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of cause and effect using nonexperimental research by improving on the basic cases of corre-
lational and causal-comparative research discussed in this chapter. In fact, we will argue later
that the terms correlational and causal-comparative are not very useful for educational research
(Johnson, 2001); we think it is better to focus on good and bad or on weak and stronger non-
experimental research. For now, make sure you remember that experimental research with
random assignment is the single best research method for determining cause-and-effect relation-
ships and that nonexperimental research methods (i.e., correlational and causal-comparative) are
much weaker.

2.3 What s the difference between a categorical variable and a quantitative variable? Think of an
_example of each.

24 Why is experimental research more effective than nonexperimental research when a researcher
is interested in studying cause and effect?

2.5 What are the three main problems with the simple cases of causal-comparative and correla-
tional research?

2.6 What are two variables that you believe are positively correlated?

2.7 What are two variables that you believe are negatively correlated?

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS

As you saw in Table 2.1, qualitative research is based on qualitative data and tends to follow the
exploratory mode of the scientific method. In this book, we will be discussing five specific types
of qualitative research: phenomenology, ethnography, case study, grounded theory, and histor-
ical research. Chapters 14 and 15 provide detailed discussions of these five kinds of research. We
only introduce you to the key ideas of each of these research methods now to foreshadow our
later, in-depth discussions of these methods.

Phenomenology

The first major type of qualitative research is phenomenology. When conducting a phe-
nomenological research study, a researcher attempts to understand how one or more individu-
als experience a phenomenon. For example, you might conduct a phenomenological study of
elementary school students who have lost a parent to better understand how schoolchildren expe-
rience bereavement. The key element of a phenomenological research study is that the researcher
attempts to understand how people experience a phenomenon from the person’s own perspec-
tives. Your goal is to enter the inner world of each participant to understand his or her perspec-
tives and experiences. Phenomenological researchers have studied many phenomena, such as
what t is like to participate in a religious group that handles serpents as part of the worship service
(Williamson, Pollio, & Hood, 2000), the experience of grief (Bailley, Dunham, & Kral, 2000), the
experience of learning to become a music teacher (Devries, 2000), the experience of living with
alcoholism (Smith, 1998), the meaning of age for young and old adults (Adams-Price, Henley, &
Hale, 1998), and elementary school children’s experiences of stress (Omizo & Omizo, 1990).
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Ethnography

Ethnography is one of the most popular approaches to qualitative research in education.
The word ethnography literally means “writing about people” When ethnographers conduct
research, they are interested in describing the culture of a group of people and learning what
it is like to be a member of the group from the perspective of the members of that group. That
is, they are interested in documenting things like the shared attitudes, values, norms, practices,
patterns of interaction, perspectives,and language of a group of people. They may also be inter-
ested in the material things that the group members produce or use, such as clothing styles,
ethnic foods, and architectural styles. Ethnographers try to use holistic descriptions; that is,
they try to describe how the members of a group interact and how they come together to make
up the group as a whole. In other words, the group is more than just the sum of its parts. Just a
few of the many groups that ethnographers have studied recently are a group of panhandlers
living on the streets of Washington, DC (Lankenau, 1999), men with mental retardation living
ina group home (Croft, 1999), black and white sorority members (Berkowitz & Padavic, 1999),
students in a U.S. history class (Keedy, Fleming, Gentry & Wheat, 1998), sixth-grade students
in science classes (Solot & Arluke, 1997), karaoke bar performers (Drew, 1997), Puerto Rican
American parents with children in special education (Harry, 1992), and a group of Native
American students who had dropped out of school (Deyhle, 1992). In all of these studies, the
researchers were interested in describing some aspect of the culture of the people in the study.

Case Study Research

In case study research, the researcher provides a detailed account of one or more cases.
Although case study research usually relies on qualitative data, multiple methods are also used.
Case study research can be used to address exploratory, descriptive, and explanatory research
questions (Stake, 1995; Yin, 1994). Case study research is more varied than phenomenology,
which focuses on individuals’ experience of some phenomenon; ethnography, which focuses
on some aspect of culture; or grounded theory, which focuses on developing an explanatory
theory. What all pure case studies do have in common, however, is a focus on each case as a
whole unit (i.e., case study research is holistic) as it exists in its real-life context. For example,
in“Building Learning Organizations in Engineering Cultures,” Ford, Voyer,and Wilkinson (2000)
examined how a specific organization changed over time into a learning organization. Although
their focus was on a single case, other organizations might be able to learn from the experi-
ences of Ford and colleagues. In “The Journey Through College of Seven Gifted Females:
Influences on Their Career Related Decisions,” Grant (2000) examined in detail the personal,
social,and academic experiences of seven people. After analyzing each case, Grant made cross-
case comparisons, searching for similarities and differences.

