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Abstract
Research Another Way: An Autoethnographic Look at an Ed. D. Student’s Journey through Qualitative Research for the First Time.

J.M. Cooper

I am J.M. Cooper, a doctoral student in Marshall University’s Ed. D. program. As part of the Ed. D. program requirements I was required to take a course in qualitative research. In the fall of 2015, I took the introductory doctoral course in qualitative research. My prior knowledge of qualitative research was limited to the qualitative data I learned about in statistics courses. I had no idea of what to expect, I only knew that I enjoyed the previous courses I had taken with Dr. Campbell. The course focused primarily on a qualitative research project. Students were to conduct two interviews and two observations and compare each method. The course content was presented in a leveled manner that prepared us for each step. At the end of the semester students were able to present their research findings or write a reflection on the experiences in the course. This paper is the latter. This project focuses on my experiences as a qualitative student. I chose to chronicle my experiences in an attempt to better understand my personal evolution as a qualitative researcher. 

August 24, 2015

Introductions and Course Overview

The first day of class never changes. I walked in not feeling afraid, but anxious. The fear, excitement, and nervousness of the first day felt just like every day first day I can remember. My anxiety was put at ease, slightly, by the friendly faces in the room. Dr. Campbell, my chair, and Bobbie Seyedmonir greeted me with warm smiles. I was excited to see that Bobbie was co-teaching the course. Bobbie and I had become close friends over the last couple years and I really respected her. Bobbie is the student I strive to be. 

The class was made up of friendly faces as well. I settled into a seat between Brittany and Bridget and took a deep breath. I could sense the nervous energy in the room, so many of us had heard horror stories of qualitative research from our friends in the program. When Dr. Campbell asked us to define qualitative research we struggled. A couple students, whom I had been in statistics with, commented on how horrible it was. This really struck a chord with me. Those same students were miserable in stats. I would have expected them to be excited about a different type of research but the fear of the unknown was getting the best of them. I had a different outlook than most of my peers. The combination of some prior success in ethnography and unflappable trust in Dr. Campbell and Bobbie created an interest in qualitative research that I wouldn’t have expected. 


Our first exercise was to read a text, The Body Rituals of the Nacirema, by Horace Miner. After a couple minutes I realized what the text was about. In the text Miner talks about brushing teeth and using the toilet in a way that made the familiar strange. As a class, we discussed the work and how difficult it must have been to write such a piece. At this, Dr. Campbell smiled and charged us to perform the same task. We were to take something familiar and make it sound strange to our classmates. I, along with many of my classmates dove in. I chose to write about sledding. Sharing our pieces was my favorite part of class. Hearing my classmates work and trying to guess what they were writing about was very engaging. The most memorable story of all was about mowing grass. I laughed so hard my stomach hurt. By creating a positive, first experience Dr. Campbell and Bobbie set a tone of success for the course that eased my mind. I anticipated the next class meeting. 
August 31, 2015

Foundations of Qualitative Research

For our second meeting we were to read Ellis & Bochner’s Autoethnography, Personal Narrative, Reflexivity. I had previously read this piece and reading it for a second time was beneficial. When the class discussed the text some new ideas were brought to light that I had never thought of. Was Sylvia Smith real? Did everything really happen as Ellis and Bochner described it? If it didn’t, did it really matter? All of these points were made by other students in the course. Casey and I agreed that it didn’t matter if the story was true or not, the lesson learned from the example was far more important than the validity of the story.

The next class discussion centered on the first chapter of Bogdan and Biklen’s book, Qualitative Research for Education: An Introduction to Theory and Methods. I am not alone when I tell you that this chapter was BRUTAL! The content was remedial and writing was as painful as sitting in the dentist’s chair. There were some things that were useful in the chapter, 

Our final discussion was on our topic selection. Dr. Campbell and Bobbie had broken our research projects down into weekly assignments and that approach made the major project feel far more manageable for my classmates and I. The topic selection was vital to the success of our project. We were not to select a topic that we were too familiar with and selecting a topic that affected our workplaces was frowned upon. I chose to research the multiple handicaps classroom at Waverly High School. I am an Intervention Specialist by trade and this intimate knowledge of special education made allowed me to understand the teaching processes in the class… I thought.
September 7, 2015

Qualitative Research Design

With no face to face class meeting, we were assigned chapter 2 in Bogdan & Biklen and the first chapter of Thinking Outside the Girl Box by Spatig and Amerikaner. Bogdan & Biklen discuss research design. They make five suggestions for selecting a study; be practical, study something that you are not directly involved in, be open and flexible, study something interesting and study something you think is important (Bogdan & Biklen, 2014). These suggestions are made by Bogdan & Biklen to ensure that new qualitative researchers experience some initial success. Avoiding frustration and failure is important because it creates positive attitudes towards a difficult research process.


