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Five Approaches to Qualitative Inquiry

1. Introduction

To start with, | would like to introduce the research onion developed by
Saunders et al. (2015). Different layers are interrelated and interact with each
other. This kind of reciprocal connection and influence make up an organic
whole research system.

The outermost layer is the research philosophy reflecting individuals’
ontological, epistemological, axiological beliefs and assumptions and become
the underpinning of the entire research project. Different philosophical
assumptions lead to different methodological choices of conducting research.
Researchers can choose from quantitative, qualitative or mixed method to
design their research. Since we live in a social world constructed by each
individual with different characteristics, social phenomena become the
derivative of meaning. Quantitative study has such merits as accuracy, rigor,
predictability, replicability and generalizability, by conducting a quantitative
research we can know, for example, how many people in the country watch the
World Cup based on a statistical data analysis, but it is difficult to understand
why these people watch the World Cup, while qualitative research can dig out
the complexity behind the phenomenon and reveal the reasons behind these
data. For qualitative researchers, there are many approaches available
according to different research objectives and research questions.

2. General Description of Five Qualitative Approaches to Inquiry

According to Creswell (2007), the five most common, popular and
representative approaches to qualitative inquiry are narrative, phenomenology,
grounded theory, ethnography, and case study.

2.1 Narrative research

Narrative inquiry is the study of understanding individual's lived experience in
context. It is recognized that the two criteria of experience-interaction and
continuity which were termed by Dewey (1986), served as the philosophical
foundation of narrative inquiry. In a three-dimensional narrative space, inquirer
explores the participant’s story from the dimensions of temporality, place, and
sociality. Because of the interactive nature of the inquiry and the relational
engagement between inquirer and the participants, the relationship between
researchers and participants, the connection of participant's story within
particular time and context, and a variety of new relationships generated during
the interaction, all become part of the narrative research (Clandinin & Connelly,
2000).
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As for data collection, | would collect as much data as possible through multiple
sources, such as interviews, observations, documents, and audiovisual
materials, and several quantitative methods like questionnaires can also be
applied to provide an overall general picture of each case. By comparing
multiple cases, | attempt to put the research objective into a larger context to
show the similarities and differences among cases, and try to establish
categories and patterns, build linkages using tables and figures, and, finally,
narratively present the ‘lessons to be learned’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985: 362) for
these Confucius Institutes or other Confucius Institutes for a better future
development.

5.2 A Narrative Study

As we have discussed in Section 2.1, narrative inquiry focuses on telling the
story of an individual's experiences, quite often, in a chronological way. Based
on these foci, | would choose one Chinese director from one Confucius Institute
as the subject. The possible title might be ‘Working in a different culture: A
biography of a Cl Chinese director.’

In my biographical study, | would first state the reasons for choosing this
particular individual, then | have to make decision about what kinds of sources
| can utilise for data collection and analysis. When | gain access and establish
rapport between the subject, | might gather information through in-depth
interview or through the involvement of participant or nonparticipant
observation to the context where the subject work and live. | might also turn to
archival documents, newspapers, personal diaries, working journals,
letters/emails, social media platforms, video/audio recordings, as well as
interview individuals related to the research subject. After collecting intensive
data, | would try to rearrange and

| would follow Denzin’s (1989b) interpretive format and ask the question: ‘How
cultural intelligence influence her life and experience when working in a different
cultural environment?’ followed by several subquestions:

* What she experienced in her life when working in different cultural
environment?

e What can be learned from those experiences?

« Are there any important life events or ‘turning points’ in the story? How
are these ‘epiphanies’ construct her life?

« What kind of theory can be related to her life experience?

Resting on Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimension model, | would
situate this individual into a network constituted of personal, social and
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Basically, narrative inquiry can be differentiated into four types: biography,
autobiography, life history, and oral history. The Autobiography of Benjamin
Franklin (autobiography), Napoleon-The Mpyth, The Battles, The Legend
(biographical documentary), The Memoirs of Hu Shih (oral history), and The
Polish Peasant in Europe and America (life history) are some examples.

Researcher enter the field and build rapport with the participants, collecting and
analysing data through conversation, using interview, observation, fieldnotes,
etc. to capture the epiphanies in the individual’s life, and write interim texts and
the final description of the individual's life. Researchers also need to pay
attention to ethical issues throughout the research procedure.

2.2 Phenomenology

Phenomenology addresses questions to the lived experiences of several
individuals and attempts to perceive the essence of the phenomenon (Creswell,
2007). It was originally a name of a movement in philosophy in the 20" century
in the continental Europe and gradually developed into a method to qualitative
inquiry. lts application can often be seen in disciplines like education,
psychology, law, health science, etc. The classification of phenomenology
varies somewhat from discipline to discipline and from scholar to scholar.
Generally, there are two types of phenomenology: hermeneutic
phenomenology (van Manen, 1990) and transcendental, also called
psychological or empirical phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994).

Phenomenologists have to carefully select participants who have shared
experience and collect data relying largely on interviewing and observing. With
the knowledge of basic philosophical assumptions, researchers identify a
conceptual framework of model. To make sense of interpretation, researchers
read through all the transcripts to find out 'significant statements,’” from which
important themes or categories might be derived. These meaningful texts are
then developed into a textual description illustrating what was experienced and
a structured description explicating how the participants experienced
(Moustakas, 1994). In order to obtain a fresh perspective towards the
phenomenon, it is important for investigators to bracket their personal
experiences as much as possible. The final interpretation should be a
composite description which combines the textual and structural descriptions
to unfold the essence of the phenomenon.

