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The term "qualitative research" is used by researchers with different understanding and is not represent
ing one single approach, it stands for a variety of methods including ethnography, educational 
connoisseurship and criticism, naturalistic inquiry, vignette analysis, case study, analysis of ecological 
specimen records, and so on. In this paper, different types of qualitative research are classified on the basis 
of epistemologies and approaches. It is argued that some inquiries are truly qualitative, but some are not. 
Furthermore, it is also argued that, at the level of epistemologies, one should combine interpretivism and 
positivism in looking at educational problems. At the level of procedures, quantifying qualitative informa
tion can make data analysis more efficient and manageable. Modem-day ethnographers should also be well
trained in certain areas in quantitative methods, particularly in research designs and non-parametric statis
tics. However, it is important to observe that in the process of quantification, the interpretive stance and the 
subjective elements of the qualitative information are not distorted nor eliminated. Otherwise, the qualitative 
inquiry will be "engulfed" by the quantitative paradigm. 
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As reflected in the cuiTent literature, qualita
tive research in education has become increasingly 
popular. Tracing it back to its relatively short his
tory, qualitative research in education emerged as 
significant in England in the late 1960s (Atkinson, 
Delamont, & Hammersley, 1988), and then spread 
to the United States, Australia, New Zealand, and 
Germany in the 1970s (Erickson, 1986). Accord
ing to Fetterman (1988), educational evaluators 
are increasingly turning away from traditional 
positivist approaches toward the acceptance of 
qualitative or phenomenological approaches. To
day, qualitative research has become a "part of the 
intellectual landscape in educational evaluation". 
This change in direction in educational research is 
depicted by Fetterman as a "silent scientific revo
lution in evaluation" (p. 17). 

Today, this "revolution" is not yet over, be
cause wars of words on various issues are still 
often seen in the literature, and one of the heated 
debates is on the issue of combining quantitative 
and qualitative research methods (Howe, 1985, 
1988; Donmoyer, 1985; Smith & Heshusius, 1986; 
Fetterman, 1988). Relating to this issue is the 
question of the role of quantification in qualitative 
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research, i.e., to what extent can qualitative re
search employ quantitative concepts and proce
dures? The purpose of this paper is to make an 
introductory discussion of this question. It first be
gins to clarify the nature of qualitative research, 
then it will examine the role of quantification in 
doing qualitative research. 

The Concept of Qualitative Research 
Although the term "qualitative research" is a 

familiar one, its meaning is relatively confusing. 
Before discussing some of its characteristics, let us 
look at two misconceptions. 

The first one is that qualitative research is 
sometimes regarded as if it were one single 
method. But this is not true. In a review of qualita
tive research traditions, Jacob (1987) included the 
following: ecological psychology, holistic ethnog
raphy, ethnography of communication, cognitive 
anthropology, and symbolic interactionism. She 
also discussed how researchers can adapt these 
traditions to educational research. Fetterman 
(1988) introduced some of the qualitative research 
methods in education, including: ethnography, 
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naturalistic inquiry, generic pragmatic qualitative 
inquiry, connoisseurship and criticism, and the 
more novel approaches, such as metaphors and 
phenomenography. Fetterman concluded: "Quali
tative educational evaluation is not a monolithic 
entity. A multitude of qualitative approaches ex
ist" (p. 17). Erickson ( 1986, p. 119) also cited 
some similar but "slightly different" alternatives 
of qualitative research, including ethnographic, 
participant observational, case study, symbolic 
interactionist, phenomenological, constructivist, or 
interpretive. However, Erickson prefers to use the 
term interpretive because it points to the key fea
ture of qualitative research. Erickson's point is 
correct, nevertheless, the term qualitative is re
tained in this paper because it can be used to cover 
a wider range of methods in the literature. 