Spatig and Amerikaner are a mother/daughter research team from West Virginia. Dr. Spatig, who taught qualitative research until this semester, has an amazing ability to tell a story. She is great example of a successful qualitative researcher and her relationship with Marshall University allowed students to connect to her work on a more intimate level. 

September 14, 2015
Fieldwork: Gaining Access & Participant Observation

For me, the process of gaining access was not difficult. I can’t say the same for my classmates. Many had difficulty gaining access into their desired research sites and some had to resort to a secondary site. For many this was extremely frustrating and set a negative tone for the upcoming research project. 

In chapter 3, Bogden & Biklen discussed fieldwork. They specifically address gaining permission and field observations. When gaining permission, Bogden and Biklen suggest being persistent, flexible and creative. These suggestions inform novice researchers that it is ok to alter initial research plans if it allows the researcher to perform research in the selected site. Bogden and Biklen also make suggestions about field observations. They provide five suggestions for successful observations; do not take what happens in the field personally, have someone there to introduce you, do not try to do too much, remain passive, and be friendly (Bogden and Biklen, 2014).  
September 21, 2015

Fieldwork: Participant Observation and Fieldnotes

My first observation was overwhelming. I was studying a multi-handicaps room. There were so many things to watch; students working, aids interacting with students, and Mrs. Sibole teaching to mention a few. I felt like I had to write everything down. I tried to write as much as possible about the physical makeup of the classroom, student and staff conversations, and student reactions. The writing of the notes left me feeling like I had no idea what really happened in the classroom and that an hour wasn’t nearly enough time. 


The fact that a face to face meeting was not held before observations led to an overwhelming feeling of ineptitude. The students discussed in class how difficult it was to focus on classroom interactions while trying to write everything down. There was a general consensus that we needed to get better at observations, and fast. 


September 28, 2015

Fieldwork: Participant Observation, Fieldnotes and Interviews


Week six was a busy one. The literature search was more difficult for me than my classmates. I was not able to access any database on Marshall’s website. This was frustrating for two reasons; the databases provided by Marshall’s library are full of rich resources and it was a requirement for the assignment. After some creative research I was able to compile a list of ten resources related to success in special education. Students were also to write interview questions for our upcoming interviews. The questions were to be open-ended and elicit authentic responses. 

The class meeting was an emotional one. We were required to bring an item that meant something to us. I chose to bring a tape measure. The tape measure was my grandpa’s, and he gave it to me shortly before his passing. I was paired with Casey and we shared our stories. Our assignment was to write about our partner’s object and then share it. I let Casey go first. Her item was given to her by her wife. It was half of a Lego heart that she wore on a necklace. Her wife had the other half. After a quick write up, I began to tell Casey about the tape measure, about how it was the last piece of grandpa I had and how my dad had rebuilt it so that I could keep using it. As I told Casey the story, for the first time ever, I cried… in class. As Casey shared my story I realized that this assignment was both beneficial and therapeutic. 
October 5, 2015

Fieldwork: Coding and Interpretation; Observations, round 1

Class did not meet and I was attempting to code my first set of field notes. The coding literature provided was vague, at best. I attempted to coded my entire field notes in a way that could be understood by anyone who read them. I had no experience coding, at all, so I felt like a total moron. My codes were either too broad or to narrow. Many students shared this experience. 

We also were assigned a mid-term self-evaluation. I approached this assignment honestly. I had not devoted enough time to the assigned readings and didn’t feel that I deserved an A. It was liberating to honestly assess my own performance and giving myself a B provided motivation to double my efforts in the course. Many students struggled with this assignment. It can be difficult to honestly self-assess your efforts and some students complained about the assignment. “Can you just give me a grade?” These students missed out on the true objective of the assignment. The self-assessment was not assigned so that Dr. Campbell and Bobbie didn’t have to compile a mid-term grade, it was assigned as a catalyst for self-reflection. A researcher that can effectively reflect is a researcher can experience great success. 

