Research Design

We have a friend who, when asked where she is going on vacation, will tell you the diree-
tion she is traveling and then conclude with, “I'll see what happens as | go along.” Another
friend makes detailed plans, with all the stops (including restaurants) and routes set in ad-
vance, “Design” is used in research o refer to the researcher's plan of how o proceed. A
gualitative educational researcher is more like the loosely scheduled traveler than the other.

Qualitative researchers proceed as if they know very little about the people and
places they will visit, They attempt to loosen themselves from their preconceptions of whal
they will find—what the people will be like and what will go on in the setting. Similarly,
although they may have a general idea of how they will proceed and what they are inter-
esteed in, w ostate exactly how to accomplish their work and what specific questions they
will pursue would be presumptuous, Plans evolve as they learn about the setting, subjects,
and other sources of data through direct examination. A full account of procedures is best
described in retrospect. a narrative of what acrually happened, written atter the study is
completed. To repeat, a detailed set of procedures 1s usually not formed prior to data col-
lection. Qualitative researchers avoid going into a study with hypotheses to test or specilic

‘questions to answer. They believe that shaping the guestons should be one of the products

of dita collection rather than assumed a priori. The study itself structures the research, not
preconceived ideas or any precise research design. Their work is inductive.

Our advice 15 10 hang loose, This is the hardest recommendation for some people 1o
hear. Bepinning researchers are often anxious shout doing their first study. Some of this
worTy is just the feeling vou get rying something new, but it is more than just that, “Re-
search” is intimidating and, if you are new at this, you often wonder if you are up tw such
an important sounding enterprise. One strategy some impose to deal with this anxiety is to
iry to control the unknown by imposing the structure of one’s preconceived ideas. For ex-
ample, if vou were to go into a “typical” class that is alleged o have children labeled “dis-
abled,” you might want to frame the study as one of “inclusion” before you stepped
through the classroom door—before, that is, you knew what the people you would observe
were gbout. Some people generate a list of questions prior to entering the ficld to allay their
fears. Try to resist this desire to be in control, See what 15 going on. Hear the people in-
volved with the class talk about what they are doing. Spend time there. Ask very basic
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questions such as: “What's poing on here”" “How do the people in the study think about
what they are doing?" “How does what I see fit with how others talk about it?”

Oualitative researchers have a design, 10 suggest otherwise would be misleading.
Haw they proceed is based on theoretical assumptions (that meaning and process are cru-
cial in understanding human behavior, that descriptive data are what is important to collect,
unel thial analysis is best done inductively ), on data-collection traditions (such as participant
ahservation, unstructured inerviewing, and document analysis) and on generally stated
substantive questions, In addition, all researchers bring their own specific backgrounds Lo
a study. This often includes training in a particular field, knowledge of substantive topics,
a particulur standpoint, and theoretical approaches. This shapes what approaches are taken
and whit issues are focused on. These markers provide the parameters, the tools, and the
general puide of how Lo proceed, 10 1% not that qualitative research design is nonexistent; it
i« rather that the desipn is Dexible. Qualitative researchers go off to study carrying the
mental 1ools of their trade, with plans formulated as hunches, only to be modified and re-
molded as they proceed (Janesick, 1994).

Traditional researchers speak of the design of a study as the product of the planning
stige of rescarch, The design is then implemented, the data collected and analyzed, and
then the writing is done. While qualitative studies have stages, the work 15 not as seg-
mented, Design decisions are made throughout the study—at the end as well as the begin-
ning. Although the most intensive period of data analysis usually occurs near the end, data
analysis is an ongoing part of the research, Decisions about design and analysis may be
made together, This chapter on design contains information that will be helpful in under-
standing fieldwork and analysis; similarly, Chapters 3 and 3 (“Fieldwork™ and “Data Anal-
ysis and Interpretation”) contain useful ideas about design.

