation is voluntary and that participants can withdraw
at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which they are other-
wise entitled.

These elements are required for studies of all types, and additional elements
may be required depending on the study. Some elements fit better with qual-
itative methods than others. IRBs at most universities will include members
who know qualitative research and understand the special concerns of quali-
tative researchers for their participants. Some of these concerns will be
addressed in the ethics section below.

Qualifications of the Investigator(s)

When human subjects are involved, IRBs need assurances that researchers
know what they are doing. This is partly why dissertation advisors are usually
carried as principal or co-principal investigators. The more vulnerable the
participant group, the more important that researchers have the appropriate
experience and expertise.

Facilities and Equipment

This section will include a description of the facilities and equipment to be
used as part of the research and an evaluation of their adequacy for the
intended project. If facilities other than those of the university are to be used,
then letters of permission from the organization supplying the facilities must
be included. This is especially important in education studies that involve
work in school buildings. As mentioned above, written permission from
appropriate school representatives will need to be acquired before submitting
institutional review applications.
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Responsibility of the Principal/Co-Principal Investigator

At the University of Tennessee, all IRB applications must include the fol-
lowing verbatim statement that includes acknowledging ethical responsibili-
ties as prescribed in the Belmont Report (National Commission, 1979):

By compliance with the policies established by the Institutional Review
Board of the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, the principal investiga-
tor(s) subscribe to the principles stated in “The Belmont Report” and stan-
dards of professional ethics in all research, development, and related activ-
ities involving human participants under the auspices of the University of
Tennessee, Knoxville. The principal investigator(s) further agree that:

A. Approval will be obtained from the Institutional Review Board
prior to instituting any change in the research project.

B. Development of any unexpected risks will be immediately reported
to the compliance section.

C. An annual review and progress report will be completed and sub-
mitted when requested by the Institutional Review Board.

D. Signed informed consent documents will be kept for the duration of

the project and for at least three years thereafter at a location
approved by the Institutional Review Board.

Preparing IRB applications is an important part of learning how to do
qualitative research. Application forms and procedures will be different in
different places, but the basic concern for protecting participants will be the
same. My view is that ethical responsibility goes beyond “first do no harm.”
Some of the special ethical concerns of qualitative research in education are
taken up below.

ETHICS

Qualitative researchers are interested in exploring the world from the per-
spective of cultural insiders. Their methods are designed to allow them to
get close to the action and close to their informants. Most qualitative stud-
ies require some level of active involvement by research participants. Many
only work when that involvement is extensive, and some studies require
involvement at the level of collaboration. We ask a lot when we ask indi-
viduals to participate in our qualitative studies. We usually ask for a consid-
erable amount of time, but more important, we ask participants to reveal
what goes on behind the scenes in their everyday lives. We ask them to trust
us to the point that they are comfortable sharing the intimate details of their
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lifeworlds. We make some sort of record of these, then we leave. We ask a
lot, take a lot, and, if we’re not careful, give very little.

Reciprocity is an ethical issue in any research effort, but it is especially
important when participants invest themselves in close relationships with
researchers and trust them with sensitive information. It is fair to ask who
benefits from these relationships and who benefits most? It’s easy to see how
researchers benefit, but what are the rewards for participants? When
research bargains are struck, it is important to build in reciprocal arrange-
ments that specify what the researcher will be contributing to the bargain.
These can be labor-related contributions such as driving parents to Head
Start meetings or monitoring students during study hall, or they might be
expertise-related activities such as helping to organize presentations for a
school board meeting or providing inservice for teachers. It gets tricky for
researchers in some classroom studies because volunteering to work as a
coteacher or assistant or agreeing to consult with the teacher on his or her
teaching practices may put researchers in roles that conflict with their
researcher role and change the nature of the study. Others will design stud-
ies with the expectation that collaborations in labor, like coteaching, are a
positive element that allows for benefits to participants to become part of
the study and its findings (see Zigo, 2001). No matter what the anticipated
relationships with participants, giving back something of substance needs to
be considered as qualitative projects are planned.

Plans also need to made for leaving the scene once the research process
is complete. This is an especially sensitive issue when participants and
researchers have formed close personal bonds. The conventional model has
been for researchers to take what they want from the research site then
abruptly pull out (see Reinharz, 1979), but this is ethically unacceptable
when participants have made themselves vulnerable through close personal
contact with researchers. Standard research bargains will specify if and how
research findings will be shared with participants, but they typically do not
discuss how exiting the project will be accomplished. I am not suggesting that
bargains say things like, “The researcher will remain friends with the partic-
ipant.” I do think that ceremonial events such as a final debriefing or wrap-
up celebration are important if the researcher is planning not to have future
contact with participants. When the expectation is that the relationship will
continue, building in a session to plan future activities might be appropriate.
The point is to signal both sides what will be expected of the relationship at
the end of the study. This will be more important in some studies than in oth-
ers, but protecting the feelings of those who have given themselves to any
project is an ethical imperative.

Qualitative researchers doing research in education contexts have spe-
cial ethical responsibilities when the participants in their studies are students
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and teachers. Students are especially vulnerable to exploitation because of
their youth and their positioning as a kind of captive audience in the school.
While informed consent procedures will require parents to agree to their chil-
dren’s participation, it is often questionable if children, especially young chil-
dren, understand what is going on or agree to participate themselves. Even
procedures for acquiring “assent” from children through verbal explanations
that seek their agreement to participate do not guarantee that children really
understand or that they do not feel coerced into going along with an agree-
ment that their parents and teachers have already made. This is difficult ter-
ritory, but using children to accomplish research purposes in ways that we
would not use adults is wrong. The fact that they are children should make
us more, not less, sensitive to ethical concerns. A genuine effort should be
made to help children comprehend exactly what their participation will
mean, and a thoughtful attempt to assess their degree of agreement should be
a part of research design.

Teachers, as an occupational group, have relatively little power or status
(Clifford, 1989; Gitlin & Margonis, 1995) and often perceive themselves to
be in a subordinate position in relation to educational researchers (Hatch,
1995b; Tripp, 1994). They too can be subtly coerced into participating in
studies about which they have reservations. When district officials and prin-
cipals have already agreed, it may be difficult for teachers to decline an invi-
tation to participate. In addition, some teachers may be reluctant to say no to
individuals from universities whom they see as “experts” in the field, or they
may think that refusal to participate sends the message that they have some-
thing to hide. Here again, full disclosure of research intentions and the clear
message that participation is voluntary are essential elements of genuine
informed consent. To take advantage of teachers by not giving them the full
right to refuse participation is wrong. Being sensitive to their potential vul-
nerability is essential.

Qualitative researchers in any setting may face ethical decisions about
what to do if they observe illegal activity, behavior that is unsafe, or prac-
tices that place individuals at risk (see Berg, 1998; Marshall & Rossman,
1995). Because children are involved, such decisions may be even more
important for educational researchers. The law in my state requires that sus-
picions of child abuse be reported no matter what the circumstances, so
that information must be stated directly in informed consent documents.
The reporting of other illegal activity such as drug use, theft, or truancy is
not as clear-cut. It is possible that studies of the “underworld” of schooling
will require that researchers agree to keep confidential the identities of
individuals who commit illegal acts. If the goal is to understand the think-
ing of children who join gangs, for example, access to that understanding is
not going to be possible if researchers report gang activities to police or
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school authorities. However, if researchers have reason to believe that the
safety of the school is threatened by gang plans, they have a moral obliga-
tion to intervene.

In other circumstances, educational researchers may see practices or
observe children behaving in ways that they believe put others at risk. School
policies or teacher practices that discriminate against children with disabili-
ties or the social ostracism of a minority child by his or her peers might be
examples. In cases like these, it’s easy to rationalize that you are there to
record what actually happens, to argue that it would be happening if you were
not there, and to ask how such phenomena can be studied in their natural
context if you blow the whistle or intervene on behalf of individuals. My own
take on issues like this is that decisions should not be reduced to the either/or
level. It is sometimes possible to make an effort to help reduce risks for par-
ticipants without abandoning the research project. The nature of the study
may change, but that may be preferable to completing a study and then
regretting that you did not try to help (see Ceglowski, 2000; Hatch, 1995b).

These are difficult issues, and simple formulas for resolving them do not
exist. Familiarity with guidelines for ethical research practices such as the
Belmont Report (Commission) is essential, and carefully planned informed
consent procedures and research bargains are important, but every study will
generate its own special ethical concerns. I have designed a list of questions
that help get at some of the special ethical issues related to qualitative
research in education settings. Answering these questions will set the stage
for thinking about ethical issues particular to individual research contexts.
The questions are:

Why am I doing this study?
Why am I doing it at this site?
What is my relationship to the participants?

What are the participants’ roles in the design, data collection, analysis,
and authorship of this study?

Who owns the study?

Who benefits from the study?
How do [ benefit?

How do the participants benefit?
Who benefits most?

Who may be at risk in the contexts | am studying?
Should I intervene on behalf of those at risk? (Hatch, 1995b, p. 221)
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Paying honest attention to such questions may be helpful, but ethics finally
come down to individual researchers making the best judgments they can to
insure that the individuals they study are treated with fairness and dignity.

CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING DESIGN ADEQUACY

The following are questions that provide a framework for making judgments
about the adequacy of qualitative research designs. They are built on the
structure of this chapter, and readers should refer to this and other chapters
in this book for explanation and clarification. Every study will be different
and every design unique in some respects. Answers will vary by paradigm
and research type, but my view is that researchers should be able to point to
their proposals and generate answers to each question prior to implementing
their projects.

1. Has the researcher described his or her methodological and substantive
theory bases?

[s it clear which qualitative paradigm will frame the research?

Are the researcher’s metaphysical assumptions explicated?

Is the kind of qualitative research identified and justified?

Has a theory (or theories) that grounds the substance of the study in

some established body of knowledge been identified and justified?

oOwp

2. Has the researcher articulated a set of research questions?
A. Do the research questions make sense given the researcher’s method-
ological and substantive theories?
B. Are the questions answerable given the kind of qualitative research
proposed?
C. Are the questions open-ended, clearly stated, and few in number?

3. Has the researcher identified a research context and explained how
access and entry will be negotiated?
A. Is it clear where the study will be undertaken and why that context
was selected?
B. Is the study doable, and are the research questions answerable in the
context identified?
Are procedures for obtaining formal permission described?
Has a research bargain been developed?
Are procedures for gaining entry and acquiring informed consent

described?

o0
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Has the researcher described procedures for selecting participants and
establishing working relationships with them?

A.

B.
C.
D

E.

Are criteria for selecting participants spelled out?

Are procedures for contacting and inviting participants described?
Are the projected number of participants and anticipated amount of
time to be spent with them specified?

. Has the anticipated level of involvement by participants been

described and justified?
Are plans in place for building and maintaining the desired
researcher-participant relationships?

. Has the researcher identified and justified data collection procedures to

be used in the study?

A. Are the anticipated data of the study described?

B. Is it clear how and when the data will be collected?

C. Do data collection plans make sense given the paradigmatic assump-
tions and methodological orientation of the study?

D. Are the research questions answerable given the data identified?

Has the researcher described data analysis procedures to be used in the

study?

A. Are anticipated data analysis procedures articulated?

B. Is it clear how and when data will be analyzed?

C. Are procedures for dealing with discrepant cases or counterevidence
spelled out?

D. If utilized, is the role of computer programs designed to support data
analysis described?

E. Does the data analysis plan make sense given the research paradigm,

the kind of research to be done, the data to be collected, and the
research questions to be answered?

. Has the researcher described the nature of his or her anticipated find-

ings?

A. Has the anticipated form that research findings will take been
described?

B. Does the nature of anticipated findings build logically from the pre-
ceding elements of research design?

C. Will anticipated findings be in a form that will answer research ques-

tions!



CHAPTER THREE

Collecting Qualitative Data

How do I start collecting data? How do I take field notes? What do I write
down when there is so much going on? What kinds of questions should I take
to an open-ended interview? What artifact data are needed for my study?
When will I start analyzing the data? How will I know when I have enough
data? This chapter is about how to collect qualitative data, and it is designed
to answer these and other questions that novice researchers have about the
data collection process. I devote separate sections to the primary data gath-
ering strategies of qualitative research (observation, interviewing, and unob-
trusive data collection), then address other strategies (video recording, focus-
group interviewing, and participant journaling). I try throughout to connect
the generic descriptions of data collection strategies to specific kinds of qual-
itative research within specific qualitative paradigms. The chapter concludes
with the presentation of criteria for assessing data adequacy.

While the researcher’s stance in relation to his or her data may be dif-
ferent across qualitative paradigms, the basics of doing observation, inter-
viewing, and unobtrusive data collection are similar. So, for example, even
though a postpositivist sees interview data as an empirical representation of
a situated reality from which a set of generalizations can be drawn, and a crit-
ical/feminist sees similar data as evidence of political, economic, or sexual
oppression, both might use parallel techniques to generate the interview data
in the first place. Similarly, constructivist researchers will do observation in
ways that look the same as poststructuralists, even though the former sees the
data to be obtained as coconstructed with participants and the later as
nonunitary text from which any number of stories might be told. The goal of
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the sections to follow is to present a clear description of data collection
strategies that can be adapted to a variety of research approaches within the
qualitative paradigms that frame this book.

OBSERVING

In chapter 1, I described participant observation as a special kind of qualitative
study that involves all of the field methods of ethnography (observation, inter-
viewing, and artifact collection) but has a narrower focus than a full ethnog-
raphy. Here | am using the term observation to describe a specific data collec-
tion strategy that can be applied across many kinds of qualitative studies. The
kind of observation used in most qualitative work is usually called “participant
observation” because the researcher acts as a participant at some level in the
settings he or she is studying. Distinctions between participant observation as
a kind of qualitative study and as a data collection strategy are blurred
throughout the literature. I will not be able to solve that problem in this book,
but the reader should be aware that my discussion of observation parallels oth-
ers’ descriptions of participant observation as a data collection strategy.

The goal of observation is to understand the culture, setting, or social
phenomenon being studied from the perspectives of the participants.
Observers attempt to see the world through the eyes of those they are study-
ing. They observe carefully in an effort to acquire “members’ knowledge and
consequently understand from the participants’ point of view what motivated
the participants to do what the researcher has observed them doing and what
these acts meant at the time” (Schwartz & Jacobs, 1979, p. 8).

Patton (1990, pp. 202-05) identified several strengths of observational
data for qualitative program evaluation. I have adapted these strengths for
general qualitative research as follows:

¢ Direct observation of social phenomena permits better understanding of
the contexts in which such phenomena occur.

e Firsthand experience allows the researcher to be open to discovering
inductively how the participants are understanding the setting.

e The researcher has the opportunity to see things that are taken for
granted by participants and would be less likely to come to the surface
using interviewing or other data collection techniques.

® The researcher may learn sensitive information from being in the setting
that informants may be reluctant to discuss in interviews.

e Getting close to social phenomena allows the researcher to add his or her
own experience in the setting to the analysis of what is happening.
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The idea is to be there in the social setting, to make a careful record of
what people say and do, and to make sense of how the participants make
sense within that setting. Systematic tools for making analytic sense of
observational data will be described in the next chapter, but the basic
process of making sense is a very human activity. Whenever people enter
social situations with which they are not familiar, they are anxious to find
out the rules for appropriate behavior in those situations. They watch oth-
ers operate and gradually build up a storehouse of knowledge about the
norms and expectations of the setting. They take action themselves and get
feedback about the appropriateness of those actions from the reactions of
those around them. While the roles of ordinary participant and research
observer are very different (see Spradley, 1980), researchers using observa-
tion as a data collection strategy are applying the basic cognitive processes
they use to negotiate new social situations and to understand the social
behavior of others.

Level of Involvement

The level of participation that an observer takes in the research setting is a
key issue in doing qualitative observations. Classic ethnographers assumed
that observation meant “conscious and systematic sharing, insofar as circum-
stances permit, in the life-activities . . . of a group of persons” (Kluckhohn,
1940, p. 331), and Chicago-style sociologists operated from the belief that
the “observer participates in the daily life of the people under study” (Becker
& Geer, 1957, p. 28). Other qualitative researchers have described continua
with extremes from “complete observer” to “complete participant” (Reinharz,
1979, p. 156),“limited observer” to “active participant” (Wolcott, 1988, p.
194), and “nonparticipation” to “complete participation” (Spradley, 1980,
pp- 59-62). Whatever the framework, observers need to think carefully about
their level of involvement in the settings they study.

Several factors should influence decisions about researchers’ levels of
participation in the activities of their participants. One is the issue of intru-
siveness. If the goal is to capture naturally occurring activity, then a com-
plete participant will have a more obvious impact on a social setting than a
complete observer. While it is true that the very presence of a researcher
makes any natural context unnatural to some degree (Labov, 1972),
researchers who take on the role of teacher, teacher assistant, or student in
school-based studies will influence the way that life plays out in those set-
tings more than the observer who acts as a fly on the wall. The level of
involvement does not have to be either nonparticipation or complete partic-
ipation. Spradley (1980), for example, identifies passive, moderate, and
active levels of participation between the extremes, but part of deciding
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about level of involvement means considering how the researcher’s partici-
pation in the context influences the natural flow of events in that context.

A second and related factor is the researcher’s ability to act as a true par-
ticipant. In anthropological field studies, researchers spend long periods of
time living in the cultures they are trying to describe. Their goal is to under-
stand the rules of behavior that define cultural insiders’ perspectives, and
they work hard over time to learn to think and act like their informants. Edu-
cational researchers who are not ethnographers usually have different
research objectives and do not have the time to develop insider perspectives
through complete participation.

Full participation is especially problematic when adult researchers
attempt to participate as students or young children. Examples of successful
attempts to participate as children in studies of peer culture (Corsaro, 1985)
and children’s perceptions of race and ethnicity (Holmes, 1995) are available,
but the limitations of an adult being accepted as a peer by students are obvi-
ous. Less evident are problems that educational researchers face when
attempting to participate as teachers or administrators. I made it clear in
chapter 2 that I believe clandestine research agendas in which those under
examination are unaware that they are being studied are unethical in educa-
tion settings. Participants should know that the researcher is acting as a
researcher even if he or she is also taking on the role of teacher or adminis-
trator. This knowledge will influence the behavior of those being studied and
influence the researcher’s ability to be effective in both roles. A good exam-
ple is Hargreaves’s (1967) study of social relations in a British secondary
school. Teachers accepted and confided in him as a teacher/colleague until he
started doing formal observations, at which time they began treating him like
an inspector. It’s reasonable for participants to ask, “Why should I take you
seriously as a teacher/administrator when I know you are here to study us?” or
“How do you want me to act so I won’t mess up your study?”

Again, participation need not be an all or nothing proposition. I have
had graduate students who enter classrooms as “helpers” for teachers, then
gradually shift to a more passive observer role. I have also supervised those
who chose to politely avoid interaction with students at the beginning, then
move to more active participation as their studies move forward. In each of
these cases, decisions about taking and shifting roles were deliberate and
strategic. The former emphasized building rapport with teachers and children
early on, and the latter wanted to start with descriptive information about
classroom routines without her influence. Finding a balancing place on the
continuum is important, but changing the balance as studies progress is some-
times a good strategy.

A third issue has to do with what data might be missed while the
researcher is participating instead of taking field notes. If the researcher is
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acting as teacher, student, or administrator, stopping to make a record of what
is happening may be impossible, and trying to remember without some kind
of field note record will be very difficult. In the case above where the student
acted as a classroom helper in the early stages of the research, her data record
from those early stages was thin. She worked all day in the classroom, then
wrote her recollections that evening. The data were little more than a set of
general impressions of the time she spent in the setting. As she shifted the
balance to less active participation and more formal observation, she was able
to capture more verbatim classroom conversations and more explicit descrip-
tions of classroom interactions. These richer data allowed her to do the con-
structivist analysis she planned for her study. While it is true that building
rapport early might be a strategy that leads to higher quality data down the
line (see Dean, Eichhorn, & Dean, 1969), it should be recognized that trade-
offs exist between the degree of involvement and the ability to concentrate
on making a rich data record.

Proximity to the action is the fourth issue that needs to be considered as
decisions about degree of involvement are made. Field anthropologists act as
full participants because they want to experience firsthand what their infor-
mants experience in their home cultures. As much as possible, they want to
know what it’s like to live as a member of the cultural groups they are study-
ing. The principle is the same for other qualitative studies that seek to get at
insider perspectives: the more involved the observer is as a participant in the
setting, the closer he or she is to the action. Not only does acting as a partic-
ipant allow access to the places where the action happens, but it places the
researcher in a position to experience feelings similar to those they are study-
ing. So in school-based studies, participating as a cafeteria worker, for exam-
ple, would give the researcher a richer perspective on what life is like for such
a worker than would observing from the sidelines. The benefits of such
involvement would have to be weighed against the other factors discussed in
this section.

A final consideration has to do with issues of “going native” in the par-
ticipant observer role. Those who act as full participants have some small
chance of going native in the classic sense (i.e., joining the cultural group
that is under investigation), but there is a larger chance that researchers will
overidentify with those they are studying and lose their perspective as
researchers (see Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). It seems like a long shot
that researchers would decide to become cafeteria workers as a result of study-
ing them, but it could be possible to build a kind of “overrapport” that influ-
ences researchers to fail to see certain evidence that might cast the workers
being studied in a negative light. It is not unusual for qualitative researchers
to identify with those they are studying (see Reinharz, 1979), and it is not
necessarily a bad thing. But it can be problematic if participant observers give
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up important parts of their observer role to their participant role. If seeing the
world through the lenses of their participants creates a kind of myopic vision
that leaves out other important perspectives, then overidentification can lead
to distorted findings. No matter what the level of involvement, the influ-
ences of potential overrapport need to be monitored; the higher the level of
participation, the more careful the monitoring needs to be.

The level of involvement researchers take in relation to their participants
depends on balancing all of the factors discussed above and on the kind of
research planned. Researcher-participant relationships within different para-
digms were discussed in chapter 2, and that discussion will not be repeated.
Here, I present a set of generalizations about levels of researcher participation
within different paradigms using different kinds of qualitative research to sum-
marize my views. | have framed these using Spradley’s (1980) continuum that
runs from nonparticipation, through passive participation, moderate partici-
pation, and active participation, to complete participation. These generaliza-
tions are not hard and fast rules, but they are intended to be guidelines for
making decisions about levels of participation within each paradigm:

e Nothing about postpositivist research assumptions limits the level of
researcher participation in studies involving observation. Individuals
doing traditional ethnography will, by definition, be heavily involved as
participants, but other postpositivists doing grounded theory, eth-
nomethodology, case study, participant observation, or symbolic interac-
tionist research can justify operating within the full range from nonpar-
ticipation to complete participation.

o Constructivist assumptions lead logically in the direction of more partici-
pation when observation is chosen as a data collection strategy. If par-
ticipants are to be involved in coconstructing the findings of the study,
then constructivist researchers doing naturalistic inquiry, case studies,
participant observation, educational criticism, phenomenological stud-
ies, collaborative studies, or action research are likely to be at least mod-
erately involved as participants in their observational work.

® The assumptions of critical/feminist research also indicate the need for
active involvement on the part of researchers. When observation is used
for data collection in critical or feminist ethnographies, case studies, par-
ticipant observation studies, or action research projects, researchers will
most often be engaged in at least moderate participation in order to work
with participants in the effort to raise consciousness and bring about
social change.

o PDoststructuralist researchers will find no insight into what constitutes
appropriate participation from their paradigmatic assumptions. If they
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design ethnographic, participant observation, or case studies that include
observation as a data collection strategy, their reluctance to assign any-
thing but transitory meaning to their observations does not translate into
a preference for involvement at either end of the continuum.

Field Note Processes

The principal data generated through observation take the form of field
notes. Observers need to make a record of what they observe in the settings
they are studying, and these records usually take the form of raw field notes
that are written on the spot while the researcher is in the setting. Raw field
notes are usually descriptions of contexts, actions, and conversations written
in as much detail as possible given the constraints of watching and writing in
a rapidly changing social environment. Raw field notes are converted into
research protocols through a process of “filling in” the original notes. Filling
in means going through the raw data as soon as possible after leaving the field
and making a more complete description based on the raw notes and what is
remembered from the setting. Research protocols are filled-in field notes
organized in a consistent format (most often in a word processing program)
in preparation for analysis. As field notes are taken and research protocols
produced, researchers also keep track of impressions and preliminary inter-
pretations that go beyond the descriptions reserved for the field-note record.
This is usually done by bracketing certain sections within field notes and/or
by keeping a separate research journal. After a discussion of what to attend
to when entering a research setting, a variety of approaches to each of these
processes will be addressed in detail (appendix B is an excerpt from a proto-
col done as part of a study of creative and social behavior in a preschool, and
it includes examples of many of the elements described below).

Figuring Out What to Attend To. I remember my first attempt to take field
notes. As part of an introductory qualitative research course, we were
assigned to find a public place and make as accurate a record as possible of
what happened there over an hour’s time. I chose to sit in the gallery and take
notes on a session of traffic court. I thought I had made a good choice because
the physical setting is fairly static, movement around the courtroom is lim-
ited, and people generally talk one at a time. [ was trained to start by making
a map of the setting, so I started with that task, but as soon as the action
started, I felt I had to get down what was being said, so I put the map aside. |
quickly learned that I could not write fast enough to keep up with the con-
versations in the courtroom. As my head was down to write, I would lose
track of who was talking and get behind on what the last person had said. The
defendants were at a table with their backs to me, and I had a hard time hear-
ing what they had to say. Panic set in! Since I was not getting everything, I
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had the feeling I was getting nothing. The action was moving so fast, and |
was processing so slowly that I was sure I could never learn to do observa-
tional research.

I was right about the courtroom. It is a much easier place in which to
take field notes than other, more dynamic settings (like classrooms), but the
problem of knowing what to attend to and what to write down got my atten-
tion right away. The feeling of being overwhelmed and of knowing that you
are not recording all of the action going on around you does not go away even
as you become more experienced at doing field observations. At some level,
observers always experience what Woods (1986, p. 46) calls the “elsewhere
syndrome”—the nagging feeling that the really important action is happen-
ing elsewhere. But, with practice and with a general plan, it is possible to feel
more comfortable in the setting and more confident that you are capturing
important data that fairly represent the contexts you are observing.

Some tips that will help novice researchers develop a general plan for
beginning field-note data collection are offered below. These are drawn from
my own experiences and from qualitative researchers who have written about
their experiences collecting observational data.

The first tip is don’t expect to be perfect. All researchers are limited in what
they can see and hear, what they can pay attention to, what they can write
down, and what they can remember. When [ became frustrated with all I was
missing when taking field notes in a busy kindergarten class, I tried to ease
my anxiety by considering all I was getting that I would be missing if I were
not there at all or if I were there recording tallies on some kind of standard-
ized observational checklist. Wolcott’s (1995, p. 97) advice in this regard is
well taken: “Don’t worry about all that you are not getting; focus on what you
are getting” (emphasis in original). No researcher is able to capture the com-
plete picture of all that is happening in any social situation. As Patton (1990,
p. 216) has noted, “It is not possible to observe everything. The human
observer is not a movie camera, and even a movie camera has to be pointed
in the right direction to capture what is happening.” Ways to focus the
researcher’s lens and point him or her in the right direction follow, but these
have little utility unless it is understood that all pictures are incomplete.

Since it is impossible to attend to everything, it is important to make a
careful record of what you attend to. Data that are useful for generating descrip-
tions, analyses, and interpretations are detailed, verbatim accounts of events
and conversations. | have seen data from students and scholars trained in
other approaches that were little more than general descriptions of events
and paraphrased accounts of what participants said. I believe that no matter
what qualitative paradigm is framing the study, observational data should be
as careful a representation as possible of the action observed in the research
setting. If data are only researchers’ impressions of what happened, then it
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turns out to be a study of researcher impressions of the social action observed,
not a study of the action itself. I realize full well that all observation is inter-
pretation at some level (see LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). Our own per-
spectives color what we see when we look. We decide what settings to study,
what to pay attention to, and what to write down—all interpretive acts. But
if our claim is to be doing data-based research, then data should be, insofar as
possible, an accurate descriptive account of what the participants did and said
while we were watching. Wolcott (1995, p. 98) calls such accounts
“reportable data,” that is, data “recorded in sufficient detail that you can
report it verbatim.” So the suggestion is to not worry about recording every-
thing that’s going on, but to record what you do pay attention to in the form
of reportable data.

But what should researchers pay attention to, especially at the begin-
nings of their observational work? It is usually a good idea to start by describ-
ing the contexts that frame the study. One of the strengths of qualitative work of
any type is that it is contextualized—that the behaviors of participants can
be understood only within an understanding of their particular circum-
stances. Giving readers a solid sense of the contextual world of the partici-
pants is part of any good qualitative report, and developing an understanding
of contexts during the study will help frame the researcher’s approach to what
to look for and where. I mentioned that I was trained to make a map of the
social settings in which I was observing. This is a good way to start any obser-
vation. It forces you to pay attention to the physical features of the context
and supplies you with points of reference that you can go back to as data col-
lection and analysis continue. Spradley (1980, p. 78) identifies contextual
dimensions that define any social situation. I have adapted these dimensions
and framed questions that might be used to guide early observations:

e What are the places where social activity occurs?

e Who are the people involved in the social action?

e What individual activities are people engaged in?

e What group activities are people engaged in?

e What are the objects people use?

e What is the sequence of activity that takes place over time?
e What things are people trying to accomplish?

e What emotions are expressed?

Taking these or similar questions to the field will give new researchers some-
thing to look for and help build a database on which a rich contextual
description can be grounded.
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A related general strategy is to start with a broad focus and narrow as you
go. Ethnographers (e.g., Agar, 1980; Ely et al., 1991; Spradley, 1980) often
recommend starting fieldwork with a broad, general focus that gradually nar-
rows as researchers spend time in the setting and begin their analyses. This
approach seems essential if researchers start their work, as ethnographers do,
with broad questions about cultural groups, but it is also a good strategy for
other researchers doing qualitative observational research. Spradley (1980)
describes first forays into the field as “grand tour observations” (p. 77). Dur-
ing these initial observations, researchers pay attention to the major features
of the social context rather than the particulars. If the study is designed with
general research questions, the grand tour observations will be useful for early
analyses that will lead to more focused observations. If the study is framed by
more specific research questions, the grand tour approach serves to ground
the specifics on a firm contextual base. Even though I have done observa-
tional studies that focused on particular classroom phenomena (e.g., child-to-
child interaction, remedial reading instruction, social adjustments of creative
children), I have always begun the data collection cycle with grand tour
observations that set the stage for exploring the social action of interest.

That leads to the next tip: bring questions to each observation. 1 take field
notes on legal pads attached to a clipboard. When I do classroom observa-
tions, I write one or two questions at the top of the pad before entering the
setting. Early in the study, the questions will likely be broad, contextual ques-
tions like those above (e.g., What are the activities that children engage in
away from the supervision of the teacher?). Later, questions become more
focused and are often related to gaps that I am finding in the data as [ begin
analysis (e.g., What are peer relations like for children who spend most of
their day working and playing alone?). Near the end, questions are usually
more specific and often framed to get more information on tentative patterns
(e.g., What do children do when other children put them down?). Questions
evolve and usually become more focused as the study progresses (see Ely et al.,
1991). The idea is not to find a definitive answer to your questions on a par-
ticular visit, but to give you a point of reference from which to decide where
you will place yourself in the research scene and what you will look for as you
go about your observation. Sometimes events in the setting will be so com-
pelling that your questions will not be addressed that day, but having a ques-
tion or two in mind gives you a place from which to start.

Another strategy is to use sensitizing concepts to focus early observations
(Denzin, 1978; Patton, 1990). When researchers from different disciplines or
different paradigms enter the field, they bring with them different ways of
organizing and conceptualizing knowledge. So a feminist anthropologist may
enter a magnet school for the arts with an interest in issues of social justice
and gender equity, while a constructivist doing educational criticism may
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enter the same setting looking for evidence of aesthetic quality and artistic
integrity, and a postpositivist social psychologist may be tuned into student
socialization and leadership processes. Every field of inquiry has particular
sensitizing concepts that distinguish the interests of that field from others,
and those sensitizing concepts are further circumscribed by the research par-
adigm being applied. This is one of the important reasons why new
researchers need to spend time becoming grounded in their disciplines and
coming to grips with their paradigmatic assumptions. In the field, knowing
the important frames of reference within disciplines and paradigms will make
it easier to identify sensitizing concepts that can be used to focus observa-
tions. For example, poststructuralist scholars are particularly interested in
issues of knowledge and power (see Flax, 1990; Sarap, 1993), so knowl-
edge/power relationships often become sensitizing concepts for poststruc-
turalist researchers entering a research setting to do observation. Sensitizing
concepts can tie to the last suggestion about bringing questions to the field,
so the poststructuralist may enter the magnet school of the arts with ques-
tions such as “What are situations in which knowledge/power relationships
are evident?”” Whatever the field of inquiry or paradigm, using sensitizing
concepts to focus observations is a useful strategy.

As data collection proceeds, researchers should refer back to research
questions to keep their observations on track. Wolcott (1995) makes this
recommendation:

Try to assess what you are doing (that is, your participation), what you are
observing, and what you are recording, in terms of the kind of information
you will need to report rather than the kind of information you feel you ought
to gather.” (P. 78-79, emphasis in original)

My own experience and my knowledge of others learning how to do obser-
vations is that this is good advice that is hard to follow. New researchers are
afraid that they are missing the really good stuff or not being faithful to their
methodology if they confine their attention to what they will need to report.
I encourage students to be sure they are getting data that will answer their
research questions. They will likely have much more data than are needed at
the end of the study, but they must have adequate data to justify the report-
ing of findings related to their original purposes. Research questions often
change as a result of experiences in the research setting, and other analyses
are often completed in addition to those originally proposed. But, Wolcott’s
advice is on target for managing what can become unmanageable in observa-
tional work. By continually referring back to research questions, researchers
have an additional framework for organizing observations so that they get at
what they will need to report.
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A final suggestion is to focus on what matters to participants. On my office bul-
letin board I have a yellowed note that I wrote to myself while I was doing my
dissertation research. It says, “What matters is what matters.” While others find
it more confusing than profound, if I have a gravestone, this is what I want on
it. In the qualitative research context, what matters to the actors in a social set-
ting is what ought to matter to the researcher. The power of observation done
well is that it allows access to participants’ experiences of their worlds. No mat-
ter what the paradigm or research question, the reason for selecting observation
as a data collection tool is to try to see the phenomena under investigation from
the viewpoint of those being observed. A big part of that is learning to notice
what is important to them (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). Figuring out what
matters to participants and paying attention to expressions of what matters is an
important goal that can serve to guide observations during a qualitative study.

Writing Raw Field Notes. Once the researcher has a general strategy for decid-
ing what to attend to, how are field notes actually produced? The first basic
issue is deciding how notes will be physically recorded. I take a clipboard into
the field because I like to have a hard surface on which to write as I move
around classrooms. Some observers use small spiral notebooks because they
are less obtrusive and less cumbersome. Others use laptop computers because
they believe the computers facilitate the accurate recording of details. I think
laptops can be intrusive, and I want to write more detail in my field notes
than can easily be recorded on small notebook pages, but each researcher will
have to find his or her own preferred data recording medium.

It is impossible for researchers to remember all that is done and said in
any social setting, and it is impossible for the researcher to make a complete
record on the spot of the rapidly changing events in that setting. Qualitative
researchers make “field jottings” (Bernard, 1994, p. 181), “scratch notes”
(Sanjek, 1990, p. 96), “condensed accounts” (Spradley, 1980, p. 69) or what
I call “raw field notes” that are accurate, but incomplete, written descriptions
of what was observed in the field. Raw field notes will be converted into
research protocols, so it is important that they include enough detail to make
an accurate representation possible. Contextual details should include a
record of where the observer is in the research setting, what general activity
the participants are engaged in, and what time observations start and stop. |
like to keep a record of the time down the side of my legal pad so that I can
put events in temporal perspective as | am filling in and interpreting my
notes. In a preschool study, a raw field note entry might begin with “8:30—I
am sitting at the edge of the rug as teacher and students begin circle time.”

Since the goal is to produce an accurate account, raw field notes need to
include “key words, names, apt phrases to prompt the memory later” (Woods,
1986, p. 44). Conversations should be recorded as close to verbatim as possible,
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and since it will be impossible to record everything that is said, important sen-
tences, phrases, and words should be written down as they are spoken. Para-
phrasing what was said is not a good strategy. Try to get the flavor of the inter-
change by writing the participants’ actual words, and these will facilitate
reconstructing conversations as protocols are written. Early in the research
process or later as new participants enter the research scene, it is vital to include
descriptions of the actors you are studying (Berg, 1998). Taking time to get this
information in your field notes will save lots of time and energy later on.

I have yet to meet a qualitative researcher who was not frustrated by his
or her first attempts at taking notes in the field. It takes time to develop the
skills and confidence necessary to take good notes. As mentioned above, I rec-
ommend practicing in public settings. Taking along a notepad when you go to
the library, airport, or fast-food restaurant can provide you with an opportu-
nity to learn what it feels like to try to record social activity in different set-
tings. I also agree with others (e.g., Berg, 1998; Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) who
recommend that early observations be kept relatively brief in order to give the
researcher a chance to become acclimated to the research scene and facilitate
developing note-taking skills. Some of these specialized skills include using
abbreviations and developing a personal shorthand (see Woods, 1986), learn-
ing to pick out key words and phrases, learning to write and listen at the same
time, leaning to concentrate when things seem to be happening too fast to
keep up with, and developing the ability to continue to write when your fin-
gers go numb. Making good raw field-note records is a special skill that will
improve with lots of practice. Understanding that virtually everyone gets frus-
trated and that everyone who takes it seriously improves will make it easier for
novice researchers to persevere in the face of this daunting task.

Working on the development of some other, more general, skills before
going into the field will facilitate success in doing observational research.
Bernard (1994, pp. 147-53) identified several skills that participant observers
need in order to do anthropological fieldwork. I have adapted Bernard’s sug-
gestions and added some examples of my own. The list that follows identifies
a skill area that is important to qualitative observation, suggests an approach
to working on the development of that skill, and provides an example of a
specific activity:

e Building explicit awareness—practice paying close attention to the
details of ordinary events (e.g., write detailed descriptions of the most
mundane things you can think of).

¢ Building memory—work on developing short- and long-term memory
(e.g., walk past a storefront, then try to recall everything you saw, going
back to check on your accuracy, or try making a complete record of a
church service after it is over).
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® Maintaining naivete—learn to suspend judgment, especially when you
think you already understand participant motives and actions (e.g., learn
a new skill such as archery or pottery that requires you to interact with
experts and keep a journal of the experience of being a novice).

¢ Building writing skills—develop your abilities to write (e.g., form a writ-
ing workshop with others who are interested, set regular writing tasks,
and critique each others’ work).

¢ Understanding biases—learn to watch yourself watching in order to
become more aware of your opinions, experiences, and values and their
potential impact on observations (e.g., write a self-disclosure statement
that details your biases about what you are studying).

Several of these skills are addressed at various points throughout this
book. They are included here to give novice researchers information about
some of the skills required to become an effective observer and some strategies
for developing those skills. Janesick (1998, pp. 14-24) also offers “stretching
exercises” that may be useful for individuals learning to be observers.

Filling in Research Protocols. As soon after leaving the field as possible,
researchers should convert their raw field notes into research protocols, that
is, expanded accounts of what was observed on that particular visit. This is
the time to fill in the details that the researcher did not have time to record
during the observation. The idea is to rewrite the raw notes using a format
that the researcher selects for use throughout the data collection process. The
filling in process takes at least as much time as was spent in the field, and
often longer, and it is vital that this activity be undertaken before memories
begin to fade or other observations are made.

A well-written research protocol should provide a sense of being in the
research scene. The raw field notes should be expanded in enough detail that
readers can visualize what the observer saw (Berg, 1998; Clifford, 1990).
They should be as accurate a record as possible of everything that happened
during the observation period. I recommend filling raw field notes in by typ-
ing protocols into word processing programs. Early on, I typed protocols on a
typewriter, and [ have filled in notes by talking into a tape recorder, then hav-
ing a transcriptionist type protocols. Some researchers still prefer to write
their expanded accounts by hand, but the advantages of using computer tech-
nology are obvious—errors can be corrected on the spot, revisions and addi-
tions are easy to make, files can be produced and organized with ease, and
later analytic work and writing are greatly facilitated.

Whatever the process, it is important that raw field notes be filled in
before they “go cold.” Even though researchers become better able to
remember details with practice, making protocols as soon as possible after
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leaving the field improves the chances that the abbreviated descriptions in
the raw notes will be turned into accurate representations of what was
observed. My rule of thumb is to fill in notes as soon as possible. I like to go
directly from the research context to my desktop, so I try to block my
“research time” so that it includes time for both observation and filling in.
Of course, this is often impossible, but even when I cannot get to protocol
writing immediately, I never sleep on raw field notes, I never do another
observation before making an expanded account of what I have already
observed, and I try to avoid talking about an observation before writing it up
(see Bernard, 1994; Woods, 1986).

New researchers often find that filling in raw field notes is an arduous task
that requires time, energy, and concentration. As they start writing up their
field jottings, researchers will get better at taking field notes because they learn
what kind of raw notes lead to solid protocols. As they practice filling in notes,
researchers will become better at recalling the details of events and conversa-
tions in the research context. Woods (1986) describes qualitative researchers’
memory development as parallel to how actors learn their lines, musicians
memorize their scores, and writers develop an ear for dialogue. While it may
never become second nature, filling in raw field notes will become easier.

As with recording raw field notes, care should be taken to keep protocols
as descriptive as possible. Spradley (1980, p. 80) describes three principles to
keep in mind as raw field notes are expanded: the language identification
principle, the verbatim principle, and the concrete principle. Spradley points
out that different groups use different words and language patterns to com-
municate and that researchers often create a kind of amalgamated language
that loses the flavor of the participants’ original language. In school studies,
students, teachers, and parents are likely to have different ways of talking.
Applying the language identification principle means making an accurate
record of these differences by keeping track of who says what to whom. The
verbatim principle has been discussed above; it stresses the importance of
recording exactly what was said as opposed to summarizing or paraphrasing.
The concrete principle means recording the details of events using concrete
language rather than making generalizations. Attending to these principles
will help researchers keep their protocols descriptive, not interpretive.

In the rewriting process, raw notes will be “partly cooked—at least to the
extent that all the blanks are filled in” (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999, p. 33).
It is natural that impressions, interpretations, and hypothetical categories
will come to mind as data are being recorded, but care should be taken to
keep interpretations separate from the descriptive data. As with notes taken
in the field, when possible interpretations or impressions come to mind dur-
ing the filling in process, these should be bracketed in the protocol and/or
recorded in a separate format such as a research journal (see below).
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The form that protocols take will be idiosyncratic with each researcher.
It will serve the novice well to develop some kind of standard organization
for protocols, then to be consistent in using it throughout. I was trained to
double-space my protocols and to leave wide margins to facilitate later analy-
sis. I have seen protocols typed on only the left side of a page to leave room
for bracketed information on the other half. Some word processing programs
have a feature for numbering lines, and some researchers use this feature
because it makes analysis (especially computer-assisted analysis) easier later
on. I like to start each protocol with the date and a note describing where the
observation took place. So if I am doing a classroom study in several schools,
I can identify protocols related to that school easily. If I am looking at con-
texts within particular settings or paying attention to particular social events
or individuals, I note that at the top. For example, I pulled a protocol from
an early study that reads across the top: “December 5, 1983. Edgewood
Kindergarten. Today I will follow Kara and keep track of her interactions
with peers.” As [ mentioned above, I always keep a record of the time in my
notes, and I always number my pages. Having the date and page numbers
allows me to keep track of data in the analysis phase; I can find data excerpts
on page four of the protocol above by coding them as 12-5-4, leaving out the
83 since the study did not last for more than a year. [ keep separate files for
each observation, as opposed to a giant file with ongoing observations, and I
back up files with hard and disc copies. Again, each researcher will develop
his or her own style when it comes to creating research protocols, but finding
a consistent format will save headaches down the road.

Bracketing. Bracketing has been mentioned several times above. Bracketing is
a general concept from phenomenology that dates to Husserl (1913). In its
conceptual form, it means holding a phenomenon up for inspection while
suspending presuppositions and avoiding interpretations (Ashworth, 1999;
Denzin, 1989b; Giorgi, 1985). It is a state of mind from which qualitative
researchers approach their experiences. Ely and her colleagues describe this
general mindset: “Bracketing requires that we work to become aware of our
own assumptions, feelings, and preconceptions, and then, that we strive to
put them aside—to bracket them—in order to be open and receptive to what
we are attempting to understand” (Ely et. al., 1991, p. 50). Individuals doing
phenomenological studies as described in chapter 1 are especially sensitive to
the concept of bracketing; researchers taking feminist, critical, or poststruc-
turalist approaches want to be aware of their biases and preconceptions, but
they see no need to set them aside.

In addition to the general concept of bracketing, the term is also used to
describe a specific strategy for separating impressions, feelings, and early
interpretations from descriptions during qualitative data collection. As field
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notes are taken and protocols are written up, researchers will have reactions
to and reflections on what they are observing. These reactions and reflections
should be recorded in the raw notes and protocols, but they should be kept
separate so that it is clear exactly what they are. I literally use brackets [like
this] to separate notes to myself in the data records (see examples in appen-
dix B). Others underline bracketed notations, write them in the margins, or
divide their field note pages so that bracketed information is recorded on one
side of the page. Bracketed notes can be about many things, from recording
hunches about patterns that might be emerging in the data (e.g., [Could ask-
ing questions be a way that Tish avoids being put on the spot by teachers?])
to monitoring reactions to powerful events (e.g., [Looks like Lester is being
excluded by the other kids]) to writing reminders about what you want to do
later (e.g., [Remember to ask his teacher why Rodney was sent back from the
computer lab]) to writing notes that make connections to other parts of the
data (e.g., [Check other records of lounge talk to see if Colleen and Chester
shared information about their students]).

Some bracketed notes will be important as you continue to do observa-
tions, some will help with starting or shaping analysis, and some will be
ignored. The key is to keep them separate from the descriptive data. Learn-
ing to bracket what you see by taking on the mindset of the phenomenolo-
gist and writing bracketed notes to make a record of impressions, feelings,
and potential interpretations are skills that will develop with practice. 1
remember the exhilaration of beginning my first observational studies. I had
the feeling I was acting out the part of researcher. I had a pretty good idea of
what I was supposed to do, but I didn’t really believe my own performance.
One of my strong memories is of being very self-conscious about managing
my own impressions and biases in an effort to keep my data descriptive.
Bracketing was a useful tool in these early experiences because it gave me a
way to make distinctions that made me feel like I was doing what researchers
do. After some time, [ started to believe my own performance as a researcher,
but being self-conscious about my reactions and preconceptions continues to
be important.

Keeping a Research Journal. Anthropologists are trained to maintain diaries or
fieldwork journals to keep track of the personal side of their research experi-
ences. Their diaries or journals are records of “experiences, ideas, fears, mis-
takes, confusions, breakthroughs, and problems that arise during fieldwork”
(Spradley, 1980, p. 71). Ecthnographers date these entries and refer back to
them as analysis is undertaken. The information helps with field note inter-
pretation and provides a means of accounting for personal biases and feelings.

I think all qualitative researchers should keep research journals, espe-
cially those doing observational studies. Research journals provide a record of
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the affective experience of doing a study. They provide a place where
researchers can openly reflect on what is happening during the research expe-
rience and how they feel about it. Every day that raw data are taken in the
field should include time for filling in protocols and writing a journal entry.
These entries need not be typed or edited, although high-tech journaling at
a desktop will likely be the preferred form for most readers of this book. They
should be personal, honest, and reflective accounts of the human experience
of studying other people. They are places to “talk to yourself” about how
things are going, about your fears, frustrations, and small victories.

If you had a chance to visit my office, you would quickly see that my own
style is to keep everything in file folders, including my research journals. I
make journal entries on full-size pieces of paper, date them, and stick them in
the back of a folder marked “Research Journal.” I also create a separate folder
called “Research Log.” This folder contains a running record of exactly what
I have done during the study. Down the left side of the log pages are dates fol-
lowed by brief descriptions of any data collection done on that day. If I am
doing an observation study, it will give the exact time spent in the field and
note where the observation took place (e.g., Feb. 2, 1999, 8:15-11:35, May-
field Elementary Kindergarten). Interviews are recorded the same way, except
interviewees, their codes, or pseudonyms are identified. The log gives me a
quick look at the overall data set and helps with keeping track of total time
spent in the field and/or number of interviews completed. Some researchers
keep their logs and journals together, and some combine them, making more
systematic journal entries that include the information I would log. The form
doesn’t matter so much as actually keeping track of both kinds of information
and keeping them separate from the descriptive data of the study (see
Bernard, 1994). Journaling is an extension of bracketing. It gives the
researcher some distance on the research process and provides a way to mon-
itor his or her personal reactions to what is being discovered. Journal entries
are useful for self-assessing researcher biases when interpreting data and for
constructing the story of the research, which can become a part of the final
report. (See appendix C for an example of a research journal entry from the
early stages of one of my participant observation studies of children’s social
relations in kindergarten.)

Knowing When to Stop. Collecting observational data is labor- and time-inten-
sive work. It takes energy and concentration to be in the field taking raw
notes, it takes time and effort to fill in protocols, and it takes commitment
and discipline to keep up with a research journal. It is hard to imagine that
graduate students with assistantships or professors with teaching responsibil-
ities have time to do qualitative research involving observations. It is under-
standable that new researchers always ask, “How long do I need to be in the
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field?”” While the duration of studies was discussed generally in chapter 2 and
the importance of extended firsthand engagement was highlighted in chap-
ter 1, I will address the “how long” question here as it relates directly to obser-
vational studies.

It depends. It depends on your research questions. It depends on how
much time your participants will give you. It depends on how involved you
will become in the research scene and how quickly. It depends on the time of
the year, especially in a school-based study. It depends on your own time and
resources. It depends on factors that I (and perhaps you) cannot anticipate.

Doctoral students and professors rarely have the luxury of going into the
field with the expectation of staying there for as long as it takes to complete
the study. They are much more likely to have a year or a semester set aside
to complete their observations. Decisions about when to stop will most often
be made during the design phase rather than being based on criteria related
to sufficiency or completeness. Most data collection phases will end when
the researchers’ time is up, the term ends, the research bargain is fulfilled, or,
if they are lucky enough to have financial support, when funding runs out.
That means that researchers must monitor their data collection during the
study to be sure they are getting the information they will need to complete
their research.

For this and other reasons, I recommend that data collection be paired
with data analysis that begins soon after field note data are converted to pro-
tocols. It is possible to do observational studies in which all of the data are
collected, then researchers retire from the field to analyze that data. This may
be the best approach when short-term events are being studied intensely. For
example, studying a one-week exchange program for gifted middle school stu-
dents might require the observer to be present and taking notes for all of the
waking hours of a seven-day period, and systematic analysis of the data dur-
ing that period may be impossible. Still, most studies will involve longer and
less intense involvement that will make ongoing analysis possible and advis-
able. This is not the place to explain how the data analysis will be accom-
plished; that discussion is saved for Chapter 4. The point here is that by doing
analysis as part of the data collection cycle, researchers will have a good idea
of what they are getting and make it possible to adjust their observations to
be sure they are getting what they need.

For me, getting what they need means, first, having data to answer their
research questions (see Patton, 1990). You cannot stop collecting data until
you can answer the research questions around which the study is organized.
You might change your research questions as the study evolves, but you must
be able to answer them before leaving the field. If you are observing how
social relations develop in a primary multiage classroom, you cannot go back
after summer break and fill in the missing pieces because the social context
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you have studied no longer exists. Keeping track of research questions and of
the information necessary to answer them is vital to making decisions as data
are collected. It will be a great help to mix observation and analysis, but
thoughtful monitoring of data collection in relation to research questions will
be necessary in any observational study.

Another way of thinking about getting what is needed is to be sure that
you are seeing a full cycle of the activity you are studying (Wolcott, 1995). In
the two studies used as examples above, the full cycle will likely be a week for
the gifted program and a school year for the multiage class. The idea behind
understanding participant perspectives, which is a prime objective of doing
observations in the first place, is to see and record what participants experience.
If you are present only for the beginning of the gifted program or only see the
middle of a school year, you are missing significant parts of the participants’
experience. You have a study of something, but it will be hard to claim that you
know participants’ experience of the context of interest. As was inferred by the
gifted program example, when the cycle is short, more intense engagement will
be necessary. When a year’s worth of observations are planned, less time per
week will be required to capture the full cycle of activity.