Grounded Theory

Grounded theory research is a qualitative approach to generating and developing a
theory from the data you collect in a research study. You will recall from Chapter 1 that a theory
is an explanation of how and why something operates. We will explain the details of grounded
theory in Chapter 14; for now, remember that grounded theory is an inductive approach for
generating theories or explanations. One example of a grounded theory is found in “An Analysis
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of Factors That Contribute to Parent-School Conflict in Special Education” by Lake and
Billingsley (2000). Lake and Billingsley wanted to explain why conflict takes place between
the parents of children in special education programs and school officials. Lake and Billingsley
conducted in-depth interviews (lasting an average of one hour) with parents, principals, spe-
cial education program directors, and mediators. They identified several factors as contribut-
ing to the escalation of parent-school conflict. The primary or core factor was a discrepancy
in views about the child’s needs. The other factors were lack of knowledge (e.g., lack of prob-
lem-solving knowledge), disagreements over service delivery, the presence of constraints (e.g.,
such as the lack of funds to deliver services), differences in how a child is valued, unilateral
use of power, poor communication, and lack of trust. In addition to discussing what factors
lead to conflict, the authors discussed how conflict can be reduced and how it can be prevented.
As you can see, the authors generated a tentative explanation about conflict based on their
data. To strengthen their explanation, they would need to further develop and test their theory
with new empirical data.

Historical Research

The last general type of research used by educational researchers and discussed in this
chapter is historical research, or research about people, places, and events in the past. This
type of research is sometimes called narrative research because it studies “the text of history,”
and it often presents its results through stories or narratives. Although many historical
research studies are best classified as mixed (e.g., when quantitative and qualitative data
are used), we place it under the heading of qualitative research because, generally speaking,
the data tend to be qualitative and the approach to the use of evidence and the forming of
arguments is closer to qualitative research than to quantitative research. As you know, his-
torical research is done so that researchers can better understand events that have already
occurred.

Educational historians have been able to find historical data that lend themselves to data
analysis and have studied how various educational phenomena operated in the past. For
example, educational researchers document the history of education and important events that
occurred in the past, study trends in education occurring over time, study the multiple fac-
tors that led to certain events in the past, and study how things operated in the past (e.g., dif-
ferent teaching practices and the different outcomes that resulted from those practices). They
might also study the origin of current practices and document any changes over time.
Historiography is the word historians sometimes use to mean “research methods.” As you will
learn in Chapter 15, historiography involves the posing of questions, the collection of authen-
tic source materials, the analysis and interpretation of those materials, and the composition
of the results into a final report. Historical research, like the other methods of research, has an
important place in education.
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MIXED RESEARCH
(OR MIXED METHODS RESEARCH) -

In mixed research, the researcher uses a mixture or combination of quantitative and qualita-
tive methods, approaches, or concepts in a single research study. The qualitative and quantita-
tive parts of a research study might be conducted concurrently (conducting both parts at roughly
the same time) or sequentially (conducting one part first and the other second) to address a
research question or a set of related questions. For example, let’s say that you are interested in
studying the phenomenon of living with dyslexia for high school students. You might decide to
first conduct a qualitative (exploratory) component of your research study by conducting open-
ended or unstructured interviews with 10 or 20 high school students who have dyslexia so that
you can directly hear from these students in their own words what it is like to live with dyslexia.
On the basis of the data from this phase of your overall study and from your reading of the cur-
rent research literature, you construct a closed-ended and more structured questionnaire. Next,
in the quantitative phase of your study, you ask another group of high school students with
dyslexia to rate how descriptive each of the characteristics on the structured questionnaire is of
them. For this quantitative phase of your study, you might select a sample of students with dyslexia
from several high schools, and have these students fill out your questionnaire. You then analyze
your questionnaire data and write up your findings from the qualitative and quantitative parts
of your research study. In this example, the qualitative phase was used to explore the words, cat-
egories, and dimensions to include in a structured questionnaire. Then you started testing (or
validating) how well the questionnaire operated in the quantitative phase. Together, the quali-
tative and quantitative approaches produced a superior questionnaire.

