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ing and the entries themselves in the body of the encyclopedia.

The Reader’s Guide classifies entries into 16 general topical categories: Approaches and Methodologies;
Arts-Based Research, Ties to; Associations, Centers, and Institutes; Computer-Assisted Data Analysis; Data
Analysis; Data Collection; Dissemination and Writing; History of Qualitative Research; Participants;
Quantitative Research, Ties to; Research Design and Planning; Research Ethics; Rigor; Textual Analysis, Ties
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Introduction

The Field

Qualitative research is designed to explore the human
elements of a given topic, where specific methods are
used to examine how individuals see and experience
the world. Although qualitative research is often
described in opposition to quantitative research, many
scholars and practitioners are now using mixed meth-
ods and interdisciplinary approaches in their projects.
Understanding the goals, intentions, and implications
of these different research paradigms is vital to devel-
oping and assessing appropriate research designs.
Qualitative methods are best for addressing many of
the why questions that researchers have in mind when
they develop their projects. Where quantitative
approaches are appropriate for examining who has
engaged in a behavior or what has happened and
while experiments can test particular interventions,
these techniques are not designed to explain why cer-
tain behaviors occur. Qualitative approaches are typi-
cally used to explore new phenomena and to capture
individuals’ thoughts, feelings, or interpretations of
meaning and process.

Qualitative methods are central to research con-
ducted in education, nursing, sociology, anthropology,
information studies, and other disciplines in the
humanities, social sciences, and health sciences. The
range of methods available is very broad (e.g., in-
person interviews, observation, diaries and journals)
and projects are informed by various methodologies
(e.g., phenomenology, discourse analysis) and theo-
retical frameworks (e.g., feminist epistemology).
However, students, scholars, and professionals who
are new to qualitative research typically need guid-
ance in defining the boundaries of this type of work,
including guidance in selecting specific methods,
knowing what types of data are appropriate for quali-
tative studies, identifying theoretical frameworks for
particular projects, and so on. It is important that both

novice and established scholars understand the lan-
guage, culture, and paradigmatic approaches used in
qualitative research, especially as interdisciplinary
projects increasingly link researchers across varied
fields of study. Researchers and practitioners at all
levels, and across disciplines, will benefit from this
encyclopedia, as it defines and explains core concepts,
describes the techniques involved in the implementa-
tion of qualitative methods, and presents an overview
of qualitative approaches to research.

Rationale for This Encyclopedia

The SAGE Encyclopedia of Qualitative Research
Methods presents current and complete information,
as well as ready-to-use techniques, facts, and exam-
ples from the field of qualitative research in a very
accessible style. The volume is designed to appeal to
undergraduate and graduate students, practitioners,
researchers, consultants, and consumers of informa-
tion across the social sciences, humanities, and health
sciences. The encyclopedia provides a much more
comprehensive examination of qualitative methods
than is found in other published texts, as it is designed
to appeal to readers across disciplines. In taking an
interdisciplinary approach, this encyclopedia targets a
much broader audience than other texts; it fills a gap
in the existing reference literature for a general, inter-
disciplinary guide to the core concepts that inform
qualitative research practices.

The entries cover every major facet of qualitative
methods, including gaining access to research partici-
pants, data coding, research ethics, the role of theory in
qualitative research, and much more—all without
overwhelming the informed reader. Although the range
of topics is intended to be comprehensive, each indi-
vidual entry is designed to provide only an introduc-
tion to the topic at hand. Each entry is following by a
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list of key readings on the topic. In addition, entries
may also contain the first and last names of scholars
or mention key works that are not included in the
Further Readings. These names and resources provide
additional starting points for readers who want to
identify additional sources on the material discussed in
the entry by searching for these people and materials
on the internet or in library collections.

To provide quick access to the diversity of topics in
the encyclopedia, a “Reader’s Guide” groups the
entries into 16 subject categories: Approaches and
Methodologies; Arts-Based Research, Ties to;
Associations, Centers, and Institutes; Computer-
Assisted Data Analysis; Data Analysis; Data
Collection; Dissemination and Writing; History of
Qualitative Research; Participants; Quantitative
Research, Ties to; Research Design and Planning;
Research Ethics; Rigor; Textual Analysis, Ties to; and
Theoretical and Philosophical Frameworks.

Content and Organization

There was a concerted effort made in the design of the
encyclopedia to cover every topic that informs quali-
tative research methods practice and development.
This is easier said than done! Certainly, a volume like
this will never be fully complete, as qualitative meth-
ods are in constant evolution—being recrafted and
reshaped within and between disciplines. New meth-
ods and techniques, new journals, and new software
packages are created every year. At the same time,
existing approaches are often reframed, particularly as
new theoretical frameworks inform thinking on quali-
tative methods design. The richness and vibrancy of
the qualitative paradigm is exciting for researchers
and often what draws us to this type of work; and yet,
this makes the development of a comprehensive ency-
clopedia a challenging end goal indeed. We have tried
our best to be comprehensive and complete while
keeping redundancies to a minimum and while
respecting disciplinary differences. Indeed, the politi-
cal landscape surrounding the value of “scientific”
research and the place of qualitative methods within
that landscape is a recurring theme in many of the
entries. Despite the ubiquitous nature of qualitative
methods, for decades, across dozens of disciplines,
qualitative methods remain a contested and controver-
sial area of work for many scholars and practitioners.
Their voices—and those for whom this area of work
is well regarded—ring through this volume.

However, it is also important to note that the
language of qualitative methods is difficult to formal-
ize. Whether we refer to a study as using a “discourse
analysis” approach, a “meta-analysis” approach, or
whether we label it as “content analysis” may be a
question of interpretation informed by one’s own
disciplinary background and training. Indeed, many of
the entries point to substantive debates among quali-
tative researchers regarding how concepts are labeled
and the implications for how qualitative research
is valued.

In some cases (as with this discourse analysis
example), we have included separate entries on
related concepts where we felt that a single entry
alone could not represent the nuances of these differ-
ent, yet connected, terms. In other cases, we have
included “see also” references to point readers to a
single, preferred term to represent a concept. The
authors of the entries have also identified see also
terms to point readers to additional, related topics. All
of these techniques are designed to guide readers
through the complex landscape of the language of
qualitative inquiry. However, there may well be a few
terms where we have inadvertently omitted a linking
term or where we have made a difficult decision in
choosing one term over another. The “Reader’s
Guide” will therefore serve as an invaluable resource
for individuals who need some guidance in locating
specific topics.

How the Encyclopedia Was Created

The encyclopedia was developed in six steps:

Step 1: Qualitative methods experts from around the
world and representing various disciplines were
invited to serve on the editorial board. The board
includes individuals who have published widely in the
area of qualitative methods and who advise students,
practitioners, and faculty members on the use and
development of qualitative research approaches. Our
Managing Editor, Kristie Saumure, was recruited
at this stage to oversee the day-to-day progress of
our work.