Some of my students use the criterion of redundancy to gauge when they
have enough data. They want to stop data collection and/or analysis because
they are finding nothing new in the data, only repetitions of what they
already know. I suspect they are following advice from Lincoln and Guba
(1985), who write, “Redundancy is typically eschewed in life, but in this
instance it is a most useful criterion: Repeat until redundancy—then just one
more time for safety” (p. 219). I am likely to counter with Spradley’s (1980)
observation that repetition is a means to getting beneath the surface of the
context being studied. In his words, “Only through repeated observations and
repeated descriptions in fieldnotes does the ethnographer begin to see the
complexity of a seemingly simple social situation” (pp. 70-71). When stu-
dents say they are seeing nothing new, I advise them to keep looking and to
look more carefully. Looking “one more time for safety” is better than assum-
ing that you have it covered, but looking with a finer lens may reveal insights
that might otherwise be missed.

To summarize this section, observation is a cornerstone of qualitative data
collection. No matter what the paradigm, if the researcher is interested in par-
ticipant perspectives, observing those participants in action provides avenues
into their understandings that are unavailable any other way. In order to col-
lect useful observational data, researchers will need to make careful decisions
about how involved they will be in the field sites in which they collect their
data, what they will attend to at various stages of the research process, how
they will take raw field notes, how they will convert those notes to research
protocols, how they will bracket their impressions and reactions, and how they



Collecting Qualitative Data 91

will know when observations should stop. While it is sometimes used alone, it
is more common to observe participants in context and to interview them in
order to get another take on their perspectives. In some studies, artifact data
will be collected as well. The next two sections describe interviewing and
unobtrusive data collection as if they were separate from observation and each
other, but it is understood that, in practice, researchers design studies that mix
and match data collection methods to meet their objectives.

INTERVIEWING

Qualitative interviews are special kinds of conversations or speech events
that are used by researchers to explore informants’ experiences and interpre-
tations (Mishler, 1986; Spradley, 1979). Qualitative researchers use inter-
views to uncover the meaning structures that participants use to organize
their experiences and make sense of their worlds. These meaning structures
are often hidden from direct observation and taken for granted by partici-
pants, and qualitative interview techniques offer tools for bringing these
meanings to the surface. Spradley (1979) summarizes the stance qualitative
researchers take in relation to their informants:

By word and by action, in subtle ways and in direct statements, [researchers]
say, “I want to understand the world from your point of view. I want to know
what you know in the way you know it. I want to understand the meaning
of your experience, to walk in your shoes, to feel things as you feel them, to
explain things as you would explain them. Will you become my teacher and

help me understand?” (P. 34)

Learning how to learn from informants is what this part of this book is all about.

In much qualitative work, interviews are used alongside other data col-
lection methods, but they can be the primary or only data source in some
qualitative projects. When interviews are used in conjunction with observa-
tion, they provide ways to explore more deeply participants’ perspectives on
actions observed by researchers. They also provide avenues into events and
experiences that have not been observed. When used with unobtrusive data
collection, interviews can reveal the meanings and significance of artifacts
collected in the field. Lincoln and Guba (1985, p. 268) identify five out-

comes of interviewing, abstracted as follows:

® here and now constructions—participant explanations of events, activities,
feelings, motivations, concerns

® reconstructions—explanations of past events and experiences
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® projections—explanations of anticipated experiences
¢ triangulation—verification or extension of information from other sources

® member checking—uverification or extension of information developed by
the researcher.

Accomplishing these outcomes is the stuff of qualitative interviewing, and
discussion of how to accomplish them will be woven through this section.
Triangulation and member checking are addressed in other parts of this book
as well.

No matter if it is used alone or in parallel with other data collection
tools, the central strength of interviewing is that it provides a means for doing
what is very difficult or impossible to do any other way—finding out “what is
in and on someone else’s mind” (Patton, 1990, p. 278). Its limitations are tied
to the difficulty of doing just that. Individuals may be reluctant to share what
is on their minds, and researchers may lack the sensitivity, time, or interview
expertise to help informants do so. This section is intended to guide
researchers as they conceptualize interview studies, plan interview strategies,
initiate qualitative interviews, and process interview data. It concludes with
a presentation of tips for qualitative interviewers.

Kinds of Qualitative Interviews

Types of qualitative interviews are described differently by different schol-
ars (cf., Bernard, 1994; Fontana & Frey, 1994; Rubin & Rubin, 1995).
When I talk with students about studies that use interviewing, I break the
range of possible interviews down into three basic kinds: informal, formal,
and standardized. Some studies will use all three kinds, some one, and some
two. Purposes and research questions will lead in the direction of certain
kinds of interviewing and away from others. The assumptions of some
research paradigms will lead researchers to utilize some kinds of interviews
and to see others as inappropriate. As studies that include interviewing as
a data collection strategy are planned, understanding the utility of each
basic kind will be important.

Informal interviews are unstructured conversations that take place in the
research scene. That means that informal interviews will not be the primary
data source in a study. They are most often used as a strategic part of obser-
vation studies. I say “strategic” because, even though they are informal, that
does not mean they are without purpose or are undertaken randomly. Infor-
mal interviews provide opportunities to ask participants to explain their
perspectives on what the researcher has observed. They take advantage of
the immediate context to give informants the chance to reflect on what
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they have said, done, or seen. I recall going on break with a kindergarten
teacher after observing her deal with a child who could not sit through the
reading of a storybook. We had a conversation about the incident in the
teachers’ lounge, and that informal interview provided a completely differ-
ent picture of what she was doing with that child than I had assumed from
my observation.

Informal interviews require researchers to be good listeners and to cre-
ate pertinent questions on the spot. Because informal interviews are often
sidebars to the real action, they are usually not the place for taking out a
tape recorder or trying to write verbatim notes. In the teachers’ lounge con-
versation above, I did have my clipboard, and I did take down some key
phrases so I could fill in the conversation later. I had an agreement with this
teacher that, in essence, “everything is data,” so she was not put off or sur-
prised by my note taking. The incident was on both our minds so it was nat-
ural to talk about it. The event was related to the purpose of my research
(to understand young children’s adaptations to the expectations of school),
so it was just a matter of engaging the teacher in a reflective conversation
about what happened.

Sometimes researchers use informal interview situations to get at partic-
ular topics in a more planned way. I mentioned in the section on observation
that I write questions on my note pads that remind me what to look for dur-
ing visits. I have included questions I wanted to ask participants in the same
way. So, for the study above, I might have a note like “Ask teacher how she
put together her classroom rules” at the top of my pad.

Participants must understand that their informal conversations with you
are part of the data collection process. Informal interviews can help build rap-
port if they are done well because people are generally flattered when some-
one is interested in what they do, but it would be unfair to mislead informants
into believing that friendly conversations are not also data collection events.
When sensitive information is shared during informal interviews, I tell my
students to be sure that their informants understand that they are “on the
record” and to accept and honor their requests when they ask that certain
information be kept “off the record.”

Informal interview strategies can be adapted to fit within any of the qual-
itative research paradigms. Postpositivists might be inclined to use informal
interview opportunities to verify their hypothetical categories after some
extensive observations or to generate data for triangulation (e.g., to confirm
information obtained from another informant). Constructivists assumptions
fit very well with the idea of informal interviews in that they are places where
researchers and participants coconstruct understandings of what is happening
in the research context. Critical/feminist researchers may use informal inter-
view settings as opportunities to engage in transformative dialogues that serve
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to raise the consciousness of participants and plant the seeds of critique and
resistance. Poststructuralists may see informal interviews as chances to gather
the stories that individuals use to make sense of their lives.

Formal interviews are sometimes called “structured,” “semistructured,” or “in-
depth” interviews. They are structured in the sense that the researcher is “in
charge” of leading the interview, there is a set time established for the inter-
view, and they are most often recorded on tape. They are semistructured
because, although researchers come to the interview with guiding questions,
they are open to following the leads of informants and probing into areas that
arise during interview interactions. They are in-depth in that they are
designed to go deeply into the understandings of the informants. I call them
formal to distinguish them from informal interviews and because they are
planned events that take place away from the research scene for the explicit
purpose of gathering information from an informant.

Formal interviews are often a planned part of studies that include obser-
vations. When research bargains are put together for such studies, they
include clear descriptions of how many formal interviews will be conducted,
when they will be done, and approximately how long they will last. It is com-
mon to try to interview participants before observations start and after they
are concluded, with periodic interviews during the data collection phase as
dictated by the needs of the study. Formal interviews are also used when
interviewing is the only data collection tool of a study. These studies range
from a series of interviews with a small number of informants to single inter-
views with many. While the nature of questions will be different when obser-
vation is a part of data collection than when interviews are used by them-
selves, the general structure of formal interviews is consistent for both types
of studies.

In formal interview settings, both researcher and participant know they
are there to generate data. Spradley (1979) characterizes formal interviews as
a special kind of speech event that can be distinguished from other speech
events such as lectures, sales pitches, or friendly conversations. Individuals
take different roles and recognize that different rules govern turn taking, ask-
ing questions, pausing, and beginning and ending in different speech events.
Learning these roles and enacting the rules of formal interviews are part of
being a qualitative researcher, and these are explored below.

Researchers enter formal interviews with questions in mind. These vary
in their number and specificity based on the kind of research being done.
Phenomenologists may bring only one question designed to get informants
talking about the nature of a phenomenon, for example, “What does it mean
to be a teacher?” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 42). Historians may have an inter-
view schedule with many questions they are asking a number of informants.
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In all of the interviews I would classify as formal, researchers have questions
about certain topics in mind, but they are open to digressions, they expect
the interview to move in the direction that the informant takes it, and they
plan to create probes or follow-up questions based on the responses they
receive. In keeping with the theme of “flexible structure” introduced in
chapter 2, Chiseri-Strater and Sunstein (1997) describe interviewing as an
ironic contradiction:

You must be both structured and flexible at the same time. While it’s crit-
ical to prepare for an interview with a list of planned questions to guide
your talk, it is equally important to follow your informant’s lead. Some-
times the best interviews come from a comment, a story, an artifact, or a
phrase you couldn’t have anticipated. The energy that drives a good inter-
view—for both you and your informant—comes from expecting the unex-
pected. (P. 233)

Building flexibility into the structured interview is what distinguishes formal
interviews from standardized qualitative interviews taken up next. Formal
interviews, like their informal counterparts, can be adapted for use within any
of the qualitative paradigms. Postpositivists will be most concerned about
using interviews as an additional data source from which to triangulate their
findings and more likely to use final interviews as a member-checking activ-
ity to find out if participants agree with their analyses. These concerns may
lead postpositivist researchers to design more structured interviews, while
constructivists will be more likely to emphasize flexibility as they seek to cre-
ate interactive interviews where they share responsibility for questions and
answers with informants. Formal interviews with critical/feminist researchers
will take on the special transformative relationship that characterizes this
paradigm, and poststructuralists may see formal interviews as sources for tex-
tual representations of lives.

Standardized interviews are a special type of formal interview that fit most
comfortably in the postpositivist camp. Researchers enter the interview set-
ting with predetermined questions that are asked in the same order, using
the same words, to all informants. The idea is to gather information from
several informants that can be compared systematically. The data generated
are comparable to open-ended questionnaires that are used in some quali-
tative studies, but answers are recorded and transcribed by the researcher
rather than written by informants. Such interviews are qualitative in the
sense that informants are not limited to forced choices, yes/no answers, or
Likert-like scales such as those found in quantitative interviews; but they
are standardized in that all interviewees get the same questions, and follow-
ups are usually not used. Interviewers sometimes use techniques such as pile
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sorting (what goes with what?), rank ordering (which comes first?), com-
paring (what’s the same and different?) along with direct questioning (see
Bernard, 1994). While some of these might be adapted for use in formal
interviews by other than postpositivist qualitative researchers, the assump-
tions of standardizing any data collection strategy fit most closely with
those of the postpositivist paradigm.

Interview Processes

How exactly do I go about doing qualitative interviews? How do I find the
right informants? What kinds of questions do I need? How close to my guid-
ing questions do I have to stay? How should I start and end my interviews?
What should I do if my informants don’t want to talk? These are questions on
the mind of any new qualitative researcher who plans to use interviewing as
a data collection strategy. My very first interview experience was one of my
worst. | didn’t have an answer to the “What should I do if my informants
don’t want to talk?” question. I had spent a semester observing in a classroom
as part of a project for my initial qualitative research course and planned to
conclude the study by doing a formal interview with the teacher. Relations
had been somewhat strained during the observation phase, but I was still sur-
prised when the teacher refused to allow a tape recorder at the concluding
interview. | was even more taken aback when my first question in the inter-
view led to the following response:

RESEARCHER: “My goal for doing this interview is to try to better under-
stand how things work in your classroom by asking you to describe how
you see things. What happens in your classroom that’s different from
what goes on in other classes?” Teacher: “I'd like to know how you saw

things. If you’d tell me what you saw that’s different, then I could react.”
(Hatch & Bondy, 1986, pp. 51-52)

The rest of the experience didn’t go much better. [ tried to stay in role as
researcher, and the teacher did her best to resist. In posthoc analyses of this
and other researcher-teacher relationships, this situation served as an
example of an “antagonistic-defensive” relationship that was larger than
just the final interview (see Hatch & Bondy, 1986). The point here is not
to paint the teacher as the villain, but to note that I could have done a bet-
ter job of preparing for and doing the interview. Given the situation, things
may not have been much better, but I have knowledge and experience now
that would help me do things differently. The goal of this section is to share
some of that knowledge in an effort to improve the early experiences of
novice researchers.
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Preparing for Qualitative Interviews. The first level of preparation is simply
deciding what kinds of interviews will be done. If the research is ethnography
or a participant observation study, then informal and formal interviewing will
likely be part of the design. If the work is a qualitative interview study, then
formal interviewing will be the data collection tool. Phenomenological stud-
ies rely on phenomenological interviews, and focus group studies, by defini-
tion, call for group interviews. However, decisions about other kinds of stud-
ies are less clear cut. Some observation-based studies will include no
interviewing (an educational criticism might be an example), some will uti-
lize only informal interviews (action research or collaborative studies might
be set up this way), and some will use only formal interviews to supplement
observations (multisite case studies might use this design). Standardized
interviews will likely be used by postpositivist researchers in conjunction
with observation and formal interviews (grounded theory studies might take
such an approach).

Decisions about kinds of interviews will be based on research aims,
research questions, and issues of feasibility. The strength of interviews is
that they allow insight into participant perspectives. If capturing those
perspectives is a goal, then interviewing at some level seems imperative.
Research questions are framed in ways that shape the design of a study (see
chapter 2). Questions that are framed to address broad, structural issues
may be best answered within more formal interview settings, while ques-
tions that are pointed toward narrow, individual issues might best be
addressed with informal strategies. Feasibility concerns have to do with the
availability of participants for informal interviews and their willingness to
do formal or standardized interviews. It will be intrusive to interview par-
ticipants in some research settings (e.g., talking to children during school
lessons), and some informants will be reluctant to sit down with a
researcher because of time (e.g., teachers working on advanced degrees in
the evenings) or confidentiality concerns (e.g., students suspended for zero
tolerance violations). I encourage students to use observation and inter-
viewing and to include both formal and informal interviews whenever it
makes sense. Of course, it depends on the study, but gathering information
in different forms from different sources almost always improves the qual-
ity of qualitative studies.

Once the kinds of interviews are identified, issues of exactly who will be
interviewed quickly follow. Identifying participants is discussed at length in
chapter 2; special concerns related to interviews are taken up briefly here. If
it’s an observation study that also utilizes informal, formal, and/or standard-
ized interviews, you will want to talk to participants about their experience
in the settings you observe. It's a matter of selecting those individuals you
believe will make good informants, be available, and agree to be interviewed.
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Good informants have knowledge about everyday life in the settings being
studied, and they are willing and able to communicate that knowledge using
what Spradley (1979) calls “their native language” (p. 25). School board
members and preschoolers learn the native languages of the contexts in
which they operate, and effective informants from these and other settings
have the ability to describe their contexts in the language of the setting as
opposed to translating it into generic or research language.

In studies where formal interviews are the major or only data source,
selecting informants will be more complex. As discussed in chapter 2, Pat-
ton’s (1990) purposeful sampling strategies offer a useful framework for think-
ing about whom to interview. In an effort to tie his sampling strategies
directly to qualitative interviews, I have abstracted Patton’s (1990, pp.
169-86) strategies and offered examples of how they might be applied in edu-
cation studies in which interviewing is the data collection strategy of choice:

e Extreme or deviant case samples include individuals who demonstrate
highly unusual manifestations of the phenomenon of interest (e.g.,
interviewing state Teachers of the Year).

o Intensity samples are made up of individuals who manifest the phenom-
enon intensely but not extremely (e.g., interviewing students identified
as “hyperactive”).

®  Maximum variation samples seek to include individuals with different per-
spectives on the same phenomenon (e.g., interviewing representatives of
all of the stakeholders in a full-service school).

® Homogeneous samples are made up of individuals with similar character-
istics or experiences (e.g., interviewing a cohort of graduates from a spe-
cialized doctoral program).

o Typical case samples include individuals who represent what is considered
typical (e.g., interviewing middle-school students nominated by teachers
as typical adolescents).

o Stratified purposeful samples are those that include individuals selected to
represent particular subgroups of interest (e.g., interviews of elementary,
middle, and high school teachers on their homework practices).

o Critical case samples include individuals who represent dramatic examples
of or are of critical importance to the phenomenon of interest (e.g.,
interviewing principals of highly successful inner-city schools).

o  Snowball or chain samples are created when one informant identifies the
next as someone who would be good to interview (e.g., interviewing a
chain of high school students who identify each other as individuals who
know about being popular with peers).
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o Criterion samples are made up of individuals who fit particular predeter-
mined criteria (e.g., interviewing all district administrators who were for-
mer coaches).

e Theory-based or operational construct samples include individuals who
manifest a theoretical construct of interest (e.g., interviewing primary
teachers who teach reading via “direct instruction”).

e Confirming and disconfirming samples are made up of individuals who can
shed light on tentative findings that researchers have put together (e.g.,
interviewing college students to confirm or disconfirm interpretations
from a study of dorm life).

o Opportunistic samples develop fortuitously from other interviews, leading
researchers to new informants (e.g., interviews with more parents of chil-
dren with autism become part of your study when an informant tells you
she is a member of a special-child support group).

e Politically important case samples are those that strategically include or
eliminate individuals who represent certain political positions (e.g.,
interviewing teachers who openly teach creationism in high school).

o Convenience samples select individuals because they are easy to access
(e.g., interviewing the students in your math methods course).

e Combination or mixed purposeful samples are combinations of the sampling
strategies above (e.g., interviewing supervisors, principals, and teachers
responsible for kindergarten instruction in districts selected to represent
rural, suburban, or urban categories across a state).

I do not think it is necessary for qualitative interviewers to announce to
their readers (or doctoral committees) that they have used one particular
sampling strategy or another. I do think it is essential that they are able to
justify the inclusion of those they interview, and these strategies will be con-
ceptually helpful in making such justifications. It should also be remembered
that Patton (1990) and I agree that convenience samples are the most com-
mon and least desirable of the strategies described. Their inclusion here should
not be taken as permission to study individuals because they are familiar and
easy to access.

At the next level of preparation, researchers should attend to making
decisions about issues such as contacting potential informants, gaining
informed consent, arranging interview times and locations, and
selecting/preparing recording equipment. Strategies for contacting partici-
pants are addressed in chapter 2, as are methods for acquiring informed con-
sent and making research bargains. When informal and formal interviews are
planned along with observations, potential informants should have a clear
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understanding of the ground rules for informal interviews (when and where
they will and will not take place, how they will be recorded, if all conversa-
tions will be “on the record”), and they should know what to expect from
planned formal interviews (when, how many, for how long, will they be
recorded, will they review transcriptions). In interview only studies, infor-
mants need to know all of the information about formal interviews just listed
and have a clear sense of what the study is about and why they have been
selected to participate. Initial contacts are likely to be made over the tele-
phone and are often followed up with a letter describing the study, an outline
of the research bargain, and a copy of the informed consent form. I think it
is acceptable to have informants in qualitative interview studies sign
informed consent forms at the first interview but before it actually begins. It
is not acceptable for informants to have no information ahead of time, then
have to decide whether or not to participate with the researcher sitting in
front of them with a tape recorder at the ready.

Nuts and bolts issues like where to do interviews and what kind of record-
ing equipment to use should be taken on before interviews begin, whenever
possible. I have done studies in which I drove into cities, found schools or
administration buildings, met informants who had agreed to be interviewed,
and then conducted interviews wherever space was available. When explain-
ing and setting up such interviews over the phone, I always asked for an appro-
priate area for an interview, but we sometimes ended up in hallways, open office
spaces, or occasionally a restaurant. In order to get good quality recording, you
will need a quiet space in which you and your informant are close to the micro-
phone. Interview spaces need to be private so that you are comfortable asking
for sensitive information and your informants are comfortable giving it.

Recording equipment should be reliable and of sufficient quality that you
are assured it will make a clear record of your interviews. For interviews, I like
microsized recorders that run on batteries because they are easily transported,
unobtrusive, and do not require an electrical outlet. The downside is that
microphones built into such devices are small and usually one-directional,
and batteries tend to run out at the worst times. Whatever kinds of recorders
and microphones are used, they must be tested in the interview setting prior to
doing an interview. I always say, “Just let me test this to be sure it’s working”
before starting the actual interview. I always carry extra batteries and tapes
and sometimes have an extra recorder. Once you lose an interview or have to
face a transcriptionist who cannot make out what’s on a tape, you will
become very careful about your equipment. It will also save time to make
careful notations on the tapes themselves of what is recorded and in what
order multiple tapes are to be played back.

Developing questions is the final level of interview preparation to be dis-
cussed here—and the most important. Qualitative researchers from different
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paradigms and different methodological camps disagree about what kinds of
questions to bring to their interviews. Some researchers, including many con-
structivists and critical/feminists, believe that interviewers take too much
control of the interview situation when they have preplanned interview
schedules. In formal interviews, they prefer to introduce a topic area or ask
one or two broad-based questions, then encourage informants to talk about
the topic or create a conversation around the questions. The emphasis is on
getting the informants’ stories without imposing the researchers’ perspectives
or authority (see Van Manen, 1990). Others, including most postpositivists,
take the position that, without some preplanning and structure, interviews
can wander away from the topic under investigation and end up wasting both
the researcher’s and the informant’s time. Recognizing that some approaches
will dictate more or less structured questions, I encourage a middle ground for
most interviews, recommending that researchers enter interviews with guid-
ing questions and then be prepared to follow the leads that are generated in
the interview context.

The discussion to follow is concentrated on developing questions for for-
mal interviews. Most questions for informal interviews are created in context
and on the spot; that is, researchers take advantage of opportunities to ask
participants to reflect on what they were thinking when they did things
observed by the researcher. Sometimes researchers have questions in mind for
certain visits to the research scene, and they work these into informal inter-
view conversations when opportunities arise, but usually questions develop
from what is observed. It would be very unusual for researchers to pull out an
interview schedule and start going through it as he or she is chatting with a
participant—that would make it an unannounced formal interview. In con-
trast, standardized interviews are always prepared ahead of time, always
administered in structured settings, and rarely leave room for spontaneous
exploration (see Mishler, 1986). I see their utility as limited for most qualita-
tive researchers and recommend reference to texts that emphasize their use
to those interested in standardized interview development. Bernard’s (1994)
chapter on structured interviewing is an excellent resource.

I call the questions I bring to formal interviews guiding questions. They are
questions [ have prepared in anticipation of the interview and are designed
to guide the conversation that I anticipate will take place. Guiding questions
for studies that include observation and interviewing use ongoing analyses of
observational data as a basis for constructing questions. Formal interviews in
such studies are opportunities to get participants talking about the phenom-
ena under investigation, so questions should build from observations. It is
common for final formal interviews to become an opportunity for member
checking, giving participants opportunities to react to tentative findings gen-
erated by the researcher.
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Guiding questions for studies using interviewing as the primary data
source require researchers to develop questions based on their research pur-
poses, knowledge of their informants, and hunches about the phenomena
they are studying (which may or may not be informed by the theoretical and
research literature in that area). When multiple interviews are scheduled for
the same individuals, then analysis of early contacts will inform later inter-
views, and spontaneous conversation will develop out of researcher-infor-
mant rapport. However, when multiple informants are interviewed only
once, more carefully designed research questions will be needed. While it is
still to be expected that interviews will be dynamic and follow the leads of
informants, guiding questions for one-shot interviews with many individuals
will be ordered in certain ways and include certain question areas that all
informants should address. Such studies are designed to capture a number of
perspectives on particular topics, so it is essential that each participant has
the chance to discuss each topic. While guiding questions will look different
for different kinds of studies, some general suggestions for developing a vari-
ety of questions, wording questions effectively, and ordering questions may be
helpful for those learning the process.

Qualitative researchers seek to capture participant perspectives, so for-
mal interview questions need to be open-ended. They should be designed to
get informants talking about their experiences and understandings. When
informants think that “correct” answers exist to the questions they are asked,
the interview becomes a game of finding the right answers. Because of how
they are socialized in school, young children are especially likely to try to find
the answers they think the researcher is looking for (Hatch, 1995).
Researchers should stress that there are no right or wrong answers, and they
should construct questions that invite informants to talk from their own per-
spectives and experiences. Even when multiple informants are interviewed
on the same topics, questions should encourage elaboration and leave room
for moving along pathways that open during the interview. The emphasis
must be on understanding participant points of view, not getting through the
questions (see Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).

Berg (1998) divides interview questions into four types: essential, extra,
throw-away, and probing questions. Essential questions are those concerned
with the central focus of the investigation. These are rarely asked at the
beginning of an interview but may be asked together or scattered through-
out. Extra questions are related to essential questions but come at the topic
from a slightly different angle or ask the same questions using different word-
ing. They serve the purpose of going more deeply into areas of importance.
Throw-away questions are often asked at the beginning of an interview and
usually include information about demographics, background, or context.
These are designed to put the informant at ease and get the conversation



Collecting Qualitative Data 103

started. They are sometimes used to provide a break when interviews
become intense or tedious. Prompts and probes provide researchers with
means for getting informants to talk more about particular subjects that arise
in the interviews. While some standard probes are often at the ready (see
below), it is difficult and probably unwise to write probing questions as part
of interview preparation.

The first three question types in Berg’s (1998) organizer are useful for
thinking about creating formal interview guides. Obviously, developing high-
quality essential questions is most important to the data collection purposes
of the interview. If the content-related questions do not get at the phenom-
ena under investigation, the rest of the guiding questions will have little
meaning. Extra questions need to be carefully planned so that they encour-
age informants to be reflective without being repetitive or appearing to chal-
lenge what they have already said. When used with appropriate probing ques-
tions, they can add to the depth and richness of interview data. I don’t think
much of the term throw-away for questions designed to gather important
background information and warm up reluctant informants, but the concept
is important to developing high-quality formal interviews. I prefer the term
background questions, which I will use in the following discussion.

Background questions are often used to start formal interviews. They are
framed as questions that get the informants talking about familiar informa-
tion, get them used to the interview context and recorder, and ease their con-
cerns about what the interview might be like. They often include informa-
tion that helps distinguish one informant from another in multisite studies.
They invite informants to share demographic information that may be useful
in putting together analyses and final reports as the study progresses. Open-
ing background questions usually ask about age, education, experience,
mobility, and the like. In school studies, questions are likely to take the form:
“Why don’t you start by telling me a little about yourself—where you’re from,
how you got into education, how long you’ve been with this system?” I don’t
recommend a series of short-answer questions such as, “How old are you?
Where did you go to college? How long have you been teaching?” Terse ques-
tions get terse answers and set the wrong tone for the interview you hope will
follow. It is better to ask a broad, “Tell me about your background” question
then listen for places where you can follow up with more specific questions
(e.g., “Oh, so you started teaching after your children were older?”) that show
your interest and start a pattern of conversation as opposed to recitation.

Essential questions are essential because they get at the core of the
research; they generate the central data of the study. They are the most
important and the most difficult to write. I was trained using Spradley’s
(1979) ethnographic interview model, and I still find the model useful for
generating interview questions even when ethnographic research is not the
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methodology being used. Spradley identifies three kinds of “ethnographic
questions” (p. 60) that I try to build into every formal interview I conduct.
For me, these provide a taxonomy that gives structure to the writing of essen-
tial questions. My adaptation of Spradley’s descriptive, structural, and con-
trast questions is outlined next.

Descriptive questions are designed to get informants talking about the
particulars of a social scene with which they are familiar. They are a way to
begin to get inside how participants talk about what they do. Informants are
selected for interviews because they have some special knowledge that the
researcher hopes to capture in his or her data. Descriptive questions ask infor-
mants to put that knowledge into words. Qualitative researchers studying
school people will ask them to describe what it’s like to be student, teacher,
principal, custodian, or whatever. Such questions will ask for descriptions,
not analyses or critiques, and they will always ask for the informant’s per-
spective. They begin with phrases such as the following: Can 7you
describe . . ., Tell me about a time when . . ., or Could you give me an exam-
ple . . . ? In a study of teacher, administrator, and supervisor perspectives on
kindergarten philosophies and practices, a colleague and I included the fol-
lowing descriptive questions in our interview guide for teachers:

e “Could you describe a typical day in your kindergarten?”

e “Could you give an example of a reading readiness or early literacy les-
son that you’ve used recently in your classroom?”

e “How are children grouped for activities or instruction in your class-

room?” (Hatch & Freeman, 1988, p. 165).

Structural questions invite informants to demonstrate how they organize
their cultural knowledge. They ask informants to put their knowledge into
categories or domains. They are a way to get some understanding of how
informants think about what they do. They provide questioning tools for
going beyond descriptive information into exploring what relationships
informants see in their cultural experiences. Structural questions usually take
form in questions that begin: What are the kinds of . . . , What are the steps
in . .., or What characteristics typify. . . . Structural questions are never used
in place of descriptive questions, but most often are used concurrently with
them. When used in participant observation studies or multiple interviews
with the same informants, they can be used to verify hypothetical domains
discovered by the researcher. In any interview study, they provide ways to
study how individuals make sense of the social phenomena under investiga-
tion. In the study mentioned above, the following were some of our structural
questions for kindergarten teachers:
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® “What are the steps involved in deciding what you will mark on a par-
ticular kindergarten child’s report card?’

e “What qualities, characteristics, or abilities typify a successful kinder-
garten student?”

® “When you’re talking to parents about your kindergarten program, what
do you stress as its most positive qualities?” (Hatch & Freeman, 1988,
pp- 165-66).

Contrast questions are tools for exploring how informants make mean-
ing in their social worlds. By asking informants questions that include phrases
such as, What'’s the difference between . . . or Can you compare . . . , researchers
are able to “discover the dimensions of meaning which informants employ to
distinguish objects and events” (Spradley, 1979, p. 69). Used along with
descriptive and structural questions, contrast questions provide another angle
from which to approach the perspectives of informants. Examples from the
kindergarten study included the following:

e “How would you characterize the differences between the developmen-
tal level of kindergartners and first graders?”

e “Can you compare your kindergarten program with kindergarten pro-
grams five years ago?”

* “What’s different about kindergarten teachers in relation to teachers in
other grades?” (Hatch & Freeman, 1988, pp. 165-66).

Essential questions have to get at the purposes of the study, especially if
the data of the study are primarily interview-based. Descriptive, structural,
and contrast are types of questions that give researchers an organizer for
thinking about how to frame questions, but the substance comes from the
unique focus of each study. In the study from which the example questions
have been given, we were interested in getting school people talking about
what they thought kindergarten ought to be (their philosophies) and what
they thought it actually was (their practices). We didn’t directly ask, “What’s
your philosophy?” or “What’s your practice?” but we designed questions that
we thought would reveal how they thought and what they did. Spradley’s
(1979) question types gave us a guide for generating questions that served our
purposes and helped us accomplish our research ends (appendix D is an
edited transcript of an interview done as part of this study, and it includes
examples of each type of question and how they were actually asked in an
interview setting).

How questions are worded is another important consideration. The
ways words are used in questions can make a great deal of difference in the
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kinds of answers informants will give. Even though, except for standard-
ized interviews, questions are almost never read verbatim from interview
guides, it is important to write guiding questions using words that frame
them in ways that respect informants and generate the kinds of responses
that make good data. Several generalizations are offered as a guide for writ-
ing effective questions:

e Questions should be open-ended. The power of qualitative interviewing is
that it gives informants opportunities to share their unique perspectives
in their own words. When questions are set up in dichotomous terms so
that yes or no answers are possible (e.g., “Is your reading program effec-
tive?”), or if questions are framed in ways that presume unstated cate-
gories (“How effective is your reading program?”), they are little better
than mailed questionnaires. Even though researchers may plan to probe
beyond initial responses, the tone of such an interview can become more
like an interrogation than a conversation.

®  Questions should use language that is familiar to informants. It is the respon-
sibility of researchers to account for differences in language between
themselves and their informants. Unless two-way communication is
established, data will be of questionable value, and interviews will be
awkward, at the least. This issue goes beyond obvious concerns when
native languages are different; it includes dealing with differences in
dialect and taking into account specialized vocabularies used in distinct
subcultures and occupational groups.

®  Questions should be clear. In addition to using familiar language, questions
should clearly communicate what the researcher expects from the infor-
mant. Informants should be able to understand questions so that they
can feel comfortable sharing their perspectives. Complex questions that
ask too much, multiple questions that overwhelm, or obliquely asked
questions that confuse tend to make informants uncomfortable and shut
down interview interactions.

® Questions should be neutral. It is unfair and unwise to use leading ques-
tions. While Kvale (1996) argues that leading questions are useful for
“checking the reliability of interviewees’ answers” (p. 158), I do not
believe it is the researcher’s place to act as police officer, lawyer, or psy-
choanalyst. Framing questions in ways designed to trip participants up or
point the interview in directions that favor the perspective of the
researcher (e.g., “It’s easy to see why kids love working in small groups,
what’s your experience using small groups?”’) disrespects informants and
generates bad data. Similarly, it is unethical to value some responses over
others in the course of interviews. Researchers should signal their empa-
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thy and understanding in an effort to build and maintain rapport, but
avoid judging responses because doing so may lead informants to try to
please rather than inform (see Patton, 1990).

® Questions should respect informants and presume they have valuable knowl-
edge. The researchers’ stance in relation to informants should be one of
students who hope to learn from their informant teachers. While ques-
tions need to be clear and stated in familiar language, they need not be
simplistic or condescending. The reason individuals are selected for
interviews is that they have special knowledge that is valuable to the
researcher. Asking questions that invite informants to teach the
researcher what they know and asking them in a way that presumes spe-
cial insight is a good strategy. For example, a researcher should expect
different responses from questions such as, “Do you know what your dis-
trict’s policy is on corporal punishment?” and “Tell me about the corpo-
ral punishment policy in your district.” The latter signals the informant
that the researcher assumes he or she has important knowledge.

® Questions should generate answers related to the objectives of the research.
Guiding questions should reflect the purposes of the interview, and the
interview ought to be undertaken because it helps accomplish the pur-
poses of the research. Every interview need not provide an avenue into
all of the research questions that frame a study, but every interview
should address some portion of the research questions. I give this appar-
ently self-evident advice because I have critiqued many interview guides
that I had a hard time connecting to the purposes of the proposed
research. Great questions get informants talking, but unless they are
talking about the topics under investigation, the talk is of little use to
the project.

Doing Qualitative Interviews. Informal interviews are often sidebars to the
action of the research, and these require the ability to engage participants in
reflective conversation about that action. Establishing relationships that
facilitate comfortable and productive sidebars is important, and relationships
will grow and change depending on how researchers behave during informal
interview opportunities. Formal interviews often do not allow opportunities
for developing relationships over time; they require other skills and sensitiv-
ities in order to build rapport and generate useful data.

In any interview setting, certain qualities will make interviews more
effective. Good qualitative interviews are characterized by respect, interest,
attention, good manners, and encouragement on the part of researchers (see
Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Seidman, 1998). They often begin with small talk
that serves to get the informant talking and to make human connections



108 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

between researchers and informants. The purposes of the research should be
made clear, and researchers should reassure informants that there are no right
or wrong answers, but that informants’ honest perspectives are the most desir-
able outcome of the conversation about to take place. This will often lead
into background questions that continue to set the tone for the interview (it
may be helpful for readers to refer to the interview transcript in appendix D
for examples of the elements discussed in this section).

Some informants will be ill at ease or feel as if they have nothing impor-
tant to say. It is the researcher’s job to help put informants at ease and to
assure them that their perspectives are vital to the goals of the study. Some
informants will give abbreviated or guarded responses. Researchers should
work to get them talking by showing interest in their comments and asking
for clarification and detail. Body language, facial expressions, and verbal
prompts signal informants that the researcher is engaged and interested in
what they have to say. Prompts should not challenge what informants have
said but let them know that their comments are important and that you want
to know more (e.g., Can you tell me more about that? or I'm not sure I know
exactly what you mean. Can you give me an example?).

Learning to listen like a researcher is a skill that will improve the qual-
ity of interviews. | have learned to recognize that when I am doing observa-
tions or interviews, a part of my brain is constantly monitoring what I do or
say as researcher. Acknowledging this metacognitive awareness of acting qua
researcher, for me, is parallel to taking on what Berger and Kellner (1981)
call a “sociological perspective,” which forces researchers to process experi-
ence from “both inside and outside the situation” (p. 34). They participate in
the external conversation of the interview but carry on a simultaneous inner
conversation, “which is a crucial sotto voce accompaniment to the verbal
exchange” (Berger & Kellner, 1981, p. 21). When I enter the research set-
ting, I am still Amos, still a husband and father, still a professor, but I am
operating within the awareness that [ am there to do research. Part of that
awareness has me listening like a researcher.

As researcher, I listen to informants in ways that I think will facilitate
their ability to teach me about the topic at hand. I am listening (and watch-
ing) for clues that certain topics are sensitive to informants, and I may probe
more gently or return later to such topics as I sense informants’ discomfort or
willingness to go further. I am listening for key words or phrases that may give
me opportunities for unlocking the special knowledge of the informants. An
easy and effective probe is always, “Tell you what you mean by "

I am listening for what informants take for granted. I have learned that
the most powerful cultural knowledge for participants is made up of under-
standings that they assume everyone shares. When I hear informants make
“of course statements” (Lynd & Lynd, 1937, p. 402) that signal the taken-for-
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granted nature of what they are saying, I “play dumb” (often convincingly)
and ask informants to let me in on these understandings that everyone else
seems to have.

[ am also listening to my questions and keeping track of where the inter-
view is headed. I want to balance valuing the informants’ desire to talk about
certain subjects with using the interview time to get at information directly
tied to the research project. When we seem to be going down a path that has
limited use to the research, I will be listening for opportunities to tactfully
bring the conversation back around to the topic of interest. Listening like a
researcher is hard work, and it takes practice to do it well. Practicing inter-
views with colleagues or friends is a good idea. Studying transcripts once
interviews are completed is another way to improve interviewing skills.

Listening is also important because the quality of good interviews
depends so heavily on generating effective prompts or asking timely probing
questions based on what happens during the interview. Only standardized
interviews run from beginning to end without the need for careful adjust-
ments and shaping by the researcher. Several prompts and probes have been
used as illustrations above. Prompts are verbal and nonverbal signals that
researchers use to keep the informants talking. They include strategies for
active listening such as making eye contact, nodding, leaning forward, mak-
ing positive verbalizations like “uh-huh” or “I see,” paraphrasing back, and
asking for clarification. Sometimes prompts take the form of silences or ques-
tioning looks. In the interview context, or in almost all speech events, silence
often makes for discomfort. By waiting a few seconds after an informant stops
speaking, or by responding with a quizzical expression, informants will often
break the silence themselves, expanding or clarifying what they have been
talking about (see Kvale, 1996).

Probing questions are designed to encourage informants to go more
deeply into a topic, and they can be used to reshape the direction of an inter-
view segment. At another level, they let the informant know what depth of
response the researcher desires (Patton, 1990). Probes are not prepared ahead
of time but are created as follow-up questions during the give and take of the
interview. This means that I have to listen like a researcher, paying careful
attention to what is mentioned and what is not mentioned (see Loftland &
Loftland, 1984). Probes are used to fill in details (e.g., When did that hap-
pen?), encourage elaboration (Can you tell me more about that?), get clarifi-
cation (I’'m not sure I understand what you mean), and generate examples
(Can you tell me about a time when you felt that way?).

Probes can also be used to shape the direction of the interview when
informants tend to move away from the subject at hand. I said in an earlier
chapter that we need to teach informants how to teach us. We should be
telling them what we are interested in directly, but the kinds of things the
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researcher follows up on let the informant know where the researcher wants
the interview to go and what level of understanding is being sought. Probes
can bring the informant back around to the topic, but they will shut down
the interaction if the informant perceives that what’s important to him or her
is of no interest to the researcher. So such redirections should be gentle and
acknowledge the inherent value of all the informant has to say (e.g., “I'd like
to spend more time talking about that, but let me ask you about something
you said earlier”).

Some researchers recommend avoiding “Why?” questions as probes
because such questions have a negative connotation in Western discourse
(e.g., Why did you do that?), assume a cause-and-effect relationship that
may not exist, and put the informant on the spot because asking “Why” can
infer that their preceding response was inappropriate (Berg, 1998; Patton,
1990). I think it is important to be aware of any “loaded” words or phrases
that may sound accusatory or confrontational, and asking “Why?” in some
instances will come across as loaded. Still, there will be situations in which
asking, “Why do you say that?” will be a neutral and effective probe. Being
in touch with informants’ reactions to the interview experience and keeping
research objectives in mind will help guide the use of this and other prompts
and probes.

Self-disclosure is an issue in qualitative interviewing. Students often
wonder, “How much of my self and my experiences should I share with infor-
mants?” Researchers want to establish connections with informants, and
offering personal information or telling stories that demonstrate affinity with
informants will often serve to improve rapport. But, some researchers are con-
cerned that individuals can be manipulated by researchers and seduced into
revealing sensitive information by individuals they have come to trust (see
Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Finch, 1984).

Researchers never want to exploit their research participants by using
their vulnerabilities to gain an advantage, but the assumptions of different
research approaches will logically lead to different relationships within inter-
view dyads. As a pattern, it is more likely that postpositivist researchers will
have less personal contact and do less self-disclosure than other qualitative
researchers. It will be their goal to gather data that are relatively free of influ-
ence from the researcher. Constructivists see their role as to coconstruct data
with their informants, so their interviews will likely include more participa-
tion, more control of research processes, and more active sharing by infor-
mants than those of postpositivists (see Mishler, 1986). Critical/feminists
emphasize the importance of self-disclosure in interview settings (DeVault,
1990; Lather, 1988), the logic being that both sides should be honest and
take risks in order to move to shared understandings of oppression and
explore possibilities for empowerment. Poststructuralists are interested in the
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stories that individuals tell to make sense of their lives, and they understand
that interviews are special contexts that generate not “the story” but “a story.”
When researchers disclose their own stories to informants, they understand
that those stories will influence the ways their informants’ stories are told.

Finally, good interviewers have a sense of when interviews have gone on
long enough. Informants need to know ahead of time about how long inter-
views are expected to last. My rule of thumb is that about an hour will usu-
ally be required, and going longer than 90 minutes will require special cit-
cumstances. The audiotapes I use are usually 30 minutes per side, and once |
have moved to the second tape (about 60 minutes in) I become very aware
of my informant’s and my own comfort level. Seidman (1998) argues con-
vincingly for 90-minute interviews, but perhaps because my experience is
with interviewing busy educators and children in education settings, I rec-
ommend aiming for about an hour. Of course, some interviews will run long,
and some will last for less time than anticipated. Again, part of listening like
a researcher is keeping track of time in relation to how much the informant
is willing to share, how tired or fatigued you both may become, and how well
the guiding questions are being addressed.

When thinking about how anticipated interviews will actually go, I like
to remind students that all social occasions in Western society have begin-
nings, middles, and ends. Interviews are special kinds of social or speech
events that follow the same pattern. It is sometimes helpful to think of inter-
views as having an introductory and concluding phase, with the body of the
interview in between. The introductory phase includes small talk to help
make informants comfortable and used to talking into a microphone; expla-
nations reminding informants of the purposes of the interview, their impor-
tance as the “teachers” of the researcher, and that confidentiality is guaran-
teed; and background questions that provide context and demographic
information and set the tone for the interactive nature of the interview.

The body of the interview is the place where the essential descriptive,
structural, and contrast questions are woven into the interchange. The idea
is to get the informant talking about issues of importance to the purposes of
the study. Guiding questions guide but do not determine the direction of the
interview. The researcher is attentive to the comfort level of the informants
and mixes in prompts and probes to keep the interview moving and to follow
up on the important elements that emerge. The overall pattern is to move
from general to specific discussions based on guiding questions and informant
responses. The researcher is constantly watching for opportunities to take the
conversation to a deeper level of meaning and understanding by listening to
responses and inviting reflection, examples, and details.

Interviews, like all speech events in our culture, feel incomplete without
a sense of closure. Again, it is important for researchers to be attuned to the
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affective dimensions of the interchange so that they know when informants
are becoming uncomfortable, fatigued, or defensive. They also need to mon-
itor the substantive progress of the interview, taking note of how well the
guiding questions have been addressed. Signaling that the interview is about
to end is important to giving a sense of completeness to the interview speech
event. One way is just to say, “Let me ask you just one (or a few) more ques-
tion(s) before we stop.” Another is to summarize what you see as the major
points of the exchange and to ask for feedback (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Another is ask, “Is there anything you’d like to say that we haven’t covered
in the interview?” If plans are in place for further contact, in the form of
future interviews, a chance to review transcriptions of the interview just com-
pleted, or for informal follow-up, arrangements for these should be made
clear. If informants will have a chance to read and correct/edit interview
transcripts, that should be established in the research bargain, but the proce-
dures and a timeline for completing it should be reviewed. If research bar-
gains call for sharing final reports with informants (in summary or complete
form), arrangements for doing so should be reviewed. Finally, informants
should be thanked for giving up their time, congratulated for their candor
and insights, and reminded of their importance to the study. The goal is to be
sure that informants leave the interview setting with a sense of closure, an
understanding of what to expect in the future, the impression that their time
was well spent, and the feeling that they have been treated with respect.

Processing Interview Data. During interviews, I keep a copy of the interview
guide in front of me on a clipboard, and I make notes directly on the guide as
the interview proceeds. These notes help me keep track of what guiding ques-
tions have been addressed and where I want to go next with the interview. I
also try to write down key words or phrases that I want to ask about either in
this interview or later, depending on the study. I sometimes write down ques-
tions that I don’t want to forget to ask. If I notice nonverbal indicators or
contextual influences that will not be picked up on tape, I try to make a
record of them, and I also make bracketed notes of impressions that come to
mind during the interview. These notes become part of the data of the study.
They can be included as “raw data” and stored as is. They can be written up
as part of research journals or even recorded at the end of interview tapes for
transcriptions. If recording equipment ever fails, such notes can be the source
for reconstructing as much of the interview as possible from memory.

These and all other data from interviews should be processed as soon as
possible following the interview. I always check the tape immediately to be
sure everything was working, especially when tapes were turned over or mul-
tiple tapes were used. If something went wrong, I can at least write up all I
can remember from the interview (see Patton, 1990). Depending on the
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study, I try to get the tape transcribed right away. If I am doing a participant
observation study, interview data will be useful for directing future observa-
tions. If I am doing interview only studies with multiple informants or a series
of interviews with a small number of individuals, having transcribed data will
help shape subsequent interviews. In many studies, starting analysis proce-
dures along with early data collection is important (see discussion above),
and this, of course, will require transcription. However, even when data
analysis will be delayed, it is important to review transcripts (or at least listen
to interview tapes) as interviews are completed.

Transcribing is often difficult and tedious work. Patton (1990) estimates
that it takes about four hours of transcription time for every hour of interview.
I have transcribed my own interviews and paid to have it done. On the one
hand, there are advantages to doing the transcribing yourself in that you will
be able to add context, nonverbal information, and bracketed notations from
your notes and memory as the interview is typed up (see Woods, 1986). You
will be able to recognize words that a transcriber will not be able to under-
stand, and you will learn things about your informants, the substance of the
interview, and yourself as interviewer that will be missed in the transcript
alone. And you will save lots of money. On the other hand, transcribing takes
forever, even with sophisticated transcribing machines, and university cam-
puses often have experienced transcriptionists who do a good job for a rea-
sonable price. If others are hired (or friends or family are coerced) to transcribe
for you, it is still important to listen to the complete tape while going through
the typed transcript. This will be the time for you to correct problems in the
transcript, fill in elements the transcriptionist could not make out, and add
contextual information from your interview notes and impressions (see Lapa-
dat & Lindsay, 1999). Paying attention to punctuation is especially important.
Seidman (1998) points out that punctuating transcripts is a kind of analysis
that can alter the meanings associated with informants’ words. It will be help-
ful to give those transcribing for you clear and consistent directions about the
format you want the interviews to have. Putting such directions in writing will
help, as will being sure that word processing programs can be transferred
between your transcriber’s computer and your own.

Students want to know if they have to transcribe all of their interview
data, noting that some of the conversation in the interviews does not really
apply to their studies. Some researchers (e.g., Woods, 1986) recommend that
interviewers listen to tapes and decide if the whole conversation needs to be
transcribed. I understand the suggestion, but I worry that making such decisions
will involve judgments about what’s important that ought to be made more sys-
tematically later on as data analysis begins (see Seidman, 1998). Again, it’s my
training that “everything is data” that leads me to tell students to transcribe
everything and save data reduction for later in the research process.
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Qualitative researchers should keep a research log no matter what kind of
study is done. Such logs for pure interview studies will include records of
where, when, with whom, and for how long interviews were held. Research
journals should also be kept, either along with logs or separately. Journals are
places to evaluate how interviews went, to record impressions about informant
reactions, to judge the quality of certain guiding questions, and to critique
interviewer performance during the interview. Research journals are impor-
tant places to reflect on the research process and keep track of the human side
of the research experience. Entries should be made as soon as possible after
leaving the interview setting and again as transcripts are typed or filled in.

The best way to get better at doing interviews is to study transcripts of
your early interviews (see interview transcript example in appendix D).
Examining what you said and what kinds of responses resulted from what you
said can be very revealing. Many students are surprised at how much they
talked during interview and often wonder, “Why didn’t I ask her about that?”
You will always find places where you will wish you had asked another ques-
tion or probed in another way, but studying what you have done will help you
improve your interviewing skills. Keeping track of impressions and making
plans for change in writing (in a research journal or some other format) will
help you get better faster.

Summary: Tips for Successful Interviews

To summarize this section on qualitative interviewing, | have synthesized sug-
gestions from several authors who have written about qualitative interviews
with my own observations and experiences. | characterize these as tips for
successful interviews:

o Follow the rules of polite conversation. Interviews are a special kind of con-
versation, but it is important that informants be invited to participate in
a two-way conversation that treats them with respect and dignity. Inter-
viewers should signal this respect by never starting an interview without
some small talk or without explanations of research purposes and the
importance of the informant to the research process (Berg, 1998;
Spradley, 1979). Researchers should ask “real questions” that acknowl-
edge and value knowledge that informants have and researchers need,
and researchers should give informants ample opportunity to respond
without interruption (Seidman, 1998). Questions should be open-ended
and framed in ways that do not lead informants in particular directions.
Answers should be received without judgment; that is, the informant
should be reinforced for responding, not for answering in certain ways.
And researchers should bring closure to interviews, thanking informants
for their participation and contribution.
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o Interview in a comfortable place. If informants are uncomfortable because of
the physical setup of the interview setting or because they are concerned
that their comments will be overheard by others, interviews will be neg-
atively affected (Berg, 1998). Whenever possible, check out interview
spaces and try out recording equipment prior to beginning an interview.