The second misconception lies in matching 
"qualitative research" with the "thick descriptive" 
approach. It is true that qualitative research often 
uses thick descriptions, but thick descriptions do 
not automatically make the study qualitative in na
ture. Take for instance, Erickson ( 1986) illustrated 
that, since the last decade of the 19th century, 
"continuous narrative description", which is a 
"play-by-play account of what an observer sees 
observed persons doing" (p. 119), has been used in 
social and behavioral psychology, and some of 
these narrative techniques are not interpretive 
becauce they are used in a "positivist and 
behavioral orientation that deliberately excludes 
from research interest the immediate meanings in 
actions from the actors' point of view" (p. 120). 
Thus, according to Erickson, studies using thick 
descriptions but excluding the interpretive focus 
and intention are not qualitative studies. However, 
as discussed later under Type 4 research, some 
other researchers, e.g., Jacobs (1987), would disa
gree with Erickson on this point. 

Types of "Qualitative-Quantitative" Research 

As illustrated in above, the term qualitative 
research has been used with different meanings. 
One reason is that this term can be defined at the 
level of epistemology (i.e. generally meaning in
terpretive) and/or at the level of procedures (i.e., 
generally meaning non-numerical). Complications 
arise because some qualitative researchers prefer 
to take an ecumenical stance as well. Combining 
the ecumenical· stance together with the dimen
sions of epistemologies and procedures, a diagram 
with five cells can be formed as shown in Figure 
1. In this figure, each cell represents one type of 
research. The reason for the confusion of meaning 

is that the term qualitative has been used to refer 
to research classified in each of the first four cells. 
In order to explain the meaning of different types 
of qualitative research, two examples are listed in 
each cell (except for cell 3), the first one referring 
to a research tradition, e.g., holistic ethnography, 
and the second one referring to a technique, e.g., 
vignette analysis. Due to limited space, not all the 
examples are elaborated. It should be noted that, 
due to variations within a tradition or a technique, 
the line of distinction between these five cells is 
not rigid, e.g., the synoptic report is based on the 
results of vignette analysis, ethnography of com
munication can use both quantitative and qualita
tive techniques in data analysis, the ecological 
specimen records can be used on a positivistic or 
the interpretive stance. The purpose of creating 
such a framework as shown in Figure 1 is more to 
help understanding of the diversity of meaning of 
qualitative research than to classify the <;lifferent 
types of studies. In the following, each type of 
research in this figure will be briefly explained. 
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FIGURE 1. Types of "Qualitative-Quantitative" Research. 

Type 1 research takes the interpretive stance 
which attempts to understand human behaviour 
from the "insider's" perspective in a natural, 
uncontrived, and unobtrusive setting. A typical ex
ample is the anthropologists' method of ethnogra-



phy, which is "a monograph-length description of 
the lifeways of people who were ethnoi, the an
cient Greek term for 'others' - barbarians who 
were not Greek~" (Erickson, 1986, p. 123). Devel
oped first by Franz Boas in the United States and 
Bronislaw Malinowski in England, the purpose of 
holistic ethnography seeks "to describe and ana
lyse all or part of a culture or community by de
scribing the beliefs and practices of the group 
studied, and showing how the various parts con
tribute to the culture as a unified, consistent 
whole" (Jacob, 1987, p. 10). Derived largely from 
the methodological statements of Malinowski 
( 1922/1961 ), there are a few basic tenets that most 
holistic ethnographers agree on in conducting re
search, including: firstly, it is important for eth
nographers to collect data in "fieldwork" directly 
themselves in the culture they are studying. Sec
ondly, the native's viewpoints are important to 
record, i.e. "his vision of his world" (Malinowski, 
p. 25). Thirdly, verbatim statements from natives 
should also be included. Fourthly, a wide range of 
data using a wide range of methods should be 
used. In conducting fieldwork, some methods 
commonly used include participant observation 
and informal interviewing. 

Another example of research listed in cell 1 in 
Figure 1 is the vignette analysis which is linked to 
the development of synoptic reports. Therefore, 
these two methods will be described together in 
the following. 

