7 Qualitative Research Design

The concept of strategy (section 7.1)
 Research design is driven by strategy.  Any research design embodies a strategy.  I find students struggle with the idea of a research strategy.  I stress that strategy, in general, is a commonplace rather than mysterious or esoteric concept, and I want students to be able to describe the strategy of any developing or proposed piece of research, and to do this in simple everyday language.  I stress this last point.  There are examples of doing this in Chapter 13 (p.300), on mixed methods.   Design is a more technical term, which implements and formalizes strategy.

Paradigm diversity in qualitative research (section 7.2)
This is a fact of life in today’s world, and takes us back towards the ‘swamp’ territory of Chapter 2.  Students need to understand that this paradigm diversity exists, and they need also some sense of the many possibilities which exist in qualitative research, and some ways in which they are classified in the literature.  But they don’t need to sink without trace in this swamp.  The simplification noted in Chapter 2 helps avoid this:  much of the literature converges into positivism (quantitative) versus constructivism/interpretivism (qualitative). This is a useful simplification, but I stress that it is a simplification.  Another way to avoid sinking in the swamp is to return to the common elements across qualitative paradigms, in section 7.2.1.

Case studies (section 7.3)
There is a tendency in the research world to disapprove of case studies, as in the comment ‘it’s only a case study’.  I disagree strongly.  I see the well designed and well executed case study as a powerful and important research strategy.  But it must be well designed and well executed.  

I also encourage the use of case studies in graduate student dissertations.  They are practical and manageable, especially in the sense of being doable within the resources (including time) of a dissertation.  They are also typically less demanding on access to situations for data collection.  Again, however, I stress that I am not prepared to support a case study proposal unless it promises a well designed and well executed study.  

The first thing to get clear is that there must be a logical basis to the case study, and that selection of the case, research questions and research methods proceed from this logical base.  By definition, a case study must be a case of something, and the researcher must be able to say what it is a case of.   Too often, I find a puzzled look when students are asked this question.  Being unable to state this clearly is a very common weakness I see in developing case studies.  This is closely related to the question why are we wanting to study this case (or, what is it a case of?).  As an example of this point:  the implementation of a particular innovation is seen to have failed in school A, but is seen to have succeeded in school B.  We study school A as a case of a failed innovation, and we study school B as a case of a successful innovation.  Actually, we now have a comparative case study strategy, which leads to a very strong design.

This logic is the basis of the whole research strategy, and it needs to be identified and articulated.  It is closely related to the question: why do we want to study this particular case?  This is the sample selection issue – why is this case selected for study?  Once it is clear, and basis of sample selection is clear, we can then get onto the second main issue in setting up a well designed case study:  what are we trying to find out about this particular case?   In other words, what are the research questions?  The usual research question development work comes in here.  When the research questions are clear, stable, and satisfy the empirical criterion, we can move on to methods for collecting and analysing the data.  Multiple sources (and types) of data are characteristic of good case studies.  This can of course include quantitative data as appropriate – even though most writers (including me) identify case studies as a type of qualitative research.  

Examples of case studies in the research journals

http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/4/1045
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/4/1111
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/4/834
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/4/861
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/2/274
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/1/6
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/1/68
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/44/4/806
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/44/4/1002
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/44/2/370
Note also the journal Cases in Educational Leadership, published by the University Council on Educational Administration (UCEA) – it is a journal dedicated to reporting case studies.

Ethnography (section 7.4)
The points I want to stress here are:

· An understanding of what ethnography is, and of its intellectual background in anthropology.  A similar understanding of participant observation, and of why it is the anthropologist’s preferred research strategy.

· An appreciation of the importance and potential applicability of ethnography in education research.  Rarely are full scale participant-observation based ethnographical studies possible in education (see exception below), but ‘elements of an ethnographic approach’ are often possible and desirable.  An example is the concept of sub-culture (the sub-culture of students, the sub-culture of teachers), and the way it sensitizes us as researchers to the symbolic and cultural meanings. It opens up avenues for research.  

· With participant observation rarely practicable, the role of ethnographic interviewing becomes very important.  An understanding of what this means, and of how it connects with symbolic interactionism.

My feedback from students is that they generally find a discussion of symbolic interactionism very interesting and very useful.  I usually introduce it by contrasting it with behaviorism in psychology.  I use the Stimulus-Response model, and examples from Pavlov and especially Skinner. I then expand the model to Stimulus-Organism-Response to indentify ‘the actors’ definition of the situation’ as a central concept in symbolic interactionism.  We then discuss this in class, substituting ‘perception’ and ‘interpretation’ and ‘meaning given to’ for ‘definition’, leading to basic symbolic interactionist propositions such as: ‘The perceived world is the behaviorally relevant world’, and ‘If people define situations as real, they are real in their consequences’.  