®  Plan well before the interview begins. Not all researchers agree that a well-
developed interview guide is necessary for successful interviews, but I
believe going into the interview with carefully thought out guiding ques-
tions is essential for new researchers. If researchers do not have questions
in mind and have not thought through the beginning, middle, and end
of how they hope an interview will go, they may be fine; but they run the
risk of wasting their informants’ time or worse. Berg (1998) recommends
that researchers remember their research purpose. 1 agree that this is
important. Having that purpose in mind before the interview begins will
help keep the interview on track and productive.

e earn how to listen. Both Wolcott (1995) and Seidman (1998) recommend
that researchers talk less and listen more. This is a good general rule that
ought to guide all interviewers, but learning how to listen is just as impor-
tant as spending more time listening. I discussed using active listening
strategies and listening like a researcher above. Wolcott (1995) describes
what he calls “creative listeners,” or those who are “able to play an inter-
active role, thereby making a more effective speaker of out of the person
talking” (p. 111). Being aware of the importance of listening is vital, and
practicing creative listening in other social contexts is useful, but doing
interviews and studying the transcripts of your own performance as lis-
tener and questioner is the best way to improve listening and asking skills.

o Explore informants’ understandings. Or, stated in the negative, don’t prod
them for information. Good qualitative interviews are dynamic, interac-
tive, social events. Even though a set of guiding questions will frame the
interview, researchers must be attentive to informants’ responses so that
they can generate appropriate prompts to encourage more detail and ask
effective probing questions to request more depth and reflection. Seid-
man (1998) makes several suggestions for exploring informant under-
standings, including the following: follow up on what informants say, tol-
erate silence, ask for details, ask for more information, and ask questions
when you don’t understand (pp. 69-77). The trick is to make the infor-
mant aware that you are listening and interested without bombarding
him or her with questions that make the interview feel like a cross-exam-
ination. I think the key is to be genuinely interested in what the infor-
mant has to say and to signal that interest in the way answers are
received and questions are asked.
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o [nwite informants to help you be a better researcher. This suggestion from
Wolcott (1995) goes beyond the discussion above of inviting infor-
mants to teach you about the social phenomena you are studying. Here
we are talking about asking informants to give you feedback about the
research process itself. This should be more than an opportunity for
self-congratulation or fishing for compliments, informants should be
asked for their perspectives in the research process, not an evaluation
of you as an interviewer. Wolcott (1995) recommends direct questions
such as, “Do you have any suggestions about these interviews?!” (p. 115)
and “Are there topics we should explore that I haven’t asked about?”
(p. 116). Asking such questions values informant perspectives and cre-
ates the opportunity to find out more about your interviews and your
subject matter.

e Transcribe your interviews right away. Students find this difficult advice to
take; they are often involved in ongoing data collection and don’t have
the time or energy to stop to transcribe interviews. Even if they are for-
tunate enough to have someone else to type up taped interviews, they are
often too busy to study interviews with great care. There are good rea-
sons to transcribe and do some initial analysis of interviews as soon as
possible. Done well, early analyses shape the direction of future inter-
views and observations. They give a sense of confidence to researchers as
they continue data collection or create a sense of disequilibrium that
ought to lead to changes in research implementation. In addition, as
mentioned above, reading completed interviews will give immediate
feedback about the effectiveness of certain questions, prompts, and
probes. Finally, transcribing and analyzing as the research unfolds
reduces the chances of finding major gaps in the data set of the study
after it is too late to do anything about it.

COLLECTING UNOBTRUSIVE DATA

The third primary data collecting strategy in qualitative studies is the collec-
tion of unobtrusive data. Unobtrusive data provide insight into the social
phenomenon under investigation without interfering with the enactment of
that social phenomenon. Unobtrusive data are said to be nonreactive in the
sense that they are not filtered through the perceptions, interpretations, and
biases of research participants (Webb et al., 1981). While there are several
kinds of such data, what binds them together is that they are gathered with-
out the direct involvement of research participants; they are unobtrusive
because their collection does not interfere with the ongoing events of every-

day life.
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Kinds of Unobtrusive Data

Some of the kinds of unobtrusive data are artifacts, traces, documents, pet-
sonal communications, records, photographs, and archives. While there is
overlap among these types, I will describe each and give examples of what
such data might look like in education settings. While some anthropologists
might count all of the types of unobtrusive data listed as artifacts, here I will
use the term to stand for “material objects that represent the culture at [a par-
ticular] site” (Chiseri-Strater & Sunstein, 1997, p. 78). Artifacts are objects
that participants use in the everyday activity of the contexts under examina-
tion. Gathering and studying these artifacts can give alternative insights into
the ways people think and act (Hodder, 1994). For field anthropologists, arti-
facts include objects such as clothing, tools, toys, jewelry, and musical instru-
ments. For educational researchers, examples might include samples of chil-
dren’s work, copies of teacher plans, collections and/or descriptions of
classroom tools (from crayons to computers), descriptions of furniture and
decorations found in teachers’ lounges, or accounts of objects children bring
for “show and tell.”

Traces are the unintended residues of human activity. They provide
physical evidence of how participants operate in their settings. The classic
study using this kind of unobtrusive measure was an evaluation of the Nat-
ural History Museum at the Smithsonian Institute in which “wear spots” on
rugs were studied as indicators of how frequently certain exhibits were visited
(Wolf & Tymitz, 1978). Trace analysis allows researchers to study patterns of
behavior without interfering with the flow of that behavior. In school stud-
ies, traces that may provide insight include wear spots on grass playgrounds,
signs of wear and tear on library books, dust on science equipment, or the
condition of school restrooms.

Documents are powerful indicators of the value systems operating
within institutions. I am making a distinction between official written com-
munication, which I call “documents,” and unofficial or personal communi-
cation, which I take up later. All modern institutions generate documents
that create a written record of official activity within the institution. Docu-
ments can provide a behind-the-scenes look at institutional processes and
how they came into being (Patton, 1990). They can give the researcher a
sense of history related to the contexts being studied. In education settings,
this kind of unobtrusive data can range from public documents such as state
curriculum guides, district policy statements, and school codes of conduct to
internal communications such as policy interpretations, letters of repri-
mand, and memos of understanding. Other documents, such as news releases
and parent newsletters, are prepared specifically to communicate directly
with the public.
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Personal communications are another type of unobtrusive data that can
be collected as part of qualitative studies. Personal communications are writ-
ten without the intent of representing the official positions of institutions.
They may be unofficial communications between colleagues or take the form
of individual diaries or journals that are usually not written with an audience
in mind. These kinds of data are unobtrusive only if they have been produced
as part of the participants’ natural experience, not in response to requests
from the researcher. We will discuss the use of journaling as a data gathering
technique later in this chapter. Here it is assumed diaries or journals have
been kept by participants prior to the study, then voluntarily shared with
researchers. In addition to journals or diaries that school folks may share with
researchers, other kinds of personal communication may include notes
between teachers, unofficial letters between school personnel, interactive
journals that teachers sometimes share with students or parents, and the usu-
ally clandestine notes passed among students.

Records are an additional kind of unobtrusive data that can add signifi-
cantly to many qualitative studies. Records are special kind of documents on
which notations are made in an effort to keep track of certain facets of school
life. Records are kept on all kinds of activities within institutions, and just
knowing what kinds of records are kept tells a great deal about institutional
values and practices. Personnel, financial, and performance records are just
some of the general types of records institutions keep. Schools are large
bureaucratic institutions that keep vast records at all levels. An example from
some of the levels will indicate the possibilities: at the national level, records
are kept of state performance on achievement indicators such as the National
Assessment of Educational Progress; at the state level, pupil attendance
records are kept for each district; at the district level, personnel records are
kept for each employee; at the school level, cumulative records are kept of
each child’s progress from year to year; and at the classroom level, report card
records are generated several times throughout each year. Other kinds of
records might include valuable information but not come to mind immedi-
ately, for example, at the school level, records of copy machine use per
month, records of parent volunteer time, records of teacher absenteeism, or
records of how parent teacher organizations spend their money.

Photographs that have been taken by participants or collected by insti-
tutions are another valuable kind of unobtrusive data. As with personal com-
munications, if these are produced for the researcher or made by the researcher,
they might be useful and appropriate, but they do not qualify as unobtrusive.
Many organizations keep photographic records of important events in their
histories, newspapers often maintain photo collections, and sometimes indi-
viduals keep photo albums or scrapbooks. While there are limitations to what
can be learned from photographs, as there are with all unobtrusive data (see
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below), photos can provide a sense of what the setting was like in the past,
provide specific factual information about who was where when, and present
anomalies that do not fit with other data in the study (see Bogdan & Biklen,
1992). Schools sometimes keep photographic records, many schools have
class pictures made from year to year, and districts often have some kind of
archival system that may include photos. Many teachers use photography as
part of their instruction. Teachers of young children, in particular, often pho-
tograph individual children and make photographic records of important
events. Finally, yearbooks produced at most middle and high schools can be
rich sources of unobtrusive photographic (and textual) data.

Historical research is a particular type of qualitative study identified in
chapter 1. Often, studies of this type rely heavily on archival data. Many of
the kinds of unobtrusive data outlined in this section will be collected in
archives, and such collections can be of use to researchers other than histo-
riographers. Institutional archives often include documents, records, and
photographs that tell the story of the institution. My experience is that
school archives are seldom carefully organized or cataloged. They are likely
to be old files or boxes of materials that are stored in multiple places. In stud-
ies that depend on historical grounding, searching through archives, no mat-
ter what their state, can be an essential step.

Working with Unobtrusive Data

Including unobtrusive data collection as part of research design offers several
advantages. Again, unobtrusive data are nonreactive. They can tell their own
story independent of the interpretations of participants, and they can be
gathered without disturbing the natural flow of human activity. This makes
them an especially useful point from which to make comparisons with data
from other sources such as observation and interviewing—a process usually
called “triangulation.” For example, teachers’ descriptions of learning objec-
tives can be compared to the actual products of student work, or field-note
records of an exchange between a superintendent and her school board can
be checked against the official minutes of that meeting. Triangulation is an
important concept that is discussed in the next chapter and throughout this
book. Unobtrusive data are useful to triangulation processes because their
nonreactive nature makes them one step removed from participants’ inter-
vening interpretations, they provide an alternative perspective on the phe-
nomenon being studied, and they are relatively easy to acquire—often some-
one else has collected the data (see Marshall & Rossman, 1995).

In direct contrast, another use of unobtrusive data is as a stimulus in inter-
view interactions. Anthropologists often ask informants to explain the histo-
ries, uses, and significance of artifacts gathered in the field (Chiseri-Strater &
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Sunstein, 1997). Used in this way, unobtrusive data invite and stimulate par-
ticipant reflection and interpretation. In both formal and informal interviews,
asking participants to talk about how they use certain artifacts (e.g., getting
teachers to talk about textbooks, bulletin boards, plan books) can get at
important dimensions of school life. Other kinds of unobtrusive data can be
used in similar ways. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) offer the example of a child
development researcher asking parents to discuss their children’s development
while looking through family photo albums in the parents’ homes. I have
asked teachers to talk about evaluation practices while looking at examples of
their districts’ student cumulative record folders.

Another basic contribution that unobtrusive data can make is to help
establish history and context in which to ground findings generated from
other data. Quantitative social science research is often criticized because it
attempts to study human behavior in controlled, artificial circumstances (see
Hatch, 1998). The assumptions of the positivist paradigm lead to research
that leaves out the idiosyncratic nature of each setting’s context, participants,
and history. Qualitative researchers worry about “contextualizing” their stud-
ies as well, that is, placing them in sufficient historical, political, and cultural
context that readers have a rich sense of where and how they fit (see Graue
& Walsh, 1998). Some elements of this context can be captured in interview
interactions, but researchers should always be aware that they are getting par-
ticipants’ perspectives on history and context in such data. Describing set-
tings is important in qualitative work, and unobtrusive data from archives
and other sources can help researchers pull these descriptions together.

Researchers should also be aware of the potential weaknesses of unobtru-
sive data. Used in isolation, they can offer a distorted view of events and social
contexts. For example, using only the minutes of a school board meeting on
school desegregation may present a condensed and “edited” version of the
interactions that actually took place, or collecting records that show how much
money has been spent on classroom computers may not reveal much about how
computers are actually used. Relatedly, it is often hard to establish what Lin-
coln and Guba (1985, p. 281) call the “trustworthiness” of particular pieces of
unobtrusive data. As Hodder (1994) points out, “objects cannot speak back; . . .
there are no ‘member checks’ because the artifacts themselves are mute” (pp.
398-99). Interpreting meanings and significance of unobtrusive data is, there-
fore, heavily inferential, and it is incumbent on researchers to go about making
interpretations carefully. Hodder (1994) recommends that such interpretations
include the following: (a) identifying the contexts within which artifacts had
meaning; (b) recognizing meaningful similarities and differences within con-
texts, and (c) judging the relevance of theories to the data at hand (p. 399).

Another concern with unobtrusive data is that they are most often gath-
ered piecemeal, so it is difficult to know what parts of the incomplete picture
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are represented in the data at hand. Archived materials are often poorly orga-
nized and inconsistently maintained, complete sets of documents and records
are hard to find, and collections of personal communications and pho-
tographs will often be uneven and skewed in certain directions. In his dis-
cussion of the limitations of archival research, Bernard (1994) notes that
“while your examination of archival data has no reactive effect, there is no
guarantee that the data were collected nonreactively in the first place” (p.
336, emphasis in original). This warning holds for other kinds of unobtrusive
data as well; part of your interpretation should include an awareness of the
positionings and potential motives of those collecting the data in the first
place. Even local newspaper accounts and national reports on school progress
should be considered within the historical, social, and political contexts that
surround them.

Triangulating unobtrusive data with data from other sources is one way
to improve confidence in reporting findings based on such information. In
historical studies or other research projects that rely heavily on unobtrusive
data, triangulation can be accomplished through using multiple sources of
unobtrusive data. For example, a study of the history of an alternative school
may include the school’s own records, local newspaper accounts, parts of the
archives of the local historical society, and personal communications and
photographs collected by individuals working in or attending the school.
Including interviews with teachers, students, administrators, and community
members will strengthen the study even further. In any study, researchers
must carefully describe their data and data sources so that readers can make
their own judgments about the trustworthiness of the accounts in the study,
but this is especially important when unobtrusive data are used.

It should be made clear to gatekeepers and participants on the front end
exactly what unobtrusive data the researcher expects to be collecting. The
research bargain should specify as much as possible what data will be col-
lected, including unobtrusive data. This is especially true when sensitive
information that might be kept in personal diaries or school records is
involved. In most systems, researchers will not be allowed access to children’s
school records without permission from parents, so this needs to be built into
research bargains and informed consent agreements. “Sunshine laws” in
many states guarantee open access to records of public meetings, but it is eth-
ical and prudent to inform gatekeepers of your intentions to use such records
as part of gaining access. When the researcher knows at the outset that he or
she wants to include specific records (e.g., teachers’ grade books), documents
(e.g., administrative memos), or artifacts (e.g., samples of children’s math
homework) in the analysis, these should be named directly in the research
bargain and informed consent. When it is anticipated that unobtrusive data
will be collected, but the researcher may not be certain of all of the specifics,



122 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

the language should stipulate what the researcher knows he or she wants and
indicate the intent to gather, describe, photocopy, or photograph other indi-
cators related to the purposes of the study with the permission of participants.
The idea is to set up a situation in which the researcher can ethically add
unanticipated unobtrusive data after the study is underway. It should be clear
in such language that the participants have the final say in whether or not
data that are not specifically named in original agreements will be added.

Collecting and Processing Unobtrusive Data

Different kinds of unobtrusive data will require different methods of collec-
tion. Some artifacts, such as student work, might be gathered directly, placed
in folders or boxes, and labeled in such a way that figuring out who produced
them, when, and in what context will be possible. At other times, student
work and other artifacts in school settings will need to be returned or remain
in the setting. These can be carefully described as part of field notes or records
can be made and kept in separate files. Sometimes paper-based artifacts, such
as teachers’ plans or a principal’s meeting notes can be photocopied with the
participants’ permission. Making photographs of classroom objects, such as
bulletin boards or computer stations can be a useful tool for collecting some
kinds of artifact data. In a study of children’s social and creative development
in a preschool, a colleague and I used still photography and videotaping to
make a record of art objects that children created in various media (Johnson
& Hatch, 1990). As these and other kinds of unobtrusive data are collected,
it is imperative that researchers develop a system for labeling and keeping
track of what the objects are, where they came from, and why they have been
gathered. In the study mentioned, we were interested in observing the inter-
actions and creations of specific “target children,” so keeping track of who
produced what under what circumstances was important to interpreting the
data later on.

Trace data can be captured in written descriptions and/or photographs.
Again, written descriptions can become part of field notes or be kept sepa-
rate, and photographs should be processed quickly and written notes used to
supplement the photographic record. Research logs are a good place to keep
track of this and any other kinds of data that are collected. As notations are
made to log the observations or interviews done on a particular day, describ-
ing any trace descriptions or photos will help researchers keep track of how
those data fit into their studies.

Documents are papet-based by definition and, wherever possible, should
be collected directly or photocopied to ensure accuracy and completeness.
This must be done with the knowledge and permission of participants and
gatekeepers. Extra copies of some documents will be available when they are
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first distributed, but those kept in files or stored in other ways should be pho-
tocopied whenever possible. When this is not possible, careful written
descriptions of what is included in documents can be made. This is the time
to record what is in documents, not to interpret and analyze. Impressions can
be bracketed within descriptions as with any other data, but getting the
actual language in the document is essential.

Collecting personal communications from research participants requires
care and sensitivity. Some individuals will feel perfectly comfortable sharing
their diaries, letters, and other personal communications; others will feel vul-
nerable and self-protective. When studies are designed to make personal
communications the primary data source for the research, participants will be
selected because they are willing to share such communications. When per-
sonal communications are supplementary data or even data that are not
anticipated, researchers should tread lightly to be sure that participants feel
secure in sharing what is sometimes very sensitive information. Informed
consent requires giving participants the right to withdraw from a study at any
time without penalty. Similarly, participants should understand that they
have the right to withdraw permission to use any or all personal communica-
tions if they change their minds as studies progress. Photocopying, with per-
mission, is best, and some kind of system for organizing these data is essential.

It is often the case that certain records cannot be photocopied and/or can-
not be removed from their place of storage. I have sat in school vaults taking
down information from students’ cumulative folders because district policy did
not allow me to photocopy such records or take them from their secure stor-
age place. As with documents, photocopies are best, but written descriptions
of information from records can be valuable data. School systems are rightly
concerned about how their records are to be accessed and used, and it is impor-
tant to be clear about these issues as research bargains are negotiated.

Photographs that count as unobtrusive data are those taken by individu-
als other than the researcher and for purposes other than the research at
hand. These are treated differently from the photos described above as sec-
ondary records of artifacts or traces. Photographs collected by institutions or
newspapers or saved by individuals have value to their owners and cannot be
added directly to research files. As with other data, it is preferred, where pos-
sible, to make copies of photographs. Developments in photocopying make
copying color photos more feasible and affordable. Written descriptions of
photos that cannot be copied are second best but will do when copying is
impossible. Some photographs will be fragile and require special handling,
and all should be processed with care so that they are returned in as good a
shape as they were received.

Archival research involves a specialized kind of data collection that will
be reviewed only briefly here. Individuals doing extensive work with archival
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records should consult sources specifically designed to guide such research
(e.g., Hill, 1993; Scott, 1990). Qualitative researchers supplementing other
data with archived materials collected by school systems, schools, newspa-
pers, or institutions such as professional organizations or historical societies
should follow the guidelines for collecting other kinds of unobtrusive data
noted above. Archival records will likely include materials such as docu-
ments, records, and photographs and may include some personal communi-
cations. It is an advantage that these materials have been gathered together
by someone else, but researchers should be aware that materials may have
been collected with specific purposes in mind so that information that might
be important to the research at hand may be over- or underrepresented in
archival collections. Therefore, it is important to examine the history and
purposes of archives being examined as data are collected and analyzed. It is
also important not to assume that data collected in archives are error free
(Bernard, 1994). Just because information found its way into archives does
not mean it was systematically gathered, was free of bias, or was checked for
accuracy. In sum, archives offer a valuable source for unobtrusive data, but
researchers should use such data with care.

As has been mentioned, no matter what type of unobtrusive data are
being collected, developing and consistently using some kind of organizing or
indexing system is very important. Records of the nature of data collected and
when and where they were collected should be part of research logs, but some
way to identify and store materials and descriptions also needs to be created.
Some records, documents, and personal communications will include dates as
part of their text, but an accounting of how, when, why, and from whom these
were collected may be important to their interpretation. Artifact data, the
objects themselves, or photos or descriptions of objects should be identified
with such information as where and when they were collected, the contexts in
which they were used, who used them, and how they were used. It should not
be assumed that the objects themselves will remind the researcher of their
importance to the study. Descriptions or photographs of trace data should also
be accompanied with descriptive information reminding researchers of where
and when such data were collected and why they were included. Making notes
that included bracketed impressions as artifacts and other unobtrusive data are
collected will help a great deal when analysis processes are begun.

Some researchers assign numbers to individual pieces of unobtrusive
data, then keep a separate record describing each numbered object, photo,
description, document, or record. Others write brief notes and attach them
directly to the unobtrusive data. Some develop elaborate cataloging systems,
organizing files by date, site, type of data, or emerging themes. Others rely on
less sophisticated organization schemes such as making piles in their offices
(you should see my office when I am in the middle of a complex study). Indi-
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vidual style and the centrality of unobtrusive data to the research at hand will
determine what kinds of systems will be used. The point here is that some
kind of record keeping and organizing system is important in any study using
unobtrusive data. The more central this type of data is to the accomplish-
ment of the study, the more important it is to have a consistent way to keep
track of what data are there and how they fit together.

There is nothing in the nature of unobtrusive data that makes them fit
or not fit within any of the research paradigms outlined in chapter 1. How
they might be used, of course, will be different in different kinds of studies.
Postpositivist researchers will likely see unobtrusive data as a tool for verify-
ing findings based on other data sources through systematic triangulation
processes. Constructivists will likely see unobtrusive data as sources for gen-
erating other stories, constructing other realities, and, with participants,
coconstructing other levels of meaning that add to the richness of their stud-
ies. Critical/feminist researchers will likely use unobtrusive data to expose the
unequal distribution of resources and influence in the social groups they are
studying and to trace the material consequences of that inequality in terms of
race, gender, and/or class. Poststructuralists will likely use text-based unob-
trusive data as sources for deconstructive analysis, searching for inconsisten-
cies, aporia, or gaps that reveal the subjective, transitory, and power-infused
nature of the supposed truth at the core of texts under examination.

So, for example, education researchers from any of these paradigmatic ori-
entations might do a study of retention practices in a large urban school district.
As part of their data, each might see the district’s policy statement on retention
as an important document to include, but each is likely to use this piece of unob-
trusive data in very different ways. The postpositivist researcher might compare
the statement with school-based informants’ interview statements about how
they make retention decisions. The constructivist might ask informants to dis-
cuss what the policy document means to them. Critical/feminists might look at
other unobtrusive data, such as school records, to determine if district policy is
being applied differently in schools with different racial and/or socioeconomic
characteristics. Poststructuralists might systematically deconstruct the policy
statement in terms of what it says about knowledge/power relationships. Unob-
trusive data can be a powerful source of insight in many kinds of qualitative stud-
ies. Collecting them carefully and processing them systematically will improve
the quality of unobtrusive data’s contribution to any study.

COLLECTING OTHER TYPES OF DATA

In this section, I discuss three other types of data collection that are often
used in qualitative studies: video recording, focus group interviewing, and
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participant journaling. These are not all of the possibilities that might be
included, but they do represent data collection strategies that many of my
students have found useful in their initial research efforts. My goal here is to
give beginning researchers a sense of what is possible using these kinds of data
collection. References provided throughout the discussion will lead those
interested in learning more about particular strategies to sources of informa-
tion and direction.

Using Video in Qualitative Studies

Visual anthropology, visual sociology, and other genres of image-based
research have made important contributions to our understandings of how
photography, film, video, and other visual media can be used in qualitative
research. In this section, I will focus on uses of video recording as a data col-
lection tool in qualitative educational studies. My own experiences, those of
my students, and accounts in the literature lead me to believe that video
recording can provide a powerful means for capturing data that can improve
the quality of many studies. My approach here, as with my students, is to rec-
ommend that video recording be used along with, not instead of, other data
collection approaches described in this chapter. I know that it is fully possi-
ble to do high-quality studies based only on video or other image-based data
(see Prosser, 1998), but my view is that these should be undertaken only after
specialized training. What follows are guidelines for using video data collec-
tion strategies as primary or secondary means of gathering qualitative data.
At one level, video recording can be thought of as having a documen-
tary function, as a way of preserving a record in the same way a historian
might make a written record. Such records are treated essentially as a special
kind of unobtrusive data. At another level, video recording provides a way of
capturing contextualized face-to-face social behavior in greater detail than
can be accomplished using other means. These two aims are characterized by
Erickson and Wilson (1982, p. 41) as, “to tell a summary story of what hap-
pened, or to make an exhaustive record that permits analysis of what hap-
pened.” The later aim is our principal interest in this discussion.
Videotaping a science lesson using high-quality equipment can produce
a record that can be used to produce very detailed transcripts of what
occurred, be replayed over and over again to ensure accuracy and to pick up
subtle details, document elements of context within the visual frame of the
lens, and be analyzed in fine-grained ways that would not be possible with
field-note records of the same event. Events such as science lessons are com-
plex and fast moving, and video recordings provide ways to supplement
and/or fill in field-note records in ways that improve the chances of captur-
ing the complexity in spite of the speed. Facial expressions, nonverbal com-
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munications, and emotions that are often missed in field-note records can be
captured on videotape. In addition, research teams or other researchers can
“validate” individual interpretations by going back to the original recorded
data (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).

Microethnographic studies offer the best examples of using video data to
accomplish fine-grained analysis of everyday social interactions in classrooms
(see Erickson, 1977; Erickson & Wilson, 1982; and discussion in chapter 1).
Microethnographic work depends on a combination of field-note and video-
tape data that allows microanalysis processes “to identify the fundamental
principles of social organization, and cultural patterning of that organization,
according to which people make sense of the actions they and others take in
the conduct of everyday life” (Erickson & Wilson, 1982, p. 43). In these stud-
ies, video records are the primary data source. That means they must contain
as complete a record as possible of the continuous sequence of action
involved in the events of interest. Written field-note records supplement
video data.

Other kinds of studies also rely on videotaping as their primary data
source. In some studies, videotapes of classroom action are played back for
participants or others, and the discussions around the playback are recorded
as an additional layer of video data (e.g., Silvers, 1977; Tobin, Wu, & David-
son, 1989). Such studies use the initial taped data to capture aspects of class-
room life in the same ways that traditional field-work methods might be used,
but they also provide a powerful stimulus to get individuals talking about
their own perspectives and interpretations of behavior on the tape. Tobin,
Wu, and Davidson (1989) taped classroom events in China, Japan, and the
United States, then played the tapes from all three cultures to participants
(including children) and other early childhood educators from all three cul-
tures. They made video records of these viewing sessions, and information
from the second layer of video data was the primary source for their “multi-
vocal ethnography” (p. 4) of preschool in three cultures.

Videotaped data can also be used to supplement observation, interview-
ing, and unobtrusive data collection. They can be used to document one-time
events such as plays, classroom visitors, or field trips, in which case they
would be processed as a kind of unobtrusive record. They can also be used to
capture a small number of events that are thought to represent other fre-
quently occurring events that are recorded in field notes. For example, in a
study of remedial reading programs, the researcher might observe teacher-
child interactions in such programs over a period of months, then videotape
a few instructional sessions in an effort to supplement the field-note analysis
with the detailed analysis possible with video records. Also, video data can be
collected simultaneously with field-note data then used to fill in protocols,
making it possible to create a much more detailed record of classroom action.
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Video data offer obvious advantages, but their collection has technical,
economic, and ethical limitations. Even though advancing video technolo-
gies are more user friendly all the time, using video equipment effectively
requires some technical skill. The better the equipment is for making clear
video and audio recording, the more complex the technology involved.
Putting wireless microphones on multiple children in a classroom or using
more than one camera to capture the same event are examples of how tech-
nological issues can quickly go beyond the expertise of the ordinary
researcher. Also, I have learned from my own limited experience with video
recording that playback equipment for filling in field-note data or doing
microanalysis needs to be more sophisticated than ordinary VCRs, or pro-
cessing data will slow to a near halt. Buying or renting video equipment of
the quality needed will be very expensive, as will hiring individuals with spe-
cialized technical expertise. Most graduate students and many new
researchers will not have outside funding or personal resources to acquire
state-of-the-art equipment or hire technical expertise.

Confidentiality is a key concept in agreements of informed consent. It is
much more difficult to ensure confidentiality to participants when their faces,
voices, and actions are recorded on videotape. Since it will be impossible to
disguise participant identities, the handling of video data will be of great con-
cern as research bargains are struck. In an age where television news programs
broadcast scenes from everyday life every night of the week, participants
deserve guarantees that records of their lives will be used for research pur-
poses only. Exactly how data will be used, how they will be stored, and who
will have access must be spelled out as part of informed consent. Long- and
short-term usage should be specified as well. If there is a chance that any part
of the video footage might be used for purposes other than data analysis (e.g.,
as part of presentations, training films, or coursework examples), participants
must be aware of this possibility at the outset and have the chance to veto
such uses after they have had the opportunity to view the footage in question
(see Erickson & Wilson, 1982).

Another limitation that has technical and ethical implications is the
obtrusiveness of video taping in educational settings. Again, the more com-
plex the equipment, the more likely the intrusion. My experience is that indi-
viduals, particularly children, soon get used to having microphones, video
cameras, and even technicians around, but the impact of their presence on
settings, events, and actions should not be underestimated (Marshall & Ross-
man, 1995). As suggestions for collecting video data are outlined below, tech-
nical ways to limit obtrusiveness will be discussed. In terms of the ethical con-
cerns associated with intruding in the lives of others, | agree with Erickson
and Wilson’s (1982) general approach that rapport is more important than
data when obtrusiveness becomes an issue. In their words,
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If any technical maneuver that is convenient for you is obtrusive or inter-
feres with the action of the setting—a route for stringing a power cord, the
placement of a camera, the timing of your movement to correct camera
focus—sacrifice the technical matter rather than inconvenience the people
you are filming. (P. 47)

[ will conclude this section with tips for collecting and processing video
data as part of qualitative studies in education settings. The suggestions are
made in an effort to optimize the effectiveness of using this type of data, and
it is understood that adjustments will need to be made based on the particu-
lars of individual studies and circumstances.

e Make decisions about what to video based on research design. Video data are
difficult and expensive to collect and cumbersome to process. Just setting
a camera on a tripod and taping continuously is likely to be ineffective
as well as inefficient. It is better to think carefully about what is to be
recorded, when, and why. As studies are designed, the place of video
(and all types of qualitative data) should be carefully considered, and
decisions about what to video should follow from the research questions
at the base of the design (see Marshall & Rossman, 1995). More is not
necessarily better when it comes to video data. It is wiser and more effi-
cient to be strategic about using video as primary or secondary data. As
with observation and interviewing, analyzing data as they are gathered
will help shape the selection of what to tape as studies proceed.

o Select equipment carefully. Knowing what you want your video data to do for
you will help you decide what to buy or rent. If you want to record conver-
sations between children on a playground, you will need different micro-
phones and cameras than if you are taping parent-child interactions in their
home. Classrooms are busy and often noisy places. My experience in early
childhood classrooms is that it is virtually impossible to get good sound
quality from microphones built into video cameras and that clarity is diffi-
cult even with external microphones because background noise often
makes understanding individual comments problematic. Special vests with
built-in microphones have been used in studies involving children, and
teachers are sometimes willing to wear wireless microphones with battery
packs that can be placed in a pocket. Standard video cameras with tripods
and zoom lenses meet the needs of most educational researchers, but special
studies may require higher-quality cameras and lenses. Most universities
have individuals with the technical expertise necessary to informing good
decisions about equipment selection and utilization.

® Become familiar with equipment and procedures before going into the field.
The first morning of data collection is not the time to learn how to set
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up microphones and operate cameras. Researchers and/or technicians
should practice setting up equipment ahead of time and rehearse antici-
pated taping strategies prior to going to the field (see Erickson & Wilson,
1982). The practice will be an opportunity to be sure that equipment is
working properly and that operators are comfortable and confident work-
ing with it. Obtrusiveness is increased greatly when research staff does
not have specific routines for setting up and breaking down recording
equipment. Whenever possible, set-up and break-down should happen
before and after participants are present in the setting. Taping strategies
and locations should be scripted ahead of time as much as possible and
reviewed just before data collection is to begin so that confusion and dis-
ruption during taping are kept to a minimum. It’s a good idea to test
equipment on site to be sure everything is working properly.

Build in time for participants to get used to being videotaped. Erickson and
Wilson (1982) recommend a period of adjustment wherein data collec-
tion takes second place to helping participants get used to being taped.
They suggest showing samples of taped segments to participants, so they
can see themselves “acting in mundane events in competent ways” (p.
46). These researchers contend that this playback will quickly become
boring to adults and children because they will already know what hap-
pened, and it will serve to reduce their anxiety about being recorded.

Keep movement and conversation to a minimum while in the research setting.
This is good general advice for gathering any kind of data directly from
the setting, but it is especially important when taping. While adults and
children become used to having microphones hanging from the ceiling
or from their necks and forget that a camera is recording their every
action, when researchers/technicians move microphones, zoom lenses,
or adjust camera angles, attention is drawn back on them and the equip-
ment. That does not mean that taking these actions is prohibited; they
may be prudent and necessary. It does mean that changes should be
minimized and that, whenever possible, they should be made during
natural transitions in the setting being studied. In addition, conversa-
tion between researchers and/or technicians should be keep to a mini-
mum. This calls for planning ahead of time and the development of spe-
cial nonverbal signals to facilitate making necessary changes with
minimum disruption.

Create a system for keeping track of what has been taped. As with all of the
data collection strategies described, ways to make a record of what video
has been collected in what settings need to be initiated from the outset
of data collection. For me, this is another dimension of a research log,
but others may have other means of keeping up with their data. In any
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case, a record that shows the dates, times, settings, and circumstances of
video taping needs to be kept. If field notes have been taken along with
video recording, real time notations should be kept in the field notes as
well as a record of what times video recording started and stopped. In
addition, field notes should identify key individuals and describe partic-
ular elements of context that will help with analysis of taped events. A
system of marking and indexing tapes is also essential. Most video cam-
eras have a mechanism for marking the tape itself with date and time.
This should be used, but tape cartridges and boxes should also be marked
with sufficient information that the particulars of the session will be
clear later on. Having dates, times, and places may be sufficient on the
tapes themselves, as long as more detailed information is included in the
research log under the same date, time, and place. It is also a good idea
to make copies of tapes and carefully index these copies before analysis
processes begin. You can imagine the nightmare of losing data that have
not been backed up.

In sum, video recording can provide a powerful data source for qualita-
tive studies. The use of video cameras can provide detailed and accurate
information about what was said and done in particular social settings that
other data collection strategies cannot match. When used carefully alongside
other data collection strategies, video recording can be a valuable tool for
improving the quality of qualitative studies.

Doing Focus Group Interviews

Focus group interviewing was described in chapter 1 as a distinct kind of
qualitative research that has its own history and literature (see Berg, 1998;
Morgan, 1997). While it is possible to apply focus group methods developed
in sociology and marketing to self-contained studies in education settings,
many qualitative researchers adapt focus group techniques as supplemental
sources of data. In these studies, focus group data are collected along with
other kinds of data that might include observations, individual interviews,
and unobtrusive data. As with the other strategies in this section, focus
group interviewing will be discussed here as a secondary data source that can
be useful in enriching the overall data sets of qualitative studies. Other
sources should be consulted if focus groups are to be used as free-standing
qualitative data (e.g., Greenbaum, 1998; Krueger, 1994; Merton, Fiske, &
Kendall, 1990; Morgan, 1993, 1997; Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990; Vaughn,
Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996).

I considered calling the methods discussed in this section just “group
interviews” instead of focus group interviews. But, as Morgan (1997) points
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out, focus group interviews are more than just interviewers asking questions
of informants in a group setting. Focus group interviews rely on the interac-
tions that take place among participants in the group to generate data. The
interviewer typically acts as a moderator who encourages participants to gen-
erate discussion around particular topics. The goal of focus groups is to create
conversation that allows participants to explore a topic in depth (Vaughn,
Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996). It is the interaction among those participating
that gives focus group data their unique character.

What are some of the advantages and disadvantages of focus group data
collection? The major advantage of focus groups is their capacity to produce
“concentrated data on precisely the topic of interest” (Morgan, 1997, p. 13).
They are called “focus groups” because they are designed to focus on a partic-
ular topic. Such a focus can generate a lot of data in a relatively short period
of time as compared to observations and individual interviews. Another
strength is that they have the capacity to capture the dynamics of group inter-
action that are unavailable in individual interviews and may be few and far
between in observation studies. A record of how meaning is negotiated in
groups is powerful data that is hard to come by using other strategies. In addi-
tion, being interviewed in groups gives informants a sense of security and com-
fort that may lead to more candid and reflective responses than in individual
interviews (Hillebrandt, 1979). Being in a group may make participants more
willing to express opinions that they perceive might not fit with researcher
expectations. And finally, focus groups offer the advantage of giving partici-
pants a say in how the direction of the interview ought to go. While modera-
tors are prepared with specific questions, they are sensitive to going where the
group wants to go with particular topics, and this opens the opportunity for
richer, more meaningful data (Byers & Wilcox, 1991).

Each of these advantages has a potential dark side. For the sake of effi-
ciency, focus group moderators may take too much control of the interview
and limit the range of responses that participants make. The issue of control
is central in focus group research. The more control the researcher has, the
less natural the conversation is likely to be (Morgan, 1997). Similarly, group
interaction in the special circumstances of the focus group interview may not
represent how such interaction might take place in more natural settings. So,
the group dynamics information available really only tells you about social
interaction in focus groups. Not all participants will feel comfortable and
secure speaking up in group settings. Some may be reluctant to be candid
with a group of strangers, and some will be reticent about speaking at all in
group situations. This may lead to findings that are biased in the direction of
those who talk more or are more assertive in making their points to the rest
of the group. Allowing groups too much flexibility, obviously, could lead to
interview sessions that produce little useful data on the topic at hand.
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It is clear that focus group strategies offer advantages and disadvantages
for qualitative researchers. Understanding these strengths and weaknesses can
help researchers decide if focus group methods are appropriate for their stud-
ies and help them take steps to monitor and adjust to issues of control, effi-
ciency, naturalness, candor, participation, and researcher/moderator influence.

How should focus group techniques be used in qualitative studies in edu-
cation settings? It depends on research purposes and questions. They can be
the only data source for some studies, but here we are more interested in look-
ing at how focus groups can be used to supplement and enrich data from other
sources. In traditional marketing research, focus groups are often used in pre-
liminary stages as a basis for refining other data collection tools such as struc-
tured interviews or questionnaires. While this may have a place in some qual-
itative studies, preliminary focus group work would more often lead to
helping qualitative researchers develop individual open-ended interviews or
shape plans for observation. For example, a researcher interested in studying
campus fraternity issues might start with focus group interviews to get a sense
of what those issues might be, then use interviewing and/or observation to
capture more in-depth insights into particular issues.

Focus groups can also be used to follow up on observations or individual
interviews. I am currently working with a student who is doing individual
interviews with selected beginning teachers in an effort to identify areas of
focus for a planned series of group interviews. She is interested in how new
teachers are socialized into the profession and how they share, reflect, and
offer support in the group setting. This student plans to follow up in the other
direction as well. Teachers will be interviewed one-on-one again after the
focus group cycle to explore individual perspectives that may be underrepre-
sented in the group interviews (see Morgan, 1997). A pattern of following up
observations with focus groups (and vice versa) is also possible. Observations
can produce topics for focus group discussion, and discussions can give direc-
tion to future observations. Using focus groups and other data collection
strategies “in series” can be an effective strategy for exploring topics from dif-
ferent perspectives.

In some studies, focus group data can be a valuable source for research
triangulation. When particular social phenomena are under investigation,
having data from a variety of sources can be very powerful. Here the intent
may not be to explicitly follow up on one source with data from another but
to collect data on the same phenomenon from a variety of sources. In a study
of community attitudes about charter schools, for example, data from indi-
vidual interviews; observations from public hearings; and unobtrusive data
such as minutes from public meetings, internal communications, and news-
paper accounts may be triangulated with data from focus groups made up of
individuals who represent multiple community perspectives.
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Decisions about when and how to use focus groups should be made based
on the particulars of the setting, the goals of the study, and the research ques-
tions at hand (Stewart & Shamdasani, 1990). Not all studies will be
improved with focus group methods. There will be times when focus groups
are inappropriate, unnecessary, or not feasible. Vaughn and her colleagues
(Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996) recommend that focus groups are most
appropriate for studies that are “exploratory or explanatory in nature” (p. 34).
For me, focus groups work best when research questions are set up to explore
the perspectives of particular groups on particular topics. These groups need
not be homogeneous, but they do need to be describable; that is, readers of
the research will need to know the makeup of the groups whose perspectives
are being reported. Adding insights from focus group interviews to individual
interviews, observations, and/or unobtrusive data collection can improve the
depth and richness of understandings gained. As outlined in the focus group
section in chapter 1, focus group methods will be used in different ways by
researchers coming from different paradigms. Understanding the assumptions
at the base of those paradigms is as essential to designing focus group strate-
gies as any other methodological tool.

What do I need to do to prepare for focus group interviews? Selection of
participants is a key issue in this kind of work. To take full advantage of the
strengths of focus group techniques, the general rule is to select strangers with
some shared characteristics or experiences. Individuals who are familiar with
each other engage in conversations based on what they assume they already
know about one another and one another’s perspectives. They take things for
granted in group interactions that will have to be explicated among strangers,
and what they take for granted is often the stuff of interest to the interviewer,
so using participants who know each other is usually avoided.

Having shared characteristics or experiences means that participants,
who will likely be strangers, will have something to say about the focus of
the study and be willing to talk about it. If gathering opinions from a ran-
dom sample of the population is the goal, other methods will be much
more efficient. Here we are interested in going more deeply into people’s
perspectives, and focus groups are often put together in ways designed to
get at the understandings of identifiable groups. Segmenting groups by
such characteristics as sex, age, race, class, and socioeconomic status is a
common practice in focus group interviewing (Morgan, 1997). Some indi-
viduals will be uncomfortable talking about some subjects with others hav-
ing different characteristics. For example, individuals from backgrounds in
which English is a second language may not feel comfortable speaking up
about language arts curriculum issues in a group that includes native Eng-
lish speakers. While interesting interactions might be possible in a mixed
group, putting together multiple homogeneous groups so that the groups
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represent a variety of backgrounds might be a better strategy for encourag-
ing candid and balanced participation.

Most texts on focus group interviewing recommend that group size be
kept in the six to 12 range. The idea is to have enough individuals to gener-
ate and maintain a discussion but not so many that some individuals will
have a hard time getting the floor. I like Morgan’s (1997) recommendation
that size issues be decided based on the purposes of the research and the kinds
of questions being asked. On the one hand, if the participants have strong
connections to intense issues, then having fewer in the group will make
sense. Small numbers will give individuals room for going more deeply into a
topic than will be possible with many participants. On the other hand, if
issues are more general and are likely to raise less strong emotional reactions,
then larger numbers may be better so that more individuals will be there to
share in keeping the discussion going.

Issues of how many interviews to have are also related to research ques-
tions and goals. If the researcher is using a purposive sampling procedure
(Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996) to identify groups with different char-
acteristics (as suggested in the language arts example above), then several
group sessions will be needed. Morgan (1997) says that three to five group
sessions is the rule of thumb for most studies, but that this should be taken as
a starting place, not a hard and fast rule. For example, if there are many dif-
ferences of opinion within groups as discussions take place, more sessions will
be needed; and if the meetings are more open-ended than “standardized,”
more sessions will be needed. Unless strict timelines prohibit flexibility, I rec-
ommend proposing a range rather than a set number of focus groups as
research proposals are put together. Committees and potential participants
can understand that decisions about how many focus groups to have may
change as studies unfold.

A basic question that must be addressed at the planning stage is who
will lead the focus group interviews. In marketing research, trained modera-
tors are usually hired to lead discussions, while researchers help design the
focus groups, develop questions, and analyze data. This is a tricky issue in
educational research, where questions are usually different and budgets are
usually small. The advantages of a moderator are that this person is primar-
ily interested in facilitating group processes and does not have a particular
interest in the outcomes of the discussion. When researchers act as group
leaders, it may be difficult for them not to subtly interject their own per-
spectives into the conversation or to ask questions that may lead the discus-
sion in ways that might be biased toward getting certain kinds of data. In
addition, the skills of group facilitation are complex, and not all researchers
will be adept a leading groups. However, knowing the subject well and hav-
ing a good idea of what kinds of data will be useful can be positive attributes
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of researchers as moderators. Whatever the decision, the study will be
changed because of it, and this will become an important feature that needs
to be made clear in final reports. I am not against students leading their own
focus groups so long as they clearly acknowledge the limitations of such an
approach and do all they can to monitor the possible effects of doing so.

Deciding where to hold focus group interviews is also an important con-
sideration. At the least, they must be held in places that are comfortable and
allow for accurate audio recording (Morgan, 1997). The ideal is probably a
conference room with a large oval table. If rooms are too large, it is hard to
develop a sense of connectedness among participants and sound quality is
often a problem. If it’s too small, the space may cramp participants and make
them feel confined. Rectangular tables will make it difficult for leaders and
group members to make eye contact with other participants. Places should be
accessible to all participants, and accommodations for parking should be
taken into account. In order to encourage comfort and candor, it may also be
a good idea to move the interviews away from the workplaces of participants.
Places where interruptions can be kept to an absolute minimum are preferred.
Many large cities and some universities have spaces designed specifically for
doing such interviews; however the costs of renting such spaces will be pro-
hibitive for most students.

Recording equipment should be of high quality, and microphones
designed to capture sounds from many directions should be used. The
researcher should be thoroughly familiar with equipment operation before
coming to the research setting, equipment should be tested in the setting
prior to beginning sessions, and back-up equipment should be at the ready.
Individuals with expertise in using recording equipment should be consulted
as decisions are made about what to use, how to place it, and what to do if
things don’t work as expected. If ten people are giving their time, it is imper-
ative that the researcher be ready to go ahead with an interview. Having the
right equipment and having it in good working order are essential to record-
ing data in the focus group.

I recommend using audio recording for focus groups and staying away
from videotaping. Assuring confidentiality becomes an issue when video is
used, and participants will be less comfortable and less likely to share sensi-
tive information when they know a video camera is running. In addition, it
is difficult to place a camera in a room set up for focus groups. If the goal is
for all participants to be able to see one another, it will be hard to place a
camera where it will be able to focus on each participant’s face. The advan-
tages of using video (e.g., to capture facial expressions, body language, and
other nonverbal behaviors) are usually outweighed by the disadvantages
listed above. While there may be cases where this is the exception, for most
focus group studies, high-quality audiotaping is sufficient.
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As with individual interviews, guiding questions should be written in
preparation for focus groups. The rationale is the same. Even though the dis-
cussion will take on a life of its own once the session begins, the
researcher/moderator needs to have a road map of where he or she wants the
discussion to go. Guiding questions will give group leaders a way to keep track
of the progress of the group and steer discussions in desirable directions. Like
guiding questions discussed above, these are likely to begin with warm-up
questions to introduce the group and orient participants to the topic at hand,
move to more focused questions as the session proceeds, and give opportuni-
ties near the end for individuals to summarize their perspectives. Questions
should be open-ended, should not lead participants in certain directions, and
should encourage the airing of different points of view. Bringing guiding ques-
tions to the interview will give the researcher/moderator a sense of security
and a way to go if things don’t play out as planned.

How do I lead a focus group interview? In this discussion, I will assume
the researcher will be leading the interviews. In cases where moderators are
utilized, it will be important to work closely with these individuals so that
they understand their role in relation to the research process and that
researcher and moderator have a shared understanding of how the groups will
be conducted (see Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996). What follows are
some tips for conducting focus group interviews for researchers who are also
acting as moderators:

o Allow some time before interviews begin to meet each participant and to give
participants the chance to meet each other. Light refreshments and soft
drinks and coffee are often made available so that participants have a
chance to relax and chat before interviews start. Still, a specific starting
time should be specified so that the time will be well spent.

*  Give participants a brief overview of what your expectations are for the focus
group and review some ground rules for participation. Remind everyone of
the purposes of the research, give them a general overview of the topic(s)
to be discussed, and thank them for agreeing to help out. Tell the group
how the session will proceed and estimate how long it will last. Explain
that there are no “right answers” to any of the questions, that each per-
son’s point of view is valued, and that everyone’s participation is valued.
Encourage them to listen to each other and talk one at a time. It is
acceptable to disagree with other participants’ ideas but not acceptable
to attack them personally.

o Start with an “icebreaker.” Rather than going directly to the topic, give
participants a chance to introduce themselves and perhaps share a little
background information. This can range from just telling where they are
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from and where they work to asking about their direct experience with
the topic at hand. For instance, if the topic is posttenure review and par-
ticipants are invited from various local institutions of higher education,
they might quickly say what the policy is at their college or university.

Get a meaningful opening statement from each participant. This strategy is
designed as a discussion starter. It’s a way to get folks talking about the
topic and signals the group that everyone’s input is desired. Morgan
(1997) recommends that the questions designed to get discussion started
be interesting and easy to answer. He also suggests that individuals be
given thinking time before answering and that it be stressed that further
discussion (not consensus) is the desired outcome.

Build on the opening statements as guiding questions are addressed. Here is a
place where considerable skill will be required. The goal is to guide con-
versation among participants around the topic without making the
interview a recitation activity—each participant answering the
researcher’s questions in series. Listening carefully and making notes of
individual comments and then tying these to the guiding questions will
make the group move more smoothly and encourage more interaction
among participants.

Keep the conversation focused on the topic. It is hard to encourage sponta-
neous conversation and stay on the topic, but this is part of the moder-
ator role. People may leave the focus group feeling good, but unless the
topic under investigation was discussed in some depth, the interview
may produce data that are not helpful to the researcher. When the con-
versation wanders, bringing it back to the topic needs to be done deli-
cately. People are interested in how they are doing during the interview
(Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996), so praising individuals for their
comments is important (and putting them down is unacceptable). It is
acceptable to say, “Let’s get back to the issue of posttenure review. Bill
what have your experiences been like?” And it is acceptable to say,
“Let’s move on to my next question” as a way to move back to the topic.
The trick is to not let the conversation go too far astray without mak-
ing someone feel uncomfortable when you bring the talk back to the
area of focus.

Encourage participants to be specific and use examples. Guiding questions
should be set up in a pattern that moves from generalizations to more
specific instances and examples. As with individual interviews, stories of
specific examples make powerful data. In addition, being specific forces
individuals with different experiences and perspectives to confront dif-
ferences that may be masked by general statements (Merton, Fiske, &
Kendall, 1990). Using prompts and probes can be a useful tool for
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encouraging participants to go more deeply and give specific examples.
For example, two universities may both have posttenure review policies,
but the details and enactment of those policies are likely to be very dif-
ferent. By probing responses from representatives from those institutions,
those differences can be drawn out.

® Monitor and balance participation. In most groups, some individuals will
have more to say than others. It is my experience that there is little
relationship between the willingness of a person to speak and the
value of what he or she has to say. Monitoring who is speaking and
who is not is an important part of doing focus group interviewing.
There are ways to balance participation by how you attend to
responses, how you organize interactions, and how you direct ques-
tions. Individuals who dominate conversation to the point that others
are not being heard can be asked directly (and with good humor) to
allow others to go first so that everyone gets a chance to be heard.
Moderators can also use hand signals and eye contact as ways to limit
talking that has gone on too long (see Langer, 1992). Individuals who
have not participated much can be encouraged directly (“What do you
think about that, Mary?”), or questions can be framed so that every-
one has a chance to respond (“Let’s start by having everyone answer
this question in a sentence or two”). If ground rules have been estab-
lished, referring back to these in a gentle way can be a way to remind
participants that everyone’s ideas are important.

e Give closure to the session. As the session winds down, let participants
know that there are only a few minutes left. It is often a good idea to give
each a chance to make a closing statement. This can be framed as a
chance for them to summarize their perspective, to add something they
left out, or to express their feelings about the experience. In any case, the
idea is for each member and the group at large to gain a sense of closure.
Researchers should take this opportunity as well to congratulate partici-
pants on their group process skills, to acknowledge their importance to
the study, and to thank them for their participation.