2.3Grounded Theory

Rather than a concrete entity of theory, grounded theory refers to a method to
gualitative inquiry as well as the product of the study. The aim of grounded
theory study is to discover or develop a theory to better understand social

2
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phenomena. The originators of grounded theory approach are Glaser and
Strauss (1967). In its later development gradually formed three schools: the
classic grounded theory by Glaser, the more structured grounded theory by
Strauss and Corbin, and the constructivist grounded theory by Charmaz.

Researchers go deep into the site, inductively generate a theory through a
series of interaction. By using strategies such as interviews, observations,
questionnaires etc., he or she might gain extensive data for open coding.
Through constantly comparison and purposeful sampling, inquirer go to axial
coding phase to get more focal information until saturation is achieved. Central
themes would emerge, and the researcher would then identify the context,
search for causal conditions, find intervening conditions, build links between
categories, and present the consequences. When it comes to the final step,
selective coding allows abstraction to develop. Hence, a theory can be
conceptualised, rather than a simple description of a phenomenon (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990, 1998).

The grounded theory investigator goes back and forth across the field, collects
and analyses data simultaneously, revises coding to fill the knowledge puzzle
as well as further accommodate the evidence. This is like walking on a zigzag
route (Creswell, 2007). When data saturation is reached, what researcher
needs to do is to conceptualise the central theme from different categories and
properties. To conduct grounded theory study, researchers need to have good
insight and be able to summarize and extract meaningful units from complex
data, and finally use a visual model to conceptualize the core meaningful units
to a theory.

2.4Ethnography

Ethnography is a time-consuming study. It explores the cultural themes behind
the behaviour and everyday activities of a culture-sharing group (Gephart,
1998). Researchers enter the field with the purpose of understanding the
complexity of the social group through various customs, languages, and value
concepts.

To conduct ethnography, ethnographer has to select a certain group that shares
the same culture. To gain access to the field, researcher need to find a
gatekeeper, establish rapport with the gatekeeper and the culture-sharing
group under investigation. Max Weber once said, ‘One need not have been
Caesar in order to understand Caesar.’ | would prefer to say the opposite, ‘One
has to become Caesar in order to understand Caesar.’ To discover the meaning
of people’s behaviour, give reason to the culture changes occurred in a given
social context, researchers have to immerse themselves into the participants’
living environment (Schwartzman, 1993; Schensul, 1999). Through participant
3




image939.png




image42.png
interactional components to analyse and organise the materials, and thoroughly
re-present the lived experience, even from a theoretical lens.

As | have worked in the Confucius Institute in the US for two years, to some
extent | share the same experience with the subject, | might also discuss my
own positionality, reflexively position myself in the study and acknowledge that
the interpretation would be partial, value laden, and unfinished

5.3 A Phenomenology

Based on the view that people are conscious human beings and experience
collective elements that could be a universal one (Moustakas, 1994; Dukes,
1984), phenomenology is the study of lived experience (Creswell, 2007). Unlike
narrative research, which focuses on individuals, phenomenology attempts to
perceive the essence of a phenomenon through the study of multiple individuals
who have shared experiences. Hence, my phenomenology study would be
given the title ‘Fear of unknown: a phenomenology study of pre-departure
anxiety of Confucius Institute expatriate@

Following Moustakas's (1994) approach, | would select 10 to 20 Confucius
Institute volunteers with shared experience to conduct in-depth interviews
centring on the following questions:

« What feelings they experienced before going abroad?
¢ How did they experience these feelings?

+ What are the contexts of the experiences?

What did they ascribe these experiences t0?

Taking Creswell’s (2007) suggestion, | would provide a full description of my
own experience about embarking on volunteering in different countries and
regions. This is an attempt to bracket my personal experience as much as
possible and to focus on the participants’ experiences. By reading the interview
transcripts several times | might develop a list of significant statements, then |
would group them into clusters of meaning. Subsequently, | would write a
textural description about what they experienced and a structural description
about how they experienced. The final composite description would be a
narrative statement that reveal the essence of their experiences. | would also
acknowledge that completely suspending my own experience is difficult and
may be impossible.

5.4 A Grounded Theory Study

The most distinctive characteristic of grounded theory approach is that
researchers go to the field, collect and analysis data simultaneously and
develop a theory grounded in the data. Consequently, to turn my original

12
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research topic into a grounded theory study, | might develop a theory about
how expatriates in overseas Confucius institutes deal with cultural shock. |
would tentatively title the research ‘Dealing with cultural conflict and overcoming
cultural shock by the Confucius Institute expatriates.’

My research questions would be:

e What theory explains the phenomenon of cultural conflict of the
Confucius Institute expatriates working in a cross-cultural environment?

* What did they go through?

* What caused these experiences?

e What strategies did they use to deal with and overcome these
experiences?

e What were the consequences of adopting these strategies? What
influenced their strategies?

In order to find out adequate theoretical forms, | would choose Glaser's classic
grounded theory to conduct substantive coding and theoretical coding. Since
the research problem has been identified in advance, the process of problem
emergence will be simplified, and because of the extraction of central category
is more rooted in the original interview data, | will extract the central category in
the open coding stage. In the process of data analysis, | will use mind mapping
to visualize the coding process and improve the research efficiency.

After substantive coding, categories would reach saturation. During theoretical
coding, what | would have to do is to organize and link categories to construct
theories. | would explicate the factors that affect cultural conflicts. By extracting
and generalising, along with referring to relevant literature, | would use a visual
model to present the causal conditions of the central category. On this basis,
new theoretical concepts will be generated to better understand the
phenomenon and provide reference for future studies.

