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Inthisartide wereporton our qualitative study invaving e ghtindividual s hired to
transari be research tapes in university contexts. We consider issues of data analysis
and data trusbaorthi ness and thei mpli cati ons for both when transai ptionis assigned to
someone other than the researdher. We explore the challenges transaribers faced
completing thel rwork, transai ptionded sions they madein sity, and theeffects of the
transaibers degree of investmentin the research on the transari pts produaced. We
highlightthe nead for researchers to adknowledge transai ption as animportantaspect
of the research process and take seriously the ded sion of who transaibes.
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Cetartid e offre un compte-rendu d' une éude quali tati ve concernant hui tindividus
embaudhés pour transari redes cassettes de recherchedans un contexte universitaire
N ous étudionsla probl ématiquedel’anal ysedes données, delafiabilittdesdonnéeset
du rdequdlesjouentdans la transari ption acoomplie par quelqu und' autrequele
cherdheur. N ous explorons les défis auxque s les préposés ala machine a transaire
fontfacedanslaréalisationdeleur travail, dansleursdédsionsin situ etles effets sur
la ransaiption finale de leur niveau d'investissement dans |la recherche N ous
soulignons e besoin que les dcherdheurs reconnaissent la transai ption comme un
aspectimportantdu proaessus de recherdhe etde prendreau sérieux le choi x de aaux
qui fontlatransaiption

Mots-dés: transaiption, méthodo ogie qualitative fiabilite des données, entrevues,
assistants derecherdhe

The use of qualitative methodd ogy in educational contexts has grovwn
tremendously in the last few decades. | n education faculties both
professors and students are turning to qualitative methoddogies to
i Nterrogate questions of practics, and other areas of educational import
(Page 2001). In partiaular, educational researchers use various forms
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ofinterviewing as a primary method of data adllection, and transaipts
as a means of re/presenting that data in text H owever, transaiption
issues are seldom addressed in reports of qualitative research or in
discussions of qualitative methodologies. Given that transaripts,
although twice removed from the original conversations recorded, are
texts central t analysis, itis surprising that litle attention has been
paid 1 the transaiption proasss (Lapadat, 2000). For the most part,
‘ransari pti on conti Nnues 1 be considered a medhani cal dhore (A gar, 1996
Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999). The lack of attention paid to the process is
rdated, atleast partialy, t percgptions that transaiption is merdy a
matter of transferring what was captured on tape to text, a perasgption
entrenched in the fiedld. Connected to this notion of transferenceis the
assumpti on that a one-to-one correspondenaces oaaurs bebween the tape
and text, that transaibers have captured the reality of the recorded
conversationin thetransaipt (G reen, Franquiz, & Dixon, 1997, Mishler,
1991). Such posi ti vi stassumpti ons support the acoeptance of transai pts
as authoritative texts that hdd certain truths, and maintain that the
accuracy of transcripts is dictated by the ability of the person
transaibing to sustain an ojective stanca

Methods of turni ng talk i nto text have been addressed in theliterature
in multple ways that cross disdplinary boundaries (L apadat &
Lindsay, 1999 Ochs, 1979 ten Have 1997). In our research on
transaiption, we aitique the naive realism that leaves unquestioned
the possibility of an olj ective transariber, and ignores the complexities
of transaiption, which resemble more the work of translaton than
thatof transferenae (K valg 1996 L apadat& Lindsay, 1999 Pdand, 1995
Tilley, 2003a). We argue with Lapadat and Lindsay and others that
transcaription is an interpretive act from whicdh arises " analytic and
theoretical issues that are inherent in any form of representation’
(Mishler;, 1991, p. 277).

A Ithough schdars have paid some attention to the complexities of
this interpretive proasss, they have made scant mention of the fact that
researchers and/or interviewers are frequently not the ones completing
the transari ption task; therefore other people often hired for the task,
influence what appears in text and what researchers use for analysis.

Inthisaride wereporton a study that exami nes the experiences of
individuals hired to transaribe research tapes in university contexts.”
Partdpants recruited were graduate students hired as research
assistants (RA s) orindividual s nolonger students buthired to complete
transaiption work on an individual contract basis. Questions central
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to this study induded: What is the relation between the transaiption
proosss and trusbworthiness of data? What are the implications for
researdher’s analysis when the work of transaription invad ves another
person? A nd t whatdegree does the transaiber’s leve of inva vement
in the research affect the transaipts produced?