How do I process focus group data? Once focus groups are completed, the
first step is to make a duplicate copy of the audiotape, then to transcribe it or
have it transcribed by others. It is expected that researchers will have taken
notes during the interviews, and these will be helpful in making a rich and
accurate transcription. If others are doing the transcriptions, researchers
should listen to the tape and check it against the typed transcript and notes
taken during the interview. A complete record of the particulars of each
interview should be carefully recorded in the research log. It is vital to know
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who the participants where, what was discussed, and when and where the
interviews took place. Following the procedures for handing individual inter-
view data detailed above will be a good guide for focus group work as well.

In sum, focus group interviews can be a valuable tool for qualitative
researchers in education. They can be especially useful as supplementary data
in studies using observation and individual interviewing. They provide a way
to capture group processes around a topic of interest and generate concen-
trated data on areas of particular focus. Considerable planning and skill are
required to use focus groups effectively, but these are worth the trouble to
researchers interested in understanding group perspectives on particular
social phenomena.

Using Participant Jowrnaling as Data

A final supplementary data source to be discussed in this chapter is the use of
journals kept by participants at the request of researchers. These journals are
different from the diaries and journals discussed above as unobtrusive data.
Individual diaries or personally initiated journals are unobtrusive data
because they would have been produced even if the research were not done.
Participant journaling is a strategic data collection strategy that researchers
build into their studies. As part of research bargains, participants agree to
keep some kind of written record of their experiences and reflections during
the research process. These records are shared with researchers and become
data for their studies. While I am sure studies have been done using this as
the sole data source, the discussion here will assume journaling of this type
will be supplementary to other qualitative data collection strategies.

The act of writing things down encourages individuals to process and
reflect on experiences in different ways than thinking about them or dis-
cussing them with others (Johnstone, 1994). This is one of the reasons why
so many individuals keep their own diaries and journals, why reflective writ-
ing is a part of many action research projects (Newman, 1998), and why
instructors often assign journal writing as part of course requirements when
they are trying to encourage students to become more reflective (Emig, 1977;
Fulwiler, 1987). Qualitative researchers are especially interested in how indi-
viduals understand the social circumstances in which they operate, and ask-
ing them to make written reflections on their experiences can be a powerful
way to get another take on participant perspectives.

Journaling can be used along with any other types of qualitative data col-
lection. Researchers doing observation studies sometimes ask those being
observed to keep a record of their perspectives during the research cycle. For
example, one of my students observed interactions between interns and men-
toring teachers throughout the cycle of a year-long internship, asking teachers
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and interns to make weekly journal entries in which they reflected on their
interactions with each other during the week. Journal keeping can be used as
part of interview studies as well. A doctoral student from Australia I advised
designed a study of teachers’ professional development that included interviews
and journal keeping as important data. In the focus group discussion above, I
mentioned a student doing a study of new teachers using focus group and indi-
vidual interviews. That student is also planning to ask participants to write
reflections using email following each focus group session as a way to capture
individual perspectives on what happened in the group. A wide variety of stud-
ies that seek to capture participant perspectives from the inside out can bene-
fit from using journaling, but an examination of the strengths and weaknesses
will help determine if this strategy is a good fit for particular studies.

The most obvious strength of journals as data is that they can provide a
direct path into the insights of participants. Some individuals are comfortable
expressing their feelings, ideas, and insights in writing, and these can be pow-
erful data that reveal how they are understanding the phenomena under
investigation. These data have a slightly different nature because they are not
processed through a researcher; they come directly from the participant. Of
course, researchers still have to interpret these data as analyses are made, and
participants are aware as they write that entries will be read by researchers.
Still, the quality of data is different because it flows directly from the partic-
ipant to the page (or computer screen) without passing through a researcher
who is making a record of the data in some way.

Another strength is the flexibility of journaling. Participants can make
entries at their leisure. Special interviews do not need to be scheduled and
organized, observations do not need to be made, and unobtrusive data do not
need to be found and gathered. Entries can be written whenever the partici-
pant gets the chance and feels comfortable doing so.

An additional strength is the usefulness of journal data in guiding the
direction of other data collection methods. If informants write in their jour-
nals that individual or group interviews are missing some important facet of
the research, adjustments can be made for future interviews. If journal entries
reveal that participants are uncomfortable with observation patterns, efforts
to improve the quality of researcher-participant relations with them can be
undertaken. It is possible to make journaling an interactive process, in which
the researcher writes back in response to the participants’ revelations. This
can be a powerful tool for generating data and for making adjustments as the
study progresses, but it changes the nature of the data, and procedures should
be carefully reported so that readers understand the different qualities of such
data in comparison to one-way journaling.

My students have found the biggest drawback of using journals as a data
collection tool is the time and effort required of participants to keep up with
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doing journals. School people are busy, and finding time to sit down and write
about their experiences and feelings is difficult. While many are inclined to
reflect in writing and enjoy the task, others find it difficult and burdensome.
Another problem is that some individuals are adept at putting their ideas and
feelings into words, and others are not. So the quality of reflexive thinking
that is desirable in qualitative data collection of this type (Hammersley &
Atkinson, 1983) varies from writer to writer. Related to this problem is the
issue of writing for the researcher. Some participants will feel constrained
because they feel they have to write something even if they don’t want to,
and some will shape their reflections based on trying to meet the expectations
of the researcher. The negative effects of these drawbacks can be reduced by
clearly communicating the expectation that the participants’ genuine per-
spectives and reactions are what the researcher is interested in, that whatever
level of reflexivity participants are capable of is just fine, and that entries do
not have to be of a certain length. This will mean that the researcher will
have to engage in yet another balancing act, trying to make reluctant journal
keepers comfortable and still get useful data. Other suggestions for using this
type of data collection include the following:

e Be clear about writing expectations when participants are selected. If journal
writing is a key element to the data of the study, selecting participants
who are willing and able to write useful entries is important. It is pos-
sible to use the ability to reflect in writing as a selection criterion in
some studies, in which case experience doing personal journals or evi-
dence of written reflections might be appropriate. In any case, partici-
pants must know that writing will be expected, and how much writing,
how often, and for what purposes must be spelled out before they agree
to join the study.

o Give clear directions about journal topics. Individuals have difficulty with
journal tasks that are global or undefined. If they are told to just write
about anything, they will likely write about nothing. While the researcher
may not want to dictate exact topics, it will work out better if participants
are invited to write about their experiences, thoughts, and feelings about
a particular incident (“Pick something that stands out in your mind about
student misbehavior”), a particular time period (“Write about something
that happened in reading group this week”), or a particular topic (“How
do you feel about athletics and academics?”). Some studies will be set up
so that informants know that they are to write about their experiences
dealing with the substance of the research but may still need direction
and support as the time passes. Other studies will not have such clear
objectives for journal writing. In either case, care needs to be taken to be
clear about expectations initially and as the study progresses.



Collecting Qualitative Data 143

® Process journal data in an ongoing way. Don’t wait until the end of the
study to collect journal entries. If you wait, you may be surprised at what
you get, and it will be too late to do anything about it. If individuals are
not keeping up with their journal writing, write very little, or are writing
off the topic, your data will be thin or worse. By setting up regular inter-
vals at which time journal entries will be collected and processed, you
will be able to monitor what kind of data you are getting and help shape
the quality of data from that point on. The point is not to threaten par-
ticipants so that they will do a better job, but to let them know that jour-
nals will be collected at certain times so that they can plan their time
accordingly. Setting up journaling as an interactive venture between par-
ticipant and researcher is a way to shape responses and encourage reflec-
tion, but as above, this does change the nature of the data.

e Give participants credit for keeping up with their journals. Journal writing
takes time and energy, and participants should be praised for their efforts
and congratulated for their contributions to your research. Acknowledg-
ing the efforts required of busy people to participate in any data collec-
tion effort is important to maintaining positive participant-researcher
relations. It is especially important to recognize the discipline and effort
it takes to sit down and write when the researcher is not there and so
many other important things wait to be done. Honest expressions of
appreciation go a long way to making participants feel like their contri-
butions are valued.

Video recording, focus group interviewing, and participant journaling
can be useful strategies for collecting supplementary qualitative data. Each
strategy has its own special strengths and weaknesses that should be weighed
carefully before researchers make decisions about applications. These deci-
sions should be made on the basis of how the strategy will help researchers
answer their research questions within the framework of their research
assumptions. Deciding to use videotape, focus groups, or journals, then look-
ing for a topic to study turns the logic of sound research on its head. All deci-
sions about data collection should be based on how well certain choices pro-
vide data that will allow researchers to address the purposes and questions
that drive their studies. This section has highlighted the possibilities of using
three alternatives that may be useful in doing just that.

CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING DATA COLLECTION ADEQUACY

The questions in this section offer a guide for making judgments about the
adequacy of data collection in qualitative studies. The questions are organized
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into a set of general questions that parallel questions concerning data collec-
tion design from Chapter 2 and separate sets of questions from each section of
this chapter—one set each for observation, interviewing, unobtrusive data
collection, and other types of data (video, focus groups, and participant jour-
nals). As judgments are being made, it is important to keep the special nature
of each research project in mind. Once again, students must have an answer
to each question that applies to their studies—not the answer, but an answer
that fits within the internal logic of their research paradigm and that addresses
the special circumstances of their study. Every qualitative researcher must
answer the general questions. Specific methodological choices will dictate
which other question sets will need to be addressed.

General Questions for Assessing Data Collection Adequacy

1. Are the data of the study described?

2. Is it clear how and when the data were collected?

3. Do the data make sense given the paradigmatic assumptions of the study?
4. Are the research questions answerable given the data described?

Questions for Assessing Observation Data Adequacy

L. Is the researcher’s level of involvement in the research scene described
and justified?

2. Are procedures for taking raw field notes clearly described?

3. Do field notes represent an accurate descriptive account of participants’
words and actions?

4. Are the contexts of the study well described?

5. Are procedures for filling in research protocols from raw field notes well
described?

6. Were field notes filled in as soon as possible after leaving the field?

7. Are impressions, feelings, and initial interpretations bracketed in field
notes and protocols?

8. Was a research journal kept to record the affective experience of doing
the research?

9. Was a research log kept to record exactly what data were collected,
where, and when during the study?

10. Do the data of the study cover a full cycle of the activity under investi-
gation?
Questions for Assessing Interview Data Adequacy

1. Are the kinds of qualitative interviews used in the study described and

justified?

2. Are procedures for selecting interview informants described and justi-

fied?
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. Were appropriate guiding questions written in preparation for inter-

views?

A. Were they open-ended?

B. Were they clear and understandable to informants?

C. Were they neutral (i.e., nonleading)?

D. Did they reflect the purposes of the research?

Were appropriate prompts and probes used during the interviews?

. Were taped interviews transcribed and transcriptions checked against

the original recordings as soon as possible following the interviews?
Was a research journal kept to record the affective experience of doing
the research?

. Was a research log kept to record exactly what data were collected,

where, when, and from whom during the study?

Questions for Assessing Unobtrusive Data Adequacy

1.

Are the kinds of unobtrusive data used in the study described and justi-
fied?

Are the procedures for collecting unobtrusive data clearly described and
justified?

. Do the unobtrusive data collected help answer the research questions

and accomplish the research purposes?
Was a systematic record keeping or cataloging system established to keep
track of unobtrusive data?

Questions for Assessing Video Data Adequacy

1.
. Are procedures for collecting video data clearly described and justified?
. Was video data collection kept as unobtrusive as possible in the research

4.

5.

Are the ways video data are used in the study described and justified?

setting?

Do the video data collected help answer the research questions and
accomplish the research purposes?

Was a system for keeping track of video data established and followed?

Questions for Assessing Focus Group Data Adequacy

L.

i

Are the ways focus group data are used in the study described and justi-
fied?
Are procedures for selecting interview participants described and justi-

fied?

. Are the size of groups and number of group interviews described and jus-

tified?
Is the role of the moderator clearly described and justified?

. Are focus group contexts described, and were settings appropriate for

facilitating group discussion?
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Were appropriate guiding questions written in preparation for inter-
views?

. Were taped focus group interviews transcribed and transcriptions

checked against the original recordings as soon as possible following the
focus groups?

Was a research log kept to record exactly what data were collected,
where, when, and from whom during the study?

Questions for Assessing Participant Journal Data Adequacy

1.

Are the ways participant journaling are used in the study described and
justified?

. Are procedures for selecting participants to keep journals described and

justified?

. Were participants clearly informed about journal writing expectations,

and were they given clear directions about journal topics?
Do the journal data collected help answer the research questions and
accomplish the research purposes?



CHAPTER FOUR

Analyzing Qualitative Data

How do I make sense of the mountain of data I have collected? How do [ start
to analyze my data? How will I know when I am finished? How exactly do 1
do data analysis? This last question is one I hear all the time. Even students
who have taken the courses and read the books still ask, “How do I analyze
my data?” As someone who teaches some of the courses and recommends
many of the books, I am sometimes frustrated that they seem genuinely to
have no clue.

While acknowledging the complex and idiosyncratic nature of data
analysis processes, one of my objectives in writing this book was to provide
first-time qualitative researchers with frameworks that would provide enough
guidance to actually allow them to do qualitative data analysis. Looking at
the books I had been recommending left me with the sense that, with few
exceptions, data analysis processes have not been well described in the liter-
ature. In volumes of 300 pages, as few as 9 or 10 pages have been devoted to
data analysis. When full chapters are devoted to data analysis, the informa-
tion provided is often general and abstract, leaving new researchers without
much concrete guidance. Data analysis is portrayed as messy, cumbersome,
inductive, creative, challenging, subjective, nonlinear, labor-intensive, exhil-
arating, and time-consuming; but analysis processes are seldom spelled out
with sufficient clarity that novice researchers are confident at getting started.

Postpositivist researchers get the most guidance from the literature (e.g.,
Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Spradley, 1980). This
makes sense since research methods in this paradigm are characterized by
much more structure than procedures used in other approaches. Constructivist
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researchers often adapt data analysis procedures developed by postpositivists
(e.g., Goetz & LeCompte, 1984; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Van Manen, 1990),
and this makes sense as well, given that both are interested in uncovering
“reality”—one, the reality presumed to exist in nature, and the other, the
realities constructed by social participants. Critical/feminist researchers often
use data collection methods adapted from postpositivist approaches, but their
emphasis on the political nature of knowledge leads them to analyses that are
undertaken within particular political frames of reference (e.g., Carr, 1995;
DeVault, 1990, Reinharz, 1992). Data analysis is more difficult to character-
ize for poststructuralist researchers. Those who gather data using methods
adapted from other paradigms will adapt analysis procedures as well; those
doing deconstructive or genealogical work have their own analytic
approaches that have closer connections to continental philosophy and post-
modern literary criticism than traditional qualitative research (see Flax,
1990; Graham, Doherty, & Malek, 1992; Sarap, 1993). I will try to make par-
adigmatic similarities and differences in relation to data analysis clearer as the
chapter unfolds.

Data analysis is a systematic search for meaning. It is a way to process
qualitative data so that what has been learned can be communicated to oth-
ers. Analysis means organizing and interrogating data in ways that allow
researchers to see patterns, identify themes, discover relationships, develop
explanations, make interpretations, mount critiques, or generate theories. It
often involves synthesis, evaluation, interpretation, categorization, hypothe-
sizing, comparison, and pattern finding. It always involves what Wolcott calls
“mindwork” (1995, p. 233). Researchers always engage their own intellectual
capacities to make sense of qualitative data. Even when computer programs
are used to assist in the mechanics of sorting data, only the intelligence, cre-
ativity, and reflexivity of the human mind can bring meaning to those data.

I conceptualize the general data analysis process as asking questions of
data. What kinds of questions are asked is related to what kind of research is
being done within what set of paradigmatic assumptions. Postpositivist
researchers doing interview studies will likely start analysis with different
questions than critical/feminist researchers doing case studies. For example,
the former may read their data with a question such as this in mind: What are
the criteria my informants use to make judgments about promoting or retain-
ing students? The latter may ask: How does race influence decision making
about promotion and retention in this school?

Different approaches and paradigms lead to different analysis strategies,
but the general approach I am proposing is built on the assumption that
important information is in the data, and by systematically asking the right
questions of the data, that information can be revealed. Much of the rest of
this chapter describes alternative models based on this assumption. Obvi-
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ously, the approach falls apart if the data lack sufficient depth to support care-
ful analysis, if questions are ill-suited to the data, or if question strategies are
haphazard, inadequate, or biased. Before taking up specific data analysis mod-
els, I address issues related to beginning and ending qualitative data analysis.

When to start data analysis will, of course, depend on the study, but I rec-
ommend starting soon after data collection has begun. At an informal, but
essential, level, analysis is happening from the first moments of data collec-
tion. During observation, decisions are made about where to be, what to
attend to, what to record, and so on. In interviews, decisions are made about
what to ask, what to follow up on, and what to probe. Decisions are also made
about what unobtrusive data to include and what to ignore. These decisions
involve an informal kind of data analysis. They shape the study based on ana-
lytic judgments about what data are desirable. In addition, I have recom-
mended that researchers keep track of their impressions, reactions, reflec-
tions, and tentative interpretations in field notes and/or research journals
(see example in appendix C) as studies unfold; and these are forms of infor-
mal data analysis as well.

Beginning more structured, formal data analysis early in data collection
is also desirable in most studies (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Glesne & Peshkin,
1992; Spradley, 1979, 1980). Starting early allows researchers to shape the
direction of future data collection based on what they are actually finding or
not finding. It is common for qualitative researchers to change the focus of
their studies once they are in the field, but such changes will be haphazard
unless they are based on careful analysis of the data that have been collected
to that point. Some kinds of research, ethnographies for example, call for a
recursive cycle of data collection and analysis designed so that, from the
beginning, data collection and analysis inform each other (see LeCompte &
Schensul, 1999; Spradley, 1980). In most other qualitative studies, beginning
formal data analysis early will improve the quality of the research.

The design or timing of some studies will require that data analysis wait
until after a complete cycle of data analysis is completed. For example, an
interview study with fairly narrow research questions will be less affected by
waiting to start data analysis than a focus group study based on relatively
open-ended questions. An intense examination of a short-term event may
require so much energy focused on collecting data that formal analysis will
have to wait. An example might be a school district crisis involving measures
for the quick removal of a principal. While there are times when starting
analysis right away will not be feasible or imperative, as a general rule, earlier
is better.

It is not an exaggeration to say that no qualitative analysis is ever com-
plete. There are always more data than can be adequately processed, more
levels of understanding than can be explored, and more stories than can be
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told. Data analysis is like teaching—there is always more you could do.
Knowing when to stop data analysis is a judgment call that can be as per-
plexing as deciding how to start. For every study I have done, I am left with
the feeling that only a part of what was in the data was ever reported. For vir-
tually every qualitative dissertation I’ve helped students get through, I have
advised students to focus on parts of their data and “let go” of others, saving
them for another day, another analysis, another article or book.

New researchers will have the most trouble deciding when to stop. My
basic advice will not surprise those who have been reading carefully: You can-
not stop until you have answered your research questions. No matter how
interesting or important your other findings may be, you have made a con-
tract in your proposal to answer your research questions. Another reason to
start data analysis early is that research questions sometimes change during
the course of the study. When that happens, it must be justified with the data
and made clear to the committee. Early data analysis will confirm the answer-
ability of the research questions and shape data collection so that data pro-
vide ways to answer them. In the end, data analysis cannot stop until research
questions are answered.

Other criteria that signal that data analysis is complete are suggested in
the following questions:

Are all deviant cases and disconfirming data accounted for?

Can the analysis be explained and justified?

e (Can a complete story be told?

Can the analysis be organized into coherent written findings?

An axiom related to the final question is that writing up findings is another
stage of data analysis. Analysis is ongoing throughout the writing process.
Much more on writing up findings will be presented in chapter 5, but for now,
it is important to understand that putting the products of data analysis into
the narratives that characterize qualitative research reports involves intellec-
tual processing and decisions that are decidedly analytical. Making findings
make sense to others means creating textual representations that are true to
the data and organized in ways that communicate clearly. In a very real sense,
no data analysis is complete until the final report is written.

DOING QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS

[ want to provide models of doing data analysis that novice qualitative
researchers can adapt for their individual projects. Here I am treading on the
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toes of many qualitative researchers who worry that providing models runs
against the open-ended nature of qualitative work. They believe that too
much structure makes qualitative data analysis too much like the formulaic
procedures used by quantitative types. They are concerned that the thought-
ful interpretive dimensions of data analysis will be lost if prescribed modes are
“plugged in.” Some believe that models are fine for postpositivist work but
just don’t fit for the other paradigms I have identified.

I am concerned about each of these issues. My way of justifying the
models proposed is to present them as frameworks for designing data analy-
sis strategies. They are less prescriptive than exemplary. They are not meant
to make the analysis process closed-ended but offer examples of ways to sys-
tematically follow data where they lead. They are quite different from the
quantitative models into which statistical data are “punched.” These mod-
els suggest steps that can be adapted to the contexts, research questions, and
data of individual qualitative studies. They do not short circuit the inter-
pretive process but provide a framework within which interpretation can
grow from asking questions of the data. The same question-asking approach
makes these models applicable to studies undertaken in the constructivist,
critical/feminist, and poststructuralist paradigms. The questions will be very
different, but having a model that provides a framework for organizing
analysis neither prohibits nor necessarily inhibits researchers in any of the
qualitative paradigms from applying their special perspectives to making
sense of their data.

The sections that follow present five models of qualitative data analysis
that I have labeled “typological,” “inductive,” “interpretive,” “political,” and
“polyvocal.” In a rough sense, they move along a continuum that parallels my
organization of qualitative paradigms. For example, typological analysis will
fit most easily with postpositivist assumptions and polyvocal analysis has
apparent applicability to data-based poststructuralist studies. But the intent is
not to assign particular analysis models to particular paradigms. The idea is to
present the models as frameworks for thinking about data analysis across par-
adigms. Some will fit more easily than others, but I believe adaptations are
possible so that the models can be useful for certain studies undertaken in any
qualitative paradigm.

I also want to be clear that I do not believe these are the only appropri-
ate ways to do qualitative data analysis. I have learned a great deal from other
researchers who have described data analysis approaches. Indeed, I will
attempt to acknowledge the thinking of others as I present the models. 1
encourage readers to search out the sources cited here and to learn all they
can about alternative ways to organize and process data. What this is about is
providing a starting place for approaching the daunting task of making sense
of the overwhelming mass of data usually associated with qualitative research,
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giving new researchers frameworks for thinking about what’s possible, and
sharing models for organizing the work that provide enough structure to
demystify the processes of qualitative data analysis.

TYPOLOGICAL ANALYSIS

[ first came across the term typological analysis in the 1984 edition of Goetz
and LeCompte’s Ethnography and Qualitative Design in Educational Research. In
their second edition (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993), these researchers describe
typological analysis as “dividing everything observed into groups or categories
on the basis of some canon for disaggregating the whole phenomenon under
study” (p. 257). That means that data analysis starts by dividing the overall
data set into categories or groups based on predetermined typologies. Typolo-
gies are generated from theory, common sense, and/or research objectives,
and initial data processing happens within those typological groupings. As we
will see, this is very different from the inductive approach described later. In
an inductive analysis, categories emerge from the analysis of the data set as a
whole. In typological analysis, an early step is to read through the data set and
divide it into elements (i.e., disaggregate it from the whole) based on prede-
termined categories.

[ have developed typological strategies that have been especially useful
in helping me and my students analyze data from interview and focus group
studies. [ will present the typological model and give a detailed example of
applying it to interview data, then discuss its applicability to other types of
data. The basic typological model is presented in figure 4.1.

Identify Typologies to Be Analyzed. Obviously, selecting the typologies that are
going to be used to frame the rest of the analysis is a key step in this process.
If typological analysis is the appropriate data analysis strategy for a study, the
selection of typologies should be fairly obvious as well. This is the wrong
approach if the researcher does not begin the analysis with a good idea of
what topics are addressed in the data. In fact, typological analysis only has
utility when initial groupings of data and beginning categories for analysis are
easy to identify and justify.

Studies that rely on interviewing as the sole or primary data collection
tool are often undertaken with a fairly focused purpose, a fairly narrow set of
research questions, and a fairly well-structured data set in terms of its organi-
zation around a set of fairly consistent guiding questions. When the study was
designed, the researcher had as his or her goal to capture the perspectives of a
group of individuals around particular topics. If the study was well designed
and implemented, data from the interviews ought to provide lots of evidence
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FIGURE 4.1
Steps in Typological Analysis

1. Identify typologies to be analyzed
2. Read the data, marking entries related to your typologies

3. Read entries by typology, recording the main ideas in entries on a summary
sheet

4. Look for patterns, relationships, themes within typologies

5. Read data., coding entries according to patterns identified and keeping a record
of what entries go with which elements of your patterns

6. Decide if your patterns are supported by the data, and search the data for
nonexamples of your patterns

7. Look for relationships among the patterns identified
8. Werite your patterns as one-sentence generalizations

9. Select data excerpts that support your generalizations

related to participants’ perspectives on the topics of interest. So the topics that
the researcher had in mind when the study was designed will often be logical
places to start looking for typologies on which to anchor further analysis.

This will become clearer with a concrete example. As mentioned in ear-
lier chapters, Evelyn Freeman and I conducted an interview study of Ohio
educators’ perspectives on kindergarten curriculum and teaching (Hatch &
Freeman, 1988). We were interested in the relationship between what our
informants believed (their philosophies) and what they did in their jobs
(their practices). We didn’t ask directly: “What is your philosophy of kinder-
garten curriculum and teaching?” Instead, we designed a series of guiding
questions that gave them opportunities to discuss the thinking behind their
work, in addition to asking them to describe the work itself. When it came
time to analyze the interview transcripts, it was logical for us to start with our
major topics, so the first two typologies identified for analysis were “educa-
tors’ philosophies” and “educators’ practices.” Other typological areas identi-
fied for analysis in this study included “purposes of kindergarten,” “classroom
organization,” “goals and objectives,” “children’s tasks,” “instructional deliv-
ery,” and “approaches to literacy.” As I explain the rest of the typological
model, I will use this study as an ongoing example.

Read the Data, Marking Entries Related to Your Typologies. Once an initial set
of typologies has been identified, I recommend that the data be read through
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completely with one typology in mind. The idea is to find and mark those
places in the data where evidence related to that particular typology is found.
At this point, the level of interpretation is limited to asking, Does this infor-
mation relate to my typology? If it does, have some kind of way to mark that
portion of the data so that you can go back to it later for closer examination.
If you are working from hard copies, highlighting in a particular color data
portions that fit is one strategy. If you are working on a word processing pro-
gram, data excerpts can be copied to another file. If you are working with data
processing programs designed to assist in data management, each program
will have a way to identify and separate data by categories (more on computer
assisted analysis later in this chapter). In any case, as parts are separated from
the whole, it is imperative that the whole be left intact because data excerpts
will virtually always include elements related to multiple typologies, and, if
they are lifted from their original context within the protocols, it will be dif-
ficult to process them later. In this step, you are simply separating the larger
data set into smaller sets based on your predetermined typologies. The result
will be large chunks of raw data related to particular typologies drawn from
across the original data set.

In the interview study of kindergarten educators’ philosophies and prac-
tices, we began by reading the data asking, Where are all the places that
informants’ philosophies about learning and development are evident? We
read through each of the 36 interview protocols bracketing all the places with
a yellow highlighter where anything indicated an individual educator’s
assumptions about teaching and learning. We didn’t stop to try to character-
ize what the statement might indicate, only marked it for later analysis. Next,
we searched the entire data set for evidence related to actual practices, mark-
ing those places in green, and so on.

Read Entries by Typology, Recording the Main Ideas in Each Entry on a Summary
Sheet. At this point, you want to begin to process the information within the
entries marked as being related to your typology. This time only the data
within the typology of interest will be read. A summary sheet should be cre-
ated for each informant, and as the data excerpts are read, you should write a
brief statement of the main idea of the excerpt on the summary sheet. The
objective is to create a summary of what will often be a large amount of data.
It is hard enough to process the summaries; trying to make sense of large
chunks of raw data is nearly impossible. These summaries should be just that:
summaries. This is not the place to try to interpret the significance or to guess
what informants really meant—just summarize their words as best you can. It
is important to make note on the summary sheet of the place in the data that
is being summarized. This will give you a quick way to refer back to the orig-
inal data as analysis continues.
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In the kindergarten analysis, we created summary sheets for each infor-
mant, keeping track of these by research site. We were interviewing a teacher,
a principal, and a supervisor at each of 12 sites, so we assigned a number to
each site and used different colored pens to write the data summaries for this
step. For “educators’ philosophies,” we ended up with 36 summary sheets
divided into 12 sets, but we were able to easily pull out all of the teachers and
look at those together because they were written in red pen. Obviously, elec-
tronic tools could be used to do this task. The key is to have solid summaries
that can be easily located, identified, and manipulated.

Look for Patterns, Relationships, Themes within Typologies. Now is the time to
start to look for meaning within the data from your typology. Because we are
doing typological analysis, it is likely that you will have a good idea going into
this step what patterns, relationships, or themes might be present in the data.
As you designed research questions and guiding questions for interviews, you
were thinking about getting certain kinds of information. The typologies you
selected for this type of analysis will likely lead you to be looking for certain
dimensions in the data. As you read the data, selected excepts by typology,
and did your summaries, it is also likely that certain patterns were evident.
This is the point at which you try out your hypothetical patterns, relation-
ships, and themes using the summary data from the last step. Brief explana-
tions of what I mean by patterns, relationships, and themes will give you a
sense of how to focus your work.

Patterns are regularities. They come in several forms, including similar-
ity (things happen the same way), difference (they happen in predictably dif-
ferent ways), frequency (they happen often or seldom), sequence (they hap-
pen in a certain order), correspondence (they happen in relation to other
activities or events), and causation (one appears to cause another). It may be,
for example, that as you read you see that your informants seem to answer cer-
tain questions in a similar way based on some common characteristic. There
may be a patterned difference between the ways high school and elementary
school guidance counselors think about their relationships with students, for
example. LeCompte and Schensul (1999) provide a useful discussion of pat-
tern-level analysis that can be applied to this and other models to follow.

Relationships are links. Spradley (1979, pp. 111) identifies many
semantic relationships that can become the tools for identifying links
between data elements (see the inductive model discussion below). Some
examples are strict inclusion (X is a kind of Y), rationale (X is a reason for
doing Y), cause-effect (X is a result of Y), and means-end (X is a way to do
Y). As you start searching for relationships, it is possible that the research
literature suggests relationships that may or may not be evident in your data.
For example, new teachers are thought to be operating at a “survival” level
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during their first few years in the field; that is, being new causes teachers to
operate at a survival level. You may have data that will bring new light to
understanding or questioning such a relationship. Spradley’s semantic rela-
tionships will have a major part in our discussion of inductive analysis in the
next section of this chapter.

Themes are integrating concepts. They can be defined as statements of
meaning that run through all or most of the pertinent data (Ely et al., 1991).
One searches for themes by asking: What broad statements can be made that
meaningfully bring all of these data together? Dissatisfaction with pay is a
theme thought to pervade the psyches of teachers who leave the field, but you
may have data that indicate that other themes are also important. Again,
searching for themes will be part of the models to follow.

In typological analysis, you will probably come to this stage with some
idea of how you want your search for patterns, relationships, or themes to go.
Now is the time to read the summary statements, searching for your antici-
pated patterns, relationships, and themes, and watching for others that may
be unexpected. At this point, you are not trying to “verify” that the pattern,
relationship, or theme is worth reporting. This is the stage for identifying pos-
sibilities to be checked out later.

In our study, Freeman and I came to the analysis of educators’ philoso-
phies of learning and development with a theoretical framework in mind. We
used a widely agreed upon classification of early childhood theories to orga-
nize our analysis of educators’ philosophies. We looked closely at the sum-
mary statements using three categories identified by Schickedanz, York,
Stewart, and White (1983): maturationist, behaviorist, and interactionist.
We read each informant’s summary statements and determined that it was
possible to classify educators’ assumptions using these theoretical categories.
Even without the theoretical framework, it would have been possible to look
for patterns, relationships, and themes around our question: What are our
informants’ philosophies of kindergarten teaching? Exploring the assump-
tions summarized from their interview responses provided a rich source for
analysis with or without the predetermined categories. Again, the accept-
ability of using predetermined categories is what makes typological analysis
distinct. Our search for patterns, relationships, and themes was more induc-
tive within the other typologies of this study.

Read Data, Coding Entries according to Patterns Identified and Keeping a Record of
What Entries Go with What Elements of Your Patterns. Now we go back to the
marked protocols and read through all of the data marked for inclusion in the
typology under investigation. The product of the previous step will be hypo-
thetical patterns, relationships, or themes. For example, a researcher studying
relationships between guidance counselors and students may hypothesize four
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kinds of relationship patterns: psychologist-client, counselor-student, men-
tor-mentee, and parent-child. He or she will read all of the data highlighted
for this category and code each entry using the patterns identified. Data
excerpts that indicate psychologist-client relationships will get coded with
some kind of mark that distinguishes it from the other categories. At the same
time, I recommend making a simultaneous record of where elements related
to that category are found in the data. So when I mark the data excerpt with
a special code, I also have a sheet on which I make a record of all the places
in the data where I coded that category. As I mentioned in the last chapter,
protocol pages need to be numbered. This makes it possible to record the
place in the data by noting the interview name or assigned number, the date,
and the page number.

Our coding of the kindergarten data meant reading through all of the
data in the sections highlighted in yellow with our three categories in mind.
We studied each excerpt for evidence that teachers’ assumptions fit one or
more of the three theories that framed this part of the analysis. As statements
were coded as maturationist, behaviorist, or interactionist, separate records
were made of where those statements were found in the data. Because we
were examining statements from three groups, again we used colors to distin-
guish one from the other. At the end of this stage, we had coded the data for
philosophy and made records of where that data could be found, organized
into sets by teachers, principals, and supervisors.

Decide If Patterns Are Supported by the Data, and Search Data for Nonexamples
of Your Patterns. As the data are re-read and coded, it will probably become
evident that not all excerpts will neatly fit into your categories. Having coded
all that you could, it is now necessary to make a judgment about whether or
not your categories are justified by the data. On the one hand, your judgment
will be based on how well the data that are coded fit into the categories you
have tried. Another side of the issue is deciding if the data not coded contain
insights that are different or contradictory to what you have proposed. In the
first instance, it’s a matter of deciding if the evidence is strong enough to sup-
port your case. In the second, it’s about asking if there is evidence upon which
other cases, even competing cases, can be made. Overall, decisions ought to
be driven by the data. If, in a study of new teacher adjustments, data indicate
that while some teachers operate in ways that look like “survival,” others
behave very much like seasoned professionals, then new categories of adjust-
ment will need to be explored.

Searching for nonexamples of your patterns is a systematic measure that
should be undertaken in any qualitative study, including those using typolog-
ical analysis. This will mean rereading all of the data set, not just the portions
highlighted for this part of the analysis, purposefully asking: Is there anything
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in the data that contradicts my findings? This process takes time and disci-
pline. When data are discovered that run counter to findings, they must be
satisfactorily explained, or findings must be changed. The best rationale for
such work and the most elaborate system for ensuring completeness are
included in what Glaser and Strauss (1967) call the “constant comparative
method.” The spirit of such an approach is called for here and in the analy-
sis models that follow.

In our study, we found that educators talked in ways that indicated that
most borrowed assumptions from more than one of the theoretical bases we
were using. We decided to classify them according to the “philosophy” that
seemed to dominate their thinking, but this required an especially careful
reading of each statement in order to be able to justify our decisions to our-
selves and have confidence that our readers could trust our judgments. While
we did not claim to use constant comparative techniques in this study, we
were careful to search the data for nonexamples of the patterns we reported.

Look for Relationships among the Patterns Identified. The procedures above will
be carried out with all of the initial categories identified in the first step. The
result will be a set of patterns, relationships, and themes that have, to this
point, been analyzed separately. The task now is to step back from the indi-
vidual analyses that have been completed and look for connections across
what has been found. This process can often be helped along by making some
kind of visual representation of the categories explored so far, then looking to
see what relationships might exist between or among categories. Miles and
Huberman (1994) describe such visual representations as “data displays . . .
that present information systematically, so the user can draw valid conclu-
sions and take needed action” (p. 91). For example, in a study of individuals
who leave teaching before retirement age, making boxes for categories such
as low pay, low status, low sense of efficacy, and low sense of autonomy might
lead to the discovery of connections that give a much richer sense of why
teachers leave than reporting elements separately.

For Freeman and me, this level of analysis led us to our most powerful
finding: many educators in our study were experiencing what we called “phi-
losophy-reality conflicts” (Hatch & Freeman, 1988, p. 151); they were imple-
menting practices that ran counter to what they believed was best for young
children. As we tracked down teacher philosophies and analyzed practices,
we were able to identify this conflict as a powerful theme that ran across the
data. Our final report emphasized the experience of philosophy-reality con-
flicts for teachers, principals, and supervisors.

Whrite Your Patterns as One-Sentence Generalizations. While experienced
researchers may see this as limiting and/or unnecessary, this strategy has been
very useful for my students just learning to do qualitative data analysis. Mak-
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ing yourself construct sentences forces you to organize your thinking into a
form that can be understood by yourself and others. It turns out to be invalu-
able as you begin to write up your findings, but it serves the purpose of giving
closure to your analyses. A generalization expresses a relationship between
two or more concepts. Expressing findings as generalizations provides a syn-
tactic device for ensuring that what has been found can be communicated to
others. If findings cannot be expressed as generalizations, chances are data
analysis is incomplete. I hope it is clear by now that I am not talking about
general statements that imply “generalizability.” Generalizations are special
kinds of statements that express relationships found in the particular contexts
under investigation. Of course, the generalizations will follow from your
analysis within and across categories.

We used two generalizations to organize the findings section of the
kindergarten study. These generalizations are examples of the kind of sen-
tences that might come from looking across categories near the conclusion of
a typological analysis: “Kindergartens are increasingly academic and skill ori-
ented; Individuals who implement kindergarten programs may not believe
that these programs best serve the needs of young children” (Hatch & Free-
man, 1988, p. 154). These sentences capture generalizations that pull the
whole study together. Many subgeneralizations were generated from analyses
within categories, and these make up the meat of the report; “Teachers’
modes of instruction were direct as opposed to incidental or child-initi-
ated”(p. 157); “All programs used a skill-based approach to evaluating read-
ing progress” (p. 158). Writing specific generalizations from each category
examined and bringing them together under more general statements exem-
plifies the typological analysis process described here.

Select Data Excerpts That Support Your Generalizations. In preparation for writ-
ing up findings, the last step in the typological model is to go back to the data
to select powerful examples that can be used to make your generalizations
come alive for your readers. In qualitative reports, it is usual to include data
excerpts that take readers inside the contexts and allow them to hear the
voices of participants. It is better to select potential quotes from the protocols
at this point in the process rather than to go back to the data when you are
involved in your writing and the data are cold. This is a place where you can
go back to the record you made when you were coding the data. If you fol-
lowed the suggestions above and made a note of where excerpts related to
categories were located, finding salient quotes will not be difficult.

When I am processing data, | make a star next to powerful quotes both
in the protocol and in my record of where excerpts are located. When it’s
time to identify potential data to be included as examples, I start with the
starred excerpts. But even knowing that some items are starred does not keep
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me from looking carefully at each excerpt associated with my findings. In the
kindergarten study, we used quotes from teachers, principals, and supervisors
to illustrate our generalizations. An example of a quote from a principal
demonstrates the power of excerpting informants’ own words:

The paper-pencil orientation is disturbing to me. The fact that we want to
regiment and put school on a real competitive academic achievement basis
disturbs me a bunch. I see firsthand experiences going out the window that
way. I see muscular growth and development ignored that way. I see very lit-
tle attention to language development and appreciation of language per se.
What I see as distressing is that we are ignoring what we know about how

young children learn. (Hatch & Freeman, 1988, p. 161)

It is worth noting that finding quotations that accurately and clearly
convey your ideas is a final check on your analysis. If you have too many good
examples to report, that’s a sign that your findings are well supported. If you
have difficulty finding quotations that make a compelling case for your gen-
eralizations, it will be worth your time to go back to the analysis process to be
sure that your findings are indeed supported by your data.

The kindergarten study example used to illustrate typological analysis
procedures is an interview study, and this type of data analysis works well for
interview data when research questions are fairly narrow in focus. Typologi-
cal analysis will also work well for processing artifact data that are gathered
with specific purposes in mind. Observational data are more problematic. As
a general rule, I do not recommend typological analysis for studies where
observations are the only or primary data collection strategy. The nature and
richness of such data make it hard for me to picture a case where starting
analysis with predetermined categories would be a good idea. There are
exceptions to every rule, and I've broken a few rules myself, but in order to
justify applying typological techniques to the analysis of observation data,
you may have to circumscribe observations to the point that they would look
more like those done by positivists than qualitative researchers.

While there is generally a bad fit between typological analysis and stud-
ies that rely on observation, I see no inherent conflicts between this analytic
approach and postpositivist, constructivist, critical/feminist, or poststruc-
turalist assumptions. The categories used to start the analysis and the ques-
tions asked of the data throughout will be decidedly different, but the steps
outlined should work within all of the qualitative paradigms. This is not the
same as saying that typological analysis is appropriate for all types of studies.
I noted above that studies relying heavily on observation are not good can-
didates for typological analysis. Several of the approaches listed in chapter 1
are not natural matches because of their emphasis on observation (i.e.,
ethnography, microethnography, naturalistic inquiry, and educational criti-
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cism). Other approaches that often emphasize interviewing are also not good
candidates for typological analysis because they depend on more inductive
strategies to get at informants’ meaning structures (e.g., grounded theory, nar-
rative studies, and phenomenological studies).

The primary strength of typological analysis is its efficiency. Starting
with predetermined typologies takes much less time than “discovering” cate-
gories inductively. The potential weakness is that applying predetermined
categories will blind the researcher to other important dimensions in the
data. I agree with LeCompte and Schensul (1999) that all analysis involves
both deductive and inductive thinking. That typological analysis starts with
a deductive step does not preclude the researcher’s being aware that other
important categories are likely to be in the data or prevent the researcher
from searching for them. Some unexpected patterns, relationships, or themes
will jump out of the data as they are read and reread by the researcher. Oth-
ers will be discovered as searches for disconfirming evidence are completed.
But if there is a sense that not all important data are accounted for by a typo-
logical analysis, I recommend that inductive analyis procedures be applied to
fill in the gaps. Those procedures are detailed next.

INDUCTIVE ANALYSIS

All qualitative research is characterized by an emphasis on inductive rather
than deductive information processing. Even the typological model, which
starts deductively, depends on inductive thinking within several of its steps.
Calling the model described here “inductive analysis” may be misleading if it
is understood to be a universal model of qualitative analysis or even the induc-
tive model of qualitative analysis. Other decidedly inductive approaches have
been well described in the literature (e.g., Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Spradley,
1979, 1980), and this model is meant only to provide a framework to guide
novice researchers through the steps of a basic kind of inductive analysis. |
call it “inductive” analysis to signal its distinct nature in relation to the other
models described.

Inductive thinking proceeds from the specific to the general. Under-
standings are generated by starting with specific elements and finding con-
nections among them. To argue inductively is to begin with particular pieces
of evidence, then pull them together into a meaningful whole. Inductive data
analysis is a search for patterns of meaning in data so that general statements
about phenomena under investigation can be made. Inductive analysis begins
with an examination of the particulars within data, moves to “looking for
patterns across individual observations, then arguing for those patterns as
having the status of general explanatory statements” (Potter, 1996, p. 151).
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Rather than following the deductive logic of traditional positivistic
research, in which theory guides the development of hypotheses to be tested,
in this model, theory is derived inductively from the careful study of a con-
textualized phenomenon. In their description of grounded theory, the most
widely known inductive approach, Strauss and Corbin (1998) describe the-
ory as “discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through systematic
data collection and analysis” (p. 23). While the inductive model presented
below is influenced by the important work in grounded theory, my goal is to
provide a more general inductive model that can be utilized for more than the
discovery of data-based theory. In addition, I believe my model will be adapt-
able to other qualitative research approaches across multiple qualitative par-
adigms, while grounded theory and other important inductive models (e.g.,
Miles & Huberman, 1994; Spradley, 1979, 1980) are less flexible and fit most
comfortably within postpositivist assumptions. An outline of the inductive
model is found in figure 4.2.

Read the Data and Identify Frames of Analysis. | start with reading the data
because all inductive analysis must begin with a solid sense of what is
included in the data set. As the analysis moves forward, as different questions
are asked of the data, and as decisions are made about how to make sense of
what's there, the data will be read over and over. Each reading will bring new
insights (and often new concerns), but without a thorough sense of what’s

FIGURE 4.2

Steps in Inductive Analysis

1. Read the data and identify frames of analysis

2. Create domains based on semantic relationships discovered within frames of
analysis

3. Identify salient domains, assign them a code, and put others aside

4. Reread data, refining salient domains and keeping a record of where relation-
ships are found in the data

5. Decide if your domains are supported by the data and search data for examples
that do not fit with or run counter to the relationships in your domains

Complete an analysis within domains
Search for themes across domains

Create a master outline expressing relationships within and among domains

© o =N

Select data excerpts to support the elements of your outline
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included in the overall data set at the outset, the direction of early analysis
may be off the mark and lead to a great deal of frustration and wasted time
and energy. If, as recommended here, data analysis begins while data collec-
tion is going on, this means that whenever new data are added to the data set,
all of the data should be read before analysis continues.

Early reading of the data should be done with a key initial question in
mind: What will be my frames of analysis? Once you have become familiar
with the dimensions of your data set, you will have to make an important
decision about how you will break your data into analyzable parts. I call these
analyzable parts “frames of analysis.” As you read your data, you will see many
possible ways to frame your analysis, and deciding how to do so will have
major implications for how your analysis happens and how it turns out.

Frames of analysis are essentially levels of specificity within which data
will be examined. Tesch (1990) notes that qualitative researchers identify
smaller parts of their data that she describes as “segments, items, incidents,
meaning units, or analysis units.” Her definition of such a unit is “a segment
of text that is comprehensible by itself and contains one idea, episode, or
piece of information” (p. 116). My notion of frames of analysis fits within
this definition.

If you are working with observation data, you will have a range of options
that runs from framing your analysis around particular words to looking at
descriptions of entire events. Sociolinguists, microethnographers, and eth-
nomethodologists are often interested in examining how meaning is con-
structed in everyday social settings, and their analyses are often framed very
tightly around specific individual utterances. They often analyze their obser-
vational protocols line by line, word by word. Other researchers may choose
to examine their data more broadly, framing their analysis by blocking off
complete interchanges between interactants or complete social events
involving a specific group. So someone using participant observation to study
peer social relations in high school may frame his or her analysis by looking
at conversations that have a beginning and an end, while an ethnographer
studying rituals in a parochial school may frame analysis around events that
have the qualities of ritual.

Interview and artifact data need to be handled the same way. Decisions
will have to be made about how tightly to focus the analysis. It may be easier
with interview data because they are already organized into a question-answer
format, but “answers” will rarely be an adequate frame of analysis for process-
ing high-quality interviews. It is much more likely that something like “com-
ments on specific topics” will be a starting frame. Some unobtrusive data will
be objects that can be analyzed as free-standing pieces, but many will be more
complex or text-based and require careful framing to be sure all important
dimensions are explored.
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Frames of analysis will shift and change as analysis proceeds, but initial
decisions about the level at which data are to be studied are necessary, or there
will be no way to begin to search for meaning in a mass of data. Obviously, the
purposes of the study, the research questions, the nature of the study, and the
kinds of data will influence decisions about frames of analysis. The argument
throughout this book has been that studies should be designed so that research
steps follow logically one after the other. If the study is well designed, and data
collection is solid, then deciding how to frame the analysis should follow log-
ically as well. For example, a researcher interested in understanding the expe-
rience of student athletes in university tutoring programs might interview ath-
letes, tutors, coaches, and/or professors and observe interactions among these
individuals in a variety of settings on campus. Frames of analysis for the inter-
view protocols might start with “comments related to tutoring programs,” and
the observation analysis might begin with frames such as “conversations
related to tutoring” or “events related to tutoring.”

The object of identifying frames of analysis is not to do the analyis but
to put rough parameters on how you will start looking closely at the data. As
initial readings of the data are done, asking yourself how you will frame your
beginning analysis is important. This early decision will shape the analyses
that follow. It is possible that initial frames will prove unworkable or ill-suited
to the data; that will become apparent as you proceed through the following
steps. If your frames of analysis don’t work, they will not work for a reason,
and that should lead you to identifying frames that better suit your purposes.

I do not recommend going through the data and marking off the frames
identified as a next step. I am afraid such a strategy will put more structure on
the data than I am comfortable with at this stage. The next step involves the
most inductive thinking in this form of analysis, and confining these
processes with too much structure may limit what is discovered in the data.
So frames of analysis are conceptual categories that help researchers look at
data and make it possible to move to the next step of creating domains.

Create Domains Based on Semantic Relationships Discovered within Frames of
Analysis. In this step, | borrow heavily from Spradley (1979, 1980) in terms
of language and process. The object of this step is to develop a set of cate-
gories of meaning or domains that reflects relationships represented in the
data. Creating domains is the key inductive element in this model; the data
are read searching for particulars that can be put into categories because of
their relation to other particulars. The process described here gives
researchers a systematic way to develop domains by exploring relationships
among particulars within frames of analysis.

Spradley (1979, 1980) uses domain analysis as the first analytic step in
his Developmental Research Sequence. For Spradley (1979), “Any symbolic
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category that includes other categories is a domain. All the members of a
domain share at least one feature of meaning” (p. 100). All the knowledge
that individuals use to make sense of their worlds can be organized into
domains. Domains can be categories that are understood by large numbers of
people with common cultural understandings, or they can be categories that
are developed within smaller groups with specialized interests and needs. For
example, mammals, fish, and birds are categories that fit among other cate-
gories under a domain called “animals.” Positivist, postpositivist, construc-
tivist, critical/feminist, and poststructuralist are categories that fit under
research paradigms. Discovering domains gives researchers a way of getting at
how participants organize their understandings and operate in their worlds.
Domains are structured in ways that make their discovery possible. Cate-
gories can only be categories when specific elements are related to other ele-
ments. Domains are categories organized around relationships that can be
expressed semantically. As mentioned in the discussion of typological analysis,
Spradley (1979, p. 111) identifies nine semantic relationships that are espe-
cially useful for accomplishing domain analysis. The first and most common is
strict inclusion, which can be expressed as X is a kind of Y. The following is an
example from a school context: a secretary is a kind of noncertified school
worker. Second is spatial (X is a place in Y): the teachers’ lounge is a place in
school where students are not allowed. Third is cause-effect (X is a result of Y):
larger class sizes are a result of not passing the tax increase. Fourth is rationale
(X is a reason for doing Y): helping children manage their behavior is a reason
for prescribing Ritalin. Fifth is location for action (X is a place for doing Y): the
bar at the Holiday Inn is a place for teachers to get together away from school.
Sixth is function (X is used for Y): school newsletters are used to communicate
with parents. Seventh is means-end (X is a way to do Y): in-school suspension
is a way to hold students accountable. Eighth is sequence (X is a step in Y): an
interview with the principal is a step in getting a teaching job. Ninth is attri-
bution (X is a characteristic of Y): curiosity is a characteristic of gifted students.
Domains can be represented by identifying “included terms” and “cover
terms” that are linked by a semantic relationship (Spradley, 1979, p. 114).
Included terms name the members of the category and a cover term names
the category into which all the included terms fit. From the examples above,
a researcher looking at discipline practices in elementary school might dis-
cover a means-end domain that could be called “Ways to hold students
accountable” (cover term) that consisted of the following elements: “In-
school suspension,” “Time out,” “Missing recess,” “Notes to parents,” “Vice-
principal’s office,” “Suspension,” “Expulsion,” “Paddling” (included terms). It
is possible to express this and any domain graphically by listing all of the
included terms and linking them with the cover term using the semantic rela-
tionship. For the example domain, such a graphic might look like figure 4.3.
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FIGURE 4.3

Domain Example

Included Terms Semantic Relationship Cover Term

In-school suspension

Time out

Missing recess hold
Notes to parents are ways to students
Vice-principal’s office accountable
Suspension

Expulsion

Paddling

The basic idea behind creating domains is to find categories by reading
the data with specific semantic relationships in mind. The questions that
drive this step in the analysis will depend on the semantic relationship one is
searching for. | agree with Spradley that it is a good idea to pick one seman-
tic relationship, then search through the data for examples of that relation-
ship—for example, strict inclusion. Now is the time to look to your frames of
analysis, reading through them asking: What are the examples of strict inclu-
sion in this piece of data? What are examples of X being a kind of Y in this
comment, conversation, event, or whatever? As you are reading the data, you
will be creating domain sheets based on the model in figure 4.3. It’s a good
idea to copy many blank sheets with space for multiple included terms and to
have those in hand before starting domain analysis.

