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Publishing Qualitative Research
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This paper constitutes a slight departure from editorial policy for AERJ.
Far from contributing to general knowledge through empirical analysis,
the paper is meant to serve a self-referent and practical purpose. It is meant
to signify to the discipline that manuscripts based on gualitative research

are being welcomed by AERJ editors. It is also meant to assist the editors

. in recognizing instances of qualitative research and choosing those manu-
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scripts with the greatest relevance and scholarly merit. The author was

asked to define qualitative research in education, describe what form an

AERJ article based on qualitative research might take, and state some 1

criteria that can be used by the editors and referees to judge the merit of
such studies. :

Seemingly straightforward, the task could hardly be more daunting. The :

body of work labeled qualitative is richly variegated and its theories of

. method diverse to the point of disorderliness. Qualitative research is vexed |
by the problem of different labels. One sees terms such as naturalistic '
research, participant observation, case study, and ethnography, as well as
qualitative research, used interchangeably. If the terms and. the work |

described can be distinguished, it would be a task that requires a separate
paper, and, for the present purposes, I will treat them as a package. In

addition to the diversity of labels, the field has grown out of diverse -
disciplines (anthropology, sociology, psychology). Qualitative research is

further divided by differing views of the nature of reality (whether there is
a world of social objects and forces separate from the observer’s perception

of them), of object fields judged to be appropriate for study (from whole.

- institutions or communities to brief encounters), of beliefs about the merits -
of different research methods and ways of representing findings, and of

criteria for judging studies. These divisions have created socially bounded
territories, acrimonious exchanges among adherents, and institutionalized

schools of thought. How then should the editors judge and select manu-

scripts when such different ways of thinking about and doing qualitative
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rcsearcAh cxist? Itis my contention that A ERJ must welcome all approaches
recognize the purpose and baqurou'nd of the particular study, find appro:
evant to the particular approach to
N n?;t:zlclitazg\;?mreﬁarch defies simple description. Those who have at-
sorpted plify have done so by exclusion. For example, it has been-

g at only real anthropological ethnography counts and other forms

of qualitative research are ; i m
( ; € Inconsequential, or that structur. i i

" PRI At) ’ al f
1S 'posiivist” and therefore ou Jeinition |

exclusion not only rules out info
also creates theoretical confusi
qualitative with interpretive, th
conclusions were incompatible

rmati\{e research (e.g., Willis, 1981) but
on. Smith (1983), for example, equated
en argued that procedures used to verify

: with the epistemology of interpretiv
. - . - e
hermeneutic research, Despite Phillips’s (1983) helpful anal;:is of ll(l);

rclzr::::t lof posmylsm, autl?ors continue to label anyone who is not phe-
e 8 851(::)211 wgh Clhe epithet of ppsilivist. As Stryker (1980), Kirk and
1981 s m;t:(rj) amx_)bell and_ his cqlleagues (e.g., Brewer & Collins,
Moreover. s ,er;z::]i' ;r:lt:lrir;c:q:atet pg}losophical positions are possible.
) ] 1v€ Studies seem to be at least implicitl
tg}:;);mde]d. in }hcm. The e{intors gf AERJ ought not to givein to the asserlior}ll
Thqua Hative research is equivalent to any single approach within it.
e r::spi?er:as }wo parts. In ?he .ﬁrsl, I attempt to describe the common
dures what 1s called qualitative research. It is not my intent, in so
ng, to suggest a rapprochement among approaches or encoure,l e an
unlikely consensus, but to show that the category is more than an egmpty

label. The second sect; : .
. 1d section describes fou { .
research. ioes tour different approaches to qualitative

What Is Qualitative Research in Education?

First, qualitative research isem
about_ the phenomenon under study and works on them in some way-—
organizes them, and hold them up against ideas, hypotheses, and categor-

pirical. The researcher collects sense data

approaches involve eric data

guage or tl}e categories of some theory),

" Qua_htanve re§earchers study qualities or entities and seek to understand

esseemt}; a particular context. As Dabbs (1982) wrote, “Quality is the

) thn i hch.aracter or nature of something; quantity is the amount. Quality
e what; quz}ntl}y is the how much. Qualitative refers to the meanin

- - - while quantitative assumes the meaning and refers to a.measure of it§

expressed in the categories and meanings of the subject or “native™). Other )
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(p. 32). Though it focuses -on definitions, meanings, and descriptions,
refining and placing them in context, and frequently portraying them in
words rather than numbers, qualitative is not antiquantitative.

