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Lecture Notes
Chapter 8: Methods of Data Collection in Quantitative, Qualitative, and Mixed Methods Research
Learning Objectives
8.1 Describe the six major methods of data collectionDescribe the idea of mixing methods of data collection and contrast within-method and between-methods mixing.
8.2 Describe the idea of mixing methods of data collection and contrast within-method and between-methods mixing.
8.3 Explain the characteristics of tests and questionnaires.
8.4 Define and explain the characteristics of questionnaires.
8.5 Define and explain the characteristics of interviews.Explain the characteristics of interviews.
8.6 Define and explain the characteristics of focus groups.
8.7 Define and explain the characteristics of observations.Explain the characteristics of observations.
8.8 Explain the characteristics of constructed, secondary, and existing data.
Annotated Chapter Outline
I. The Six Major Methods of Data Collection
A. Tests: Participants fill out an instrument or perform a behavior designed to measure their ability or degree of skill.
B. Questionnaires: Participants fill out self-report instruments.
C. Interviews: Speak to participants in person or over the Internet or telephone.
D. Focus groups: Discuss issues with multiple participants at the same time in a small-group setting.
E. Observation: Examine how participants act in natural and structured environments.
F. Constructed, secondary, and existing data: Have participants construct new data during a study or use data that came from an earlier time for a different purpose than the current research problem at hand.
II. Mixing Methods of Data Collection
A. In a typical study, researchers begin by identifying the important research problems and specific research questions that they want to address.
B. Then they select the most appropriate research methods to help them decide on the design and strategy that will allow them to answer their questions.
C. Research method: Overall research design and strategy.
D. Researchers next decide how they are going to collect their empirical research data.
E. Method of data collection: A technique for physically obtaining the data to be analyzed in a research study.
F. Fundamental principle of mixed methods research: Advises researchers to thoughtfully and strategically mix or combine qualitative and quantitative research methods, approaches, procedures, concepts, and other paradigm characteristics in a way that produces an overall design with multiple (divergent and convergent) and complementary (broadly viewed) strengths and nonoverlapping weaknesses.
G. There are two kinds of mixing of the six major methods of data collection:
i. Between-methods mixing: Use of more than one method of data collection in a research study.
ii. Within-method mixing: Use of a single method of data collection to obtain a mixture of qualitative and quantitative data.
H. The fundamental principle also applies to the mixing of other research ingredients, such as research methods, sampling methods, and data analysis methods.
I. Cardinal rules in educational research:
i. Provide multiple sources of evidence.
ii. Rule out alternative explanations.
J. Survey research: A nonexperimental “research method” that relies on questionnaires and/or interviews for data collection.
III. Tests and Questionnaires
A. Tests are commonly used in quantitative research to measure attitudes, personality, self-perceptions, aptitude, and performance of research participants.
B. If a relevant test is already available that measures the variables of interest, then serious consideration should be given to using that test.
C. Researchers sometimes need to construct their own tests to measure very specific constructs that are operationalized in unique ways.
D. Technology and Tests
i. Most tests used in research can be administered in a group situation, and these tests are typically administered on computers by the researcher.
ii. A newer approach that is sometimes used entails administering the test online.
iii. Advantages of computer testing are:
a. Ease of administration.
b. Ability to program complex sequences of questions.
iv. Internet testing lacks researcher effects, but researchers may not know, for sure, who is taking the test and what other activities the participant is engaging in that might affect their performance.
IV. Questionnaires
A. Questionnaire: A self-report data-collection instrument filled out by research participants.
B. Researchers use questionnaires to obtain information about the thoughts, feelings, attitudes, beliefs, values, perceptions, personality, and behavioral intentions of research participants.
C. Technology and Questionnaires
i. Questionnaires are often administered online because of the many advantages of online survey research, and are also used in laboratory research where they are usually computer administered.
ii. Questionnaires can also be administered individually or in groups as paper-and-pencil tests.
iii. Yet another mode of questionnaire administration is by mail—the researcher mails the survey instrument to the participants, who fill out the questionnaires and return them in self-enclosed, addressed, stamped envelopes.