This step is the most time consuming and, for me, the most fun. If you
are doing an inductive analysis, it is likely that, while you have some general
idea of what might be going on in your data, you are really looking to the data
to tell you what you have. For example, as you have been observing or inter-
viewing, you may have made note in your brackets or research journal that
there seem to be some relationships in the data that you want to explore. You
may have noted that there are a variety of ways to hold students accountable
and believe that such a domain will be important. You will go into your
domain analysis with such hunches in mind, but I recommend that you resist
starting with them. It will become too easy to shift into a deductive mode of
thinking and risk missing other important categories that you will find if you
stick to a more inductive approach.
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As I mentioned, I like to start with a specific semantic relationship in
mind, then read each frame, asking myself if there is an instance of that rela-
tionship happening within the frame being examined. Once an included
term is associated with a cover term and a domain sheet is created, reading
from that point includes a search for other examples of that domain, as well
as the ongoing search for new domains. The complexity of the task increases
with each newly discovered domain possibility. It is a slow process, especially
at first. Keeping track of where you are and what you are doing will help you
stay on target. You may want to make a separate record of potential domains
as you discover them. I have taken up two full library tables doing domain
analysis, ordering newly created domain sheets in a way that I could visually
see my growing set of categories in a glance.

My experience is that you will find many more domains than will actually
be reported in your study; most will be put aside as unimportant, or they will
turn out not to be domains at all. But you will not know that going into the
analysis. I would resist making decisions about the centrality of domains to the
study until later in the analysis process. It is much easier to eliminate domains
later based on all available evidence than to discover that important informa-
tion has been missed, and early analytic steps will have to be repeated.

After you have read all of your data for a specific semantic relationship,
that process needs to be repeated for the other relationships listed. You will
find that having read carefully for one kind of domain, the process will go
much faster for the succeeding semantic relationships. In fact, with practice
you will start to see different kinds of relationships as you are searching for
another. Once I became comfortable with domain analysis, I was able to look
for more than one semantic relationship at a time. This increases the com-
plexity of keeping track of what you are finding, but as your mind learns the
thinking processes involved, it will be natural for you to see different types of
relationships in your data frames. This is acceptable, but go slowly. It’s exhil-
arating to discover interesting and fairly obvious domains, and the tempta-
tion will be to stop looking closely at what else is going on in the data. This
can lead to a surface-level analysis that lacks the depth that makes this kind
of work different and important.

The final products of this step will be stacks of domain sheets that will
likely include multiple domains from each of the semantic relationships
described. These represent just the beginning of the inductive analysis
process, but without a thorough domain analysis, nothing that follows will
make any sense.

Identify Salient Domains, Assign Them a Code, and Put Others Aside. Now is the
time to start to make preliminary judgments about what domains will be
important to your study and which will not. Miles and Huberman (1994) call
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this general process “data reduction” (p. 10). Your goal is to narrow the focus
of your analysis by studying the categories that emerged from your domain
analysis and deciding which domains will be salient to the project underway.
As you look through your domain sheets, it is probable that several of the
domains you started did not play out in the data. There may be several
domains that have only one or two included terms. It is hard to think of a cat-
egory with only one element, so eliminating these should be easy. Still, it is
worth the time to ask: Could this relationship be linked to other domains dis-
covered in the data?

Domains with small numbers of included terms are more difficult. The
questions to ask here include: Are these included terms important to under-
standing what’s going on in the data? Are these the only included terms in
this domain? Are there more included terms that I may have missed or that
will show up in later data? Small domains should be looked at carefully, but
they should not be set aside just because the number of included terms is
small. If the domain seems important to the study, future data collection
could include a systematic effort to gather information related to the domain.

Just because some domains are large does not mean that they are salient
to the study at hand. Here is another place to refer back to research purposes
and questions. You may have a lot of data related to a mundane topic, or you
may have powerful data related to an important topic that is not related to
your study. For example, in a study of elementary school discipline, you may
find a large domain that shows teachers ways of taking attendance, and you
may decide that this is not important enough to pursue. Or you may have a
provocative domain showing how kids categorize each other into status
groups that you decide will have to wait for another analysis because it does
not tie to the thrust of this particular study. Again, be careful when you put
such domains aside. If there is any doubt about their potential importance to
the study, keep them active. If not, set them aside, but do not forget they are
there. As you move on to the next steps in inductive analysis, you will not be
handling the domains you have set aside directly, but saving the domain
sheets will allow you to go back to them if necessary.

Once salient domains are identified, it will save time if you create some
kind of code to help you keep track of your domains. I find it easiest to set up
such codes using an outline format. I assign a Roman numeral to each domain
and a capital letter to each included term. That allows me to have a handy
record of my domains to that point and to be able to add included terms as they
are discovered. So, for the example being used here, the domain “Ways to hold
students accountable” would be identified with “I,” and IA would be “In-school
suspension,” IB “Time out,” and so on. At this point, I would just mark these
codes directly on the domain sheets, although you may find it useful to create a
list that includes all your domains and included terms in the form of an outline.
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The products of this step will be a set of domain sheets that include cat-
egories that offer potential for further exploration. These will have a code for
keeping track of the domains as analysis continues. These will not be all of
the domains of importance to your study. If you are continuing data collec-
tion at this point, domain analysis and this step will have to be repeated as
new data are added. In addition, as further analysis takes you deeper into the
data, new domains will be discovered and old ones refined.

Reread Data, Refining Salient Domains and Keeping a Record of Where Relation-
ships Are Found in the Data. The data will be read and reread no matter what
the analyis model used. Here, you will be reading the data with specific
domains in mind. The idea is to be confident that the data support the exis-
tence of the domain and that all of the important included terms within a
domain have been identified. Once salient domains have been selected, the
process is to pick one or two and read all of the data, searching for examples
of where the relationships that make up the domain are found in the data.
Most will have been discovered during domain analysis, but, often, other
included terms will be discovered during this careful reading.

When the elements of the domain (i.e., included terms, semantic rela-
tionships, and cover terms) are found in the data, it is a good idea to make a
record of where they are located both in the data and on the domain sheets.
So when an analysis frame includes an example that fits a domain such as
“Ways students are held accountable” (e.g., a child is put into time out), you
will identify that place in the data in some way (I often just make a dark
bracket in the margin) and mark that place by writing the code assigned to
that domain (in this case, IB). On the domain sheet next to the “Time out”
included term, you should write down the number of the page in the data
where the example was found. I do this each time I see an example of my
included term. That means that at the end of this step, I will have marked all
the places in the data where examples of time out were found, and I will have
a record on my domain sheets of each frame of analysis where that semantic
relationship was located.

The process of searching and coding within salient domains will lead you
to look more closely at your data and give you a better sense of the richness
and importance of the domains you are finding. As this process proceeds, it is
important to be open to discovering new domains or discovering that existing
domains need modification. It will not be unusual throughout inductive analy-
sis for you to find that you need to return to earlier steps in the model. Going
back is not a sign that you have done a bad job, only that you are trying to do
a comprehensive job. In the next step, we will systematically decide if the
domains discovered are supported by the data. If they are not, that just means
going back to the data in an effort to search out what the data will support.
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Decide If Your Domains Are Supported by the Data and Search Data for Examples
That Do Not Fit with or Run Counter to the Relationships in Your Domains. Up
to now, all domains have been hypothetical and tentative. It is at this point
that deductive reasoning is fully employed to decide if the hypothetical cat-
egories identified hold up. While it is advisable to do a preliminary version of
this step as part of a recursive cycle of data collection and analysis, it is essen-
tial at this stage of data analysis. This step involves examining the quality of
the data that have been included in constructing your domains. In this step,
you will be asking questions such as the following: Is there enough data to
support the existence of this domain in the setting being studied? Are the
data strong enough to make the case for including this domain? Are there
other data that do not fit with or run counter to the relationships expressed
in my domains?

Deciding if there is enough data is tricky business. Early in my publishing
career, | was forced by editors to do frequency counts within my domains in
order to have articles published. That turned out to be more annoying than dif-
ficult because I had followed the coding and recording procedures described
above; but I am generally against relying on counting the times examples sup-
porting certain included terms are found in the data as a way to judge the effi-
cacy of a finding. The notion of counting and calculating percentages assumes a
kind of standardization in data collection that is rarely found in qualitative work.

Glaser and Strauss (1967) describe reaching what they call “saturation,”
a point at which “no additional data are being found whereby the sociologist
can develop properties of the category” (p. 61). You will rarely reach a place
you might characterize as data saturation, but if your analysis indicates that
the elements in your domains are repeated over and over again, that is good
evidence that the relationships expressed are “really” in the data.

But, it is also possible that examples of your relationships will not appear
frequently in the data set but be important to understanding the setting under
investigation. Here, I am talking about data that are powerful because they
make a strong case without appearing frequently. It may be, for example, that
in some schools paddling is a way students are disciplined. Paddling may hap-
pen infrequently, may be impossible to observe, or may not get talked about
much in interviews with school personnel, but one or two persons’ descrip-
tions of such events could be powerful enough to merit including it as part of
the ways students are held accountable domain. The power of data I am
describing need not be as dramatic as uncovering corporal punishment. Pow-
erful can also mean that it connects other pieces of data or has explanatory
properties that get at important elements of the study. To push this example
a little, it is possible that the discovery that some personnel are paddling chil-
dren turns out to be powerful evidence of the existence of two behavioral
accountability systems in a school, one official and one unofficial.
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The search for counterevidence is vital to any qualitative study. In order for
domains to be reported, researchers must have taken the time to read all of the
data in a systematic effort to uncover data that disconfirm the domains discov-
ered. As mentioned under typological analysis, the constant comparative
method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) is the archetype for looking for “negative
cases, cases which do not confirm the current formulation” (p. 104). Constant
comparison starts when the first hypothetical categories are identified and con-
tinues throughout the analysis (that’s what makes it constant). My experience
as a researcher, editor, and doctoral advisor is that the constant comparison done
in most studies is rarely as constant as described by Glaser and Strauss. I prefer
to be more precise (and honest) in characterizing my own search for negative
examples by framing it as the application of principles of “analytic induction”
(Denzin, 1978; Lindesmith, 1952; Robinson, 1951). This approach emphasizes
the interplay of inductive and deductive processing in data analysis and provides
a general model of forming rough initial definitions and categories inductively,
then modifying or discarding hypotheses as dissonant cases are examined.

The basic process for me is to lay out all the domains that I think will be
important to my findings, then read the data, specifically asking of each
analysis frame: What is going on here that does not fit with what I have
included in my domains? Sometimes domains are altered because of con-
frontations with such data, sometimes what appear to be contradictions can
be explained away, and sometimes domains will have to be abandoned. These
are difficult decisions, but making them allows you to look yourself (and your
critics) in the eye and say with confidence that your findings are supported
by your data. It should also be noted that even though I have placed the
search for negative evidence within a particular step in the inductive model,
it is your obligation to be alert continually to disconfirming evidence
throughout the analysis process.

Complete an Analysis within Domains. Many qualitative dissertations report
findings that appear to be generated following procedures that stop with what
has been described so far. While this is often sufficient for reporting findings
that emphasize description, such studies rarely go beyond description to other
levels of reporting that Wolcott (1994) describes as analysis and interpreta-
tion. These reports often appear to be thin on depth or insight, staying mostly
on the surface of the phenomena being studied. This and the step to follow
are designed to help new researchers move their analyses to deeper, richer
levels. The interpretive model described in the next section will detail how
to move toward interpretation.

This step is about looking within the domains identified for complexity,
richness, and depth; the next step provides ways to search for themes by look-
ing across domains for the same qualities. Both these steps treat the products
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of the analysis so far as data. The object is to study the data that have been
organized into domains in ways that allow the discovery of new links, new
relationships, new domains. In the first case, we will be looking inward, and
in the other, out. In both cases, we must be ready (and willing) to go back to
the data upon which the original domains were constructed.

Completing an analysis within domains means revisiting included terms,
semantic relationships, and cover terms in a search for other possible ways to
organize what’s there. It means playing out the idea that there may be cate-
gories (or subdomains) that could be organized under each included term. It
means considering the possibility that some of the included terms in the
domain may have connections to each other that other included terms do not
have. It means exploring the idea that one or more of the included terms
could be developed into freestanding domains not related to or in a different
relation to the original domain.

A simple way to conceptualize this process is to think about it as filling
in and modifying an outline. I have recommended above that domains be
organized as outlines—Roman numerals for the domain name and capital let-
ters for each included term. In the most basic element of this step, you will
examine the data for each included term, looking for subcategories (which
can be represented as subheadings). So within the ways students are held
accountable domain, the process of analyzing the included term In-school sus-
pension might lead the identification of several kinds of in-school suspension
that can be represented in a portion of an overall outline that looks like this:

I. Ways students are held accountable
A. In-school suspension
1.In-class suspension
2.Suspension in another teacher’s classroom
3.Suspension in the vice-principal’s office
4.Suspension in the suspension room.

While this example is mundane in some ways, you can see the possibilities for
going much deeper into the data by looking beneath the surface of included
terms for richer representations of what’s going on.

Another strategy of looking within domains is to search for special rela-
tions between or among certain included terms. Finding such relationships
may cause you to reconceptualize the structure of your domain (and modify
your outline). Here you are asking: Do any of my included terms fit together
because of some common thread? Looking at the domain example in figure
4.3, one link may be that “Time out,” “Missing recess,” and “Notes to parents”
are all classroom-level actions, while the others are school-level. So part of a
modified outline might look like the following:
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I. Ways students are held accountable
A. Classroom-level actions
1. Time out
2.Missing recess
3.Notes to parents
B. School-level actions . . .

You can see from these simple examples how the complexity of the outline
will increase during this process. That complexity reflects the increased rich-
ness that will be represented in the analyses and findings of the study.

A third way to analyze within domains is to study expanded domains to
determine if any categories have a different relation to the rest of the domain
that merits considering the formation of a new domain. I am pushing the lim-
its of my example, but I can imagine a situation in which a careful look at sus-
pension might reveal that some students do not perceive being sent home to
be a deterrent. From the school’s and most students’ perspectives, this is
indeed a way to hold children accountable, but a new domain might be sug-
gested that could be called something like “Ways students react to account-
ability actions.”

The big idea for this step is to make a fine-grained examination of each
domain that has made it thus far in your analysis. You want to enrich your
analysis by getting a more complex understanding of what'’s going on within
each domain. Some domains will not change much as a result of applying the
strategies suggested, but others will change dramatically. Failure to take this
step and the next may lead to findings that only catch the surface-level under-
standings that participants use to make sense of their social surroundings.

Search for Themes across Domains. After looking inward at previously identi-
fied domains, the next step is to step back from individual domains and look
for connections among them. This step might be characterized as a search for
themes (see Ely et al., 1991; Seidman, 1998; Spradley, 1979, 1980). Here we
are looking across the data for broad elements that bring the pieces together.
We are studying our domains to see what connections can be found among
them. We are searching for patterns that repeat in the data and for patterns
that show linkages among different parts of data. We are reading our data in
ways that parallel how students of literature are trained to search novels for
underlying themes about human existence that authors are addressing in
their work (Ely et al., 1991). We are looking for relationships among the rela-
tionships we have outlined in our domain analysis.

The analytic questions for this step are: What does all this mean? How
does all this fit together? How are the pieces related to the whole? Others sug-
gest, and I agree, that searching for themes requires an intimate knowledge of
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the raw data (e.g., Ely et al., 1991; Spradley, 1979). This means once again
immersing oneself in a careful reading of the original data set. But this time
you are not searching within frames of analysis for particular relationships;
you are reading with a broader focus, keeping the “What does all this mean?”
question in mind. As you read, you should make note of possible themes that
may run throughout the data and the places where evidence for these
themes is found. These themes will be initially tentative, but keeping track
of all potentially important patterns will help you stay “on task” (i.e., pay
attention to what you are reading for) and help you process what you found
when you finish.

It is likely that you will start this step with potential themes in mind—
tentative themes discovered during data collection and previous analyses.
Reading for these and searching for new potential themes can be done simul-
taneously with some careful self-monitoring. It is also possible that certain
“universal themes” may become evident in the data. These themes are uni-
versal in that they are found among all or most humans groups. These are the
themes that drive high-quality literary works and are found across studies in
all the social science disciplines. Some examples are conflict, status and
power, social control, and managing interpersonal social relations (see Opler,
1945; Patton, 1990; Spradley, 1979). Being well read will give your mind an
extra set of resources on which to base your examination of the data, but the
data must still tell you if the themes are evident or not.

Another strategy for identifying themes is to do a systematic comparison
among the domains identified so far. Here you are asking: How does all this
fit together? In Spradley’s (1979) terms you are looking for general semantic
relationships among your domains. A straightforward way to start such an
analysis is to look across domains for commonalties, asking, What’s the same
or similar about these domains? Here you are treating the analyses you have
done so far as data. You are examining the elements of your domains for ways
to explain how it is possible for both domains to be salient in the experience
of those you are studying. What threads connect the domains in positive
ways! How are they similar? How are they linked?

Comparison always involves looking for similarities and differences. You
should also undertake an analysis of what’s different among your domains.
Here you want to tease out relationships that can be expressed in other than
positive terms. The cognitive processes involved in playing with what’s the
same and what'’s different have the capacity to generate general statements
about the connections among data parts that may lead to the identification
of overarching themes.

How are the pieces related to the whole? This question drives a third way
to search for themes across domains. The strategy here is to make yourself
construct a meaningful whole that fairly represents all of the parts of your
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analysis so far. This process can be facilitated in several ways. One is to rep-
resent the whole graphically, and the other is to write a summary overview of
what you have found. By making yourself describe the whole in one of these
ways, you will have to account for how the pieces (domains) fit together in
relation to that whole.

Miles and Huberman (1994) make “data displays” (p. 91) an important
part of the analytic processes they describe. They recommend putting data
into visual formats that present information graphically and systematically.
Creating a data display of the type Miles and Huberman recommend can be
a useful tool for getting a sense for the whole of the data set being analyzed.
They describe two major families of data displays: “matrices, with defined rows
and columns, and networks, with a series of ‘nodes’ with links between them”
(p. 93). Many of my students are attracted to the idea of organizing their data
graphically, and Miles and Huberman’s ideas are useful for representing the
whole data set in a way that forces them to see relationships between the
parts and the entirety. Some also like to create such displays using widely
available and easy-to-use software programs.

For me personally, data displays are often busy and hard to follow. I am
more likely to summarize the whole by making myself write a summary state-
ment that describes what my study is all about. Organizing such a statement
means processing all the parts in order to create a whole that makes sense.
Wolcott (1995) recommends that such summaries be written all along the
data collection/analysis process, and Spradley (1979) lists writing summary
overviews as one process for discovering cultural themes. Both are probably
right, but the emphasis here is on Spradley’s approach to condensing “every-
thing you know down to the bare essentials” (1979, p. 201). The overview
should be only a few pages, and organizing its construction and writing it
should lead you to the discovery or “verification” of themes that tie the parts
to the whole.

My own dissertation offers an example of how searching for themes
across domains might be implemented in a real study. I did a participant
observation study in a kindergarten classroom (Hatch, 1984). I focused on
children’s peer interactions in settings without direct adult supervision. The
process of searching for themes across domains turned out to be a difficult
process, but successfully identifying themes that organized what was going on
in children’s face-to-face social interactions was a breakthrough that made
the rest of the analyses and write-up of the study possible.

I came to this point in my analysis with many domains that described
behavior patterns discovered in observations of children’s peer interactions.
For example, I had domains describing ways children put other children
down and ways children demonstrated academic competence to peers.
Immersing myself in the data, I became fascinated with trying to understand
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why children were acting the ways they did in relation to the other five and
six year olds in the room. I asked, What are children gaining from these inter-
actions?! I hypothesized that children had what I eventually called “social
goals” that they tried to fulfill in peer interactions.

I played out the notion of social goals by looking across the data to see
relationships among domains. This process led me to new analyses that took
the general form of ways children acted toward each other and ways they
responded to those actions. So I eventually developed domains in pairs such
as “Ways to practice self-promotion” and “Ways to respond to self-promo-
tions.” The social goals theme also worked for bringing the parts together
under a meaningful whole. I identified three main dimensions of social goals
that I labeled “affiliation,” “competence,” and “status goals.” These three
dimensions effectively organized the data of my study and provided a frame-
work for developing my findings (the complete master outline for the study is
included in appendix E).

As my example demonstrates, using a combination of the strategies
suggested in this section should lead you to a fairly well developed sense of
what your data mean, how they relate across domains, and how the parts fit
the whole. Themes should emerge that provide a basic framework for
understanding the social setting being studied and for writing up your
description and analysis of that setting. In the next step, we will see how to
formalize that basic framework into a master outline from which your find-
ings can be written.

Create a Master Outline Expressing Relationships within and among Domains. If
you have followed the suggestions above (especially the previous step), cre-
ating a master outline should follow logically from what you have done so far.
Here we are after a comprehensive outline that concisely represents all of the
analyses completed to this point. In the previous two steps, relationships were
explored within and among domains. Now is the time to create a compre-
hensive representation of how the overall analysis fits together. Such a rep-
resentation will provide processes for putting final refinements on analyses
and bringing closure to this part of the study. Just as important, it will become
the guide for writing up findings.

In earlier steps in the inductive model, I recommended using an outline
format to organize the expression of relationships within domains. There are
other ways to represent the whole. Miles and Huberman’s (1994) data dis-
plays and Spradley’s (1979, 1980) taxonomies are examples of other ways to
express relationships among all the elements of the analysis. It will be a mat-
ter of personal preference. One is not inherently better than the other, but I
like outlines because of their familiarity (we are used to organizing knowledge
this way), their relative flexibility (you can add complexity and depth by
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adding elements and levels to the outline), and because they lead naturally
to the writing phase of research (many of us write from outlines).

My way of constructing master outlines is to find an empty classroom
with lots of blackboard (or dry erase board) space. I have also used large
sheets of paper spread on the floor. I then take the pieces of outline that I
have created so far and put them together into a single, comprehensive out-
line. If I have done a good job all the way along, especially in terms of iden-
tifying themes, this process will be mostly a matter of putting together the
pieces of a puzzle. You should have created a “whole” in the last step that took
all the pieces into account. If that process was successful, making a master
outline should be a mostly organizational task of making it all make sense in
outline form (see appendix E).

If you had problems with any of the steps, this process will provide the
opportunity to go back and refine the analysis done to this point. If you had
difficulties reducing data to salient domains, and these are still in the data set,
it will be likely that they will not fit into an outline that makes good sense.
Here is another chance to decide exactly what needs to be reported and what
can wait for another day. If some domains seem “thin” in relation to other
more robust findings, here is another decision point where you need to deter-
mine if reporting such domains is necessary for representing the social phe-
nomenon being studied. If your themes do not account for all of your data,
this is the time to reconsider what holds your analysis together.

I make my students do a master outline in some form to bring closure to
their analyses. For some, usually those who have followed procedures like
those described above, this is a routine step that’s just a matter of putting
what they have known for some time into a final form. For others, this step
is more difficult. It often means giving up dimensions of their work that they
have “fallen in love with,” even though these elements don’t really fit into
the studies they designed. Having to construct a comprehensive outline of
findings forces the elements that don’t fit to stand out. Others sometimes
resist the idea of finalizing their analyses. My guess (from my own feelings and
talks with others) is that part of this reluctance to making an end is the nag-
ging fear that finally there may not be much to report. For me, there is a kind
of emotional bouncing back and forth between “this is awesome stuff” and
“this is pure crap.”

I can testify that even though it is sometimes traumatic for students to
have to pull their analyses into some understandable final form, there is great
relief associated with finally having a “product” from so much labor and anx-
iety. A master outline does not mean analysis is complete, but it signals the
researcher that something of meaning has come from the mass of data, hours
of mindwork, and tons of energy associated with most qualitative projects. It
organizes the work to this point and provides tangible evidence that all of the



178 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

effort actually leads somewhere. Just as important, it provides a ready-made
option for organizing the writing of the final report. Even if final versions of
research findings turn out to be organized in ways different than the master
outline, the relationships evident in the outline will have a major influence
on how findings are reported.

Select Data Excerpts to Support Elements in Your Outline. As a final check on
the analysis done so far and as further preparation for writing, data need to be
read yet again to search for examples that can be used in the text of the find-
ings to support the elements that make up the outline. As with typological
analysis and the models to follow, including data excerpts to support findings
is essential in qualitative reports. Identifying potential quotes in the data is
important to getting ready to write, but it is also a good final check to see if
sufficient data are evident to give you confidence in making your final report.

I recommended above that powerful or prescient quotes be starred in the
data and on the domain sheets. Tracking down these quotes will be easy if
careful records have been made; still, it is important to read all of the data
within domains when searching for excerpts. As studies evolve and analyses
are finalized, subtle shifts in emphases may require different quotes to make
different points. When the actual writing begins, you will find that analyses
become even more refined, and new quotes will be sought, but searching
these out at this point gives more closure to the analysis, prepares you to
write, and gives you confidence in what you have found.

Inductive analysis can take many forms. The model described here is one
framework from which inductive analysis can be undertaken. Steps can be mod-
ified to fit the particulars of individual studies and particularities of individual
researchers. The processes described here work well with observation data and
can be used comfortably with most interview and unobtrusive data as well. This
model does not make sense for data that have been collected with a narrow focus
in mind, especially interview data that have been collected using structured
guiding questions. Typological analysis has been described as appropriate for
such data, and applying inductive procedures does not make good sense.

Inductive analysis as described here fits naturally within studies based on
postpositivist and constructivist assumptions. While some widely used induc-
tive approaches (e.g., Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Miles and Huberman, 1994) are
based on a postpositivist perspective, the model I have presented is designed
specifically to accommodate constructivist assumptions. Further, [ believe it is
possible to adapt my inductive model for work undertaken within critical/fem-
inist and poststructuralist paradigms. Even though the nature of the data, the
elements of domains, and the themes that emerge will be different, the basic
structure of the model does not preclude its use by researchers across the par-
adigmatic continuum.
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This inductive model will not work with every kind of study. It is well
suited for studies that emphasize the discovery of cultural meaning from
large data sets that include observational data—for example, ethnogra-
phies, microethnographies, participant observation, grounded theory, sym-
bolic interaction, and naturalistic inquiry studies. It works less well for stud-
ies that focus on answering narrowly defined questions or that rely on
interview data almost exclusively—for example, many focus group and
interview studies. In addition, some studies that emphasize interpretation
(as opposed to description and analysis) (see Wolcott, 1994) will find inter-
pretive analysis procedures described next to be a better fit than the induc-
tive model—for example, many narrative studies, educational criticisms,
and phenomenological studies.

The strength of inductive analysis is its power to get meaning from com-
plex data that have been gathered with a broad focus in mind. It provides a
systematic approach to processing large amounts of data in ways that allow
researchers to feel confident that what they report is indeed representative of
the social situations they are examining and/or the perspectives of partici-
pants they are studying. It provides a way to analyze data that can be adapted
for use in a wide variety of studies within any of the research paradigms. In
some ways, it is basic. All qualitative researchers need to have a working
knowledge of inductive analysis. Even if they never apply the model directly,
it is hard to imagine that they can participate in the qualitative research com-
munity without a solid understanding of what inductive analysis is all about.

INTERPRETIVE ANALYSIS

Again, what to call this framework is troublesome. Interpretation is a defin-
ing element of all qualitative research. At all stages of the research process in
any of the approaches discussed in this book, interpretation permeates every-
thing that is done. Qualitative researchers are quick to acknowledge that as
they design studies, consider theoretical bases, collect data, do analyses, and
write up findings, they are constantly making interpretive judgments (e.g.,
Atkinson, 1992; Geertz, 1973; Schwartz & Schwartz, 1955). As Denzin
(1994) so aptly summarizes, “In the social sciences, there is only interpreta-
tion” (p. 500). In fact, some researchers (including Denzin) would like to
drop the term qualitative research, arguing that interpretive research better rep-
resents what goes on in this kind of work (e.g., Denzin, 1989b; Erickson,
1986; Graue & Walsh, 1998).

I like the term qualitative. It is well established and connotes a certain
relationship to the traditional positivist paradigm that I find useful (see Eis-
ner, 1991). While I fully agree that interpretation is included all along the
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research process, my decision to call this kind of analysis “interpretive” is
based on Wolcott’s (1994) notion that individual qualitative researchers
transform data in different ways, emphasizing either description, analysis, or
interpretation. He says that all studies have elements of each of these three
ingredients, but the balance among them is different. Depending on the pur-
poses of individual studies, one of these elements comes to the fore. The
interpretive analysis model described here details a way to transform data that
emphasizes interpretation.

Interpretation is about giving meaning to data. It’s about making sense of
social situations by generating explanations for what’s going on within them.
It’s about making inferences, developing insights, attaching significance, refin-
ing understandings, drawing conclusions, and extrapolating lessons (see Den-
zin, 1989b, 1994; LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; Patton, 1990). Interpretation
situates the researcher as an active player in the research process. Interpreta-
tion is undertaken with the understanding that it is a “productive process that
sets forth the multiple meanings of an event, object, experience, or text”
(Denzin, 1994, p. 504). Interpretations are constructed by researchers. The
model proposed here provides tools for linking interpretations to data; but
finally, they are the researchers’ best efforts to produce meaning that makes
sense of the social phenomena they are studying.

I acknowledge up front that describing a model, indeed an analytic model,
for doing interpretation is tricky business. Interpretation is rightly seen as the
artistic, creative side of qualitative work (e.g., Denzin, 1994; Wolcott, 1995).
To try to formalize strategies for interpreting will seem incongruent (oxy-
moronic?) to some, confining to others, and heretical to still others. My
objective is not to take away the creative intensity necessary for making sense
of social phenomena in context or to turn the complex, artistic processes of
interpretation into mechanical activity. I want to give folks inexperienced in
doing this kind of work a framework for exercising their creative and artistic
powers in productive ways. The interpretive analysis model provides a process
for constructing meaning from data that goes beyond the analytic emphasis
of the models described so far. A framework from which inexperienced
researchers can apply the processes directly, modify them to suit different
preferences, or adjust them to suit individual studies should provide new
qualitative researchers with a “way to go” that is not provided elsewhere.

Steps in the interpretive analysis model are listed in figure 4.4. In this
section, I will discuss each of these steps as if the researcher decided at the
outset that he or she was going to use interpretive analysis and began with
step one from the model. In reality, it will often be the case that researchers
will have done a typological or inductive analysis at some level, then move
to the next level in order to add an interpretive dimension to their earlier
analytic work. I actually prefer this mode of operation. I think interpretations
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FIGURE 4.4

Steps in Interpretive Analysis

1. Read the data for a sense of the whole

2. Review impressions previously recorded in research journals and/or bracketed
in protocols and record these in memos

Read the data, identify impressions, and record impressions in memos

Study memos for salient interpretations

Reread data, coding places where interpretations are supported or challenged
Write a draft summary

Review interpretations with participants

o ~N o0 L B~ W

Write a revised summary and identify excerpts that support interpretations

will be better grounded in the data if researchers have spent time transform-
ing data in descriptive and analytic ways (see Patton, 1990). So while it will
be possible to begin data analysis at step one of the interpretive model
described here, most studies will be richer and findings more convincing
when interpretive analytic processes are used along with or in addition to
typological or inductive analyses.

Read the Data for a Sense of the Whole. The integrity of each analytic model
depends on the researcher’s ability of situate whatever insights are drawn out
in relation to the context represented in the data set as a whole. The logic of
the interpretive model parallels that of the inductive model in that pieces are
put together in meaningful relation in order to construct explanations that
help readers make sense of what’s being examined. Researchers must start by
being immersed in the data to the extent that whatever impressions are
formed throughout the analytic process are considered within the context of
the overall data set. Reading through that data set over and over is the only
way to be immersed at the level required. I recommend starting interpretive
analysis with a careful reading just to get an initial sense of what’s included
and not included in the data. I would resist the temptation to jump in and
start recording impressions until the entire data set as it exists to that point
has been carefully read.

Review Impressions Previously Recorded in Research Jowrnals and/or Bracketed in
Protocols, and Record These in Memos. This step assumes that researchers have
followed the advice given in the data collection section of this book and kept
a research journal recording impressions as research processes unfolded (see
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example of research journal entry in appendix C). These records, as well as
impressions that should have been bracketed as part of data collection and
protocol creation, will provide rich starting places for developing interpreta-
tions. The whole idea of making a record of impressions during the process of
gathering and processing data is to capture potentially fruitful explanations
that can be systematically examined later. Later begins now.

The object of your review is to get a handle on which impressions might
lead to more careful examination and which ones may be left for another day.
If you have chosen to do an interpretive analysis, you should have a good idea
based on your data and research questions of what phenomena you will be
trying to illuminate. If you are like me and have recorded impressions on a
wide variety of topics, it is likely that many of your research journal entries
and bracketed impressions will be easily set aside at this point. They may be
important or interesting, but they don’t fit the project at hand. I recommend
that potentially salient impressions be noted in some way in the research pro-
tocols and/or in the research journals. This can be done with highlighter or
some other distinguishing marking by hand or by using the file-making capac-
ities of computer programs, if one is being used to assist in the analysis. The
idea is to take a careful look at the impressions that came to you as you col-
lected data and generated research protocols and to identify those impres-
sions that you think will be useful as you prepare to undertake some system-
atic interpretation. If you are unsure if certain impressions will be useful or
not, it is better to include them in the set you intend to study later. It’s eas-
ier to drop them if they don’t pan out than to try to retrieve them if you see
later on that they will be important to the interpretive analysis.

The process of reviewing these impressions will almost always lead to the
identification of relationships among impressions and the formation of new
impressions. In this and the next step, I like the idea of writing special kinds
of memos to capture the dimensions of your impressions and force you to
begin to articulate the interpretations you are making when these impressions
are played out. These memos are like those described by researchers such as
Denzin (1994), Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), and Graue and Walsh
(1998). Such memos “elaborate the researcher’s understanding . . . by making
connections and positing hunches about what is going on. Put more simply,
memos are written notes to yourself about the thoughts you have about the
data and your understanding of them” (Graue & Walsh, 1998, p. 166). Den-
zin (1994) discusses memo writing as a tool for “sense making” that leads to
decisions concerning “what will be written about, what will be included, how
it will be represented, and so on” (p. 503).

Memos can take many forms, but at this point they should be written in
tentative, hypothetical language. I recommend complete sentences and para-
graphs. The thought processes required to write sentences and organize para-
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graphs puts structure on your thinking and makes you make sense in ways
that can be communicated to others. Memos may be written as possible
explanations for behavior recorded in the data. They may describe potential
insights that seem to be emerging. They may posit conclusions that can be
drawn from studying particular settings. Or they may discuss the potential sig-
nificance of observed events. Topic sentences that might organize some of the
forms memos may take are offered as examples below:

1. Students may be acting defiantly in class as a way to express solidarity
with their peers.

2. Could it be that the teachers avoid discussing pedagogical matters in the
teachers’ lounge because they are afraid others will judge them negatively?

3. It looks possible that all of the bus drivers interviewed feel they are
underappreciated by school staff.

4. College faculty members seem to have withdrawn into their own
teaching and research since the reorganization plan was vetoed by cen-
tral administration.

The remainder of each paragraph would be an explanation of what the topic
sentence means and why the researcher thinks it may be so.

Not every highlighted impression will lead to the writing of a memo.
Some will be impressions that the researcher has a strong sense will be impor-
tant to answering the research questions at the base of the study. Others will
connect with other impressions and merit a memo that describes that con-
nection. Some will be set aside. Remember, at this stage, we are only looking
at impressions formed during data collection and processing. The next step
involves systematically examining the complete data set in a search for
impressions. The memos written at this stage will no doubt influence the
search to follow, but the more comprehensive sense making begins with the
next step.

Read the Data, Identify Impressions, and Record Impressions in Memos. The
bracketed notes and research journal entries were made spontaneously as data
were recorded and processed. In their original form, they may or may not look
like the memos just described. In this step, you will be much more deliberate
in your attempts to make sense of what is going on in your data. Your goal is
to read through your data with a mind to systematically making and record-
ing your interpretations of what is happening within the social contexts cap-
tured in your data.

The memos written as part of the previous step will influence the way
you read the data. It is natural to be aware of the tentative interpretations
you have just recorded in memos as you read the data in search of other
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impressions. Eventually, you will be making judgments about whether or not
all of your interpretations are supported by the data, and every reading of the
data will be done with an awareness of the potential explanations hypothe-
sized to that point. But your major focus in this step should be on discover-
ing new impressions that may develop into interpretations that bring mean-
ing to your data.

The general questions that drive this reading of the data will likely be
framed in terms related to understanding, meaning, and explanation—for
example, What is going on here for the participants? What sense can be made
of these events? How can these behaviors be explained? What meaning do
these activities have for the players in the social setting? Why did that hap-
pen? This broad focus on attaching meaning to behaviors and events will be
shaped by the design of the study, so the research questions, contexts, and
data of the study will circumscribe this search for impressions. For example,
the “What is going on here for the participants” question will translate into
something like, What is going on in this elementary physical education class
for the children with disabilities? The idea is to start with a manageable list
of such questions, then let these questions guide the reading of the data in a
search for impressions.

I recommend making notes to yourself as the search for impressions goes
forth. These notes are not memos per se, but they are, in effect, data from
which formal memos like those described in the previous step will be con-
structed. These notes can be kept on separate sheets, they can be written in
margins or on sticky notes that get attached to the research protocols, or they
can be inserts that are placed in the original data stored in electronic data or
word processing programs. It should go without saying that, whether working
with paper or electronic protocols, this level of processing should be done on
copies rather than on original documents.

Once the data have been carefully read and impressions noted (and this
might mean going through the data several times), you should next study the
impressions noted and write memos in the same form as described above.
Again, you will likely find some strong impressions that seem to be supported
by many events in the data, some that seem important but not especially evi-
dent, and some that just don’t pan out. Wolcott (1994) says that interpreta-
tion ought to be linked to research purposes. It is time to write up impressions
that seem to hold promise for getting at the purposes of the research in the
form of memos that express your working hypotheses. To this point the
process has been decidedly inductive. You have been looking at particulars in
the data and forming impressions of what those particulars might mean
within the overall context under investigation.

The products of this and the previous step will be sets of memos that
form the raw material on which more formal interpretations can be based. In
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order for these memos to be useful for analysis in a research project, they must
be generated based on a careful reading of the data. We are dealing with
impressions, but these impressions were not constructed willy-nilly from thin
air. Interpretation is subjective, creative, and individual, but the interpretive
work I am describing is rooted in a data-based conception of the research
enterprise (see Gubrium & Holstein, 1997). In order for researchers’ inter-
pretations to be useful, they must be firmly grounded in the contexts being
studied, and those contexts must be fairly represented in project data. Denzin
(1989b, p. 31) identifies “contextualization” as one of the criteria of inter-
pretation, and Eisner (1991) offers a definition that places context at the core
of interpretation: “To interpret is to place in context, to explain, to unwrap,
to explicate” (p. 97). Geertz’s (1973) famous quote highlights the importance
of grounding interpretations in careful descriptions of context:

If anthropological interpretation is constructing a reading of what happens,
then to divorce it from what happens—from what, in this time or that
place, specific people say, what they do, what is done to them, from the
whole vast business of the world—is to divorce it from its applications and
render it vacant. (P. 60)

Good data are a record of “what happens,” and interpretations that are not
based in that data are indeed vacant. The procedures described here are
intended to lead researchers through a process of interpretation solidly rooted
in data.

Study Memos for Salient Interpretations. Coming out of the previous step, you
should have a collection of memos—one set based your spontaneous impres-
sions made during data collection and protocol making and one based on a
systematic reading of the data. This step is essentially a data reduction process
in which you study the collection of memos and decide which memos express
interpretations that are salient to the research at hand. I have said that the
memos should be written in tentative, hypothetical terms. At this stage, you
begin the process of deciding if the insights within them are worthy of
becoming part of your final report.

I recommend reading through the entire set of memos for a start. Doing
so will give you a sense of the whole and suggest connections among memos
that may not have occurred to you as they were written. Next, I would orga-
nize memos according to how they relate to one another and how they con-
nect to the issues you want to address in your research. It may be, for exam-
ple, that several of your memos offer explanations for why parents at the
school you are studying do not trust school personnel or that you have a num-
ber of memos that reveal reasons why dress code policies are seldom enforced.
The idea is to begin to get a sense of the big picture you will be drawing for
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your reader. Some memos will fit with others and become automatic “keep-
ers.” Some will stand alone as so powerful or so important that they cannot
be discarded. And some will not fit or appear not to be sufficiently salient to
the present study and will be put aside for another analysis on another day.

The outcome of this step will be an organized collection of memos that
address the concerns of the research project at hand. For some, it will be log-
ical and easy to put these into a formal outline. Others will prefer to keep the
organization less structured. I would try to resist that need to get to premature
closure and keep the interpretations in the memos at the level of “working
hypotheses.” The balance you seek is between developing such a tight orga-
nization that the structure limits further exploration and having such a loose
organization that everything is still up in the air.

Reread Data, Coding Places Where Interpretations Are Supported or Challenged.
Now that you have narrowed and refined the interpretations that may be
reported, you should go back to the data in a systematic search for places that
relate directly to the interpretations in your memos. This is a deductive activ-
ity. You are asking, Where are all the places in the data where my interpreta-
tions are addressed? Once located, these should be coded so that they tie to
the organization created above. If you have constructed an outline, then cod-
ing will look a lot like that suggested in the inductive analysis model above.
You will have identified elements in your outline in terms of letters and num-
bers that can be marked on protocols, and data collection dates and page
numbers can be recorded on your working outline. If you have organized your
memos in some other form, you will need to create a coding system that will
allow you to easily identify all the places in the data related to the salient
memos identified.

This process will, in effect, produce data on which you will decide if your
tentative interpretations are supported by the data. The integrity of your
findings hinges on your being able to look your committee, your critics, and
your readers in the eye and say, “My interpretations are grounded in the data
of the study.” As with typological and inductive analyses, decisions about suf-
ficiency are based on evidence of support and on lack of counterevidence.
Taking the considerable time necessary to find and code all the places where
your interpretations are addressed gives you the data necessary to make good
decisions about whether interpretations ought to be reported or not. It will
always be a judgment call, but at the least, a convincing argument should be
made in your own mind (and later in your final report) that how you explain
what’s happening is supported by your record of that context and that evi-
dence to the contrary can be explained to the extent that you are confident
in your interpretations. Anything less may be interesting, even intriguing,
but will it be research-based? As Wolcott (1994) summarizes,
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Qualitative researchers are welcome to their opinions, but focused inquiry
is not a soapbox from which researchers may make any pronouncement they
wish. Plainly put, studies purported to be research-based must be just that.
When the claim is made that an interpretation derives from
qualitative/descriptive inquiry, the link should be relevant and clear. (P. 37)

Write a Draft Summary. Now is the time to bring the pieces together into a
meaningful whole. You have written memos that represent salient interpre-
tations that are supported by your data and organized these into a form that
makes sense. The next step is to write a draft summary that communicates
your interpretations at a level that others who are not familiar with your con-
text can understand. This summary is not intended to be written as the find-
ings chapter of your dissertation or the findings section of your report. It will
not include an extensive data display or context description but will be
focused on communicating the explanations, insights, conclusions, lessons,
or understandings you have drawn from your analysis. While parts of this
draft will likely find their way into your final report, the intent is not to write
this summary as a findings chapter.

The idea behind writing the summary is to force you put the interpreta-
tions in your memos into a “story” that others can understand. The act of
writing for an audience places constraints on how ideas are put together and
communicated. Making yourself write the story of your interpretations will
provide a test for the logical consistency of your thinking and expose any gaps
in your argument that might exist. Interpretive researchers are storytellers
who construct narrative tales with beginnings, middles, and ends (Denzin,
1994; Van Maanen, 1988). Writing this summary helps determine if you have
a story to tell.

Wolcott (1995) recommends that qualitative researchers begin writing
early in the research process, drafting “expanded pieces” (p. 100) as data col-
lection proceeds in order to start to get a sense of what ought to be written
up and what form it might take. Denzin (1994) argues that “[flieldworkers
can neither make sense of nor understand what has been learned until they
sit down and write the interpretive text, telling the story first to themselves”
(p- 502). While I have done little draft writing during early stages of my
research projects, | see the power of the case Denzin and Wolcott make for
writing as a way to move sometimes disconnected or incomplete interpretive
thinking to the level that it can be communicated sensibly to others. The
writing of summaries that | am suggesting will give new researchers a way to
find the stories in their interpretive analyses and see if they hold up when
organized in narrative form.

The summaries that result from this step are drafts. It is assumed that
they will become richer and more elaborate in future iterations, but they



188 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

should include enough substance to account for the interpretations included
in the memos identified as salient to the research project and enough detail
that sense can be made of the stories they tell. While they are written for
yourself in the sense that the writing will tell you if you have something to
say, summaries should be written for an audience in the sense that someone
who does not know the particulars of your study could still understand what
is happening in your narrative. In other words, don’t write the summary in
shorthand based on your own special knowledge of the setting, but put
together an account that could be comprehended by someone not familiar
with your research.

Review Interpretations with Participants. For those approaching interpretive
analysis from a constructivist perspective, it will be important to include a
“member check” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 236) as the next step in the
analysis. Constructivists are interested in the coconstruction of meaning in
partnership with their participants. While it is presumed that constructivist
researchers will have provided many opportunities for collaboration through-
out the research process, inviting participants to give feedback on interpreta-
tions is a vital step in coconstruction.

Member checking at this point will look different for different studies,
depending on the nature of relationships between researchers and partici-
pants and the kinds of interpretations that have been made. At the least, par-
ticipants should have the chance to consider and give their reactions to the
interpretations included in the summary just written. This minimal level
member checking might be used when participants are distant from the
researcher or scattered in many places. On the other extreme, researchers
may present participants with their written summaries along with copies of
their memos and even their research protocols, then invite participants to a
working session during which they revisit the process of turning data into
memos and memos into summaries. Again, how member checking gets done
will depend on the history of what has gone before. In some projects, partic-
ipants will have been involved in the data collection and the previous analy-
sis steps, so their involvement at this stage will continue to be significant. In
others, collaboration will have been minimal so member checking will be
more formal and less intense.

Not all studies that use interpretive data analysis as described here will
be designed and implemented based on constructivist assumptions. That does
not mean that they will never ask their participants to review their interpre-
tations. For example, postpositivist researchers may want participants to
review interpretations as a way to argue for the “validity” of their findings.
The logic of the research will dictate whether member checking in relation
to reviewing interpretations is essential or not.
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Write a Revised Summary and Identify Excerpts That Support Interpretations. As
feedback is gathered from whatever member-checking activities are applied,
summaries should be revised to take that feedback into account. This will
move you closer to the full-blown findings section (or perhaps, a separate
interpretations section) of your final report. With each iteration of your
draft summaries, you should be refining and clarifying interpretations so that
they communicate the understandings you have constructed, clarify what
they mean in the contexts of your study, and represent what is captured in
your data.

In preparation for writing a final draft and as a way to continue to ground
interpretations in your data, this is the time to search your data for excerpts
that might be used in a final report to support the interpretations you intend
to write up. If you have followed the procedures described above, you will
have marked places in the data protocols where your interpretations are sup-
ported. Going back through these looking for potential quotes to include in
your final version should not be difficult. The idea is not to find the quote or
other piece of evidence that will go with each segment of your case but to
identify a collection of possible quotes that will help convince your readers
that your interpretations are well founded. Linking potential excerpts to
places in your summary where they may eventually fit at this point will save
time later in the writing process.

Additionally, as with the analyses models described above, this search for
relevant excerpts can serve as another check to be sure your interpretations
are indeed supported by the data. On occasion, I have come to this step and
discovered that I can identify no data excerpts that are good examples of the
case | am trying to make. This calls for a careful reexamination of proposed
interpretations. As we will see in the reporting qualitative research chapter
to follow, analysis continues through the creation of the final written version
of your report. If you cannot support your interpretations with examples from
your data, it is likely that something is not right. If you decide your interpre-
tations are on target but have no direct evidence, you will need to explain to
yourself and your readers how that can be the case.

Interpretive analysis fits most comfortably within the assumptions of the
constructivist paradigm. Interpretations are usually framed as one set of
explanations for what is happening in the setting. It is understood that the
researcher constructs those explanations and that other interpretations are
possible. Often, participants are active coconstructors of the understandings
that emanate from interpretive analysis, and it is possible to engage partici-
pant involvement all along the analysis process.

Denzin (1989b) characterizes the act of interpreting an event or process
as a “construction” (p. 31), but in other writing, he discusses how interpreta-
tion has a place in postpositivist, critical, poststructural, and constructivist
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work (Denzin, 1994). I agree and have designed the political and polyvocal
models to follow as specialized kinds of analyses that depend on interpreta-
tion within specialized worldviews. Still, the interpretive analysis model
described here can be adapted to studies done within paradigmatic frame-
works other than constructivism.

I mentioned above that my preference is for new researchers to build
interpretation on previous data transformation that emphasized description
and analysis (see Wolcott, 1994). This can be done by combining inductive
and interpretive models so that the steps comingle, or the process may be
more stepwise, adding steps in the interpretive model after inductive analysis
is complete. Each of these approaches seems like a logical way to add an inter-
pretive dimension to postpositivist work. Wolcott (1994) also notes that new
researchers are often reluctant to and sometimes discouraged from including
a lot of interpretation in their work. He suggests, and I agree, that framing
early efforts as “alternative plausible interpretations” (p. 259) is one way to
include an interpretive dimension without adding too much risk. Still, when
students have interpretations that are powerfully supported by their data, I
tell them to go for it!

Critical/feminist and poststructuralist researchers who opt not to use the
political or polyvocal models may adapt the interpretive model to their
analyses. This can be accomplished by self-consciously framing their impres-
sions, memos, interpretations, and summaries within their paradigmatic
assumptions. Students who are new to research are sometimes reluctant to
call their work “critical,” “feminist,” or “poststructural” but have been influ-
enced by the power of these perspectives to explain social phenomena dis-
covered in their analyses. Some of these students do a more traditional induc-
tive or interpretive analysis, then add a section that addresses their findings
from a critical, feminist, or poststructuralist perspective. These new
researchers are likely not to feel comfortable with the political and polyvocal
models but can modify the interpretive analysis model so that their political
and philosophical sensibilities can be included in their reports.

Interpretive analysis can be used with virtually any kind of data, but the
quality of interpretation will be in direct proportion to the richness of the
data. It will be difficult to support significant interpretive leaps based on stan-
dardized interviews because data will be narrowly focused on specific ques-
tions. It will be far more likely that meaningful explanations will be possible
from analysis of complex data sets that include rich interview and/or observa-
tional data. Specialized methods for interpreting archival and historical data
are not addressed here (see Hill, 1993; Scott, 1990), but the general inductive
model can be used when unobtrusive data are included in the overall data set.

Some kinds of research, especially those rooted in constructivist assump-
tions, depend on interpretation and are a natural fit with the interpretive
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analysis model. Most of the research done under the names of narrative, edu-
cational criticism, and hermeneutic phenomenology is included in this category.
But any kind of study that goes beyond description and analysis ought to be
guided by some kind of systematic method for generating interpretations and
grounding them in data. The intent of the interpretive analysis model is to
provide such a method.

POLITICAL ANALYSIS

Again, deciding on an identifier for this model was a problem. I call this kind
of analysis “political” to signal its distinctiveness from the other models I am
describing. As with the inductive and interpretive models presented above,
the name chosen identifies what is emphasized within the model.

Just as all qualitative research involves inductive thinking and interpre-
tation, so is all qualitative research political. I used to argue with my critical
and feminist friends that I could tell them what their findings would be with-
out seeing their data because their political agendas framed their research in
such ways that they could only find what they were looking for. Their counter
was that it is impossible to do research that is not political (including my
own), and they were just being up-front about their own political position-
ings (while I was not). I have since learned a great deal more about critical
and feminist approaches and have come to accept the basic premise behind
their counter: all research is political (see Carr, 1995).

