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Austin, Texas - June 19, 2009

Intended Outcomes

• Participants will…
• differentiate paradigms of inquiry;
• outline acceptable standards of rigor for qualitative 

research / assessment;
• define the steps involved in general qualitative data 

analysis; and,
• be willing to give it a try!• be willing to give it a try!
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One step back…

Paradigm(s) of inquiry…

A way of looking at the world.
Provides the assumptions, the rules, the 
direction, and the criteria by which “normal 
science” is conducted.

(Thomas Kuhn [1970] as cited in Erlandson et al. [1993])

Paradigms of Inquiry

Positivist Constructivist

Realist Ontology
There is Truth

It is discoverable

Objectivist Epistemology
Distance / detachment between the 
knower and the known

Objectivity is possible

Relativist Ontology
Realities are multiple

Realities are socially‐constructed

Subjectivist Epistemology
Impossible and undesirable to separate 
the knower from the known

Outcomes = result of the relationshipObjectivity is possible

Interventionist Methodology
A priori hypotheses

Controlled conditions

Outcomes = result of the relationship 
between researcher and participants

Hermeneutic Methodology
Continuous interaction between knower 
and known

Dialogue between researcher and data



7/31/2009

3

Assumptions…

…of constructivist qualitative research

Realities are multiple and socially-constructed.
There is a mutually-shaping relationship 
between the knower and the known.
Inquiry is value-ladenInquiry is value laden.
The purpose of research (assessment) is 
understanding.

(adapted from Whitt, E.J.)

Standards of Rigor

…are different but no less important.

Trustworthiness
Credibility
Transferability
Dependability
Confirmability
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Trustworthiness: Credibility

Are the researcher’s interpretations credible to 
the study participants (a.k.a., respondents)?

Established through:
Triangulation
Peer debriefing
Member checks
Search for alternative evidence / explanations
Humility throughout the process

Trustworthiness: Transferability

To what extent are the findings applicable to 
other settings?

Established through:
Thick, rich description of the study context, 
design, and participants
Is a decision made by the reader, not an 
assertion by the researcher
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Trustworthiness: Dependability

To what extent were the research methods 
decisions made consistently and appropriately 
throughout the course of the study?

Established through:
Audit trail

Trustworthiness: Confirmability

Do the results of the study make sense? And, 
can they be confirmed by others?

Established through:
Audit trail
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Data Analysis

“…the process of making sense of one’s 
data…organizing what you have seen, heard, 
and read, so that you can make sense of what 
you have learned, create explanations, pose 
hypotheses, develop theories, link your story to 

th t i ”other stories.”
~ Glesne & Pushkin

Data Analysis

“Data analysis is the process of bringing order, 
structure, and meaning to the mass of 
collected data. It is a messy, ambiguous, time-
consuming, creative, and fascinating process. 
It does not proceed in linear fashion; it is not 
neat. Qualitative data analysis is a search for 
general statements about relationships amonggeneral statements about relationships among 
categories of data...”

~ Marshall & Rossman
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Data Analysis

Concurrent with data collection
Ongoing analysis
Final analysis

Inductive
From the specific to the general
From the data themselves to the results

Types of Analysis

Grounded in the genre framing the study
Phenomenology
Ethnography
Case Study
Narrative Inquiry
Critical theory (race, feminist, queer)
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Reminder…

What is your assessment question?

Generic Data Analysis

Organize the data
Familiarize yourself with the data
Generate categories, themes, and patterns
Code the data
Search for alternative explanations
Write the reportWrite the report

~ Rossman & Rallis, 1998
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Organize the Data: Example

Focus group interview logs (Merriam, 1998)

Organize the Data: Example
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Organize the Data: Example

Organize the Data: Example
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Becoming familiar with the data

Read, read, read your data

Transcribe?
Listen, listen, listen to your data

Hold a conversation with your data

Keep notes about your thoughts, ideas, 
questions

Generate Categories, Themes, 
Patterns

Identify salient themes, recurring ideas, 
recurring language, patterns of belief

Focus: assessment question

Interrogate the data

Concept mapping – important ideas

Try them on…debrief
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Code the Data

Iterative process
Determining what is evidence of a category or 
theme
What words, phrases, examples illustrate the 
concepts you identified
What have we missed?
Mechanics

By hand
By qualitative software analysis package
Right-hand column of word-processed document

Coding: Example
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Search for Alternative Explanations

Challenge the patterns that seem apparent

What other plausible explanations / 
interpretations exist?

Search for Alternative Explanations

Remember…

“…every way of seeing is also a way of not 
seeing.”

~ Silverman
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Write the Report

Writing is essential to qualitative data analysis

“Writing is thinking.” (Wolcott)

Fuzzy writing stems from fuzzy thinkingFuzzy writing stems from fuzzy thinking.

Write the Report

Consider
Purpose of the study
Audience
Format
Voice
Content

How best to “tell the story”
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Questions for Consideration

What was the purpose of the assessment?
What were the results of the assessment?
What conclusions / interpretations did I draw? 
How closely linked are the conclusions / 
interpretations to the results?p
What, if any, methodological assumptions did I 
make?

Questions for Consideration

What are the limitations of the assessment? 
Have I adequately outlined them?
What steps did I take to ensure the 
trustworthiness of the assessment project? To 
what extent were appropriate standards of 
rigor met?
Did I conduct the assessment ethically?
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Your Turn

Questions / Concerns


