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Abstract 
New qualitative research methods continue to emerge in response to factors such as renewed in-
terest in mixed methods, better understanding of the importance of a researcher’s philosophical 
stance, as well as the increased use of technology in data collection and analysis, to name a few. 
As a result, those facilitating research methods courses must revisit content and instructional 
strategies in order to prepare well-informed researchers. Approaches range from paradigm to 
pragmatic emphasis. This descriptive case study of a doctoral seminar for novice qualitative re-
searchers describes the intricacies of the syllabus of a pragmatic approach in a constructiv-
ist/social constructionist learning environment. The purpose was to document the delivery and 
faculty/student interactions and reactions. Noteworthy were the contradictions and frustrations in 
the delivery as well as in student experiences. In the end, student input led to seminal learning 
experiences. The confirmation of the effectiveness of a constructivist/social constructivist learn-
ing environment is applicable to higher education pedagogy in general. 

Keywords: qualitative research methods, pragmatism, researcher worldviews, conceptual frame-
works, research model 

Introduction 
As the first cohort of doctoral students in a new doctoral program began to consider research 
methodology for investigating their dissertation topics, it became apparent to many of the pro-
gram advisors that the students needed supplementary training regarding the complexities and 
emerging methods of qualitative research. Because numerous student research topics were well-
suited for qualitative inquiry approaches, a three-hour one semester qualitative methods seminar 
was offered to fill the noted gap. The challenge was to develop a course that not only addressed 
the multitude of qualitative methods available but also helped each student frame their expanded 
knowledge for personal research interests. This paper presents a descriptive case study to identify 
practical consequences and lessons learned through the development and delivery of a qualitative 
research methods seminar that used a “big tent” design in a constructivist/social constructivist 

environment to introduce multiple qualitative meth-
ods and applications with assignments to help per-
sonalize the new knowledge. The findings add to 
the body of knowledge to address effective teaching 
of qualitative research methods to graduate stu-
dents. Noteworthy are the contradictions to my ex-
pectations, the problems that arose during the deliv-
ery, and the insights that emerged.   
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Literature Review 
Since the late 1960s new qualitative methods and analysis techniques have continued to emerge. 
For example, Glaser and Strauss documented grounded theory and the constant comparative 
method of coding qualitative data in 1967. More recently, Sawyer and Norris (2012) presented 
duo-ethnography to the qualitative research field as a new dialogical method for understanding 
complex phenomena and topics of interest from multiple perspectives. It is as if qualitative re-
searchers are no longer deterred by the predominance of positivist quantitative research methods 
but instead are exploring unique, diverse methods for collecting and interpreting qualitative hu-
man and social data in the current culture (Gelo, 2012). The proliferation is a natural step in 
Kuhn’s (1962) description of a paradigm shift in normal science. During a shift in what is consid-
ered normal science, multiple alternatives are introduced to the scientific community. Alterna-
tives are either rejected or accepted over time. In this case the shift is from quantitative methods 
(normal science) being the one gold standard for research design to quantitative, qualitative, and 
mixed methods being gold standards in the realm of normal science of research (Kosinets, 2012; 
Mcvilly, Stancliffe, Parmenter, & Burton-Smith, 2008; Ponterotto, 2005).  

Within the field of qualitative research, there is no dominant approach. The field can be appropri-
ately described as polyphonic with multiple thriving symbiotic and individual interest groups. For 
example, the relatively new method, duo-ethnography, is extremely personal and introspective 
wherein researchers re-conceptualize their philosophical stance within the research (Sawyer & 
Norris, 2012). The method accentuates a renewed focus on the link between researcher philo-
sophical stance and research by emphasizing conversations rather than tests; researcher empathy 
is encouraged and welcomed since the researchers themselves are considered the site for the re-
search. In addition, netnography is a form of ethnography that uses data from online communities 
as the primary data source. When the data are gathered from sometimes unmoderated online dis-
cussions, there is no moderator who might shape the data collection through follow-up questions 
(Hollyoak, 2014). The development of these and other emerging research methods demonstrates 
that many research communities are including qualitative and mixed methods in the normal sci-
ence of research, though not all. 