5.5 An Ethnography

As stated before, ethnography is the study of a particular culture-sharing group
(Harris, 1968; Creswell, 2007; Cunliffe, 2010; Saunders et al., 2015). | would
turn my research purpose from discovering a theory in grounded theory and
understanding the essence of the experience in phenomenology to an in-depth
interpretation of a holistic picture of the cultural sharing group.

Because living and working in a foreign country, Cl expatriates can be seen as
a particular culture-sharing community and will inevitably experience various

13
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barriers brought by cultural differences. Their cultural interaction with local
Chinese language learners will also go through a process from initial challenges
to continuous integration and deepening. In the context of cross-cultural
adaptation, while most of the general research concept is to study the “guest
strangers™ one-way adaptation in a new cultural environment, | would start from
the two-sides cultural interaction perspective, study the two groups involved in
the interaction and the specific contexts of such cultural interaction.
Consequently, my intended title might be ‘Beyond cultural difference: An
ethnography of cross-cultural interaction in Cl Chinese language class.’ To

pursue the research purpose, | would post the following questions:

What is the cultural social context of the interaction?

What kinds of cultural differences did they experience?

What themes emerge during the cultural interaction between them?
What is the emerging cultural inventory in this social situation?

The core group would be Cl local foreign Chinese language learners, Cl
Chinese directors, instructors and volunteers, and the marginal individuals who
together construct the social context of cultural interaction. | would find a
gatekeeper to gain access to the field and build rapport with the participants.
Then | may start collect data through interviews, participant observations,
artefacts, as well as using questionnaire and documents. Before | enter the field,
| might develop an interview or observation protocol to provide a general
framework for gathering data. As interview and observation act as key
techniques of ethnography data collection, | would conduct multiple semi-
structured interviews with ClI directors, instructors and volunteers, form focus
group and conduct in-depth interview with CI learners, as well as informal
interviews with marginal individuals. Due to the limited targeted information
provided by the participants in the interview, more data need to be obtained
from my participant observation in the real natural setting where cultural
interaction taking place. By immersing in the situation, | might gain an insider’s
perspective for a better understanding of why the members of the group do
what they do and how the entire culture-sharing group works.

Since ethnography involves different levels of analysis, both qualitative and
quantitative methods can be applied for a comprehensive analysis. From the
perspective of qualitative analysis, relevant themes would be established
through the analysis of interview transcripts, fieldnotes, memos, observation
protocols and other artefacts.

My final writing would be a thick description that involves the three parts
suggested by Wolcott (1994). | would first provide a thorough description of
both the Cl expatriates group and the local Chinese language learner group,
followed by an analysis of the major cultural themes and an interpretation of the
cultural behaviour. To show respect and verify accuracy as well as ensure the
quality of my ethnography study, | would present my writing to participants,
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peers or colleagues to review.

6. Conclusion

Inthis report, | introduced five approaches commonly used in qualitative inquiry,
given each a definition, characteristics and types. | compared five approaches
by summarising their similarities and differences from aspects such as the focus
of each approach to the final writing report, with much more attention on data
collection and analysis process. Using my own research topic as an example, |
illustrated how these five approaches differ from each other by applying them
to turn the original topic into a narrative study, a phenomenology, a grounded
theory study, and an ethnography. Meanwhile, | explicated the characteristics
of each approach with several supplementary examples.

As implied in the beginning, qualitative researchers, with their own biases,
beliefs and epistemological stances, generally act as the primary measuring
instrument of inquiry. It is imperative for researchers to get familiar with each
approach and judiciously choose the best suited one in lines with the research
goals to conduct a good qualitative research. For the meantime, researchers
need to be reflexive to distinguish their own interpretation from the
interpretations of the participants as well as those aspects emerged from the
unpredictable interaction with the participant, ensure the rigor and quality of the
research, make sure the results of their study are appropriately presented and
well received. Although researchers from different disciplines and fields have
different choices of research methods, and put different emphasis on different
approaches, it is worth noting that there are various stakeholders in qualitative
research, ethical issues should be taken seriously and with high importance.
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Appendix 3:

Artifacts: this is the focus of attention for the ethnographer as he or she
determines what people make and use, such as clothes and tools
(cultural artifacts) (Spradley, 1980).

Bias: A deliberate attempt either to conceal or highlight something that
you found in your research or to use deliberately a procedure or method
that you know is not appropriate but will provide information that you are
looking for because you have a vested interest in it (Kummar, 2014).
Case: this is the “bounded system” or the “object” of study. It might be
an event, a process, a program, or several people (Stake, 1995).
Coding: the process of assigning numerical values to different categories
of responses to a question for the purpose of analysing them (Kummar,
2014)

Confirmability: the degree to which the results obtained through
qualitative research could be confirmed or corroborated by others.
Confirmability in qualitative research is similar to reliability in quantitative
research (Kummar, 2014).

Credibility: credibility in qualitative research is parallel to internal validity
in quantitative research and refers to a situation where the results
obtained through qualitative research are agreeable to the participants
of the research. It is judged by the extent of respondent concordance
whereby you take your findings to those who participated in your
research for confirmation, congruence, validation and approval: the
higher the outcome of these, the higher the credibility (validity) of the
study (Kummar, 2014).

Dependability: dependability in qualitative research is very similar to the
concept of reliability in quantitative research. It is concerned with
whether we would obtain the same results if we could observe the same
thing twice: the greater the similarity in two results, the greater the
dependability (Kummar, 2014).

Epiphanies: these are special events in an individual’s life that represent
turning points. They vary in their impact from minor epiphanies to major
epiphanies, and they may be positive or negative (Denzin, 1989a).
Epoche or bracketing: This is the first step in “phenomenological
reduction,” the process of data analysis in which the researcher sets
aside, as far as is humanly possible, all preconceived experiences to
best understand the experiences of participants in the study (Moustakas,
1994).

