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Lecture Notes
Chapter 15: Narrative Inquiry and Case Study Research
Learning Objectives
15.1 Describe qualitative research design, including nonlinear steps and approaches.Compare structuralism/poststructuralism and modernism/ postmodernism.
15.2 Discuss the three major steps in conducting narrative inquiry.
15.3 Explain how to conduct case study research.
Annotated Chapter Outline
I. Qualitative Research Designs
A. Qualitative research: Research that relies primarily on the collection of qualitative data.
i. Qualitative researchers tend to rely on the inductive mode of the scientific method, and the major objective of this type of research is exploration or discovery.
ii. This means that qualitative researchers generally study a phenomenon in an open-ended way, without prior expectations, and they develop hypotheses and theoretical explanations that are based on their interpretations of what they observe.
iii. Qualitative researchers prefer to study the world as it naturally occurs, without manipulating it.
B. Emergent design: Design type popular in qualitative research where the design is allowed to emerge or evolve over the course of the research study.
i. The research questions also are sometimes modified because of the emergent research approach.
ii. This emergent approach is quite different from quantitative research, which often relies on designs that are determined and set before conducting the study.
iii. During the conduct of a qualitative research study, the researcher acts like a detective or novelist and goes wherever interesting and enlightening information may be.
C. Data collection and analysis in qualitative research have a longitudinal character because qualitative research often takes place over an extended period of time.
D. The researcher purposely selects people to interview and/or observe at early points as well as at later points in a research study.
E. Data collection and data analysis are often done concurrently or in cycles in qualitative research.
F. Some qualitative researchers today are heavily influenced by what are called poststructuralism and postmodernism, and researchers rely on these rather complex ideas.
i. Poststructural and postmodern ideas offer a critique of what is commonly seen as “science.”
ii. These ideas are an important part of the qualitative research paradigm.
iii. Therefore, it is important to gain a clear understanding of what these words are about, but first you will need to learn about some background concepts. The first background concept is structuralism.
a. Structuralism: A broad or grand theory that emphasizes the importance of cultural, structural, institutional, and functional relations as constituting a large part of the social world in which humans live and holds that this structure is key in determining meaning and influencing human behavior.
b. Looking back at the 20th century, the idea of structure (and structuralism) was a common theoretical concept used to explain human behavior in anthropology, sociology, and psychology.
c. The basic idea of structuralism is that there is a deep reality or “structure” that exists beyond the individual.
d. Some structures found in all societies are family structure, rites of passage, religion, power, and language.
e. The content of structures can vary, but the same structures exist and operate similarly in all societies.
f. We can’t “touch” these structures, but they are said to exist.
g. According to structuralism, individuals are born into social/cultural structures that strongly influence what they will become and what they view as real, important, and good.
iv. Before moving to poststructuralism and postmodernism, we also need to think about a second background concept, modernism.
a. Modernism: A term used by postmodernists to refer to an earlier and outdated period in the history of science that viewed the world as a static (i.e., unchanging) machine in which everyone follows the same laws of behavior.
b. The idea of modernism goes back to Renaissance humanism, which expressed faith in the positive qualities, capabilities, learning, and accomplishments of humans in contrast to the previous supremacy of religion in all matters.
c. Modernism evolved during the Scientific Revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries and the Enlightenment of the 17th and 18th centuries.
d. The theme of the Scientific Revolution was that the natural world was understandable in natural terms, it followed deterministic laws, and over time natural philosophers would be able to delineate fully the laws of nature.
e. The Enlightenment built on the expectations and promises of the Scientific Revolution, taking them further by suggesting that laws of human behavior would also be forthcoming; it was just a matter of time before individual, social, and societal problems would be solved through the application of rational thought and the development of the psychological and social sciences.
f. The Enlightenment idea of rationality was that it was universal, which meant that rational people would ultimately agree on what is true, important, and good.
g. During the 19th century, the famous movement known as positivism started with Auguste Comte.
h. Positivism: A term sometimes used by qualitative researchers to refer to quantitative research or what might better be labeled “scientism,” which is the belief that all true knowledge must be based on science.