Throughout this artide we indude extensive quotes from our
partid pant-transcribers to provide more than our words as re/
presentations of what was said. | n addition to assigning pseudonyms
to transaibers, we have changed identifying information to maintain
anonymity and confidentiality. We edited transcript excerpts for
purposes of darity, taking care inas mudh as possible not to affectour
partidpants intended meanings. For example we chose to delete
extensive repetition of words such as "uni’ and "ah" and repetitive
phrases, and to edit for tense agreement for ease of reading. We
acknowledge the limitations of dipping snipping and _juxtaposing
quotes to re/present our partidpants retaling of their experiences;
however, we bdieve the picture constructed has much to tal.

THE RESEARCH PROJECT
Participants

All eight partidpant-transcribers in this study were hired for
transcription work completed at Canadian universities. The
transaibers were invdved in a range of research prgects, from simall
studies with one prindpal researcher to large externally funded
prg ects conducted by a research team T he extent of their inva vement
in the research prgects varied. Some transari bers transaribed research
tapes only, others wereintricatdy tied to many aspects of the research
aonducted and fdtinvested in the prgect Variatons existed on both
these situations,

D ata

I nterviews served as the primary data for our research. Each
part d pant-transcriber took partin two in-depth, open-ended
interviews that we audio taped (Fontana & Frey, 2000 Holway &
Jefferson, 1997, Merriam, 1998). Our interview questions, foaused on
the transaribers experiences of transaription work, reflected our
interests in uncovering the ways in which individuals transaibing
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tapes influenced the transari pts constructed. We also wrote fidldnotes
(Sanjek, 1990) after each interview to contextualize the interview
experienaeand to record i nformati on often notcaptured onthetape A's
wall, we kept methodology journals to document and aitique our
process, note our frustrations, store analytic thoughts, and write
recommendations.

Our Transcription Practi ces

When designing our study, we were cognizant that our research
questions addressed issues that we needed to consider in our own
researdh pracice We did notisd ate the emphasis on transaiption and
its ties to trustworthiness of data as a topic of research for the prgect
instead, this emphasis was intricatel y vwoven into our research design.
We were condudiing educational research, using intervienwing as the
primary source of data and constructing interview transaripts that
served 1o re/present in-depth, open-ended conversations. We were
engagding in research practi aes that we were al so researching with our
partid pant-transaibers. We applied the data we coll ected and anal yzed
in our prgect t our own research pracice as a way to aitique and
incorporate change i Nto the emergentdesign.

A tthedesign stage of this study weded ded thatwewould transaribe
all interview tapes oursdves. | n our transai ption work, we aimed for
aonsistency while adknowledging the interpretive analytical proaess
that transaiption invdves and the challenges inherent in attermpting
o produce acourate re/presentation of taped conversation (L apadat;
2000 Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999 Tilley, 2003a, 2003b). First, we
aonstructed a set of transari ption conventions that we both agreed t©
follow (A ppendixA ). We both transaribed the same tnwoi nterviewtapes
to test the appropriateness of our conventions, and made slight
alterations. Wededded overall the conventions worked wall asaresult
of the lengthy disaussions we had, about the detail and structure
neoessary for our transaipts, prior  transaibing

Because researchers need 1o construct transari ption systems to serve
the needs of spedfic research prgects, e aconnected our transaription
ded sions to the purpose of our researah and our plans for analysis. For
example our conventi ons produced transari pts appropri ate for research
foaused on understanding partidpants experiences of transaiption
work through the re-telling of their invdvement in the proaess. Our
aim was 1o re/present these experiences so the conventions we used
were general in nature not calling for minute details such as exact
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aounts of all pauses and hesitations in the recorded conversations. The
transai pts constructed were suited to analysis prooedures establi shed
o unoover acodes, categories, and themes connected t© understanding
partdpant experience T hese same conventions would be inadequate
in research prgects emphasizing language structures embedded in
interview conversations (conversational analysis or discourse
analysis), which call for a depth of predsion not necessary for our
purpose (Kvale 1996 O'Conndl & Kowte 1999 Silverman, 1994).

