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Educational technology research methods are changing as new
questions and concerns arise. Assumptions, questions, meth-
ods, and paradigms that formerly dominated research in the field
are changing. Research questions and methods that might once
have been deemed unacceptable are gaining acceptability; stud-
ies using a variety of qualitative methods and based on alternate
paradigms may now be published. Are these “new methods” re-
ally so new? Are they based on the same perceptions of quality
as the well-established quantitative methods? Are we losing the
big picture in research? Are researchers really calling for the end
of quantitative research, the positivistic research paradigm, all
that has gone before?

It is the goal of this chapter to introduce educational technol-
ogy researchers, both new and experienced, to the conceptual
basis and methods of qualitative research. The goal is a mod-
est one, due to the need for brevity in a single chapter in a
large handbook. Controversy is not sidestepped but does not
dominate our discussions or cause us to deviate from our goals.
Readers are introduced, for example, to the “paradigm debate”
currently swirling in the field and to the assumptions of various
researchers who adhere to one view or another. Just as one can-
not learn to conduct research by reading one book, a researcher
who determines to conduct research to be labeled qualitative
will need to study sources beyond this chapter to determine
his or her own assumptions on which to base the work. The

researcher must thus enter the debate, and will be responsible
for describing the foundational ideas of the study. He or she will
want to conduct the study with the utmost attention to quality,
and, therefore, will want to turn to more detailed texts to learn
more deeply how to apply qualitative methods. This chapter
points the researcher to such references and resources; we do
not intend the chapter to be a definitive self-study text in con-
ducting qualitative research. We intend to make the chapter a
useful tool, a simple guide to assist educational technologists in
learning and making decisions about qualitative research. It is
thus intended as a beginning point, a brief tour of qualitative
methods that may serve an educational technology researcher
well in preparing to answer chosen questions and serve the field
in allowing new questions to be explored.

Objectives

The objectives of this chapter are listed below. It is hoped that
after reading this chapter, educational technology researchers
will be able to do the following.

1. Define the term qualitative research and compare it
with other terms, including naturalistic inquiry and ethnog-
raphy.
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2. Describe some of the assumptions underlying qualitative re-
search and compare these assumptions with those underlying
quantitative research.

3. Describe and select from various qualitative research meth-
ods.

4. Begin to be able to use qualitative research methods at a basic
level in research studies.

5. Describe common problems in conducting—and evaluate
the quality of—qualitative research studies.

6. Describe a few of the ethical issues involved in conducting
qualitative research.

7. Describe issues related to analyzing and reporting qualitative
findings.

39.1 INTRODUCTION TO QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

39.1.1 What Is Qualitative Research?

Qualitative research is a term with varying meanings in educa-
tional research. Borg and Gall (1989), for example, suggest that
the term is often used interchangeably with terms such as nai-
uralistic, ethnograpbic, subjective, and postpositivistic. Goetz
and LeCompte (1984) choose to use the term ethnographic as
an overall rubric for research using qualitative methods and for
ethnographies. In this chapter, qualitative research is defined
as research devoted to developing an understanding of human
systems, be they small, such as a technology-using teacher and
his or her students and classroom, or large, such as a cultural
system. Qualitative research studies typically include ethnogra-
phies, case studies, and generally descriptive studies. They often
are called ethnographies, but these are somewhat more specific.
For instance Goetz and LeCompte (1984), define ethnographies
as “analytic descriptions or reconstructions of intact cultural
scenes and groups” (p. 2). A case study may indeed be viewed
as an ethnography; however, the investigator may have set out
to answer a particular question rather than to describe a group
or scene as a whole.

Qualitative research methods typically include interviews
and observations but may also include case studies, surveys,
and historical and document analyses. Case study and survey re-
search are also often considered methods on their own. Survey
research and historical and document analysis are covered in
other chapters in this book; therefore they are not extensively
discussed in this chapter.