Qualitative research is based on the notion of context sensitivity. What
sets qualitative research apart most clearly from other forms of research is
the belief that the particular physical, historical, material, and social
environment in which people find themselves has a great bearing on what
they think and how they act. Acts must be interpreted by drawing on those
larger contexts. Qualitative researchers reject the notion of universal,
context-free generalization. Learning to solve word problems in arithmetic,
for example, is not something that occurs in isolated, antiseptic, laboratory-
like settings; rather, it takes place in contexts of human and institutional
purposes, prior learning and teaching, and the presence of others; it is
facilitated or inhibited by material and physical resources; it involves
personal and interpersonal histories, and the like.

Other characteristics of qualitative research follow from the conviction
that human acts are context-sensitive. Most importantly, the researcher
must personally become situated in the subject’s natural setting and study,
firsthand and over a prolonged time, the object of interest and the various
contextual features that influence it. This introduces notions about the
“personhood” of the qualitative researcher and what roles and relationships
are formed between researcher and subject. Unlike the model experimen-
ter, the qualitative researcher is not a faceless replicate. Objectivity in the
conventional sense is an illusion; the subject’s intentions, beliefs, views of
the researcher, and interests must be considered. A further implication of
the belief in context sensitivity is a deemphasis of standardized or general
research methods. The social scene is thought to be so complex that one
cannot anticipate it sufficiently to select a priori a single or even a few
meanings for a construct (as one does in operationalization) and adopt a
uniform way of measuring it. Standardized methods have little utility, and
because preordinant procedures are not used, establishing such things as
interobserver agreement and representative sampling become problematic
and, in some approaches, irrelevant. Methods are not viewed as guarantors
of truth, as they seem to be in the orthodox, textbook model of experi-

mentation. Rather, methods are used inventively and tailored to the
situation. In many cases, multiple methods are employed, and the findings
of alternative methods are played off against each other. In addition,
descriptions of methods used are frequently accompanied by justification
of the methods chosen, their underlying assumptions, and their limitations.
Because there is no catalog of qualitative designs or certified methods,
thoughtful researchers describe what they did in detail. Qualitative research
is marked by self-examination and criticism of the roles established, of the
methods used, and of mistakes made.
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Herf: the rqsemblange among schools of qualitative research ends. The
following section describes several approaches or divisions within the field.

This subdivision is meant to be not an exact taxonomy but a heuristic’

device to inform AER/ editors of the range of possibilities they are likely
to encounter, :

Interpretive Approach

‘ Erickson’s (1986) chapter in the Handbook of Research on Teaching
xllx.xstrates well the interpretive approach to qualitative research. Indeed.
Enf:kson equates qualitative with interpretive, thereby excluding by impli:
cation approaches that use interpretations as points of departure for
explapatlons of the social world based on conflict or structural-functional
theo'nes: for example. For interpretive approaches, the object field to be
stu('iled is the acts and meanings ascribed to events by actors in a particular
_soc:al context. Acts are distinguished from behaviors in that, while behav-
lors are overt and may be objectively observed and counted, acts imply
purposeful constructions on the part of an actor that can be understood
only from t'he actor’s point of view. Acts are social in that the events of
classroom life acquire significance in the immediate and particular setting
and are “worked out” together by the teacher, pupils, and others. In other
words, the ca}usal dynamics of social life are the reciprocal actions taken
by. others within the immediate social environment. As described by
chkson (1986), fieldwork based on the interpretive approach “involves’
being unusyally thorough and reflective in noticing and describing every-
day events in the field setting, and in attempting to identify the significance
of actions in the events from the various points of view of the actors

How are t!le happenings organized in patterns of social organization and
learned pm.nciples for the conduct of everyday life—how, in other words,
are People in the immediate setting consistently present to each other as’
environments for one another’s meaningful actions? (p. 121)

Having unfierstood these local rules for relating and symbolizing, the
researcher interprets them in light of what is happening in wider s’ocial
context's and comparative settings.

’I"hq Interpretive approach embraces a type of philosophical idealism in
believing that thq mind creates reality and that an objective world separate
frqm the perceptions of the person cannot be known. Social knowledge is
gamed_ by Verstehen, or subjective, participative understanding and cannot
be verified 'by appeal to external criteria. There are no universal laws to
§earqh for; {nstead, the goal is to understand particular actions and mean-
ings in particular contexts. Data are primarily emic.