i. Postpositivism: The updated version of 20th century positivism that refers to basing scientific knowledge on empirical data usually using structured or quantitative methods.
v. Now we jump forward to the 1960s when poststructuralism was born.
a. Poststructuralism: A historical intellectual movement that rejects universal truth and emphasizes differences, deconstruction, interpretation, and the power of ideas over people’s behavior.
b. During the 1960s, poststructuralism began as an intellectual movement in social and literary theory, especially in the works of two French writers, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida.
c. Foucault developed a critique of Western knowledge and its history.
i. He argued that social concepts, such as madness, illness, criminality, and sexuality, are historically defined by those with power in society and that those kinds of ideas change over time.
ii. He went further by arguing that what we consider to be knowledge is not constant; rather, knowledge is little more than a set of ideas that are historically situated in society and change as knowledge-power relationships change in societies.
iii. Poststructuralism is antiscientific in a sense because it focuses on differences among people rather than on regular or predictable patterns of thought and behavior.
d. Jacques Derrida also critiqued Enlightenment rationalism, science, and positivism.
i. He focused on the importance of language and built on Ferdinand de Saussure’s idea that meaning comes from relations within language rather than from the connection of language to the external world.
ii. Derrida (and Foucault) argued that there is no single, correct meaning to text, and so the question “But what does that text really mean?” has no single answer.
iii. Derrida generalized the idea of “text” by suggesting that most of what we see in the world can be viewed as text and narrative.
iv. An important part of Derrida’s approach to research and interpretation is what is called deconstructionism.
v. This means that any truth that you or anyone else can provide can be deconstructed or broken down, revealing that it rests on a specific history, requires many particular assumptions, and is in many ways arbitrary.
vi. Postmodernism: A historical intellectual movement that constructs its self-image as in opposition to modernism; postmodernism emphasizes the primacy of individuality, difference, fragmentation, flux, constant change, lack of foundations for thought, and interpretation.
a. During the 1980s and 1990s, many qualitatively oriented writers appear to have been influenced by postmodern ideas.
b. The word postmodern suggests that one has moved beyond modernism; in fact, postmodern writers to a significant degree define their movement in opposition to what they call modernism.
c. Jean Baudrillard viewed the culture of the United States as an example of a postmodern culture because of its focus on cities, consumerism, anonymity, visual images, and constant change.
d. Jacques Lacan incorporated the idea of the unconscious (from Freud), with its focus on desires, nonrational motivations, sexuality, and the body, into his explanation of postmodernism.
e. On the whole, the movements of poststructuralism and postmodernism have resulted in a healthy and important re-examination and much growth in intellectual thought.
II. Narrative Inquiry
A. I. Introduction: The Importance of Coming to Terms and Definitions
i. Narrative inquiry (or NI) has become increasingly popular in the field of social science and educational research since approximately the year 2000.
ii. It is commonly known that people have lived and told stories about their experiences for as long as we could talk.
iii. While story living and telling is not new, what is new is the emergence of narrative inquiry or narrative research in social science research.
iv. Narrative inquiry: The study of experience when experience is understood as lived and told stories. It is a collaboration between researcher and participants, over time, in a place or series of places and in social interaction with their social milieus.
v. There is now a well-established view of narrative inquiry as a methodology through which researchers inquire into the phenomenon of experience when experience is understood as a narrative phenomenon.
vi. The philosophical underpinning of narrative inquiry is Dewey’s theory of experience and his two criteria of experience:
a. Continuity of experience (i.e., each person’s experience can be understood temporally in that it grows out of earlier experiences and influences or shapes subsequent experiences).
b. Interaction between each person and their situation.
vii. In sum, the view of experience underlying narrative inquiry flows from the above definitions in that experience is understood as relational, continuous, and both personal and social.
a. While stories are personal and unique to each person, larger cultural, social, familial, and institutional narratives shape a person’s experiences.
b. The term relational draws attention to the ways in which people are in temporal and social interaction when telling and living out their stories.
