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Qualitative Research Methods: An Introduction

Introduction

Emerging as a separate field in the 1940’s, Educational Technclogy drew upon theory bases
from psychology, learning, and perception. The field was derived primarily from behavioral
and cognitive psychology, and consequently based its seminal research on strict experimental
models appropriate to the early questions and hypotheses developed. Media was tested
experimentally, and found (at the time) to be effective.

In the forty years of research that followed, the same experimental paradigm predominated.
New miedia were tested against old, characteristics of learners and specific media were
compared, and relationships between learners and media were explored, all using various
accepteda experimental designs.

More recently, the field has broadened its definition to inciude instructional design, media
analysis, and learner attitudes among other topics. Researchers are asking a variety of new
rjuestions, many of which would be difficult to examine using traditional experimental
methods.

Background and Rationale

Currently, most of the published scholarship in educational technology has been based upon
experimental and descriptive stuies. The leading researchers, those who train future scholars
in research methods, have only ‘ecently begun to accept a full range of research methodologies
for educational technology. Cousequently, educational technology journals publish few studies
based upon non-experimental designs. Since reports of alternate methodologies are few,
researchers in educational technology have only the models of research reports in other fields
to assist them in research design and reporting.

The experimental "bias” in educational technology has been questioned by many researchers
seeking to expand the areas of scholarship in the field. Becker (1977) recommended alternate
methodologies to approaching educational technology research. Cochrane, et al. (1980)
suggested that researchers base new areas of inquiry on "the ethnography of situations in which
people use visual materials (an anthropological approach)” (p. 247). They stressed the
importance of recognizing that visual learning is a cultural phenomenon and should be studied
with techniques and analyses appropriate to cultural processes. Heinich (1984) in his N.I.E,
funded ten year review paper encouraged researchers to engage in more ".aturalistic” inquiry.
"Through the use of naturalistic inquiry, I am sure we will discover important factors ... that
have been ignored too long ..." (p. 84). Heinich also argued that such research should be
encouraged in dissertation work and should be more disciplined and more perceptive than
experimental studies. ‘

Alternative methodologies would lead the field of educational technology to new questions, and
to often ignored areas such as the impact of educational technologies on social relationships
and educational institutions. Kerr (1985) suggested that methods drawn from sociology, policy
sciences, and anthropology could "shed new light on problems that have traditionally been
approached using psychological research methods” (p. 4). Kerr felt that asking new questions
in less traditional ways was critical to the future of education.
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This growing need for studies that do not appear to fit the traditional experimental paradigm
has been recognized. Yet training of researchers continues in the traditional vein.
Coursework provides extensive knowledge and experience primarily in experimental research
studies (of the traditional, single variable, hypothesis testing variety).

The overall goal of this qualitative research workshop was to balance that training and to
prepare students to undertake non-traditional, yet still rigorous research. The specific purposes
that supported this goal were as follows:

1. To acquaint students with the realm of noncausal naturalistic inquiry and its
relation to hypothesis testing research, in the context of philosophy of
science;

2. To enable students to raise noncausal issues in development and evaluation

and discuss ways of investigating these issues via nontraditional paradigms;

3. To enable students to analyze ongoing research in education that does not
conform to the traditional paradigms;

4. To give students practice in conceptualizing research questions that do not
conform to the traditional paradigms and in designing appropriate studies for
investigating these questions; and

5. To provide a forum for proposing and discussing additional and alternative
types of research that may appear warranted by growing research needs in
education.

Workshop topics included:

Background to Qualitative Research-Why and How it has been taught
Types of Qualitative Research (among many)-Definition/Examples

Case Study

Ethnography

Grounded Theory/Phenomenology

Narrative Inquiry

Others (Semiotic, Critical Inquiry)
Topics for Educational Technology research - Selecting appropriate method
Data Gathering Techniques

Interview

Observation

Participant-Observation

Document Review, Literature analysis

-Practice data gathering activity and discussion

Problems and Concerns

Analysis

Writing and reporting

Validity and Reliability

Absence of "Rules” for reporting
Questions and Discussion
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QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: DEFINITIONS

Case Study: a research strategy used "when 'how’ or ‘'why' questions are being
posed, when the investigator has little control over events, and
when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some
real-life context" (Yin, 1989, p. 13).

Ethnography: "the art and science of describing a group or culture” (Fetterman,
1539, p. 11).

Holistic ethnography: used "to describe and analyze all or part of a culture
or community by describing the beliefs and practices of the group
studied and showing how the various parts contribute to the
culture as a unified, consistent whole" (Jacob, 1987, p. 10).