Qualitative research has several hallmarks. It is conducted in
a natural setting, without intentionally manipulating the envi-
ronment. It typically involves highly detailed rich descriptions
of human behaviors and opinions. The perspective is that hu-
mans construct their own reality, and an understanding of what
they do may be based on why they believe they do it. There is
allowance for the “multiple realities” individuals thus might con-
struct in an environment. The research questions often evolve as
the study does, because the researcher wants to know “what is
happening” and may not want to bias the study by focusing the
investigation too narrowly. The researcher becomes a part of the

study by interacting closely with the subjects of the study. The
researcher attempts to be open to the subjects’ perceptions of
“what is”; that is, researchers are bound by the values and world-
views of the subjects. In qualitative research, it is not necessarily
assumed that the findings of one study may be generalized eas-
ily to other settings. There is a concern for the uniqueness of a
particular setting and participants.

In the following section, we present some of the many points
of debate about the definition and use of qualitative methods.

39.1.2 Comparisons Between Qualitative and
Quantitative Methods

Some authors have chosen to posit qualitative and quantitative
research as diametrically opposed constructs. This may confuse
a beginning researcher in that it simplistically implies that qual-
itative research might never use numbers, whereas quantitative
research might never use subjects’ perceptions. (Discussion of
quantifying qualitative data will follow, but for an example the
reader need only look at the title of Johnson’s, 1978, introduc-
tion to qualitative research design, Quantification in Cultural
Antbropology.)

More useful, perhaps, is the comparison by Borg and Gall
(1989), who name the two approaches positivistic and natu-
ralistic and compare them on the dimensions of the vision of
the nature of reality, the relationship of the researcher to the re-
search subject, issues of generalizability, discussion of causality,
and the role of values.

Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Denzin and Lincoln (1994) de-
fine the term paradigm as a systematic set of beliefs, and their
accompanying methods, that provide a view of the nature of
reality. They contend that the history of inquiry can be divided
into eras based on people’s view of the world and how to study
it. They argue that scientific inquiry is defined by the positivist
paradigm, which has prevailed until recently. They call the ear-
liest era the prepositivist era, which included human scientific
endeavor at about the time of Aristotle to the middle of the
1700s. This was the precursor to a more modern perspective.
Lincoln and Guba say that research during this era consisted
of passive observation and description. They consider the mod-
ern scientific method to have emerged in the positivist era, from
about the middle 1700s to the present. Positivism, they note, can
be identified by scientific research that involves hypotheses, ma-
nipulation, active observation of occurrences, and, thus, testing
of hypotheses. These authors argue that the positivist paradigm
is limited and is challenged currently by the emerging postposi-
tivist paradigm, which they also call the naturalistic paradigm.
(Readers unfamiliar with the evolution of paradigms in research
may refer to Kuhn’s, 1970, seminal work, The Structure of Sci-
entific Revolutions, although Lincoln and Guba, 1985, appear
to consider Kuhn’s views part of the positivist paradigm.)

This conception of the naturalistic paradigm is echoed by
Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, and Allen (1993), who note in their
book, Doing Naturalistic Inquiry, that naturalistic inquiry is a
new paradigm as opposed to the older prevailing positivist one.
They say that although naturalistic research may use qualitative
research methods, it cannot be equated with these methods.



They mention the “paradigm wars” raging in research in gen-
eral. They note that constructivism and naturalistic inquiry have
evolved together. (Readers may refer to Guba’s, 1990, book, The
Paradigm Dialog, in the first few chapters of which these points
of view are explored further, for newer views of educational
technology research.)

The paradigm debate as it has evolved in educational tech-
nology is more recent. The introduction of critical theory issues,
the presentation of qualitative workshops at AECT national con-
ferences, and the discussion of alternative research techniques
are all indicators of change (see Driscoll, 1995; Robinson, 1995;
Robinson & Driscoll, 1993; Yeaman, Koetting, & Nichols, 1994).
One aspect of the paradigm debate is the issue of how one’s per-
spective directs the type of research questions studied and how
methods are chosen. Some believe that researchers must declare
a paradigm from which they work and that the paradigm natu-
rally dictates methods and questions. This point of view comes
from strong convictions but may cause limitations in the variety
of questions posed for research. It is a different approach from
that taken in this chapter, namely, that methods may be chosen
based on questions to be studied.