B. II. Designing a Narrative Study
i. 1. Four Key Terms to Structure a Narrative Inquiry
a. Living and telling stories: In narrative inquiry, people are seen to live out stories in their experiences and tell stories of those experiences to others
b. Retelling stories: When researchers inquire into stories, they move beyond regarding a story as a fixed entity and begin to retell stories
c. Reliving stories: As researchers come alongside research participants, both may begin to relive their stories.
d. As narrative inquirers retell stories, that is, inquire into participants’ and their own stories, they move beyond regarding stories as fixed entities and begin to retell participants’ stories.
e. In narrative inquiry, it is important that the inquirer fully hears, understands at a deep level, and experiences the participants’ stories.
f. In the inquiry process, narrative inquirers work within the three-dimensional inquiry space of:
i. Temporality (movement in time and experience of time).
ii. Sociality (interaction of the personal and social).
iii. Place (particular situation and geographical location).
iv. In this space they “unpack” the lived and told stories.
g. In retelling, that is, engaging in inquiring narratively into the lived and told stories, inquirers and participants may begin to relive the retold stories.
ii. 2. Inquiry Starting Points
a. There are two starting points for narrative inquiry.
i. The first is asking participants to tell stories of their experiences.
ii. The second is coming alongside participants as they live their lives.
b. In all narrative inquiries, researchers situate themselves in more or less relational ways with participants to come to deeply understand the participants’ stories.
c. While it might seem that stories are waiting to be told and gathered or collected by researchers, narrative inquirers work from the assumption that stories of experience are always being made, and that the living and telling of stories is a process of life composing in particular times, places, and relationships.
d. Rather than trying to “bracket” themselves as researchers who live outside of an inquiry (a common approach in other kinds of research), narrative inquirers bracket themselves within the inquiry.
e. That is, they understand that the stories that are lived and told within a narrative inquiry are ultimately a co-composition that attends to both participants’ and researchers’ lived and told stories.
f. Not only is the relational space between researchers and participants integral to understanding the composition of field texts and research texts, but also relationships are a central way of making sense of the temporal and contextual aspects of narrative inquiry.
iii. 3. Attending to Justifications at the Inquiry Outset and Throughout the Inquiry
a. There are three kinds of justifications that narrative inquirers attend to in order to be able to respond to the questions of “So what?” and “Who cares?” that all researchers must be able to address.
b. Researchers cannot engage in a narrative inquiry without addressing all three justifications at the outset of the inquiry, throughout the inquiry, and at the end of the inquiry.
c. Personal justifications: A researcher’s reasons for undertaking a particular narrative inquiry, that is, why this inquiry matters to the researcher as a person.
i. Researchers understand who they see themselves as being, and becoming, within the inquiry.
ii. Researchers are more fully awake to the stories they are living and telling in the research relationship alongside participants.
iii. Researchers are more fully awake to the ways in which they attend to the experiences of participants.
d. Practical justifications: The ways in which the research can make a difference to practice.
e. Social/theoretical justifications: The contribution the research can make to theoretical understandings or to making situations more socially just.
i. Social action and policy justifications come in terms of social action, usually focused on social justice concerns.
iv. 4. Research Puzzles Rather Than Research Questions
a. Research puzzle: What guides the study by pointing toward the experiences of participants that a researcher wants to understand more deeply.
b. Each narrative inquiry is composed around a particular wonder and, rather than framing a research question with a precise definition or expectation of an answer, narrative inquirers frame a research puzzle that carries with it a sense of a “re-search”—a searching again—that suggests “a sense of continual reformulation.”
c. This shift from research question to research puzzle opens up the possibilities of change over time in the inquiry as researchers and participants live out the inquiry.
v. 5. Entering Into the Midst
a. Narrative inquirers enter into research relationships with research participants in the midst of their own ongoing personal and professional lives—in the midst of lives enacted within particular institutional narratives such as funded projects, graduate student research, and other organizational narratives and in the midst of social, political, linguistic, cultural, and familial narratives.
i. Participants are also always in the midst of their lives.
ii. So too are the places or sites of inquiry where researchers live alongside and/or meet with participants.
iii. When lives come together in an inquiry relationship, they find themselves in the midst of many midsts.