This general deseription of design we have just provided is the common ground that
most qualitative researchers stand on, but not all qualitative researchers embrace design as
we have described it. Some are more structured (Miles & Huberman, 1994), They may
choose a question; decide who 1o interview. and where and when to observe; and prepare
interview schedules prior to doing field work, More experienced researchers, who have
dane prior research celated to their current interests, are likely to have more specific ques-
tions in mind, Those doing evalvation and contract policy research often use a more strue-
tured approach in that they need lo negotiate the scope and nature of their work with those
who hired them. So. too, do those doing multiple-case research where there is more than
one fieldworker and there is concern of having comparable data across cases, But athers
ate aven less structured, drifting through data without ever consciously formulating & plan
or i question. The particular tradition they are working from affects where they stand; so
do research goals and research experience (see Janesick, 1994: Morse, 1994 for discus-
sions). This is true of all aspects of qualitative research. Wherever you fit on the design
continuum, whether closer to the structured end or the more inductive end, the design pro-
cess involves negofiation between you and the informants over what the study will be. You
enter the field with an idea, but you must negotiate 1ts pertinence, worth, and value with the
people you will stody.

This chapter is about design. Our discussion begins with the factors to consider in
choosing a topic to study, We then discuss design as it relates to specific types of “case”
and “multiple data source” studies, In pursuing the topic of design as it relates to multiple
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| . .
Il data source studies, we present two designs that have been used to generate grounded he-
(il ary: analytic induction and the constant comparative method.
|

il Choosing a Study

Peaple reading this book are most likely either enrolled in a course where one of the re-
N quirements is a research project, or you are about to launch your first major study that will,
H : you hope, become your thesis or dissertation. Many people starting out in qualitalive re-
search get bogged down with the questions: “What should I study? Where should T do my
field work?" There are no “right” answers to these questions. While decisions are impor-
[4:(1 tunt, they are not right or wrong. If vou decide on one school or one cluss over another,
I your study may turn out differently, but not necessarily better or worse. The exact deci- |
‘ sions you make are not always crucial, but it is erucial that you make some decision, Also, '
f | a decision to start a study by going to a particular place does not mean that FOu e conm-
[i ‘ mitted to the site forever, Think of your first attempt as an exercise in learning by doing as

well as an explorstion inte the feasibility of doing a study in the location you choose. Your

first study should also be thought of as an opportunity to explore a tapic area so s 1o pet |

i lif your bearings if you should undertake a larger endeavaor.

i Experienced researchers often have a research agenda. They have thought about how '

| |'" they want 1o spend their research life—what they would like to study and what they hope l
|

to accomplish. They look for opportunities w carry out that work, Some are so clear thal
|' they refuse research opportunities that do not At into their overall plan. Far the novice re-
‘ searcher, however, the question of what to study is more perplexing. A research agenda is
developed from a number of sources. Often a person’s own biography will be an influence
il in defining the thrust of his or her work, Particular topics, settings, or people are of interest
because they have touched the researcher’s life in some important way, Others get startad
I in an area because a professor or someone else they know is doing related research. Some-
it “ tmes il is even more idiosyncratic: an opportunity arises; you wake up with an idea; you
‘ || are out doing what you normally do and you come across some material that strikes vour
il fancy. However a topic comes to you, whatever it is, it should be important to you and
! excite you. This 1s particularly true if it 1$ gomng to be your thesis, dissertation, or other
|: IN large effort. Self-discipline can only take you so far in research. Without a touch of pas-
|

sion, ¥ou may not have enough to sustain the effort to follow the work through to the end
or to go beyond doing the ordinary, If someone asks you to undertake a study, be sure it 15
I of sufficient interest to you to maintain your spirit. Of all the thousands of topics and data
bl spurces in the world, do not burden vourself with one you are likely to find boring,

L While the choices are endless, some advice is in order. First, be practical. Pick a study
that seems reasonable in size and complexity so that it can be completed with the time and
resources available. Also take into account your own skill, which, at this time, is likely to be
untested and underdeveloped. We will have more specific suggestions later about practical-
ity in relation to particular kinds of studies. But the general advice we give to the novice is;
“Think small." Qualitative research tends to take a lot of time; it is labor-intensive research,
|' ‘ Try to himit the number of hours you clock in and the number of pages of data you review,