Other authors, such as Goetz and LeCompte (1984), con-
tend that it is perhaps not useful to build simplistic dichotomies
of research models. They argue that dichotomies such
as generative-verificative, inductive-deductive, subjective-
objective, and constructive-enumerative to describe research
models must be examined carefully and that “all factors must be
balanced in composing a research design” (p. 48).

Although many of the authors above use the term naturalis-
tic inquiry, it is perhaps more useful for that term to be applied
to the paradigm as Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Erlandson et al.
(1993) apply it. Goetz and LeCompte use the term ethnographic
for research using qualitative methods, but ethnography is just
one form that qualitative research may take. In this chapter,
we use the term qualitative research. This seems to be a less
value-laden term and one that has come to the fore recently.
(As evidence, one major publisher of textbooks for social
science research, Sage Publications, California, publishes an ex-
tensive series of references for all aspects of conducting this
type of research under the title “qualitative methods.”) It re-
mains to be seen whether this is the term that in decades hence
will continue to be used.

In sum, in this chapter we agree that forcing a choice be-
tween using qualitative and using quantitative methods limits
and inhibits the quality of research. Our argument is that the
questions a researcher strives to answer should drive the choice
of methods. Although it may be true that those approaching
research from a postpositivistic perspective consider very
different questions to have value, we acknowledge that both
perspectives can create interesting and valid research ques-
tions. Our assumption is that there is no reason data-gathering
methods cannot be combined in a study, that a researcher can
investigate carefully and creatively any questions he or she
chooses. Rather than limiting our endeavors in this time of
tremendous strides in technology development, this approach
should enable researchers to take chances, to make leaps, to
enhance development in the field by yielding both “answers”
and “understanding.” As will be seen in the next section, this
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approach has a solid tradition in educational communications
and technology.

That said, given the tremendous ferment in educational re-
search today, it behooves any researcher using qualitative meth-
ods to be aware of the varying viewpoints in discussions. A
researcher may choose to follow his or her beliefs regarding
the postmodern perspective or may construct a study based on
emerging questions for research. Either way, a research project
could be structured to use quantitative, qualitative, or mixed
methods. One could build a study using qualitative methods to
answer certain questions, in a study that blends these meth-
ods with experimental or quasi-experimental methods. The re-
searcher may design an entirely qualitative study to come to a
deep understanding about what is happening in a setting or how
the participants perceive of their world. This study may stand on
its own or be used as a sort of pilot study to generate questions
and hypotheses prior to conducting further research. In any
case, the researcher should be specific about how he or she de-
fines the assumptions of the study and why what was done was
done—in short, to be able to enter into the current and upcom-
ing discussions as a thoughtful, critical, and creative researcher.

39.1.3 How Has Qualitative Research Historically
Been Defined in Educational Technology?

In educational communications and technology research, and
in educational research in general, there is similar debate about
the definition and purpose of qualitative methods. This can be
viewed as a natural consequence of discussion in education
about the utility of constructivist as opposed to positivist views
of education. This discussion can be enjoyed at national and re-
gional conferences in the field and in the journals. It can be said
that the larger debate regarding naturalistic versus positivistic
research is creating a more open arena in which studies can
be presented and published. Indeed, the editors of the lead-
ing journals in the field have indicated that they welcome the
submission of well-crafted qualitative studies. Although fewer
such reports have been published, it is hoped that this chapter
may positively influence the future. It may come as a surprise
to some that the use of qualitative perspectives and data col-
lection methods has a long tradition in educational technology
research. Early research efforts often used qualitative methods
to evaluate and describe the use of media in the classroom.
Classroom uses of film, for instance, were investigated through
observing teachers and students and by reviewing student work.
On the other hand, experimental researchers have often used
qualitative methods to collect attitude data, for instance, to yield
possible explanations of students’ behavior. These data are typ-
ically collected using surveys but may be collected using inter-
views. It is not unusual for an experimental researcher to inform
the study further by conducting observations of the subjects.
Researchers often conduct a case study to learn more unobtru-
sively about students, teachers, and trainers who use a new tech-
nology. Case studies present detailed data that create a picture of
perceptions, use, attitudes, reactions, and learner/teacher envi-
ronments. Case study data cannot be generalized, however, they
may be used to derive questions later to be investigated in an
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experiment. Evaluation researchers have long used qualitative
methods, in particular, surveys, interviews, observations, and
historical and document analyses.