Type 2 research is similar to that of Type 1 in 
terms of epistemology, in that both accepted the 
interpretive paradigm, therefore seeing through the 
same lens and identifying similar variables and 
asking similar research questions. In terms of pro
cedures, i.e., non-numerical and numerical, the 
difference can be a matter of degree rather than of 
kind. In fact, one can change a piece of research 
from Type 1 into Type 2 by codifying and quanti
fying the qualitative data, provided that in the 
process of quantification, the original interpretive 
intention of the study and the subjective elements 
in the data are kept. If the researcher first analyses 
the data qualitatively and then quantitatively, then 
basically both types of procedures are used. This 
is the case with the method of using vignettes and 
the synoptic reports. 

According to Erickson (1986), in interpretive 
research, one basic task of data analysis is to gen
erate "empirical assertions" largely through induc
tion by reviewing the data corpus, including field 
notes, interview notes, documents, audio-visual re
cordings, and so on. Another task is to test the 
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validity of these assertions by examining details of 
particular instances, such as narrative vignettes 
and direct quotes from interviews. The narrative 
vignette is a vivid portrayal of the conduct of an 
event of everyday life, and because of its high
lighted information, it gives the reader a sense of 
being there in the scene. The function of the vi
gnette is rhetorical, analytic, and evidentiary. The 
vignette provides concrete particulars of an event 
for supporting that the claims of an assertion did 
occur at least once (the assertion becomes a war
ranted assertion); otherwise, the assertion becomes 
anecdotal information. 

The importance of warranted assertions is 
similar to the advice of Dobbert ( 1982) that the 
"best way to avoid problems in ethnographic writ
ing is to view an ethnography as a set of generali
zations that must be supported by specific exam
ples taken from the data" (p. 277). Dobbert identi
fied four types of generalization frequently used in 
ethnography reporting . categorization, norma
tive generalization, cluster generalization, and 
subjective probability generalization. Readers can 
refer to the work of Dobbert for the meaning of 
these different types of generalization. 

Reporting an assertion supported by a vi
gnette or direct quote does not demonstrate the 
degree of typicality of the instance. The next step 
is to establish the generalizability of patterns. 
"Failing to demonstrate these patterns of distribu
tion to show generalization within the corpus 
- is perhaps the most serious flaw in much re
porting of fieldwork research" (Erickson, 1986, p. 
151). This can be done by showing analogous in
stances. Here quantitative methods come in to help 
present and describe the pattern of distribution of 
instances (called synopic data reports). Erickson 
recommended the use of non-parametric statistics 
because the data are usually involving qualitative 
judgments using nominal scales. 

Type 3 research, in comparison with other 
types, is more ecumenical with respect to different 
paradigms and approaches. A number of examples 
of this type of methodology can be found in the 
classic book entitled Qualitative Data Analysis by 
Miles and Huberman ( 1984) who argued for an 
"ecumenical blend of epistemologies and proce
dures." In fact, Huberman (1987) regarded the 
ecumenical blend as an asset: 

I am more ecumenical than before - that, for instance, I 
can hold a rational and conflict-theoretic paradigm to
gether in my head and build both into the study at hand. 
In that respect, and unlike many of my European col
leagues, I am on the lookout for areas of intersection 
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between the two paradigms that are conceptually conso
nant and empirically configura!, and do not assume on 
k.neejert epistemological grounds that there are no such 
areas. (pp. 12-13). 

To Miles and Huberman (1984), "the field of 
qualitative research badly needs explicit, system
atic methods for drawing conclusions, and for test
ing them carefully methods that can be used for 
replication by other researchers, just as c~rre.la
tions and significance tests can be by quantitative 
researchers." As there are "few agreed on canons 
for qualitative data analysis" (p. 16), their task, as 
clarified by Huberman (1986), is to assemble the 
arsenal of analytic methods in one place and to 
add a few of their own. 

