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Section VI

This part of the webpage provides several additional supplemental examples of Mixed methods and Evaluation Research.  These examples illustrate the interplay of research design and research validity.

________________________________________

Application from the Literature based in Chapter 14

Ethnographic Study Using Field data from a Study of Physician-patient Communication to Argue for the Need to Make Use of ‘Observer Effects’

SOURCE: Monahan, T., & Fisher, J. A. (2010). Benefits of ‘observer effects’: Lessons from the field. Qualitative research, 10(3),  367- 376. doi: 10.1177/1468794110362874      

Abstract: This article responds to the criticism that ‘observer effects’ in ethnographic research necessarily bias and possibly invalidate research findings. Instead of aspiring to distance and detachment, some of the greatest strengths of ethnographic research lie in cultivating close ties with others and collaboratively shaping discourses and practices in the field. Informants’ performances – however staged for or influenced by the observer – often reveal profound truths about social and/or cultural phenomena. To make this case, first we mobilize methodological insights from the field of science studies to illustrate the contingency and partiality of all knowledge and to challenge the notion that ethnography is less objective than other research methods. Second, we draw upon our ethnographic projects to illustrate the rich data that can be obtained from ‘staged performances’ by informants. Finally, by detailing a few examples of questionable behavior on the part of informants, we challenge the fallacy that the presence of ethnographers will cause informants to self-censor.

Conclusions: Self-censorship on the part of informants is another way that observer effects are purported to manifest. Undoubtedly, self-censorship or behavior modification do occur when informants feel scrutinized. Ethnographers have argued that over time self-censorship fades away, especially if the researcher becomes taken for granted by informants and/or integrated into the community being studied. There are also ways that ethnographers can perform‘ validity checks’ on data they suspect to be dubious, namely by comparing discourse to practice and looking for tensions, or by triangulating articulations from multiple informants and looking for inconsistencies. In employing such pragmatic validity checks, though, one should not lose sight of the fact that all data are open to interpretation and reinterpretation; it is too simplistic to think of some data as true and other data as false. Instead, there are many webs of signification that the ethnographer must navigate to construct a coherent story of cultural meanings, logics, and structures.

Another way of approaching the problem of self-censorship is by carefully noting instances where it does not appear to be happening. We related a few examples from our research projects where people acted against their professional code of ethics (i.e., physicians not obtaining informed consent from patients for voluntary medical procedures) or made racist, sexist, or classist statements seemingly without concern that their words would become data. In such instances, which are not at all rare, disturbing practices and articulations on the part of informants may actually be more valid for occurring in front of researchers. The reasoning behind this conclusion is that self-censorship may be occurring but that these unethical practices or prejudicial claims escaped that filter. In other words, informants might behave much worse when researchers are not present, but it is unlikely that they behave much better.

Two Applications from the Literature based on Chapter 15

Journal Editorial Addressing the Philosophical Division in Research Methodologies

SOURCE: Walsh K. (2011). Quantitative vs. qualitative research: A false dichotomy. Journal of Research in Nursing, 17(11), 9-11. doi: 10.1177/1744987111432053 

Editorial: The qualitative vs. quantitative debate is a dichotomy but it is a false one. The terms qualitative and quantitative assume that the various research approaches such as case studies, cohort studies, grounded theory, discourse analysis, feminist research, phenomenology, ethnography, action research – the list goes on – somehow fit neatly in one camp or the other. However, many ‘qualitative’ approaches use quantification and ‘quantitative’ studies make qualitative judgments (though often unacknowledged). The implication of the bipolarity of the debate is that it risks stripping away the differences and nuances associated with the various approaches by lumping them into one camp or the other. And what of the underlying unspoken assumptions that often accompany such descriptors as qualitative and quantitative: hard vs. soft, rigorous vs. less rigorous, difficult vs. easy, and so on?

The qualitative/quantitative debate is unhelpful in another way. Once we find ourselves thinking in dichotomies, this thinking easily throws up other polarities. The Glaserian vs. Strassian debate in Grounded Theory and the Husserlian vs. Heideggerian debate in Phenomenology are cases in point. Whilst these debates have been useful in exploring the relative merits of the approaches and the methods used in various contexts, too often in my experience, the debate has been more about ideology and who is ‘right’ and who is ‘wrong’, based on a set of unquestioned beliefs and oversimplifications of the position of the ‘other’, rather than reasoned argument. . . . . 

Research is about knowing, understanding and exploring the world in which we find ourselves. There is no one privileged way of doing this. The approaches we currently possess are but windows that frame our view of this world but also limit what we can see. We should not think that our window is the only one, or indeed, our view the best.