Although not researchers per se, instructional systems de-
signers have always used the qualitative methods of surveys,
interviews, and observations during the front-end analysis and
evaluation phases of development. Markle (1989), for exam-
ple, contends that even in the early, more “behaviorist” days
of instructional design, developers listened to their learners,
watched them carefully, and humbly incorporated what learners
taught them into their drafts of instructional materials. Similarly,
what recent authors, especially computer scientists, are calling
testing in “software engineering” (Chen & Shen, 1989), “pro-
totype evaluation” (P. L. Smith & Wedman, 1988), “prototype
testing,” “quality assurance” (McLean, 1989), or “quality control
(Darabi & Dempsey, 1989-1990) is clearly formative evaluation,
usually incorporating some qualitative methods. Beyond these
basic uses of qualitative methods, however, there have been
calls in the field to use these methods to address new research
questions.

With the increasing use of computer-based interactive tech-
nologies and distance-learning technologies in education and
industry, opportunities, and at times the responsibility, to ex-
plore new questions about the processes of learning and in-
struction have evolved. Educational technologists have issued
the call for the use of more qualitative research methods to ex-
plore training and school processes (Bosco, 1986; Clark, 1983).
Driscoll (1995) suggests that educational technologists select re-
search paradigms based on what they perceive as the most criti-
cal questions. Noting the debate regarding paradigms, she adds
that educational technology is a relatively young field in which
“numerous paradigms may vie for acceptability and dominance”
(p- 322). Robinson (1995) and Reigeluth (1989) concur, noting
the considerable debate within the field regarding suitable re-
search questions and methods. Winn (1989) also calls for more
descriptive studies yielding information about learning and in-
struction. Clark agrees with Winn, calling for reconsideration
of how media are studied (1983) and stating that researchers
should conduct planned series of studies, selecting methods
based on extensive literature reviews (1989). He recommends
that prescriptive studies be conducted to determine why in-
structional development methods work. Qualitative methods
can serve these purposes admirably.

The approach taken in this chapter, that choosing qualitative
or quantitative methods need not be an either/or proposition, is
similar to the approach of Hannafin and his associates (Hannafin
& Rieber, 1989; Hooper & Hannafin, 1988) in their development
of the ROPES guidelines for designing instruction. Their guide-
lines blend behaviorist with cognitive principles in what they
call applied cognitivism.

In our field, new educational technologies are continu-
ally being developed. Recent developments have been inter-
active multimedia, new distance-learning systems, information
technologies such as hypertext databases and the Internet,
interactive learning environments, microworlds, and virtual-
reality systems. Many teachers, trainers, administrators, man-
agers, community members, and institutional leaders contend
that the evolution of new technologies will continue to change

the nature of teaching, training, instruction, and learning (Am-
bron & Hooper, 1990, 1988; Lambert & Sallis, 1987; Schwartz,
1987; Schwier, 1987; U.S. Congress, OTA, 1988).

It is not only new technologies that require new research
methods. The more recent developments in critical theory, post-
modernism, and philosophical thought presented in this hand-
book and elsewhere (see Yeaman et al., 1994) also suggest dis-
tinctive changes and additions to our research endeavors and to
the questions and problems in education with which technol-
ogy is involved.

