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Introduction
Make Yourself Comfortable

In writing this book, I wanted to help create good teaching and 
learning situations. I wanted to make your class or your reading a better 
experience. There is much more to teaching and learning than a good 
textbook, but the experience is better if the book nestles into what you 
are trying to do. Of course, other teachers and learners are different 
from you, so this book will nestle with some better than others.

If you are an instructor, you have your content to teach, teaching 
the way you want to teach, some with lectures—perhaps PowerPointed, 
maybe with clickers—and maybe small-group discussions. Possibly some 
blended, maybe all of it online. Were we closer together, I could have 
written the book better for you. There is content here that needs your 
explanation, as well as mine. I have built in lots of chocks (a tying place 
on a boat) for tying in your explanations and examples and questions 
for the students. I hope you like to assign them large projects, because I 
think that what I have written becomes more meaningful when projects 
are being worked on. I have tried to write this book with you in mind—
two of us side by side, at safe and reasonable speeds.

If you are a student, you are committing yourself to learning quite a 
bit more about qualitative research methods. You already know quite a 
bit. It hasn’t been proven yet whether your learning of these things began 
at conception or at birth, but it really starts early. And it never ends. 
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Some of what you will want to know will arrive through still-to-happen 
personal experiences. Like interviewing. You have been asking questions 
all your life, but for research projects, you probably need to be more 
disciplined—not necessarily more formal, but more tied into the themes 
of your study. You can read about it in these chapters and in other writ-
ings, but your skill at research interviewing will increase as you do it for 
real. You need to study and practice, practice and study, back and forth. 
For that reason, I hope you will be working on a research project while 
you are reading this book.

If you are a lone reader, pretty much on your own, without instruc-
tor and classmates, I feel bad about it, because a lot of this learning is a 
social experience. And a shared hot chocolate lubricates the mind better 
than one solo. (As you see, my style here is to try to engage you person-
ally. I know it doesn’t always work. I, too, am still trying to figure out 
how things work.)

This book is about how an understanding of the social and profes-
sional worlds around us comes from paying attention to what people are 
doing and what they are saying. Some of what they do and say is unpro-
ductive and silly, but we need to know that, too. A lot of what people do 
is motivated by their love for their families and a desire to help people, 
and we need to know that, too. We won’t just ask them. We will look 
closely to see how their productivity and love are manifested.

I put “Studying How Things Work” in the title, not intending to 
lead you to how things ought to work nor to what factors cause them 
to work as they do, but intending to help you improve your ability to 
examine how things are working. Most of the things I have in mind are 
small things—small but not simple, such as classrooms and offices and 
committees. But also gerundial things, nursing and mainstreaming and 
fund-raising, in particular situations. And some special things, such as 
ordering chairs for a classroom, and “labor and delivery,” and personal 
privacy. Usually, we here will dig into how something particular is work-
ing somewhere much more often than into how things work in general. 
Working toward broad generalizations requires broad studies, most of 
which need both qualitative and quantitative methods. A dissertation 
can be a broad study; not all are. What qualitative studies are best at is 
examining the actual, ongoing ways that persons or organizations are 
doing their thing.

In writing this book, I chose to emphasize understanding what is 
currently happening much more than improving what is happening. I am 
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aware that quite a few of you have had your fill of what is happening and 
want to waste no more time before trying to make things work better. 
Quite a bit of qualitative research is directed at the problems of profes-
sional practice. It looks at poverty and discrimination and standardized 
testing, and those are good problems for critical study. All of them are 
complex problems capable of being interpreted differently in different 
situations. I fear that the problems will be treated superficially if the com-
plexities are not understood. We can speak out against the problem while 
we are doing the research, but taking an early position for a particu-
lar remedy sometimes steers the research away from important insights. 
You have to do it your way, but the chapters to follow will beg for your 
patience while you become more expert on how the thing works.

My intention in writing this book is to arrange an experience for 
you with qualitative research. I care a lot about the words we choose and 
the methods we use, but it is expanding your experiential knowledge that 
I prioritize here. Reading, talking, visualizing, being skeptical, working 
on projects, reflecting—these are important experiences this book will 
help you with. You will build new ways on top of the ways you already 
use to figure out how things work. (It is not my intent to make people as 
much alike as possible. You will run into my skepticism about standard-
ization in the pages ahead.) The grand experience here is contemplating 
research—not so much handling data, which is important, but thinking 
through a study from beginning to end.