As qualitative approaches multiply, those charged with teaching graduate level research methods 
courses have had to re-think how to prepare students as qualitative, quantitative, and mixed meth-
ods researchers (Hesse-Biber, 2015; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). Breuer and Schreier (2007) 
posited that approaches to teaching qualitative research falls along a continuum from paradigmat-
ic to a pragmatic. The paradigmatic approach introduces students to the conventional qualitative 
paradigms (case study, ethnography, phenomenology, narrative inquiry, and grounded theory) 
and data collection skills (interviews, surveys, and observations). Students implement each para-
digm by a set of rules and guidelines. Drisko (2016) reported that, unfortunately, students in such 
courses demonstrate obvious misunderstandings regarding knowledge and terminology.  

On the other end of the continuum, a pragmatic approach presents the field of qualitative research 
as continuously expanding to reflect cultural shifts. Researchers instructed with a pragmatist ap-
proach should be able to design quantitative, qualitative, or mixed methods research projects that 
are appropriate for the research topics (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005). The term ‘pragmatist re-
searcher’ does not refer to the epistemological view of pragmatism; there is no one-to-one rela-
tionship between method and epistemology. Instead, a pragmatist researcher is one who is aware 
of numerous available research techniques and who “select[s] methods with respect to their value 
for addressing the underlying research questions, rather than with regard to some preconceived 
biases about which paradigm [qualitative or quantitative] is a hegemony in social science re-
search” (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005, p. 291). The pragmatist approach emphasizes the im-
portance of researcher philosophical stance and the relationship between philosophy and research.  
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Throughout the continuum of approaches to teach qualitative methods at the graduate level, road-
blocks emerge for students and educators. For example, it is still common for students and admin-
istrators to reject the need for teaching qualitative research, and/or to acknowledge the need to 
update how qualitative research methods courses should be presented (Eaking & Mykhalovskiy, 
2003). In addition, many graduate qualitative methods faculty were trained as quantitative re-
searchers in a positivist world using the scientific method to determine truth (Creswell, Tashak-
kori, Jensen, & Shapley, 2003; Earley, 2014; Hesse-Biber, 2015; Keen, 1996; Stallings, 1995). 
Creswell et al. (2003, p. 620) referred to these faculty as “the first generation of faculty” who are 
learning and teaching some portions of research methods simultaneously.  

Furthermore, a qualitative methods graduate student is often surprised at the amount of work and 
concentration required to become a qualitative researcher (Webb & Glesne, 1992). Such students 
are frequently well trained in quantitative methods but not prepared for psychological challenges 
as they grapple with identifying their philosophical stance. Unless students have past experiences 
in philosophy or psychology, they find it difficult to distance themselves from the positivist para-
digm and embrace a philosophical stance that truly represents their worldview or how they see 
life without confusion and resistance (Drisko, 2016; Schnelker, 2006).  In fact, Carawan, Knight, 
Wittman, Pokorny, and Velde (2011) discovered that their students had considerable difficulty in 
shifting out of a positivist worldview and embracing the link between philosophy and research.  

Goal and Syllabus of Seminar on Qualitative Methods 
As Drisko (2016) noted, qualitative research methods educators must strategize how to teach stu-
dents the knowledge, values, skill, self-awareness, and reflexivity to become effective qualitative 
researchers. The overall goal for the qualitative methods seminar in this study was to provide a 
pragmatist exposure to (a) the complexities of qualitative research including multiple emerging 
methods, and (b) the importance of a conceptual/theoretical framework in a qualitative inquiry. In 
this study, the term complexities includes the importance for a researcher to reflect on his or her 
personal philosophical stance, to understand how a researcher’s epistemology and ontology im-
pacts him or her as a research instrument, and to develop awareness of the proliferation of quali-
tative research methods, My constructivism/social constructivist beliefs that students create their 
own knowledge through inquiry as well as through collaboration with peers (Dewey, 1916; 
Vygotsky, 1962) along with the published literature about approaches to teach qualitative re-
search (Drisko, 2008; Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2005) guided the development of the syllabus.  
Two text books were selected: Jones, Torres, and Arminio’s (2014) Negotiating the Complexities 
of Qualitative Research in Higher Education: Fundamental Elements and Issues and Anfara and 
Mertz’s (Eds.) (2015) Theoretical Frameworks in Qualitative Research. In preparation for the 
seminar, I had multiple communications with the text book authors and editors, as well as chapter 
authors. The Jones et al. (2014) text included a great deal of dialogue regarding researcher epis-
temology, ontology, and researcher’s worldview connections to research.  The Anfara and Mertz 
(2015) text provided examples of theoretical frameworks used in research in multiple disciplines. 