A recent study that investigated new technologies and com-
bined qualitative and quantitative data collection methods is that
by Abraham (2000). In his dissertation, he combined techniques
to examine the viability and use of media distribution technol-
ogy in a high school. His examination included quantitative data
collected by the system on use, length of time, number of class-
rooms, number of students, types of materials, and so on. He
surveyed all teachers regarding their use of and reaction to the
distribution system installed in the building and analyzed the
data for frequencies of use and for opinion data. He also inter-
viewed a percentage of the teachers to discover how and why
they were using the system and how it changed their teaching.
The overall research question was “How does the implemen-
tation of a media distribution system change the teaching in a
high school?” New technologies also enable researchers to study
learners and learning processes in new ways. Computers allow
sophisticated tracking of the paths that learners take through a
lesson. We can view each decision a learner makes and analyze
the relationship among the patterns of those decisions and their
performance and attitudes (Dwyer & Leader, 1995).

New technologies may also require that we ask new ques-
tions in new ways. We may need to expand our views of what
we should investigate and how. For instance, a qualitative view
of how teachers and their students use a new technology may
yield a view of “what is really happening” when the technol-
ogy is used. Developers are well aware that instruction is not
always delivered as designed, and this holds true for technology-
based instruction. The history of educational technology in-
cludes records of the failures of a technological approach, often
for reasons stemming from poorly planned implementation. We
need to know what is really occurring when technologies or
new approaches are used. Newman (1989) holds that learning
environments can affect instructional technologies. He writes,
“How a new piece of educational technology gets used in a par-
ticular environment cannot always be anticipated ahead of time.
It can be argued that what the environment does with the tech-
nology provides critical information to guide design process”
(p. 1). He adds, “It is seldom the case that the technology can
be inserted into a classroom without changing other aspects of
the environment” (p. 3).

A lucid discussion of the issues related to using qualita-
tive techniques in investigating aspects of the technology of
computer-based instruction is presented by Neuman (1989).
She presents, for example, her findings on teacher perceptions
and behaviors for integrating this type of interactive techno-
logical innovation into their classrooms. In another qualitative
study of an instructional innovation, Jost (1994) investigated
aspects of effective use of calculators in teaching calculus for



discussions of the impact of new technologies and research in
educational technology.

The use of qualitative methods for research has been in-
creasing, especially among doctoral students conducting their
dissertation research. A review of the University of Northern
Colorado’s Web directory of educational technology disserta-
tions reveals that since 1990, over 15 dissertations have used
“qualitative” in the title. The subject matter varies in these
studies from examinations of instructional design processes, to
distance-eductation environments, to hypermedia and multime-
dia platforms. No doubt a closer look at the abstracts from this
period would reveal more dissertations that have used qualita-
tive methods.

39.1.4 Assumptions of this Chapter

Well-designed research is never easy to conduct. Qualitative re-
search studies typically require considerably more time to de-
sign, collect, and analyze data and to report the results than do
quantitative studies. Yet professors in the field often hear stu-
dents stating that they plan to do a qualitative study because it
will be easier or require less knowledge of statistics. Unfortu-
nately, all too often poorly conceived and conducted studies are
called “qualitative” in an effort to avoid defining and describing
methods used to collect data, to avoid assumptions of the study,
and even to describe results clearly. At conferences, one often
hears editors of the leading journals exhorted to publish more
qualitative research. Editors reply that they will publish such
studies, provided that reviewers and editors can determine that
the studies are sound and relevant. (See, for example, M. L.
Smith’s [1987] paper signifying that the American Educational
Research Journal [AER]] welcomes the submission of qualita-
tive reports.)

It should be noted that there is still some concern regarding
the acceptance of qualitative research by journals. Many edi-
tors and reviewers have not become expert in recognizing well-
developed research reports of qualitative studies. Questions of
sample size and validity may be inappropriately raised about
qualitative studies, indicating that reviewers may need more ex-
perience with qualitative methods or that reviewers with more
experience with qualitative methods could be selected.