A s ameans of redud ng errors and maximizing transaiption quality
in our study, we reviened each transaipt produced. With completed
transaript in hand, we returned to the audiotape, listening and
comparing tape and textto ensure inas mudh as possible ameasureof
agreament between what was said and the way it was re/presented in
text The size of our study made such an assessment process possible

Member Checking

Systemati cmember chedking i s one method quialitati ve researchers use
1o ascertain whether or not data are trustworthy (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). O ften partid pants receive transai pts butwithoutany indication
of how researchers have interpreted their words. A fter transaibing
and ocoding our interview tapes (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996 Miles &
H uberman, 1994), we sent transcripts plus statements of our
preliminary interpretations t partid panttransaibers for member-
dhecks (Creswdl, 2002 Lincdn & Guba, 1985). We constructed these
synopses by working through transaripts page-by-page noting key
themes, and drawi ng evidence to supportour analysis. Our partid pant
transaribers took the opportunity to darify and/or eaborate on the
recorded conversation, as wall as aitique the ways in which we were
i Nterpret ng thei r words by maki ng comments on the doauments before
returning them

FINDINGS: "TRANSCRIPTION, HOW HARD COULD IT BE?"
Transcription Work

A lthough our transcriber-partic pants come from a variety of
disdplinary backgrounds and had varying degrees of research
experience, all of them told of having litde or no knowledge of
transari ption before starting to transari be research tapes. | n disaussing
their badkgrounds, half of them talked about the limitations of course
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work in learning about qualitative research. A sked if his professors
ever disaussed transaiption in the dassroom N e son explained:

Evenin the research aoursel ook transari ption was hardly ever disaussed. Y ou know
wedid al thesortofwork, theover arching patterms, compari ng paradigms of research
but transaiption was probably never to be found anywhere or might have been
mentioned oncg for amomentand thatwasit (N e son, transcaript, p. 60f 29)

Thetransaibers stories of thelitl e status afforded transari ption work
reflect research literature in which transaiption is often viened as a
mundanetask (A gar, 1996 L apadat& Lindsay, 1999), usually completed
by someone other than the researcher; or if disaussed at all, is given
minimal attention (Silverman, 1934).

Transaription, howhard could itbe? |'mjusttyping up whatl'mhearing (Edmond,
transaipt, p. 7 of 44)

She [T he prind pal researdher] just handed me a bunch [of tapes], " H ere transaibe
them” (Allison, transaipt, p. 60f 26)

Allison's desaription echoes that of all but one of the transaibers
experiences of taking up transcripton work without any dear
diredions Theprind pal researchersdid notinvdvethemindisaussions
of transaiption work nor were they provided instructions on how t©
aomplete the task. A llison desaibes going " blindly through” herwork.

I've learned these [transaription] skills by doing it wrong right? Or by proaess of
dimination, or whatever, just from my own going blindly through it . . . Some
researchers think thatitdoesn tmatter or that's thei mpressi on anyway, thathoweverit
is itsfine ... JUST DOIT. (Allison, transaipt1, p. 11 of 20

Several partid pant-transai bers al so compl ai ned aboutthe resouraes
available and the questionable quality of the equipment they used.
N dson, for example desaibed his initial experiences transaibing by
playing the research tapes on a traditional stereo, unavarethatspedfic
equipmentexisted o aid in transaiption work. N ora told of searching
for a transari ption machine in her faculty resource centre and finding
one that had been rdegated to the trash because of its poor condition.
The lack of equipment either available or made available for
transcaiption work indicates the degree of seriousness with which
prindpal researchers view the proasss.

Partid pant-transaribers disaussed a further dhallenge of " justtyping
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up what on€s hearing’ in rdation to the quality of tape recordings.
Most of the transaribers complained of " muffled” tapes, " background
noise” and interviewers who placed the tape recorder doser to
themselves and further anway from the person being interviewed.
Sharon, an experienced transaiber invdved in several prgects with
many different researchers, explains that

Theworstkind of stuffis noise. . . noise a number of people who do this isjust
amazing butthey' Il doaninterviewin anoisy cafeteria, they Il doitonatrain, ona
subway [laughter]. . . . Sometimes youjusthave [a] bad tape where the motor of the
machineis somehowreally noisy. (Sharon, transaipt 1, p. 250f 51)

With limited transaription knowledge and few if any directions
provided by prindpal researchers, the transaribers in our study
devdoped strategies © overcome dhallenges and make transaiption
dedsions about representing in text the interactions heard on tape
They made ded sions about formatting, i ndi cating emotional responses
such as laughter or shouting and punctuati ng the text A Ithough most
of the transaibers talked of trial by error experiences, two of themdid
areate moredetail ed notation systems. | did take notes of that, though
... | vrote notes down about why | dedded t remove it [a word] or
not’ (Yvonne transaipt, p. 7 of 25). Only Yvonne shared those notes
on her dedsions with her prindpal researcher. Prindpal researchers
seemed 1o assume that el ther transaibers already had the knowledge
and/or the experience needed t compl ete the task, or that they did not
need help because the degree of complication did not warrant
comprehensive discussion and direction. Such assumptions are
partiaularly problematic considering that the partid pant-transaibers
weremaking ded sions abouttransai ptioniniso ation fromtheresearch
prgect