I finish the section on symbolic interactionism by cautioning against studying only perceptions in our research.  Symbolic interactionism is about how people behave and act, as well as how they see things and what meanings they give to situations.  We need to study what people do, as well as what they perceive, think, interpret and so on.  The overemphasis on perceptions is related to the relative ease of getting perception data, rather than observational data.
Examples of ethnography

http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/4/913
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/3/631
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/3/701
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/44/1/5
http://ijm.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/26/4/286
Note also The Journal of Contemporary Ethnography
Grounded theory (section 7.5)
I point out the difference between grounded theory as a research strategy, and grounded theory analysis as a way of discovering/generating theory from data.  This chapter is about the strategy; Chapter 9 (section 9.5) is about grounded theory analysis.

There is much misunderstanding today about grounded theory.  One common misunderstanding is that it is not a substantive theory – grounded theory is a research strategy, a way of doing research, a method.  It is a method whose objective is the discovery/generation of theory grounded in data.  The theory can be about anything at all.

Students are often surprised when this is explained.  They think, with justification, that theory is always grounded in data.  Therefore I think it is useful to show students how grounded theory was developed, and why the term ‘grounded theory’ was used.  This requires a short excursion into US sociology in the 1940s and 1950s, and a discussion of the sort of macroscopic, grand level, ungrounded theorizing that was characteristic of much structural-functionalist sociology of that time.  It also connects directly with the theory generation theory verification distinction, discussed first in Chapter 2, section 2.4, and again here in 7.5.3.

Another misunderstanding is that grounded theory is necessarily a qualitative research method.  It is very commonly perceived this way, and it is true that the vast majority of grounded theory studies are qualitative.  However, this is not necessarily the case, especially for Glaser. 

In the notes above, I have used the phrase ‘discovery/generation of theory’.  This distinction is important, and is at the heart of the dispute between Glaser, on the one hand, and initially Strauss and Corbin on the other.  Glaser believes that ‘there is theory in data’ (including quantitative data), and the researcher’s job is to discover it.  He accuses Strauss and Corbin of forcing theory on data, rather than having theory emerge from data.   This is why he used the subtitle ‘emergence versus forcing’ in his 1992 publication.  I want students to understand this distinction, and to see what the dispute is about.  It gives rise to a ‘Glaserian’ version of grounded theory and a ‘Straussian’ version of grounded theory.  When students ask me which type of grounded theory they should use, I stress that that is a decision they must make for themselves.  I want them to understand the issue, decide where they stand on it, and then be able to articulate their position. I point out that there are plenty of proponents, and plenty of opponents, on both sides of this matter.  It is a clear example of ‘there is no right or wrong answer here’, a point which applies very often and must be understood in learning about research.

In fact there has been further subdivision within grounded theory now, and this will probably continue.  As I point out at the end of 7.5.2, it is now fragmented (and often contested) territory – there is more than one way to do grounded theory research.  This makes it complicated for students, but is a fact of life for today’s researcher.  

In describing theoretical sampling (7.5.4) I point out that this is not a strange idea, but very similar to what people have always done in solving problems and finding out things about the world.  In this respect, as in others, grounded theory as a strategy and method for inquiry models what people ‘naturally’ do.  In this respect, it is a pragmatic method.  I stress this because there is a widespread view that grounded theory is esoteric, different and highly unusual.  It is not – although as a research method, it differs from ‘traditional’ research.   Theoretical sampling is one of those differences.  At the same time, I point out that theoretical sampling is not always possible in real world education research situations.

Students are sometimes attracted to grounded theory because they think it means ‘I don’t have to do a literature review’.  This of course is wrong.  The literature is dealt with differently in ‘classical’ grounded theory studies, but it is still important, and it is still necessary for the research student to know the literature in the area.

I explain why most of the original grounded theory research was in medicine and nursing, and how it is now becoming popular in education research.  It has much to commend it as a method (see 7.5.6) but it is necessary for students to have an accurate understanding of what it is, and of its fragmented nature today – there are different versions of grounded theory, it is today a ‘family of methods’.

I revisit here the idea that theory, in the grounded theory sense means explanatory theory.  A grounded theory is a theory grounded in its data, which explains the data.  This goes back again to the ideas of explanation using more abstract concepts (see Chapter 2, section 2.2, figure 2.1), and sometimes of missing links.
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