Gatekeeper: this is a data collection term and refers to the individual the
researcher must visit before entering a group or cultural site. To gain
access, the researcher must receive this individual's approval
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995).

Transferability: the concept of transferability refers to the degree to which
the results of qualitative research can be generalised or transferred to
other contexts or settings (Kummar, 2014).
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10. Data collection activities by five approaches
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Figun m i

Obsarvations.

= Gathor fild notes by conducting an obsorvation as a participant.

« Gatho flold notes by conducting an obsarvation s an obsorvar.

= Gathr fild notes by spending more 8mo as a partcipant than as an
observer.

« Gathor flold notes by spending more 8me s an cbsarver than as &
participant.

= Gathor flkd notas first by obsarving as an “outsidor” and then by
‘moving ito the seting and obsarving as an ‘insider”

Interviews

« Conduct an unstructured, oper-onded intorviow and taks intorviow.
notas.

« Conduct an unstructured, open-endsd intarview, audiotaps the
ntorviow, and transcib 1 intarviow.

« Conduct a semistructured Intarviow, audiotape the intarviow, and
transcribe the interviow.

= Conduot a foous group intarview, audiotape the infarview, and
transaribe the intorviow.

« Conduct dfferant ypas of intorviews: o-mall face-to-tace, focus
‘9roup, onine focus group, telephons.

Documents

« Keap a journal during the research study.
= Havo a partcipant keop a journal or diary during the ressarch study.
« Collect parsonal ltters from pariiipants
« Analyzo public documents (2., official memos, minutes, fecords,
archival materia.
* Examine autobiographios and blographias.
Havo partiipants taka photographs o vidootapas (i
alictation).
« Conduot chart auds.
« Roviow modical records.

photo

Audiovisual Materlals

« Examina physical trace @vidence (2., foolprits in the snow).
= Vidootaps o fim a social suation, ndividual, or group.

= Examine wabsite main pages.

« Collect sounds (e.g., music, chidren's laughtar, car homs honking)
« Collct e-mallor discussion board mossagos (e.g, Facebook).
‘Gathor phone text messages (e.g., Twiter).

Examine favorits posssssions of iual objects.

Source: ©2007, Creswell
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12.Elements in a consent form

This consent form often requires that specific elements be included,
such as

* the right of participants to voluntarily withdraw from the study at
any time;

* the central purpose of the study and the procedures to be used in
data collection;

* the protection of the confidentiality of the respondents;

* the known risks associated with participation in the study;

* the expected benefits to accrue to the participants in the study;
and

* the signature of the participant as well as the researcher.

Source: ©2007, Creswell
13. Sample interview protocol or guide

Interview Protocol Project: University Reaction to a Terrorist Incident
Time of interview:
Date:
Place:
Interviewer:
Interviewee:
Position of interviewee:
(Briefly describe the project)
Questions:
1. What has been your role in the incident?
2. What has happened since the event that you have been involved in?

3. What has been the impact on the university community of this
incident?
4. What larger ramifications, if any, exist from the incident?

5. To whom should we talk to find out more about campus reaction to
the incident?

6. (Thank the individual for participating in this interview. Assure him or
her of confidentiality of responses and potential future interviews.)

Source: ©2007, Creswell
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Scope and Sequence in Interview Questions

Source: ©1996, Mason
15. Typology of sampling strategies in qualitative inquiry

Type of Sampling | Pumpose

Maximum variation | Documents diverse variations of individuals or sites

based on specific characteristics

Homogeneous Focuses, reduces, simplifies, and facilitates group
interviewing

Critical case Permits logical generalization and maximum
application of information to other cases

Theory based Find examples of a theoretical construct and thereby

elaborate on and examine it

Confirming and Elaborate on inital analysis, seek exceptions, looking
disconfirming cases | for variation

Snowball or chain | Ideniifes cases of interest from people who know.
people who know what cases are information-rich

Extreme or deviant | Learn from highly unusual manifestations of the

case phenomenon of interest

Typical case Highlights what is normal or average

Intensity Information-rich cases that manifest the phenomenon
intensely but not extremely

Politically important | Attracts desired attention or avoids attracting
undesired attention

Random purposeful | Adds credibility to sample when potential purposeful
sample is too large

Stratified purposeful | lllustrates subgroups and facilitates comparisons

Criterion Al cases that meet some criterion; useful for quality
assurance

Opportunistic Follow new leads; taking advantage of the
unexpected

Combination or Triangulation, flexibility; meets multiple interests and

mixed needs

Convenience Saves time, money, and effort, but at the expense of

information and credibility

Source: Miles & Huberman (1994, p. 28). Reprinted with permission from SAGE Publications.
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17.Researcher's role in qualitative methods-ethical challenges of
researchers in qualitative studies

“The main task of researchers in the phenomenological method is transformation of data to
live the experience. They bring individual experiences into words in data collection, and
then attempt to understand those experiences based on the statements, and to categorize the
themes in the next stage. In the last stage, investigators record the essence in writing,
which results in a comprehensive description of the phenomena (6, 15).

In ethnographic studies, researchers function as instruments that understand and analyze
the culture. Therefore, ethnographic investigators need o be immersed in the culture and
1o live among the study population. However, ethnographers have to be nofified of their
role as research instruments while collecting and analyzing data (18).