In all cases transaribers made dedsions while transaribing that
influenced what ultmately appeared in text and that prind pal
researchers acoepted as re/presenting the data. N eson admited to
"guessing’ when the tape was diffiaul t to hear and as a resultomiting
large sections of undear tape

Itsalotof reninding tryingtlistentoitagainand again. . . . T herearemoments of
guessing and then thereis alotof " undear,” you know you rejust skipping large
sections thatareundear. (N &son, transaript, p. 8of 29)

Inthisinstanas N dson was extarnal to the research prgectand had no
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other i nformati on t hel p himmakes sense of the recorded conversation.

All transaribers indi cated thata common ded sion they madein their
transcripion work was to omit or to write in brackets
"indistinguishable” or something similar when they couldn't
understand thetape perhaps assuming thatprind pal researchers could
recall the original interaction and fill in the missed informat on.
However, prindpal researdhers do not always conduct the interview,
in such cases they could notrecall missing piecss, making the problem
of transariber omissions more complex.

E dmond desaribed making purposeful, exeautive ded sions on what
to indude in his transaipts.

I" ve seen absd utdy verbatimtransai pti ons beforeand minewas notactua ly verbatim
| still omitted things atmy ovwndisaetion. | wouldjustleaveoutlikemgor, lotsofbig
cdhunks where peopl earej ust chatteri ng about stuff thatl thoughtwasinsignificant, not
insignificantbutinsignificanttotheprgect [I ndividuals ontape] really goingoffona
tangent Wheretherewerejusttoo many peopleta kingatthesametime | justwaslike
"You knowwhat, were notgoing to deal with that, it's notimportant [laughing].”

(Edmond, transaript1, pp. 8-90f 44)

Edmond is positioned more as an invested transai ber than as someone
extarnal to the prgect He was invdved in the research in multiple
ways, induding conduding the interviens he desaibes transaibing
He did more than lift words from tape to text he interpreted and
analyzed ashemadehisdedsions perhaps feding freeto makeexeautive
ded sions on what o ind ude or not because of hislevd of invd verment
in the researcdh. Edmond's desaiption illustrates the possibilities that
exist for significant data 1 not find its way into a researcher’s hands
and therefore be exduded from the analysis. |f researchers
systematically compared transcripts against tapes, dedsions by
individual transaribers would be made visible and the researchers
aould assess whether theded sions wereappropriate Edmond explained
to us that the prindpal researcher accepted the transcripts he
constructed Wi thoutany medhanismin place to dhedk tape agai nst text

In our disaussions with transaibers, we made several observatons
they had litle knowledge of transai ption when they started their work,
the prindpal researchers did not often communicate with them they
faced many dhallenges in completing the work, and they made" on-the-
spot’ dedsions about transaibing A s a result, we condude that there
are often reasonable grounds to question the trustworthiness of
transaipts, and ultimatdy the research findings based on their analysis
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Verbatim Transcripts

[T Ihe very notion of acouracy of transari ptioni's problematicgiven theintersuljective
natureof human communication, and transaiption asaninterpretiveadivity. (Pdand,
1995 p. 297)

A lthoughlitieevidenaeexi sted that transari bers recai ved much direction
about the transaription process, all commented in re-telling their
experienass on the importance of transaibing research tapes verbatim
to produce acaurate texts, their dedsions dearly grounded in realist
assumptions. T hey understood acauracy as an exactmatch betneen what
was recorded on tape and what was transaibed in text During their
interviens, none of the transaribers questioned the possibilities of
produdng such a match.

I always had inmy mind thatithas tobeacaurate Justgetitword-foword. Thatswhat
they [researdners] areaskingand thatswhatthey arepayingmetoda (A ndres, transaipt
1, p. 17 of 0)

Partid pant-transaribers understood the possibility of capturing what
was said on tape word-for-word as an ability connected to the degree to
which the transari ber mai ntained olj edtivity: G race spoke of her conaem
of passing on " biased data’ to her researcher. Bd ow she acknowtedged
thatdataare" saeened” through her; whilein the same breath suggested
that the bestway to produce unbi ased data was to remai n neutral hersdf,
an achieverment acoomplished through individual effort

[T ]he data the researcher got was the data sareened through me Somehowvl fed the
need tobeunbiased. Very important, | need tobevery neutral. O thenwisetheresearcher
mightgetsomebiased datg, and thatsreally unfair for her: (Grace transaipt1, p. 14or
37)