As described in their book, qualitative data 
analysis "consists of three concurrent flows of ~c
tivity: data reduction, data display, and conc~usi~n 
drawing/verification" (p. 21). Data reductiOn IS 
achieved by means of the process of data select
ing, focusing, simplyfing, abstracting, transform
ing, and sometimes quantifying. Data display is an 
organized assembly of information for the purpose 
of drawing conclusions and taking actions. Dis
play is achieved by building matrices, graphs, net
works, and charts, all of which present informa
tion in a compact form. Conclusion drawing can 
be helped by a number of tactics, including count
ing, noting patterns, seeing plausibility, clusteri?g, 
making metaphors, splitting variables, subsummg 
particulars into the general, factoring, noting rela
"tions between variables, finding intervening vari
ables, building a logical chain of evidence, and 
making conceptual coherence, and so on. Conclu
sions also need to be verified, and some of the 
tactics include checking for representativeness, 
checking for researcher effect, triangulating, 
weighting the evidence, making contrasts, check
ing the meaning of outliers, and so. on .. As the 
names of these topics suggest, there IS qmte a lot 
of "mirroring" (Marshall, 1984) of quantitative 
techniques, and the purpose of their book is to 
make qualitative inquiry a more scientific enter-
prise. . 

By focusing mainly on the techmques and 
perhaps using the ecumenical blend as an excuse 
for leaving the epistemological debate to others, 
the interpretive nature of the methodology sug
gested by Miles and Huberman (1984) has been 
questioned. Smith and Heshusius (1986) queried: 

Thus, this approach, with its epistemological ecumeni
calism and methods that will make qualitative inquiry 
'scientific in the positivist sense of the word' (Miles 
and Huberman, 1984, p. 21), is little more than a varia
tion on the quantitative theme. Like LeCompte and 

Goetz, Miles and Huberman transform the paradigmatic 
debate into a discussion of methodological variations 
within a realist philosophical temperament. (p. 8) 

The "middle ground" epistemology adopted by 
Miles and Huberman ( 1984) was also challenged 
by Donmoyer ( 1986) who wondere~ if ~hey were 
making the assumption that moderatiOn Itself be a 
virtue. In the context of "competitions" between 
paradigms, the mixing of epistemologies and pro
cedures is particularly sensitive because some re
searchers may worry that the blending of methods 
may end up in having one paradigm "capturing" 
the other. More of the issues of combining and 
mixing paradigms and proce?ures will be dis
cussed in the second half of this paper. 

Type 4 research includes those qualitative 
studies that take a positivistic stance. One example 
is human ethology which is developed from the 
study of animal behaviour within biology (Blurton 
Jones, 1972; Charlesworth, 1978). The focus of 
human ethology is on the causes, development, 
and evolution of behaviour. However, the subjec
tive perceptions of human behaviour is not the 
main concern. Human ethologists primarily study 
behaviour through video-taping and non-partici
pant observation. According to Jacob (1989), "hu
man ethologists often collect qualitative observa
tional data in naturalistic settings, but their philo
sophical assumptions are essentially positivistic" 
(p. 231). 

Another example is ecological psychology 
which is concerned with the relationship between 
human behaviour and the environment. One of the 
tools used by ecological psychologists is the 
"specimen records" methodology which contains 
two elements: the first being the objective part 
containing the description of an individual (usu
ally a child) in a natural, uncontrived situation 
seen by a trained observer over a fairly long pe
riod of time, and the second part is the observers' 
inference about the meaning to the child of his or 
her behaviour and the features of the environment. 
In the process of data collection, the observers try 
to be as non-directive and non-:-obtrusive as possi
ble. After observations have been made, the re
searcher identifies units of behaviours in the 
records and infers the intentions of the behaviours 
of the child. Finally, the properties of the units are 
described quantitatively and group characteristics 
are presented descriptively. Inferential statistics 
are also used to test group means. It should be 
noted that this last part of the study is quantitative 
in nature. As in the case of human ethology, Jacob 
( 1987) includes ecological psychology in the 



qualitative traditions. 
This specimen records methodology is in fact 

the method of "continuous narrative description" 
described by Erickson that was discussed in a pre
vious section. To Erickson ( 1986), qualitative 
work must reflect the underlying interpretive 
stance, and since the continuous narrative descrip
tion fails to take into account the actors' view 
point, it is not qualitative. However, Jacob (1988) 
shows that qualitative research and the interpretive 
paradigm are not always related. In this context, I 
would agree with Erickson that the interpretive 
stance should be the key feature of qualitative re
search, otherwise, the difference between qualita
tive and quantitative research becomes minimal. 