V. Interviews
A. Interview: A data-collection method in which an interviewer asks an interviewee questions.
B. Interviewer: The person asking the questions.
C. Interviewee: The person being asked questions.
D. In-person interview: An interview conducted face-to-face.
E. Internet interview: An interview conducted over the internet.
F. Telephone interview: An interview conducted over the phone.
G. A major strength of interviews is that a researcher can freely use probes.
H. Probe: Prompt to obtain response clarity or additional information.
I. An interview is an interpersonal encounter.
i. It is important that the interviewer establish rapport with the interviewee.
ii. The interview should be friendly, but at the same time, the interviewer must be impartial to whatever the interviewee.
iii. If the interviewer reacts positively or negatively to the content of the interviewee’s statements, they may bias the responses.
iv. It is also important that the interviewee trusts the interviewer, because without trust the interviewer is likely to obtain biased research data.
J. Some techniques for establishing trust and rapport are:
i. Explain who the sponsoring organization is.
ii. Explain why the research is being conducted.
iii. Point out to the participant that their responses are either anonymous or confidential.
iv. Help each potential participant to understand that the research is important and that their participation is important for the integrity of the study.
K. Technology and Interviews
i. Interviews are often conducted over the telephone using a Computer Assisted Telephone Interview (CATI) system.
a. The researcher inputs the interview protocol along with its skip sequences.
b. The telephone interviewer simply reads the script provided by the software and enters the answers provided by respondents.
c. The system only allows valid entries and produces, as the output, a data file that can be input easily into standard statistical software.
ii. Interviews can also be conducted by the researcher over the Internet.
a. Software such as GoToMeeting and Zoom are very helpful, and the interviewer and interviewee can see each other and interact and develop rapport.
b. The interviewer can share their computer screen with pictures, questions, and scales when needed.
L. Quantitative Interviews
i. When carrying out quantitative interviews, the words as they are provided in the interview protocol must be carefully read out.
ii. Interview protocol: A data-collection instrument used in an interview.
iii. The goal of the quantitative interview is to standardize what is presented to the interviewees.
iv. Standardization: Presenting the same stimulus to all participants.
v. The key idea is that quantitative researchers want to expose each participant to the same stimulus so that the results will be comparable.
vi. If an open-ended question is asked in a quantitative interview, it is asked in exactly the same way for each participant in the study.
vii. Although the data-collection instruments are similar in interviews and questionnaires, there is a key difference in how they are used.
a. When conducting an interview, an interviewer reads the questions or statements and records the interviewee’s answers in the spaces that are provided.
b. When using a questionnaire, the research participant reads and records their own answers in the spaces provided on the questionnaire.
viii. Interviewers must be well trained in interviewing techniques and the proper use of an interview protocol.
M. Qualitative Interviews
i. Qualitative interview: An interview providing qualitative data.
ii. Qualitative interviewing allows a researcher to enter into the inner world of another person and to gain an understanding of that person’s perspective.
a. The interviewer must establish trust and rapport, making it easy for the interviewee to provide information about their inner world.
b. The interviewer should listen carefully and be the repository of detailed information.
c. The interviewer should be armed with probes or prompts to use when greater clarity or depth is needed from the interviewee.
d. The interviewer can ask follow-up questions that may naturally emerge during the interview.
iii. Informal conversational interview: A spontaneous, loosely structured interview.
a. The interviewer discusses topics of interest and follows all leads that emerge during the discussion.
b. Because the informal conversational interview does not use an interview protocol, it is good to tape-record the interview if possible so that no important information will be lost.
c. Field notes should always be taken during the informal conversational interview and/or immediately after conducting the interview.
iv. Interview guide approach: Specific topics and/or open-ended questions are asked in any order.
a. The interviewer enters the session with a plan to explore specific topics and to ask specific open-ended questions.
b. Topics and questions are provided on an interview protocol written by the researcher before the session.
c. The interviewer does not have to follow topics and questions during the interview in any particular order.
d. The interviewer can change the wording of any questions listed in the interview protocol.
e. Although the interview is still a relatively unstructured interaction, the interviewer, because of the protocol, will cover the same general topics and questions with all of the interviewees.
f. The interviewer must try to keep the interview on track, bringing the respondent back when they go off on a topic that is not relevant to the research purpose.
v. Standardized open-ended interview: A set of open-ended questions are asked in a specific order and exactly as worded.