' Try 10 get a good concentration of information rather than widely scattered picces.
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As you can see from the examples we have given, thinking small means thinking
ahout limitations, It is not the equivalent of making the research project very specific. Ques-
fions that ure very specific are difficult for the qualitative researcher because the issues
posed may not arise in the time available for studying them. An example of a question that
is too specific would be, “How do residence hall advisors employ strategies of Total Quality
Management with first semester collepe freshman ™

The Jocation of your data sources can be eritical, Before starting @ project, it may not
rnatter that you have to travel across lown 1o.a school o to another city to look at officiul doc-
uments, ohserve a class, or interview teachers. But, as you gel nto your work, travel can
become burdensome. 1t draps the work out, limiting your access and therefore your invalve-
ment. Without your data source close by, you cannit spontancously jump in and out of the field.

The second sugpestion is that when you are learning the method, study something in
which you are not direeily involved. 1f you teach at a school, for example, do not choose
that school as a rescarch site, In spite of the fact that successful studies have heen accom-
plished by people who were personally involved in the places they studied (see, for exam-
ple, McPherson, 1972 Rothstei, 1975}, we advise you, the novice, to pick places where
you are more or less a slranger. “Why? Don't 1 have a jump on an ouwtsider studying my
ow school? T have excellent rapport and 1 have guaranteed access.” This may be true and
al limes these may he sufficient reasons W0 1gnOTE O advice, but, especially for a first
studly, the reasons not 10 are also compelling. People who are intimately involved mn a set-
ling find it difficult 1o distance themselves both from personal concerns and from their
commonsense understandings of what is going on. For them, more often than not, thelr
opinions are more than “definitions of the situation™; they are the truth. Since a major part
of your goal is o study what people take for granted, it is important that you not take the
same perspectives for granted.

Others in the setting in which you are doing your research, if they know you well. are
not used to relating to you as & neutral observer. Rather, they see you as 4 teacher or as a
member of a particular group, as a person who has opimons and interests to represent. They
may not feel comfortable relating to you as a researcher to whom they can speak freely. A
teacher, for example, studying his or her own school, might not expect the principal to be
straightforward in discussing evaluations of fellow teachers or decisions that he or she is
making about hiring and firing. Conducting a study with people you know can be confusing
and ypsetting. Becoming a researcher means more than leamning specific skills and proce-
dures. It involves changing your way of thinking about yourself and your relations with oth-
ers. It involves feeling comfortable with the role of “researchar.” If people you know are your
research subjects, the transition from your old self to your researcher self hecomes indistinet.

Additionally, ethical issues may anse when you study vour colleagues, peers, or
people over whom you have some kind of authority in a setting. Principals, who have very
busy schedules and are also getting higher degrees, may try to save time by studying their
own schoals, How could you ever be certain that the teachers were not coerced into coop-
erating with your study? Your authority, in this case, is probably insurmountable as a form
of coercion, even if you have good relationships with teachers. A university minister we
know, who was interested in student religious cults, felt that he could never study such a
proup on his own campus because of the ethical implications, and so had to make trips to
other campuses Tor his project.
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We are providing advice based on years of experience supervising rescarch projects
and teaching qualitative research, but our suggestions are not rigid. You, the novice, might
think that you are sufficiently sophisticated or have a relationship with colleagues such that
you do not have to worry about these issues. S0 be it. Give it a try; if it works, great: if it
does not, we do not promise not to say, “We told you so”

It is fine to have general interests: gender rejations, multiculturalism, inclusion, em-
powerment, collaborative Jearming, lifelong learning, but try not to be too abstract to start,
Translate theoretical and conceptual interests into concrete behavioral and setting deserip-
ions and use these to locate a place to collect data. Ground your abstract concerns i pz-
ple, places, and situations. Thus, in pursuing an interest of gender relations you might go 1o
a Little League baseball team that you have heard is composed of both boys and girls. Or
| perhaps you might study cheerleaders at a local high school (Swaminathan, 1997), or the
experiences of young men and women attending their high school proms (Best, 2000,
Brainstarm possibilities and then eliminate some on practical or other grounds. Doing this
| often helps you become clearer about your interests and thus narrow the options. The pos-
sibility of studying a Little League team might make you confront the decision of what age
proup inlerests you,

