
9 The Analysis of Qualitative Data

This is the longest chapter in the book, because it is in the area of the analysis of qualitative data that most of the new methodological developments have occurred.  

As described in Chapter 2, qualitative research has come from a marginal position in education (and social science) research thirty or so years ago, to a mainstream position today.  I believe a very significant reason for this major change has been the development of disciplined, systematic and reproducible methods for the analysis of qualitative data.  That is the point behind the quote from Matthew Miles on p.171. 

Thirty or so years ago, the problem was that there were no well established methods for the analysis of qualitative data.  The problem today is that there are multiple established methods for it – how do we choose among them.  Before addressing that question, one of my main teaching objectives is to show that there is now diversity in this area – hence section 9.1.  It follows from this that there is no one way, and no ‘right’ way, to analyse qualitative data.  Students need to understand this. 

These developments mean that this topic is frequently the most difficult for students to deal with – and especially when it comes to writing the ‘analysis of data’ section of a qualitative proposal.  That is why I have offered some concrete advice in the chapter summary (Box 9.2, p.205) on this matter.

Against this background, the points I emphasize in my teaching are:

· The method chosen for the analysis of qualitative data must fit in with the overall logic of the study.  Sometimes we see inconsistencies in proposals – e.g. a grounded theory study is proposed, and the Miles and Huberman approach will be used; or a qualitative case study is proposed, and grounded theory analysis will be used.

· The importance of induction, deduction and levels of abstraction.  This has come up before, and these are central concepts in research.  They are not at all unusual concepts – we use them all day every day in our personal and professional lives, unproblematically.  But they sometimes confuse students when they are formalized.  In my opinion, it is worth spending class time discussing and illustrating these concepts.

· I distinguish between general approaches to the analysis of qualitative data, and specialized approaches.  Thus sections 9.2-9.4 deal with general approaches and tools.  Then section 9.5 deals in some detail with grounded theory analysis, the first of the specialized approaches, and the five subsections of 9.6 briefly describe some other specialized approaches.

I spend quite a lot of class time on the main ideas in the Miles and Huberman approach.  In my opinion, it is the most versatile and most widely applicable general approach.  I often recommend it for student proposals, especially when the student is uncertain, and the study does not require a specialized approach.  I also strongly recommend the Miles and Huberman book to students.  In addition to the general framework, which I describe in section 9.3, the book is full of examples and ideas about analyzing data.  

Coding (section 9.3.1)
I have tried to sort out the confusing terminology about coding in the literature in Box 9.1, p.179.  The important point is that there are two main types or levels of codes – the descriptive level and the analytic level.  This is a very important distinction to understand, and students need to be able to see the difference between a descriptive representation of the data, and an analytic representation.  Descriptive is straightforward, and not difficult to understand.  Analytic is more difficult because there are several ways to deal with data analytically.  I think the easiest way to understand, and an absolutely central idea, is raising the conceptual level of the data – that is, conceptualizing.  This comes back again to levels of abstraction.  

Comparing (section 9.4)
This is another essential analytic tool, which usually requires discussion.  Again, it is a familiar process which (mysteriously) often causes difficulty in an academic setting.  It is driven by looking for similarities and differences between pieces of data.  It is one of the best ways to ‘render the data analytically’, to locate properties and concepts in the data which raise it to a different conceptual level.  (It is worth remembering that Glaser and Strauss originally described the method used in their grounded theory studies as ‘the constant comparative method’).

Grounded theory analysis (section 9.5)
This section connects with and follows on from the section on grounded theory as a research strategy in Chapter 7.  I try to concentrate here on what I think is the heart of grounded theory analysis – its key ideas.  I relate a comment by Anselm Strauss (1994):  “I’ve been doing this for 30 years, and I’m getting better all the time”.  In other words, this type of analysis is a skill which is improved with practice.   This applies especially to the first level of coding, which concentrates on opening up the theoretical possibilities in the data.

One of my main objectives here is to de-mystify grounded theory analysis. It is often seen as something very esoteric and difficult, but is in fact based on widely accepted common sense ideas.  Induction, and raising the level of abstraction, are once again central concepts.

After illustrating simple induction (for example: apple and orange as specific categories, fruit as a more general category), I then move on to the key ‘open coding’ questions (p.184).  I show how these questions differ from the questions we might ask of the data in other types of analysis – eg interpretive analysis, which will focus on meanings.  These questions are distinctive grounded theory analysis questions – they are directed at raising the conceptual level of the data.

(Note: despite the Glaser-Strauss ‘dispute’ noted in Chapter 7, I use the Strauss and Corbin terms – open, axial and selective coding – in my teaching, because I find students have less difficulty understanding them.  However, I re-iterate the difference between emergence and forcing).

If time permits, I illustrate open and axial coding with a very simplified version of some of the original Glaser and Strauss ‘dying studies’ data.

Selective coding really rests on two ideas – selecting and concentrating on what is central in the data (you can’t build a theory about everything in your data); and raising the level of abstraction a second time.  The second point is shown in Figure 9.4, p.189.  Regarding the first point, two ideas from Glaser are often very useful:

· What is the basic social problem people in this situation are facing?

· What is the basic social process they use for dealing with the problem?

Other approaches in qualitative analysis (section 9.6)

Brief descriptions only are given in 9.6 of five other specialized approaches to the analysis of qualitative data, any of which could be the subject of a full course.  My main objective here is to make students aware of these approaches, and to sketch their central ideas.

Examples of narrative analysis
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/4/975
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/4/1111
http://jcd.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/33/3/201
http://arj.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/6/4/391
Examples of discourse analysis

http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/3/555
http://aer.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/45/2/398
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