We need academic debate in order to be assured that our various approaches are applied appropriately and are not (to extend the window metaphor) manufacturing illusions. However, this debate will not be useful if it is characterized by a lack of understanding of the epistemological and ontological underpinning of the various approaches. This lack of understanding is perhaps the precursor of the caricatured, overly simplistic false dichotomies that form the basis of the qualitative vs. quantitative debate that I still encounter regularly in universities. . .
Discussion of Value of Mixed Methods Designs for Evaluation of School Counseling Programs and Interventions

SOURCE: Dimmitt, C. (2010). Evaluation in school counseling: Current practices and future possibilities. Counseling Outcome research and Evaluation, 1(1), 44-56. doi: 10.1177/2150137810361306

NOTE: The author reviews several approaches for evaluating school counseling programs and interventions. He discusses the types of data that can be collected in school counseling evaluations, and discusses the challenges faced by evaluators working in the schools. 

Mixed-Methods Evaluation: The quantitative scientific-experimental evaluation methods and the qualitative evaluation methods are not mutually exclusive and in fact are commonly integrated to create a more complex and nuanced picture of what is happening in programs. Educational outcomes are influenced by myriad factors in schools, and our students are not simple people! To adequately and accurately get a sense of how school counseling programs work and what they do that is effective, the mixed-methods model (combining elements of both quantitative and qualitative methods) is increasingly being used.
For example, when a rural high school counseling program wanted to demonstrate the impact of their increased interventions regarding college application rates for their students, they chose to use a mixed-methods design. They are meeting their goals through several interventions, including classroom guidance lessons on the college application process, integrated math lessons on completing the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA), integrated English lessons on the college essay, a parent newsletter specifically about applying to college, a college application and scholarship Web page on their Web site, and a field trip to the closest state college campus for a tour and a meal with students from their hometown. The school counseling program was reconfigured so that one person is the college placement expert, whereas other counselors took over the other parts of her caseload. The college counselor meets with juniors and seniors and their families (including siblings when possible), whether they express an interest in college or not. At the entrance to the school there is a ‘‘college-going wall’’ where all college acceptances are posted. During the last month of school the school counselors collect quantitative data about the numbers of applications and acceptances to colleges and scholarship dollars attained, and they re-contact, via email and letters, as many students as possible to see whether they completed their first year of college. They also conduct 30-minute focus groups with exiting seniors to find out which program components make the biggest difference, and what continues to get in their way of applying and going to college. The quantitative data provide concrete information about the impact of the program, and the qualitative data allow for ongoing refinement of services and increased attention to the components that seem to have the greatest impact (in the evaluation, the key factors are accessing financial resources and having students learn to identify as a college student). Using a mixed-methods model assumes that there is not one ‘‘right’’ purpose of the evaluation and that both quantifiable outcomes and subjective participant perspectives are of importance. One type of data is not valued more than another, either, because quantitative data need the qualitative data to more fully explain the findings and qualitative data need the quantitative data to provide strong evidence of what is found anecdotally. Mixed-method evaluations generate concrete answers about both subjective and objective differences and the nuances that are specific to that context.
Two Applications from the Literature based on Chapter 16 

.

Example of Problems Designing a Valid Evaluation:

SOURCE: Levin, H. M., & Calcagno, J. C. (2008). Remediation in the community college: An evaluator’s perspective. Community College Review, 35(3), 181-207. doi: 10.1177/0091552107310118

NOTE:  The authors provided a conceptual framework for the valid evaluation of remedial education programs in higher education. This excerpt from their article describes some of the problems to be overcome in conducting a higher education evaluation. 

Evaluating Interventions: The main statistical problem in estimating the effectiveness of remedial courses is that it is difficult to identify a causal relationship between remediation and educational attainment. Students are not randomly assigned to remedial education; therefore, factors unobserved by the statistician may also influence future outcomes of remedial students. Thus, if we simply compare the performances of remedial versus nonremedial students in terms of educational outcomes, the former group will perform far worse than the latter group due mainly to precollege differences rather than to the program itself. We should, instead, compare only those remedial and nonremedial students who actually share similar backgrounds and academic preparedness. By doing so, the effects of an intervention can be attributed to the program rather than to precollege differences.

A related problem is that evaluations of later academic success typically do not take into account the fact that those who successfully complete remedial courses will do better than those who drop out. A generally accepted finding in the literature is that students who successfully complete remedial courses have better educational outcomes than similar nonremedial students. However, the group of completers of remedial coursework is in fact a self-selected sample of all remedial students. Therefore, a comparison between successful remediation completers and nonremedial students biases the results of the intervention upward because the group of low-performing students who dropped out without completing the remedial sequences is excluded from the analysis.

