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Elevating Your Themes
The analytical approach that predominates in the field of qualitative research—thematic data 
analysis—constitutes the focus of this chapter. In essence, thematic analysis implies that the 
data were subjected to qualitative analysis for commonly recurring themes. Thematic analysis 
involves noting relationships, similarities, and differences in the data, and is a method for iden-
tifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data. Thematic analysis, at the same 
time, organizes and describes your dataset in rich detail. Remember, because we are working 
with textual data we are looking for a recurrent commonality in what people are sharing, which 
forms a pattern (or theme). Themes capture something important about the data in relation 
to the research questions and represent a higher level of patterned response or meaning within 
the data. Through a process of eliminating redundancies you reduce your relatively long list 

TABLE 9.7 ■  Overview of Research Questions and Emergent Themes

Research 
Question Theme

Summary 
Description Frequency

Research 
Participants

RQ 1 Example:

How do higher 
education 
leaders describe 
their perception 
of student 
engagement?

 1. Example:

Honoring individual 
autonomy

Example:

Participants described 
the ways in which 
students exhibit 
motivation and ongoing 
persistence by having 
choices

Example:

23

Example:

P3; P5: P6; P8; 
P9; P11; P13; 
P16

 2. Centering on 
student voice in 
decision-making

Participants 
consistently mentioned 
the importance of 
including students’ 
ideas regarding all 
types of study decisions

19 P1; P3; P5; P6; 
P7; P9; P10; 
P12; P13; P15

 3. Ongoing 
motivation to 
succeed

Participants described 
the ways in which 
students demonstrated 
persistence and grit 
throughout their 
studies

17 P1; P2; P6; P7; 
P9; P10; P12; 
P13

RQ 2 1.

2.

3.

4.

RQ 3 1.

2.