' | Another bit of advice: Have preferences, but do not be single-minded i your
choices. In the beginning you never know what you are gang Lo find. While it 15 hine to
| have general preliminary plans—such as “l will study teacherfteacher friendships"—da
| not rigidly adhere to such plans. You may discover that teachers at the school vou decide to
| observe do not form friendships with other teachers, or that the word friendship toes nod
capture the complexity of the relations they do have. Treat your initial visits as exploratory
opportunities to assess what is feasible. If you have a particular interest you may choose
subjects or settings where you think these will be manifest, only to find them not there, Be
| prepared 1o modify your expectations and change your design, or you may spend too much
|| time searching for “the right place to study™ when it might not exist.
_ We have discussed choosing a study as if it does not matter what you choose, Quali-
tative researchers penerally share the belief that you can drop a qualitative rescarcher off
_ | anywhere and he or she will come back with important findings. This position conirasts
! " | with the novice’s fear that only & “great” site will produce warthwhile findings. There may
I be some truth in the qualitative researcher’s optimism, but all sites are not equally easy or
interesting lo research.
| | Some topics and settings are difficult to study because those that grant you permis-
_ sion to be there (“gatekeepers™) or the subjects themselves are hostile to cutsiders. Under
;.| those circumstances, it can take months o acquire permission and extensive time to get co-
operation. As a novice researcher, you may want o avoid such settings. Deciding what to
(WLt study always involves assessing who is involved and taking into account the feasibility of
| access. Who, for example, are the gatekeepers of the files {or of the settings and subjects in
which vou are interested) and what is the likelihood you can get to them? In Chapter 3, in
which we cover researcher relationships, we will discuss “getting in” and negotiating ini-
tial relationships with spensors and subjects. We leave the question of access until then.

In addition to considerations of access, a study’s potential significance is something to
consider. Some research is relevant to issues that are of crucial importance to education or to
| | society as a whole. Violence is one of those (Casella, 2001). In addition, certain topics and
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sites have been studied over and over again, while others are relatively unexplored. While in-
lerests are paramount, you may want to take into account the state of the field in which you
work and the salient issues of our time in choosing a research problem. Students often under-
estimite the tme it takes to do a major research project (one that results in a product as large
as a dissertation), They begin their work at the height of interest in a topic only to find that
when they finish it is passé. Those who anticipate trends or spot enduring issues are more
likely 1o accomplish work that generates interest than those who do not.

Supgestions for picking a study:

1, Be practical. Pick something of reasonable size and complexity, that you have easy
access to and that is close by.
- Study something with which you are not directly involved.
Be open and fexible.
Study something that is interesting 10 you.
Study something that vou think might be important.

Lo L1

e Studies

Thus far we have discussed the first problem: choosing a study. One of the suggestions was
to be practical in choosing a topic and a data source that are compatible with your resources
and skills. It is no accident that most researchers choose for their first project a case study.
A ease study is a detailed examination of one setting, or a single subject, a single depository
of documents, or one particular event (Merriam, 1988, Yin, 1989; Stake, 1994). Case stud-
ies vary in their complexity; both novices and experienced researchers do them, but charac-
teristically they are easier to accomplish than multisite or multisubject studies (Scott, 1963).
Start with a case study. Have a successful first experience and then move on, if you choose,
to the more complex.

The general design of a case study is best represented by & funnel. The start of the
study is the wide end: The researchers scout for possible places and people that might be
the subject or the source of data, find the location they think they want to study, and then
cast & wide net trying to judge the feasibility of the site or data source for their purposes.
They look for clues on how they might procead and what might be feasible to do, They
begin to collect data, reviewing and exploring them, and making decisions about where to
go with the study, They decide how to distribute their time. who to interview, and what to
explore in depth. They may throw aside old ideas and plans and develop new ones. They
continually modify the design and choose procedures as they learn more about the topic of
study. In time, they make specific decisions on what aspect of the setting, subject, or data
source they will study, Their work develops a focus. They formulate questions. The data
collection and research activities narrow to particular sites, subjects, materials, topics,
questions, and themes. From broad exploratory beginnings, they move to more directed
data collection and analysis, Bogad (1998) did a case study of a high school discussion
group that met off-campus weekly before school started, She began the research looking at
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what was important to the young people and ended up focusing her research on how the
students both resisted and embraced their cultural capital and economic privilege. This
process is more fully discussed in Chapter 5.