At the same time, to address the need for exposure to the numerous existing and emerging quali-
tative methods, I conducted an extensive literature review to locate exemplar empirical research 
articles that documented applications of classical and evolving qualitative paradigms. Topics ad-
dressed and demonstrated in those articles included narrative methods, phenomenology, auto-
ethnography, duo-ethnography, grounded theory, case study, meta-analysis of qualitative studies, 
trustworthiness, appreciative inquiry, empowerment evaluation, code book development, tran-
scendental methodology, queer theory, and numerous views of the qualitative/quantitative di-
lemma.  
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The weekly activities included discussions of the textbook readings and student-led reviews of 
assigned articles. The “big tent” teaching and learning philosophy set the framework, illuminating 
that there is not one dominate model or qualitative method but numerous methods and models for 
all disciplines (Huber & Hutchings, 2005, p. 30); my belief that deep learning occurs when stu-
dents reflect and co-construct knowledge with peers influenced the design. In addition to the 
weekly readings, discussions and class presentations, there were five assignments designed to 
personalize the learning according to each students’ research interests and potential use of quali-
tative methods. The assignments listed below include details for the students plus the related ra-
tionale for how the assignment would contribute to students’ growth as qualitative researchers.  

Assignment 1. Focus of your research: Provide a 1 - 2 page description of your research problem, 
purpose statement, research question(s), data collection methods and procedures, including the 
research design.  

In exploring new or confusing concepts throughout the course, students used their individual re-
search interests and experiences to frame questions and concepts. Assignment 1 created the foun-
dation for future discussions regarding progress towards growth as qualitative researchers. 

Assignment 2. Self-reflection on learning: Maintain a reflection journal about your learning and 
growth regarding qualitative methods. At the end of the semester submit a final 5-8 page integrat-
ed reflection paper about individual learning. The reflection journal maintained throughout the 
semester will be the primary source for this assignment.  

The reflection journal also provided opportunities for students to describe the journey of becom-
ing qualitative researchers. Students could document their journey through studying and identify-
ing philosophical stance, discuss new methods that they might use in their dissertation, and com-
ment on the variety of conceptual/theoretical frameworks available. The reflection journal and 
final paper were means for students to construct their new knowledge over time. 

Assignment 3. Presentation regarding methodology or method: Students will select one article 
related to the method described in Assignment 1 (e.g. Ethnography, Grounded Theory, Narrative 
Inquiry, Case Study, Phenomenology, etc.) or the data collection plan (e.g. Interviews, Focus 
Groups, Qualitative Software, Photo voice, etc.) and present a critique of the article to the class.  

In preparation for the presentation, students immersed themselves into literature related to a topic 
of interest. Students identified the sections of the article that included positionality, conceptu-
al/theoretical framework, theory, methods, and analysis. Aggregating the information into a 
presentation for classmates forced students to synthesize the information in a succinct manner for 
the presentation as well as to provide additional details when needed. Assignment 3 provided the 
opportunity for students to construct new knowledge through the experience of creating the 
presentation.  Delivering the presentation allowed for learning with peers. 