The concerns with regard to quality of research are not con-
fined to educational technology. Lincoln and Guba (1985) note
that “the naturalistic inquirer soon becomes accustomed to hear-
ing charges that naturalistic studies are undisciplined; that he or
she is guilty of ‘sloppy’ research, engaging in ‘merely subjective’
observations, responding indiscriminately to the ‘loudest bangs
or brightest lights’” (p. 289).

Methods for evaluating the soundness of a qualitative study,
and for conducting a study ethically, are presented in a later
section. However, before discussing the methods qualitative
researchers use, it is critical to illustrate the characteristics
of good qualitative research. Not all will be present in any
one study, as each study is designed differently to investigate
different issues. However, it is worth considering what makes
a study “qualitative.”

In addition to the characteristics described in the earlier def-
inition of qualitative research, in this chapter many of Lincoln
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and Guba’s (1985) characteristics of naturalistic research are
assumed to apply to qualitative research. Qualitative research
is done in a natural setting. The main data-gathering instru-
ment is the human researcher. The researcher uses tacit, that
is, intuitive or felt, knowledge, as well as propositional knowl-
edge. Qualitative methods are used generally, but not to the
exclusion of quantitative methods. Sampling is often purpo-
sive or theoretical rather than random or representative. Data
analysis is typically inductive rather than deductive, but again,
not exclusively. In naturalistic studies, theory is grounded in
the data rather than determined a priori, although in qualita-
tive studies theories often do drive the processes used in the
investigation.

In contrast to experimental studies, in qualitative studies the
design often emerges as the research progresses, with the re-
searcher continually refining the methods and questions. Simi-
larly, the focus of the study determines what data are collected,
and the boundaries of what is studied may change during the
research as new issues and questions emerge. In qualitative re-
search, the “reality” or the meaning of a situation and setting
is negotiated among the researcher and those studied, with the
understanding that multiple realities are always present. Many
qualitative studies use a case study approach in the report, rather
than a scientific report; some, in fact, describe the results by
building a narrative or sort of story. A qualitative researcher
tends to interpret results of a study or draw conclusions based
on the particulars of that study, rather than in terms of gen-
eralizability to other situations and settings. Similarly, such a
researcher is likely to be hesitant about advocating broad appli-
cation of the findings of one study to other settings (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).

A final assumption of this chapter is that qualitative stud-
ies can be evaluated for quality, and rigor is not tossed out be-
cause a study is not quantitative in nature. Although some of
the criteria may be different from those used in quantitative
research, many criteria for evaluating what Lincoln and Guba
call the “trustworthiness” of a qualitative study are discussed
in this chapter, many related to the particular methods used
in qualitative research. For some practical questions to pose
and perspectives to consider as research ideas are being de-
bated, see the chapter on qualitative research in Leedy, Newby,
and Ertmer (1996). Their guide provides some simple continua
to help a new researcher understand the qualitative perspec-
tive. As qualitative research courses have increased in number,
professors are beginning to discuss the differences between
qualitative and quantitative studies. For instance, we could de-
scribe these differences along the continuum of social/human
research paradigms. On one end of this continuum are quani-
titative data in which numbers have been assigned to values
of a variable and used to describe mathematical, statistical re-
lationships among variables, thereby to generalize from a sam-
ple to a population. On the other end of the continuum are
qualitative data, gathered through interviews with individuals
or groups, or through observing human activities using a vari-
ety of methods, in an attempt to describe human meanings and
experiences.

In summary, we concur with the call of Salomon (1991)
that it is time to transcend the debate about qualitative



1050 e SAVENYE AND ROBINSON

versus quantitative research. In a stronger message, Robinson
(1995) suggests that “the paradigm debate should be declared
a draw....[We should] accept the dual perspectives of our
paradigm debate, if we are to meet the challenges of the fu-
ture and be at all helpful in shaping the educational success
of the next century” (pp. 332-333). Robinson continues, “All
ways of knowing and all social constructs should be equally ac-
cepted and represented in our literature. . . individuals should be
encouraged to question and consider how they approach the
world, how they understand learning, and how they believe
knowledge is achieved” (p. 332).