The above example illustrates the confusion 
of the meaning of qualitative research. Lincoln 
( 1989, p. 238) agreed: "It is critical because it is 
still not clear yet what is meant by the omnibus 
term 'qualitative research,' although it is clear that 
different persons engage in it with radically differ
ent assumptions". 

Type 5 research is quantitative, and it is in
cluded here for comparison purposes. As summa
rized by Firestone (1987, p. 16), this type of re
search is based on the positivistic stance which 
assumes "that there are social facts with an objec
tive reality apart from the beliefs of individuals." 
In terms of purpose, quantitative research seeks to 
"explain the causes of changes in social facts, pri
marily through objective measurement and quanti
tative analysis." In order to reduce bias and error 
to a minimum, quantitative researchers frequently 
take a detached role in conducting the study, and 
data are collected through experiments in stand
ardized and contrived situations. A well-known re
search design in this category is the double-blind 
true experiment in which subjects are randomly 
allocated to two groups. One of the groups would 
receive a treatment (experimental group), but the 
other would receive a faked one (control group). 
The subjects themselves do not know the type of 
treatment they have actually obtained. At the end 
of the study, both groups are measured with re
spect to some dependent variables. The logic is 
that any difference between the two groups can be 
attributed to the treatment effect and not to other 
confounding factors. The results are indeed very 
persuasive if every one in the treatment group per
forms better than those in the control group. This 
type of design is particularly popular in the medi
cal science. A good introduction to different kinds 
of experimental designs is given by Campbell and 
Stanley (1963). 
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In terms of utility, it is impossible to conclude 
which methodology is more useful. It can be seen 
that true experiments indeed can provide convinc
ing results when the purpose of the study is to 
search for treatments to be effective for every one 
across the board. On the other hand, the purpose 
of qualitative studies is more concerned with 
meaning and understanding of the social phenom
enon from the insiders' perspectives. In other 
words, which method to use should be determined 
by the nature of the question. 

To summarize, the five types of research 
above are graphically illustrated in Figure 2. As 
we travel from right to left, the nature of the re
search is becoming more and more qualitative in 
intent and approaches. As indicated previously, 
qualitative method is not a single entity. It is a 
name representing a rainbow of different meth
ods. Types 1 and 2 are typically qualitative, 
whereas Type 5 is quantitative. Type 3 is in the 
middle ground, supposing to look at reality from 
different perspectives. By excluding the interpre
tive stance, Type 4 research is not qualitative 
(Erickson, 1986), though other researchers (Jacob, 
1987) would disagree with this conclusion. 

Highly Highly 

f- (1) (2) (3)-- (4) (5) ~ 

"Qualitative" "Quantitative" 

FIGURE 2. Continuum of Types of "Qualitative
Quantitative" Research. 

Note See FIGURE I for Examples of the Five Types 
of Research. 

Because of the variety of ~eaning, it is hard 
to list the commonly accepted characteristics of 
qualitative research. Like Erickson, the present 
writer tends to regard only studies with an inter
pretive intent as qualitative research. With this in 
mind, some of the characteristics of qualitative 
studies can be specified: 
1. The purpose of qualitative research is to un

derstand "his vision of his world" 
(Malinowski, 1922/1961, p. 25), that is to un
derstand the social phenomenon from the ac
tors' or insiders' point of view (Rist, 1977; 
Taylor & Bogdan, 1984; Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Fetterman, 1988). 

2. Research should be conducted in a natural set
ting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1980). 
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3. Theories emerge in the process of data collec
tion and analysis (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; 
Rist, 1977). 

4. The common method used is participant ob
servation (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982; Wilson, 
1977). 

Thus, in the words of Erickson ( 1986, p. 119), the 
central research interest of qualitative studies is in 
"human meaning in social life and in its elucida
tion and exposition by the researcher." 