Assignment 4: Peer review and final summary of student research: Students will present their in-
dividual research project for discussion and feedback at least once during the semester. Peers will 
provide written and oral feedback. At the end of the semester, students will submit a final indi-
vidual research plan including all sections of a typical methods chapter in a thesis or dissertation. 
Details that should be included are self-reflection summary regarding the student as a researcher, 
statement of research problem/topic, subjectivity/positionality statement, conceptual/theoretical 
framework of research, data collection method(s), sampling/interview protocol, ethical considera-
tions, trustworthiness/rigor, and data analysis or summary, to name a few. 

The final version of the students’ research plans required the students to consider the emerging 
qualitative methods as options, to connect their philosophical stance to their research design, to 
describe how their philosophical stance impacted the research design and analysis, and to adopt a 
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conceptual/theoretical framework. Like Assignments 2, 3 and 4, the activity reflected growth re-
lated to becoming qualitative researcher. 

Assignment 5: Qualitative Meta-synthesis: Students will conduct a mini qualitative meta-
synthesis using three or four articles about qualitative research related to their research topic (sub-
ject, methods or both). Students will find the articles, compare and classify findings across the 
three or four articles, and use meta-synthesis techniques to integrate the qualitative research find-
ings. Each student will discuss and present the meta-synthesis to the class during the final class. 

The meta-synthesis was designed to deepen student experiences regarding becoming a qualitative 
researcher. A meta-synthesis forces students to experience the challenges in finding and using 
multiple study findings to suggest a new interpretation of findings. In doing so, the new 
knowledge gained from the class activities supports their ability to acknowledge the variety of 
author philosophical stances, conceptual/theoretical frameworks and methods used.  Self-
awareness of their own philosophical stance is required to complete the assignment. 

Though students’ personal interests served as the foundation for the assignments, the course de-
sign and assignments included multiple readings and class discussions regarding multiple ap-
proaches to implementing qualitative research. Those who complete the course will be trained to 
be pragmatic qualitative researchers.  

Methods 
The method selected for this study was a case study. Flyvbjerg (2001) identified four criteria for 
selecting a case study method: extreme/deviant case, maximum variation cases, critical case, and 
paradigmatic case. Because the inaugural delivery can only be studied during the delivery, the 
study of the course delivery was considered to be an extreme case and thus appropriate for a case 
study approach. The case study is a descriptive case study because, according to Yin (2009), a 
descriptive case study is one that completely describes different characteristics of a phenomenon 
in its context. For this case study, the phenomenon was the inaugural delivery of the three semes-
ter hour graduate level qualitative methods seminar to novice qualitative researchers.  

The research question for this descriptive case study was the following: How does a qualitative 
methods seminar for doctoral graduate students contribute to students’ understanding of the (a) 
complexities of qualitative research and the (b) importance of conceptual/theoretical framework 
in qualitative research? Complexities of qualitative research included philosophical stance, a link 
between philosophy and research, and proliferation of qualitative methods. To understand the 
intricacies within the development, delivery, and student responses, the bounded unit for the case, 
or the unit of study, was the classroom. Four propositions emerged based on findings of Carawan 
et al. (2011), Drisko (2008, 2016), Schnelker (2006) and Staller (2013). Propositions were that 
the novice qualitative researchers were (a) unaware of the link between researchers’ philosophical 
stance and their research, (b) unaware of their own epistemology and ontology, (c) unfamiliar 
with the importance of a conceptual/theoretical framework within a research design, and (d) un-
familiar with the ongoing proliferation of qualitative methods. Pragmatism was the qualitative 
inquiry framework employed in the quest to identify practical consequences and useful insights.   

Participants 
The four students who elected to enroll in the seminar were from two colleges within a mid-size 
public university in the Midwest region of the United States: The College of Education and Hu-
man Services (CEHS) and the College of Mathematics and Science (CoSM). Three students were 
members of the first cohort of a new doctoral program in CEHS; all held full time employment. 
The fourth member was a full-time doctoral student in CoSM working as a graduate research as-
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sistant in a longitudinal qualitative study. All four represented the population. The limitation that 
the sample size had on the findings is addressed in the Limitations section.  

