Qualitative Data Exercise: Exploring Themes in Student Interview Excerpts
Learning goals:
Understand qualitative data (interviews, open-ended responses)
Practise initial coding (assigning labels to segments)
Group codes into themes
Reflect on interpretation and researcher bias
Dataset: Interview Excerpts
1. “I find online discussions useful, but sometimes I feel lost when nobody replies to my posts.”
2. “Being able to rewatch lectures really helps me, especially when English isn’t my first language.”
3. “I miss the social side of campus. Studying from home feels lonely at times.”
4. “Online learning is flexible, so I can manage my job and my studies better now.”
5. “Technical issues make it stressful. I’ve lost connection during assessments, which is frustrating.”
6. “Breakout rooms are helpful when they work, but sometimes it’s just awkward silence.”
Task 1: Initial Coding
Individually, highlight key phrases in each excerpt and assign short, descriptive codes (1–3 words). Aim for specificity (e.g., “Lack of interaction”, “Replay ability”, “Isolation”, “Flexibility”, “Technical barriers”).

Tip: There is no single ‘right’ answer—justify your choices.
Task 2: Group Codes into Themes
In pairs or small groups, cluster similar codes into broader themes. Possible themes include: Engagement & Interaction, Benefits of Online Learning, Challenges & Barriers. Create your own theme names if needed.
Task 3: Interpret the Findings
Answer the following in bullet points:
What do the themes suggest about student experiences of online learning?
Which issues appear most significant? Why?
Are views mostly positive, negative, or mixed? Provide evidence (quotes).
What recommendations would you make to improve online learning?
Task 4: Reflect on Researcher Bias
Did you focus more on negative or positive comments? Why?
How might your background (e.g., study mode, language, digital confidence) shape your coding?
Would another researcher code these differently? What would you expect to differ?
Optional Extensions
Compare coding schemes with another group and discuss similarities/differences.
Create a thematic map (on paper/whiteboard) connecting codes → themes.
Write a short findings paragraph (150–200 words) summarising key insights and recommendations.
Link findings to relevant theories (e.g., community of inquiry, student engagement).