Step 2: We created a list of terms to be included in the
volume, which involved two major phases of work.
First, an initial list was crafted by the Editor and
Managing Editor, based on a review of published
qualitative methods texts, journals specializing in
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qualitative methods development, qualitative confer-
ence proceedings, and other relevant research litera-
ture. Then, this list was circulated to the editorial
board for their feedback and suggestions. The board’s
review identified gaps in the list, as well as areas
where the terminology should be updated, refined, or
altered to reflect disciplinary differences and prefer-
ences. For example, although some qualitative
researchers use terms for rigor that reflect a quantita-
tive or experimental paradigm (e.g., validity and reli-
ability), others prefer terminology that is specific to
qualitative work (e.g., credibility and dependability).
Overall, the design of the encyclopedia has taken the
latter approach and reflects an inherently qualitative
language. In some cases (as with rigor), entries are
included that reflect both ends of this language spec-
trum; in other cases, readers will find appropriate see
also references throughout the text to guide them
through this complex landscape of terminology.

Step 3: At this stage, we identified and invited contrib-
utors to write entries for the nearly 500 terms that are
included in this two-volume set. The editorial board
was asked to nominate individuals to serve as authors,
and we also searched the published literature, consulted
with colleagues, and reviewed individuals’ personal
websites to identify potential contributors. Our goal
was to reflect a range of disciplinary and global voices
in these contributions. To that end, the authors hail from
various countries and disciplines, and the entries reflect
a diverse spectrum of research approaches (from more
traditional, positivist approaches through postmodern,
constructionist ones).

The contributors include junior scholars and senior
experts, as well as individuals working outside of
academe in qualitative methods training and consult-
ing. Readers will, no doubt, recognize a number of
key figures in this volume, who have shaped qualita-
tive methods work for decades, as well as some up-
and-coming names in the field. This richness of
perspectives may well introduce some areas of con-
flict and contradiction between the entries; however,
such diversity—Ilike qualitative research itself—is
vital to energizing our work and moving methods
development forward in the future. The contributors
share a passion for qualitative research that is
reflected in their writing and in their willingness to
write for this encyclopedia. Although some individu-
als we approached could not participate (often due to
illness or time commitments), those who did really

took ownership of the text as a whole, in addition to
their individual entries. Many of the contributors vol-
unteered to write on more than one topic, suggested
new terminology for certain concepts, or asked us to
include additional entries, particularly where they
were dabbling with new approaches and techniques.
This depth of commitment on the part of our contrib-
utors has made the encyclopedia far richer and more
comprehensive than it would have been without their
caring and concern.

Step 4: Contributors were provided with instructions
for the creation of their entries, as well as a few sam-
ples to guide their writing and research. In particular,
we encouraged them to be as descriptive and compre-
hensive as possible while writing for the educated, yet
unknowing reader. Although we have tried to maintain
a degree of similarity in the look and feel of the
entries, the authors were also encouraged to find their
own voice in these texts and write in a way that suited
the content of their contributions. For example,
although the publisher’s style guidelines encourage
the use of the third-person voice for encyclopedia
entries, the first-person voice is one that resonates
strongly in qualitative research and writing. Readers
will note that some authors have chosen to write in the
first-person voice (including, most appropriately, the
entry on the use of first-person voice), while others
have chosen to write in the third-person. Such stylis-
tic differences are purposeful in this volume, so
should not be read as inconsistent, per se. Rather,
these examples speak to the diversity of approaches
that define qualitative work and serve as illustrative
markers of the various ways that scholars and practi-
tioners approach qualitative work.

Step 5: The Editor and Managing Editor reviewed all of
the entries and asked the authors for revisions,
as necessary. At times, we also relied on the expertise of
members of the editorial board to ensure a high level of
quality and comprehensiveness in the entries included.

Step 6: We finalized the entries, compiled the
Reader’s Guide, and compiled all supplementary
materials (such as this introduction).
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ABDUCTION

Abduction is the least familiar mode of reasoning and
the mode that was systematized most recently. In
conjunction with deduction and induction, abduction
is used to make logical inferences about the world.
Furthermore, abduction offers great promise as a
potential primary mode of reasoning for qualitative
research.

The nature of abduction was first systematized dur-
ing the late 19th century by the American philosopher
and logician Charles Peirce. His form of an abductive
inference is as follows:

Some event, X, is surprising to us.

But if some explanation, Y, were in place, then X would
be ordinary.

Therefore, it is plausible that X is actually a case of Y.

Another way to look at this inference is to suggest that
it is, in fact, reasoning toward meaning. This means
that abductive inferences are valid in different ways
from the other two modes of reasoning. Whereas
deductive inferences are certain (so long as their
premises are true) and inductive inferences are proba-
ble, abductive inferences are merely plausible.
Therefore, abductive inferences are weaker by nature
than the other two sorts of inferences.

Even though abductive inferences are weaker, they
can be extremely useful. When we reason to meaning,
we are expanding the realm of plausible explanations.
We are giving ourselves a chance to see things that we

might otherwise miss by staying with tried-and-true
explanations. This is what Russell Hanson called the
“logic of discovery.”

Although there has been relatively little work done
with using abduction, some of it has been quite fruit-
ful. For instance, Gilbert Harman characterized
abduction as “reasoning to the best explanation.” This
notion of abduction has been incorporated into both
expert systems research and artificial intelligence
research. In addition, abduction has played an impor-
tant role in semiotics.

Other work in abductive theory and practice has
likened abductive researchers to detectives. In partic-
ular, Sherlock Holmes has been identified as an
abductive thinker par excellence. That is, his so-called
deductions are, in fact, abductions. In a famous case,
Holmes infers, from the surprising fact that the watch-
dog did not bark, the abductive conclusion that the
dog knew the kidnapper. Umberto Eco has looked at
this aspect of abduction in both his theoretical work
and his novels.

Following the work of Peirce, Gary Shank has
looked at the application of abductive reasoning directly
to qualitative research. In this work, Shank argued that
there are actually six modes of abductive inferences
that all researchers use. These types of inferences lead
to hunches, omens, clues, metaphors, patterns, and
explanations. In fact, Shank went on to argue that
abduction is actually the ground state, or default
mode, of cognition in general. Furthermore, by using
the formal structures of abduction per se, these six
modes of inferences can be related to each other sys-
tematically. In this fashion, the power of abduction
as a way to reason to meaning can be employed by
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qualitative research, which is the systematic empirical
inquiry to meaning.

Gary Shank

See also Deduction; Induction; Semiotics

Further Readings

Eco, U., & Sebeok, T. A. (1983). The sign of three.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Josephson, J. R., & Josephson, S. G. (1996). Abductive
inference. New York: Cambridge University Press.

ACCESS

Consistent with qualitative epistemologies, the researcher
needs to view a broad dynamic of the participants as
they interact in professional and/or personal environ-
ments. It is a close look at the lived experiences of the
participants. Because qualitative research typically
involves working with human subjects in media such
as face-to-face interviews, on-site observations, and
written communications, it is essential that the
researcher understand how to appropriately gain
access to the intended participants. Access can be
defined as the appropriate ethical and academic prac-
tices used to gain entry to a given community for the
purposes of conducting formal research. This entry
explores the key issues related to gaining access to par-
ticipants in qualitative research.

The first and most important consideration in
gaining access to research participants in qualitative
research is to do no harm. It is essential that any
intended qualitative research receive the appropriate
formal research ethics clearance from the
researcher’s home institutional review board or
research ethics board. While reviewing the proposal,
this board will make sure that access to participants
includes a review of considerations such as estima-
tion of risk/harm, sites of data collection, recruitment
of participants, benefits to participants, confidential-
ity, consent process, and procedures for participant
withdrawal. In most cases, the consent form (if
appropriate for a particular study) that is derived from
this review process is the first and most direct line of
access to participants, as it is used to request formally
their involvement in the study. Following these

formal procedures ensures that access to the partici-
pants is ethically sound and protects their psycholog-
ical, physical, and/or professional welfare.