The Role of Quantification in 
Qualitative Research 

Each of the five types of qualitative-quantita
tive research shown previously in Figure 1 has 
unique assumptions and approaches. Although the 
purpose of this figure is to clarify the concept of 
qualitative research, it does not follow that when 
we conduct a piece of research, we must confine 
ourselves to the methodology in a particular cell in 
the figure. This is analogous to say that although 
there are different ways of cooking, like western 
and eastern, we do not have to confine ourselves 
to only one type of cooking for a meal. As there 
are unique strengths in both qualitative and quanti
tative methods, it would indeed be ideal to have 
the best from both worlds. In order to achieve this 
effect, we need to consider the issues of combin
ing paradigms and procedures. 

Combining Paradigms 

As Fetterman (1988, p. 18) posited: "The fun
damental differences between scholarly orders are 
based on philosophical and epistemological, not 
methodological grounds." Thus, it is necessary to 
discuss the issues of mixing qualitative and quan
titative methods at the epistemological level. The 
incompatibilists' argument (e.g., Smith & 
Heshusius, 1986) is mainly that qualitative and 
quantitative methods are not compatible because 
the underlying· paradigms of interpretivism and 
positivism differ in their different conceptions of 
reality, truth, the relationship between the investi
gator and the object of investigation, and so on. 
However, by appealing to a pragmatic philosophi
cal perspective, Howe ( 1988) argued that one 
should not get bogged down in superconcepts. In 
fact, much of pragmatic philosophy is 
"deconstructive an attempt to get philosophers to 
stop taking concepts such as 'truth,' 'reality,' and 
'conceptual scheme,' turning them into 
superconcepts such as 'Truth,' 'Reality,' and 
'Conceptual Scheme,' and generating insoluble 

pseudoproblems in the process" (p. 15). Howe 
also argued that the forced-choice between the two 
exclusive epistemological paradigms did not ex
haust the possibilities, e.g., the pragmatic tradition 
of Dewey, Quine, and Kuhn, and so on, is ex
cluded. Furthermore, the one-way direction of 
control from epistemology to approaches is also 
problematic. Bernstein ( 1983) called this kind of 
control as the "tyranny of method". In this context, 
Howe ( 1988) quoted the delightful story of Kaplan 
about the 'principle of the drundard 's search': 

There is a story of a drundard searching under a street 
lamp for his house key, which he had dropped some 
distance away. Asked why he didn't look where he had 
dropped it, he replied, 'It's lighter here' ( 1964, p. II) 

In other words, the incompatibilists permitted the 
street lamp (the paradigm) to determine where to 
do the search (the nature of the research question 
and the procedure). However, they have not 
thought of the possibility of adjusting the lighting 
output, the lighting direction, and perhaps even the 
location of the lamp (modifying the paradigm) or 
using an additional torch (combining paradigms) 
in response of the need and nature of the search. 
Kaplan (1964) contended that the relationship be
tween the paradigm and the procedures should be 
closely related and would need mutual adjustment. 

According to Howe ( 1988), researchers 
should move forward beyond the focus on two 
forced-choice paradigms of interpretivism and 
positivism, and to study how the elements of the 
two paradigms can be combined. Howe ( 1988) 
quoted the works of Geertz ( 1979, p. 239) who 
argued that an understanding of human behaviour 
requires a "continuous dialectical tacking between 
the most local of local detail and the most global 
of global structure." Geertz also explained: "Con
finement to experience-near concepts leaves an 
ethographer awash in immediacies as well as en
tangled in vernacular. Confinement to experience
distant ones leaves him stranded in abstractions 
and smothered in jargon" (p. 227). As quoted by 
Howe (1988), Giddens (1976) favoured a process 
dubbed as "double hermeneutic" in which social 
research must work back and forth between the 
technical, scientific vocabulary of social science 
and the wordaday, natural vocabulary of social 
conduct. According to Howe ( 1988), notions like 
Geertz's "dialectical tacking" and Giddens's "dou
ble hermeneutic" suggest that "it not only permits 
combining paradigms, it requires such a combina
tion"' (p. 14 ). 

In other words, by appealing to a pragmatic 
philosophical perspective, Howe is arguing that 



there is no incompatibility between qualitative and 
quantitative methods at both the levels of practice 
and epistemology. Concerning this paradigmatic 
debate, Howe (1985, p. 16) emphatically con
cluded that "all researchers who advocate combin
ing quantitative and qualitative methods are thus 
on solid epistemological grounds". 