If students are discouraged from enrolling in remediation in the first place, or if they enroll but fail to complete remedial courses, this discouragement effect should be taken into account in the evaluation.

Discussion of the Role of Values-Engagement in Evaluation Research

SOURCE: Hall, J. N., Ahn, J., & Green, J. C. (2012). Values engagement in evaluation: Ideas, illustrations, and implications. American Journal of Evaluation, 33(2), 195-207. doi: 10.1177/1098214011422592

NOTE:  The authors present a specific form of values-engaged evaluation that is committed to descriptive and prescriptive valuing, with an emphasis on its prescriptive advancement of the values of inclusion and equity.

Values in Evaluation, Theoretical Overview: Within the evaluation community, the role of values in evaluation typically refers to evaluators’ judgmental responsibility for assessing the merit or worth of the object being evaluated. Because the work of evaluation, at its core, emphasizes evaluator judgments about the value of a program based on a certain set of criteria, evaluation is broadly characterized as a values-laden enterprise. . . .[Theorists have suggested] that describing values is a common part of evaluation because many evaluators seek out and describe stakeholder values and then use them, in addition to other criteria, to judge the merit of a program. Theoretically, this descriptive perspective on values follows the pluralistic responsive tradition in evaluation. In the responsive tradition, evaluators intentionally surface and include the values and concerns of diverse stakeholders as threaded throughout the information gathered and interpreted as part of the evaluation process. Values are included, for example, in the descriptions of program experiences and in the judgments of its meaningfulness and consequence in the contexts being studied. Responsive evaluation is grounded in a constructivist paradigm, which recognizes that the meanings of program practices are constructed through participants’ interpretations of interactions and dialogue. Further, those meanings represent values that are continuously being negotiated in practice. This perspective situates evaluation as a process wherein the evaluator’s

role is not only to describe various values and issues but also to create opportunities for diverse stakeholder views to be heard by others (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 


Methodologically, being inclusive of and creating opportunities for varied stakeholders’ views to be heard can be enacted in multiple ways—for example, by gathering stakeholder experiences through participant observations, involving diverse stakeholders in the planning of the evaluation, or creating interim reports that feature descriptive accounts of stakeholder perspectives of the quality of the program.

It is important to note that the methodologies employed to enact responsive practices. . . [Likewise] . . .  others have indicated, themselves advance values, in part vis-à-vis selected regulative ideals, or philosophical assumptions about what counts as knowledge. For example, a postpositivist framework or regulative ideal advances values of objectivity and neutrality, while a constructivist framework privileges particularity and insider perspectives on knowing. It is in this way, among others, that all evaluations advance some values. Specifically, this line of thinking under-girds responsive evaluators’ valuing of active stakeholder involvement in the meaning-making work of

evaluation. Stakeholders are viewed as ‘‘information givers’’ and the evaluation process is influenced by the responsive evaluator’s relationships and conversations with stakeholders. Because each stakeholder may view the program differently and value it in different ways, the dialogue generated from conversations with stakeholders can surface

prevailing or conflicting values and meanings, greater self-awareness of values, and

increased understanding of stakeholder values within and across groups. A primary issue related to the evaluator’s work of describing values is how best to manage the potential magnitude and variety of value stances generated. Should all stakeholders in the evaluation context be heard? Should the values generated be prioritized? And if so, how? In response, . . . .[Others] . . . advocate the principles of inclusion, dialogue, and deliberation as guideposts for stakeholder involvement and voice in evaluation. These sensibilities introduce the prescriptive perspective on valuing in evaluation.

Prescriptive valuing is anchored in the democratic evaluation tradition. Prescriptive valuing in the democratic tradition includes evaluation models such as democratic evaluation; deliberative democratic evaluation; and inclusive evaluation. These models respect the descriptive tradition of responsive evaluation, which legitimizes and respects the plurality of stakeholder values that are present in the evaluation context at hand, and explicitly seeks out these stakeholder values as part of the evaluation process. In addition, democratic models have a prescriptive component that is grounded in the view that evaluation inevitably promotes certain values and that democratic values, such as social justice and equity, are the most defensible values to promote. . . .  