Another process that may be involved in gaining
access to some participants is to go through the proper
community or organizational lines of authority. For
example, when working with public schools, clearance
can come from the district’s central administration. In
these cases, most districts will allow only a certain num-
ber of research studies to be conducted in their area per
year. Similar research access models exist in the health
care industry as well. Cultural factors also need to be
considered. For example, when conducting research on
Aboriginal communities, the researcher can consider
speaking with tribal elders to gain access to members of
the community. When conducting research on religious
issues, access to participants may be granted only
through leaders, whose attendance may be required dur-
ing some research, for example, when women are being
interviewed. Another consideration for access is related
to conducting research in foreign territories. If research
is being conducted on participants such as military per-
sonnel or government representatives in politically
unstable countries, it is essential that the researcher
acquire the appropriate government clearance prior to
conducting the research. Gaining access through organi-
zational or governmental lines of authority should be a
matter of consideration in the research design.

Gatekeepers are another means of access in quali-
tative research. Gatekeepers are individuals who can
be used as an entry point to a specific community.
Gatekeepers will have “inside” information that can
help the researcher in determining who are the best
participants to access in the given community or orga-
nization. Gatekeepers can also help the researcher to
access the community through introductions and by
establishing a relaxed or appropriate environment for
the research process. For example, a gatekeeper who
chairs a geology department composed of 10 profes-
sors can help the researcher to narrow the participant
list to 3 people who are most appropriate for the
goals of the study. This chair can also introduce the
researcher to the participants and then provide access
to a comfortable and private room where the inter-
views can be conducted. Another example is an inter-
net chat room moderator, who will have knowledge
about the privacy level of the site and how best to
obtain consent from the participants.

A newer dynamic related to access is related to
internet participants. There are a whole host of access
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issues pertaining to this type of research that both the
researcher and ethics review boards need to consider.
Participants in this category can be found on the
internet in areas such as listservs, chat rooms, course
discussion postings, blogs, mailing lists, and news-
groups. Prior to gaining access to the participants,
the researcher needs to determine whether the com-
munications on the site are public or private. Public
sites do not require consent to access the participants
and their communications, whereas private sites typ-
ically do. A researcher on a private site, for example,
may need to obtain a subscription or registration. In
most instances, researchers should avoid hiding on
the internet to monitor communications that were
intended only for the direct users of the site.

The researcher of an internet community can also
gauge privacy by considering the purposes of the site
and the number of participants. For example, some
chat rooms are only for people suffering from alco-
holism, and their guidelines stipulate that profession-
als should not engage in the communications. Sites
that have 5 members are more private than sites that
have 1,500 members. If there is any possibility that
research conducted in a private internet space could
create a potential hazard to the participants or harm
the group, it is essential that informed consent be
sought.

Once it is determined that formal consent is
required, the researcher has two options for gaining
consent and access to an internet community. The first
is to make a posting or send an email to the internet
community describing the research and asking for
access to the members’ communications. The second
approach is to determine the communications (or
future communications) needed for the research and
then to contact the individuals who made the submis-
sions and ask them whether they would like to be
involved in the study. In all cases, the researcher
should work closely with the ethics review board to
make sure that access to internet communities is han-
dled in ethically sound ways.

By working closely with an institutional review
board and one’s colleagues, the researcher can make
sure that access to participants is academically and
ethically sound.

Devon Jensen

See also Confidentiality; Ethics; Harm; Institutional Review
Boards; Internet in Qualitative Research; Participant
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Creswell, J. (2007). Qualitative inquiry and research design:
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Oaks, CA: Sage.

ACCOUNTABLITY

Accountability refers to the obligations the researcher
has to the various stakeholders in the research process
such as the research participants, the funding body, and
the researcher’s employing organization. Accounta-
bility is an important concept in qualitative research
because when it is addressed and made explicit, it
can suggest standards of research practice against
which the researcher can be judged to determine
whether he or she has acted in an appropriate and
ethical fashion.

Examples of practices that attempt to address
accountability to these different stakeholders include
the following:

e To research participants: an explanation about
how they have been identified and why they have been
approached about participating in the research project
(usually explained within the participant information
sheet); clarification about the nature and extent of par-
ticipation so that potential participants can provide
informed consent (information detailing involvement
should be included in the participant information
sheet, and potential participants should have an oppor-
tunity to ask questions directly of the researcher);
assurance that withdrawal from a research study will
not adversely affect participants (by including a state-
ment to this effect in the participant information sheet
and verbally reinforcing this with participants)

e To funding bodies: completion of the research
project within the timeframe identified and within
budget (the use of project management tools such as
computer software and Gantt charts may help to pre-
vent time slippage, and careful planning at the grant
submission stage with a regular review of expendi-
tures can help to prevent overspending)

e To employing organizations: conduct of research
in a manner consistent with governance arrangements
(this necessitates familiarity with governance policies
and possible liaison with officers of the organizations
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responsible for formalizing and monitoring such
arrangements); appropriate costing of overhead such
as use of space and resources (discussion with finan-
cial officers from the employing organizations and
often the inclusion of their signatures as part of a
grant application)

The nature of accountability—to whom a researcher
is accountable—and the research practices that
address this responsibility are matters of some debate.
Qualitative researchers, for example, sometimes
assume some obligation for involving their participants
in the interpretive process. This can often take the
form of “member checking,” where the written tran-
scripts of interviews are returned to participants prior
to further analysis so that they may check the accuracy
of the transcriptions. However, in some instances this
is the extent of participant involvement. Within other
approaches, such as participatory action research,
research participants and researchers may be equally
responsible for all aspects of the project, from the
original framing of the research question to interpre-
tation of the data.

Claire Ballinger

See also Ethics; Participants as Co-Researchers; Participatory
Action Research (PAR)
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ACTION RESEARCH

Action research is a flexible research methodology
uniquely suited to researching and supporting change.
It integrates social research with exploratory action to
promote development. In its classic form, action
research involves fluid and overlapping cycles of inves-
tigation, action planning, piloting of new practices, and

evaluation of outcomes, incorporating at all stages the
collection and analysis of data and the generation
of knowledge (Figure 1). The outcomes of action
research are both practical and theoretical: The
knowledge it generates has a direct and ongoing
impact on changing practice for participants and on a
wider audience through its publications. This entry
describes the origins of action research and its use in
a variety of fields throughout the world.

Action research is often used in fields such as
education, social and health services, and commu-
nity development, where there is a long history of
difficulties in successfully transferring research
knowledge into changes in practice. It offers a means
of combining the generation of knowledge with pro-
fessional development of practitioners through their
participation as co-researchers. Collaborative action
research can also break down the separation between
policymakers and practitioners, giving the former
richer insights into practice and giving the latter
an active role in policy development as well as its
implementation.

The first person to use the term action research was
probably Kurt Lewin, a psychologist who went to the
United States from Germany during the 1940s and
worked with immigrant groups to promote their better
integration into U.S. society. Lewin, like others at the
time, was seeking to explain human behavior so as to
enable improvement, and his work was closely related
to the sociotechnical research tradition developed by

2
Introducing
changes: trying
out new practices
with the aim of
improvement

1
Investigating the

current situation, in
partnership, and
planning change

4
Analyzing
and interpreting
data to generate
actionable
knowledge

3
Monitoring
the impact of
changes: collecting
a wide range of
data

Reporting
(final cycle)

Figure 1 Model of Action Research
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Eric Trist and others at the Tavistock Institute in
London. The early work at the Tavistock Institute built
on a method of group therapy developed in working
with shell-shocked military personnel during World
War II. In postwar society on both sides of the Atlantic,
this innovative new movement in social psychology
research pursued a vision of betterment for individuals
and increased organizational efficiency through com-
munity participation in research and development.