I believe that the framework presented can be adapted so that it might
be useful to researchers operating within any of the paradigms that organize
this book, but researchers who conceptualize their work within the assump-
tions of the critical/feminist paradigm will see immediate connections
between the steps in this model and the application of their worldviews in
the research process. The overall intent is to provide a framework that builds
in analytic integrity so that findings are grounded in data while acknowledg-
ing the political nature of the real world and the research act. A more spe-
cific goal is to give critical/feminist researchers tools for doing data analysis
that fit within the assumptions that characterize their perspective.

I have long since moved away from my naive view that there is inherent
conflict between data-based and politically framed research, but I agree with
Denzin (1994) that the discussion of methodological issues associated with
how to do politicized qualitative research has been left unclear. If you buy
into my notion that qualitative research of any type relies on systematic, rig-
orous data gathering and analysis techniques, then you will understand the
attempt here to build on the data collection strategies described in the pre-
vious chapter by providing steps for ensuring that findings from politically
driven studies are solidly grounded.
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Deserved or not, much critical and feminist research is dismissed by
mainstream science because it is seen as biased and/or not empirical. Findings
are often read as political position statements rather than reports of research.
The issues associated with bias reflect a lack of understanding or acceptance
of the critical/feminist paradigm as a legitimate research perspective. Given
Kuhn’s (1970) dictum that the logic of each paradigm only makes sense to
those standing within it, it may be foolish to try to convince those not inside
the circle of the legitimacy of the ontological and epistemological assump-
tions of critical/feminist work. However, if the work is empirical, in the sense
that it is based on a “recording of real world phenomena” (LeCompte &
Preissle, 1993, p. 31), I believe researchers can and should do a better job of
explicating how their data are gathered and how their analyses are done. The
steps described below (see figure 4.5) offer a framework for doing rigorous
data analysis within a political perspective.

Read the Data for a Sense of the Whole and Review Entries Previously Recorded in
Research Journals andfor Bracketed in Protocols. In order for any analytic model
to claim to be grounded in the data, the researcher must start with a solid
notion of what is included across the data set. As with the models above, this
means reading through the data with the express purpose of getting a sense of

FIGURE 4.5
Steps in Political Analysis

1. Read the data for a sense of the whole, and review entries previously recorded
in research journals and/or bracketed in protocols

2. Write a self-reflexive statement explicating your ideological positionings and
identifying ideological issues you see in the context under investigation

3. Read the data, marking places where issues related to your ideological concerns
are evident

4. Study marked places in the data, then write generalizations that represent
potential relationships between your ideological concerns and the data

5. Reread the entire data set, and code the data based on your generalizations

6. Decide if your generalizations are supported by the data, and write a draft sum-
mary

7. Negotiate meanings with participants, addressing issues of consciousness rais-
ing, emancipation, and resistance

8. Write a revised summary and identify excerpts that support generalizations
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the whole. It will be natural for you to begin the mindwork associated with
any form of analysis as you read through your protocols, but I recommend that
you resist stopping to make notes or to mark up your protocols at this stage.

Now is also the time to review the bracketing you have already done in
your protocols and/or to read through all the entries you have recorded in
your research journal. By review and read through, I mean see what’s there.
Again, you are trying to get a sense of everything you have as data to that
point. Stopping to critique or classify or synthesize will change the nature of
the whole at the same time you are trying to construct a picture of it. You will
have plenty of opportunity to analyze the details later on. The object of this
reading is to see the forest—the trees will not go away.

Write a Self-Reflexive Statement Explicating Your Ideological Positionings and
Identifying Ideological Issues You See in the Context under Investigation. As part
of a panel presentation at a research conference, a group of colleagues and 1
decided to open the session with the kind of self-disclosing introductory
statements that characterize meetings of Alcoholics Anonymous. I was talk-
ing about ethical issues associated with observing young children, so I said
something like: “My name is Amos, and I’'m a voyeur.” Of course we were try-
ing to be provocative (and cute) to get the audience’s attention, but the idea
of giving your audience a sense of who you are and what you believe is impor-
tant in all qualitative work, and vital in work that is framed within feminist
or critical assumptions.

It is likely that your statement of “true confessions” (Schwarz & Jacobs,
1979, p. 58) will find its way into your final report in some form, but the pur-
pose at this point is to give you a chance to spell out what you believe and
where you stand on issues related to your study. It’s important to do this in
writing and to do it honestly and carefully. The act of writing forces you to
organize your beliefs in a different way than thinking or even talking about
them. If you have chosen this paradigm, you should have no problem being
honest. In fact, if you have problems being direct about your ideological
positionings, you may need to go back to the examination of your meta-
physical, ontological, and epistemological assumptions suggested in chapter
1. Being careful about your descriptions means thinking through what you
are saying and saying it clearly enough so that others could understand, even
if they disagree.

What do you say? I would start with a broad statement framed like my
self-disclosure above: My name is ,and I am a (femi-
nist, critical, other) qualitative researcher. Then it gets hard. There are many
kinds of feminist researchers (see Harding, 1987; Olesen, 1994; Reinharz,
1992), many kinds of critical researchers (see Denzin, 1994; Morrow &
Brown, 1994), and many other kinds of researchers who count their work as
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political in nature (see Denzin, 1994; Stanfield, 1994). Your job is to locate
yourself in enough detail that you and your potential audience will have an
idea of what your positioning means for how you think about and see the
world. It will be necessary to justify your selection of the critical/feminist par-
adigm as the framework for your research. But especially detailed explana-
tions will be needed because of differences in the approaches possible within
the parameters of the paradigm. A straightforward example is the distinction
between feminist research that starts with the assumption that women’s per-
spectives are particular and privileged (e.g., Belenky et al., 1987) and femi-
nist research that rejects the notion that there are special ways of knowing
that are particular to women (see Hawkesworth, 1989). The point is that pro-
claiming that you are a critical theorist, feminist, or whatever is not enough.
Knowing where you stand within many possible positions will take study and
introspection. It’s worth the time to stop and do this in some depth. If you are
not prepared to locate yourself politically at this point, how can you start your
politically framed analysis?

A second phase of this step is to write out your best guesses about the
ideological issues that are salient to the context you are studying. This goes
beyond self-disclosure to an exposition of what you suspect is going on in the
settings you are studying based on your ideological predispositions. For
example, if you are a critical theorist who believes that, at some level,
schools are in place to reproduce a social order that keeps powerful people
in power and keeps others in their place, your suspicions will likely be that
the ways students are selected for programs for the gifted or placed in pro-
grams for the developmentally disabled will follow certain patterns related
to race, class, and gender. It’s important to get these ideological issues and
your position related to them out on the table before systematic analysis
begins. Your goal is not to admit some hidden bias that has to be somehow
held in check. Here, you are making explicit your overtly political position-
ing in relation to the issues you are studying. Your belief system will guide
how you proceed and shape what you will look for. Within the assumptions
of this paradigm, that is not a problem to be managed; it is a reality to be
understood and utilized.

Both statements should be written as narratives in paragraph form. If you
have difficulty writing in the self-reflexive manner discussed here, it may be
helpful to try some of the “writing experiments” suggested by Goodall (2000,
pp. 142-46), which are designed to help you write about who you are and
what makes you tick. After the narratives are written, you should make a list
of the issues you identified in the second phase. These will be useful in the
next step of this analysis. Writing these statements will help you articulate
what you believe and where you stand. Without them, your analysis will
likely wander, and your findings will seem fragmented. If you have followed
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the advice in earlier chapters, this step will be a logical extension of what you
have done so far and provide a strong starting place for developing the rest of
your political analysis.

Read the Data, Marking Places Where Issues Related to Your Ideological Concerns
Are Evident. Now is the time to go back to the data with the list of ideologi-
cal issues you projected in the last step. You will be reading the entire data
set, asking: Where are all the places in the data that include information
related to the ideological issues I have identified? This is like the second step
in typological analysis in that you are reading the data just to locate excerpts
that seem related to issues (categories in typological analysis) you have iden-
tified ahead of time. If you have five issues, it’s easy to number them and mark
your protocols with the appropriate number (or create separate computer
files) as data tied to particular issues are identified. As with typological analy-
sis, in this step, I recommend that beginners take one issue at a time and read
the data searching for information tied to that issue, then do the same for the
others. More experienced researchers may be able to read excerpts and then
pull back and ask if and how they are related to their issues. Of course, it’s a
matter of experience, comfort, and personal style. What counts is that at the
end of this step, you will be able to pull together all of the data related to each
of your issues. Remember that many excerpts will fit into more than one issue
and that whatever your sorting mechanism (hand marking or computer fil-
ing), the whole must be preserved. This means marking on copies of proto-
cols (not originals) and copying (not cutting and pasting) computer files.

While this search involves deductive thinking—finding examples that
fit your issues, it is possible that in your reading of the data, you will discover
other issues that you did not foresee as you prepared your ideological state-
ments. When this happens, you think inductively, establish a new issue, add
it to your list, and do a systematic search for evidence related to it. It also
makes sense that issues will be clarified and sometimes altered during this
process. It is a good idea to keep this step as deductive as possible, but to
ignore insights that emerge from the data, even during this sorting phase,
would be a serious error. You will be analyzing data within issues later, but
keeping track of ways your conceptualizations of issues might be changed as
data are identified for inclusion is essential. If it is clear that issues need to be
recast, split, joined, or significantly altered, stop and do that before continu-
ing with this search. If it’s more a matter of refining the ways the issues are
stated, make notes and come back to it after you complete this step. The bot-
tom line here is to not let your predetermined issues keep you from making
sense of what the data are telling you.

Study Places Marked in the Data, Then Write Generalizations That Represent
Potential Relationships between Your Ideological Concerns and the Data. This step
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again parallels procedures used in typological analysis in that you will be
pulling together all of the excerpts you have just identified as related to one
of your issues and examining these data separately. If you have used a com-
puter program that sorts protocols based on your coding, then you will start
by printing out all of the data excerpts coded as fitting with your first issue.
If you have copied and pasted with a standard word processing program, you
will begin with a printout of what you have pasted into the first file created
around an issue. If you have hand marked your protocols, you will be read-
ing those places identified with your first issue, or you may physically cut
out copies of the excerpts that belong together and paste them on file cards
(as I was trained to do in my doctoral program). As noted above, you will
have some data that may fit within two or more issues. That means they
will be copied as many times as necessary and treated independently within
each issue.

As all the data related to a political issue are studied, the goal will be to
search for relationships between the ideological issues you identified in your
self-reflexive statements and what’s happening in the social scene being
examined, as represented in your data. The basic question for this kind of
analysis is: What evidence exists in my data to support, alter, refine, or refute
my beliefs about what is going on in this setting? If you have anticipated that
parents of children of color would be treated differently than white parents in
a study of the implementation of a school voucher program, you will have
pulled together all of the data related to that issue and will now read the data
asking if parent groups are treated differently and, if so, how.

This analysis is an important step toward ensuring that your findings are
supported by your data. That means that you must be disciplined as you
process the data. You will need to search carefully for evidence that supports
your beliefs and read just as closely to identify data that run counter to what
you expected or suggest alternative explanations for what appears to be going
on. The final products of this step will be sets of generalizations related to
each of your issues. These generalizations are still tentative at this point. In
later steps, you will go back to the whole data set for a closer check on
whether or not they hold up as written, but they must be based on the data
at hand. When evidence is found that runs counter to what you believed you
would find, you must construct generalizations that account for what is actu-
ally in the data. This will likely add to the complexity of your generalizations,
but dealing with the real complexity of the real world is one of the hallmarks
of qualitative work, and your study will be much stronger for it.

So this step is about pulling all the data related to each of your issues
into separate sets, studying each set in an effort to discover the connections
between what you thought you might find and what is there, then devel-
oping written generalizations that express the relationships discovered
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within each issue. You should be open to the likelihood that this kind of
close reading and careful processing will reveal new insights that may lead
you to create new issue categories and force you to go back to refining the
previous steps. Yes, you can make yourself crazy trying to keep up with all
that is going on when you do this or any kind of serious qualitative analy-
sis, but forcing yourself to be disciplined and systematic will pay big divi-
dends in the end. If you are not made a little crazy by the process, you are
probably not doing it right.

Reread the Entire Data Set and Code the Data Based on Your Generalizations.
Coming to this step, you should have a set of issues and lists of generalizations
within each issue. For me, this is easily represented as an outline. It’s easy to
assign Roman numerals to each issue and capital letters to each generaliza-
tion. You can use your own system, but some kind of straightforward code will
be needed prior to implementing this step.

The code will be needed because this step involves another reading of
the entire data set. If you have studied the analysis strategies above, you will
see that going back to the “whole” is essential in all qualitative analysis.
When pieces of the data are pulled out, as they must be for close examina-
tion, the potential exists to lose sight of the whole while looking at the parts.
In addition, as the close reading within parts proceeds, elements are revealed
that may have important connections to data that were not included in the
segments as they were originally parsed. So moving back and forth between
pieces and the whole is important.

I recommend going back to copies of the original complete data set when
doing this step. You will have your outline in hand and read your protocols
asking: Where are all the places in my data related to this generalization? You
will mark, copy and paste, or use your data analysis program to code the evi-
dence that in any way touches each generalization. It will be tempting to skip
the places where you have spent considerable time in the previous step, but
force yourself to consider each data piece anew, even if you can do it quickly.

Decide if Your Generalizations Are Supported by the Data and Write a Draft Sum-
mary. This step builds on the last as the source for your claims that your find-
ings are based on a rigorously executed, data-based analysis. I have reviewed
or read many studies undertaken from within the critical/feminist paradigm
that have left me with the sense that the authors were probably right about
the oppressive practices they described but that I had little confidence from
what was presented that their descriptions were supported by careful data col-
lection and analysis. I don’t dispute the value of position papers to raise
awareness and move people to action, but if it’s presented as research that takes
a position, then the elements that make it research need to be evident. These
steps help ensure that your findings count as research that takes a position.
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In this step, you are deciding if your generalizations hold up against all
the data you have so far. Once coding is complete, it’s a matter of reading
through all of the data coded as being related to your generalizations and ask-
ing one by one, Is this generalization supported by my data? Some initial gen-
eralizations will stand, some will fall, and some will be changed. As with the
strategies above, it’s a good idea to mark especially salient data excerpts so
that these can easily be located when it’s time to select data for display in the
write-up of your findings.

The final product of this step will be a draft summary that reports the
final versions of your generalizations organized as a narrative. You will be tak-
ing this back to the participants in your study, so your summary should be
written with them as a primary audience. As with interpretive analysis, the
involvement of participants in political analysis is vital. While it is assumed
that critical/feminist researchers will involve their participants throughout
the research process (see Lincoln, 1995; Thomas, 1993), taking a draft of
potential findings back to participants as part of data analysis is an important
way to facilitate the kind of dialogue that can lead to the transformations
expected from scholarship of this type. Producing a draft summary that is use-
ful for generating dialogue will mean different things for different groups of
participants. No matter what the form, the draft needs to be true to the
potential findings summarized in the generalizations.

Negotiate Meanings with Participants, Addressing Issues of Consciousness Raising,
Emancipation, and Resistance. In the interpretive analysis model, meanings are
negotiated with participants in an effort to involve them as coconstructors of
research findings. Here, the intent is somewhat different because researchers
operating within a critical/feminist perspective believe that helping partici-
pants understand and resist the oppressive forces that keep them down is an
important element of the research process. While supporting participants in
an effort to help transform their lives is essential throughout the research
process (see, e.g., Denzin, 1997; Stewart, 1994), I have built it into this step
of the analysis process to emphasize the importance of addressing transfor-
mative efforts directly.

As with the interpretive model, taking the draft summary back to par-
ticipants is an important part of this step. But the nature of these summaries
will be quite different from those generated by interpretive researchers. These
summaries will be designed to expose the dimensions of oppression experi-
enced by the individuals being studied. Obviously, this can be very sensitive
territory. For some participants, reading about the conditions that limit their
life chances will be self-affirming and generate or reinforce motivation for
social action. For others, such revelations will be threatening and may cause
denial and/or withdrawal. For still others, cultural values and expectations
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may make the kinds of resistance encouraged by researchers seem outside the
realm of possibility (see Hoffman, 1999). Much of how this is handled will
depend on the relationships formed from the outset of the research process.
If participants agreed to join in research efforts with an understanding that
personal and social transformations were part and parcel of the research, and
researchers have established trusting, reciprocal relationships with them
throughout, then the nature and substance of the summaries presented at this
point should not be a surprise. In any case, how summaries are presented and
what you want to happen because of them should be carefully thought out.

Some of the issues that will likely need addressing as participants process
summaries with researchers are consciousness raising, emancipation, and
resistance. | count each of these as subelements of the larger construct of
transformation. This kind of research is transformative in that it has as an
express purpose “to provoke transformations and changes in the public and
private spheres of everyday live—transformations that speak to conditions of
oppression” (Denzin, 1997, p. 275). Researchers may be more comfortable
trying to influence change in the public domain than addressing the imme-
diate concerns of individuals’ day-to-day lives, but most critical/feminist
research will be based on close personal relationships with participants
(Creswell, 1998; Lincoln, 1995; Reinharz, 1992; Smulyan, 2000b) that build
in a moral imperative to work with them to raise consciousness, seek eman-
cipation, and sometimes stage acts of resistance.

In a society that blames its victims for their depressed state, it is not sur-
prising that many victims internalize social scapegoating and come to believe
that they deserve the oppressive conditions they are forced to endure
(deLone, 1979; Ryan, 1976). Others are so overwhelmed with the material
realities of their oppression that they are more interested in survival than
resistance (Polakow, 1993). A first step in helping individuals transform their
lives is to help raise their consciousness about what is going on around them,
who benefits, and why (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Lather, 1991b; Orr, 1991).
The substance of your summary ought to address these issues head on, and
again, your narrative should describe the conditions in the participants’ set-
tings in enough detail and clarity to provide a compelling place for starting
or continuing a dialogue about oppression.

Emancipation and resistance build on consciousness raising. Once indi-
viduals recognize the oppressive social conditions in which they live, what do
they do about it? In this model, it is not enough to facilitate others’ decon-
struction of false consciousness. Critical, feminist, or other politically posi-
tioned researchers have an obligation to help their participants find ways to
free themselves of the oppressive forces that confine them, and this some-
times means actively resisting (Denzin, 1994; Lather, 1991b; Roman, 1992).
How consciousness raising, emancipation, and resistance will play out will be
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different in each research situation. But individuals committed to operating
within this research paradigm obligate themselves to the kinds of ongoing
involvement that will bring about significant, meaningful change in the lives
of those they study. This step in the analysis process is not the only place to
enact those obligations, but it is essential that the transformative nature of
the research be evident as summaries are brought back to participants.

White a Revised Summary and Identify Excerpts That Support Generalizations.
The forms of knowledge produced using politicized research methods are
value-mediated critiques that challenge existing power structures and pro-
mote resistance (see chapter 1). In preparation for writing such critiques for
a wider audience than your participants, you should revise your summary to
include what you learned from the negotiations in the previous step. It will
likely be the case that the processes you experienced in that step will add
insight that will help you frame your summary for that wider audience, so a
record of your work to encourage change will become important information
that may shape this version of your research findings.

I have stressed throughout this model the importance of using data to
support the assertions that naturally come from political critiques. Because
you have generated an analysis based on the model, the arguments generated
in your final report will not be merely rhetoric or polemics; they will be
reports of research. You will be standing on different intellectual ground
when you support your assertions with data that have been systematically
gathered and analyzed. That does not mean that everyone will agree with
your findings or methods, but it does mean that can point to empirical evi-
dence for your arguments.

As with all of the models described, displaying data to support your find-
ings will be an important element of your final written report. Returning to
your data after you construct your revised summary to search for data excerpts
that support your case will set you up for writing your findings. An easy way
to do this is to make an outline of your revised summary and use the elements
of your outline as a code for marking your data when potential quotes are
found related to each element. Be sure to write on your outline the pages on
which potential excerpts have been found. Having marked salient places in
the data throughout the analysis process will facilitate this search, but given
the expectation that your summary will change in the process of reviewing
your work with participants, going through the entire data set is important.
Doing it now while the data are fresh in your mind, rather than waiting until
you are in the middle of writing your final draft, will save time and reduce the
necessity of having to review notes that will likely have grown cold.

It should be clear that political analysis would not be the model of choice
for researchers operating within the postpositivist or constructivist para-
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digms. It is designed to accommodate critical/feminist epistemological
assumptions that all knowledge is subjective and political and that researcher
values frame the inquiry. As I mentioned in discussions of the other models,
it may be possible to add a political dimension onto typological, inductive, or
interpretive models. But using the basic processes of the political model to
frame work in postpositivist or constructivist studies does not make sense.

The political analysis model can be adapted to fit the many kinds of stud-
ies that can be framed within the critical/feminist perspective. It is possible
to design ethnographies, focus group studies, historiographies, narrative stud-
ies, case studies, action research projects, and collaborative studies using crit-
ical/feminist principles. The strength of the political model is that it can be
modified for analyzing virtually any type of observation, interview, or unob-
trusive data collected in these kinds of studies. Some researchers who call
themselves critical or feminist poststructuralists use data analysis techniques
that parallel those described in this section. That certainly works for the
political side of their work. As discussed above, dealing with the conflicting
assumptions of critical/feminist and poststructuralist paradigms is another
issue. For those who see no conflict, modifying the political model for data-
based poststructuralist studies will make excellent sense. For others, who see
themselves as poststructuralists but want to do data-based work that is not
necessarily framed in political terms, I developed the polyvocal data analysis
model presented next.

POLYVOCAL ANALYSIS

One of the lessons I have learned from studying postmodern thought is to
embrace paradox (see Hatch, 2000). The note at the top of the outline I am
looking at as I start writing this section says, “How can [ structure a post-
structuralist analysis?” I have gone round and round trying to decide if I
should stay with the same pattern and suggest steps for such an analysis, if |
should try to write a section that describes analysis as an activity that needs
its own postmodern form, or if I should abandon the effort altogether because
the poststructuralist paradigm is just too different from the other worldviews.
My final decision is made based on the same thinking that motivated me to
try to describe systematic analysis procedures for all of the models above: New
researchers and others new to qualitative research need a place to start. As
with the other models presented, I don’t see the steps for what I am calling
“polyvocal analysis” as anything more than a place to start to do a particular
kind of postmodern analysis.

Polyvocal analysis is framed as one kind of analysis that fits within the
assumptions of the poststructuralist paradigm. It is not meant to prescribe, but
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FIGURE 4.6
Steps in Polyvocal Analysis

1. Read the data for a sense of the whole
Identify all of the voices contributing to the data, including your own

Read the data, marking places where particular voices are heard

S

Study the data related to each voice, decide which voices will be included in
your report, and write a narrative telling the story of each selected voice

b

Read the entire data set, searching for data that refine or alter your stories

6. Wherever possible, take the stories back to those who contributed them so that
they can clarify, refine, or change their stories

7. Write revised stories that represent each voice to be included

to suggest what needs to be considered to complete such an analysis. It should
be undertaken with the full awareness that it involves taking a structured
journey toward a poststructuralist destination. If you want to do this kind of
scholarship and cannot embrace paradox, you had better be prepared to at
least live with it.

In my description of poststructuralism in chapter 1, I noted that three
kinds of inquiry are associated with this paradigm: deconstructions ala Der-
rida (1981), genealogy as described by Foucault (1977), and what I called
“data-based studies.” Obviously, this book has emphasized data-based inquiry.
Polyvocal analysis is one data-based approach that fits within the assump-
tions of poststructuralist thinking, especially the notion that multiple truths
exist and that these are always partial, local, and historical (Richardson,
1994). Polyvocal texts speak with multiple voices, telling multiple stories (see
Doherty, Graham, & Malek, 1992; Lather, 1991b). Constructing such texts
means finding ways to listen to many voices in our data and exploring ways
to tell many stories in our findings. Polyvocal analysis is a tool for working
with data so that polyvocal texts can be written. As with the other models in
this chapter, it is possible to adapt the steps of polyvocal analysis to studies
done within the assumptions of other paradigms, but in the description
below, I will focus on its use as a poststructuralist approach.

Read the Data for a Sense of the Whole. Even though it is assumed that data will
be gathered with the explicit intent of capturing multiple perspectives on
particular social phenomena or circumstances, it remains important to have
a sense of the entire data set as analysis begins. As with all of the models, 1
recommend that this step be undertaken as a reading activity just to get an
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overall feel for what’s there. If analysis is undertaken before data collection is
complete—for example, as new perspectives are added to a growing data
set—then the new whole data set should be read before analytic steps pro-
ceed. Even though polyvocality is the goal, that does not mean that the mul-
tiple voices represented have no relationship to each other. Missing those
relationships means missing a big part of the point.

Identify All of the Voices Contributing to the Data, Including Your Own. In all
likelihood, you will have structured your data collection around your
objective to capture particular voices. Your interviews, observations, and
other kinds of data collection will have been organized around that objec-
tive, and identifying voices you want to include in your final report will be
straightforward and direct. The notion of voices here is meant to include
those of individuals and of identifiable groups. For example, Bloom and
Munro (1995) created a kind of polyvocal text that represented the life
stories of each of four female administrators. In contrast, Tobin, Wu, and
Davidson’s (1989) polyvocal text presents the perspectives of Japanese,
Chinese, and American preschool teachers, administrators, parents, chil-
dren, child-development experts, and the authors.

If individual voices are to be captured, identifying them should be fairly
easy. If group voices are to be analyzed, care in selecting them may have
been taken early in the design of the study. However, if, in the process of
collecting data or reading through the data, you discover unanticipated
voices, these need to be added to your list. The objective of this step is to
identify all possible voices. Later, you will decide whether or not to actually
include all the voices in your final report. Finally, it is essential that you
count your own voice. It is important that you be reflexive about your own
place in the telling of others’ stories. In a real sense, all of the voices you
hope will be heard in your findings will be interpreted through your own
voice (see Bruner, 1984; Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995). You will decide who
to talk to, what to ask, what will be recorded, what will be analyzed, and
what will be included. You will construct the text that frames what your
participants have to say. Your place in representing the voices you present
must be reflexively acknowledged.

Read the Data, Marking Places Where Particular Voices Are Heard. This is a fairly
low-level sorting activity. You have identified individual or group voices. Now
you will assign some sort of identifier to each voice, read the data, making
decisions about whose voice is represented in each data excerpt and then mark
the data (or create separate computer files) based on those decisions. The
question that guides this step is, Whose voice (or voices) is (are) represented
here? The outcome of this step will be separate sets of data divided by voices.
It is important to be aware that multiple voices may be included in single
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excerpts and of the possibility that important new voices may be discovered in
the data. Such an awareness will make your analysis much more complex and
increase your confidence that your data analysis has an inductive dimension.

Study the Data Related to Each Voice, Decide Which Voices Will Be Included in
Your Report, and Write a Narrative Telling the Story of Each Selected Voice. Once
data have been organized by the voices represented, you can study each set to
decide which voices will be telling stories in your final report. I recommend
that you start by reading each set of data separately while asking, What does
this individual/group have to say about the focus of the study? You will have
designed your study with particular issues, contexts, or social phenomena in
mind, and now you are asking the data to tell you what each voice you have
identified has to say about your research focus. Now is the time to pay special
attention to your margin notes, bracketed places in your data, and your
research journal. Entries related to particular voices should be processed
along with the hard data at this time. I would keep running notes of impor-
tant elements you find as you read each set of data.

Based on your reading, notes, and bracketed information, you will need
to make a decision about whether or not each voice will be included in your
report. Again, if you have designed the study to capture the stories of selected
individuals or easily identifiable groups, then this phase may be simple. But,
be careful not to ignore other unanticipated voices that may be present in
your data, and be sure that decisions about their inclusion or exclusion are
founded on more than convenience. The most important criterion for inclu-
sion is the contribution of each voice’s story to revealing different perspec-
tives on the topic of study. You are operating within a paradigmatic frame-
work that assumes that multiple understandings of events, activities, and
phenomena are not just possible, but inevitable. You are not searching for the
Truth in any one story, but trying to bring out as many truths as are salient to
your examination. If stories are to be included, they must have something to
say about what you are studying.

Further, there must be sufficient support in your data to construct a story
for each voice you select. If the data set you are reading is full of rich detail,
lots of exemplary quotes, and plenty of contextual complexity, this may make
it more difficult to write up as a story, but it will be clear that a story must be
written. If there is sparse detail, few quotes, and not much context, you must
proceed carefully, even if you are sure there’s an important story to be told. If
this is data-based research, the stories that make up your findings must be sup-
ported by your data. Here is another place where doing analysis as part of data
collection will allow you to go back to your participants to collect more infor-
mation when you discover an important potential story that you need more
data to support.
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The final phase of this step is to draft an initial version of the story you
plan to tell for each voice. The language of voice and story goes well with the
notion of polyvocality, but I take a broad view of what form the “stories” we’re
talking about here may take. Certainly, they will be narratives, but they may be
structured like findings from traditional qualitative reports or organized in ways
that have roots in literary, journalistic, theatrical, or other traditions (see Ellis
& Bochner, 1996; Polkinghorne, 1995; Richardson, 1994; Tierney, 1993b;
Zeller, 1995). One example of how to construct stories from data is Polking-
horne’s (1995) notion of narrative analysis. The stories Polkinghorne describes
are special kinds of discourse productions in which “events and actions are
drawn together into an organized whole by means of a plot. A plot is a type of
conceptual scheme by which a contextual meaning of individual events can be
displayed” (p. 7). Narrative analysis is a strategy for constructing stories
(emplotted narratives) from data. The basic analytic activity involves develop-
ing or discovering a plot that links the data together. Polkinghorne character-
izes the strategy as a synthesizing process that configures the data into a coher-
ent whole, and he details ways to connect plot development to data and
proposes guidelines for story development. Narrative analysis is one way to use
data to construct a particular kind of story. The point here is that data-based
stories of whatever type need to be drafted. Drafts should be complete in the
sense that that they include all the elements that make up a complete story.
They need not be complete in the sense of being a polished, final draft.

Read the Entire Data ASet, Searching for Data That Refine or Alter Your Stories.
In order to improve the quality of the stories you have drafted and to ensure
that they represent the entire data set, as opposed to only the data that were
pulled out for particular voices, you need to go back to the whole. Here you
are searching the data for information that confirms, extends, or calls into
question the findings expressed in your stories. What you are asking during
this step is, What other data do [ have that can clarify the stories [ have writ-
ten? Because your goal is to capture multiple perspectives in multiple stories,
finding discontinuities among stories should not be a surprise. Poststructural-
ists would not expect everything to fit together in a tidy package. The com-
plexity, incongruity, and paradoxical nature of real life ought to be explored
across your stories. The objective of this step is to be sure your story drafts
adequately represent the broad data set on which they are based.

Whenever Possible, Take the Stories Back to Those Who Contributed Them so
That They Can Clarify, Refine, or Change Their Stories. This step builds on eth-
ical and methodological concerns about appropriating the stories of others.
Efforts to “give voice” to participants can work to reproduce the power rela-
tionships we are trying to reduce, actually underscoring perceptions that
those with whom we do our research are incapable of speaking for themselves
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(see Smulyan in Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995). Inviting participants to read
and comment on their stories as presented by the researcher improves the
balance of power in the construction and ownership of stories. This step also
makes it possible to improve the quality of the stories that have been drafted.
Depending on the research bargain established at the time they signed onto
the project, participants are given the opportunity to edit, clarify, add to, or
sometimes veto the publication of their stories.

Depending on the situation, I recommend that when individual stories
are told, participants be given the opportunity to read the story drafts, then
make written comments directly on the drafts and/or discuss their concerns
and share further insights with the researcher. When group stories are pre-
sented, it makes sense that as many individuals as possible are given the
chance to read and respond. Obviously, tensions are possible when partici-
pants want to edit or remove material that researchers see as vital. | know of
cases where researchers have regretted making research bargains that allowed
participants to refuse to have their stories published. For me, it comes down to
asking, Whose story is it? You need to decide the answer to that question before
you make bargains with participants about how much power they will have
over the final disposition of the stories you hope to tell (see Goodall, 2000).

Write Revised Stories That Represent Each Voice to Be Included. In preparation for
writing the stories as findings, you should now revise your drafts, taking into
account the comments and concerns of your participants. If written or verbal
comments are extensive, or if stories are to be changed dramatically, this may
mean going back to earlier steps in this model. As part of your formalized find-
ings, you will likely have to make sense of the relationships among the multi-
ple stories you will be telling. In one sense, you will be telling your story of the
stories you have collected. You will no doubt see relationships among stories
all along the data collection and analysis process. It’s a good idea to keep track
of your ideas for connecting stories—your story of stories—in your research
journal, but I would resist making such connections a part of the stories you
are telling and revising at this point. The spirit of polyvocal analysis is to give
voice to a variety of perspectives. Your job at this stage is to tell the stories
from the perspectives of your participants. The final product will be a set of
stories that capture the voices of the individuals or groups you have studied.
Polyvocal analysis was created to give data-based poststructuralist
researchers a way to systematically generate findings from their work. The spe-
cific intent is to provide a framework for allowing many voices to express
many truths, as opposed to an authorial voice to pronounce the Truth. I have
described polyvocal data analysis in terms of voices and stories. This makes it
easy to see connections between poststructuralist aims and narrative and life
history work (see Hatch & Wisniewski, 1995). Connections to other kinds of
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research are possible but should be made with care. For example, I can picture
multiple case studies that are organized in ways that generate cases represent-
ing a variety of perspectives or a polyvocal ethnography that presents many
truths through the lenses of different participants. Given that the data are
rich, include multiple perspectives, and are narrative in nature, the polyvocal
analysis model presented here could be adapted to fit such studies and others
like them when the production of multivoiced texts is the objective.

COMPUTER-ASSISTED ANALYSIS

As I have indicated throughout the descriptions of the models above, using
computer programs to assist in the sorting and organization of data is an effi-
cient alternative to doing the same work by hand. It is not and never can be
a satisfactory alternative to doing the mindwork associated with analyzing
and interpreting data. Several of my students have used computer programs
designed to help qualitative researchers do data analysis, and they have found
them helpful. I have colleagues who would not think of trying to analyze
large data sets without the support of their favorite data analysis software. In
my own work, [ use word processing programs to help me copy and paste
material once I have coded it by hand, but, so far, I have been reluctant to
rely on special data-handling software programs as I do my analyses. For me,
it has to do with being comfortable with familiar strategies and uncomfort-
able placing an extra layer of technology between the data and myself. But I
have learned from my students and friends that using the technological assis-
tance available does not necessarily mean giving up the rigorous mental pro-
cessing required of this kind of work. My concern for new researchers is that
they might see the elaborate possibilities available with new programs as sub-
stitutes for the careful reading and complex thinking necessary for making
sense of qualitative data. I agree with Glesne and Peshkin (1992) who sum-
marize, “The products of computer-assisted analysis are only as good as the
data, the thinking, and the level of care that went into them” (p. 145).

In order to help new researchers decide whether or not to use computer-
assisted data analysis in their work, I have synthesized lists of advantages and
disadvantages, drawing on my observations and a number of sources
(Creswell, 1998; Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Graue & Walsh, 1998; LeCompte
& Schensul, 1999). Readers are encouraged to consult these and other
sources, including overviews and reviews of available programs such as those
published by Fielding and Lee (1998), Fisher (1997), Kelle (1995), Tesch
(1990), and Weitzman and Miles (1995). In addition, appendix A includes
annotated descriptions of internet sites devoted to qualitative research,
including several related directly to computer-assisted data analysis.



208

Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

Advantages of computer-assisted analysis include

Programs provide file systems that assist researchers in storing and orga-
nizing large amounts of textual data.

Computers can save time and reduce drudgery, especially in the areas of
coding, retrieving, displaying, counting, and sorting.

Computers force researchers to be organized and to plan well, thus
encouraging systematic approaches to analysis.

Most analysis programs force researchers to study data line by line, ensur-
ing a more careful reading of the data.

Computers make writing, editing, and rewriting easier.

Some programs can create graphic displays from analyses that would take
much longer and/or require special expertise.

Some disadvantages of computer-assisted analysis are

Most programs are complex, and their manuals not very helpful, meaning
it takes nonproductive time to learn to use them to their full advantage.

Researchers may make analytic decisions based on what the computer
can do rather than what should be done.

Computer use may encourage researchers to lose sight of the contexts of
the study and the data set as a whole.

As categories are set within computer programs, researchers may be
reluctant to rethink or change them.

Computer programs vary in their features and applicability to certain
research approaches, meaning that inappropriate programs may be
selected for certain projects.

Data and completed analyses can potentially be lost through technical
failures and human errors.

Learning about computer-assisted analysis is important, but [ recommend

that final decisions should not be made without some practice actually using
such programs to work with real data. Deciding to use a certain program, then
learning how to do it as dissertation data are analyzed could lead to a disas-
ter. It would be much wiser to learn how to use a program, practice it on pre-
liminary data, and then decide if and how it will be useful in a full-blown
study. Qualitative methods courses and courses on specific software programs
often give students this kind of opportunity.
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CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING DATA ANALYSIS ADEQUACY

As in the preceding chapters, the questions below will serve to summarize
the data analysis approaches described in this chapter and provide a frame-
work for assessing the adequacy of data analysis procedures for individual
studies. As with the chapter on data collection, the criteria for data analysis
assessment will be presented in two sets—one general set of criteria that
apply to all qualitative data analyses, and one set that addresses issues that
arise within each of the particular models described. As with all of the sug-
gestions in this book, readers are invited to study and adapt the criteria pre-
sented to fit their particular circumstances and needs. The models were cre-
ated to provide frameworks, and the criteria for adequacy will need to be
adjusted as models are modified for actual studies. You will note that I have
included “Are the findings supported by the data?” in the general criteria
and, in some form, in each of the specific question sets. This reflects my
emphasis throughout this book on encouraging data-based approaches to
qualitative inquiry.

General Questions for Assessing Data Analysis Adequacy

1. Is it clear how and when data were analyzed?

2. If utilized, is the role of computer programs designed to support data
analysis spelled out?

3. Do data analysis procedures make sense given the research paradigm, the
kind of research being done, the data collected, and the research ques-
tions to be answered?

4. Are analysis procedures systematic and rigorous?

Are procedures clearly articulated?

Can the analysis be explained and justified?

Are all deviant cases and disconfirming data accounted for?

Can the analysis be organized into coherent research findings?

Are the findings supported by the data?

SEcRol- 2

Questions for Assessing Typological Analyses

1. Do typological analysis procedures fit with the types of data collected for
the study?

2. Are initial typologies tied to project aims and research questions?

3. Did analysis include a search for patterns, relationships, and themes
within and across typological categories?

4. Are all salient data accounted for in the findings?

5. Are the findings supported by the data?
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Questions for Assessing Inductive Analyses

L.

Do inductive analysis procedures fit with research assumptions, purposes,
and questions?
Was a thorough, inductive domain analysis completed?

. Was a systematic search for relationships and themes completed within

and across domains?

Was a master outline created that organizes the findings into a coherent
whole?

Are all salient data accounted for in the findings?

Are all findings supported by the data?

Questions for Assessing Interpretive Analyses

L.

Al

Do interpretive analysis procedures fit with the assumptions, purposes,
and questions that drive the research?

Were impressions and tentative interpretations recorded as memos?
Are interpretations supported by the data?

Were data-based interpretations summarized in writing?

Were interpretations shared with participants and summaries revised
based on participant feedback?

Questions for Assessing Political Analyses

L.

i

Were ideological positionings explicated and political issues related to
the study identified in a self-reflexive statement?

Were generalizations written that represent relationships between ideo-
logical expectations and the data?

Are generalizations supported by the data?

Were data-based generalizations written as a draft summary?

. Was the summary used as a tool for addressing issues of consciousness

raising, emancipation, and/or resistance with participants?
Was the summary revised to include insights shared by participants?

Questions for Assessing Polyvocal Analyses

L.

Were the multiple voices to be included in the analysis identified?

2. Were narratives written to represent the stories of each voice to be

included?

Are the stories supported by the data?

Were the stories taken back to participants for clarification, alteration,
or refinement?

. Were stories revised based on feedback from participants?



CHAPTER FIVE

Reporting Qualitative Research

How do [ write up my findings? What form should my dissertation take? How
can [ publish my research results? This chapter provides guidelines for turn-
ing the hard-earned products of design, data collection, and analysis into
findings that communicate what has been learned. More than a few new
scholars have gone through all of the steps described so far in this book and
hit the wall when it comes to writing up their final results. The narrative style
associated with qualitative reports requires the art and skill of a writer, and
not all good researchers see themselves as good writers. [ cannot teach you
how to write in these pages, but I hope to give you some ways to think about
the writing process, some ways to conceptualize a dissertation, and some ways
to report findings that will help you keep going when you feel like stopping.

Understanding that all writing is personal and idiosyncratic, 1 try to pro-
vide some insights into the general writing process drawing from my own
experiences as a writer, editor, and mentor to novice writers and from what
other writers and qualitative researchers have to say about writing. 1 discuss
issues that confront most students facing down the dissertation process,
address the process of converting data analyses into findings sections for dis-
sertations and other reports, provide some tips for publishing qualitative
reports, and conclude with criteria for assessing the adequacy of final reports.

WRITING PROCESSES

Writing about writing is awkward. Writing is as much a part of doing quali-
tative research as design, data collection, and analysis. As Wolcott (1990)
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notes, “Writing is integral to qualitative inquiry, not an adjunct” (p. 48).
Judging by how doctoral students talk about the horrors of writing disserta-
tions and by how much writing doesn’t get done or gets delayed as long as
possible, some discussion of general writing processes seems important. Oth-
ers have written more comprehensively about the place of writing in qualita-
tive research (e.g., Becker, 1986; Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; Golden-Bid-
dle & Locke, 1997; Goodall, 2000; Van Maanen, 1988; Wolcott, 1990;
Woods, 1999). I have borrowed from these and other sources and recommend
that new researchers, especially those who see themselves as new writers, read
all they can about writing.

[ organize this discussion as a set of tips for getting words on paper. [ start
with the assumptions that writing involves a special kind of thinking, that
writing takes discipline, and that writing is difficult work. I'm sure that
somewhere lives a writer for whom words flow onto the page as freely as water
runs downhill, a writer who gives up other activities because he or she can-
not wait to sit down at the keyboard, a writer who is mystified by others’ ret-
icence because he or she sees writing as an easy and natural act. But I have
yet to meet this person. Further, graduate schools do a generally poor job of
teaching or even talking about the writing process. I agree with Golden-Bid-
dle and Locke (1997, p. x) that “this is ironic given that [writing] is a prac-
tice that consumes so much of our professional lives.” The tips that follow
may not apply to every new writer, but I hope they will be of help to those
who think writing is hard work that requires special thought processes and
serious self-discipline.

Just Whrite. It will never be just right, so just write. This silly sounding advice
that I have given to both first graders and colleagues with doctorates is actu-
ally central to the act of constructing meaning on paper. Some of my friends
from graduate school have never written or have written only enough to get
tenured where they work. Some did not finish their doctoral programs
because they did not write a dissertation. One of the reasons they claimed
they could not write was because they were sure they could not get it just
right. They were sure they had nothing new to say and that their way of say-
ing it would express more about what they didn’t know than what they did.
They seemed to think about writing as an act of uncovering the perfect para-
graph or sentence or word as if there is one best way for each piece of text to
be written. Only a genius is up to measuring the worth of his or her writing
by that standard. In contrast, Richardson (2001, p. 35) characterizes writing
as a “method of discovery,” explaining, “I write because I want to find some-
thing out. I write in order to learn something that I did not know before 1
wrote it.” This approach fits my experience and removes the daunting expec-
tation that there is a perfect text to be uncovered. I love the explanation I
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heard a noted children’s author give for the difference between her successful
career and that of those who dream of being writers. “I have learned to
embrace imperfection,” was all she said. For ordinary mortals, there is no per-
fect text, no just right. There are only our texts, our stabs at sharing meaning
with others in print. This cannot happen unless we are willing to write, to
move the pen across the page or the cursor across the screen. So just write.
Start by expecting yourself to write and making yourself write. As we will see
below, your first efforts may not turn out words that make it to your final
draft, but you have no chance of getting to even the roughest draft unless you
just write.

Accept Anxiety. It makes me feel better to know that writers I admire expe-
rience lots of anxiety when they are trying to write. Peshkin characterizes
writing as “primarily a matter of dealing with demons” (Glesne & Peshkin,
1992, p. 155), and Woods details the travails of accomplished writers from
many genres, summarizing, “Pain is an indispensable accompaniment of the
[writing] process” (1999, p. 11). I hate to say it, but I think both are right.
When I am in the middle of a writing project, I experience a running battle
between demons telling me I’m guilty of not working hard enough whenever
I am not writing and those that make my stomach hurt whenever I force
myself to sit down to write. | am afraid to write. My nervous system does the
same stuff when I climb the stairs to the spare bedroom where I write as it
does when I’'m getting ready to make a presentation before a large group. But
[ always get myself to the top of the stairs, just as I always make my speeches
because I refuse not to face my fears. For me, writing is painful. Knowing that
others experience the same pain does not really make it less painful, but it
does make me feel less alone and less crazy. The advice here is to accept anx-
iety as an inevitable, even indispensable, part of the creative process. If you
expect to overcome your anxiety before you write, you will probably never be
a writer. Writing itself is likely to be the only way to deal with demons that
accompany it.

Awoid Avoiding. It makes sense to avoid pain, so I understand why so many
graduate students and new professors find wonderful excuses to avoid writing.
Any excuse will do. Some of the most interesting have to do with substitut-
ing something unsavory but not quite as painful for writing. So folks catch up
on their ironing or stain the deck when they should be writing. They would-
n’t think of going to the golf course or renting a movie, but it’s OK not to
write if the substitute activity is bad enough. Another pattern is rationalized
around not being ready to write. This means that more time needs to be spent
searching the data bases, reading the related literature, polishing the analysis,
conceptualizing the findings, or organizing the outline. Individuals stuck in
this mode sometimes never get ready to write. There is always one more
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source to be checked, one more pass at the data to be made, one more out-
line to be drafted. My own excuses are no more sophisticated. “I need a large
block of uninterrupted time” is my personal favorite. When I started this
book, I sometimes took weeks away from writing because my schedule was too
hectic to fit in regular sustained writing periods. I was avoiding. Another
excuse | have used with some success is that I just don’t have the energy to
write. Writing takes a great deal of concentrated effort, and even when I have
the time, I can’t be productive if I am exhausted from doing the other work
that professors at an institution like mine have to do. Pretty good avoidance
tactic, huh? In the next section, I will describe how I have developed writing
rituals to deal with these avoidance strategies. The key is to recognize your
excuses as devices for avoiding the anxiety of writing and realize that the anx-
iety can only go away when you avoid avoiding and get on with writing.

Create a Writing Ritual. At least 80% of this book has been written between
6:00 and 10:00 A.M. I started the book trying to fit writing into my usual pat-
tern of working at my university office. On my calendar, I marked a morning
here and an afternoon there and tried to hold them for working on this book.
Even though this pattern had been fine for writing articles and producing
edited books, it was not working for this book. It was too easy to drag out my
avoidance excuses—not enough sustained time and not enough energy when
I needed it. It happened that my older son started college and moved his com-
puter out of a spare bedroom at the same time I decided I needed a different
writing routine. I bought a computer to match what I have at the university,
dragged all my books and library materials home, and set up a writing space
in the spare bedroom. More important, I created a ritual that has moved me
from writing a couple of hours per week (when I could find the time and
energy) to working 12 to 15 hours per week (at times when my energy is con-
centrated on writing). My ritual is to get up at 5:30, walk the dog to wake
myself up and get some exercise, eat a quick bowl of cereal while I read the
front section of the paper, pour the first of two cups of coffee, tell my wife I
am “Off to the mines,” then climb the stairs and start writing. I make myself
write at least four mornings per week. I have been able to keep my teaching
in the afternoons and evenings during fall and summer terms but have morn-
ing teaching in the spring, meaning that [ write on many Saturdays and vir-
tually all Sundays during that semester. Of course, this is only an example of
a ritual that works for me. It helps me to not have to decide if I have enough
time or energy to write. I just get up and do it. The point is that it may be
useful (essential?) for you to develop your own writing ritual (see Becker,
1986; Goodall, 2000; Wolcott, 1990). A good starting place might be to
examine the excuses you use to avoid writing, then set up a ritual that reduces
the chances of allowing those excuses to get in your way.
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Set Production Goals. I like writing down goals and marking them off when
they’re completed. I keep a folder with career goals, 5-year goals, annual
goals, and semester goals. I make a to do list every day and mark off what is
completed. It keeps me going to know that something is getting done. I had
a chapter outline on my office bulletin board for this book with a timeline
showing when I expected chapters to be completed. It gives me satisfaction
to check off when chapter drafts are finished, and it gives me a shot of guilt
when I see 'm behind schedule. Other social scientists set production goals
that specify how many pages or sections they expect to write in a given period
(e.g., Goodall, 2000; Woods, 1999). My approach is to make myself put in the
hours. Some mornings are spent processing information and organizing, so
few words make it to the page. I still count this as writing time (being careful
not to create another avoidance strategy). I figure that for every hour of writ-
ing time, I will produce about one page of text, and my own regimen for this
project calls for at least 12 hours per week. When I set up the timeline in my
office, I did so by estimating how many hours each chapter might take. I
know lists, goals, and timelines are not for everyone. You will have to decide
what works for you, but be honest with yourself. I'll go out on a limb here and
suggest that the more you dislike the idea of production schedules, the more
you probably need them. Sustained writing projects, such as dissertations,
require large amounts of time and a great deal of self-discipline. Giving your-
self a production goal in terms of pages, chapters, or hours can be a helpful
motivator for managing your time and engaging your discipline.

Get Organized. Just as you will develop rituals that get you into your writing
each day, so will you create rituals that frame how you go about putting ideas
on paper. The next several tips are suggestions for organizing yourself to get
going and keep your momentum once started. The physical space I am writ-
ing in is surrounded by reference materials. At my right on the floor are the
books and articles related to the section I am working on. Along the wall on
my left are stacks of books and a box of article copies that I have brought from
my office and checked out of the university library. If I were writing up a
study, my data would be in an organized pile in the room. Whenever I see a
citation for some material that [ need, I make a note and add it to my “stacks”
at the next opportunity. Before I start a new chapter, I go through all of the
materials | have on hand and make note of ideas that may find their way into
the text. I keep separate sheets of paper for each source and write down
enough information (usually just a phrase or a few key words) so that I can
remember the idea, and I record the pages where the ideas are located. I next
put together an outline that includes at least the section headings and sub-
headings of the chapter. Then I go back through my summary sheets and put
the ideas I might use in the appropriate sections. As I start each section, I
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refer back to the materials identified for each section. My outlines change as
I write, but [ can’t imagine starting without some way to organize where |
think I’'m headed (see Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Wolcott, 1990). As I men-
tioned, I made a broad outline of the chapters I anticipated as I planned this
book, but I created a more detailed outline as I started each chapter. Specific
organizers for dissertations and other research reports will be addressed in the
next section. The point here is that for any writing project, you need to have
a way to organize the resource materials you need and to develop some form
of outline to lay out a general roadmap for your writing journey. I make it a
habit to share that roadmap with readers in the introduction so that they can
easily follow my thinking through each chapter.

Get Details Right the First Time. If you have the impression I'm compulsive
from the descriptions above, you will likely see me as anal-retentive based on
this tip. I keep up with my references as I go, I check every citation and quote
as | use them, and I write everything using a prescribed professional style.
This qualifies me as the kind of writer Wolcott calls “that bleeder type who
wants everything correct from the outset” (1990, p. 41). At the end of each
writing session, I add that day’s new citations to my references. This provides
a nice way to wrap up a session, and it keeps me from losing track of where I
am in the referencing process. I almost always check sources and double
check quotes as I write—that’s one reason I keep my sources within arms’
reach. When I have to go to sources not immediately at hand, I make a note
to myself and take care of it as soon as possible. I make decisions about the
professional style I will use before I start to write, and I stick with it through-
out. It seems foolish to me to go into a dissertation or even to write up an arti-
cle without checking to see what your university or the journal you are writ-
ing for expects in terms of style. Others will find their creative juices blocked
by such close attention to the details of writing, but the details are vital to
the quality of the final product. For me, taking a large amount of time to go
back to a cold text to fill in all the details is much harder than giving them a
small amount of careful attention when they are first encountered.