Ironiclly, the transaibers while pursuing the quest for dgecivity and
playing down the rde of interpretation in their work, also spoke of the
ways in which they became invdved with the tapes they transaibed.
N & son's comment provides an example of this thinking

[11f somebady is desaibing something so harrowing you knoww you are making all
kinds of judgments of that sulject, of even the interviener, of the whae process. |
remember distinaly bei ng troubled by transari bing this one tape because, you knowvl
couldnthd p buthavethis fed i ng thathovvaoul d she [the partid panton tape] havebeen
SO passive, you know to have taken such a, to have been sulject to so much



30 SusaN A. TiLLey & KEeLLy D. Powick

disaimi nation wirthout fighting badk and da ng something Sotheproaess of transaribing
its itsredly messy withal thesekind of histories anxietiesthatl fed whenl'mlistening
o thestories. (N dson, transaipt 1, pp. 19-200f 29

Transaibers were pulled in by the stories they transaibed, forgetting to
keep the distanaes neaessary t supporttheir daims of ojedivity. Other
research in this area (Tilley, 2003a) has illustrated instances where the
transaiber’s invd vement with voiaes captured on tape influencad the
final transaripts. They made more prominent, either by acddent or
intentionally, the voaes they favoured.

Along with their concarms for construdi ng verbatim texts, an dusive
goal aonsidering the enormous | ass experienced when live conversation
is produced as skdetal text, partid pants also alluded to the importance
of produdng " good” transai pts that took the form of pdished texts.

I spdl chedk things so they aregetting good [transari pts]. My command of grammar and
spdlingis pretty good sothey [researchers] getwd | -punctuated stuff. | think whatl'm
getting complimented for is that they getgood transari pts badk. (Sharon, transaript 1, p.
17 of 51)

In Sharon'sview a" good” transaiptis a grammatically correct text that
is properly punctuated. Without considering the differenass inherentin
aonversation and written text, she produced what she considers a good
transaipt, butin the procgess did not question the degree t which the
transaipt acually represented the intervienees intended meanings.
Peoples talk reflects a thinking-as-speaking process thatis often diffiault
1o re/present as text. Puncuation ded sions are complex and important
1o the construdtion of the transaipt The transaiber’s ded sions on how
to represent the flow of conversation influence the meanings that
individual s reading the transari pts assign towhatwas said. Transaibers
often fed pressure to tidy up " the messiness’ of conversation and to
producea pdished textthat, although nicetolook at, may notreflectthe
original conversation or intended meanings. Produdng a transaipt as
dose an approximaton as possible to the conversation taped is a
worthwhile goal thatmay notbe achieved as a resultof such a pdishing
process.

A aitique of the assumptions informing conaegpts sudh as verbatim
texts, acourate transaipts, and oljective transaribers is particulany
important, considering the ways in which transaipts once produced
often take the place of the tapes and are treated as ravwdata | n our study;
part dpant-transcribers, distanced from the research, produced
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transaipts that researdhers used as if ravww datg, often not returning t
the tapes or accounting for the differences among the original
aonversations, apes, and transaipts. We suggest thatitis important to
dispd the embedded assumptions that tape is equivalent to data, that
the transaiptis equivalent to the tape and therefore that transaipts
equal data OrasPdand (1995 wams, "' conaarm wi th ensuring transai pts
are acourate may unreflexivey conflate lived experienace of the one-to-
one conversation with recorded speedh (tapes) and this speaech with the
written word (transaipt)” (p. 291).

Distandng D ynamic and Trustworthy D ata

Conversations with transaibers pointed t ways in which their distanae
from the research influenced dedsions that shaped their transaipts.
Transaibers spoke about their ladk of familiarity with the language and
aulture connected to the research emphasis and context They were
distanced from the content aaptured on tape and this presented its ovwn
complications. Sharon, a transaiber external 1 the researdh, desaibes
onesuch experienca

| listened tothetapeand | could notunderstand. I nitialy, | couldn'tunderstand 90% of
whattheguy was sayingand | thought;, " Waita second. Whatsgangonhere?’ | mean,
someofitwas hewvvas mumbling butnomaly | canrdy on— you knowwe respeaking
the[same] languageand | can figureitout, butbecauseitwas anaienworld thatthey
weredisaussingl wasreally unfamiliar. (Sharon, transaipt1, p. 330f 51)