Ethnography of communication: also referred to as "microethnography" and
“constitutive ethnography,” this strategy focuses "on the patterns of
social interaction among members of a cultural group or among
members of different cultural groups” (Jacob, 1987, p. 18).

Cognitive anthropology: also called "ethnescience” and "new ethnography,”
this method is used to study culture in mentalistic terms. "The
approach seeks to understand participants' cultural categories and
to identify the organizing principles that underlie these categories"
(Jacob, 1987, p. 22).

Grounded Theory: the development of theory "from the bottom up (raather
than from the top down), from many disparate pieces of collected

evidence that are interconnected"” (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, pp31-
32).

Phenomenology: a process of inquiry used to "understand the meaning of
events and iiteractions to ordinary people in particular
situations....Phenomenologists believe that multiple ways of
interpreting experiences are available to each of us through
interacting with others, and that it is the meaning of our
experiences that constitutes reality" (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992, p.
34).

Critical Inquiry: a mode of inquiry that “focuses on criticism in the sense of art

and literary criticism models within the humanities" (Hlynka and
Belland, 1991, p. 6).
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Semiotic Approach: an approach to inquiry that transcends objectivist and
relativist perspectives by recognizing inquiry into meaning as
distinct from inquiry into truth. Thus, “rather than pretending that
a theory explains research findings once and for all, educators need
to work just as hard on determining how to understand these
results in relation to the vast and complex network of codes that
underlie and inform the educational and larger culture" (Shank,
1992,. p. 203).

Policy Research: "the process of conducting research on, or analysis of, a
fundamental social problem in order to provide policymakers with
pragmatic, action-oriented recommendations for alleviating the
problem" (Majchrzak, 1984, p. 12).

Participatory Action Research: a research strategy in which “some of the
people in the organization or community under study participate
actively with the professional researcher throughout the research
process from the initial design to the final presentation of results
and discussion cf their action implications" (Foote Whyte,
Greenwood, and Lazes, 1991, p.20).

[Please note that these approaches to qualitative inquiry are not all mutually
exclusive.]
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Qualitative Research Workshop

Readings on Qualitative Research
An Annotated Bibliography

Phyllis Baker
Northern Illinois University

All of the books listed below involve discussions of qualitative research in general and
ethnography in particular. The most beneficial aspect of each book is highlighted. Ultimately this
information will be utilized to describe and support my intended study and research design.

Smith, M. & Glass, G. (1987). Research and evaluation in education and the social sciences.
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall.

This book provides a nice overview of qualitative research. The authors note that "the
aim of naturalistic research is to understand the persons involved, their behavior and perceptions,
and the influence of the physical, social, and psychological environment or content on them"
(Smith & Glass, 1987, p. 257). Included in the review is a differentiation between qualitative and
quantitative research.

The most relevant information included in the book is a method to critique qualitative
research. The authors note that because of the variety in qualitative studies specific guidelines
cannot be assigned. However, certain issues regarding evaluation of qualitative research can be
applied.

These issues are:

1. Time spent collecting data - This is a primary control that needs to be assessed.
If time is restricted more data needs to be collected from alternate sources.

2. Access tc_data - The quality of the relationship determines the ability to access
data.

3. Naturalness of the data - The ideal study portrays a case as realistically as
possible.

4. Researcher self-criticism - The researcher should identify his preconceptions and
biases,

5. Logical validity - There should be carefully reasoned connections between the
descriptive data if conclusions are drawn.

6. Confirmation - Systematic efforts to check hypotheses with alternatives should
be made.

7. Descriptive adequacy - Methods of conducting the study should be adequately

and thoroughly described.

8. Significance - The study should address a theoretically important question in a
manner which can be answered.
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Hutchinson, S, (1988). Education and Grounded Theory. In Sherman, R. & Webh, R.
(Eds.). ualifative rescarch in education; Focus and methods. London: The
Fulmer Press,

This book consists of a series of essays that address different aspects of qualitative
research.  Essays include topics related to the historical, philosophical, educational and
biographical aspects. However, the article by Hutchinson discusses grounded theory "which is
concerned with theory generation, rather than verification, through discovery of what the world
appears to be to participants and through an analysis of those perceptions, of the basic social
processes und structures that organize the world” (p. 3). Hutchinson (1988) notes that "educators
need the freedom offered by grounded theory to intelligently and imaginatively explore the social
psychological consequences of school life" (p. 127).

The essays describe the method for conducting this research. The researcher collects,
codes and analyzes data at the same time. The importance and manner of coding the data is
identified. It is essential to understand the nature of data collection in order that emerging
concepts can be identified and clarified.