Your experiences with this book depend, of course, on the words 
and concepts. To build the experience, I urge you to read right through 
the unfamiliar words. Otherwise, they may get in the way of the bigger 
concepts. Hasn’t it worked for you all your life? When you need it, there 
is a glossary just before the bibliography.

The concepts of this book are shaped by my many years as an edu-
cational program evaluator. I started my professional career long ago as 
a teacher, instructional researcher, and developer of educational tests. 
I found that my quantitative methods failed to answer too many of the 
questions of program developers and training specialists, so gradually 
I changed emphasis toward qualitative research methods. I continue to 
mix quantitative thinking into my designs, but, over the weeks and years, 
maybe 90% of my research and teaching has emphasized detailed activi-
ties of people, experiential inquiry, and close attention to the context of 
the action. I try to avoid stereotypes, and this includes how I think about 
you and myself.
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Projects

Here are several projects that should help you try out some of the con-
cepts and methods of the dozen chapters ahead.

Project A

From now on, if you do not already do so, keep a journal. It is an 
extremely important project for you as a qualitative researcher. Make 
it partly a record of what is happening to your thinking—observations, 
references, and personal musings—as you experience them. Keep any-
thing worth writing down, stuff like e-mail addresses and book titles. 
You should start now and carry the journal (laptops don’t whip out as 
easily) with you. From time to time, when an idea is particularly provoc-
ative, develop it into a paragraph or more, perhaps making an assertion. 
You are writing for yourself for now, but you will use some of what you 
write, later, for others.

Project B

Read at least one classic book by a qualitative writer. Think about what 
the writer has done to be able to write it. Think about planning, access, 
fieldwork, distractions, triangulation, barriers to writing. Here are some 
books that I think of as classics:

Henry Adams: The Education of Henry Adams (autobiography)
Howard Becker: Boys in White (medical school)
Ronald Blythe: Akenfield (English village)
Bruce Chatwin: The Songlines (aboriginal territories)
Robert Coles: Children of Crisis (urban education)
Ivan Doig: Winter Brothers (social expansion of the Northwest)
Mitchell Duneier: Slim’s Table (poor black men)
Elizabeth Eddy: Becoming a Teacher (teacher education)
Robert Edgerton: Cloak of Competence (special education)
David Halberstam: The Coldest Winter (the Korean War)
Jonathan Harr: A Civil Action (legal activism)
Diana Kelly-Byrne: A Child’s Play Life (preschools)
A. L. Kennedy: On Bullfighting (cultural values)
Jonathan Kozol: Savage Inequalities (urban schools)
Saville Kushner: A Musical Education (a conservatoire)
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Halldor Laxness: Under the Glacier (church administration)
Oscar Lewis: La Vida (a Mexican family)
Elliot Liebow: Tally’s Corner (gangs)
Sarah Lightfoot: The Good High School (portraiture of education)
Barry MacDonald and Saville Kushner: Bread and Dreams (school deseg-

regation)
John McPhee: The Headmaster (biography)
Alan Peshkin: God’s Choice (community and education)
Eric Redman: The Dance of Legislation (federal lawmaking)
Margit Rowell: Brancusi vs. United States (defining art)
Louis Smith and William Geoffrey: Complexities of an Urban Classroom 

(teaching)
Studs Terkel: Working (interviews with working people)
James Watson: The Double Helix (scientific discovery)
Harry Wolcott: The Man in the Principal’s Office: An Ethnography (man-

agement)

Examine the conceptual structure of the book you choose. Consider 
what cannot be learned about the conceptual structure of the research 
behind the book from what is reported. Note tactics of writing that you 
might refer to in the future. Write about it in your journal.

Project C

After reading “The Case of the Missing Chairs” (Box 2.1), go back over 
it and look for bias that David Hamilton, the researcher, might have had. 
Write a few paragraphs about that possible bias. Put your writing away 
until you have read Section 9.4 on bias. Then write another few para-
graphs reviewing your original analysis of Hamilton’s possible bias.

Project D

Make an observation of at least 3 hours of a large, organized social 
event (e.g., a family reunion, a festival, a memorial service, a workshop) 
of professional interest to you. If you cannot observe the entire event, 
figure out how to learn what happened when you were not there. Learn 
as much as you can about the planning and running of it. Presume that 
your report might be used to help people far away understand what hap-
pened. Identify one or more issues of concern. Discuss this activity and 
its issues with someone. Prepare a report, perhaps of 1,000 words.
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Project E

After reflecting on Project D (perhaps using no more than a single page), 
generate at least six rules or reminders for making such a field observa-
tion suitable for inclusion in a larger report. Show in the way you write 
it that you have given it some reflection.