Lewin was familiar with Lev Vygotsky’s work in
the Soviet Union, and there are a number of similari-
ties between their approaches; for example, Vygotsky
was interested in researching the impact of interven-
tion studies, such as the literacy program for peasants
in Uzbekistan during the 1920s, on the development of
the human mind. It is interesting to note the overlaps
between action research and post-Vygotskian activity
theory, which sees human activity as mediated by cul-
tural tools and social contexts, particularly as they are
regulated by rules governing behavior and divisions
of labor according to organizational roles. Lewin
believed that human behavior was always a function of
the situation at the time it occurred; therefore, he did
not believe it was ever possible to make generaliza-
tions about human behavior that would apply to all
contexts. Action research generates knowledge about
the interrelationship between human behavior and
sociocultural situations rather than generalizable
truths, and it is important that it be reported in a form
that includes narrative accounts and rich description as
well as analysis and interpretation so that readers can
make comparisons with their own situations.

Lewin developed action research as a radical move
away from traditional research methodologies, so it
was not surprising that, after a brief flowering in the
United States during the 1940s and 1950s and in
France and Germany during the 1950s and 1960s,
action research became discredited as insufficiently
“objective” and was marginalized. It enjoyed a resur-
gence, however, in the United Kingdom during the
1970s through the growth of the teacher-as-researcher
movement that sprang from Lawrence Stenhouse’s
insight that curriculum reform in education depended
for its success on the active participation of teachers in
researching the purposes and pedagogical practices of
reform. This approach was developed by John Elliott,
a colleague of Stenhouse at the University of East
Anglia, who drew for inspiration on innovative cur-
riculum movements in the United States, such as
Jerome Bruner’s “Man: A Course of Study” program,

and gained financial support from the Ford
Foundation for co-research with teachers into teach-
ing that enabled “discovery learning.” With a back-
ground in philosophy, Elliott drew on Aristotle’s
theories of practical wisdom and Hans-Georg
Gadamer’s reflective hermeneutics to develop a vision
of action research grounded in practical reflection
akin to the pragmatist philosophy of John Dewey.

This work in the United Kingdom within the field
of education was influential in generating new interest
in action research both in Austria, through close links
with Peter Posch’s group at the University of
Klagenfurt, and in Spain, where it was used to support
educational reform in some of the autonomous
regions during the immediate post-Franco era. During
the 1980s, Stephen Kemmis (a former colleague of
Stenhouse by then working in Australia) and Wilf
Carr established a significant new direction for action
research by recasting it within Jiirgen Habermas’s
critical theory as a means of empowerment for practi-
tioners and an instrument for promoting social justice
in education systems and organizations. Building on
the earlier work of Shirley Grundy, they distinguished
three types of action research—technical, practical,
and critical—and focused on critical action research
as a means of emancipating participants by giving
them access to knowledge and the power to resist
oppressive institutional practices.

By the mid-1980s, a new tradition of action research
had been established in the United States, grounded in
teacher education rather than curriculum reform. The
emphasis was on merging teaching and research and on
reconceptualizing the knowledge base of teaching as
grounded in teachers’ inquiry into their own practice
rather than in predetermined decontextualized knowl-
edge developed outside of schools. In the United
States, as well as in many other countries, there has
been a blurring of the boundaries between action
research and practitioner research in which the purpose
of inquiry is to deepen understanding and enrich
teacher learning rather than to bring about intentional
change. Leading figures in establishing a tradition of
teacher research and building a corpus of teachers’
research studies in the United States have been Marilyn
Cochran-Smith, Susan Lytle, and Ken Zeichner.

Action research in other fields, such as health and
community care, has been influenced by these develop-
ing traditions within education. There has not, however,
been a simple development of one action research
tradition; rather, there have been several strands of
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development drawing, for example, on the civil rights
movement in the United States through the work of
Miles Horton at the Highlander Center, the liberation
pedagogy of Paulo Freire in Latin America, and the tra-
dition of workplace learning originating in the work of
Chris Argyris and Donald Schén in the United States.
Because action research is grounded in the values
and practices of its participant communities, action
researchers focus on understanding their own subjec-
tivities and how they affect the research process rather
than on trying to eliminate them. Reflexivity, where
researchers continuously explore their own assump-
tions and how these shape their research activities, their
interpretations, and the generation of knowledge, is
centrally important. The self is understood to be a
research instrument bringing the researcher’s situa-
tional understanding, developed through previous
action research, to bear on the analysis of social data.
Attempting to be “objective” or to distance the self
from the research (e.g., by writing research reports in
the third person or using a passive voice) is seen as a futile
and, therefore, potentially fraudulent stance. Action
research is normally written in the first-person singular
as a reflexive account that incorporates a critique of the
research process with the generation of knowledge.
Action research is often seen as primarily a qualitative
methodology, but in fact it is eclectic, using all of the
main methods of data collection, including question-
naires and statistical analysis where studies are on a
scale, to make these appropriate as a means of enabling
interpretation (rather than objective measurement).

Action research is always grounded in the values
and culture of the participant researchers who engage in
it and, as a result, is a fluid methodology that adapts to
fit different social contexts. For example, in developing
countries where there is huge social inequality perhaps
deriving from a colonial past, or in developed countries
among groups concerned with issues of race or gender,
action research is focused primarily on promoting
social justice, whereas in the context of the British
health service it is focused more strongly on improving
treatment for patients and ensuring that the underpin-
ning vision behind new policies is fully embedded.
Susan Noffke, a historian of action research, developed
a useful framework for understanding the variations
in approach, dividing them into three broad types that
lean more toward “professional,” “personal,” or “polit-
ical” orientations. This allows action research to adapt
to suit the shifting stances of different communities or
professional groups.

An important feature of action research is that it
is carried out by a partnership of participants who
are “insiders” to the situation under research and
external facilitators/researchers/consultants. This
makes research ethics extremely important, requiring
continuous sensitivity to how power relations may be
shaping the partnership and continuous inquiry into
the process of collaboration as well. The nature of
partnerships varies. Those who work within a tradi-
tion of teacher-as-researcher sometimes question the
authenticity of action research led by external consul-
tants, but in professions such as nursing, social care,
and community care the external consultant often
takes on a leadership role. In the tradition of partici-
patory action research, whole community develop-
ment often starts with an external intervention, and the
direction of the research and action is negotiated with
participants so that control shifts away from experts
toward community members over time. Some of this
participatory action research work with strong exter-
nal facilitation or leadership can be large scale and
have a major impact on community development,
whereas studies by individual teachers of their own
classrooms are necessarily small scale.