The Advantages of Mixed Research

We view the use of multiple perspectives, theories, and research methods as a strength in
educational research. In fact, we view the quantitative and qualitative research methods as com-
plementary. When mixing research or when you read and evaluate research that involved mix-
ing, be sure to consider the fundamental principle of mixed research, which says that it is
wise to collect multiple sets of data using different research methods and approaches in such
a way that the resulting mixture or combination has complementary strengths and nonover-
lapping weaknesses (Brewer & Hunter, 1989; Johnson & Turner, 2003; Webb, Campbell, Schwartz,
Sechrest, & Grove, 1981). This approach helps improve the quality of research because the dif-
ferent research approaches have different strengths and different weaknesses.

By combining two (or more) research methods with different strengths and weaknesses
in a research study, you can make it less likely that you will make a mistake. The famous qual-
itative researchers Lincoln and Guba (1985) explain this idea using the metaphor of fish nets.
Perhaps a fisherman has several fishing nets, each with one or more holes. To come up with one
good net, the fisherman decides to overlap the different fishing nets, forming one overall net.
All the nets have holes in them; however, when the nets are put together, there will probably no
longer be a hole in the overall net. In the case of research methods, an experimental research
study might demonstrate causality well, but it might be limited in realism because of the con-
fines of the research laboratory. On the other hand, an ethnographic research study might not
demonstrate causality especially well, but it can be done in the field, which enables a researcher
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to observe behavior as it naturally takes place and therefore increases realism. When both meth-
ods are used, causality is strong, and realism is no longer a big problem. Although it is often
not practical to use more than one research method or strategy in a single research study, you
should be aware of the potential benefit of using multiple methods and strategies. Furthermore,
even if a researcher does not use multiple approaches or methods in a single research study,
the relevant set of published research studies will usually include research based on several dif-
ferent research methods. The research literature is therefore mixed method. As a result, the mixed
method (or mixed fishing net) advantage will be gained in the overall area of research.
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PART IV: SELECTING A RESEARCH METHOD

The purpose of the remainder of this chapter is to introduce you to the specific types or
methods of qualitative research. Although you already understand qualitative research as a gen-
eral type of research, qualitative research is actually a very general term because there are many
different types of qualitative research. We discuss what we believe to be the four most impor-
tant types: phenomenology, ethnography, case study, and grounded theory. (In the next chapter
we discuss a type of research that has much in common with qualitative research—historical
research.) The major characteristics of the four qualitative research approaches discussed in
this chapter are shown in Table 14.2. You might want to preview the list now and then review it
again after you finish reading this chapter. Each approach has a different history, and each is
currently used in the field of education.

Because the four research approaches discussed in this chapter fall under the heading of
qualitative research, the characteristics of qualitative research reviewed earlier usually apply.
This means that the approaches have much in common. At the same time, each approach is dif-
ferent and distinct from the others in important ways (e.g.,compare the four research purposes
shown in Table 14.2).If you have any difficulty distinguishing the approaches, realize that each
has a different core idea, emphasis, and set of key terms (i.e., the “language” it uses). Also note
that each of the four types of qualitative methods is often flavored with the assumptions and
ideas of poststructuralism and postmodernism. We now describe the four major qualitative

Characteristics of Four Qualitative Research Approaches

Dimension

Qualitative Research Approach

Phenomenology

Ethnography

Case Study

Grounded Theory

Research purpose

Disciplinary origin

Primary data-
collection method

Data analysis
approach

Narrative report
focus

To describe one or more
individuals’ experiences of
a phenomenon (e.g., the
experience of the death of
aloved one).

Philosophy

In-depth interviews with
up to 10-15 people.

List significant statements,
determine meaning of
statements, and identify
the essence of the
phenomenon.

Rich description of the
essential or invariant
structures (i.e., the
common characteristics, or
essences) of the experience.

To describe the cultural
characteristics of a group
of people and to describe
cultural scenes.

Anthropology

Participant observation
over an extended period of
time (e.g., one month to a
year). Interviews with
informants.

Holistic description and
search for cultural themes
in data.

Rich description of context
and cultural themes.

To describe one or more
cases in-depth and address
the research questions and
issues.

Multidisciplinary roots,
including business, law,
social sciences, medicine,
and education.

Multiple methods are
used (e.g., interviews,
observations, documents).

Holistic description and
search for themes
shedding light on the
case. May also include
cross-case analysis.

Rich description of the
context and operation of
the case or cases.
Discussion of themes,
issues, and implications.

To inductively generate

a grounded theory
describing and explaining
a phenomenon.

Sociology

Interviews with 20-30
people. Observations are
also frequently used.

Begin with open coding,
then axial coding, and end
with selective coding.

Description of topic and
people being studied. End
with a presentation of the
grounded theory. May also
list propositions.





