8 Collecting Qualitative Data

Common sense but important methodological issues arise when planning data collection in any piece of empirical research.  These issues are just as important in qualitative research as in any other type of research.  

Because the interview is the single most important method used for collecting qualitative data, I focus most class time on this topic.  To decide to collect data by interview is merely a first step in the planning.  It opens up a series of important methodological choices.  In other words, it is not the end of describing how data will be collected in a proposal, rather it is the beginning.   I regard a proposal as unsatisfactory if it does not indicate both awareness of these methodological choices, and a plan for dealing with them.

The choices begin with the very important issue of what type on interview will be used, and why.  Many beginning research students are unaware of the varieties of interviewing techniques which are possible,  and the way in which the different types of interview are based on different assumptions (recognised or not).  This can be illustrated by comparing a structured standardized interview with an open-ended, in-depth interview.  I find that this issue of possible types of interview, and how to select among them, requires considerable discussion. I also use it to illustrate the general point made earlier, that the component parts of a piece of research need to fit together.  Thus the type of interview chosen needs to fit in with the type of research proposed, and the logic behind the interview choice needs to fit in with the overall logic of the research.

Data collection procedures have a major effect on the quality of the data collected.  This is fundamental to all empirical research:  the quality of a piece of empirical research is only as good as the quality of its data.  I then proceed to illustrate this point in detail with qualitative interview data collection as described below.   This point brings together sections 8.1 and 8.5.

Imagine that the research plan calls for in-depth interviews with (say) a sample of 10 school principals, chosen on a logical basis, on a topic related to school level implementation of some recent policy developments.  The data collection procedures which now come up, and which can strongly affect the quality of data, include:

· Initial contact and access to the principals selected – how will they be contacted in the first instance?  What will they be told at this stage?  

· Is the researcher prepared for the questions principals are likely to raise at this stage (How and why was I chosen?  Who else is involved?  What use will be made of information supplied? How will confidentiality and anonymity be preserved? etc., etc.)  

· Assuming they are willing to cooperate, how is the interview scheduled?  Where and when will it be held?

· What will the principals be told about the topic(s) for discussion and the nature of questions before the interview?  (Depending on the topic and circumstances, it is often a good idea to send a sheet showing main topics to be discussed)

· How will interview questions be developed and how will they be trialled?

· How will recording be done?   What permissions are involved?  How might the recording method influence the data?

· Assuming the interview is tape recorded and transcribed, how will respondents be provided with a transcript to check for accuracy, omissions and things to be deleted? 

By working carefully through these issues, I aim to show students how thorough and well organized data collection procedures can increase the quality of the data.  I point out also that experience shows that when principals, teachers and others are approached professionally, ethically and courteously, the chances of cooperation and access to good quality data are improved.

The section 8.1.4, ‘The Analytic Status of Interview Data’, raises some complex and difficult philosophical and epistemological issues.  It may not be suitable for all classes.  One way for students to grasp the central issue here is to think about different types of interview and interview data.  For example, comparisons between interviews where the respondent is:

· mainly asked to recall certain events

· mainly asked to describe certain situations

· mainly asked to give opinions about different topics

· mainly asked about deeper issues

These comparisons show that the problem of the analytic status of the data is greater as the purpose of the interview moves from straightforward recall and description, towards opinions, deeper underlying issues.  In other words, the severity of this problem varies with the type of interview and the nature of the interview data.  It is on the deeper level where the difficulties with the status of the data arise.  These difficulties can be severe enough as to question whether the data have been ‘collected’ or are being ‘created’ – or ‘co-created’.   There are no simple answers to this issue, but it certain contexts it might be appropriate to bring them to the attention of the students.

Documentary data (section 8.4)
Vast amounts of documentary data are routinely produced in today’s education world.  As researchers, we very often ignore or overlook such data.  We tend to operate on the assumption that a new research project requires a new set of data – new in the sense that original data have to be collected.  My purpose here is to encourage students to consider what already existing data might be relevant and valuable in their project, once they have identified the topic and at least preliminary research questions.  Policy statements and documents, and relevant background and supporting statements, are often a very good example of this.

In class I cite the example of Wayne McGowan’s doctoral thesis, which I co-supervised at the University of Western Australia (see note 9, p.168).  This study was a discourse analysis of the new Education Act for the state of Western Australia, passed by the Parliament in 2002.  The study used only already existing documentary data, all publicly available – the Act itself, the background papers to the Act, and the Hansard record of parliamentary debates as the Bill passed through parliament.  Given the difficulties students often encounter in thesis data collection, this strategy has much to recommend it!  The study and resulting publication are referred to in Chapter 8, note 9.

Sampling (section 8.6)
A misconception sometimes found in the research world is that sampling only applies to quantitative studies.  It is true that sampling has historically been an important topic in the quantitative methodological literature.  It is also true that sampling is important in qualitative research. 

A central concept here is the difference between sampling for representativeness – usually done with some form of probability sampling – and sampling for some deliberate purpose.  It is generally true that representative probability sampling is more typical of quantitative research – samples in qualitative studies are rarely large enough to be considered representative.  However, deliberate or purposeful sampling has an important place in both qualitative and qualitative research.  

There are many different types of deliberate sampling – 16 types are shown in Table 8.1, p.163.  This table gives some idea of the different sampling strategies which can be used.  It also illuminates the concept of sampling strategy itself.   The points I want to stress here are that:

· Qualitative sampling must be driven by a strategy, which has a logic

· This strategy and logic need to be articulated

· This strategy and logic need to fit in with the overall strategy and logic of the study

This is another example of the general point made earlier in the book, about the internal validity of a study.   The different parts need to fit together. 
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