Source: ©2014, Sanjari et al.
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Figure |
Similarities and Differences of Three Interpretive Approaches With Respect to
History. Goal, Philosophy, Methodology, Analytic Method, and Product

Source: ©2007, Starks and Brown Trinidad
19. The research onion

Source: ©2015, Saunders et al.
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Appendix 4:

1. In-class activities, dlscussmns and presentations
a the deductive approach,
rking deductively is your

Examples of dilemmas (discussion)

* Covert Research
« Breaking confidentiality
« Offering incentives

« Distressing topics

Constructivism

In each class, we will carry out some classroom activities. Sometimes,
we will read relevant literature separately and give a presentation in front
of the class after group discussion. This kind of training can not only
improve my reading skills, presentation skills and group coordination
skills, but also push me concentrate on the article and extract the key
findings and reorganise the information into a short report. Usually, |
would like to take notes and use mind map to draw attention upon
important lines and create draft structure for my presentation. | also
learned a lot from other peers.

2. Learning online
After class, | will study online. | took two online open courses: (1) An
introduction to philosophy; (2) Global Impact: Business Ethics. In
addition to use the online learning platform Coursera, | also watch videos
on YouTube, read articles and journals online, as well as communicate
with other researchers through ResearchGate. All these activities
broadened my horizon and add value to my existing knowledge. It is also
a good way to find new academic partners and projects.

3. Mock Interview
When we were discussing data collection in class, one of the activities is
a mock interview in front of the class. We were asked to draw up an
interview protocol according to our own research topic, list three to five
interview questions and conduct an interview in small groups of two
people. It was only when we actually put it into practice that we realized
the interview was much more difficult than we thought. In addition to the
interview questions requiring careful thinking and repeated thinking, the
researcher's every movement during the interview also requires paying
special attention. By conducting mock interview, we found out ourselves’
merits and shortcomings, learnt from others to make up for our
shortcomings.

4. Turn the story
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| tried to use my own research topic as a original framework to develop
different research questions by applying those five approaches. This
process was hard and slow, | need to justify each design and think about
the differences among each study. It took me plenty of time to get it
through, | also got some help from peers and course instructor. |
presented my design of these five approaches in the above report.

. Group assignment

We were given several academic articles after class. By reading through
each article, we wrote a written statement of our findings after group
discussion. In the process of discussion, different ideas collided with
each other, and we all had to provide sufficient reasons to prove our
point or convince the other one. This requires us not only to understand
the article and grasp the key points, but also to think critically about the
findings, express our own thoughts and position, clearly state it and
argue for it.
. Making video blog

Each week we make a video blog talking about certain topics closely
related to the course content. In the beginning, | found it very difficult to
use editing software and post myself in front of the camera. Gradually, |
found that making video was not difficult, and every week | made
progress. Since we live in a digital age, it is becoming a more and more
popular means and ‘a must to have’ skill for teachers and researchers to
transfer knowledge and express ideas and findings. This kind of training
equites me with certain presenting and editing skills and it is also a good
way to review what we have learned and extend our knowledge by
reading additional books and journals.
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process was hard and slow, | need to justify each design and think about
the differences among each study. It took me plenty of time to get it
through, | also got some help from peers and course instructor. |
presented my design of these five approaches in the above report.

. Group assignment

We were given several academic articles after class. By reading through
each article, we wrote a written statement of our findings after group
discussion. In the process of discussion, different ideas collided with
each other, and we all had to provide sufficient reasons to prove our
point or convince the other one. This requires us not only to understand
the article and grasp the key points, but also to think critically about the
findings, express our own thoughts and position, clearly state it and
argue for it.
. Making video blog

Each week we make a video blog talking about certain topics closely
related to the course content. In the beginning, | found it very difficult to
use editing software and post myself in front of the camera. Gradually, |
found that making video was not difficult, and every week | made
progress. Since we live in a digital age, it is becoming a more and more
popular means and ‘a must to have’ skill for teachers and researchers to
transfer knowledge and express ideas and findings. This kind of training
equites me with certain presenting and editing skills and it is also a good
way to review what we have learned and extend our knowledge by
reading additional books and journals.
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phenomena. The originators of grounded theory approach are Glaser and
Strauss (1967). In its later development gradually formed three schools: the
classic grounded theory by Glaser, the more structured grounded theory by
Strauss and Corbin, and the constructivist grounded theory by Charmaz.

Researchers go deep into the site, inductively generate a theory through a
series of interaction. By using strategies such as interviews, observations,
questionnaires etc., he or she might gain extensive data for open coding.
Through constantly comparison and purposeful sampling, inquirer go to axial
coding phase to get more focal information until saturation is achieved. Central
themes would emerge, and the researcher would then identify the context,
search for causal conditions, find intervening conditions, build links between
categories, and present the consequences. When it comes to the final step,
selective coding allows abstraction to develop. Hence, a theory can be
conceptualised, rather than a simple description of a phenomenon (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990, 1998).

The grounded theory investigator goes back and forth across the field, collects
and analyses data simultaneously, revises coding to fill the knowledge puzzle
as well as further accommodate the evidence. This is like walking on a zigzag
route (Creswell, 2007). When data saturation is reached, what researcher
needs to do is to conceptualise the central theme from different categories and
properties. To conduct grounded theory study, researchers need to have good
insight and be able to summarize and extract meaningful units from complex
data, and finally use a visual model to conceptualize the core meaningful units
to a theory.

2.4Ethnography

Ethnography is a time-consuming study. It explores the cultural themes behind
the behaviour and everyday activities of a culture-sharing group (Gephart,
1998). Researchers enter the field with the purpose of understanding the
complexity of the social group through various customs, languages, and value
concepts.