A Ithough Sharon spoke the same language as the peopl e on the tape, she
was not familiar with the disaourse and could not easily ded pher the
aonversation. The content of research tapesis often tied to the aulture of
a disdpline or discourse that has it own language and set of aultural
normns. Evidence of her diffiaulties took shape on the transaipt

T herewas so often vocabul ary thatwas parti aul ar to thel r contextand to thewvwork that
they weredaing | twas totally foreign tomeand sol knewl wasgettingitwrongandin
somecasesitwwould have been hd pful [for the researdher] tojustsitdownand talk torme
alitlebitaboutwhatthis [the researdh] i saboutand whatkind of vocabulary | angaing
tencounter: | probably madel ots of mistakes writingdown thewwords asl heard them
whidchwasn tatall whatwas said and she [the researdher] would knowthedi fference
(Sharon, transaript, p. 37 of 51)

The problem with rdying on researdhers t know the difference is that
often they are not the interviewers. Sharon's suggestion for researchers
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to provide information about the research focus and spedalized
vocabulary to the person transaibing before the work begins, while
useful, is only one of many strategies necessary to ensure that the
transaipt produced is as representative as possible of the recorded
conversation.

When aultural differenaes exist between partid pants and those who
interact to adlect/aonstruct data, induding the transariber, issues of
trustworthiness require further consideration. Edmond described
draumstances when tapes resulting from interviews he conducted with
partidpants of a similar aultural background (speaking English as a
seacond language) were given 1o another research assi stant to transaibe

I'm[Edmond] of SouthA fri can heritageand therewereexpressi ons thatwwere being used
that [the person transaibing theinterviewl aconducted] could tll listening tothe tapel
understood because|l was engaging in the conversation with the partidpants in the
inerview | knewwhatwas goingonbutl didntthink astheinterviewer, todarify onthe
tapeatthetimeitwassaid. | justassumed thatitmadesense redized later thatitdidnt
(Edmond, transaipt1, p. 160f 44)

Inthis case the transaiber’'s inability t work with sections of the tapes
was hotrd ated 1o the profidency of theintervieneds English, butto the
aulturally grounded, implidtknowledge heladked. A s he conducted the
intervievy Edmond was notaognizantof these seemingy normal aultural
aonnections thatwould | ater play havocfor the person hired totransaibe
the tape

Cultura complications often multiply when researach stretches aaross
countries and continents. O ne transari ber desaibed a prgect where the
partidpants were situated in Indiag, a place foreign to the prindpal
researcher. The researcher had very limited knowedge of the language
spoken by partidpants. A speaker of the local language who knew
minimal English, with the researcher presentin theroom conducted the
interviens. The interviens were audiotaped and later; upon retum to
Canada, the prindpal researcher asked a partid panttransaiber in our
study, who had a similar language badkground as the partid pantsin the
I ndiastudy, totrand ate the audi otapes fromthel ocal languagetoEnglish.
Thelaststep in produd ng a transaiptwas the original researcher taking
the English tapes and transaibing them Even the mostliberal -minded
would have to ask what kind of re/presentation this researcher achieved
Wi th such a proaess to tum tapeinto text Whatdistanaeis an acogptable
distance bebneen researcher/interviewer/transaiber and data before
questions of trusbtworthiness are raised? We suggest that degrees of
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distance have not often been addressed in research contexts, or after the
fact, because for the most part, researchers are not required 1o provide
transparency of method wWith respect to transaiption or methodd ogy
in general when they report on their researah. A Ithough researchers
have recommended the use of audit trails to address questions of
aedibility (Linacdn & Guba, 1985), the call for transparency of method
(Constas, 1992) continues to be taken lighty.

Many of the eight partid pant-transcribers indicated that the
transaiber’'s degree of investment in the work was tied to the distance
between the transariber and data collected. A s distance deareased,
feelings of investment often grew stronger. Transaribers daiming
investmentappeared 1 think degpl y about the praci ce of research, often
beyond a foaus on transaiption. Both N ora and N & son spoke explidtly
about their investmentin the research. N ora explained:

| careaboutthedata thatweareadleding ' veactually goneoutand adlected thedata
I'mresponsiblefordangsomeoftheinterviens . . . [ tsmeaningful work. I'minterested.
I'minvested. | really fed that (N ora, transaipt1, pp. 12-140f 59

N eson had a variety of transaiption experiences. He transaibed his
own research tapes, was hired for isdated " hallway tapes” and was
invdved ininterviewing and transaibing tapes in long-term, extamally
funded prgedts. H e made connections between hislevd of invd verment
in the research prgect and the transaipts ultimatdy produaed.

