Qualitative Methods in Educational Research
Spring, 2006
Assignment Notes:  Draft of Methods Section 

Due May 7thth 

(4-6 pages)
This assignment is a first draft of the Methods section of your final paper.  It should describe the methods that you used to design your study and your data collection procedures as well as the methods you used to analyze your data.  Draw upon and cite course methods readings in constructing this draft.  

Please begin with a short paragraph or two that reminds your reader of the research questions that you have been studying.  This is not officially part of the Method section; rather, it is a very brief synopsis of the sections that will precede the Methods section in your final paper.

Most scholarly audiences (including us) would expect to find the following ingredients in a method section of a qualitative research report:

Provide a rationale for why qualitative research methods are particularly appropriate for answering your research question:

The first (introductory) paragraph(s) of your Methods section accomplishes two things:

1) First, provides a rationale for why qualitative research methods work especially well for answering your research questions.  You may want to alert the reader at this point if you are using particular traditions within qualitative research (ethnographic field methods, comparative case study, sociocultural study of teaching and learning, discourse or narrative analysis, etc.)  This is also a place that you can—if you wish—situate yourself as a researcher in a particular tradition (based upon your experiences, your beliefs about how knowledge is constructed, etc.), describing your stance as a qualitative researcher.  
2) Second, you can alert the reader to what is coming in the rest of Methods section.

Describe your data sources (a section title such as “Data Sources” or “Settings and Participants” is helpful here—in fact, subtitles are useful throughout):
This part of your Methods section describes the settings in which you conducted your research, the participants in your research, and your rationale for selecting them.  Include the following elements in this section, drawing upon relevant methodological literature as needed:
1) Description of setting(s):  provide relevant information about the context in which you conducted your study (for example, if it is a school describe the size of the school, the grade levels served, the number of staff, relevant demographics and/or contextual information…whatever is relevant to your study). Why did you select this site for your study?

2) Describe the participants in your study:  again provide information about them that is relevant to your study.  Also, provide a rationale for why you selected the participants (did you sample based on gender, ethnicity, grade levels taught, age, experience?  What did you sample for and why?).

Describe your data collection methods:
Here you describe your methods for collecting data.  Describe in some detail each of the data collection strategies that you used and how that strategy helped you address your research questions. Here, again, use course literature (or other methodological literature) to support your choices of particular methods.
1) Interview strategies:  Who did you interview?  How long were the interviews? What kinds of questions did you ask (were the interviews open-ended, semi-structured)?  Why?  How did you record your interviews?  Draw upon methods literature to help you describe the kinds of interview strategies that you used.  Make the case that these strategies were useful for answering your research questions.  
2) Observation strategies:  again, describe any observational methods you used.  Were they non-participant observations?  Or, participant observations, or somewhere in between?  Provide a rationale for using the particular strategies you employed, drawing upon methods literature.  How did you record your observations?  What, in particular, were the kinds of phenomena that you were looking for and why?
3) Document analysis:  Describe the methods use, providing a rationale for why you collected the documents.
4) Other data collection strategies you might have used (such as cognitive interviewing—describe tasks, settings for interviewing, how you recorded data, etc.).

Conclude this section by describing what you did to ensure high quality data (free of error or unnecessary bias).  How did you triangulate your data (more than one source of data; more than one type of data; data collected across types of settings?)?

Walk the reader through the steps you took to analyze your data:
In this section, you will describe each phase of your data analysis from a beginning read through the “entire data corpus” to developing codes, to making assertions, and developing a set of themes that are used to explain your findings and answer your research questions.  If you coded your data, where did your codes come from?  How did you generate assertions about your data and “test” them?  Are any of your data left out of your analysis?  Why?  Use methodological literature to describe and explain your approach to analysis.