The range of methods we may use to conduct qualitative re-
search is explored in the next section. Examples of educational
technology studies that use these methods are woven into the
discussion. As this chapter is an introduction, issues of analysis
and reporting are briefly introduced, but not in great detail.

39.2 QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

Designing qualitative studies is quite different from designing
experimental studies. In fact, designs and methods are contin-
ually refined while the researcher conducts a qualitative study.
As suggested by Jacobs (1987), the researcher initially chooses
methods based on the questions to be addressed; however, the
questions, issues, and topics of the study themselves may change
as the researcher’s conception of the reality of the “world”
being studied changes. This may be uncomfortable for those
experienced with more quantitative, experimental, or quasi-
experimental research. However, most qualitative researchers
recommend this process of continual refinement. Goetz and
LeCompte (1984), for example, note that methods are “adjusted,
expanded, modified, or restricted on the basis of information
acquired during the mapping phase of field-work. ... Only af-
ter final withdrawal from the field can researchers specify the
strategies they actually used for a particular study” (p. 108).
Lincoln and Guba (1985) address the contradictory idea of
“designing” a naturalistic study completely prior to beginning
the study, calling this a “paradox” in that most funding agen-
cies require specificity regarding methods, whereas methods
in a good qualitative study may be expected to change as the
study progresses. Erlandson et al. (1993) take the middle road.
They say that the answer to whether a naturalistic study should
be designed in advance is “Yes—to some extent” (p. 66). They
recommend beginning the study by specifying a research prob-
lem, selecting a research site, developing working hypotheses,
and using interactive processes to refine the research questions.
They further suggest that the researcher plan for the stages of
conducting the study. These may include negotiating entry to
the site, planning for purposive (rather than random) sampling
and for data collection, planning for data analysis, determining
how quality will be ensured in the study, deciding how the find-
ings of the study will be disseminated, and developing a logisti-
cal plan. (For further information regarding the logistical oper-
ations of field research, the reader may refer to Fiedler’s, 1978,
book, Field Research: A Manual for Logistics and Management
of Scientific Studies in Natural Settings.) Erlandson et al. (1993)
also recommend reviewing the design of the study regularly.

In determining what the research problem is, Bernard (1988,
p. 11) suggests that researchers ask themselves five questions:

1. Does this topic (i.e., setting, school, organization,
institution—and data collection method) really interest me?

2. Is this a problem that is amenable to scientific inquiry?

3. Are adequate resources available to investigate this topic?
(To study this population? To use this particular method?)

4. Will my research question, or the methods I want to use,
lead to unresolvable ethical problems? (Ethical issues are ad-
dressed later in this chapter.)

5. Is the topic (community, method) of theoretical interest?

Once a question or issue has been selected, the choice of
qualitative methods falls roughly into the categories of observa-
tions, interviews, and document and artifact analyses. Qualita-
tive methods, however, form continua on various dimensions,
and researchers espouse many views of how methods may be
categorized and conceptualized.

Pelto and Pelto (1978), in their frequently cited text on an-
thropological research methods, remind us that the human in-
vestigator is the primary research instrument. These authors
categorize methods as either verbal or nonverbal techniques.
Verbal techniques include participant observation, question-
naires, and various forms of structured and unstructured
interviews. Nonverbal techniques include observations and
measures of interactions; proxemics, kinesics, and research in-
volving videotaped observations; use of various types of techni-
cal equipment for collecting data; content analysis; and analysis
of artifacts and records. Pelto and Pelto add that methods may
be described as having an “emic” or insider’s view, as in par-
ticipant observation, versus an “etic” or outsider’s view, as in
nonparticipant stream-of-behavior analyses.

Other researchers use variations of these taxonomies. Goetz
and LeCompte (1984) divide methods into interactive (partic-
ipant observation and several types of interviews) versus non-
interactive methods (forms of nonparticipant observation, as
well as artifact collection and analysis). Lincoln and Guba (1985)
classify methods as those that collect data from human sources
(observations and interviews) as opposed to those that collect
data from nonhuman sources (documents and records).