One of the most important contributions of action
research as a methodology for building understand-
ing of change and development is its unique access
to insider knowledge. Through adopting the role of
researchers, practitioners are able to reflect on and
make explicit the tacit knowledge that guides their
practice, and their involvement as co-researchers
ensures that the knowledge generated by action
research incorporates this unique—and often
neglected—component. Thus, action research forms
a bridge between practitioner understanding and the
generation of theoretical knowledge to inform
action. For example, drawing on Aristotle’s concept
of phronesis (knowledge that combines reason
and moral understanding as the basis for action),
Elliott developed a theory of practitioner knowl-
edge that includes theoretical work as a form of
practical activity. Thus, knowledge generation and
the development of new practices are integrated and
theorized.

Bridget Somekh

See also Critical Theory; Participatory Action Research
(PAR); Rapid Assessment Process; Reflexivity;
Subjectivity; Tacit Knowledge
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ACTIVE LISTENING

Active listening describes a set of techniques designed
to focus the attention of the interviewer or observer on
the speaker. The goal of active listening is to attend
entirely to the speaker, not to oneself or one’s own
inner dialogue, with the goal of accurately hearing
and interpreting the speaker’s verbal and nonverbal
communication. Active listening skills are useful not

only in research but also in any area where accurate
communication and mutual understanding are useful.
In addition, active listening skills are often included in
curricula for health care providers as a means to facil-
itate therapeutic interactions. Examples of strategies
often recommended in qualitative research, as opposed
to therapeutic communication or conflict resolution,
are described in this entry.

Active listening strategies use both verbal and non-
verbal communication channels. Nonverbal active lis-
tening strategies establish and maintain rapport and
also serve to focus the attention of the interviewer or
observer. Nonverbal strategies that foster rapport
include focusing the face and orienting the body
toward the speaker, maintaining an attentive demeanor
with an open posture, and staying relaxed. Strategies
that focus the listener take place within the mind of the
researcher. Active listening requires that the researcher
attend purposefully to the speaker with attention
focused on the communication being sent, not on the
researcher’s responses to that communication. Active
listening demands a neutral open attitude toward the
speaker so that even remarks that are shocking or dis-
tressing are understood—not judged—by the listener.
The goal of the active listener is to receive information—
not to give it—and to be a witness—not a critic.

Verbal active listening strategies familiar to quali-
tative researchers include paraphrasing, reflecting,
interpreting, summarizing, and checking perceptions.
In paraphrasing, the interviewer restates the content
of the communication in slightly different words, for
example, “So you are saying that you are not as satis-
fied with your son’s teacher this year as you were last
year.” Reflecting, in contrast, identifies content per-
ceived through nonverbal channels, for example, “It
sounds like you are pretty angry with that teacher.”
Summarizing provides an opportunity for transitions
in interviews between one topic and the next and is a
useful way to check perceptions. Both interpreting
and checking perceptions can be used to test develop-
ing analytic insights. For example, the researcher
might ask, “Would you say that you think a good
teacher should be able to manage disagreement with-
out confrontation?” All of these strategies demon-
strate that the interviewer not only has paid close
attention to the speaker but also has been actively pro-
cessing the speaker’s remarks, and these two charac-
teristics are the hallmark of active listening. In
addition, neutral probes, such as, “And then what hap-
pened?” and “Can you tell me more about that?” and
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even neutral encouraging noises, such as “Mmhmm),”
all serve to enhance communication.

A final active listening strategy is the use of silence.
Although silence is by definition a nonverbal strategy,
it is used as a part of the interview. When used care-
fully, silence can communicate respect, empathy, and
interest to the speaker while at the same time demon-
strating the interviewer’s own calm and patience.

Lioness Ayres

See also Empathy; Interviewing; Neutrality in Qualitative
Research; Rapport

Further Readings

Kvale, S. (1996). InterViews. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation
methods (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

ADVANCES IN QUALITATIVE
METHODS CONFERENCE

The Advances in Qualitative Methods (AQM) confer-
ences are planned to enhance the development of
qualitative methods. The first AQM conference was
held in Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, in February 1999
to celebrate the first year of operation of the
International Institute for Qualitative Methodology
(IIQM). Subsequent conferences have been hosted by
the University of Alberta IQM (Banff, Alberta, Canada),
the Africa Institute for Qualitative Methodology (Sun
City, South Africa), and the Australian IIQM (Surfer’s
Paradise, Australia).

These conferences hold the dual mission of dis-
semination and training. Dissemination focuses
largely on the latest developments in qualitative meth-
ods and descriptions of how qualitative methods were
used in particular research contexts. Scholarly presen-
tations and refereed papers focus mainly on the appli-
cation of qualitative methods, problems encountered,
and adaptations required when conducting research
with different populations.

Panel discussions on basic and advanced topics and
keynote addresses by international researchers chal-
lenge the more advanced participants. For instance, at
the second AQM conference, an ethnographic perfor-
mance by Johnny Saldana—*“Finding My Place: The

Brad Trilogy,” a play depicting a case study of Harry
Woolcott—produced an additional discussion session
on ethics and responsibility. This was later published
(in 2003) as a book, Sneaky Kid and Its Aftermath:
Ethics and Intimacy in Fieldwork, by Woolcott. Other
keynote speakers have included leaders in qualitative
inquiry such as Norman Denzin (in 2003), Margarete
Sandelowski (in 2001), Carolyn Ellis (in 1999), and
Elliot Eisner (in 1999).

Training consists of pre- and postconference
workshops that are targeted to new researchers and
graduate students; these address various aspects of
methods and strategies for conducting research. The
selection of full-day workshops is broad and may
include topics such as qualitative writing, ethnogra-
phy, grounded theory, use of video, focus groups,
various qualitative software packages, arts-based
research, narrative inquiry, concept and theory devel-
opment, and mixed-methods design.

Abstracts are published following the conference
in the International Journal of Qualitative Methods
(IJOM), providing a permanent record of the event.
Full-length articles are developed from the presenta-
tion, and session and symposia papers are often pub-
lished in IJOM.

Information regarding the forthcoming AQM con-
ferences may be found on the IIQM website or by
searching the internet using the conference name.

Janice M. Morse

See also International Institute for Qualitative Methodology;
International Journal of Qualitative Methods (Journal)
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ADvVOCACY RESEARCH

Advocacy research is intended to assist in advocacy,
that is, efforts to assemble and use information and
resources to bring about improvements in people’s
lives. As such, it shares with some other research
approaches (e.g., action research) an allegiance to
the values of social responsibility and community
empowerment. Common advocacy outcomes to which
research may contribute include lobbying, testifying,
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pursuing a lawsuit, and seeking media coverage to
raise public awareness. Nonadvocacy research may
also produce findings useful to advocates, but advo-
cacy research has this goal as its raison d’étre.

This entry focuses on advocacy at the organiza-
tional level and on the role of qualitative research in
furthering this effort. Advocacy groups typically
address concerns about public health, social welfare,
and public safety. Their size and scope of interest
can range from a neighborhood group protesting the
closure of a local playground to multinational coali-
tions organized to fight for the rights of the disabled.
The goals may be immediate and time focused (e.g.,
closing a nuclear power plant) or diffuse and ongoing
(e.g., monitoring child welfare agencies).

Given the relative scarcity of finances and exper-
tise, few advocacy groups engage in empirical
research, instead getting their information through
informal interviews, documents and records, legal
action, and previous research. The distinction
between information gathering and research can be
blurry, but the latter refers to the deployment of sys-
tematic methods using extant research designs and
modes of data collection and analysis. Pursuing for-
mal research can also entail the involvement of
research ethics or other institutional committees hav-
ing jurisdiction over the researcher, the study sites,
and/or the study populations.