Erickson (1986) described what a report based on qualitative research
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would contain: empirical assertions; narrative vignettes; quotations from
observational field notes and interviews, maps, tables, or figures; interpre-
tive commentary; theoretical discussion; and a description of the research
process itself. Empirical assertions are statements of findings derived
inductively from a review of field notes and a systematic search for
confirming and disconfirming evidence on the assertions (“establishing the
evidentiary warrant,” p. 146). Vignettes and quotes provide vivid “docu-
mentary evidence that what the assertion claimed to have happened did
occur at least once. General description ... provides evidence for th
relative frequency of occurrence of a given phenomenon . ... [and] dis—)
play[s] the breadth of evidence” (p. 149). Interpretive commentary tells
what the portrayals and general descriptions mean from the author’s
perspective. These elements of the report '

allow the reader to experience vicariously the setting that is described, and
to confront instances of key assertions and analytic construets .. .. to
survey the full range of evidence on which the author’s interpretive analysis
is based . . .. and to consider the theoretical and personal grounds of the
author’s perspective as it changed during the course of the study. (p. 145)

Erickson also identified some problems of fieldwork that journal editors -
might use as indicators of the scholarly merit of qualitative research based
on the interpretive approach. These include inadequate negotiation of
entry into the field setting, limiting the researcher’s access to relevant data

* (p. 141), inadequate amount of data, inadequate variety of data sources,

—

faulty interpretive status of evidence, inadequate disconfirming evidence,
and inadequate discrepant case analysis {p. 140).

For examples of the interpretive approach, see Hood, McDermott, and
Cole (1980) and Erickson (1975).

Related approaches. Work falling under a variety of labels (e.g., ethno-
methodology, constitutive ethnography, ethnosemantics, cognitive anthro-
pology) shares with the interpretive approach an eémphasis on the contents
of the mind, how they are organized, and how they interact with features
of the cultural and social situation. Most notable for education is the
research on “working intelligence” or “everyday cognition” (Rogoff &
Lave, 1984). Researchers study cognitive activities such as remembering,
categorizing, and solving problems. They observe such activities in different
contexts, for example, in formal learning situations versus in shopping or
in the pursuit of a hobby. Besides observation, the researchers rely on
formal elicitation procedures to reveal systematically the meaning of
mental concepts and how they are organized and used. They also conduct
formal tests of hypotheses about the influence of context (the purpose and
nature of the activity, the intellectual requirements of performing the task,
the guidance provided by experienced adults, peer interaction, and the
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(1984) and Newman, Griffin, and Cole (1984) is illustrative.

like) on language and conceptual performance. Research by Scribner .

Artistic Approaches

‘The art_istic approach departs most obviously from familiar formats in
scholarly journals. Rather than empirical assertions supported by descrip—i

. tion, the report is an artistic rendering, usually a-narrative account, of what

the researcher has discovered in the case studied. In researeh, the investi-
gator s'eeks to experience directly the qualities inherent in the setting
appreciate the meanings held by the people there, and then represent th&se’
discoveries so that the reader can have a vicarious experience of the case
Nisbet (1976) recalled “Weber’s insistence upon the primacy of . . . Verste:
hen, of gnderstanding that penetrated to the realm of feeling, motivation
and spmt” (p. 12), understanding that is rooted in-intuition a’\nd based or;
experience and observation. o

'_l‘hf:re is little to distinguish the data collection or field relations of the
artistic from other qualitative researchers, except that one assumes a person
with acute sensitivities who can appreciate and convey the uhique qualities
pf t'hg case. The object fields are more likely to be “the experience the
mc.hwduals are having and the meaning their actions have for others”
(Eisner, 1981, p. 6) than they are observable behaviors or social facts The
sequence of: activities followed is usually inductive. Systematic forx;ls of
;inattsiteix?;lysxs ](()r verif]i]cation are' not prominent. Instead, the researcher