b. Being in the midst: Attending to temporal, place, and relational aspects of reality.
c. Understanding that researchers and participants are meeting in the midst of their lives reverberates throughout the designing, living out, and representing the narrative inquiry findings.
d. There are reverberations for how we think of:
i. Negotiating entry
ii. Negotiating or co-composing living alongside or spaces for telling stories.
iii. Negotiating kinds of field texts.
iv. Negotiating or co-composing research texts, for example, whether some stories are included and whether pseudonyms are used.
v. Negotiating exit.
e. Pseudonyms: New names researchers construct to hide the identity of individual research participants.
vi. 6. From Field to Field Texts
a. Field: The inquiry space created between researchers and participants during conduct of the research.
b. Being in the field involves settling into the temporal unfolding of lives in place or places.
c. In narrative inquiry, researchers must follow where participants want to take them as they work together to inquire into the participants’ experiences.
d. Field texts: The term narrative inquirers use for data.
e. Field texts are composed and/or co-composed by researcher and participants, and they reflect the relationship between researcher and participants.
vii. 7. From Field Texts to Interim and Final Research Texts
a. Working alone or within the relational three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, researchers shape field texts first into interim research texts and then into final research texts.
b. As narrative inquirers work to inquire into the field texts, they continue to think narratively, that is, to inquire into the texts with attentiveness to the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space—to temporality, sociality, and place.
c. Interim research texts: The evolving research reports or texts that are continually written and revised during the research project as researchers move from field texts to final research texts.
i. When researchers move from the interim research texts to final research texts, both researchers and participants become acutely aware that texts will be visible to public audiences.
ii. At this point, narrative inquirers become aware of the relational ethics that guide narrative inquiries, reminding themselves that their first ethical responsibility is to participants.
d. As they compose final research texts, they return to the personal, practical, and social/theoretical justifications of the inquiry, reminding themselves why they have undertaken the inquiry and attending closely to how they are responding to the “So what?” and “Who cares?” questions.
e. Final research texts: Final representations of a narrative inquiry, such as books and articles, dissertations, theses, and presentations for academic and nonacademic audiences, that are made public for a wider audience.
i. As narrative inquirers attend simultaneously to all three dimensions, they understand in deeper and more complex ways the experiences relevant to their research puzzles.
ii. As they make visible narrative thinking through the three-dimensional narrative inquiry space, they make the complexity of storied lives visible.
viii. 8. Relational Ethics at the Heart of Narrative Inquiry—Relational Responsibilities
a. Ethical matters need to be attended to over the entire narrative inquiry process.
b. Ethical matters are not dealt with once at the outset of a study, as frequently is seen to happen when ethical review forms are completed and submitted to institutional review boards for approval.
c. Relational ethics: Caring for and attending to participants’ experiences in responsible and responsive ways.
d. Narrative inquirers comply with the legal and procedural aspects of ethics held by institutional research boards.
i. Issues that narrative inquirers face with ethics boards are around the timing of obtaining ethical approval, what it means to obtain informed consent in institutional settings, and who researchers are in relation with those in the research.
e. The relational aspects of narrative inquiries compel narrative inquirers to pay attention to particular ethical matters as research texts are written.
i. Narrative inquirers understand that a person’s lived and told stories are who they are and who they are becoming and that a person’s stories sustain that person.
ii. This understanding shapes the necessity of negotiating research texts that respectfully represent participants’ lived and told stories.
iii. When participants are uncertain about being too visible or too vulnerable as interim research texts are negotiated, sometimes strategies such as fictionalizing and blurring times, places, and identities (e.g., pseudonyms) become part of the process of negotiation.
C. III. Narrative Inquiry: So Much More Than Telling Stories
i. Stories or narratives are often seen as the data collected by many qualitative researchers.
ii. People tell their stories to researchers in response to interview questions, in oral histories, in open-ended interview studies, and even in open-ended sections of questionnaires.
iii. There is usually an assumption that the stories are waiting to be told and, when asked, people tell them.
iv. A key point is that the use of stories as data does not necessarily make a study a narrative inquiry.
v. In the same way that not all studies that use story as data are narrative inquiry, neither are all research reports that convey findings in a story format narrative inquiry.
vi. Narrative inquiry is a research approach for studying experience as lived and told stories, such as youth’s storied experiences of dropping out of school.
vii. Narrative inquiry is one important way to understand human experience.