October 12, 2015

Fieldwork: Coding Interpretation; Interviews, round 1

In class we discussed the first round of interviews. First interviews yielded mixed responses from my classmates. Some spoke of difficult interviews with shy participants while others talked about how their participants veered off track several times. My experience was amazing. On the 9th of October I conducted my interview with Mrs. Sibole. Mrs. Sibole was focused and expressive in her responses and provided wonderful descriptions of her relationships with her students and staff in the multi-handicaps room. I left my interview feeling a renewed excitement towards qualitative research… until I had to transcribe my interview. Transcribing is one of the most miserable things in the entire world. After 8-10 hours of listening, typing, re-listening and screaming I finally finished my first transcription. I understand now why people pay to have this done for them. Even though it was a miserable experience, I am glad that I transcribed that first interview. I took away a great appreciation for those who do this type of research. The amount of work that goes into good qualitative research is astounding. 
October 19, 2015

Fieldwork: Coding and Interpretation; Observations round 2

For our second observations we were to observe without taking any notes and then compile our field notes after from memory. For many, this was a far more enjoyable experience. The ability to focus on the actual interactions and relationships that are evident in a research site makes writing field notes and analyzing data far easier. I noticed things in the second round that were not evident in the first round. I wish that I had observed both classes like that.  The data I was able to gather was rich and descriptive. I loved the process of writing the field notes afterward as well. I had so much to write about. I wasn’t restricted by my notes, I was able to recall events and enjoy them for a second time. Some students did not like this approach. They complained about forgetting things that happened during their observation that may have been important. I concluded that research methods are directly related to a researcher’s personality. I am a story teller, recalling and retelling come easily for me. Many of my classmates do not enjoy story telling. There is no right way to observe, only what is right for the research and what fits their personality and research goals. 
October 26, 2015
Fieldwork: Interviews

We were assigned to perform our second interviews this week. Unfortunately, my participants were not able to be interviewed. The two paraprofessionals that work in the multi-handicaps room agreed to let me interview them. My research project was evolving, at the start I had focused on the keys to success in a multi-handicaps classroom but now I was more focused on the wonderful relationships that I had observed. The teacher-parapro relationship was fascinating. I was looking forward to learning more about it when I learned that Mrs. Horn couldn’t make it. We rescheduled for November 5th, during parent-teacher conferences. 
November 2, 2015
A Sampling of Methods

A second week with no class meeting, I felt like I needed one soon. The rescheduling of my second interview had put me in a tough position. I had to read the four assigned texts, write a research journal, conduct an interview and then transcribe it. I felt like I was drowning. On November 5th I was able to conduct my interview and it was just what I needed. Mrs. Horn, Mrs. Stulley and I spoke for over 30 minutes about their positions, responsibilities and relationships in the multi-handicaps classroom. The multi-handicaps classroom at Waverly High School is unique in that the teacher and parapros have been working together for 12 years. This provided rich relationships and wonderful stories. I was nervous that a three person interview would be too much for a novice researcher but it went as well as possible. I received permission from Dr. Campbell to have my interview transcribed by an internet service for the sake of time. I gladly paid the $30 transcription fee, but when I got the transcript back I didn’t feel that same way about it that I did about my first interview. There is something magical about reliving an interview while you transcribe it. I felt connected to the first interview, it was a part of me and I was a part of it.  I was proud of that work and the intrinsic value of working that hard for something makes it more special than something that is not yours. I am glad that I was able to experience those feelings. I know now that I will transcribe all of my interviews if possible because I really love the connection to and understanding of that initial work.
November 9, 2015

Writing It Up

Class began differently than I anticipated. Dr. Campbell asked if I would participate in an interview to begin class. She felt it important that she model appropriate interviewing techniques for those in the class who had struggled. For the interview she used the questions designed for a study of teachers and their first year experiences. It was a great experience. I was not afraid to be interviewed in front of the class. 
November 16, 2015

Writing It Up
November 30, 2015

Final Presentations/ Paper Review

December 7, 2015

Wrapping Up