The following sections provide an overview of
advocacy research, including the stakeholders involved
and the role of the researcher, useful applications of
qualitative methods, strategies to increase trustworthi-
ness and rigor, and ethical issues.

Stakeholders and the Role
of Research in Advocacy

The stakeholders in advocacy include three interre-
lated groups or entities: (1) those being advocated for,
(2) those doing the advocating, and (3) those being
advocated against. The latter are often represented by
entrenched vested interests such as large corporations
and governments. Such powerful entities may be the
direct target of advocacy, or they may exist as obsta-
cles to achieving desired goals, for example, providing
low-cost medications for AIDS patients or saving the
earth’s environment from the effects of global warm-
ing. In instances where the first two stakeholder
groups (a and b) overlap, affected communities or
groups have organized to advocate for themselves.

At other times, professional advocacy organizations
may act on behalf of vulnerable groups such as abused
children and the homeless mentally ill.

In this context, advocacy researchers may already
be members of stakeholder groups, but they more
often come from the “outside” (e.g., academic set-
tings, professional research organizations). Usually
part of a team effort, researchers contribute method-
ological expertise and produce findings that can be
used by advocacy groups and their allies, with the
latter including attorneys, politicians, scientific experts,
and public relations representatives.

Like other forms of applied research, advocacy
research is best viewed as a means to an end. Issues of
public interest are paramount, including environmen-
tal hazards, inadequate services (e.g., health care,
social services, sanitation, affordable housing), and
corruption or mishandling of public resources.

Qualitative Methods
in Advocacy Research

Although the goals of advocacy research may be fur-
thered using a variety of methods, some qualitative
approaches are a better fit than are others. With
ethnography, the researcher observes organizations
and/or communities to understand the behaviors, inter-
actions, and tacit understandings that shed light on the
problem being advocated against (or the goal being
advocated for) as well as potential solutions. For
example, an ethnographer might work with epidemiol-
ogists to find patterns of exposure to groundwater con-
tamination among residents in a neighborhood located
near a toxic waste dumping ground. Similar to ethnog-
raphy, qualitative case studies offer in-depth examples
of individuals, groups, neighborhoods, organizations,
and so on. Qualitative evaluation examines the process
and outcomes of a program or an initiative to assess its
effectiveness (e.g., a new model of violence prevention
for adolescents). When advocacy research is carried
out in partnership with the affected community or
group, it may overlap with participatory action
research and community-based research.

Among types of qualitative data collection, focus
groups and individual interviews provide valuable
opportunities for individuals to be heard in their own
words, and observation and fieldnotes capture events
in vivo. Documents, whether official records or per-
sonal diaries and journals, are also a valuable data
resource, as are photographs and videorecordings.
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Recent innovations, such as photovoice techniques
and use of online web-based technologies, introduce
new and often more accessible means of qualitative
data collection. Photovoice typically involves commu-
nity members documenting environmental, public
health, or other neighborhood concerns, a low-cost
undertaking when using disposable cameras. Although
personal computers are not always available in less
advantaged populations, online communication can
significantly enhance community involvement through
email, listservs, and blogs.

Because it is almost always conducted under pres-
sures of time and with limited resources, qualitative
advocacy research calls for rapid assessment proce-
dures designed to produce results as soon as possi-
ble. These can include targeted sampling of affected
stakeholder groups, focused interview questions
(including use of some standardized measures), and
structured note taking in lieu of verbatim transcrip-
tion. Similarly, ethnography works best when carried
out by someone who already has field experience
and familiarity with the setting.

Because the study’s results are intended for a
nonacademic audience, writing up the findings
requires brevity and clarity; for example, an executive
summary typically begins the report. Including
diagrams, graphs, and photographs helps to explain
complex issues in a visually accessible format.

Trustworthiness and Rigor

With its avowed commitment to social, economic, and
political change, advocacy research has been accused
of placing values ahead of scientific neutrality.
However, its defenders argue that research is never
truly value free and that advocacy research can also be
rigorous. Academic researchers usually have an
advantage in this regard because they are less vulner-
able to pressure from sponsors or other vested inter-
ests outside of the academy.

Ensuring the study’s trustworthiness entails
many of the strategies used in qualitative research in
general. These may include data triangulation
(drawing on multiple sources of data), prolonged
engagement in the community or study setting,
member checking (consulting with study partici-
pants on the accuracy and validity of the data and
the study findings), and maintaining an audit trail
(documenting analytic decisions during the study).
Although strategies for rigor are time-consuming

and not always feasible, their deployment enhances
the study’s credibility.

Ethical Issues

Ethical issues are of vital concern whether or not the
study falls under the jurisdiction of a human subjects
committee. The involvement of such a committee is
typically due to legal requirements governing the
researcher’s home institution, the sponsoring organi-
zations, and/or the agencies or programs cooperating
with the study. When community members are
actively involved in data collection and analysis, their
training in research ethics is important because they
are unlikely to be familiar with the basic premises of
human subjects protections.

Recruitment, sampling, and data collection require
careful attention to ensuring voluntary informed con-
sent and to protecting the confidentiality and privacy
of all parties involved. The use of photographs or video
requires signed releases and full disclosure of their
purpose. All data must be kept secured under lock and
key and preferably retained without identifying infor-
mation. Given the political sensitivity of most advo-
cacy efforts, honoring protections of privacy and
confidentiality is essential for the integrity of the study.
Qualitative data and findings carry a particular
risk because they include descriptive details that indi-
viduals may view as too exposing even when their
identities are kept secret.

Ethical issues also arise when producing and dis-
seminating the findings. Advocacy researchers have a
vested interest in the study’s results as well as how
those results are used and by whom. They usually do
not embark on such research unless they have anecdo-
tal or other evidence supporting the projected out-
come. Yet studies can (and do) produce findings that
provide only weak support or even run counter to the
advocacy agenda. Although ethical researchers do not
distort or alter disappointing findings, they are not
obliged to publicize them beyond the required venues.

However, research findings can be valuable for
future endeavors and alternative goals even when they
are disappointing or unexpected. An example of this
comes from Long Island, New York, where con-
cerned citizens organized during the early 1990s to
identify environmental causes of the higher rates of
breast cancer in the area. The Long Island Breast
Cancer Action Coalition pushed for federally funded
research on the effects of electromagnetic fields as
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well as agricultural pesticides. In a remarkable suc-
cess story, the coalition was able to lobby and con-
vince the U.S. Congress and the National Institutes of
Health to appropriate more than $26 million in funds
for research. Although the subsequent studies did not
find that electromagnetic fields or pesticides were
linked to breast cancer, the coalition’s political clout
and organizational effectiveness yielded community
benefits in the form of resource centers and support
groups for women with breast cancer.

The preceding example points to potential benefits
of advocacy research that go beyond the production of
study findings. These include increasing group cohe-
sion and cooperation, enhancing the visibility and
accessibility of research, and laying the groundwork
for future cooperation in advocacy efforts.

The primary purpose of advocacy research is to
empirically substantiate the case being made by advo-
cates. Its ultimate success can vary considerably
depending on the study’s results but also on the power
of countervailing forces—whether these forces are
large corporations, deadly diseases, or entrenched
social problems Although rigorous advocacy research
is more laborious and resource-consuming than are
other forms of information gathering, its impact is
stronger and longer lasting. In this regard, advocacy
research can be a powerful means of advancing a
change-oriented agenda.