Project F

View the feature-length 2003 film Kitchen Stories. What is the message 
about personal relationships between researchers and the people they 
study?

Project G

In small groups, discuss: Why should the three items at the end of Sec-
tion 5.4 be combined into a single score? And why should they not?

Project H

Read Chapter 5 and become familiar with the National Youth Sports 
Program (NYSP) as it was at the time. Suppose that one of the research 
team members returns from Metropolis Campus, one of the host cam-
puses, and submits a summary of the program there (Table I.1). The 
team members get together to decide how this report fits with the other 
information about NYSP presented in Chapter 5. Study this informa-
tion, then meet in a small group and talk about what should be done. 
Prepare a one-page report to the director of the evaluation project, sug-
gesting what should be done.

Project J

Prepare a brief proposal, but at least 800 words long, for carrying out a 
qualitative research project on a topic of high interest to you. State care-
fully the research question, one or two issues or additional foreshadow-
ing questions, the relevant contexts, the data to be gathered, the sources 
from which they will be gathered, other research activities anticipated, 
two or three most relevant writings that you may build from, the sched-
ule, and the budget. Think carefully about the information most needed 
by your advisor or host.
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Project K

Spend maybe less than an hour sketching out two concept maps, one on 
“community of practice” and one on “old boys’ network” (or two other 
multiple-reality concepts). Then write a short essay on similarities and 
differences between the two concepts.

Project L

Write out a qualitative research question of interest to you. Construct 
five questions that will become part of an interview of one key person to 
further your understanding of or an assertion about the research ques-

TABLE I.1. Summary of the National Youth Sports Program 
at Metropolis Campus

Prespecified characteristics Need Rating Weight
Merit 
points

Youth and children
  Quality of experience for youth High 8 8 64
  Knowledge gained by youth
    Sports Moderate 3 6 18
    Personal health High 3 7 21
    Campus/community Moderate 6 6 36

Staff
  Competence for tasks assigned High 4 6 24
  Dedication, loyalty of staff High 9 4 36
  Quality of staff–student interaction High 8 9 72
  Commitment to structure, discipline Moderate 9 7 63

Management
  Coordination of activities High 6 8 48
  Compliance with NYSP regulations High 8 4 32
  Responsive to sponsors, parents High 7 5 35
  Coping with emergencies High 8 6 48
  Staff development, supervision Moderate 3 5 15
  Involving staff in management Low 3 4 12
  Attention to kids with special needs Moderate 5 5 25
  Dealing with supplemental costs Moderate 7 3 21
  Bookkeeping Moderate 6 3 18

Totals 96 588

Note. Ratings scaled 0–10, with 10 high. The summary evaluation score for Metropolis Cam-
pus was 588. With the scores of all 170 programs as the reference group, Metropolis Campus 
scored at the 45th percentile and was identified with 84 other programs in a group called 
“Commendable with opportunity for enhancement.”
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tion. Presume that it is not his or her feelings or opinions that you need 
but that his or her experience, observations, or relationships should help 
you understand. One of the five should be an exhibit question. Think 
very carefully as you develop the five questions that should try to make 
the issue more understandable, possibly leading to some resolution of an 
issue. Presume that other questions will be added later to describe the 
interviewee as a key person. Think of possible responses by the inter-
viewee and how you would probe them. Try out your five questions on 
a role-playing helper, then revise the questions. When satisfied with the 
five, interview someone who has pertinent experience or can role-play 
it. Make a report showing both the questions planned and the questions 
asked. Reexamine your questions to see what more you could have done 
to advance understanding of the issue. Write maybe 500 words about 
your effort, specifying the issue, the questions, and what you learned 
here about interviewing.

Project M

Suppose you were including the bubble gum experiment, as described in 
Section 8.2, in a report, and you were told you could include four pho-
tographs to help the reader understand this bubble gum patch. Presume 
that all the photographs have been provided. Which four scenes might 
you select?

Project N

Find instances in the Ukraine study (Sections 10.2 and 11.2) that exem-
plify each of the main characteristics of qualitative research that are 
identified in Box 1.2.

Project P

Write up a vignette from your own observation or interview data. In a 
brief accompanying note, identify the issue the vignette develops and an 
assertion that it might help you make.

