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INTRODUCTION: A SENSE
OF THINGS TO COME

“What all can be involved in updating a textbook?” my non-academic friends ask me.
“Can’t you put in a few recent sources, talk about how technology has changed, add a
couple new ideas, and be done with it? Besides, how much can research methods change in
five years?”

I reply that the situation is a bit more intricate. Methodological perspectives do change,
particularly in qualitative research, an approach noted for its variety and complexity with no
discrete steps as a recipe to follow. That [ have new experiences and meet people whose ideas
engage and influence mine confounds matters in that the last edition is not the text I would
write now. A new edition is a map to an author’s intellectual journey. In preparing this edition,
[ had to make sense of that journey in light of what it is that I believe and want to communi-
cate regarding the practice of qualitative inquiry.

I’ve spent much of my time since the last edition in countries other than the United
States, interacting with scholars, activists, community members, and students. This text
reflects some of the ways in which these experiences have influenced my thinking on qual-
itative research. Qualitative methodologists, in general, currently give attention to issues
such as reflexivity, the dynamics of power in research relationships, and other items that
feminist and indigenous scholars have been at the forefront of raising. This text reflects
these movements as well. I have traveled further along the trajectory I acknowledged in the
last edition in that I continue to be partial to inquiry approaches that involve research
participants more fully in the work, particularly in identifying the overarching research
question and, thereby, in designing research that will be useful to the people who are
involved. Nonetheless, I continue to believe that much is to be learned from traditional
qualitative methods, that you can learn and practice the basics and then adapt them as your
skills and inclinations lead. This book, therefore, is meant to continue as an introductory
text to traditional qualitative research techniques of data collection, analysis, and writing.
Along the way, however, | have added sections that are meant to probe deeper into and
complicate some of these traditional practices.

Chapters tend to compartmentalize thoughts, giving the impression that data collec-
tion, for example, is distinct from data analysis. Although the activities of qualitative inquiry
tend to be ongoing and overlapping, I use chapters to focus upon one research aspect at
a time. My guiding principle throughout these pages has been to create a book I would want
to use as a primary text to help you begin to conduct qualitative research. The book therefore
guides you through the research process, with separate chapters on research design (Chapter
2), participant observation (Chapter 3), interviewing (Chapter 4), data analysis (Chapter 7),
and writing (Chapters 8 and 9). The chapters pose issues, questions, and quandaries with
which my students and I have struggled. As students in my classes have noted, my most fre-
quent answer to questions raised by qualitative inquiry is “It depends.” In class discussions
and in this book, I provide no solutions, find no truths. My goal is to raise questions, thereby
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indicating what is problematic, and suggest guidelines for developing your own judgment in
order to learn from and manage the complex issues you may encounter. To become compe-
tent researchers, you must acquire the general lore associated with research processes and
learn how, in light of your personal qualities and the research situation, you can best conduct
your inquiry.

Since many of you will be working on theses or dissertations, I periodically address
" some of the particular problems that you might encounter. Many of the text examples are
drawn from educational settings, but the book is not limited to the context of schools or
to the needs of scholars of education. The sources of examples are the experiences of stu-
dents, my own inquiries, the research of Alan Peshkin (he was the coauthor of the first edi-
tion), and published works. I am most indebted to students at the University of Vermont;
they have taught me much about qualitative inquiry. With permission, I identify their
examples by their first names, or, for some, by pseudonyms.

From my perspective, acquiring the skill and understanding for conducting qualitative
inquiry has three dimensions: reading, reflecting, and doing. Preferably, all three are done
simultaneously so that the outcomes of each continually interact. Read widely and deeply
about your topic and about the conduct of inquiry throughout the research process. Practice
qualitative research techniques on problems of significance to you as you read about doing
qualitative research. Ideally, the course is an occasion for supervised pilot studies for theses
and dissertations. Reflect before and after each step in your research journey (from develop-
ing your research statement to completing your research report) by keeping a field journal
and by discussions with peers, supervisors, and research participants.

Keeping a field journal that describes your practices and, no less important, your crit-
ical reflections on these practices is crucial for doing good research. The field journal, in
effect, becomes not only an audit trail of the research process, but also a personal methods
book that contains the insights that result from the interaction of reading, reflecting, and
doing research. Learning to reflect on your behavior and thoughts, as well as on the phe-
nomenon under study, creates a means for continuously becoming a better researcher.
Becoming a better researcher captures the dynamic nature of the process. Conducting
research, like teaching or dancing, can be improved; it cannot be mastered.

In my late teens and early twenties, I spent summers teaching swimming. Communi-
cating the process of qualitative inquiry provides me some of the same kinds of rewards that
teaching swimming did. At the end of a semester (or, better, two semesters), students no
longer fear to jump in, nor are they at risk of drowning in data. With careful, sure strokes,
they stride through data collection, analysis, and writing—albeit, not without the occasional
stormy day. Students gain a useful skill that can serve them beyond the thesis and disserta-
tion stages. In return, I learn much from students about both the process of doing qualitative
research and their topical areas. They educate me, for example, about the social construction
of developmental disabilities or about the workings of effective partner team-teaching in
middle schools. I believe that qualitative research can provide a forum for reflection and
communication that results in better programs, gives voice to those who have been marginal-
ized, and assists researchers, participants, and readers to see the world in new ways. For
comments, suggestions, or questions, please contact me at ceglesne @yahoo.com.

CORRINE GLESNE
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CHAPTER

Meeting Qualitative
Inquiry

e

Sofie knew and taught me that everyone had some story, every house held a
life that could be penetrated and known, if one took the trouble. Stories told
to oneself or others could transform the world. Waiting for others to tell their
stories, even helping them do so, meant no one could be regarded as
completely dull, no place people lived in was without some hope of
redemption, achieved by paying attention.

(Myerhoff 1979, 240)

Beginnings

Anthropologist Barbara Myerhoff was talking about the grandmother who raised her and
who, through her love of stories, perhaps set the course for Myerhoff’s life. Learning to listen
well to others’ stories and to interpret and retell the accounts is part of the qualitative
researcher’s trade.

Since qualitative researchers seek to make sense of personal narratives and the ways
in which they intersect, I begin with an account of my connections to research. If you know
something about my story, you may better understand and interpret my perspectives in the
work that follows. This beginning also contextualizes and introduces you to different
research projects that I refer to throughout the book as I draw upon my life experiences to
illustrate thoughts and ideas.

I do not remember “discovering” qualitative inquiry. The process, however, is one
with which I have been familiar for some time. I grew up in a small, rural, Midwestern town
where almost everyone went to church (no synagogues) and almost everyone had European
ancestry (mine was Norwegian and a northern European mix). I was always interested in
people who were culturally different from me and my neighbors. I read each month’s
National Geographic and filled my nights with folk tales from around the world. Books such
as Arctic Wild (Crisler 1958) and No Room in the Ark (Moorehead 1959) from my parents’
bookshelves supplemented library books about travelers, explorers, and adventurers from
Charles Darwin to Genghis Khan to Amelia Earhart.

I gravitated toward anthropology as an undergraduate, which allowed me to continue
learning about the many different ways people live. For anthropologists, fieldwork—being
present in others’ lives—is the way to learn about another culture. The more I read, the more
I wanted to experience life elsewhere. Thus began a postgraduate trek in which I traveled