Data Collection 
The University Research and Sponsored program determined that the study is not considered hu-
man subject research and therefore did not require IRB approval. According to assignment due 
dates, students submitted the assigned work into an instructional management system (IMS). My 
follow-up responses to student submissions were posted in the IMS. Additional conversations 
frequently took place during class time. I maintained a reflection journal during the three semes-
ter hour graduate level seminar. 

Context 
The three doctoral students from the CEHS doctoral program had completed two semesters of 
research methods coursework: (a) one semester that included data analysis skill development for 
quantitative research, as well as an introduction to coding/ theme development, observations, in-
terviews and focus groups for qualitative research, and (b) one semester that focused on research 
question development, model building and quantitative methods. The CoSM student had not 
completed a research methods courses in her doctoral program but had completed quantitative 
analyses coursework in her graduate program. 

Positionality 
I have extensive experience in qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods research through 
serving as Principal Investigator and Evaluator in numerous funded empirical studies, serving as 
dissertation/thesis chairs and committee members for quantitative and qualitative research, and 
delivering quantitative and qualitative research methods courses at the graduate level for over ten 
years. As a public school and higher education teacher for almost 30 years, I am a construction-
ist/social constructionist who believes that multiple realities are constructed by different groups of 
people: there is no one truth. Moreover, I believe that people construct new knowledge by experi-
ence and collaboratively with peers. Serving as a frequent evaluator, my interpretations and re-
search analyses are also influenced by pragmatism. In my leadership roles as well as in the class-
room, I am a humanist in that I strive to respect the dignity of each life and treat family, students 
and colleagues with ethics, compassion, and responsibility (Hancock, 2011). 

Instruments  
The student weekly reflections, student papers, and final course evaluations were the instruments 
used to glean a thick description of the delivered course from the students’ perspective. Student 
reflections were responses to open ended questions based on readings/topics assigned; formal 
papers were required to accompany student class presentations and for self-directed research 
planning based on individual topics of interest. Final course evaluation questions were aligned 
with the course objectives. An additional data source from an instructor’s perspective was my 
reflection journal. 

Analysis 
Document analysis (Bowen, 2009; Corbin & Strauss, 2008) as a qualitative method within the 
descriptive case study was utilized as I identified factors influencing students’ understandings of 
qualitative methods. The analysis strategy included a second review of all student artifacts along 
with relevant reflective journal entries after the completion of the course. This step allowed me to 
reflect holistically on the entire course rather than rely on memories. During the reflection over 
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the semester course, themes emerged from all artifacts and assignments: worldview, paradigms, 
theory, common language, conceptual/theoretical framework, frustrations, personal conundrums, 
the qualitative/quantitative argument, and lessons learned. Complete sentences from the artifacts 
were coded to appropriate themes in order to retain context of the sentences. As a result, a sen-
tence could be coded to multiple themes. I coded the data from student artifacts and my reflection 
journal. 

The research question is, How does a qualitative methods seminar for doctoral graduate students 
contribute to students’ understanding of the (a) complexities of qualitative research and the (b) 
importance of conceptual/theoretical framework in qualitative research? 

The findings are organized by the four propositions defined for the case study: 

Proposition A: Students were unaware of their own epistemology and ontology. 

Students documented that they had not considered their views of reality, of being, or of how 
knowledge is formed.   

“These words [epistemology and ontology] are new to me and hard for me to under-
stand.” 

“I am seeing more and more references to the importance of worldview of researchers.  
How could I have missed this?” 

Students declared that they were positivists after the initial activity regarding philosophical 
stance. In addition, students were reluctant to share their views and uncomfortable when others’ 
views were different from their own. 

“I am afraid that my explanations about my beliefs may offend my classmates. I find it 
difficult to talk about my beliefs because I have to be so careful with the words I use. 

Analyses confirmed Staller’s (2013) finding that abandoning the positivist theory was difficult.  
One student stated that she feared she was abandoning her family upbringing if she did not em-
brace there being one truth, positivism. 

 “I know I am a positivist because my parents are.” 

In the end, the qualitative methods seminar for doctoral graduate students introduced the philo-
sophical underpinnings for epistemology and ontology and provided opportunities for students to 
explore their personal philosophical stance. The activities and artifacts indicated that students 
eventually determined that they were not positivists. In fact, one student embraced post positiv-
ism, two embraced interpretivism, and one embraced critical theory. 