The idea that paradigms can be mixed has sig
nificant implications. Paradigms, such as interpre
tive, positivistic, conflict, functional, and so on, 
often control the whole research design in terms of 
identifying the issues, formulating the research 
questions, designing the study, collecting, analys
ing, and interpreting the data. Donmoyer (1985) 
made this point clear that "different theoretical 
languages will lead researchers to employ quite 
different dependent variables, and these variables 
will profoundly influence research findings and 
the explicit or implicit policy recommendations 
the researchers provide" (p. 19). Take for instance, 
when a student is looking at the window in the 
classroom, the intentionalist will probalby study 
the reason(s) behind, and the behaviorist will 
probably look at the frequency, duration and the 
consequences. Combining paradigms means that 
we need to study the student from different per
spectives. This is advantageous because we may 
see more areas lighted up by the different para
digms. Thus, as advocated by Patton (1988), the 
mind should shift back-and-forth between para
digms within a single evaluation setting. 

Relating to this paradigmatic debate are two 
further points to observe. Firstly, there is a differ
ence between combining paradigms (in order to 
see reality brighter) and the "middle-ground" epis
temology (in order to bypass the paradigmatic de
bate) that seems to have been adopted by Miles 
and Huberman (1984 ). Smith and Heshusius 
( 1986, p. 7) ironically remarked: 

Thus, as far as philosophical questions go, they recom
mend that researchers be epistemologically ecumenical 
and leave the larger debate to those who are ni.ost inter
ested in it. This position leaves them free to label them
selves as 'middle-range qualitative inquirers,' 'soft
nosed positivists,' and 'right-wing qualitative inquir
ers,' and then proceed to various techniques that will 
make qualitative inquiry 'scientific in the positivist 
sense of the word'. (p. 21) 

Secondly, the fact that we can combine or mix 
paradigms does not mean we can ignore the as
sumptions of methods or label any mixed-method 
as a valid procedure. Rist ( 1980) warned the edu
cational community to beware of "blitzkrieg eth
nography" in which the untrained, self-styled re
searcher ignored the assumptions of methods and 
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composed new ones on the spur of the moment but 
relabelled it as a "new form of ethnography". 

Combining Procedures 

Leaving the paradigmatic debate behind, what 
one often finds in reality today is, as Fetterman 
( 1988) observed, studies must be both quantitative 
and qualitative in order to get funding. In fact, 
there are a number of reasons for mixing qualita
tive and quantitative data and research methodolo
gies. Firstly, quantitative data can reduce the 
"thickness" of qualitative research, thus achieving 
efficiency. Howe (1985) illustrated: "Imagine try
ing to do arithmetic in English with no mathemati
cal symbols" (p. 15). Secondly, as Campbell 
(1974, 1979) posited, quantitative data can go be
yond and provide a useful check on qualitative 
data. Thirdly, combined qualitative and quantita
tive research can provide a better understanding of 
reality. When focused on the same problem, quali
tative and quantitative studies can triangulate to 
assess the stability of the findings (Jick, 1979). 
Evertson and Green ( 1986) quoted a series of stud
ies using a variety of qualitative and quantitative 
data collection and analysis methods. They con
cluded: 

The studies also demonstrated that qualitative and 
quantitative approaches are complementary. Each 
serves a different purpose. The use of a specific ap
proach depends on the purpose of the study, the ques
tions asked, and the setting in which the observations 
are occurring. These studies also demonstrate that any 
one study captures only a slice of reality. In addition, 
they demonstrate that different collection tools and pro
cedures produce different and often complementary pic
tures of the observed phenomena. (pp. 204-205) 

In combining qualitative and quantitative 
methods, there are basically three ways. The first 
is that qualitative and quantitative methods are 
employed "disjunctively" (Howe, 1985) to investi
gate different issues within the same study. Take 
for instance, a group of students are first surveyed 
using quantitative techniques, and then a sub
group of the students are video-reeorded and stud
ied using ethnographic methods. This is a rela
tively straight-forward case of combination be
cause the methodological rules for both the quanti
tative and qualitative parts of the study are already 
available. 