This would be an essential essay to review when establishing the research design. "Rich
and complex data can be analyzed systematically, yielding a final product that is theoretically
sound and can be put to practical use” (p. 138).

Eisner, E. (1991). The enlightened eve, qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of
educational practice, New York: Macmillan Publishing Co.

This is an excellent book which has as its emphasis the relationship between qualitative
thought and human understanding. The author thoroughly analyzes qualitative inquiry within the
context of the educational setting. "If qualitative inquiry in education is about anything, it is about
trying to understand what teachers and children do in the settings in which they work" (p. 11).

It would be difficult to identify an aspect of this text which would prove most relevant,
The text addresses all aspects of qualitative research in 2 meaningful way. It could easily serve
as a textbook on qualitative inquiry.

The last chapter identifies problems often faced by doctoral students utilizing this method
for their dissertations. The author supports qualitative research for dissertations which investigate
educational practice.

The creation of new visions of educational inquiry can not only broaden the
ways in which we study schooling, but even more important, can expand our
conception of human cognition and help us develop new forms of pedagogical
practice.

Sudman, L (1991). Interviewing as qualitative research. New York: Teachers College,
Columbia University.

This is an essential reference book for anyone considering interviewing as a means of data
collection. The purpose of using interviews is described along with establishment and correct

selection of participants.

A successful interview is not easily conducted. Therefore, the chapter on techniques is
extremely beneficial. The author acknowledges that interviewing skills can be learned and

2
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developed, The concepts of listening skills, timing, clarifying and appropriate types of questioning
are all discussed.

The author’s purpose is to define the essential elements of an interview in order that the
strength of this technique can be achieved. "In-depth interviewing’s streagth is that through it we
can come to understand the detail of people’s experierice from their point of view” (p. 103).

Bogdan, R. & Biklen, S. (1992). Qualitative rescarch for education. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

This book serves as an introduction to qualitative research. It covers the historical
evolution of this type of research and proceeds to address various kinds of qualitative research.
One of the nicest aspects of this book is the authcr’s use of examples to illustrate data analysis.

The chapter on writing up the research is very helpful. 1t addresses the problem of how
to begin through getting started and actually completing the written manuscript. This would be
especially helpful when attempting to write either a dissertation or research for publication.

Goetz, J. & LeCompte, M, (1984). Ethnography and gualitative design in educational
research, San Diego: academic Press, Inc.

This book deals strictly with ethnographic research in the educational setting. It begins
with a detailed description of educational ethnography. The authors note that "the purpose of
educational ethnography is to provide rich, descriptive data about the contexts, activities and
beliefs of participants in educationa! settings” (p. 17).

The chapter which addresses the assessment of the research design is very helpful. A
discussion of quality control, credibility, reliability, validity and evaluation of the design is
included in this chapter, It would prove very useful in the development of the research design.

Eisner, E. & Peshkin, A, (1990). Qualitative inquiry_in_education. The continuing cehate.
New York: Teachers College Columbia University.

This book includes a serics of essays that address the relevance of fualitative research
in education. Most of the articles are centered around the topics of generalizability and validity,
since these are aspects of qualitative research which are often subject to criticism.

However, the series of articles concerning ethical issues in qualitative research is of
utmost importance. This is an area that is often not covered comprehensively in a standard
textbook. The novice researcher, especially, needs to be aware of all of the ethical considerations
which must be addressed. "... there is a multifaceted, overlapping complex of potential ethical
issues in every dimension of their work that they need to become sensitive to if they are to be true
to their conmitment to a human science” (p. 296). It is essential to read these articles before
initiating a research project.

Strauss, A. (1987). Qualitative analysis for social scientists. New York: Cambridge University
Press.

This book deals primarily with the analysis of qualitative data. The one area that is
covered more specifically in this book is the use of integrative diagrams as a means of making

data come together. This proves useful as a method of sequencing data in order to analyze it
fully.




The other interesting area of this book is the chapter of questions and answers. This
chapter alone proves valuable to a neophyte researcker because it poses many questions that
automatically come to mind.

Spradley, J. & McCurdy, D. (1972). The cultural experience, ethnography in a complex
society. Chicago: Science Research Associates.

This book addresses the concept of ethnography. The explanations of ethnographic
research are unique. The authors first explain the ideas of cultural meaning, experience and
description. These chapters are easily understood.

However, the most relevant part of this book is the series of ethnographic case studies.
These provide the reader with an understanding of the procedures for conducting ethnographic
research.

In summary, the preceding bibliography covers the entire realm of qualitative research.
Everything from the historical evolution to the present day criticisms has been addressed. It
would be beneficial for anyone beginning a qualitative research project to review the books
highlighting the aspects specific to the chosen research design.
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