Edit Every Time You Reread. Woods (1999) suggests that writing is 10% creat-
ing and 90% editing. While this estimate seems a bit over the top to me, it
does indicate how important revising, rewriting, rewording, reorganizing, and
restructuring are to the writing process. Some writers work best by letting the
words flow while paying little attention to conventions such as grammar,
usage, punctuation, and the like. They typically get their ideas down in some
rough form, then go back later to clean up their texts. Others work more
deliberately, paying closer attention to conventions as they compose. No
matter where you fit on the continuum, you will spend time editing and revis-
ing your work. I recommend that you be prepared to edit every time you read
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your work. It is a good strategy to read over the previous day’s work as a way
to get you into each day’s writing (see Wolcott, 1990). I like to do this, espe-
cially of I have not been able to write for a few days. But when I read my work
at this or other times, I am always editing and revising. Again, my compul-
sivity may not make sense for everyone, but anytime I read my texts, I am
looking for ways to improve the quality of the writing. I edit as I go and build
time into my overall plan to edit carefully at the end of the project. If you are
new to writing or want to improve your ability to communicate clearly, sev-
eral sources provide helpful advice for directing your editing efforts. Some of
the most helpful are Glesne and Peshkin (1992), Sherman (1993), Strunk
and White (1972), Wolcott (1990), and Woods (1999).

Quit at a Good Place. I always try to think ahead to my next writing day when-
ever | anticipate ending a writing session. I want to be able to pick up where
[ left off without taking a great deal of time. On days when new chapters or
sections are begun, more start-up time will be necessary, but my goal is to
leave an easy place to resume as I decide where to stop. One trick I use is to
have my outline typed into the manuscript. When I see I am going to finish
one section but not be able to get into the next, I write the topic sentence for
the first paragraph of the next section before I quit, or I type in a few key
words to reorient myself the next morning. I like to wrap up the section I am
working on before I quit whenever possible (c.f., Wolcott, 1990) but give
myself a clear way to go when I return to the manuscript.

Work through the Blockages, and Go with the Runs. I love to play golf. I am not
a good player, but if I can get out two or three times a month, golf makes my
life better. My experience as a golfer is that sometimes I cannot hit the ball
well no matter what I do (this happens more times than not), and sometimes
I seem to be on automatic (everything falls into place for a round or two).
The way I handle these ups and downs on the golf course is the same way |
handle the ebbs and flows of writing. When I'm struggling on the links, I
make myself “keep swinging.” I figure the only way to get my game back is
play through my problems. It doesn’t help much to read about golf or con-
template golf or curse golf, although I've tried all of these. The only way out
of playing badly is to play. When I am driving the ball off the tee, striking the
ball on the fairway, and rolling the ball on the green, I just try to maintain
my rhythm and ride my good fortune as long as I can. When I get to places
in my writing where I feel like I am blocked, I make myself “keep writing.” It
may be effective for some to pull back and take a break, but for me this would
be avoiding the confrontation I eventually have to make with myself. [ have
to write my way out of writing blockages. Writing when I feel like I can’t
write another word is slow and painful and discouraging, but it’s the only way
I know to get my confidence back. And when I get into that rare state that
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might be called a writing “zone,” I ride it as hard as I can, giving my writing
all the time and energy I can muster because I know it will not last. It may be
helpful to know that other writers, even accomplished writers, experience
blockages (see Woods, 1999), but it’s still up to you to face down your own
demons and keep writing.

Read like a Writer, and Write like a Reader. There is much to be learned about
writing by examining the products of other writers. Of course, being conver-
sant with what is being written in your discipline is essential to working in
most academic environments, and making appropriate connections with the
scholarship of others requires thoughtful and careful reading (see Coffey &
Atkinson, 1996; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). It is also instructive to read widely
in your field as a way to become familiar with a variety of writing styles and
approaches, see what’s possible, and determine what you might want to emu-
late or avoid (Golden-Biddle & Locke, 1997). Further, researchers such as
Woods (1999) recommend reading outside the usual social science fare so
that you can be inspired by and learn from authors of poetry, novels, and
drama. I encourage children learning to make meaning in text and graduate
students learning to write up qualitative research to “read like writers.” By
that, I mean that they should be aware of the place of the writer in whatever
they are reading and do a kind of ongoing metacognitive analysis of why the
author chose to make certain structural and rhetorical moves throughout the
text. Learning to read like a writer can make invaluable contributions to writ-
ing improvement. Turning the phrase on its head, learning to “write like a
reader” (to place one self in the mind of the reader as text is composed) will
bring direction and clarity to anyone’s writing. | try to have an imaginary
reader in my mind as [ write anything from memos to poetry, and I am con-
stantly asking myself what that reader will make of what I have to say. The
reader’s job is to make meaning from text. When I write like a reader, I try to
make that job as interesting and, for expository texts, as easy as possible.

Solicit Feedback. It’s hard to get better at writing unless you get feedback on
how you are doing. With most dissertation writing, chairs and, sometimes,
other committee members will provide lots of this. This kind of feedback is
vital to the dissertation process and helpful to the development of a particu-
lar kind of scholarly writing because these readers represent a primary audi-
ence for such work. I recommend that you solicit feedback from other read-
ers to accomplish other ends. Most of my students do what I did in graduate
school; they find others they trust and agree to work together to improve
their research and writing skills. Sometimes this is done with another indi-
vidual, and sometimes it happens in a group. Sometimes the groups are infor-
mal, and sometimes they hold regular meetings. The idea is to solicit feed-
back, but it’s a good idea to be specific about the kind of feedback you want.
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In graduate student support groups, it may seem more important to encour-
age than to critique, but without some level of honest criticism, getting bet-
ter will be difficult. Depending on where they are in their programs, some stu-
dents will want feedback on their research rather than their ability to
communicate. I have heard stories of students who did not welcome feedback
about their writing when they were really looking for help with their analy-
sis schemes. The trick is to get everyone on the same page about what kind
of help the author wants. My advice is to seek critical feedback about your
writing, be clear about what kind of feedback you want, invite your readers to
be honest, then expect to learn from a critical reading.

Expect to Revise. Wolcott is right when he says that “as long as we invite cri-
tique, we will get it: The process never ends” (1990, p. 44). Unless you plan to
publish your own books and articles in your basement, you will have to face the
fact that reviewers and editors will be asking you to revise your work. When you
submit a manuscript to an editor, you invite critique, and you will get it. When
you submit your dissertation to your committee, you invite critique, and you
will get it. I understand the frustration of doctoral candidates who feel “whip-
sawed” between the conflicting expectations of different members of their dis-
sertation committees, but I am always amazed when they are surprised that
their committees want another revision. The nature of writing for publication
is that the critical readings built into the process virtually guarantee that revi-
sions will be required. I tell my students that the object is to make the manu-
script as strong as possible. Learning to expect, rather than resent, the need to
revise will help you make your writing as strong as possible.

Enjoy Having Written. I made a big deal above of how much I fear the act of
writing. Writing is painful to me, but I love the idea of being a writer. I can’t
find the original source, but I believe in the old standard that says that you
are not a novelist until you have published a novel. I was not an educational
researcher until I published some educational research. When I did, I enjoyed
that special status. I don’t count myself as a great writer, but I enjoy having
written. I get a kick out of seeing my words in print. I get a little chill when
I see my work cited in the writing of others. I like the idea that something I
wrote might actually influence the thinking of someone else. I enjoy having
written enough to make myself write, even when it hurts. Goodall got it right
when he summarized: “Nobody is born a writer. It is an identity we invent for
ourselves and then try very hard to live with, and within” (2000, p. 24). You
may not identify yourself as a writer. You may see writing as a necessary evil
that must be endured to get your doctoral ticket punched. Still, even if you
never write another word after your doctoral program, I hope you will at least
experience the satisfaction of having written a dissertation. What follows are
two sections focused on that specific writing task.
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DISSERTATION ISSUES

Dissertations are odd birds in the literary aviary. They are written for acade-
mic purposes that severely limit their usefulness to other than highly special-
ized audiences. They are intended to make sure that graduates can do all the
things that researchers are supposed to be able to do, but they are enacted in
ways that guarantee that many graduates will never do research again. For
many students, they are as much a rite of passage as an act of scholarship. For
some, writing a dissertation seems more like obedience training than knowl-
edge creation, and the products feel more like collections of true lies than
reports of research. While many colleges in many universities are experi-
menting with alternative forms by which advanced graduate students can
demonstrate their research competence, the overwhelming majority still
require a dissertation that looks pretty much like what has been done for
longer than anyone can remember.

I wish I could say that such criticism is meant exclusively for quantita-
tive dissertations done in the positivist tradition, but I cannot. I do think that
students drawn to the qualitative paradigms are more likely to be creative in
their resistance to traditional dissertation expectations and that there is gen-
erally more flexibility among those likely to be directing qualitative disserta-
tions, but the institutional constraints are firmly in place for almost everyone.
What follows are some suggestions for dealing with issues associated with
writing up a qualitative dissertation. While my recommendations are meant
to be applicable in any setting, they are designed specifically to help students
make accommodations in places where the traditional model prevails. I will
save a discussion of ways to write up findings from qualitative data analysis
for the section to follow.

Three issues that come up often in my interactions with doctoral candi-
dates on my campus and students I've talked with from around the world are
format, audience, and voice. Format is the most pervasive concern, and the
most complex. I will briefly discuss issues of audience and voice, then turn to
format. I'll conclude this section with some suggestions designed specifically
for dissertation writing.

Who is the audience for my dissertation? The pat answer is, “Your com-
mittee,” but that’s a little too pat for me. It’s true enough that you will have to
satisfy your committee (or external examiners, if you are doing a doctoral the-
sis in Australia or many European countries), but I think most committees have
the expectation that you will write for a broader audience. Even in the face of
traditional expectations, advisors and committees hope that the good work in
the study will have a life beyond the dissertation stacks in the university library.

I know some students are told to write dissertations for experts in the
field. I encourage my students to conceptualize an audience of “scholarly
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peers”—folks like them who know something of the scholarship in which the
work is grounded but who have not yet reached the exalted status of “expert.”
It seems pretentious for students to act like experts and write for other
experts. Yes, they know a lot about what they are studying, and they will have
plenty to say to others about what they have learned, but writing for an audi-
ence of smart people who want to learn what they have discovered seems
much wiser than pretending to expertise that is not earned.

The dissertation will look different if “scholarly peers” are the audience
as opposed to “experts” or “your committee.” Scholarly peers will need a more
careful explanation of your rationale and research questions, clearer connec-
tions between your review of the literature and your study, a more thorough
explication of your data collection and analysis procedures, more compre-
hensively written findings, and more thoughtfully constructed conclusions
and reflections. Assuming expertise in your readers or writing to the idiosyn-
cratic backgrounds of your committee will narrow your report in different
ways, neither of which will make the finished product something that will be
accessible or useful to others. Selecting an audience of people who are a lot
like you will help you as you write and as you work postdissertation to pub-
lish your work.

The tradition of the positivist dissertation is to pretend the researcher is
a disembodied reporter who hides his or her voice in a passive, third-person,
“objective” account. Qualitative work is different in character and requires
different kinds of connections between researcher and text. To start with, vir-
tually all qualitative reports place the writer as an important player in the
unfolding of the research and its description. There is no pretence that the
stories of the research represent some verifiable objective reality, and the set-
tings under examination are taken to be complex, dynamic places. It just
makes no sense to try to write qualitative dissertations in the voice of the
detached, objective researcher. Virtually everyone writing about writing up
qualitative work insists that accounts be written in first-person, active voice
(e.g., Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Wolcott, 1990), and this should include qual-
itative dissertations as well.

I like the idea of writing up research as a way to contribute to the con-
versation about what'’s important in my field (see Golden-Biddle & Locke,
1997; Goodall, 2000; Murray, 1986). When I encourage students to find their
voices as emerging scholars, contributing to the conversation is the frame of
reference I use. The object of qualitative research is not to find the Truth and
make pronouncements on it. It makes much more sense in a dissertation (and
all academic writing) to construct contributions to “a continuous professional
conversation” than to try to “deliver the Truth—Moses like” (Murray, 1986,
p. 147). When I prompt students informally and in dissertation defenses to
justify their work, I always ask what their research contributes to the current
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conversation about what’s important in their field. Writing a dissertation
with that question in mind gives new researchers permission to take on a
voice that has something to say without the pressure of pretending to have
all the answers.

Do I have to organize my dissertation into the five chapters listed in the
graduate school handbook? I hope not. My experience is that most universities
have changed their requirements or become more flexible in interpreting out-
dated guidelines. Alternative formats may not be the mode, but at most places,
it no longer takes an act of divine intervention to break the five-chapter rule.
Of course, you might be working with a committee that only knows one way to
organize a dissertation or studying in a college where some associate dean has
made it his or her mission to make sure all dissertations look the same.

Meloy (1994) studied the qualitative dissertation process, collecting the
reflections of graduate students going through the experience. She noted that
for some students, dissertation formats emerged as research processes
unfolded, while others felt constrained by the influence of traditional expec-
tations. Students adjusted to the real and perceived expectations around
them. That makes perfect sense to me. Every study, every context, and every
researcher will be different. I believe there are ways to adjust, even in settings
where traditional dissertation reporting formats are required. These range
from letting your study tell you what format will be best to using the tradi-
tional format while creatively subverting it from within.

In the best of all worlds, the form of your dissertation will follow natu-
rally from your study. You will want to give your readers a clear understand-
ing of where you stand, what you did, why you did it, what you found out,
how what you found out fits with what else is known about the subject, and
what it all means. The internal logic of research I have stressed throughout
this book should be evident in your final report, no matter what the form. If
you have followed the logic suggested, all of the parts of your story, including
paradigmatic assumptions, research questions, design, data collection, analy-
sis, and findings, need to be described. But your story need not be a serial
recounting of these parts. For ideas, look at the organization of high-quality,
book-length reports of research done within your paradigm. For grounding,
work closely with your committee. If you plan an alternative format, let them
see your outlines and hear your rationale before you go too far.

On the other end of the continuum, if you are forced to have chapters
that follow the traditional dissertation format (something like Introduc-
tion/Problem, Review of Research, Methods, Findings, Conclusions), it may
be possible to retain those labels but be creative enough within the chapters
to give readers a flavor for the richness and complexity of your work. For
example, the traditional chapter 1 includes a statement of the problem. Iden-
tifying “a problem” often baffles qualitative researchers whose purpose is to
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describe a particular social setting or understand the enactment of a social
phenomenon in a particular context. My advice is to structure the problem
as a lack of knowledge or understanding that the study can help resolve. 1
argued in the design chapter of this book that grounding the study in relevant
theory and research is vital, but having a serial litany of disconnected
research summaries is not the only way to write a research review. Most dis-
sertation chapter 2s are boring to read and write. They can be interesting
position papers or critiques and reviews of research. Methods chapters can
retain that label and still be interestingly written stories of how the research
happened, and conclusions can retain that heading and still include your
reflections about the research process and its outcomes. The point is to not
let the necessity of using the required labels keep you from being creative
about what gets included in the chapters. Again, if you plan to subvert the
system, make your committee coconspirators early in the process.

Other alternative formats that fall between making up a structure to
using what is required include moves such as combining chapters 1 and 2 into
a backgrounds chapter, organizing findings into multiple chapters, and adding
a reflections chapter at the end. Such adjustments should follow the logic of
the study and the desire to make the dissertation as interesting and informa-
tive as possible. The paradigmatic assumptions of the researcher and the
kinds of studies done will lead to different decisions about adjusting tradi-
tional formats. I have served on committees for a constructivist narrative
study that reported findings in two chapters organized around narrative
analysis and analyis of narratives, a postpositivist historiography that imbed-
ded the research review in the findings, and a critical interview study that
concluded with a discussion chapter comprised largely of the author’s neo-
Marxist critique of much of the work previously done in his area. More on
these issues as they relate to organizing findings is included below.

I want to conclude this section on dissertation writing with some further
suggestions. Based on my experience reading dissertations and theses, these
suggestions are meant to supplement the general writing tips above, but have
special relevance for dissertation writing. These suggestions are based on
some of my frustrations and might be called “ways to avoid making your dis-
sertation chair crazy.”

Tell the Reader What the Study Is about in the First Few Pages of the Dissertation.
Nothing is more annoying than to have to read 50 or 60 pages before you
know what you are reading about.

Write an Introduction and Conclusion for Each Chapter and Most Sections. Help
readers keep up with your thinking by providing a roadmap through the ideas
in each chapter. Let them know when you are finished with a section and
how what has come before fits with what is to follow.
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Have Something to Say about the Significance and Usefulness of Your Study. This
is often blown off in the last few paragraphs of a dissertation when the
author is apparently exhausted and desperate to be finished. Tell the reader
why it’s important to take the study seriously and suggest what should be
done as a result.

Limit Appendices to Necessary Materials. Some appendices are longer than
findings chapters. | see no need to include raw data in appendices except as
possible examples. Keep what is included to only that which is necessary to
understand how the study was done and what the findings mean.

Compromise with Your Committee but Do Not Capitulate. Listen to your com-
mittee and take their recommendations seriously. Do whatever it takes to
make your dissertation as strong as possible, including making compromises.
But do not give up the integrity of your research. Some students come away
with the sense that they gave their dissertations away in the process of get-
ting them approved. I believe most of these situations must have been fail-
ures to communicate. If you have compelling reasons not to compromise,
fight to keep it your research by focusing on those reasons. You will lose if the
conflict turns into a power play, but you can win by arguing from the position
that you too want to make the dissertation as strong as possible.

WRITING UP FINDINGS FROM DATA ANALYSIS

In chapter 4, I argued that data analysis continues as findings are written up.
It is also true that the products of data analysis models like I described in that
chapter naturally lead to certain kinds of findings and certain forms of writ-
ing. The bulk of this section will address how to convert data analyses into
findings, using the data analysis models presented in this book as examples.
Prior to that discussion, general considerations for writing up qualitative find-
ings are presented.

Findings sections of quantitative dissertations, books, and articles look
like the easiest parts of such reports to write. They are almost always straight-
forward accountings of the outcomes of statistical analyses; the object is clar-
ity and precision; and the style is literal as opposed to literary. In contrast,
while the findings of qualitative studies report the outcomes of analyses, they
are seldom straightforward; the object is to bring understanding to complex
social phenomena that cannot be reduced to precise, statistical relationships;
and they are written in a style that uses literary sensibilities to take readers
inside the issues and settings under investigation.

I think qualitative findings are the hardest sections to write up. Unless
systematic data analysis procedures have been followed, it’s hard to imagine
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where a qualitative researcher would begin. But if they have, the products of
those analyses, at the least, provide a starting point for writing up findings.
As we have seen throughout this book, different assumptions lead to differ-
ent questions and different approaches, which lead to different data and dif-
ferent analysis models. These different analytic models generate different
findings that will take different written forms. Again, the models detailed in
chapter 4 are only examples of what’s possible. I will use these models below
to demonstrate what’s possible in terms of generating findings sections of
qualitative research reports. I hope these will be useful, but expect researchers
to adapt the ideas presented to their own special circumstances. But first, here
are some general considerations for writing up qualitative findings.

General Considerations

The process of writing up findings from virtually any kind of qualitative
study is more than reporting out the results of analyses that are already com-
plete. As mentioned earlier, writing involves a special kind of thinking that
is hard to do except during the act of constructing meaning in text. As writ-
ing proceeds, you will likely see relationships, patterns, and themes in new
or different ways. When this happens, it will mean a return to the data to be
sure that what’s new or different is supported there. You should expect that
findings will be shaped by the writing process. This is a good thing, even
though it means going back to data analysis steps that seemed more or less
complete. It helps to expect your writing to generate new analyses and to
remember that, in the end, your analysis is “not finished, only over” (Van
Maanen, 1988, p. 120).

An issue that doctoral students often face as they write up dissertation
findings is how much data to include. Some want to let their data tell the
story, while others see less need to display raw data in the text. Of course,
balance is what you want, and the balance will be different for each study.
My rule of thumb is that sufficient examples should be included to give the
reader confidence that the researcher’s assertions about the topic at hand are
supported by his or her data. This means to me that whenever generaliza-
tions are presented, patterns are described, impressions are painted, or cri-
tiques are generated, researchers should provide excerpts from their data to
give the reader a real sense of how what was learned played out in the actual
settings examined. This does not mean making a statement, then stringing
together a set of data excerpts without explanation. It does not mean includ-
ing every incident in the data that is related to the phenomenon under close
examination. It means selecting the right data excerpts in the right places
and helping the reader see why they are the right examples to strengthen
their understandings.
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As part of each analysis model described in the previous chapter, I
included a step for identifying representative data excerpts to support the
results of analysis. As findings are written up, the selected excerpts should be
reviewed, and especially prescient examples should be selected for use in the
text. One or two excerpts are usually sufficient to support major points.
Excerpts are meant to represent what the overall data set has to say, so it is not
necessary to pack the findings with endless data displays. It is also important
to explain how the data excerpts support what you have to say. Do not assume
that the connections you see will be picked up by the reader. I agree with
Atkinson (1990) that the persuasive force of qualitative reports comes from
the “interplay of concrete exemplification and discursive commentary” (p.
103). It’s your job to develop a persuasive argument by discursively explain-
ing how you have used your concrete examples to make a strong case.

As excerpts are written into findings, new researchers often wonder if
they should edit those excerpts or include them exactly as they appear in the
data. I think they should be edited, but carefully. On a basic level, it is usu-
ally not necessary to include every “um,” “uh,” and “you know” that appears
in ordinary speech (see Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). The exception would be
when these verbal space fillers provide insight into what is going on in the
interchange, as in when individuals appear nervous or unsure. At a more
complex level, editing transcript excerpts ought to be based on criteria that
insure the integrity of the participants’ words while keeping excerpts man-
ageable and on target. Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995, p. 187) recommend
the following general criteria to guide excerpt editing: length (you don’t want
excerpts to ramble endlessly), relevance (you want to include the qualities
that connect the example to your case), readability (you want the excerpt to
make syntactic sense), comprehensibility (you want the reader to be able to
understand what participants meant), and anonymity (you don’t want to
reveal informants’ identities by including certain kinds of sensitive informa-
tion). As a general rule, I recommend editing with a light touch. The driving
question to keep in mind as excerpts are edited is Am I being true to what my
participants had to say? No editing is justified if it deletes, changes, or distorts
the meanings intended by informants.

Being true to those who have trusted you enough to participate in your
studies goes beyond safeguarding their anonymity. My mentor taught me to
picture my informants looking over my shoulder as I write up my findings.
The idea is to not write anything that I would not want my informants to
read in my presence. Many of my early studies involved the social interac-
tions of young children, and for each study, I placed pictures of the children
[ was writing about in my workspace to help me remember to be true to them
as | constructed their stories. | acknowledge that, like all writers, I have taken
some literary license in an effort to construct rhetorically persuasive stories
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(see Goodall, 2000), but I hope I have never violated the trust of my partic-
ipants by using their words in ways that distort their intent.

Another dimension to be balanced is the place of theorizing in the pre-
sentation of findings. As always, this balance will be different with different
types of studies, but the issue needs to be addressed directly as decisions are
made about how findings are to be presented. Although some will want to
leave extensive connections to extant theory and research to implications or
discussion sections of later chapters, I think most qualitative findings sections
will be improved with appropriate ties to the literature as the findings unfold.
For me, this can be a natural part of the “discursive commentary” mentioned
above. Your goal is to help your readers understand what is going on in the
settings you have studied, and linking the local meanings discovered in your
data, through your analysis, to related theory and research can improve that
understanding (see Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; Golden-Biddle & Locke,
1997). This does not mean interrupting your argument with a long review of
theory or research. You should have already included such a review in earlier
chapters, and you will probably provide an extended discussion of the rela-
tionship of your work to what has been been done previously in your final
chapter. At this point, simply signaling your reader of the relationships you
see between what is being explained and pertinent research and/or theory is
sufficient. Such signals help you make your points and let the reader know
you know where your findings fit within the larger picture.

How to use visual representations in findings is another issue that needs
to be addressed. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) identify two kinds of visual
materials that can be used in qualitative reports: (a) data and analysis displays
organized into graphs, charts, tables, matrices, and diagrams; and (b) materi-
als such as photographs or reproductions of artifacts. Miles and Huberman
(1994) detail the possibilities for data displays that go beyond the inclusion
of quoted materials from research protocols. Some research projects lend
themselves to the inclusion of more visual representation than others, and
my experience is that some researchers are more inclined than others to
include a lot of visual representations in their findings. For me, it’s a question
of clarity. If data displays summarized in matrices (or graphs, taxonomies, or
whatever) help clarify the complexity in the data, then I am for them. If, as
sometimes happens, they hide rather than clarify the complexity, I am against
their inclusion. The same criterion applies to the use of photographs and
other visual material. Just because you have them doesn’t mean they should
be included in your findings. They should be there because they help clarify
the case you are trying to make.

Another important consideration as findings sections are planned and
written is the level of generality that will be used to frame the presentation.
Coffey and Atkinson (1996, p. 112) discuss this issue in terms of identifying



228 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

“units of narrative” when making decisions related to this consideration.
They relate the concept of units of narrative to the notion of units of analy-
sis. When decisions are made with regard to units of analysis, researchers are
decided if they are studying individual social actors, small groups that share
a particular setting, larger groups that share similar characteristics, all stake-
holders in a particular social event, or all members of a subcultural group.
Decisions about the unit of analysis will have powerful implications for what
the researcher looks for and where. Units of narrative are Coffey and Atkin-
son’s construct for deciding the level of generality that will frame what is
written about in final reports. Again, researchers will ask themselves what
actors, groups, or social contexts are the focus of their research, then frame
the narratives that make up their findings based on their answers. If you
have followed the research logic that I have described throughout this book,
deciding on a level of generality should be a no-brainer—the unit of analy-
sis should have been identified at the design stage, and data collection and
analysis should have led to findings that are framed in a way that now needs
only to be described. However, if your level of generality is not self-evident,
a careful reexamination of your research design needs to be done, starting
with a look at the relationship between your research questions and your
data analysis.

This leads to a final, and essential, general consideration: What narra-
tive form should my findings take? As we will see below, different kinds of
data analyses lead to different options with regard to how findings will be
organized and presented. Several of those options have been described in the
qualitative research literature, and I will review two of the most widely cited
descriptions to provide a framework for deciding on narrative form. Ham-
mersley and Atkinson (1983) present several models for organizing ethno-
graphic texts that can be adapted for writing findings for other types of qual-
itative work. These include: “the natural history” (the report of research is
ordered in a linear fashion that parallels the natural unfolding of the research
itself); “the chronology” (the passage of time organizes the text, but rather
than follow the implementation of the study, the chronology details some
“developmental cycle,” “moral career,” or “timetable” of the settings or actors
being studied); “narrowing and expanding the focus” (the presentation moves
through different levels of generality in the way a zoom lens moves the focus
from general to specific and back); “separating narration and analysis” (the
story is presented as a whole, while the author’s discussion of themes and
issues is saved for later; and “thematic organizations” (texts are organized
based on the themes, categories, and patterns found in the analysis) (Ham-
mersley & Atkinson, 1983, pp. 215-27).

Van Maanen’s (1988) widely known description of alternative formats
divides narrative models into the following: “realist tales” (the author writes
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third-person accounts based on “scientific” analyses that document the
details of everyday life from the perspectives of those being studied); “confes-
sional tales” (first-person accounts are constructed that acknowledge the
researcher’s presence throughout the research process and report the
researcher’s interpretations of what’s important in the setting); “impression-
ist tales” (literary devices are used to produce evocative stories that take the
reader inside what happened, while readers are generally left to form their
own interpretations of what it means); “critical tales” (authors often use a
Marxist framework to describe the effects of social structures on the dimin-
ished life chances of disadvantaged groups); “formal tales” (formalists are spe-
cialists within the qualitative field such as ethnomethodologists and soci-
olinguists whose principle aim is to document the application of particular
theoretical perspectives to the analysis of specific events); “literary tales”
(such accounts rely directly on nonfiction writing techniques and combine a
journalistic concern for what is noteworthy with the drama associated with
good novels); and “jointly told tales” (both researcher and participant voices
are represented in a dialogic or polyphonic format designed to bridge gaps
between meaning systems) (pp. 45—138).

While Van Maanen devotes whole chapters to the first three tales and
only a few paragraphs to each of the others, all of the possibilities described
in his work should be live options for new researchers. Similarly, although
there is overlap with some of Van Maanen’s tales, suggestions by Hammers-
ley and Atkinson can be helpful to new researchers as well. As writing up
findings generated from the various data analysis models of this book is dis-
cussed below, connections back to the writing forms presented by Hammers-
ley and Atkinson and Van Maanen will be made. The discussion to follow
assumes familiarity with the analysis models presented in chapter 4, so a
review of the analytic steps described there will be helpful in understanding
writing suggestions for each model. It is also important to remember that it is
more likely that you will adapt bits and pieces of the models discussed below
rather than find a single model as the answer to your “how do I organize the
findings” question.

Findings from Typological Analyses

The outcomes of a well-executed typological analysis will be a set of one-sen-
tence generalizations that capture the patterns, relationships, and themes dis-
covered in the data and a collection of data excerpts that support the gener-
alizations identified. Remember typological analysis is best suited to interview
data that have been collected using fairly structured interview schedules with
informants or focus group participants who represent selected points of view.
Typological analysis involves searching for and verifying generalizations that
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characterize the informant perspectives captured in the data. So the broad
organizer for typological findings will be the presentation of participant per-
spectives as captured in interview or focus group data. This is a more restricted
stance than the exposition of a social phenomenon that may have been stud-
ied through more direct means. For example, if teachers have been questioned
about working with difficult-to-manage children, the findings will be reported
specifically as teachers’ understandings related to teaching this special popu-
lation, not as an examination of the general issue of difficult to manage chil-
dren. This model aligns closely with Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1983)
description of thematic organization and shares characteristics with Van Maa-
nen’s (1988) realist tales.

A basic, but effective, way to report typological findings is to organize the
writing around your generalizations. If you have identified themes from your
analysis and stated these as generalizations, themes can become your major
headings. If you have patterns and relationships expressed in the form of gener-
alizations that fit under your themes, these can become your subheadings. If you
want to follow this format, and your generalizations are not organized this way,
another level of analysis to discover relationships among your generalizations
will be needed. The key is to create an organization that makes the relationships
among all the parts make sense in terms of the whole. Once this organization is
clear to you, the writing is a matter of helping the reader see your organization,
then presenting, explaining, and making the case for your generalizations.

Findings sections reporting typological analyses in the way I'm describ-
ing should start with an overview of how the overall findings fit together.
This introductory material need not begin to argue for the efficacy of the gen-
eralizations but should provide readers with a sense of what is to follow and
how it is organized. This can be accomplished in a few paragraphs.

Major sections to follow should be introduced by stating the thematic
generalizations that characterize those sections and identifying the patterns
and relationships that will be explored as the dimensions of the theme are
explicated. The goal is to give the reader an advance organizer for processing
the information you will be sharing. Once your organization is clear, your
general writing mode will be deductive. You will present each generalization
in turn, then explain in detail what your generalization is all about. Here is
where you make the case that your generalizations are supported by the data,
so this is the place where data excerpts that you have selected as part of your
analysis (or that you find as you write) are presented to the reader. General
issues associated with using data excerpts described above apply here. Your
objective is to provide evidence for the efficacy of your generalizations by dis-
playing data and explaining how the data support your case. Neither the data
displays nor the explanations are sufficient by themselves; both are essential
to helping readers see the perspectives you are trying to illuminate.
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As major themes are described and patterns and relationships are
reported and supported, it is appropriate to weave references to relevant lit-
erature into your discussion. While some researchers prefer to save connec-
tions to research and theory for later sections (see Hammersley & Atkinson,
1983 on separating narrative and analysis), my view is that when such con-
nections will help readers make sense of findings as they are being presented,
this is the time to bring them in. For readers who know the literature or have
paid close attention to your review of research, it will seem dumb not to make
the ties explicit. For more casual readers, connecting to the relevant research
and theory will enrich their understandings of what your findings mean and
where they fit. As will be suggested for all the models, findings sections
should conclude with summaries that remind readers of what has gone before,
without necessarily repeating it in detail.

Of course, findings based on typological analyses can be presented in
other, more imaginative and complex ways. It is key, whatever organization
and format you chose, to focus on the generalizations that were generated in
your analysis. They represent what you found out, and your goal ought to be
to share what you found out in an effective and interesting way. My experi-
ence is that most doctoral candidates who chose to do typological work find
the straightforward model described to be effective at getting them through
the difficult process of writing up their findings and interesting enough that
they are proud of their efforts.

Findings from Inductive Analyses

The inductive data analysis model is best suited for studies that have gener-
ated complex data sets based on postpositivist or constructivist research per-
spectives. The primary outcome of an inductive analysis will be a master out-
line that captures the domains discovered in the data and the relationships of
those domains to each other and to the whole. Another product will be data
excerpts selected to support the elements on your outline. As I argued when
describing this model, not only does the master outline provide a way to bring
the parts of the study into meaningful relation, but it is also a ready-made
organizer for writing up findings. When such a master outline is used to frame
findings, the organization will definitely be thematic in Hammersley and
Atkinson’s (1983) terms. But the kind of tale (Van Maanen, 1988) that is
generated from the master outline will be different depending on the assump-
tions that framed the study. There is a natural fit for inductive work based in
postpositivist principles that generates realist or formal tales. But if the study
adopted a constructivist perspective, a confessional tale could be the out-
come, and critical tales could result from reporting inductive analyses of data
collected using critical/feminist perspectives. Whatever your paradigmatic
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point of departure, if you have come out of inductive analysis with a master
outline and excerpts to support it, you should have a terrific starting place for
writing up your findings.

If your master outline helps you make sense of the social setting or phe-
nomenon you have studied, then sharing that outline and following its logic
ought to help your readers make sense of what you have to say. It is possible
that your master outline, or an edited version of it, could become the head-
ings and subheadings that comprise the table of contents for your findings
chapter—this was the case for my dissertation (see appendix E). If your out-
line is too complex to become a sensible table of contents section, it should
at least be included as an appendix and referred to in the text. If you are
going to write from your outline, sharing it with your reader is a good
advance organizer.

Making the participants and contexts of the study “real” to your readers
will help your findings come to life. In dissertations, participants and contexts
will often be described in detail in methods chapters, but in any report based
on inductive analysis models, careful descriptions of the players and the con-
texts in which they act are vital to making findings ring true. As with any
qualitative work, data will be used to support the domains presented, and
writing a section that gives their readers a rich image of participants and set-
tings will improve the readers’ understandings of your data displays and the
analytic points you are trying to make.

The domains discovered in your inductive analysis carry the cultural
meanings you want to share in your final report. Describing those domains
will be the stuff of your findings. If yours is a formal or realist tale, the expo-
sition of your domains can be efficiently organized into sections in which you
present the dimensions of your domain, use your data to demonstrate how the
cultural knowledge that made up those domains played out in the settings you
studied, and theorize the place of your domains in relation to the immediate
understandings of your participants and the larger social contexts involved.
Golden-Biddle and Locke (1997, p. 59) describe a “sandwich structure” in
which authors explain how a theoretical point will be evidenced in the data,
present the data, and then tell what the data showed. No matter what the
order (and using a combination probably makes sense), having all of these
elements is a good idea for formal or realist reports.

Confessional tales, by definition, locate the researcher as an important
part of any study. Constructivist researchers who adopt a confessional mode
will be writing up the meanings that they and their participants have cocon-
structed through the research process. That does not automatically preclude
the generation of a master outline that can be used to organize findings, but
it does mean that the voices of the researcher and his or her participants will
be heard more directly in the text. Similarly, critical/feminist researchers may
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use inductive analyses that generate useful master outlines, but the findings
will be critical tales, reported in a decidedly political tone.

Having a master outline provides a great place to start. But after you
have experienced converting a complex outline into a findings section or
chapter, you will understand that declarations such as, “Once I had my out-
line, the findings basically wrote themselves” are mostly meaningless. As has
been mentioned several times, the act of writing will cause you to see the
dimensions of your domains and relations among domains in new ways. The
act of explaining the connections between your data and the points you are
trying to make will cause you to read your excerpts new ways. The act of tying
your work to a larger body of theory and research will make you think about
how it all fits together in new ways. Although it will make you crazy, having
such realizations is all good. Your work and your development as a scholar will
be enriched in new ways.

Findings from Interpretive Analyses

If you have completed an interpretive analysis based on the suggestions in the
previous chapter, you will come to the findings stage of your study with a
“revised summary” that has been developed through a process of writing
interpretive memos, searching data for evidence that supports interpreta-
tions, drafting preliminary summaries, and reviewing these with participants.
The revised summary and data excerpts produced as a result of applying
interpretive analysis procedures should provide a useful framework for writing
up your findings. The idea was to produce stories in enough detail that you
were confident you had something to say and identify data excerpts that
would give readers confidence that what you had to say was supported by your
data. It should be expected that your stories will become more elaborate and
your explanations more detailed as you write up your final results, but, done
well, the interpretive data analysis process should give you a leg up on writ-
ing your findings section.

The processes required to convert revised summaries into the final ver-
sions that appear as findings will be different depending on the analysis you
have done and the ways you want to organize and present the stories that
communicate your results. Interpretive analysis is closely aligned with con-
structivist principles, and findings will usually take shape as stories with
beginnings, middles, and ends. This means that organizational schemes like
those described by Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) as chronologies, nat-
rowing and expanding the focus, and separating narrative and analysis can be
useful in making decisions about the form findings will take.

In chronologies, the passage of time organizes the stories in the text. If
yours is a study of the development of classroom social relations over a year’s
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time or a record of the implementation of a new dress-code policy, a chrono-
logical organization may make perfect sense. Other social phenomena may be
better captured by taking readers inside the experiences of participants using
an alternating focus on specific details and broader generalities. An example
might be a study that looks at the immediate experience of pregnant girls in
high school while pulling back to examine the general contexts of school and
community in relation female students. In both of these organizations, analy-
sis is integrated within the telling of the stories. But narration and analysis
can be separated. In this organization, the story is presented as a whole before
being theorized by the author. An example might be a study of a special mag-
net school program emphasizing technology, in which the story of the pro-
gram is told without interruption, then an analysis and ties to the literature
are presented in a later section. Any of these modes of writing offer useful
guides for organizing the detailed stories that grow from interpretive findings.

Van Maanen’s (1988) description of confessional and impressionistic
tales offers another perspective on writing up interpretive findings. Confes-
sional tales highlight the researcher’s place in the study and report his or her
interpretations of what happened. Impressionist tales emphasize the impor-
tance of literary devices to tell an evocative story, leaving much of the inter-
pretation to the reader. Confessional tales take readers inside the research
settings, reveal understandings jointly constructed with participants, and
clarify connections between what was found and what has been previously
reported. They fit nicely with the products of interpretive analysis, and I see
no inherent conflict between a confessional stance and the organizational
options from Hammersley and Atkinson reviewed above. But, for new
researchers who are interested in constructing impressionist tales of the type
described by Van Maanen, I recommend an adaptation of the strategy from
Hammersley and Atkinson that separates narration from analysis but does
not leave out the analysis altogether. I know there are graduate students who
are brilliant writers (with understanding committees) who can pull off doing
a dissertation as a purely impressionistic tale, but most of us are journeyman
or good writers (with ordinary committees) who should explicate the con-
nections among our stories, our data, and the related literature.

Those whose sensibilities attract them to seek realist explanations
expressed in thematic organizations will likely have no clue when it comes to
writing up interpretive findings. But, those choosing the path that leads to
interpretive analysis should not be put off by the challenges of writing up
findings as stories. Again, certain kinds of assumptions lead to asking certain
kinds of questions that can be answered with certain kinds of data collection
and analytic methods. If you have done a study based on constructivist
assumptions and asked questions that led you to coconstruct meanings with
your participants and conducted an interpretive analysis with feedback from
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those participants, you should be at a place where developing the final ver-
sions of your research stories will follow logically from what you have done.
Converting such analyses to a thematically organized, realist tale is not an
option at this late date. Going back to the original data and applying induc-
tive analytic strategies might work, but the point is to avoid surprises by
knowing your paradigmatic assumptions from the outset, then following them
where they lead.

Findings from Political Analyses

The paradigmatic assumptions that would lead to writing up findings from a
political analysis are obviously tied to the critical/feminist research perspec-
tive. While it is possible to adapt political analysis procedures so that a polit-
ical dimension can be added to other kinds of analyses, the steps of the polit-
ical model described in chapter 4 lead logically to writing up findings framed
within the critical/feminist paradigm. The products of a political analysis will
be summaries that have been revised based on feedback from participants and
excerpts supporting the generalizations that make up the stuff of the sum-
maries. These summaries will be different in nature than those described as
the outcomes of interpretive analysis in that they will explicitly be built
around an analysis of the political dimensions of the research. The summaries
from political analysis will likely include generalizations that draw out rela-
tionships between participant experiences and the oppressive conditions in
which they live. The summaries will be in narrative form, but they may lack
the elements of story that usually characterize interpretive findings. This
makes sense given the critical/feminist ontological view that material struc-
tures have real impacts on individual lives. However, even though they are
different in form, the revised summaries that result from political analyses
serve similar functions for the writing of final results as those generated from
interpretive analyses.

Most summaries from political analyses apply a critical or feminist frame-
work that critiques the social conditions in which participants operate. As
with interpretive summaries, the outcomes of political analyses need to be
expanded and theorized in formal findings sections. The final versions of
political findings will be written in a form that fits Van Maanen’s construct
of critical tales. While Van Maanen’s (1988) brief description is organized
around Marxist political critique, he acknowledges that other researchers
who share “a crusading spirit” (1988, p. 129) will be writing up findings in the
form of critical tales as well. Such critical tales use data excerpts to take the
reader inside the experiences of oppressed individuals or groups while making
the case that the social, political, and economic conditions in which those
experiences play out are stacked against those being oppressed. Critical tales
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are critiques of particular circumstances that reflect the unequal nature of the
broader social world. Findings from political analyses detail the particular cir-
cumstances and theorize their connections to the broader social, political,
and economic contexts.

In my description of political analysis, I discussed the emancipatory pur-
poses at the base of critical/feminist qualitative research. As an early step in
the political analysis model, I built in the process of self-reflexively examin-
ing political positionings and identifying ideological issues related to the
research. These purposes and positionings must be revealed to the reader. If
these have not been made clear in introductory or methodological sections,
they must be included in findings. Further, when efforts have been under-
taken to transform the oppressive conditions being examined through raising
consciousness, seeking emancipation, or encouraging resistance, these need
to be a part of the final report as well. Again, if they are not explained else-
where in your report, descriptions of efforts to help participants transform
their social circumstances must be a part of findings.

If there is a developmental dimension to the study because of interac-
tions between researchers and participants around transformative efforts,
Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1983) natural history or chronology models
may be useful guides for organizing findings. You could organize your final
report around how the entire study unfolded or how the transformative
dimensions of the study influenced the development of findings. By doing so,
you will have a way to include a discussion of your interactions with partici-
pants around emancipatory issues while imbedding them in the contexts of
the study as they played out over time.

It is also possible to modify Hammersley and Atkinson’s (1983) thematic
organization if your revised summaries are in the form of generalizations that
can be stated in terms of themes or patterns. It is possible, for example, that
you have done a systematic analysis of ways self-identified gay and lesbian
students are treated as less than normal in a high school setting. The revised
summary and excerpts from your political analysis will be a set of generaliza-
tions describing and documenting each of the ways identified. Writing up
your findings as an exploration of how these patterned examples of oppres-
sion played out could take form in a thematic organization. If this kind of
organization makes sense, it will probably be necessary to develop separate
sections in which self-reflexive statements and explanations of transforma-
tive efforts are spelled out.

No matter what the form, the character of findings based on political
analysis processes will be different from findings generated from other ana-
lytic models. More traditional researchers, even some qualitative researchers,
may not see your work as “empirical” because of its openly political nature.
My experience is that you will probably not be able to change their minds.
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But if you have been clear throughout about your critical/feminist paradig-
matic stance and have been consistent as you have gone about design, data
collection, and analysis, no one should be surprised that you frame your find-
ings in transformative terms. As with all of the models described in this book,
I recommend a generous exposition of data as findings are reported. Even
though you are arguing from a political stance, this is qualitative research.
Using data to provide empirical support for your political critique makes your
findings much more powerful and compelling than armchair analyses of the
same important issues.

Findings from Polyvocal Analyses

Polyvocal analysis procedures were described as one way to process data
gathered using poststructuralist principles. This section is about how to write
up findings from that particular kind of poststructuralist, data-based
approach. Others (e.g., Ellis & Bochner, 1996; Tierney & Lincoln, 1997;
Richardson, 1994) have described alternative writing modes for poststruc-
turalist work that may be useful to new researchers, but they will not be
directly addressed here. As with those discussed above, findings following
from polyvocal analysis will only make sense within the logic that frames the
study from its beginnings.

Polyvocal analysis naturally leads to the production of polyvocal texts,
which are similar in form to what Van Maanen (1988) calls “jointly told
tales.” The object of such texts is to present the reader with multiple “truths”
by letting multiple voices, including those of researchers and participants, tell
their own stories. The products of polyvocal analysis will be drafts of stories
created through a process of studying data, identifying voices, drafting narra-
tives, going back to the data and participants, and refining the narratives into
individual or group stories.

Depending on the quality of the work done during analysis, writing up
findings will be a matter of putting the stories into their final form and pro-
viding readers with enough information to make sense of the narratives being
presented. As [ mentioned in my description of polyvocal analysis, the nar-
ratives generated may take a number of forms, including any of those identi-
fied by Hammersley and Atkinson (1983). But whatever the form, if they are
to fit within the assumptions of the poststructuralist paradigm, they must pre-
sent a dialogic or polyphonic account of what is being examined. It is appro-
priate to include the researcher’s voice among the accounts, but that voice
should not be privileged in relation to the other voices presented. In this kind
of work, the idea is to let each voice tell its own story in an effort to allow the
reader to see a small part of the complex and sometimes paradoxical nature
of the real life situations being examined.
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In my description in chapter 4, I used Polkinghorne’s (1995) narrative
analysis construct as an example of how certain kinds of stories, emplotted
narratives, could be generated through polyvocal analysis. To continue the
example, if you come out of a polyvocal analysis with revised drafts of stories
in which events and actions are organized around a plot, your job will be to
further refine these stories and design a way to present them to your readers
so that they will be able to understand why the stories are included and how
they relate to one another. This may be as simple as explaining what you are
doing to the reader, then presenting the stories in series. Or it may be as com-
plex as imbedding the stories you wish to tell within your own “story of sto-
ries,” creating an overarching narrative that organizes the narratives within
it in a way that it tells the story of the research from a variety of perspectives.

It should go without saying that if you plan to present your findings as a
set of stories, this should not be a surprise to your doctoral committee, fund-
ing agency, or editor. Even if emplotted narratives are not the products of
your polyvocal analysis, allowing participant voices to speak for themselves
will seem unusual to individuals who do not share your paradigmatic point of
view. That you are working within different research assumptions and that
that will lead you to different kinds of findings should be made clear all along
the way. In this and any kind of research, it is vital that you remain true to
your paradigmatic principles and that you communicate those principles to
those who have responsibility for approving your work.

TIPS FOR PUBLISHING QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

As someone who has worked as editor of a qualitative research journal, served
on editorial boards for journals that publish some qualitative work, and pub-
lished qualitative findings in a variety of places, I am often asked to talk about
what it takes to publish qualitative research. In an effort to guide new quali-
tative researchers who are often new professors starting their publishing
careers, | have summarized some of my thoughts on publishing qualitative
research in the tips presented below. While some of my well-published col-
leagues may see these tips as simplistic or perfunctory, I hope new scholars
will be able to use them to make a start on getting their work into print.

Think of Publishing as a Game That Requires Skill, Strategy, and Some Luck. I see
a clear distinction between what might be called “writing intelligence” and
“publishing intelligence.” The former has to do with the ability to communi-
cate ideas in text, while the latter is about finding ways to put that text into
print. It may be necessary to have writing intelligence in order to publish
(though that is not for sure), but it’s entirely possible for someone with



Reporting Qualitative Research 239

advanced writing abilities, but no publishing savvy, to never be published.
The tips that follow are examples of the kinds of skills and strategic thinking
that are part of the publishing intelligence idea I am playing around with. If
you are fortunate, your graduate school experience will include mentoring by
individuals who know and are willing to share the secrets of the publishing
game. And I tell my students it is a game. It has a competitive element (oth-
ers are competing for the same journal pages and tradebook lists), a strategic
dimension (using publishing intelligence), and an element of luck (even
really good stuff sometimes gets ignored, while junk gets published). Assum-
ing that publishing is a completely rational enterprise in which quality always
gets rewarded makes the inevitable rejections just too hard to take. Better to
understand the vicissitudes of publishing as a game that can be played well,
but with no guarantee of winning every time.

Get Something Out There. You cannot drag the pot unless you ante up. You can-
not win at poker or any game unless you join the action by investing some-
thing. You cannot publish unless you submit something for review. I talked
earlier in this chapter about colleagues who would not submit their papers to
editors because they never felt their work was ready. The answer is still that it
will never be ready, but you have to get it out there before anything can hap-
pen. Demystify the game by playing it. Let the reviewers and editors tell you
what your manuscript needs to be ready. Enjoy the satisfaction from being
taken seriously. Learn how to make your work publishable by paying attention
to what happens when it gets rejected. Send in your best efforts, but don’t wait
for the perfect manuscript, or you'll never get in the game.

Have Something to Say. I like Stake’s (1994, p. 241) assertion about the place
of novelty in case study research: “A new case without commonality cannot
be understood. Yet a new case without distinction will not be noticed.” If
publishing is about joining the intellectual conversation (Goodall, 2000),
then deciding what you have to contribute to the conversation and where it
fits are important considerations (see also Richardson, 2000). Extending the
wisdom in the Stake quote, all qualitative researchers need to have some-
thing to say that makes their ideas stand out, while framing the ideas in a way
that helps readers (represented by editors) see how they connect with what
has already been said. I have reviewed papers in which the substance of the
research is so esoteric that it’s hard to imagine who the audience might be,
and I've seen many more manuscripts that seem so mundane it’s hard to imag-
ine who might be interested. When you think about your research findings in
terms of publishing, ask yourself what you have learned that might be inter-
esting and important to a certain audience. Get clear in your own mind what
you want to say, then say it in a way that emphasizes its distinctiveness while
acknowledging its commonality.
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Rework Your Dissertation as a Book. In 1990, Wolcott warned of the slim
chances associated with finding publishers for book-length versions of quali-
tative studies. My take is that it’s still a long shot, especially for new scholars,
but some of my colleagues have made it happen. You should know that the
odds are virtually impossible for having your dissertation published as is. Pub-
lishers will sometimes read dissertations and express interest or not in seeing
ideas for turning them into books. But many will not even consider such pro-
jects without complete plans for how dissertations will be reworked, along
with one or two sample chapters that have been written for the purpose of
inclusion in the proposed book. An advantage of working with book pub-
lishers is that you can put together a prospectus and sample chapters and cit-
culate them among several different publishers at once. Journal manuscripts
can only be submitted to one journal at a time. If you believe your study is
best suited as a book-length report, and you are willing to rework the manu-
script to make it attractive to a book publisher, | recommend that you take a
look at what houses are publishing qualitative studies as books, examine how
those books are organized and written, find out who is responsible for decid-
ing if such manuscripts get published (usually acquisitions editors), and con-
tact those persons for advice on how to proceed.

Break Out Pieces of Your Dissertation as Articles. This is the strategy I used to
publish my dissertation findings and what I usually suggest to my disserta-
tion advisees. The advantages of this approach include that you may have
multiple publishable pieces on which most of the work has been done and
that refereed journal articles are highly weighted when you are looking for
work and when your papers are being reviewed for promotion and tenure. I
tell my students to look beyond their findings and consider all of the parts
of their dissertations as potential journal-length manuscripts. Well-written
literature reviews can be adapted (usually condensed) and submitted to
journals that publish reviews of research. Sometimes sections in which
researchers reflect on research processes can be modified for journals that
include discussions of research methods and issues. And findings sections
can be organized into manuscripts that report all or parts of research out-
comes. Again, it would be very unusual for new Ph.D.s to be able to simply
lift sections from their dissertations and submit them as manuscripts with-
out considerable editing, reorganizing, and rewriting. You should expect to
have to do more work. Some students are reluctant to break up the findings
because they are sure that the whole gets distorted when pieces are carved
out. My response is that they are right; but in the process of reshaping their
previous work, new wholes will be created that have merit in their own
right. As I discussed in the general section above, writing is about commu-
nicating with an audience. You have busted your butt to write a disserta-
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tion, and you may never have a richer source of publishable ideas. Find a
way to share what you have learned with a wider audience than the few
folks who read dissertations.