‘ely seeks out t i i i ing i

Vivid and e :;135 that will depict experience and meaning in a

_ Thgre“ 1s no standard form for presenting results. According to Fisner
(19{3 1), “What one seeks is not the creation of a code that abides t’(; plrbi'ilc;l;
codified rul_es, but the creation of an evocative form whose meaning is
cmbedded‘ In the shape of what is expressed” (p. 6). The researcher
preserves, in a coherent account, the concrete details of everyday life. He
or shef uses elements of storytelling, such as dramatic structure. interpr(;tive
ordering of events, narrative voice, and generative metaphoré. According
to House (1 ?80), these elements “are distinguished from logical entities in
that aesthetic elements are apprehended immediately without recourse to
forfnal arg.uments” (p. 105) and assimilated into the reader’s system of
tacxt.meanmgs. The storytelling form is best illustrated by Brauner (1974)
and in the wor'ks c_)f Rob Walker and students of Eisner and Stake,

How can editorial decisions be made about reports such as these? Rein
(1978, p. 77) suggested these criteria. First, the story should be true. Second,
the story should be the simplest internally consistent account that can be
offered. It should emphasize those qualities of the situation that can be
translat;d to broader contexts. Finally, there should be minimal distortion

- by the ideology of the storyteller, who should have subjected his or her
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values and work to scrutiny. Déhmé;yér (1985) wrote that, because the
primary aim of artistic researchers js to explicate meaning rather than to
establish truth, their work should b¢ afforded considerably more latitude

_than that of other researchers. According to Eisner (1981):

. Validity in the arts is the product of the persuasiveness of a personal

vision; its utility is determined by the extent to which it informs. . . . What

one seeks is illumination and penetration. The proof of the pudding is the

way in which it shapes our conception of the world or some aspect of it.

(p- 6)
Without standardized criteria, in other words, the editors must rely on the
completeness, coherence, and internal consistency of the account; whether
it penetrated and illuminated the subject; its plausibility; and the credibility
of the author.

Systematic Approaches

In sharp contrast to the approaches so far described, some qualitative
research might best be described as systematic (although the label might
not be accepted). Those who practice and advocate this approach seem to
base their arguments on a need for greater credibility and accessibility of
their findings. They assume that more systematic and better described
methods of data collection and analysis will achieve this end and in addition
will improve the teaching of methods (Miles & Huberman, 1984b). Meth-
odologists like LeCompte and Goetz (1982) recommend that qualitative
researchers adopt criteria such as reliability and validity to judge their
work, thereby enhancing its contribution to the general scientific enterprise.
Likewise, Kirk and Miller (1986} identify qualitative research with scien-
tific purposes and name objectivity as a canon of all forms of research.

Analysis of the arguments of these and others reveals a purpose different
from, say, the interpretive approach. They propose not only to discover
but also to verify. LeCompte and Goetz’s remarks are illustrative: “Al-
though ethnographers customarily depend on generative and inductive
strategies in the early phases of a research study, they direct later stages of
the interactive collection-analysis process to deductive verification of find-
ings” (1982, p. 34). A realist or critical-realist epistemnology is revealed in
statements such as this by Kirk and Miller; “There is a world of reality out
there. The way we perceive it is largely up to us, but the world does not
tolerate all understandings of it equally” (1986, p. 11). However, they deny
the “positivist” view that “the external world itself determines absolutely
the one and only correct view that can be taken of it, independent of the
process or circumstances of viewing” (p. 14). In this, as well as their call .
for triangulation and replication, their view of knowledge is revealed,
although none of the authors mentioned here believe that finding an

absolute or universal truth is the goal of research. All acknowledge the
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complexity of contexts imitati
it and the limitations of research methods to dea

their r i i -
distinc::isop:sC HII:ISS:) bfeCt 'ﬁ?lds ar€ not necessarily different One :
of reality, and thecme::r)nlem' thell: th they srssumptions al;out th:e;:t:'l:g
. ’ I In whi
evidence and methods ich they analyze data and represens their
The form of the rep,
. . eport of a systemati itati
discu e re ystematic qualitative s is li
rsive, th.at 1s, with conclusions logically argued f;g:g é;ll;lfqlcyalto be
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dence. De i
Scriptive data from field notes and interviews wilj be liberally

ically to in i

o yone c;lrixi?lge ;h'f 1mz.1ger‘y of the reader. The report is structured

attermpt ¢ ! hgowx tsh scxentxﬁp cre_dlbility. That is, the researcher w§§

to LeCompte 10 € study is objective, reliable, and valid. Ac d'l
octz (1982), the external reliability, or repl}cab?l(;tryll(l)gf

used to iation i
collect data, Variation in any of these areas wilj reduce the chance

Lt

these five problems, By this ;