Proposition B: Students were unaware of the link between researchers’ philosophical stance and 
their research. 

In the qualitative methods seminar for doctoral graduate students, the concept of paradigms con-
tinued to plague students’ ability to absorb qualitative methods text references and articles. With-
in paradigms, the theme of “common language” was noted as a barrier to embracing philosophy 
as part of research. 

“Why can’t these authors agree on terminology?” 

“I feel like I should make up my own terms…I would understand them then.” 

“I cannot believe that my worldview, or whatever you want to call it, impacts my re-
search design or analysis.” 
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“If worldview is so important to qualitative research, then why am I just now hearing 
about this? The Jones text is the first time I have seen this and I am unsure if it is just one 
person’s belief or a standard.” 

“I find the Jones text poorly written and very confusing.”  

“I am unsure why the students have such an aversion to the information in Jones’ text-
book.  I find it so helpful.’ (me) 

The reluctance to embrace the relationship between philosophy and research reflected Schnelk-
er’s (2006) findings and appeared to be related to the novelty of realizing that each student had 
different worldviews. During the planned course activities, students did not wholly embrace the 
existence of the link between researchers’ philosophical stance and their research. In fact, the re-
vised final project provided the first evidence that the students accepted that there is a link; there 
never was a class discussion regarding the fact that such a link does exist. One student did 
acknowledge the existence of the link in a final reflection quote: “the link between research and 
positionality is not debatable.” 

Proposition C: Students were unaware of the importance of theoretical/conceptual framework in 
qualitative research.  

Within the artifacts from the qualitative methods seminar for doctoral graduate students there 
were reports that students liked seeing examples of conceptual/theoretical frameworks used by 
senior researchers and by doctoral students in the Anfara and Mertz (2015) text. The purpose for 
using a conceptual/theoretical framework was understood and accepted.  Drisko (2016) empha-
sized the importance of a conceptual/theoretical framework as do other authors regarding teach-
ing qualitative research methods.  

“The examples about using conceptual frameworks in research made it easy for me to 
accept their importance.” 

“I liked the short summaries written by doctoral students, especially since the summaries 
included frameworks considered and rejected.” 

Proposition D: Students were unfamiliar with the ongoing proliferation of qualitative methods. 

Students in the qualitative methods seminar for doctoral graduate students reported that they were 
more aware of the historical schism between qualitative and quantitative research than they were 
aware of the ongoing proliferation of qualitative research methods. Many of the assigned articles 
describing new methods provided the historical perspective of the evolution of the method, which 
interested them. There were no entries regarding the proliferation of methods or the increased 
acceptance of qualitative methods. Perhaps the students viewed the increased credibility of quali-
tative methods and the proliferation of methods as old news.   

 “Not sure why quantitative methods dominated for so long.  Short sighted to me.” 

Regarding the research question for this study, examples of practical consequences and useful 
insights regarding how the course contributed to their understandings of the complexities of 
qualitative research and regarding the importance of conceptual/theoretical framework in qualita-
tive research are below.  

“Qualitative research is much more complex that I had imagined before taking this 
class.”  

“The examples about using conceptual frameworks in research made it easy for me to 
accept their importance.” 
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‘Dr. Follett (the guest speaker) provided an engaging longitudinal perspective for novice 
graduate research students who are learning about the complexities of qualitative re-
search. She added credibility to the importance of researchers’ awareness of their own 
philosophical stance and how there is a link between philosophy and research.” (me) 

Limitations 
A significant limitation to this study was the sample size of four. There are a number of reasons 
for the small number. For one, the doctoral program is small and new. Secondly, the faculty did 
not recognize the students’ lack of depth in qualitative methods until the students began to pre-
pare for their dissertation research.  As a result, the class was developed rather quickly. 