There are many different types of qualitative case studies ( Werner & Schoeplle,
19874, 1987h: Ragin & Becker, 1992). Each type has special considerations [or determin-
ing its feasibility for study as well as the procedures to employ.

Historical Organizational Case Studies

These studies concentrate on a particular organization over time, tracing the oreanization's
development. You might do a study, for example, of an alternative school, tracing how it
came into being, what its first year was like, what changes occurred over time, what it is
like now (if it is still operating), or how it came to close (if it did). You will vely on dara
sources such as interviews with people who have been associated with the organization,
observations of the present school, and existing documents including varions written
records and even old photographs. If your intention 15 to do this type of study, do some pre-
liminary checking on who is available to interview and what documents have been pre-
served. Many times historical organizational case studies are not possible, simply because
the sources are insufficient for a minimally acceptable piece of work. The determination in
your initial inventory of people and documents that sufficient material exists provides a
starting point as well as the design for your data collection.

Observational Case Studies

In these studies the major data-gathering technique is participant observation {supple-
mented with formal and informal interviews and review of documents) and the focus of the
study is on a particular organization (school, rehabilitation center) or some aspect ol the
organization, Paris of the organization that become foci in arganizational studies typically
are the following:

1. A particular place in the organization—a classroom, the teachers’ room, the cafete-
ria, the office of the dean of students

2. A specific group of people—members of the high school basketball team, teachers in
a particular academic department, staff of an educational travel organization (Ca-
sella 1997), resident advisors in & dormitory

3. Some activity of the school—curriculum planning or courtship

Often studies use 2 combination of these listed aspects for their focus. In a study of
high schools, for example, Cusick (1973) focused on sociability {an activity) among stu-
dents (a group). While observational case studies often include an historical treatment of
the setting, this is supplementary to a concemn with the contemporary sceme.

The researcher often will choose an organization, such as a school, and then focus on
some aspect of it. Picking a focus, be it a place in the school, a particular group, or some
other aspect, is always an artificial act, for you break off a piece of the world that is nor-
mally integrated. The qualitative researcher tries to take into account the relationship of this
piece to the whole, but, out of necessity. narrows the subject matter i make the research




Research Design 6l

manageable. Detaching a piece to study distorts, but the rescarcher attempts to choose a piege
that is a naturally existing vnit. (The part that 1s chosen is one that the participants themselves
see as distinet and the observer recognizes as having a distinet identity of its own, )

The researcher has to examine the organization to see what places, groups, or pro-
prams offer feasible concentrations. After visiting a school a few times you should be able
10 determine the choices, A good physical setting to study 15 one that the same people use
in a recurring way. In public schools, of course, you can count on classrooms, an office,
and usually a teachers’ lounge, but even here you cannot be certain these are feasible 1o
study, Some schools, for example, do not have # teachers” lounge. In other schools, class-
rooms may nol be the physical units that organize pupils and teachers

When we talk about “a group” in an organization as the fovus of sudy, we are using
the word seciologically 1o refer to a collection of people who interact, who identify with
each oiher, and who share expectations about each others’ behavior. Teenugers often form
friendship groups. Faculty members of a particular department at a particular college ofien
are a proup. Members of a basketball team usually are also. People who share characteris-
tics such as age, race, sex, or even organizational posiion may not, however, share “group”
membership. Such characteristics may provide the basis of friendship or collegiality, but
the people who share such characleristics do not necessarily form a group. People often
enter 4 setting planning an observational study of, for example, “Chicano teachers,” only to
find out that Chicano teachers in the particular schoaol they have chosen do not spend their
time together and apparentdy do not hold group identry. Before you make a decision to
study a proup, you have to know the informal structure of the school.
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Sehool basketball team,
Bloomsburg, Pernsyfvania,
1905 Phote by Ralph
Phillips.