! - By this is meant th ‘
or her role, at the researcher fully dj '
for problemsmoe; ?l?t‘:j’rxi?geﬁ(;gis;i?as; Alllthough there is no gﬁ;ﬁg?‘ig‘f
tiple obse i ” ¥—"whether, within a sj
and Goat;v :erz(:vr::nagr;e (L?Compte & Goetz, 1982, p.SI:%I)—-c 'Stlu,e(dyfc,) .
low-inference descﬂ;tri)rscfnn:llg ?rocedures 10 enhance it, such as ‘r:;lpnt;

s pie researchers, local informan
» ts who may

€xamine and verj
verify the researcher’s account, or Mmechanically recorded

data, Kirk .
for the rlése:rrlgh ::‘:162(1286) echo these notions about reliability, calij
including a the, 0 detail th “relevant context of observaﬁonz’ ng
traits, intercsty, e b (CSCTIPLioN and criticism of the authors (p. 52),
ized, legible pubﬁzof;::ejfi’ an:i methods. They advocate in additio}xpigslftlilgl
A notes so -
researcher’s logic and procedures that subsequent analysts may follow the

A corres idi
Pondence theory of validity seems to be held by systematic

180

Publishing Qualitative Research

qualitative researchers, as they not only call for checks on internal coher-
ence and consistency (e.g., searching the data record for discrepant cases
or disconfirming evidence) but also appeal to external verification. Accord-
ing to LeCompte and Goetz, “validity necessitates demonstration that the
propositions generated, refined, or tested match the causal conditions
which obtain in real life” (1982, p. 43). They name threats to internal and
external validity of.qualitative research that are analogous to those for
experimental research. Unlike in the latter, however, threats to the validity
of qualitative research are addressed by descriptions and logical analyses
rather than by techniques like random assignment.
In addition to their offering a set of routinized procedures for analyzing
qualitative _data, Miles and Huberman (1984a, 1984b) suggested some
techniques a researcher could use to verify propositions and enhance

validity. These include
checking for representativeness . ... checking for researcher effects . ...
triangulating across data sources and methods . . . . weighting the evidence
or deciding which kinds of data are most trustworthy . ... making con-
trasts/comparisons, checking the meaning of outliers, and using extreme
cases. . . . ruling out spurious relationships; replicating a finding in another
part of the data, or a new data source or set; checking out rival explanations
.... getting feedback from informants . ... using an audit trail. (1984a,
p. 28)
The analysis and report of the systematic qualitative research will high-
light these features. The researcher would probably wish his or her manu-
script to be assessed according to how well it demonstrated them.

Theor_v—Driveﬁ Approaches

Although their adherents would be uncomfortable lumped in the same
category, conflict theories and structural-functional theories are two of
several social theories used by qualitative researchers to explain sociat life.
Researchers in this category establish field relations, collect data, respect
the context as an influence on human behavior, and strive to understand
the meanings of the people they encounter. Unlike the interpretivists, -
however, they use the meanings of actors as a point of departure. They
explain meanings and acts from a deterministic framework of more basic
and supraindividual social structures and forces. Thus, a conflict theorist
sees schools as both representing and reproducing the existing class and
economic divisions in the society as a whole. The researcher operating
from this framework will choose topics for study and focus the analysis of
data around these themes, showing how the underlying social forces are
worked out in the particular contexts studied. Structural functionalism, in
contrast, views schools as one component in a cohesive system of inter-
locking parts. The researcher identifies how the schools function with
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respect to the larger system and identifies dysfunctional aspects. In addi-
tion, researchers may view schools as smaller social systems that themselves
have connecting substructures, each functioning to maintain the integrity
of the school and contributing to the achievement of common goals,
Because these approaches are deterministic, standards of reliability and
validity, outlined above, may be applied. Illustrative works are Willis
(1981) and Wolcott ( 1977).

Conclusion

The policy of the AERJ editors to encourage the submission of qualita-
tive research will be welcomed by qualitative researchers of ail types. Such
a policy can only mean that editors will use different criteria to Jjudge and
select such studies from those they use for experiments and surveys. Editors
should also understand that different ideologies exist within the discipline
of qualitative research. To send a manuscript submitted by an Interpretivist
to a systematist (or vice versa) is more likely to provoke unresolvable
-methodological debate than meaningful criticism or fair editorial recom-
mendations. The editors must become ethnographers of the culture of

qualitative research. Then reviews can be fairly solicited and properly
understood.
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