T hereareabsd utdly thosesi tuations whereas agrad student, you knovwwyou need some
money and you start canvassi ng professors in the hallways or wherever you canllike
"Doyou haveany tapes available?’ | ve [even] e-mailed them Sodefinitdy |’ vedone
alotofexternal ransaiption Theintemal onesdefinitdy makeaworld of differencs t
bewhat! tarm" invested and commiteed” totheprgect | think| akethetransaiption
much more seriously. I'm more meticulous. . . . I'm less perfunctory about it and
ladkadaisi cal aboutthewhdeprgect (N dson, transaipt1, p. 60f 29

Ethical Considerations

Through dose sautiny of our research procgess, and in particular our
transaiption practices, we expanded our understandings of ethical
conductin conduding respectful researdh (Tilley, 1998). D uringtheprgect,
challenges extended beyond questions of howto display talk as writen
text o indude ethical considerations of respectful re/presentation. For
example our transai ption ded sionsinfluenced thel ook of the transaripts
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produced. The partid pant-transaibers in our study often took this ook
seriously, seeing the transaipt as a reflection of themsdves. In our
preliminary synopses, we induded a statement reminding our
partid pants of the differences inherent between pdished, written text
and talk that has been written down. D espite this, many of our
partid pant-transaibers expressed disappa ntment when they saw the
results of their talk bai ng tumed into text. Seemi ng toj udge by standards
of formal writing they fd tthey appeared incoherentorilliterate A ndrea
reacted asking " WOW, is this what| sound like talking? . . . my gosh, |
don'tevenmakesense’ (A ndrea, transaipt?2 p. 10of 15). Edmond shared
a similar feding responding "“First of al, | was blonwn anay by how
inaoherent! sound” (Edmond, transaipt 2 p. 1 of 16). For many of the
partid pants the paper re/presentation was not what they expected and
their firstview ng ofterti mes resul ted in fedings of i nadequacy. For some
partidpants, those fedings were alleviated quidkly when we disaussed
this issuewith them but for others thiswas notthe case A s researchers,
we were reminded of the need 1© prepare partid pants for the look of
transaipts prior to sending them aopies, a process espedally important
when partidpants have previously experienaced having their words
turned against them or baing marginalized through media and other
discourses,

A second readtion to the retumed transai pts was conaam on the part
of transaribers about the type and amount of information disd osed.
Sharon desaibed fedings of " uneasiness’ with the content of her first
interview

I had moments of uneasi ness asl read thetransaipt T hathas todowith thefactthatl'm
disaussing work, other peoplés work and |'m not sure whether . . . you knowy just
momentsof uneasiness Thatswhy I'mgangtoberedly careful thatwemakesurethat
peoplésworkisntidentifiableand eventhatl’mnotidentifiable (Sharon, transaipt2, pp.
4-50f 20

To hdp dleviate the transaibers uneasi ness about howv they would be
re/presented in print, e provided them with aopies of manusai pts that
we submitted for publicaton and welcomed their comments and
feedbadk.

It was dear from our conversations that most of the partidpant
transari bers had notsigned or thoughtabout the necessity of transaibers
signing confidentiality agreements. | n mostresearch studies, individuals
agree to partid pate with a guarantee of a certain degree of anonymity
and confidentiality. A risk, to which partidpants have not agreed, is
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aeated When tapes are given to transaibers without confidentiality
agreaments being signed.

DISCUSSION

Throughout this research prgect we were constartly tuming a aitical
lens on our own research pracices. We took great care t examine our
transaription process and to putin place strategies t lend aedibility to
our research. We were the researchers, intervieners, and transaibers,
and wereinvested in theresearch. Thisis often notthe case partiaulary
atthis imein Canada when educational researdhers are encouraged to
adllaborate within and aaoss universities, countries, and continents to
design megaprg edts to compete for funding The distance dynamicthat
is aeated, that separates resecarcher from rav data, espedadlly in large
prgects, also needs to be considered in relation to methodaol ogical
dedsions and the pradice of research. Other research aedibility issues
aonnected 1o this distance dynamic are important to address, but with
limited spacethis artid e foauses spedfically on thewvwork of transaription.

Implications of the Research

We offer the fdlowing paints for researdhers t aonsider when hiring
others 1 tun their research tapes into texts, While adknowledging that
even when researdhers dhoose to compl ete the work themsd ves, similar
care must be applied to the process.