Individuals who share a particular mait but do not form groups can be subjects in a
qualitative study, but interviewing is usually a better approach here than participant observi-
tion (see, for example, Kiang, 1995). What they share will emerge more clearly when you in-
dividually solicit their perspectives rather than observe their activities. Similarly, sharing the
same organizational positions does not necessarily mean that people form a group. All sci-
ence teachers in a high school have something in common, but in certain schools their con-
tact may be so irregular that they do not form a group. I anather school, however, the science
departrent might have regular meetings, eat lunch togsther, and make a good unit to study.

In choosing a setting or group as the focus of an observational case study, keep in
mind that the smaller the number of subjects, the more likely you are lo change their be-
havior by your presence. Obviously. hooking up with two students who have a romantic re-
lationship, if such a hook-up were tolerated. would change what went on significantly. A
larger number of subjects, on the other hand, usually makes it easier to be unobtrusive. ILis
keeping track of everyone and managing all the data and relationships present that be-
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comes difficult. For your first study, try to pick a setting or a group that is large enough so
that you do not stand out, but small enough so that vou are not overwhelmed by the task.
This simple rule regarding the size of a setting does not always work however. Schools
provide some unique and challenging rapport problems that defy the rule. Although there
may be twenty-five people in a setting of an elementary school classroom, for example,
there is only one adull, Adding the researcher as the second adult may alter the relation-
ships and make it difficult for the observer to be unobtrusive. (For discussions of this con-
cern, see Fine & Glassner, 1979; Smith & Geofitey, 1968.)

Life History

In this form of case study, the researcher conducts extensive interviews with one person for
the purpose of collecting a firsi-person narrative (Helling, 1988), When this type of interview-
ing is done by historians it is referred 10 as oral history (Taylor & Bogdan, 1984, esp. Ch. 4),
Historians who do this kind of work often interview famous people (presidents, social move-
ment leaders, and generals) 1o pet the details of history from those who participated in it
When they interview less famous people (domestics or farmers, for instance), they are more
interested in how history appears from the point of view of the “common person.” Sociolog-
ical or psychological first-person life histories collected through case study interviewing are
usually direcled at using the person as a vehicle 1o understand basic aspects of human behav-
ior or existing institutions rather than history, Here, the concept of “career” is often used to
arganize data collection and presentation. Career refers to the various positions, stages, bench
marks, and ways of thinking people pass through in the course of their lives (Hughes, 1934),
Researchers talk about @ person’s total career or parucular dimensions of it. Goffman, for ex-
ample, studied the career of the mental patient referring to the person’s changing identity as
he or she experienced the process of being labeled and then treated as “mentally ill” (Gofi-
man, 1961}, Sociclogical life histories ofien try 1o construct subjects’ careers by emphasizing
the role of organizations, crucial events, and significant others in shaping subjects’ evolving
definitions of self and their perspectives on life. Feminist approaches to life history tend to
emplasize the lived experience of the narrator and how that relates to the intersection of gen-
der, race, and social class (see, for example, Behar, 1990; Chase, 1995; Middleton, 1993).
The feasibility of a life history case study is mostly determined by the nature of the
potential subject. Is the person articulate and does he or she have & good memory? Has the
person lived through the kinds of experiences and participated in the types of organizations
or events you want to explore? Does he or she have the time to give? Researchers who do
these kinds of case studies usually fall into them. They do not decide on the “type” of sub-
ject they want to interview and then go out looking for an example. Rather, they meet a
person who strikes them as a good subject and then decide to pursue it. The feasibility and
design of such a study is usually determined either on the basis of initial conversations or
during the first few interviews. At the onset of a life history study, when the subject and
the interviewer do not know each other well, discussion usually covers impersonal mat-
lers. Over time, the content becomes more revealing, the rescarcher probes more closely,
and a focus emerges. Life history interviews can involve over one hundred hours of tape-
recorded meetings and over a thousand pages of transeripts, While some life history inter-
views are directed at capturing the subjects’ rendering of their whole lives, from birth to
present, others are more limited, They seek data on a particular period in the person’s life,
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