VI. Focus Groups
A. Focus group: A moderator leads a discussion with a small group of people.
i. Focus groups examine, in detail, how the group members think and feel about a topic.
ii. The moderator generates group discussion using open-ended questions and acts as a facilitator of group process.
iii. Qualitative data in the words of the group participants are collected.
iv. Groups are usually homogeneous because the use of a homogeneous group promotes discussion, and homogeneous groups are less likely than heterogeneous groups to form cliques and coalitions.
B. Group moderator: The person leading the focus group discussion.
i. The moderator must have good interpersonal skills.
ii. They must also know how to facilitate group discussion.
iii. They need to get everyone involved in discussing the researcher’s questions and not allow one or two people to dominate the discussion.
iv. If conflicts or power struggles occur, the moderator must skillfully bring the group back to the task.
v. The moderator must know when to probe or ask for more information and know when the discussion about a particular topic has been exhausted.
vi. It is not uncommon for the moderator to have an assistant who observes the group process, provides information to the moderator when needed, and takes notes during the session.
C. Technology and Focus Groups
i. When appropriate, focus groups can now be conducted via the Internet.
ii. Some key advantages of the Internet mode of focus group administration are:
a. Members can be widely dispersed across a large geographic region.
b. Rapport can be developed.
c. Participants can respond from the convenience of their computer screens in their homes.
VII. Observations
A. Observation: Watching the behavioral patterns of people.
B. The observer should attempt to be unobtrusive so as not to affect what is being observed.
C. Observation is an important way of collecting information about people because people do not always do what they say they do.
i. It is a maxim in the social and behavioral sciences that attitudes and behavior are not always congruent.
ii. Because of this potential incongruence, it is helpful for researchers to collect observational data in addition to self-report data.
D. An advantage of observation over self-report methods is the researcher’s ability to record actual behavior rather than obtain reports of preferences or intended behavior.
E. Observation is not without weaknesses, however:
i. It generally takes more time than self-report approaches.
ii. It usually costs more money than self-report approaches.
iii. Determining exactly why people behave as they do may not be possible.
iv. People may act differently when they know they are being observed.
F. Laboratory observation: Observation done in the lab or other setting set up by the researcher.
G. Naturalistic observation: Observation done in real-world settings.
H. Quantitative Observation
i. Quantitative observation: Standardized and structured observation.
ii. It often involves the standardization of each of the following:
a. Who is observed (what kinds of people are to be studied, such as teachers or students).
b. What is observed (what variables are to be observed by the researcher, such as time on task or out-of-seat behavior)
c. When the observations are to take place (during the morning hour, during break time).
d. Where the observations are to be carried out (in the laboratory, in the classroom, in the lunchroom, in the library, on the playground).
e. How the observations are to be done (this involves the extensive training of observers so that they use the same procedures and so that high interrater reliability can be obtained).
iii. Different events may be of interest in quantitative observation. The researcher may observe:
a. Actual behavior, especially when instances of the concepts and variables of interest occur.
b. Nonverbal behavior (body movements, facial expressions, posture, eye contact, etc.).
c. Spatial behavior (the distance between different people and the distance between people and objects).
d. Extralinguistic behavior (characteristics of speech such as rate, tone, and volume).
e. Linguistic behavior (what people say and what they write).
iv. Time-interval sampling: Observing during specific time intervals.
v. Event sampling: Observing during and directly after a specific event has occurred.
vi. Researchers conducting quantitative observation may use several types of data-collection instruments. 
a. The content of the data-collection instrument will depend on the research problem and objectives of interest to the researcher.
b. Data-collection instruments in quantitative observation are usually more specific and detailed than those used in qualitative observation.