Deborah K. Padgett
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AESTHETICS

Aesthetics, a term coined in 1735 by Alexander
Baumgarten to denote a theoretical and practical dis-
cipline aimed at the perfection of sensory cognition,
was derived from the Greek aisthanomai, meaning
perception by means of the senses. Aesthetics has
since evolved to refer to two interrelated areas: the
philosophy of art and the philosophy of aesthetic
experience. The philosophy of art grapples with the
question of what constitutes art. Answers from theo-
rists differ widely. Some adhere to the impossibility of
defining art given varying focuses on art movements,
theoretical foundations, and social contexts, whereas
others attend to the creative impulse that undergirds
all human activity. The philosophy of aesthetic expe-
rience grapples with the nature of encounters with the
arts, including artifacts and phenomena (e.g., nature)
that possess aspects susceptible to aesthetic apprecia-
tion. Some theorists attend to appreciation and enjoy-
ment, whereas others find the aesthetic to be a way of
knowing and experiencing the world.

In the context of qualitative inquiry, aesthetics can
refer to qualitative studies that attend to the philo-
sophical concepts and considerations of the arts and
of aesthetic experiences. Increasingly, aesthetics is
understood as attention to the act of creating meaning
from within the act of creating itself. Aspects of this
fundamental human encounter between subject and
other (world) can be traced historically, with a cross
section of thinkers addressing varying perspectives.
The sensory cognition required and the perceptual
reciprocity assumed are at the core of contemporary
qualitative research. This entry focuses on the latter.

Qualitative Research on Aesthetics

Margaret Eaton traced research on aesthetic concepts
to the 18th-century philosophers Edmund Burke and
David Hume, who attempted to explain empirically
aesthetic concepts such as beauty by connecting them
with physical and psychological responses that typify
individuals’ experiences of different kinds of objects
and events. These philosophers sought an objective
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basis for personal reactions. Immanuel Kant argued
that aesthetic concepts are essentially rooted in per-
sonal feelings of pleasure and pain and, therefore, are
subjective, but he suggested that they have a kind of
objectivity on the grounds that, at the purely aesthetic
level, feelings of pleasure and pain are universal
responses. During the 20th century, philosophers
sometimes returned to a Humean analysis of aesthetic
concepts via the human faculty of taste and extended
this psychological account to try to establish an episte-
mological or logical uniqueness for aesthetic concepts.

As a result of both philosophical writings and
extensive empirical work in psychology and biology,
we are now wiser and more sophisticated about
the cognitive dimensions of aesthetics, dimensions
that can be applied to the aesthetic dimensions of
scientific inquiry. Age-old questions, raised by schol-
ars from Pythagoras and Aristotle to Hegel and
Nietzsche and later to the cognitive revolution of the
late 1950s concerning the type of cognition involved
in the arts, are now reemerging within the context of
the social sciences and the humanities, discussing the
contributions of aesthetics to scholarship. Following
John Dewey’s work during the early 20th century and
scholars such as Suzanne Langer, Nelson Goodman,
and Harry Broudy, who contributed to the cognitive
revolution of the late 1950s and the 1960s, aesthetics
pointed to the interconnectedness of perception,
thinking, and feeling.

The interconnections of perception, thinking, and
feeling entailed within the act of creating draw atten-
tion to the role and place of cognitive aesthetic dimen-
sions revealed through inquiry such as assimilation,
internalization, and integration. Aesthetic dimensions
challenge traditional disciplinary and institutional
structures that compartmentalize knowledge, separat-
ing content into distinct pieces, knowledge from inter-
ests, and theory from practice. Rather, the aesthetic
offers a philosophical approach for inquiry of all kinds,
striving for connections between and among disci-
plines, demanding continuous engagement in reflection
and deliberation, and honoring all forms of inquiry as
complex, creative, and developmental in nature.

An example of the aesthetic dimensions prompted
through qualitative methods can be found in the work
of Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi and Rick Robinson on
viewers’ perception in museums. George Willis and
William Schubert’s Reflections From the Heart of
Educational Inquiry (in 1991) included essays by
prominent scholars, from Ted Aoki to Harry Broudy,

discussing the power of the aesthetic as a way of being
in learning, teaching, and living. Recent examples that
purposefully transcend disciplinary boundaries include
Mieke Bal’s Travelling Concepts in the Humanities:
A Rough Guide (in 2002) and Edith Wyschogrod’s
Crossover Queries: Dwelling With Negatives, Embodying
Philosophy’s Others (in 2006). Dissertations that exam-
ine aesthetic sensibilities include, for example, Boo
Euyn Lim’s study of aesthetic education for young
children in various early childhood settings and Yu-Ting
Chen’s study of Taiwanese and Aboriginal aesthetics in
elementary schools in Taiwan.

Aesthetic-Based Research

Aesthetic-based inquiry, a genre that is based on the
contributions that the processes and products of
aesthetics can make to research, is grounded within
a complex, traditionally antagonistic relationship
between the two constructs of aesthetics and research.
These relationships go back at least two and a half
millennia, long before the coining of the term aes-
thetic. The dichotomous view of knowledge/truth ver-
sus perception, a legacy of Plato, was maintained and
developed by some of the most important philoso-
phers of the Western world, including René Descartes
and Immanuel Kant. According to this dichotomy,
aesthetic-based research is an oxymoron, that is, an
impossibility.

These traditional dichotomies were eroded by the
postmodern worldview of the late 20th and early 21st
centuries. The emphasis on crossing intellectual and
disciplinary boundaries proved to be a fertile ground
for aesthetic-based research. A harbinger of crossing
boundaries was the work of John Dewey, relating aes-
thetic theories to cognition and arguing that art and
science share the same features with respect to the
process of inquiry.

In the postmodern paradigm of the late 20th cen-
tury, aesthetic concepts were commonly acknowl-
edged to be context dependent and relationally
embedded. The notion of aesthetic universality, along
with all other universals, has been deconstructed
as contextual and social. Accordingly, research turned
to examine the nature of the aesthetic in specific
personal and cultural contexts.

Elliot Eisner was pivotal in highlighting attention
on the central role of the senses in research. In his
conceptualization of research as connoisseurship
and educational criticism, and in his notion of the
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“enlightened eye,” Eisner expanded the modes and
expressions of inquiry from the verbal and numeri-
cal to the senses. Maxine Greene’s call for “wide-
awakeness” served as a reminder to qualitative
researchers of attending to qualities present in situ-
ations alongside the capacity to see the potential
connections and relations. In so doing, she pointed
out the importance of “releasing the imagination”
toward cultivating new visions for living and being
as the means to change and transformation across all
forms of inquiry.

The field of aesthetic-based inquiry has grown
tremendously during the past 15 years, and with it has
come a proliferation of “genres” reflecting different
purposes and commitments. One major area is that of
arts-based research. Within the field of education, we
note this burgeoning in meetings of the American
Education Research Association and its special inter-
est group of arts-based research featuring presenta-
tions, performances, and exhibits of research through
dance, drama, literature/poetry, and the visual arts; in
the popularity of the Winter Institute on Arts-Based
Approaches to Educational Research taught annually
by Elliot Eisner and Tom Barone; in arts-based inquiry
publications in various prominent journals, including
Educational Researcher, Curriculum Inquiry, Studies
in Art Education, Qualitative Inquiry, and Interna-
tional Journal for Education and the Arts as well as
in publications such as the Handbook of the Arts in
Qualitative Inquiry and the current SAGE Ency-
clopedia of Qualitative Research Methods.