We cond ude fromthedata adlected thattheded sion rd ated towhois
o complete the work of transaiption is an importantissue that needs t©
be considered at the research design stage We recommend that when
possible individual s hired to transai be have connections to the research
o encourage their investment Comprehensive disaussions betnween
researchers and transaibers about the complexity of the proaess and
thewaysinwhidhtalk will bere/presented in textare necessary. Whether
the research invaves one or multiple individuals transaibing tapes,
researchers need to establish a set of conventions appropriate to the
purpose of the research as wall as plans for analysis. Creating a system
whereby individuals transaibing fed free to ask questions and areable
1o receive feedbadk will also be hdpful in the production of quality
transaipts. A lthough a system to chedk transai ption quality will need
1o be context-sped fic influenced by the sizeand character of theresearch,
such a systemwill lend aredibility t research outomes. Onestep in the
proaess might be 1o listen to tapes wWith completed transaiptin hand, a
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pracice hdpful in discerming aertain types of mistakes that influence
transaipt quality. When the number of research tapes prevents this
degree of chedking researchers could dhedk a sdection of transaipts,
espedally those that transaibers sd f-report as having been diffiault to
transaibe (Pdand, 1995).

CONCLUSION

A n enormous amount of qualitative data is and will continue to be
adlected through the use of audio (or video) tapes and thequality of the
transcaiption process will dictate to a large degree the quality of
transaripts produced. We agree with Silverman (1994) who, while
desaibing " group data-analysis sessions’ as a means of assuring the
rdiability of transaipts commented that the perfect transai pt was not
achievable

I tisimportanthere thatwwedo notdd udeoursd vesinto seekinga™ perfect’ transaipt
Transaipts can aways beimproved and the search for perfecionisillusory and time-
consuming Rather theaimis toarm ve atan agreed transaipt, adequate for thetask at
hand. (p. 149

N o generalized methad is available 1 produce the perfect transaipt;
however, informed ways exi st t go about the work of transari ption that
contribute to the aredibility of research outcomes. The practice of
assigning transari ption o someone other than the researdherislikdy
continue in light of time and other constraints most researchers face
when conduding qualitative research. A Ithough perfect transaipts do
not exist, the degree of matth betnween tape and text will vary with the
amount of care taken in the transai ption process.

Stories of limited directions, minimal support, and ladk of appropriate
equi prmentaonfi rmour posi ti on that transar pti on conti nues to be pushed
to the margins of the research process. When researchers treat
transaription as a chore, ignoring the complexities of the process,
individuals hired to transaibe are encouraged t hdd similar views,
pladng litde value on the proaess and as a result endangering the
aedibility of researdhers findings

Transaibers stories of thei r experiences, induding the strategies they
devd oped and theded sionsmadein sity, bringintoviewtheinterpretive
analytical, and theoretical aspects of turning tape into text They
desaribed situations that illustrate the misrepresentation of data
resulting fromtheir ransaiptiondedsions | nall cases researcherswere
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on the recsi ving end of transai pts constructed by transaibers whowere
distanced, by various degrees, from the data collected and these
transaipts played a prominentrdein researchers analyses The stories
tld highlight the ways in which transaiption is tied t issues of data
trustworthiness and the risks researdhers take by not considering the
proasss serioudly.

The experiences explored in this artide are spedfic t partiaular
transaribers, contexts, and research prgects, however, the stories
presented hdd promise for others as a badkdrop to aitique their onwn
research pracices. When qualitative data are adlected through audio/
video taping, transaiption work is an integral part of the research
proasss, deserving serious attention.
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APPENDIXA:TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS

Sounds:

Thinking before someone speaks
I've never thought of that before
A ffimative sounds

Listening + encouragment
Environmental sounds

um, ah

hmph (=huhm, ha, huh)

yup (=yep), yeah (=yah, yea, ya)

uhum (=aha, uha, mmm)

(tapping), (knock at door), (shuffling papers)

Tone of speaker
Louder

CAPITALLETTERS

D emonstrative expressions
Words spoken while laughing

L aughter when both parties are
laughing at something

Other

(laughing)

(laughter)
(coughing), (sighing), etc

Pauses +5 seconds

(pause)

| nterruptions

use (inter.) where the break happens

Sef-ak or repeating what

someone e se said U se " quotes’

Repetition Type out the repeated words, words,
words

Punctuation

end of thought a periad (.) at the end of the complete
idea

end of phrase / dause use a comma ()

thought not compl eted usean dlipse. . . as the thought trails off

Cross-alk: bao or more speakers
speaking at the same time / over
each other

(D)

Tape is undear/ muffled
and can't make outword or
phrase of one speaker

(indistinguishable word / phrase)