I. Qualitative Observation
i. Qualitative observation: Observing all potentially relevant phenomena.
ii. Qualitative observation is usually done for exploratory purposes.
iii. The researcher is said to be the data-collection instrument because it is the researcher who must decide what is important and what data are to be recorded.
iv. Field notes: Notes taken by an observer.
v. Researchers should correct and edit any notes written down during an observation as soon as possible when their memory is best.
vi. The research may play one of number of roles during observation, switching among roles as needed during a single study.
vii. Complete participant: Researcher who becomes a member of the group being studied and does not tell members they are being studied.
a. Many researchers question the use of this approach on ethical grounds.
b. It is a cardinal rule in research ethics that research participants should know that they are involved in a research study, that they have the right not to participate, and that they are free to withdraw at any time during a research study if they do choose not to participate.
c. Be very careful about doing “undercover” research except in legally open and accessible places such as a mall, a playground, or a sporting event.
viii. Participant-as-observer: Researcher who spends extended time with the group as an insider and tells members they are being studied.
a. The researcher can request permission to collect and record data as needed.
b. The researcher can obtain feedback about their observations and tentative conclusions from the people in the research study.
c. Participants might not behave naturally because they are aware that they are being observed.
ix. Observer-as-participant: Researcher who spends a limited amount of time observing group members and tells members they are being studied.
x. Complete observer: Researcher who observes as an outsider and does not tell people they are being observed.
a. The advantage of this approach is that there is minimal reactivity.
b. Reactivity: Changes that occur in people because they know they are being observed.
c. The role of complete observer can only be taken in open settings because of ethical concerns.
xi. The participant-as-observer and observer-as-participant roles are generally preferred because they allow voluntary consent by research participants and allow the researcher to take on a mix of the insider’s role and the outsider’s role.
xii. The complete participant always runs the risk of losing their objectivity.
xiii. The complete observer always runs the risk of not understanding the insider’s perspective.
xiv. Keep in mind Erving Goffman’s that much social behavior observed is frontstage behavior rather than backstage behavior.
xv. Frontstage behavior: What people want or allow us to see.
xvi. Backstage behavior: What people say and do only with their closest friends.
J. Visual Data
i. Visual data collection: Process of collecting data using visual sources, such as photographs, drawings, graphics, paintings, film, and video.
ii. Visual data can be primarily qualitative.
iii. Visual displays can reveal quantitative data by using graphs, charts, or pictographs in ways that numbers alone cannot communicate.
iv. Photo interviewing: The process of eliciting data from a person using photographic or video imagery when conducting interviews.
v. Visual data from photo interviewing can be used to support alternate interpretations of the phenomenon being investigated.
VIII. Constructed, Secondary, and Existing Data
A. Constructed data: Objects or things that are constructed by research participants during a research study.
B. Constructed data are used in quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods research.
C. Secondary and existing data: Existing data originally collected or left behind at an earlier time by a different person for a different purpose.
D. Secondary and existing data may be used with other data for corroboration, or they may be the primary data to be used in a research study.
E. There are several types of secondary and existing data:
i. Personal documents: Anything written, photographed, or recorded for private purposes.
ii. Official documents: Anything written, photographed, or recorded by an organization.
iii. Physical data: Any material thing created or left by humans that might provide information about a phenomenon of interest to a researcher.
iv. Archived research data: Data originally used for research purposes and then stored.
IX. Action Research Reflection
A. How can you observe your own work practices (remember: self-development is an important part of action research)?
B. As an action researcher (e.g., attempting to make something work better in your school or workplace), what kinds of data would you like to collect about something that interests you? Be very specific.
C. Select three methods of data collection. What might each of these help you to see and understand or learn about your targeted research participants?