Other authors, however, note that methods can rarely be clas-
sified as simple dichotomies, such as interactive or not, in large
part because the researcher is a human being, and thus involved,
and plays a role even in nonparticipant observation (see Atkin-
son & Hammersley, 1994). Bogdan and Biklen (1992) provide
the example of the “participant/observer continuum” (p. 88),
describing the ways in which observers who refrain from be-
ing overt participants may still interact to varying degrees with
those subjects. Researchers who work using an ethnographic
perspective consider all methods “doing fieldwork” (cf. Bogdan
& Biklen, 1992). Similarly, Bernard (1982) calls participant ob-
servation the “foundation of anthropological research” (p. 148);
some would say that this deep, involved method of interacting
with subjects defines qualitative research.

It is assumed that educational technologists will use meth-
ods ethically and with a view to doing quality research but may
not always be bound by anthropological tradition. We are in



another field with questions to answer other than those in which
anthropologists or sociologists may be interested. For instance,
it is now possible to design instruction using a multitude of
techniques, using many delivery systems. As noted by McNeil
and Nelson (1991) and Reeves (1986), many design factors con-
tribute to the success of instruction using new technologies,
such as distance education, interactive multimedia, and Internet-
based delivery systems. Educational technologists may success-
fully use and adapt qualitative methods to investigate new and
challenging questions.

In this chapter, we discuss specific methods that may be
called observations, interviews, and document and artifact anal-
yses. As in all qualitative research, it is also assumed that educa-
tional technology researchers will use and refine methods with
the view that these methods vary in their degree of interac-
tiveness with subjects. Each of these methods, in their various
forms, along with several research perspectives, is examined in
detail below.

39.2.1 Grounded Theory
Grounded theory is considered a type of qualitative methodol-
ogy. Strauss and Corbin (1994), however, in their overview of
grounded theory, note that it is “a general methodology for de-
veloping theory that is grounded in data systematically gathered
and analyzed” (p. 273), adding that it is sometimes called the
constant comparative method and that it is applicable as well to
quantitative research. In grounded theory, the data may come
from observations, interviews, and videotape or document anal-
yses, and, as in other qualitative research, these data may be con-
sidered strictly qualitative or may be quantitative. The purpose
of the methodology is to develop theory, through an iterative
process of data analysis and theoretical analysis, with verifica-
tion of hypotheses ongoing throughout the study. A grounded
theory perspective leads the researcher to begin a study without
completely preconceived notions about what the research ques-
tions should be, assuming that the theory on which the study is
based will be tested and refined as the research is conducted.
The researcher collects extensive data with an open mind.
As the study progresses, he or she continually examines the data
for patterns, and the patterns lead the researcher to build the
theory. Further data collection leads to further refinement of the
questions. The researcher continues collecting and examining
data until the patterns continue to repeat and few relatively,
or no clearly, new patterns emerge. The researcher builds the
theory from the phenomena, from the data, and the theory is
thus built on, or “grounded” in, the phenomena. As Borg and
Gall (1989) note, even quantitative researchers see the value of
grounded theory and might use qualitative techniques in a pilot
study without completely a priori notions of theory to develop
a more grounded theory on which to base later experiments.
A recent example of a grounded-theory approach in an edu-
cational technology study is that of McNabb (1996). This study
investigated the teaching of writing in a college computer labo-
ratory. Asking instructors to describe orally critical incidents in
their teaching, and using the files created as accompanying data,
McNabb investigated the role of the computer-assisted learning
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environment on instructors and students in assessing and guid-
ing the development of writing skills. In analyzing and explain-
ing the data, McNabb discovered that Vygotsky’s theory of the
Zone of Proximal Development was a contributing theoretical
construct through which to understand her findings.

An earlier grounded theory study looked at two-way tele-
vision teaching (Oliver, 1992). This research investigated and
described the activities used in a university televised distance-
education system, analyzing the use of camera techniques as
th