To conduct ethnography, ethnographer has to select a certain group that shares
the same culture. To gain access to the field, researcher need to find a
gatekeeper, establish rapport with the gatekeeper and the culture-sharing
group under investigation. Max Weber once said, ‘One need not have been
Caesar in order to understand Caesar.’ | would prefer to say the opposite, ‘One
has to become Caesar in order to understand Caesar.’ To discover the meaning
of people’s behaviour, give reason to the culture changes occurred in a given
social context, researchers have to immerse themselves into the participants’
living environment (Schwartzman, 1993; Schensul, 1999). Through participant
3
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observation, multiple in-depth interview, and collecting other sources in the field
within plenty of time, ethnographer analyses field dairy, video-audio tapes,
photographs, artefacts, documents, journals, and other relevant information to
present a ‘think description’ unfolding the cultural phenomenon, discuss the
theories, real life and values related to the culture-sharing group.

As the storyteller, researcher must be neutral to accurately describe, analyse,
and interpret. This is because after a long period of close interact with the
cultural group, researchers might lose their insight, empathy and observer bias
may occur, which could greatly influence the research process and cause
deviation in the results. Ethnography is a reflective, experiential activity.
Through long-time immersion and comprehensive, detailed description, it
reflects the real picture of a cultural group. Meanwhile, with the development of
human society and technology, a variety of new forms of ethnography, such as
netnography, has become researchers’ new focus.

2.5 Case Study

What defines a case? An individual, a company, record, program, event,
decision, etc (Leenders & Erskine, 1978). According to Yin (1984:23), a case
study is an ‘empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon
within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries between
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident’ Smith (1978) terms case
study as a ‘bounded system’ of different parameters, such as time, location,
people, size, intent, etc. Stake (2005) classifies case study into three categories:
intrinsic, instrumental, and collective case study.

No matter researcher chooses to study a single case or multiple cases, intrinsic
or instrumental cases, he or she has to justify the reason that lead him or her
to make such a decision. Researchers may have various starting points for
choosing case(s). If they are interested in the case itself, the inquiry would be
an intrinsic case study; if their aim is to illustrate an issue or a concern by
analysing a case or several cases, then it would be an instrumental, single or
multiple case study. Once the case(s) has been selected, researcher collects
background information and other relevant data from a variety of sources,
locates essential variables and tries to build connection between data and
variables. Case study researcher provides a detailed report explicating the
case(s) and the ‘lessons learned’ from the case(s).

3. Comparison among Five Different Approaches
3.1 Similarities

When talking about the similarities, all the five approaches emphasize the
4
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exploration of meaning and understanding and present findings in a narrative
way. The general process of research as well as several strategies for gathering
dataare all in common. In general, they all share several general characteristics
of qualitative inquiry:

« Naturalness-Emphasise the complexity and openness of natural settings
and real world, which forms a sharp contrast with the variable
simplification and control of quantitative inquiry.

« Flexibility-Nonstandardized. The emerge nature of research topic.

e Comprehensibility- Understand the participants’ life world from a
subjective perspective.

¢ Integrality-In quantitative inquiry, phenomenon is more likely to be
simplified and lose details due to the control of variables, while
qualitative inquiry emphasizes the totality of the research object and the
pursuit of a comprehensive interpretation of the ‘whole picture’ (Babbie,
2014).

« Sensitivity to context- A keen sense of the situation in which people or
things are situated

e Depth-Detailed, comprehensive, thorough. Understand the personalized
and in-depth reasons behind the questionnaire options in quantitative
research.

¢ Inductive- By summarizing qualitative data, new phenomena or new
theories are discovered

¢ Reflexivity- Different philosophical assumptions and research paradigms
will affect the stances of researchers. It is important to constantly reflect
whether the researcher's subjectivity affects the objectivity of research.

« Interactivity-To observe and understand the social members of the study,
researchers must be engaged in those members’ life world to enhance
communication and interaction with them.

Itis noteworthy that although phenomenology and case study often select more
than one individual for analysis, when the unit of analysis is one individual,
researchers are free to choose from narrative study, phenomenology or case
study. Additionally, ethical issues occur in all these approaches and should be
taken seriously.

3.2 Differences

Although these five approaches have the similarities stated above and
sometimes the boundaries could be overlapped and porous, they differentiate
from each other in relation to their origins, research purposes, research
guestions, research design, sampling, data collection and analysis, as well as
the final representation of the research findings.

« COrigin-Narrative research originated from humanities and social science,
5
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phenomenology rooted in philosophy and psychology, Grounded theory
developed from sociology, ethnography derived from anthropology and
sociology, case study has close relation with human and social science,
along with applied areas such as evaluation research (Creswell, 2007).

Foci-Narrative research portrays the life of an individual.
Phenomenology tries to understand the meaning of people’s lived
experiences, reduce individual's experience to pursue the collective and
universal essence of a phenomenon. Grounded theory aims at
generating a theory to explain the social processes, and the theory is
developed in the data primarily collected from the field. Ethnography
focuses on the ‘thick description’ of a specific culture-sharing group. The
goal of case study is to provide a comprehensive description and an in-
depth analysis of a case or several cases.

Sampling-Though each approach recruit participants through purposeful
sampling to select those who have experienced the phenomenon, the
sampling population, size and scope vary. Angrosino (1994) chose one
individual with mental retardation in his narrative study. Anderson and
Spencer (2002) invited 41 men and 17 women with AIDS from different
race, age, occupation and marital status to participate in their
phenomenological research of the cognitive representations of their
illness. In grounded theory study, to explore multiple dimensions of the
phenomenon under study, researcher usually selects 20 to 60
individuals to provide information for coding. Morrow and Smith (1995)
interviewed 11 women of different ages who had been sexually abused
as children for the purpose to develop a theory illustrating how they
survived and coped with the experience. As for ethnography, Haenfler
(2004) examined the sXe subcultural group by not only immersed in the
sXers activities for about five years, but also engaged with 17 men and
11 women whose age ranges from 17 to 30 to conduct in-depth
interviews. The sampling process in case study depends on a certain
time and space limit. In the study of the campus response to a student
gunman, Asmussen and Creswell (1995) bounded their sampling in a
campus community.