Write with Particular Journals in Mind. Reframing dissertation sections as jour-
nal articles or writing up new studies as journal manuscripts should be done
with specific audiences and particular journals in mind. A major part of suc-
cess in the publishing game is tied to being smart about who will be interested
in your work and figuring out ways to make your manuscripts attractive to
editors and reviewers who represent those interested groups. Some new schol-
ars start with the assumption that their audience is other researchers, so they
should be publishing in the research journals of their field. This is, of course,
a legitimate audience, and publishing in such journals is highly valued
because competition is stiff, and standards of review are rigorous. But for some
work, the audience for your research might be other professionals in the field
who can utilize your findings to make better decisions about real world issues
of policy and practice. Topical journals that publish articles for a professional
audience will typically want manuscripts that report research with an empha-
sis on substance rather than method. This means framing your findings in a
way that will make sense to and have meaning for the readers of particular
journals. So, look at what you have to say to a variety of audiences. Study the
journals published for your potential audiences, and select a particular jour-
nal for each manuscript you write. Examine the particulars of length, style,
and format in the journal’s call for manuscripts, and analyze articles included
in recent volumes to see what editors have chosen for publication. As you
write the introduction to your manuscript, be clear about why your paper
ought to be of interest to the audience of the journal, then make sure the rest
of the article is.

Start at the Top. When I am deciding on what journals to write for, my ques-
tion for myself is Where is the best place I could get this published? Anyone
who has spent serious time in an academic library knows that not all journals
are created equal. Some are prestigious and apparently impossible to publish
in unless you are part of some not so invisible circle, and some are less highly
regarded and appear to publish whatever comes in. Most are somewhere
between, publishing articles based on fairly rigorous peer reviews. I like to
start at the top of my list of possible journals. I try to make a reasonable judg-
ment about which journals make the possible list, pick the best of those, and
go for it. My experience is that the “better” journals generally do a better job
of reviewing and giving constructive feedback once your paper gets into the
review process. | take it as a success to have editors decide my work is worthy
of review, and even rejections from excellent journals help me rework my
manuscripts for the next journal on my list. Plus, by taking the extra risk, I
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give myself the chance to land an important publication in a high-profile
journal. Finally, I almost never give up on a manuscript. I will work my way
down the list or reframe an article for journals on another list before I will
give up. Don’t let rejection stop you from playing the game. Learn from it and
play smarter.

Take Reviewers’ Comments Seriously but Not Personally. I hate rejection. In
the rest of my life, I hate rejection so much I usually don’t ask for anything
unless I am pretty sure I will get the answers I want to hear. If I took that
approach to publishing, I would still be waiting to submit my first manu-
script. Rejection is built in, and it still hurts, but you can’t let it keep you
from going forward. Most refereed journals send along some indication of
why articles are rejected when they are. Sometimes the editor summarizes
reviewer critiques, and sometimes reviewer comments are excerpted. When
I was editing Qualitative Studies in Education, our policy was to send the
reviewers’ exact words to all authors. Reviewers knew this was the case and
were encouraged to be specific in their critique and to offer suggestions for
improvement. On rare occasions, comments were edited because my judg-
ment was that they would not help authors, but overwhelmingly, QSE
reviewers wrote constructive critiques that I had no problem sending along.
I have been burned in review processes, and I have been hurt by shallow or
unfair reviews, but I have also been helped. Suggestions made by reviewers
of rejected papers have shaped revisions and improved chances for success in
other journals. I always take reviewers’ comments seriously, even when I
think they are wrongheaded. I try not to take them personally, even when I
think they are meanspirited.

Always Revise and Resubmit. I think Goodall’s (2000) assessment of the review
process is right on target: “By a kind of secret consensus among the tribal
elders, nobody’s first draft is ever good enough. The best we can hope for is an
encouraging letter from an editor that asks us to ‘revise and resubmit” (p. 26,
emphasis in original). Folks who have not played the publishing game may
think that winning is an acceptance letter, so they are disappointed with any-
thing less. My advice is, like Goodall’s, to shoot for revise and resubmit let-
ters. It means that work has to be done and, perhaps, compromises have to be
made, but it is almost always good strategy to take advantage of an editor’s
invitation to continue the review process with his or her journal. While it’s
not binding, you are entering a kind of implied contract with the editor that
your revision will get special consideration. As an editor, I felt great reluc-
tance to reject work that had been revised based on reviewer recommenda-
tions. When this occurred, it was because authors did not meet the intent of
the requested revisions. So, treat revise and resubmit letters as victories, and
do your best to address the concerns raised in the reviews.
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Respect Your Editors, but Be True to Yourself. If you play the publishing game
for long, you will experience a revise and resubmit or even an accept with
revision letter that asks you to make changes that you cannot, in good con-
science, make. Such changes may violate the integrity of the perspective that
frames your research (as in when you are asked to calculate interrater relia-
bility or do a t-test), or they may distort the essence of your findings (as when
you are asked to complete another analysis based on data that are not there).
My strategy in situations like this is not to tell the editor to take it or leave
it, but to do everything I can to meet other expectations that will undoubt-
edly accompany such requests. I then write a cover letter for my revision that
tells the editor all the things I have done at his or her request, acknowledg-
ing how helpful those suggestions were for making the article better. I then
explain what I did not change and why. Here, I don’t blame the reviewers or
the editor for being ill-informed, small-minded, or out-of-touch. Like Prawat
(2000, p. 310), I just “carefully explain to the editor why [I] have chosen to
be less than responsive to the reviewers’ concerns.” I respect editors and
assume we both want the best manuscript possible, so that’s the angle I use to
bring us closer together. I never attack, even when I disagree. I figure the
worst I'll get is a polite rejection, and that’s where I was when I realized I
could not compromise the integrity of the study.

Avoid Alienating Your Editors. Editing is a mostly thankless task that grinds on
the time, energy, and emotions of already busy people. Most journals have
rejection rates of between 60% and 90%, so most of an editor’s contact with
authors is to deliver bad news. Editors race from deadline to deadline on a
cycle that doesn’t end until the journal moves to another editor. Editors are
folks just like you trying to do the best job they can. You don’t owe them any
special treatment beyond what you would expect for yourself, but I recom-
mend that you try not to alienate editors who in some ways serve as gate-
keepers between you and your potential audience. I have made a list of things
that bugged me as an editor and converted them into suggestions that I rec-
ommend as ways to avoid alienating editors. First some things to do:

e know who the current editor of the journal is and address all correspon-
dence to him or her

® know and follow the submission guidelines of the journal, including page
limits and referencing style

¢ know the audience for the journal, and write for that specific audience
¢ know the discourse style of the journal and use it

¢ know the journal well enough to make a reasonable decision about your
manuscript’s chances of being published.
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Some things not to do:

e do not write cover letters that go on and on about you, your funding
agency, or your paper

¢ do not submit papers you know are not ready, hoping to get lucky or
receive free feedback on how to proceed

¢ do not submit papers without page numbers

® do not submit manuscripts that have not been carefully proofread by
someone competent in the mechanics of expository writing

¢ do not harass editors about delays in the review or publication process
® do not yell at editors about referees’ comments

¢ do not challenge editors’ final decisions.

Do Good Work. This suggestion is bigger than “Have something to say.” It is
possible to write something in an interesting way or address an issue of impor-
tance but do a lousy job of designing or implementing a study. Yes, there is a
gamelike dimension to publishing, but unless the research is well conceived
and executed, no amount of publishing intelligence will make the work good.
“Do good work” ought to be the standard that drives everyone’s scholarly life.
[t’s even more important for qualitative researchers to meet this standard
because many editors and reviewers remain skeptical about the status of qual-
itative work as real research. One of the reasons [ have written this book is
because | have read so many manuscripts as an editor and editorial board
member that do not qualify as good work. I am a sympathetic reader who
wants qualitative studies to be published in the journals I read for, but I see
far too few manuscripts that I can recommend for publication. This book is
designed to provide a framework for doing good qualitative work. As with
preceding chapters, [ will conclude with criteria for assessing adequacy. The
criteria below are meant to synthesize the criteria from other chapters and
provide overall benchmarks for judging what constitutes quality from a qual-
itative research perspective. Meeting the criteria do not guarantee that your
work will be publishable, but it will give you a place from which to argue that
you have done good work.

CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING THE ADEQUACY OF QUALITATIVE REPORTS

If you buy into the logic of this book and have taken the arguments seriously,
the questions below will make good sense as tools for evaluating the quality
of your work. Other writers and researchers have discussed issues of standards
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in qualitative work (e.g., Creswell, 1998; Denzin, 1989b; Leedy, 1997; Lin-
coln, 1995), and readers are encouraged to seek these out for other perspec-
tives and further guidance. What I hope the criteria below provide that is not
found elsewhere is a framework for assessing qualitative research adequacy
that is based on direct, answerable questions. The answers will look different
for studies done within the assumptions of different paradigms, but I believe
having a defensible answer for each question is essential if quality is to be
assured. Criteria are organized according to the structure of this book and,
except for those that come from this chapter on writing up findings, are syn-
thesized from questions presented in much greater detail at the conclusion of
previous chapters. Understanding the criteria, at some level, presumes famil-
iarity with the logical development of this book. If criteria are unclear, refer-
ring back to appropriate chapters may be necessary.

1. Has the researcher located himself or herself in relation to particular
qualitative paradigms?

2. Has the researcher selected appropriate qualitative research approaches,
given his or her paradigm choices?

3. Has the researcher described his or her methodological and substantive
theory bases?

4. Has the researcher articulated a set of research questions that make sense
given his or her methodological and substantive theories?

5. Has the researcher described the research context and provided a ratio-
nale for why the context was selected?

6. Has the researcher described how access and entry were negotiated?

7. Has the researcher described procedures for selecting participants and
establishing working relationships with them?

8. Has the researcher described and justified participants’ level of involve-
ment in the various phases of the study?

9. Has the researcher described all of the data collected as part of the study?
10. Has the researcher made it clear how and when the data were collected?

11. Has the researcher made the case that the data are sufficient to answer
research questions and appropriate given the paradigmatic framework
and methodological orientation of the study?

12. Has the researcher explained and justified data analysis procedures used
in the study, making it clear how and when data were analyzed?

13. Has the researcher applied data analysis procedures that are systematic
and rigorous?
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.
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If utilized, has the researcher spelled out the role of computer programs
in supporting his or her data analysis?

Has the researcher argued convincingly that his or her data analysis
makes sense given the paradigm, methods, data, and research questions
of the study?

Has the researcher made clear connections between his or her findings
and relevant theory and previous research?

Has the researcher demonstrated how his or her findings are supported
by the data of the study?

Has the researcher written his or her report using a narrative form that
communicates findings clearly?

Has the researcher presented findings that flow logically from his or her
paradigmatic assumptions, methodological orientation, research ques-
tions, data, and analysis?
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Selected Internet Resources

General Resources:

International Institute for Qualitative Methodology
http:/|www.ualberta.cal~iigm/
Founded in 1998, the International Institute for Qualitative Methodol-
ogy is a multidisciplinary institute at the University of Alberta. The site
contains links to journals, conferences, workshops, and ongoing research
at the Institute.

Qualitative Research: University of Colorado at Denver
http://carbon.cudenver.edu/~mryderfitc_data/pract_res.html
This index offers updated links to information on qualitative educational
research, design methodologies, and emerging practices surrounding
information learning technologies.

QualPage: Resource for Qualitative Research
http:/Jlwww.ualberta.cal~jrmorris/qual . html
This page provides links to organizations, interest groups, and resources
related to practicing and teaching qualitative research.

Kerlins.net: Qualitative Research

http:/[kerlins .net/bobbifresearch/qualresearch/
This includes a comprehensive list of resources related to all aspects of
qualitative research. Makes it possible for those interested to explore
Kerlin’s “Getting Started with Nudist” or join the Qualitative Research
Web Ring.

247
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Qualitative Research in Information Systems

http:/Jwww2 .auckland.ac . nz/msisfisworld/
This Web site provides an overview of different philosophical perspec-
tives related to qualitative research, modes of analysis, and data collec-
tion.

MERlin

http://www.merlin.ubc.ca/
Created in 1991, MERIin is the Multimedia Ethnographic Laboratory in
the Faculty of Education at the University of British Columbia.
Researchers at MERIin develop theories and tools for conducting ethno-
graphic inquiry using digital video technologies.

Qualitative Research Resources on the Internet
http:/Jwww.nova.edu/ssss/QR/qualres . html
This site includes papers and other textual resources, syllabi from instruc-
tors responsible for teaching qualitative methods courses, and The Qual-
itative Report electronic journal (see below). It also provides links to
other qualitative web pages and journals.

Sites Related to Grounded Theory:

The Grounded Theory Institute: The Grounded Methodology of Barney G.
Glaser, Ph.D.
http:/Jwww.groundedtheory.com/
This contains information about Dr. Glaser’s work as well as links to
grounded theory resources on the Internet.

Grounded Theory: A Thumbnail Sketch
http:/Jwww.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arp/grounded . html
From Resource Papers in Action Research, this link provides an
overview of the process of grounded theory.

Online Publications:

Action Research International
http:/Jwww.scu.edu.au/schools/gcm/ar/arifarihome . html
Visitors to this site may submit papers to the refereed online journal and
join in an electronic discussion related to issues in action research.

FQS Forum: Qualitative Social Research

http:/Jwww.qualitative-research.net/
A peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary journal for qualitative research, FQS
promotes discussion and cooperation between qualitative researchers
from different social science disciplines in different countries.
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Sociological Research Online

http:/Jwww.socresonline.org.uk/
Sociological Research Online publishes applied sociology, focusing on
theory and methods as they relate to current political, cultural, and intel-
lectual topics.

Social Research Update

http:/fwwaw.soc.surrey.ac.uk/sru/
Published quarterly by the University of Surrey, the purpose of this site
is to help social researchers stay abreast of the latest developments in
social research and data analysis.

The Qualitative Report

http://www.nova.edu/ssss/QR/
The Qualitative Report is a peer-reviewed, on-line journal devoted to
writing and discussion of and about qualitative, critical, action, and col-
laborative inquiry.

Associations and Professional Organizations:

Qualitative Interest Group

http:/www.coe.uga.edu/quig/
From the Department of Education at the University of Georgia, QUIG
sponsors the Annual Conference on Interdisciplinary Studies. Site
makes it possible to review past conference proceedings or join the

QUIG listserv.

Association for Qualitative Research

http:/Jwww.latrobe .edu.au/www/aqr/index. html
Founded in 1997, AQR is an international organization for people inter-
ested in qualitative research. Readers can learn more about their annual
conference and qualitative research journal by visiting this site.

Society for the Study of Symbolic Interactionism
http://sun.soci.niu.edu/~sssi/
SSSI is a social science professional organization of scholars interested in
qualitative, especially interactionist, research. The site provides infor-
mation on annual conferences and current issues in the field.

Software Links:

QSR International

http:/lwww.gsr-software.com/
QSR International’s site provides information about their qualitative
analysis software, including NUD*IST and Nvivo—software packages
designed to help researchers interpret and manage rich data.
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Qualis Research Associates, The Ethnograph v. 5.0
http:/|www.qualisresearch.com/
Home site for the Ethnograph, a software program designed to make the
analysis of qualitative data easier and more efficient. The Ethnograph
handles data in the form of interview transcripts, open-ended survey
responses, field notes, or other text-based documents.

ATLAS.ti—The Knowledge Workbench

http:/Jwww.atlasti.de/
Website for ATLAS.ti, software for the qualitative analysis of large bod-
ies of information. Using “Visualization, Integration, Serendipity and
Exploration (VISE),” ATLAS.ti helps researchers uncover complex
themes in textual, graphic, audio, and video data.
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Protocol Excerpt

October 10—“Schedule Description Protocol”

8:45

9:05

9:09

Enter Classroom. Talked with teacher about staying for the whole
morning and not just during the one-hour taping. She said it was all
right. I made a copy of the “daily schedule” (attached).

I helped Rick finish setting up camera and helped with hanging micro-
phones, then testing them with camera/recorder.

Teacher is making a late start today. She says: “Oh my golly, all my
friends and so many things from their house to share with us.” [She may
be making an excuse for me because she is already off the schedule
which she gave me to copy.] Teacher: “We’re gonna see how many
friends came to this school today. When I call your name, can you think
of a color?” She goes through the roll, and the following is the order of
color words that were given by the children. The only child who did not
respond was Norm: pink, yellow, purple, blue, red, black, orange, red,
pink, green, blue, blue, red, pink, red, green, purple, silver (teacher
praises Stan for naming an unusual color), silver [Mel appears to copy
Stan but doesn’t get the same reaction] purple, blue, purple, blue.

Teacher assigns classroom helpers using helpers chart behind her chair.

She asks the kids to read the names. Sharon calls out (in a loud voice)
all the names to be read [not giving other children a chance to respond].

251
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9:15

9:20

9:22
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The children sing “Today Is Friday.”

[I see Norm sitting off to himself at the edge of the rug. He seems to
be absorbed within himself. When the children do a horse movement
activity—that is, they crawl around the block shelves in a long line—
he is the only one who does not participate].

The teacher describes the activities planned for the day: “In our class-
room today. . . .” The water table is open with red water, which will be
turned into purple water by adding blue. The teacher also announces
that children can write stories down at the block area. She says: “I will
add something new to the block area.” She puts paper and markers and
a little writing tray and says that they can write down what they are
making or have an adult write down what they are doing. She calls it
“Sign Writing.” At the art table, she reminds the children that they
will be doing “Scriggly things and pasting them on a piece of paper.”
[The teacher manages to get each child involved in each of these activ-
ities by keeping a list of who has done what]. She mentions that the
woodworking bench will be open and tells the children that there are
spiders at the science center. She mentions that one spider has been
killed because someone was “looking with his hands and not his eyes.”

Teacher invites the parents and university helpers to get up and move
to their preassigned positions. And she says: “While teachers are get-
ting up, let’s do our poem about new leaves.” The children do move-
ments and recitation while the teacher points to the words on a hand-
made chart.

The children are sent to their centers [based on who is quietest and sit-
ting most erect!]. Taping starts at the block area.

I talked to the teacher about two children who started but are longer
in the group. The one child is Candace, the child of the organizer of
the parent group. The other (Janet) is the only black child. Teacher
assured me that their movement to other days with the afternoon
group was not related to participation in the study. Janet was moved
for “financial” reasons. [Parents couldn’t afford fees or had to work
afternoons!] And apparently Candace was moved because teacher
needed more parent assistance in the afternoon.

Tape is on as I get to block center, and Norm is working alone in the
corner. He is in the corner of the rug next to the wall nearest the
bookshelves. [Norm reminds me of Lester from “outsiders” study—it
would be interesting to focus on him and his interactions with peers.]
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Kenny comes to the rug on the opposite side (near the puzzle/manip-
ulative table), and Kenny sits down and works on a puzzle.

Susan comes to the rug and takes a position close to Norm. I did not
see any exchange. There were no words passed. [I will check the tape
to see if | missed something]. She is sitting two feet from him with her
back turned to him.

Gina comes into the block area. She looks at Susan’s structure and kneels
down [as if to join]. Susan [sensing her reluctance?] says: “Remember, you
know me. Susan, you know me.” No response from Gina.

Susan (after 20 seconds): “Wanna play with me?” Gina: “Yea.” Susan:
“Look what I made.” They begin playing together.

When Susan finishes her structure, she says: “There” [invitation for
Gina to look]. Gina looks but makes no response. Susan repeats:
“There.” Gina: “My ladder keeps falling down.” Gina is putting two
blocks together next to a boxlike structure, and she calls the two
blocks a ladder, and indeed they keep falling. Susan waits and watches
Gina working with her ladder. Then says: “Look.” Gina does not stop,
and Susan again says: “There.” Gina seems to give up on her ladder,
and Susan says: “Look.” This time, Gina looks and smiles. Susan says:
“Want me to do that for you?” Gina puts up her hand and signals that
she does not.

Susan (referring to her structure): “Look what I made all by myself.” Gina,
says: “Oh, oh.” And giggles. Susan says: “It is tall. Wanna make one like
me?” Gina: “I'll make something like this. I'll make a little tiny ladder.”

Susan knocks her structure down accidentally and says: “Oh!” and
both girls giggle.

Kenny has entered the part at the block area occupied by Norm.
Kenny is between Norm and the girls. He turns his attention away
from Norm and joins the girls, rolling a cylindrical block down Susan’s
ramp. Susan protests: “I don’t want these. I don’t want these (blocks).”

Gina [playing off Kenny to tease Susan?] starts flipping blocks onto and
into Susan’s structure. Susan: “You don’t mess up my thing!” Gina:
“Here.” And she puts more pieces into the original structure giggling
[to recover?]. Susan responds: “Thanks, we need that.” Both gitls laugh.
They repeat this four times. Gina continues to lay the blocks on, and
Susan says: “Thanks, we need that.” [There is an undercurrent of con-
flict in this interaction, covered with giggles]. Gina puts pieces down
into Susan’s structure. Susan moves them away, and Gina giggles.
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9:31

9:33

9:36

9:39

9:41

9:42
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Finally, Susan says: “Don’t knock this down.” Gina continues doing it.
Susan turns her back and says: “You can’t see me.” Gina comes around
to face her, and Susan closes up like a ball [strategy to keep Gina from
putting more blocks into her structure]

Gina leaves. Susan puts the little blocks away in their box.

Susan leaves.
Norm is still on his own in his corner.

[This is the first day that Jeffrey has not been in the block area during
the block taping period. I wonder why.]

Norm has constructed a very elaborate structure. We exchange eye
contact briefly, and he goes back to work. [Norm looks unhappy. I see
him talking to himself while he is playing. He seems to wear “higher”
fashion clothing (designer labels) than most kids. He has blond hair.
Ordinary size and features. Clean and neat. He has a “detached” look
in his eyes that troubles me.] Norm, piece by piece, systematically
knocks down his structure. When it is down, he seems to be looking
in the block shelves for something that he doesn’t find. Norm leaves.

Gina and Susan come back again. Gina is still giggling. They are on the
corner of the block area, and Susan points to a doll in the playhouse
area and says: “Looka that baby.” They both head for the playhouse.

Norm, having circled the block shelves, returns to the block area. Sees
a clear plastic purse which he takes down from the table where the
children leave things that they have brought from home to share. He
takes out a chap stick from the clear purse, removes the cap, and then
hides the cap and the chap stick behind the blocks on a lower shelf.
[Interesting that he knows I am watching, but that doesn’t deter him].

Norm leaves the block area.

The camera is off and moving to the playhouse.

Daily Schedule

9:00-9:15 Attendance

Discussion of the new day
Sharing Time—Ilistening to friends



9:15-10:25

10:25-10:30
10:30-10:40
10:40-10:55
10:55-11:25

11:25-11:30
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Free Choice Activities
Directed Free Play including
Discovery Table, Woodworking Bench, Easel
Painting, Sand/Water Play, Reading Center,
Housekeeping Area, Manipulative Activities,
Block Area, Writing Center, Art Area

Cleanup Time (Transition)
Story
Snack (served “family style”)

Large Muscle Time
Gymnasium or Outdoor Activity — Weather Permitting

Preparation for departure
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APPENDIX C

Research Journal Entry

December 13

Second meeting with the teacher. Met at the school to explain the study fur-
ther and to get informed consent signed by her and give her the forms to be
sent home to parents.

I made it clear that I would not record teacher behavior except as a way to pro-
vide context for the children’s peer interactions. I would not interact with the
kids but move around the room taking notes. We agreed that I should not move
too much during the first few observations to let the kids get used to my pres-
ence. She says she will say something to the kids like: “A man is coming. He
wants to find out what we do in kindergarten, will write down what we do.”

She seems comfortable with my coming on a flexible schedule. I told her I
would let her know at least a week ahead when [ would be coming and for
how long. She seems very confident about what she does and how she does
it. She believes in interaction and play. She has refused to use workbooks.
Says, “I’'m a kindergarten teacher—will not think of myself as part of the fac-
ulty.” (She means 1-5 faculty.) “I have established myself (she’s taught K for
20 years) and have never used a workbook and never will. I'll teach the skills
my way.” The assistant superintendent who suggested her thinks she has
widespread community support for doing it her way.

She is interested in teaching the whole child and seems like a strong oppo-
nent of academic kindergarten. Says, “Who cares if a child can read on a
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third-grade level if he doesn’t know how to fasten his zipper,” and she’d rather
have “people who are able to talk with others than smart people who don’t.”
She says she’ll quit if the state goes to all-day kindergarten.

She gave me her schedule, the special programs schedule, and a map of the
school. She volunteered to ask the specials teachers (library, PE., art, and
music) if I can follow the kids to their classes. I need to think about this and
what it means for human subjects.

We set up meeting for both of us to meet with the principal on January 2nd and
set the first two observation days for Tuesday the 8th and Thursday the 10th.

Meeting went very well. She seems to know what the study is about and is
willing to share her classroom. I don’t think she will change a thing because
[ am there. Looks like the morning group is a good choice. She notes that
some kids have “some (peer relations) problems we’ve not worked out.” |
have a good feeling about the teacher and the setting. I’ll need to be careful
not to let my admiration for the teacher’s strong personality and my attrac-
tion to her philosophy of teaching K get in the way of studying how the chil-
dren’s peer interactions actually unfold in her classroom.
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Teacher Interview Transcript

Teacher #63

May 27

I:

Why don’t you start off by talking a little bit about how you became a
kindergarten teacher and why you chose to do that kind of work. Sort of
work history and education history.

OK. I started out going to school for a two-year degree in nursery school
education. Went out and worked in a few nursery schools and had a lot
of student teaching experience, and, over a period of like a year, I decided
[ wanted to go back and get a four-year degree and teach in public
schools. So I returned, I went to State. I got my four-year degree
in early childhood education.

And the two-year degree. Where did you go to school?

Community College. After getting the . . . my degree, I was hired
immediately that fall after I graduated here at Elementary for the
kindergarten position. Eight years ago, and that is where I have been
since—in the kindergarten position.

Did you take time off to have a child? [We had talked about this before
the tape started.]

Yes. Just one year. I left in March. Finished out that school year in sick
time, and I came back. Stayed home a full year on maternity leave; this
is my first year back.
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Have you thought about changing grade levels? Do you like kindergarten?

I love kindergarten. I like the little ones. I think you can do a lot with
them. I have thought about trying first grade. I did student teaching in
first grade and did some extra volunteer time in first grade. I like that,
too. It is a little more involved, work wise. I like having the different
groups of kids, too. In kindergarten you have the morning and afternoon.
You have different groups.

And that is an advantage?

[ like it. It is a lot of kids to work with and a lot of kids to remember. But
[ do like having a different class come in during the day.

That leads me to ask about going to a full day where you would have just
one group. Do you have strong feelings about going to a full-day program?

I have mixed feelings about it. I see so much of the time where there are
large groups of children that I think could not handle a full day because
they have a hard enough time . . . it is maybe like half year before they
can handle just making it through the whole day of school. In this situa-
tion, there are so many children now who are going to nursery school two
years before they even come here so they . . . already have been in school
so much they are comfortable with it. And there are quite a few kids who
could handle a full day easily. But I think if I had my choice, I would have
the first half of the year be a half day and the second half stretched to a
full day. Except that scheduling that many children would really be hard.

But if you were just making the decision for kids, what is best for kids,
that might be a good alternative?

Uh-huh. I think so. When they get to first grade after being in a half a
day kindergarten, they have a lot of trouble stretching it and waiting all
day long. It takes at least a month before the kids can wait till lunch and
can wait till the end of the day.

Could you just take me through what a typical morning looks like in your
classroom? What kind of activities go on? Maybe if you just did that
chronologically through the day.

We start out . . . they come in from the bus, and they have what is called
free time. Where they have centers that are set up in the room, and they
have their choice of working at any one of the centers, the block area, the
playhouse. It is more like a free time for them to choose what they want
and have time to explore the different activities. Some days there are
more specific things set out at the tables. Other days it is just free for
them to choose. And that lasts about 15 to 20 minutes.
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'l let you come back to that. How do you decide what is going to be at
these individual stations or centers?

They usually change in emphasis every so often. Like, the block area is
always there. The easel is always there. The painting. The science center
is always there. | have one table that I will change the emphasis at either
weekly or biweekly. This week it happens to be all rhyming games, so they
were working on different kinds of rhyming games. Last two weeks it was
on simple addition. With all kind of games and different things there for
them to do, in worksheets if they would rather do paper work or what-
ever. Sometimes | would just rather, instead of playing with the block
area or large muscles things, I set things out at the tables like peg-boards
and clay and those kinds of things that they can choose to sit at and do.
They still have the choice out of all that what they want to do, but they
have unlimited table activities.

OK. I'm sorry. Back to the day.

After free time is over, we clean up. We meet together as a whole group.
That is when we do the attendance and we do some music, and songs.

Do that on the rug?

Yes. Up front at the rug. And a lot of records because I'm not good at
singing. So we do a lot of record activity songs. I usually have a story at
that time. And that is where we more or less teach the lesson of the day.
Like if it is going to be a big science lesson, I'll do that then. Or a math
lesson, we’ll do that then. And then I explain what the jobs are for the
day. Today, we had two worksheets and an art project. And each day—
some days it is more involved in art and some days it is heavier on the
worksheets. It depends on what the theme is because I organize my class
by weekly theme. And, I go through each job, and I always have two jobs.
They write their name each day and do a weather calendar, which they
have to cut out and paste onto a calendar, which they have made and
written out themselves. So those are usually done right away. The jobs are
usually done in order, and they do those right away. Also, they have the
choice of doing those on their free time, on their own time. So they can
just get into their jobs right away at work time.

And some students choose to do that?

Yes. Quite a few of them do. It doesn’t . . . the jobs don’t take very long,
so they can do them, and they can get them done with, and they don’t
have to worry about it at work time. They have sometimes five or six jobs.
I have the jobs written on the board, written out. We go over each one,
what it is. I explain, I show it. If it is an art project, I demonstrate it.
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Unless it is something I want them to get following directions, I will just
demonstrate it, and they will go back and do it, or else I just explain the
directions. I explain all the jobs in order that they are supposed to do and
then we ask any questions. We usually go have music, moving around the
room a little bit, come back up front, and then sit down. So they have
gotten two full times, complete going through them. Directions. And
then the children all go back to their assigned tables, and they move
about at their own speed. Usually it is about an hour, sometimes an hour
and 15 minutes, to complete all of the work time. They get their own jobs
from the back shelf where they are located. They go to their own table
and do their own work at their own speed. Most of the time it is in order
on what [ have listed on the board, cause I list them in order of priority.
While they are working at their seats, that is when I begin to call the
reading groups up which I have grouped. I work on . . .

How many groups do you have?

Right now I have three in one class and two in the other. It’s changed
over the course of the year. Sometimes I’'ve combined them, sometimes,
I’ve changed them. One group that I had which was going to first grade,
for a while got to the point where they couldn’t continue on. So now we
bring them back to kindergarten. So I had to make time for them in my
groups, too. Which was just for oral reading now. So I do my calling up
for reading groups. So in addition to their jobs, they are coming back, and
they also have reading groups which they also have a workbook page or
two to do. Then they go back on their own and do it.

So they come to reading groups, and there might be some sort of les-
son there?

Right. It is usually a big book lesson, or this one group that we’re read-
ing with now, they read out of the oral reading and that kind of thing.
And then . . .

And then you might give them some sort of reading activity to go with
the lesson?

Right. Workbook page or an activity. That’s when I have mother helpers
come in. I will have those mothers work on a fishing game or we have
these little plastic objects where there is a sorting game where they will
take certain kids out of that group like two or three kids at time and work
in another area with them on these same skills that we have been doing
in the big book. So that there is reinforcement right away. And work time
continues on until usually 10 or 15 minutes till the end of class. And
sometimes [ finish the day with a story. Sometimes it might be a science
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lesson, or sometimes it might be the math big book if we used that for the
lessons. Something that brings it back up front and ties it all up. Then we
get ready to go home for the bus. That takes 15 minutes right there, get-
ting ready to go home. And that is pretty much a normal day.

Nicely done.
Oh, thank you.

You described it well! When you are making decisions about what to do,
you talk about these different parts of the day, when you are deciding
what is going to happen, when and what particular activities are going to
be done with the reading groups, say, how do those decisions come about?
How do you decide what you are going to do?

You mean the jobs at work time?
Yea.

OK. Well I divide my time into weekly units that I usually stress. Like one
week will be on transportation. And all the activities and resources I have
gathered over the years on transportation, all the books to read or what-
ever stories, I will plug them into those weeks for transportation.

How do you decide to teach transportation at all? Where does that
come from?

From the curriculum. There are certain topics and subjects that have to
be covered in science or social studies, like learning about other cultures.
We learned about children of other cultures, which is in our curriculum
guide. And so to stress that more, we spent a week on Japan. Bringing in
the difference between children in America and children in Japan. The
differences and similarities. We use the curriculum guide. When we fin-
ish certain goals of math, we pass that point, and we go on to the next.
Now we are on simple addition. And those children who have gone that
far will be introduced to the simple addition and will work on that. They
will be doing those projects. There will be just a handful that maybe can’t
do that. Because of the individualized approach at the school, they are
provided with other things they have to do. Extra work with the moms
in small groups.

Tell me more about that. I think the district supervisor called that a con-
tinuous progress approach.

Right.

Describe that. How does that work in your classroom?



264

Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

In the beginning of the year, when the children come in, that is what [ spent
a couple of weeks doing, assessing the children. How much their knowledge
is of letters, say. How many they can recognize, how many they know, cap-
ital, lower case, what the difference is, and then grouping the children
according to that. And those children who have a knowledge of letters will
begin the big book right away and go at a little bit faster pace. Whereas
those who weren’t sure of their letters, didn’t know their letters will start,
will do a lot of preliminary activities learning the difference between a let-
ter and number, whatever. And then begin the big book when they are ready
to start actual learning of the letter name. The math . . . that group goes on
a little bit slower making sure that they absorb it. Get all the . . . before they
go on. Individual progress meaning that if I have a student who comes in
already knowing how to add and subtract, then that child is provided with
a first-grade math program or where they fit into and given activities and
extra help by maybe moms coming in and working with them.

When you described your day, you talked a little bit about having [a] unit
in mind. But as I read the curriculum guide, I don’t remember reading
about units. So how do you connect the objectives in the guide with your
notion of units?

OK. How to explain that? I think the best way is there are a lot of topics
in kindergarten that are covered and that are fun units to do with the kids
and fit into . . . take those units like you are doing seasons and nature . . .
and you find ways to fit the math program into that by doing the count-
ing of seeds or writing skills where you or sequencing skills where you talk
about how a seed grows. You fit all those things into the other categories.
Like you can say this is a math skill, but it fits into seasons and nature.

Do you start with the skill, or do you start with the theme?

I start with the theme because I've got my class so organized that
throughout the year there are different ways different themes go, and cer-
tain topics are just good to cover. A lot of it goes with a lot of social stud-
ies and science units. I used transportation as an example or seasons and
nature. Then you kind of fit into that . . . right now being the end of the
year, we've worked so much on beginning sounds and all that that we’re
trying to work on rhyming. Ending sounds and rhyming. So we have used
this whole week just for thyming words. We do a lot of the rhyming
sounds and everything like that. But I also am reinforcing what we did
last week, which is the math skills and simple addition. And they also are
working on projects like that. So I start with the theme and then I try to
plug in all the activities that will cover math, science, reading in the
same way, handwriting skills, and that sort of thing.
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How do you make sure that you have covered all the objectives? Or is
that one of your goals to cover the objectives?.

I don’t know. I know what the objectives are. I've helped write a lot of
them for one thing. I guess I just know what they are and know what you
have to cover and what has to be introduced or what has to be solid
before they really go on to the first grade, just kind of making sure that
you fit all that in over the course of the year. And with all the different
children at different levels, some you may have doing one activity or one
objective you may have done back in February and you know they have
mastered that. Whereas one child, you are still working on it because
they are still not getting it.

Looking at the report card. You have lots of objectives covering a variety
of subject matter areas. But on the report card it is much more narrow.
And mostly academic kinds of things. There is lots of talk in the philos-
ophy and the general goals about the whole child and social development
and stuff like that, but not much mention about that on the report card.
I’'m wondering, what gets the focus in your classroom, the stuff on the
report card or the stuff in the curriculum guide or is that . . . ?

Well, this is personal opinion because I . . . the report card that I work
with, I mean, I use it. There is one whole side that is social skills. Listen][s]
attentively, completes tasks, and things like that. What I will do is mark
a lot of those, and yet in my comments, maybe stress a little bit more what
that child needs to do socially to be able to be ready. He needs to stay on
task longer or concentrate on taking responsibility to finish his own work
or things like that. So you can stretch that out in the comments. As far
as the academic part goes, I have also added to that, I will write in there
a lot of different skills that we do that are in our curriculum guide that is
not included as a specific skill on the report card. For instance, when
math is very general, and where I think they should be able to build sets
of objects matched to numbers . . . that is not even listed in the math,
and [ think that is an important skill, and I will write that in where there
is room provided.

For each child or particular children?

Most of those things I do put in for each. But as far as the reading, I have
individualized it according to what that child is reading because I have
had several kids who were reading at the first-grade level and some just
beginning at the first-grade level, some that still haven’t gotten all the
letters. So there are so many different levels that I have kind of individ-
ualized the reading aspect of the report card.
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Do you think . . . or do you know if other teachers in this system are doing
this same kind of adaption that . . . the kinds of things you are doing?

I don’t know for sure that all of them . . . [ know a few do. And I think
you almost have to.

Tell me why you have to?

Because the philosophy of the school system is an individualized
approach, which would mean that either you have to show and provide
for that child and what they are doing and let them know if they are pro-
gressing or if they are at satisfactory level. It is no set grade—needs help
or progressing or satisfactory. And then if you give them an N for needs
help, explain why and what kind of help they need. Then that is when
you provide that for them.

A couple of times you have mentioned something called the “big book.”
Can you tell me what that is?

Right. That is the Houghton Mifflin reading program. It comes with two
big books teaching you letters and sounds. It’s just simply a huge book that
you set on the table, and the children sit on the floor and work with the
big book. They also have what we call a “practice book.” It’s a workbook
that goes along with the page, but it is not the one that has the exact same
page on it, so they are not reinforced with the exact same page. It’s the
same skill, but it is different pictures and everything on it so that they are
using that skill that they just did at the big book and transferring it over
into something concrete with . . . at their seat or with the group.

Can you think of a particular example of how a lesson might go and what
the reinforcement might be?

Say they are teaching the letter B. They have what is the magic picture.
They have the letter B printed over the black and white picture of a boot.
Because B begins with boot. They would have to take their crayons . . .
at the big book, we talk about the big book page first, and they’ll have
that B, boot there and there will be five or six things, some will begin
with B, and some don’t. And then the children will have to listen to the
sentences and find out what makes sense with what I say and begins with
B. And then we find those pictures on the page. Well, then they would
go back . . .

Then there would be several choices?

Right. There would be some that begin with B and some that would not.
Then we go back to our seats, and sometimes we do it in a group. They
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would have to just look at that page. It also has the magic picture B up in
the corner. But all the other pictures would be different pictures. So that
they would have to look at their own book and name all these other pic-
tures and find what begins with B and mark those. Because they would be
totally different pictures than what were on the big book. So they would
be practicing the sound itself.

So you might spend one period on B or several periods on B and then
revisit B later?

Right. I will reinforce that besides what we do in the big book. Like the
job at the work time the next day might be a worksheet on the letter B—
cutting and pasting worksheet. Or it might be a group project where they
take a poster board and write down a letter B on the top, and they have
to cut out of magazines all the things that begin with B and paste them
on. Different projects like that.

We're starting to hear now of children failing kindergarten. How do you
respond when you hear that phrase: failing kindergarten?

We don’t hear that too much. I do have several that need to be retained or
we are suggesting that be retained. We don’t enforce that. We let the par-
ents have the final decision. I think a lot of it, too, and that is just speak-
ing from our area, a lot of these students go to nursery school, and they
have been in nursery school one or two years, and they come to kinder-
garten, and they have been working on papers for so long, and those stu-
dents who don’t have that advantage of having been to nursery school
are . . . come in behind the others. Now they are at a level where they are
just ready to begin, but because they have not had all these extra experi-
ences before, they are found to be behind the others. And it seems that if
they come in behind, they stay behind all year long. If I think of one exam-
ple I have been concerned with now, I find that is the same way. This child
has had absolutely no experiences before this except television and has not
worked or played with groups of kids before he came to kindergarten. And
this has been just such a stimulating environment for him and more in tune
to the active social part of it than any academics, and now he is really far
behind academically. He didn’t have a nursery school to practice letters and
numbers and didn’t have the practice at home with family members to do
that with them. So now we are finding out he is really far behind, but
before he can go on to our first-grade program, because of the way it is set
up, it is being suggested that he be retained a year.

“It’s being suggested” means that you are suggesting it? And is the princi-
pal involved in that?
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Yes. Yes he is.
[s there a conference with the parent?

Several times through the course of the year, we have had conferences.
Especially after report card with the mother explaining to her where he
stands and what needs to be done, and now we’ll have this last confer-
ence, which will be today and how . . . we’re making this strong sugges-
tion. She has another one coming up, and we don’t know what her deci-
sion will be.

What do you predict, though?

Well, she’s half sounded like she doesn’t want to keep him home. In fact,
this is one child I suggested at the beginning of the year . . . wait a year before
coming. Don’t stay in kindergarten. And she simply said, if I take him out,
he’ll only sit and watch T.V., so why should I? And I said, in that case, you
are right that he will get the social skills that he needs here for a year. But
then you have to prepare them for the fact that there is the possibility of
retention because another year might just be what he needs to pick up all
those academics and then start next year being able to pick up on those
other important things. Constant conferencing throughout the year.

Maybe you have already answered this. Let me ask again. If you . . . think
about this child you have just described whose . . . has been unsuccessful,
can you compare what is different about—is this a little boy?

Yes.

Can you compare what is different about this little boy and another child
who has been very successful in your class? What are the differences
between those two kids?

Probably the social skills and getting along with others would be one.
Whereas the child who should be retained is still so socially more aggres-
sive, more on the active things, doesn’t like to sit down and do.

He would rather be up throwing airplanes. [I observed this earlier, while
she was teaching.]

Right. Rather than sitting down at the table and completing something.
Maybe after one whole worksheet, he is exhausted and can’t go on any-
more. Physically can’t do it or just mentally is done. Whereas another child
who is successful, you can see the progress. Maybe at the beginning of the
year, it was easier for them to maybe do two jobs before they would have to
get up and move or do any kind of moving activity. Or sitting in a group,
listening attentively instead of focusing their attention on me and what I'm
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doing in the story, they are playing with little things on the floor or draw-
ing lines or strings on the carpet or things like that. Their attention span is
a lot shorter for the unsuccessful child. And the progress made during the
course of the year would be slower. Instead of in a couple of months in
school to be able to stay on task more and needing less of the active type
of thing, at this point in time still needing the active moving around.

What is it about the child that makes him need that?

I think a lot of it is experience. I know a lot of it, too, is age. A lot of the
younger children are like that when they come in. I can’t say that as a
general rule because I have seen the exceptions to that. Where it is the
young child who comes in and happens to be ready, has had more expe-
rience, more reactive in being able to do lots of different types of things.
Not the kind of child that has been put outside to play all day and that is
it. Has had experience with books, with maybe sitting down with other
children at a table and coloring together. Or things like that that they
have had more experience at.

OK. Let me shift gears here. Think in broad terms about functions of
kindergarten. Why do you think we have kindergarten? What is the pur-
pose of kindergarten?

What is . . . as I see it now or what I think it is? . . . should be?
Both. What do you think it is, first?

I think the purpose is to prepare for first grade. Getting ready to be able
to handle the work load, because that is so important, like right here in
our system. Getting that child ready and used to the fact that they are
going to have to share with other kids. They are going to have to keep
within a time frame, which is very difficult for these little ones to do.
Keep in a time frame to do their certain jobs, or even today I discovered
in keeping in a time frame to eat their lunch. You can’t sit and talk all the
time. You have to eat your lunch and get it done with. And that kind of
thing, keeping within a time frame, building responsibility to be able to
take care of themselves and follow through on a lot of things on their
own without constant teacher guidance, working in large group situa-
tions. A lot of times they have not been exposed to that. Where they are
just 1 of 25 instead of being just 1 of 3 in the family. That type of thing.
Here, in , it is very much that. [ think a lot of it is academics, too,
getting them learning the basics, the letters, the sounds, the basics of
math, the numbers, the simple addition, getting ready for that first-grade
program, which is going to start them out pretty quickly. So I think that
is basically what it is for, to get them ready.
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What should it be?
Well, I'm an old fan . . . think the kids need some time to play. I think that

although you can fit academics in and do a lot of this stuff, you need to also
leave them time to be free, to have the free time to enjoy the other activ-
ities that there are. Otherwise there would be no sense in having blocks in
the kindergarten or the playhouse. They need some free time to be able to
work and play socially with other children in small group situations where
they could choose the people they want to be with and choose what they
want to play with. And then I also think the academics are important.
Maybe not quite as far as we go except maybe for those children who are
ready for it. Maybe, there might be a handfull of five or eight kids in a class
that need to go on in math because they are so ready for it, but if they don’t,
it is not good to hold them back. So you should be allowed to time the
opportunity to let those kids go on with their simple addition or whatever.
But to try to make that something that everybody learns, I'm not sure that
is right either. The skill levels between . . . in one kindergarten class is so
broad, like from two to seven year old. That is a lot.

Sounds like it. You've been involved with kindergartens for eight years,
you say. Could you characterize the changes you have seen in kinder-
garten programs you have seen in that period of time?

A lot more publicity as far as getting children ready. There [are] always
articles out, and a lot of topics and speakers are presented about readiness
and what is really readiness and when is a child ready. And how do you
deal with that? A lot more preschool programs as far as maybe going into
all-day kindergartens and those types of things. Whether a school system
should or shouldn’t. And I've seen people on both sides of the fences for
that. Teachers who have taught and teachers who haven’t taught it and
who have real strict ideas about it. A lot more about the nursery schools.
A lot more around here, the nursery schools are cooperating with the
public schools, finding out what kind of printing we teach in order to
teach printing that way for their students. That type of thing.

What about the experience for kids? What's different for kids this year as
compared to the first year you taught? Are there differences?

You mean the experiences they come to?

Yea. What happens to them during the day? Is that about the same now
as then?

I think there [are] more of the students who come from many years in
day-care centers. I have a lot of students that are bussed back and forth
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between day-care centers, have working families, very professional fami-
lies, mothers and fathers both involved in a lot of work, long hours. And
there is not as much family activity going on as there used to be, I don’t
think. I had a lot more families and mothers and fathers involved in the
classroom before. Now because they are working here or they’re working
there or they belong to this club that meets on Tuesday’s and they can’t
come that day. That type of thing. There is not as much family involve-
ment as there used to be.

The curriculum, how has that changed?

When we wrote the curriculum a couple of years back, there really
hadn’t been one previously to that. There had not been anything set
on paper with what kindergarten was teaching. It was just kind of
understood. So we sat down and wrote that curriculum. We sat down,
this group of kindergarten teachers, and decided what types of things
in each area needed to be covered. It tried to cover all the different
areas. Then when they transferred over to these new courses of study
that are being written, I don’t see a whole lot of change. I think that
they have included all that needs to be included, stretching that whole
gamut of skills.

What do you think . . . if you project down the road . . . what do you think
is going to happen to kindergartens in say five years?

I see more of the all-day kindergartens. I see kindergarten turning into
more of the academic atmosphere. If you think back, they talk about how
kindergarten is not what it used to be. It used to be all just play, and now
it is so much academic. Down the road, it could be very well it could end
up being more of a first-grade program, an accelerated program, especially
in an area like this one where there are a lot of professional people, and
these students have more experience knowing about NASA and the
space program. That kind of thing.

How do you feel about that more academic side of . . .

[ think it is a little too much pressure on the child. I really do. Right away
the first questions you are getting in September are, “Do they have to
read? When will they be reading?” It’s like, slow down, let them be kids.
They are only five years old, and while I can see what their concern is and
yet I keep trying to tell myself, he’ll do it when he is ready. And yet as a
parent you want your child to be going on and doing the next thing. I can
understand their point of view. But I think there is a lot of pressure on
those little ones to keep up with everybody else. And I think it is very
hard for them.
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One more different kind of question. Just one more. You’re doing great,
too. OK. What qualities do you see as important for kindergarten teach-
ers! What makes a good kindergarten teacher?

First of all, you have to love a small child. You have to be able to look at that
child and have to understand that they are just a child. They are not a small
adult. I think that is important. I think you have to understand the devel-
opment of a small child because if you don’t know how a child develops and
in what stages they do certain things, then you really have a hard time key-
ing into where they are at and what they are able to accomplish. You have
to have a lot of patience, which I tell my husband now with our little one.
You have to have the patience to understand that if that is something they
are not ready to do right now, you are not going to force them to do it at that
time. And you have to be able to share in their excitement when they do
do something that they have been trying for weeks, like tying their shoes—
a simple thing like that. A lot of the teachers in the upper grades say, “How
can you teach it? I can’t stand that. Buttoning and zipping their coats for
them.” That kind of thing. But I think you have to have that kind of
patience because they are just tiny children, and I think you have to under-
stand that. Kind of remember that no matter what you are doing with them.

If you were making a comparison between kindergarten teachers as a
group, if that is possible, and fourth-grade teachers, what are the differ-
ences between those two. Are there differences?

Probably in the dealings with the children, I would say kindergarten teach-
ers are more actively involved with each child, step by step on how they do
things. Whether it is learning how to share with somebody else, they have
to be involved in that. Whereas fourth-grade teachers maybe assume more
of giving a child direction, and they will carry through on their own. More
responsible for themself. Whereas I think kindergarten teachers have to
realize that these kids aren’t quite responsible for themselves. They have to
be guided more, and they have to be given the opportunity to explore more
different areas. And I think those teachers know, the teachers of older chil-
dren know that and kind of build on the child’s independence. I don’t
know. I've never taught fourth grade. I imagine that to be the difference.

That’s great! Thanks for talking with me. Like I said, I’ll be sending you
a copy of what we find out once all the interviews are done. Anything
else you want to add before I turn off the machine?

No, I think that about covers it.

Thanks again.
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Master Outline for Dissertation Findings
(Hatch, 1984, pp. 145-46)

Social Goals

A. Affiliation Goal Domain

1. Ways to Make Contact
a. Direct Requests
b. Conversation Openers
c. Nonverbal Entry

2. Ways to Check on Standings with Peers
a. Direct Requests
b. Indirect Requests

3. Ways to Express Feelings of Affection and Belonging
a. Direct Expressions
b. Effusive Expressions
c. Cooperative Expressions
d. Expressions of Loyalty and Sympathy
e. Physical Expressions

B. Competence Goal Domain
1. Ways to Request Evaluation
a. Direct Requests
b. Indirect Requests

273



274 Doing Qualitative Research in Education Settings

2. Ways to Respond to Evaluation
a. Offensive Responses
b. Laughing It Off Responses
c. Disclaiming Responses
d. Denial Responses
e. Avoidance Responses
f. Acceptance Reponses

C. Status Goal Domain
1. Ways to Practice Self-Promotion
a. Personal Superiority Promotions
b. Associative Superiority Promotions
2. Ways to Respond to Self-Promotions
a. One-upsmanship Strategies
b. Bandwagon Strategies
c. Challenging Strategies
d. Ignoring Strategies
e. Accepting Strategies
3. Ways to Put Others Down
a. Pointing Out Inadequacies
b. Expressing Condescension
c. Name Calling
d. Ordering
e. Threatening
f. Intimidating
g. Rubbing It In
4. Ways to Respond to Put-Downs
a. Denial Strategies
b. Logical Strategies
c. Offensive Strategies
d. Covering Strategies
e. Ignoring Strategies
f. Sympathy-Seeking Strategies
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