Project Q

Suppose a researcher had included in his or her report the vignette of 
Ana and Issam appearing in Section 12.7. The purpose would be to illus-
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trate an issue or assertion. What might the researcher’s issue statement 
be? Write about it in your journal.

Project R

In small groups, discuss the problem of intrusion and permissions 
described in Sections 12.3, 12.4, and 12.5.

Project S

Here are some troublesome words you should almost never, or at least 
very seldom ever, use in a formal report—or at least be careful that your 
usage is not a cliché: very, never, truly, genuine, lens, share. Why should 
you question the use of each of them? Add some more to the list, such as: 
surely, always, and paradigm. What about: because?

Project T

Prepare a 15-minute presentation to the class on a topic relevant to this 
course, such as multiple realities, Flyvbjerg’s five misunderstandings of 
case study, or Parlett and Hamilton’s concept of progressive focusing. It 
might be about the obstacles to access you have faced or iterating report 
topics from patches and a research question (Section 11.1). If you use 
PowerPoint, consider it bad form to read from the screen. Consider it an 
opportunity to teach something that you have come to understand.
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Chapter 1

Qualitative Research
How Things Work

It is commonly said that science tells us how things work and that 
the more exact sciences, the quantitative sciences, tell us more exactly 
how things work, and both are true. At least, if exact means exact.

Science is the collection of grand explanations of things, physical, 
biological, and sociological. Science is the explanation of how things 
work in general, across chemistries and solar systems and cultures. And 
scientific research is quantitative in many ways. By quantitative we mean 
that its thinking relies heavily on linear attributes, measurements, and 
statistical analysis.

But each of the divisions of science also has a qualitative side, in 
which personal experience, intuition, and skepticism work alongside 
each other to help refine the theories and experiments. By qualitative we 
mean that it relies primarily on human perception and understanding.

The history of science is filled with qualitative thinking, such as that 
of Newton, Curie, and Watson and Crick. Galileo was one of history’s 
greatest scientists. Using the telescope he invented, he made extensive 
calculations of the movement of the Earth. As Box 1.1 says, he relied 
on his feelings of confidence and personal awareness of consistency and 
observation of particular cases to arrive at his explanations. Heresies 
and eurekas are part of the story. Ancient and modern research are both 
qualitative and quantitative.
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BOX 1.1.  Galileo’s Situation

Galileo’s rejection of Aristotle’s law of gravity was not based upon 
observations “across a wide range,” and the observations were not “car-
ried out in some numbers.” The rejection consisted primarily of a con-
ceptual experiment and later on of a practical one. These experiments, 
with the benefit of hindsight, are self-evident. Nevertheless, Aristotle’s 
view of gravity dominated scientific inquiry for nearly two thousand 
years before it was falsified.

In his experimental thinking, Galileo reasoned as follows: If two 
objects with the same weight are released from the same height at the 
same time, they will hit the ground simultaneously, having fallen at the 
same speed. If two objects are then stuck together into one, this object 
will have double the weight and will, according to the Aristotelian view, 
therefore fall faster than the two individual objects. This conclusion 
operated in a counterintuitive way for Galileo. The only way to avoid 
the contradiction was to eliminate weight as a determinant factor for 
acceleration in free fall. And that was what Galileo did.

Historians of science continue to discuss whether Galileo actually 
conducted the famous experiment from the leaning tower of Pisa, or 
whether it is simply a myth. In any event, Galileo’s experimentalism 
did not involve a large random sample of trials of objects falling from a 
wide range of randomly selected heights under varying wind conditions, 
etc., as would be demanded by the thinking of the early Campbell and 
Giddens. Rather, it was a matter of a single experiment, that is, a case 
study, if any experiment was conducted at all.

Galileo’s view continued to be subjected to doubt, however, and 
the Aristotelian view was not finally rejected until half a century later, 
with the invention of the air pump. The air pump made it possible to 
conduct the ultimate experiment, known by every pupil, whereby a coin 
or a piece of lead inside a vacuum tube falls with the same speed as a 
feather. After this experiment, Aristotle’s view could be maintained no 
longer. What is especially worth noting . . . however, is that the matter 
was settled by an individual case due to the clever choice of the extremes 
of metal and feather. One might call it a critical case: for if Galileo’s 
thesis held for these materials, it could be expected to be valid for all or 
a large range of materials. Random and large samples were at no time 
part of this picture. Most creative scientists simply do not work [that] 
way with this type of problem.

Source: Flyvbjerg (2001, p. 74). Copyright 2001 by Cambridge University Press. Reprinted 
by permission.
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