Within aesthetic-based inquiry, Graeme Sullivan
framed arts-based research as the imaginative and
intellectual work undertaken by artists as a form of
research within areas of individual, social, and cul-
tural inquiry. Here the critical and creative investiga-
tions of visual arts practice is regarded as a form of
inquiry into the conceptualizations and practices of
artists in varied contexts such as studios, galleries,
community spaces, and the internet. A related
approach, generated by Rita Irwin and her colleagues,
highlights seamless connections among art making,
research, and teaching—a/r/tography. As a form of
scholarly inquiry, a/r/tography demands that partici-
pants invest in the ensuing connections and relations
and document these using artistic practices. Arts-
based researchers, such as Margaret Macintyre Latta,
Melissa Cahnman Taylor, and Liora Bresler, embrace
their practices as inquiry-guided methodologies in the
making, necessitating artistic ways of knowing and

operating across disciplines and contexts. A comple-
mentary tack, held by scholars such as Liora Bresler,
places the perceivers at the center (fitting with the
distinction between art and aesthetics suggested by
Dewey), keeping a (soft) distinction between works of
art and qualitative research. The multiple forms
and directions that all of these inquiries can (and do)
take are integral to the nature of the aesthetic as the
capacity to perceive.

The Senses as
Central Research Medium

Aesthetic-based research, grounded in perceptual
awareness, turns to the significant role of the body
as a reciprocal medium for negotiating understand-
ings. The literature on the body as a key research
medium and the investigation of ways of knowing
through the senses are relatively new areas of scholar-
ship advocated by Liora Bresler, Marjorie O’ Loughlin,
and Margaret Macintyre Latta. Framing somatic ways
of knowing, anthropologist Tom Csordas examined
“somatic modes of attention,” which he regarded as
culturally elaborated ways of attending to and
with one’s body in surroundings that include the
embodied presence of others. Extended to research,
aesthetic-based inquiry attends to how the body
forms and informs the processes of data collecting
(e.g., interviewing, observing), interpreting, and
analyzing.

Communication to and engagement of audiences
is a key concern of aesthetic-based researchers.
Positioning audiences to respond in ways that are inte-
gral to the reciprocal participation required of
aesthetic experience has led to artist/researcher perfor-
mance inquiries in the works of Donald Blumenfeld-
Jones, Melissa Cahnmann Taylor, Norman Denzin,
James Sanders, Celeste Snowber, and Susan Stinson,
among others. Auditory and gustatory senses—hearing
and taste—practiced by individuals contemplating the
social meanings attached to creative production, provide
ways to reveal and experience aesthetic significances.

All of these different ways of thinking about
aesthetic-based inquiry establish and promote innov-
ative ways to conceptualize and understand aesthetics
as disciplined, imaginative critical inquiry, privileg-
ing imagination and intellect in constructing knowl-
edge that not only is new but also has the capacity to
transform human understanding and ways to live with
others.
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Timely Questions and Concerns

Questions and concerns surface through aesthetic
researchers’ attention to process, placing value on
experimentation, observation, deliberation, dialogue,
and interaction. What sensitivities are useful in the
training of researchers in general education and the
social sciences? What are the conditions and features
that must be understood by researchers? How might
researchers grow their efforts and articulate the sig-
nificances given the dominant global concerns for
outcomes with little concern for processes? Aesthetic
research attends primarily to the given particularities
within any situation as the necessary place to begin.
Inquiry orients toward an ongoing forming/informing/
reforming search. These givens comprise the raw
materials of inquiry alive in the situation itself.
Recognition of these raw materials and purposeful
search for relationships and connections is the work
of inquiry. Discerning these relationships is the indis-
pensable condition of attending to the inquiry
process.

Inquiry, then, becomes a movement of thinking, a
medium in which meaning is not applied or imposed
but rather manifested and could never be fully antici-
pated. In so doing, aesthetic researchers are drawing
attention to the role and integral place of aesthetic
considerations such as attentiveness to the personal
and particular, participatory thinking, emotional
commitment, felt freedom, dialogue and interaction,
speculation, and greater consciousness within all
meaning-making. These significances are often char-
acterized by aesthetic researchers as neglected episte-
mological assumptions elemental to humans and the
human condition. Aesthetic researchers are docu-
menting and addressing the underestimated conse-
quences that these pose to the ethical realm, to the
possibility of genuine concerted action, to the growth
of self-understanding in relation to others, and to the
development of contextually sensitive practices.
Thus, aesthetic research and researchers have impor-
tant educative and leadership roles to assume in mak-
ing visible and tangible the significances to be found
through attunement to process manifesting outcomes
not yet imaginable.

Liora Bresler and Margaret Macintyre Latta
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AGENCY

The modern notion of democracy is founded on the
concept of free will or the idea that individuals are
ultimately the arbiters of their own destiny. Human
agency is very similar to the notion of free will in
that agency may be understood as the capacity to
exercise creative control over individual-level
thoughts and actions. In keeping with the ideals of
Western democracy, there is a widespread assump-
tion that humans are imbued with free will and, as
such, routinely exercise agency within the domain of
their personal choices as well as in the social and
political realm.

Nevertheless, social scientists have demonstrated
that unique individual attributes are contingent on
extensive social organization of the psyche. In other
words, the process of developing basic human poten-
tialities (e.g., walking, talking, learning, loving) is
predicated on an elaborate socialization regime:
Nurturing healthy, happy humans can be brought
about only through a long-term process of intensive
social training. This has led numerous social scientists
to conclude that, because “individuality” is irretriev-
ably dependent on elaborate social indoctrination
regimes, there is in reality no such thing as agency;
that is, if every key attribute on which unique human



Analytic Induction 15

personalities are based emerges only as a result of
social indoctrination, then one can argue that all
human creativity and potential are largely (or even
wholly) determined by social influences.

Nevertheless, Timothy McGettigan argued that,
despite the inescapable impact of societal influences on
human psychosocial development, it remains possible to
locate agency within the coercive context of social real-
ity. McGettigan argued that actors demonstrate a capac-
ity for agency when, on perceiving evidence that is in
discord with their understanding of reality, they refash-
ion their comprehension of reality to facilitate an
understanding of that discordant evidence. Acquiring
knowledge that might conflict with views that are
already present in the minds of agents can be accom-
plished by participation in communication environ-
ments, through solitary reflection, or through various
encounters with the empirical world (e.g., having an
apple fall on one’s head). The impetus (communication,
reflection, or encounters with the physical universe) that
impels actors to redefine reality is not as critical to the
process of generating agency as is the ability of actors to
perceive phenomena of which they had no prior con-
ception and then to reconstruct their view of reality to
accommodate their newly realized perceptions.

The existence of a capacity for redefining reality
establishes that individuals who are situated within
rigid contexts of social control can emancipate them-
selves sufficiently to think and act in a self-determined
manner, that is, to exercise agency. Of course, the
range of such emancipation is substantially con-
strained. Once again, just because individuals can
conjure novel ideas does not mean that oppressive ide-
ological superstructures will blow away like dust in
the wind. However, the capacity for redefining reality
implies not only that agents may produce novel ideas
but also that agents can translate their groundbreaking
ideas into action—and, in so doing, initiate social
change at the individual, organizational, and some-
times even societal levels.

Timothy McGettigan
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