III. Case Study Research
A. Case study research: A form of qualitative research that is focused on providing a detailed account of the characteristics and dynamics present in one or more cases
B. What Is a Case?
i. Case: A bounded system.
a. A system is a set of interrelated elements that form an organized whole.
b. Using the system metaphor, cases are seen as holistic entities that have parts and that act or operate in their environments.
c. Bounded is added to emphasize that you should identify the outline or boundaries of the system—you must determine what the case is and what it is not.
ii. Because case study researchers define a case as a bounded system, it should not be surprising that they study how the system operates.
a. As a result, they are interested in holistic description.
b. Almost all systems are made up of components or parts, and it is important to understand how the parts operate together in order to understand the system (i.e., the case).
c. Case study researchers also view each case as having an internal and an external context.
C. Types of Case Study Research Designs
i. Intrinsic case study: Interest is in understanding a specific case.
a. This design is the classic, single-case design.
b. Here the researcher describes, in depth, the particulars of the case to shed light on it.
c. The goal is to understand the case as a holistic entity, as well as to understand its inner workings.
d. A secondary goal is to understand a more general process based on an analysis of the single case.
e. The advantage of the intrinsic case study is that researchers can put all their time and resources into the study of a single case and can therefore develop an in-depth understanding of it.
f. A weakness is that generalizing from a single case can be very risky.
ii. Instrumental case study: Interest is in understanding something more general than the particular case.
a. The case is seen as important only as a means to an end.
b. The goal tends to be less particularistic and more universalistic.
c. Researchers doing instrumental case studies are less interested in making conclusions that are specific to the case and its particular setting than they are in making conclusions that apply beyond a particular case.
d. In the instrumental case study design, the researcher is usually interested in how and why a phenomenon operates as it does.
iii. Collective case study: Studying multiple cases in one research study.
a. In the collective case study, the researcher believes that they can gain greater insight into a research topic by concurrently studying multiple cases in one overall research study.
b. The cases in the collective case study are usually studied instrumentally rather than intrinsically.
c. There are several advantages to studying more than one case.
i. First, a comparative type of study can be conducted in which several cases are compared for similarities and differences.
ii. Second, one can more effectively test a theory by observing the results of multiple cases.
iii. Third, one is more likely to be able to generalize the results from multiple cases than from a single case.
d. A disadvantage of studying multiple cases is that depth of analysis will usually have to be sacrificed because of the breadth of analysis obtained from studying more than one case.
D. Data Collection, Analysis, and Report Writing
i. Case study research methodologists tend to be pragmatic and advocate the use of multiple methods and multiple data sources.
ii. Mixed methods case study: Case study research that relies on both qualitative and quantitative methods.
iii. In the final report, research questions and the relevant findings are presented for each question.
iv. If multiple cases are used, then each case is usually first examined as a separate entity.
v. Within-case analysis: Searching for themes and patterns within a single case.
vi. Then the different cases are compared.
vii. Cross-case analysis: Searching for similarities and differences across multiple cases.
viii. When people or groups of people are studied, an attempt is usually made to reconstruct the participants’ realities and portray the multiple viewpoints existing in the case.
ix. The final report is usually written to:
a. Address the research questions.
b. Provide the relevant findings.
c. Present a rich and holistic description of the case and its context.
IV. Action Research Reflection
A. Action researchers like qualitative research methods because these methods help them to understand the world from their students' or participants' perspectives.
B. What qualitative method(s) discussed in this chapter would you want to use to learn about your students or participants? Why and how?
C. What information might narrative inquiry and case study research provide you with in relation to your action research project?
D. Conduct a literature search for interesting narrative inquiry and case study research examples that are relevant to your needs at your workplace.
i. Would you want to conduct or extend one of these studies in your place of work?