_________________________________________

Application from the Literature based on Chapter 17

Poetic Reflections of a Graduate Student Completing her Doctoral Dissertation

SOURCE: Lee, K. V. (2005). Neuroticism: End of a doctoral dissertation. Qualitative Inquiry, 11(6), 933-938. doi: 10.1177/1077800405276771

Autobiographical Account: I moan as my thumbs covet the arc of the keys. The blue and white screen combines like ice cream and rum. Hairs stand on edge, as though an animal has clawed me. Even with some action, I want more. Quickly, I succumb. The keys are cold. I circle the palm of my hands over the keys. Desire builds and our forces collide. Ablaze of energy, lost in touch. My fingers whisper as they float across the water. A current pushes me. Sweat drips. I touch, you respond. I move, you jitter. Wish I had a candle. Wax on my skin would melt with the moment. I want the taste of you, the pleasure of owning every word that gushes out. A tug of war and a buzz says this is dangerous. I steer my fingers and watch them shudder. I am silenced. Over and over, the tension builds. Up and down, the mountains sway. I know your ridges, valleys, and fortress. The thunder thought brings a storm. Wild winds deafen me. Hot and warm, I frantically type. To get there, to be there. I straighten my back and climb steadily, lifting my fingers in the dark. Just when I think I am at the edge, there is more to climb. I find a sore spot. My imagination and intellect bleed.

Bloodstains. Lines of words whirl past the wound. A wild path emerges as I probe. Symbols speed across the monitor. A sense of rhythm, pulse after pulse .And then it happens. I hold my breath and soar. Higher and higher. Full speed ahead. A rapid, rumbling ruse. The world again. It ripples through my ears as the whistling wind blows garbage cans down the road. I wish to scream aloud. Plants need watering, a thick film of dust lines the windowsills, and there are overdue bills to pay. Right away. Collected phone messages. Soon, friends will cash in my rain checks for coffee and lunch. No recollection when I saw them last. Mailboxes of unopened e-mails I have compacted. Six years of artifacts. Traces of humanity draw me into another metaphysical realm. Hard to come back. An adventure is an ontological division. Maybe I won’t come back, cling to the mountain way up yonder. In the corner of my eyes, there is an image, growing larger, trying to assert itself. By the end of the week, the ocean will wash over me, and the world will be cleansed into a familiar Sunday night.

It has taken six years to understand what a dissertation can do. Others have seen me grow and change. For some, it has been overwhelming. There is fear on their faces watching my life unroll with intense periods of both joy and anguish. Broken images and shattered dreams. If there was a way to ensure that a doctoral dissertation would keep the world the same, research would not progress. My obsessive-compulsive disorder of a dissertation must make a difference. A tremendous amount of satisfaction came from being a writer. Truth is, I am saddened by the end.

The unspoken postulate of a doctoral program is that one will change both emotionally and intellectually. Life will be sliced differently after a magnum opus. It challenges and delights, but also brings agony and pain. In this society, writing gives me the pleasure of birds who build a nest and gloat. After floating for years, I embrace wounds and resolutions. Being a writer is like being a musician. It takes you to a secret place of honor. I realize how tempestuous my life will be as a writer. But I want it this way. Dealing with musicians and teaching music in my research opens a door that brings me back to being an artist. Each time I enter a classroom, I feel closer to the part of myself that I have regained. I am an artist, cleaning, running, having fun, feeling good, eating noodles, dim sum, and blueberry pie with ice cream. I pass small words and keep treading. One word after another. Keystroke after keystroke. I find and lose myself endlessly. Daytime, nighttime, sheets of torrents to unknown places. Moments of writing convince me that there is nothing richer and more enlivening in the world. I am stimulated, nourished, and drained all at once. Deep in my heart, I know that if I create,

freedom will stay. I am devoted to my craft. There is solace and wisdom, truth

and pride. That is why I stay alive. I am sad that I have come to the end. All is settled and done. Add the final touches and call it a night. I recall the first time I constructed knowledge

There was a chorus of singers. I wondered what it meant. Rumors flew that

this new knowledge could serve as an important philosophical and

epistemological framework. My theories prove I can contribute to the academy.

I am a scholar. A great deal of responsibility to disseminate what I had found. At first, it was overwhelming. Publish or perish. Writing a dissertation seemed unattainable, but now that I have completed it, I would do it again. To be lost and ponder words is pure heaven. Each time I write, I begin all over again. I have rehearsed for the performance. Hooks for phrases and lines with mazes. The End. Finis, be done with it, I say. I predict it will not last long. I return to the start. Reject and protect. That is what writing does to me. I will now end where I began six years ago. Today I will tell a story. It has a beginning,

and a middle, and an end.

_______________________________________