Data collection-Narrative study usually collect data using interviews and
documents, other supplementary forms such as observation, journals
and casual chatting conversations can also be applied. Phenomenology
select multiple individuals who have experienced the same phenomenon,
through in-depth interview and sometimes focus group to gain data.
Grounded theorists gather data in a spiral ascending loop. By
interviewing, researcher get primary raw data, after coding they go back
to homogenous sample to collect more detailed information until data
saturation is reached. For ethnography, gaining access to the field,
finding a gatekeeper and building rapport with the participants make the
data collection process easier. Participant observation and interview
play important roles in data collection. Occasionally, researcher uses
artefacts as an assistor to let the participants talk. In case study,
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researcher sets boundaries of the case(s) to be studied, uses multiple
sources and extensive forms to collect data, such as interviews,
observations, documents, audiovisual materials.

« Data analysis-When talking about the differences in data analysis stage,
in addition to the unit of analysis of the five approaches differs from each
other, grounded theory has significant characteristics that distinguish it
from other approaches. Grounded theory researcher collects and
analyses data simultaneously. This process is like doing a jigsaw puzzle.
Researcher often starts without clear clue and need a lot of data to
provide information, when the data saturated, important themes start to
emerge, it is just like you get several pieces of key puzzle, which help
you gain a holistic concept of the whole picture.

« Other differences are related to the presentation of various types of field
issues. When using these five approaches, some scholars hold different
opinions on when to review literature is good for the research design.

4. Validation and Ethics Issues

No matter which approach is adopted, we will ultimately face the question of
how to define a good qualitative study? What criteria can be upheld to
determine whether a study is rigorous, believable and ethical? Whether the
evaluation criteria of quantitative and qualitative research are the same?

4.1 Credibility, Transferability, Dependability, and Confirmability

Compared with the standardization and objectivity of quantitative research,
qualitative studies attempt to reflect human thoughts and understand human
behaviour in real life settings. Researchers would be ‘interpreting the
interpretations of others’ (Grix, 2004: 54). Hence, qualitative research has been
guestioned about its objectivity and generalizability for a long time. However,
this does not mean that qualitative account is not valid or credible. As Creswell
(2007) points out, there are different perspectives using different terms to
advocate the validation of qualitative research (see LeCompte & Goetz, 1982;
Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Eisner, 1991; Lather, 1993; Wolcott, 1994b; Angen,
2000; Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005; Whittemore, Chase & Mandle, 2011),
some of which are even misguided, leading to some good qualitative research
being covered up (Symon & Cassell, 2012).

From the perspective of positivism, terms such as internal validity, external
validity, reliability, objectivity and generalizability are often used in quality
assessment. Lincoln and Guba (1989) proposed several criteria such as
credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability from the perspective
of naturalism. More pointedly, credibility can be achieved through prolonged
engagement, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, progressive subjectivity,
and member checking.
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The generalization issue of qualitative research can be proved through
transferability. Although the number of qualitative samples is limited, it is difficult
to achieve quantitative generalization, but by ‘thick description’, researchers
present the various components of a phenomenon, the different themes and
categories of a specific case, readers can therefore draw on the research
findings in other similar situations or problems.

As for dependability, Jensen (2008) calls for attention that what happens in the
field could be significantly different from what the researchers expected in the
proposal before they entered the field. This may due to the constantly change
of human thoughts and the evolvement of the research context. Like reliability
in qualitative research, to ensure dependability, qualitative researchers have to
provide enough relevant information for others to replicate the study and the
results are supposed to be similar. Additionally, to increase dependability,
researchers should keep noting down and documenting every alteration such
as contextual changes or decision changes during the research process, which
Lincoln and Guba (1989) called an audit process. These records can be used
as supporting materials for readers to understand why researchers make
relevant decisions and how research findings are obtained.

Simply put, confirmability is to provide evidence to clearly prove that the
research result is rooted in the collected data, the participants’ interpretations
and the actual research context, rather than the researcher’s creation that born
from nothing, and to show that the research truthfully reflect the participants’
perspectives and their own interpretations of the meanings of their experience
(Jensen, 2008). Confirmability demonstrates that the results of the study are
closely related to and consistent with the purpose of the study and does not
change due to the researcher’s bias.

Although the criteria stated above can be used to evaluate and improve the
quality of qualitative research, they are not the only criteria. Different scholars
are constantly improving and refining these evaluation criteria to show more
concerns about aspects corresponding to the relationship between researcher
and participants, as well as ethical issues.

4.2 Ethics in Qualitative Research

Qualitative inquiry involves and deals with human beings, it focuses on the

exploration, examination and interpretation of the meaning of people’'s

experiences and the context of their activities. The interpretive and interactive

nature of qualitative research along with its unpredictability characteristics and
8
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proximity to what is being studied make researchers consider ethical issues
related to human rights at all stages of their research. The use of some
important ethical principles and guidelines in all stages of qualitative research
should be encouraged. Three fundamental ethical principles are elaborated in
the Belmont Report (1974): (1) respect for autonomy, (2) beneficence, (3)
justice.