The second is to combine quantitative and 
qualitative methods "conjunctively" (Howe, 1985) 
to investigate the same issue. Take for instance, in 
the process of triangulation, both quantitative and 
qualitative methods are used to collect data on the 
same problem. In both the first and the second 
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ways, the effect of "combining" is achieved by the 
use of a mix of methods. 

The third way of combining is more challeng
ing. It is to use quantitative methods to describe 
and analyse qualitative information. Because of 
the "thickness" of qualitative data, quantitative 
methods can help to thin down qualitative infor
mation. In addition, quantitative methods can also 
help to strengthen the generalizability of qualita
tive research findings (Yin & Heald, 1975; 
Kennedy, 1979; Miles & Huberman, 1984; Yin, 
1989). Firestone (1993) explored three broad argu
ments for generalizing from qualitative data, in
cluding: sample-to-population extrapolation (i.e., 
generalizing results from a sample to a popula
tion), analytic generalization (i.e., generalizing re
sults to a broader theory), and case-to-case transfer 
(i.e., generalizing results from one case to another 
case). He argued that out of these three methods, 
analytic generalization has more promise because 
there are more ways to make links between cases 
and theories. Using Ragin's (1987) Boolean ap
proach as an example, Firestone ( 1993) showed 
how to compare cases and to generalize findings 
to a "theoretical space" represented by the "truth 
table". 

Compared with disjunctive and conjunctive 
types of combinations that Howe mentioned, the 
third way is a genuine process of "integrating" 
quantitative techniques in qualitative research, re
·sulting in part or in whole data transformation 
from the qualitative to the quantitative. Unless this 
quantification process is done carefully, it will 
lead to the danger warned by Smith and Heshusius 
(1986) that "this transformation is not based on the 
development of a legitimate via media between 
the two perspectives, but is actually a matter of the 
'capture' of qualitative inquiry by the quantitative 
approach" (P. 10). 

In order to avoid the trap of being "captured", 
two important criteria of quantification should be 
observed. These two criteria are important because 
they ensure that quantitative methods are only 
used as tools for qualitative research. Firstly, in 
the process of quantification, the interpretive na
ture of the study should remain untouched. In op
erational terms, this means that the type of re
search questions asked, and the kind of phenom
ena investigated should remain interpretive in na
ture. Since positivists and interpretivists see differ
ent things, it would be more "safe" to first concep
tualize the research problem and the research de
sign through the interpretivists' lens assuming of 
course that this is the lens one wants to use. 

Secondly, the subjective and personal ele
ments in qualitative information should not be 
eliminated or changed in the process of quantifica
tion. This is important because one main charac
teristic of qualitative information is that it incorpo
rates subjective and personal elements such as val
ues, intention, beliefs, and so on. By removing this 
subjective element, the flavour of qualitative in
formation is lost. In operational terms, one safe 
way to ensure that subjective elements are not 
eliminated is to return the coded data to the sub
jects to confirm if the subjective elements are 
properly coded, quantified and described. For 
some types of qualitative information, e.g. stories, 
visual materials, there may be no direct quantita
tive analogues. Although as suggested by Howe 
(1988), one may count and make ratings on them, 
great care should be exercised to ensure that the 
transformed data are valid in meaning. 

Conclusion 
Provided that the two criteria of quantification 

in above are observed, quantitative methods are 
indeed useful tools to the qualitative researcher. At 
the epistemological level, the educational re
searcher should be able to see reality better when 
thngs are looked at through both the quantitative 
and the qualitative lens. At the procedures level, 
quantification can also help to make the qualita
tive data analysis more efficient and accurate. The 
shift of present-day researchers towards qualita
tive methods is described by Fetterman ( 1988, p. 
22) as a "silent scientific revolution." To protect 
and to develop the fruits of the revolution, the 
modern-day qualitative researchers should be 
well-trained in certain areas of quantitative meth
ods, particularly in research designs and non-para
metric statistics. Institutions should not neglect 
this quantitative component in the training of their 
future qualitative researchers. 
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