Respect for humanity, respect for human rights and respect for the well-being
of participants are three appeals for ‘respect for autonomy’. It advocates that
participation must be completely voluntary and based on full understanding of
the nature and purpose of the study as well as what is involved. In the meantime,
vulnerable groups and individuals lack of complete autonomy need to be taken
with special caution and should not be ignored (Babbie, 2014). Beneficence
rests in the ethical theory of utilitarianism that subjects must not be harmed by
the research and, ideally, should benefit from it. While justice can be interpreted
at both individual and national level which requires a fair and equitable
distribution of benefits and burden as well as fairness in the selection of
research subjects. In qualitative research, these three principles are honoured
by informed consent, risk-benefit assessment, and fair-selection processes
(Jonsen, 1996).

However, establishing and knowing these principles and guidelines does not
mean one could conduct research ethically. Pimple (1995) points out that four
personal processes should take place before a researcher can behave ethically:
moral sensitivity, moral reasoning, moral commitment, and moral perseverance.

Josselson (1996) talks about ethical issues focusing on the researcher’s role in
narrative studies. She argues that narrative research collects and interprets
people’s lived experience in real world. Narrative researcher plays a dual role,
doing much more than obtaining informed consent from the informants, using
appropriate and understandable language and withholding personal
information or creating a pseudonym at the time of publication. On the one hand,
the interactive nature of the inquiry encourages researcher to build a close
relationship with the participants, which makes it an obligation for researcher to
protect individual’s privacy, well-being and dignity. On the other hand, the
narrative researcher plays a responsible professional role in academia which
requires accurate and authentic interpretation of the participant’s story.
Whether the researcher choose to ‘give voice’ of the participants or decode
their experiences to find meaning for the sake of a ‘bigger picture’ depends on
the research aim. Rather than a complete personal story told by the participant,
it becomes a story co-constructed by both the researcher and the participant
(Chase, 1996). The interpersonal dynamic suggests higher demand on the
researcher. Not only does she or he have to be a well-sealed container that
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keeps the promise of confidentiality, she or he also has to be a patient,
empathetic, and non-judgmental listener (Josselson, 1996).

In short, ethical challenges can occur at any time in any stages during the
research process and evolve over time. The different philosophical ethical
theories serve as the underpinnings of various ethical guidelines, which provide
a framework for researchers to follow when facing ethical dilemmas. No matter
what approach the researcher choose he or she has to be reflexive and
reflective at all stages to achieve a better self-understanding of individual ethical
positioning and to a broader professional and social ethical dimension. Through
the combination of internal action (the researcher’'s own ethical sensibility) and
external action (the ethical principles and standards) can the quality and

scientific, rigorous and ethical nature of qualitative research be guaranteed.

5. Turing the Story

In the previous section, | compared five different qualitative approaches by
examining several examples to show the similarities and differences among
them. To further explicate the characteristics of each approach, | would like to
use my own research topic, which is originally designed as a case study, to
serve as the primary lens through which these five approaches are being
applied, and try to turn it into a narrative, a phenomenology, a grounded theory,
and an ethnography study.

5.1 A Case Study

The purpose of my intended case study is to find out the mechanism to
improving the effectiveness of knowledge ftransfer through a better
understanding of culture. | choose the Confucius Institute (Cl) as a single case,
embedded in which there are three cases: the Confucius Institute in Cambodia,
HK, and the US. | would title the study ‘A comparative study of culture
intelligence in knowledge transfer of the Confucius Institute.” Since my interest
is not the Confucius Institute itself, but rather to provide a comprehensive
insight into a phenomenon and try to fill the knowledge gap in certain field, the
case itself becomes of secondary importance, according to Stake’s
classification (1995), my case study can be identified as an instrumental case
study.

In order to gain an in-depth understanding of the issue raised, | would follow
the general format of Stake (1995. Firstly, | would elaborate the issues in detail
and give a thorough and detailed description of the context or settings of each
Confucius Institute, then discuss the key themes emerging in the whole process
of investigation, finally, by doing a cross-case comparison, | would present the
lessons learned from the cases (Lincoln & Guba, 1985@
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As for data collection, | would collect as much data as possible through multiple
sources, such as interviews, observations, documents, and audiovisual
materials, and several quantitative methods like questionnaires can also be
applied to provide an overall general picture of each case. By comparing
multiple cases, | attempt to put the research objective into a larger context to
show the similarities and differences among cases, and try to establish
categories and patterns, build linkages using tables and figures, and, finally,
narratively present the ‘lessons to be learned’ (Lincoln & Guba, 1985: 362) for
these Confucius Institutes or other Confucius Institutes for a better future
development.

5.2 A Narrative Study

As we have discussed in Section 2.1, narrative inquiry focuses on telling the
story of an individual's experiences, quite often, in a chronological way. Based
on these foci, | would choose one Chinese director from one Confucius Institute
as the subject. The possible title might be ‘Working in a different culture: A
biography of a Cl Chinese director.’

In my biographical study, | would first state the reasons for choosing this
particular individual, then | have to make decision about what kinds of sources
| can utilise for data collection and analysis. When | gain access and establish
rapport between the subject, | might gather information through in-depth
interview or through the involvement of participant or nonparticipant
observation to the context where the subject work and live. | might also turn to
archival documents, newspapers, personal diaries, working journals,
letters/emails, social media platforms, video/audio recordings, as well as
interview individuals related to the research subject. After collecting intensive
data, | would try to rearrange and

| would follow Denzin’s (1989b) interpretive format and ask the question: ‘How
cultural intelligence influence her life and experience when working in a different
cultural environment?’ followed by several subquestions:

* What she experienced in her life when working in different cultural
environment?

e What can be learned from those experiences?

« Are there any important life events or ‘turning points’ in the story? How
are these ‘epiphanies’ construct her life?

« What kind of theory can be related to her life experience?

Resting on Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) three-dimension model, | would
situate this individual into a network constituted of personal, social and
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