Regardless of the reasons the sample was small, the impact of such a small sample in any study is 
in the findings. In a class of size four, one student can influence the other three either by dominat-
ing or by having minimal input. In addition, students can be reluctant to disagree with others for 
fear of being ostracized for being different. The case study is not designed to be generalizable but 
can contribute to theory building (Yin, 2009). In this case study, the four students worked well as 
a group of four; the reflections and journals did not indicate that there were problems getting 
along with any of the others. In fact, the model building experience reflected four students who 
were able to collaborate and develop together effectively. 

Future research regarding a doctoral qualitative methods seminar should consider alternative re-
search design if enrollment is low. 

Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness as it relates to qualitative research reflects credibility, dependability, confirmabil-
ity, and transferability (Shenton, 2004). Credibility was increased through the use of multiple 
sources of data including all student submissions and my reflection journal. To further increase 
credibility, students provided feedback on the drafts of this paper. Their suggested improvements 
were implemented.  

Both dependability and confirmability can be tested through investigator triangulation which re-
quires the researcher to share observations with other researchers (Denzin, 1994). Dependability 
and confirmability were increased when I shared and confirmed my observations and analyses 
with colleagues in my department. Transferability is not the target for a descriptive case study. 
However, researchers can increase transferability in case studies by including rich levels of de-
scriptors that provide the reader with full awareness of the inner workings of the bonded limits of 
the case study (Stake, 2005).  The level of detail provided in this case study increased this study’s 
transferability.  

The Seminar Delivered 

Introducing Theoretical Perspective 
To assist students in understanding how research questions are located in a theoretical tradition, a 
first- week activity was assigned to help students explore their personal worldview or philosophy 
of life. Students were directed to review each line in Appendix A and to circle the statement in 
each line that most accurately/closely represented their views of knowledge and reality. Each col-
umn represented differing worldviews: positivism/post positivism, behaviorism, critical theory, 
and postmodernism. All students identified themselves as positivists.  

Probing questions about the meaning of truth and reality provided an opportunity for the students 
to reconsider their original stance. Students participated awkwardly with halting phrases and they 
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struggled with terminology; there were frequent conflicting understandings of the worldviews 
represented in the continuum. Students were uneasy with the fact that others did not see the world 
as they did. There was a level of frustration and uneasiness as students wrestled with abandoning 
their former comfort zones such as positivism; they also struggled with processing the differing 
opinions among fellow students. Staller’s (2013) findings regarding students struggling with 
these concepts were unfolding before my eyes. 

Adding to the students’ conundrums was the use of multiple terms for what were seemingly the 
same concepts. Students consulted different texts for clarifications and discovered alternative 
terminologies to describe the same concepts (paradigms/methods, objectivism/positivism; con-
structivism/constructionism, worldview/philosophical stance, empiricism, etc.) The plurality 
along with their unfamiliarity with philosophy contributed to their unwillingness to embrace the 
importance of the researcher’s philosophical stance. Their opposition was reminiscent of the 
skeptics in Kuhn’s (1962) descriptions of revolutions in scientific discipline throughout history. 
Like the skeptics, the students renounced the premise of the importance of the researcher’s philo-
sophical stance because they did not understand the profound link between philosophy and re-
search.  

In retrospect, the students were experiencing a type of cognitive overload because merely learn-
ing about the importance of theoretical perspectives did not convince them of the importance of 
their personal perspective with regard to research. First they had to identify and embrace their 
own philosophical stance. Moreover, the opinions and models intersected, conflicted, and inter-
fered with others. Their former learning experiences had trained them to employ logic in their 
pursuit of knowledge, but they saw no logic for identifying their philosophical stance in their pur-
suit of research (Schnelker, 2006). In the initial Appendix A exercise, some responses fell across 
more than one philosophical stance and yet there was no explanation in the Jones et al. (2014) 
text about how this could happen or what it would mean. Having only been exposed to the posi-
tivist stance wherein there is one truth, students were uncomfortable and unsure of what it meant 
about them as researchers to agree with statements associated with more than one stance, espe-
cially one other than positivism. They viewed the activity and subsequent discussions as frustrat-
ing and not helpful.  

Each week, students participated in the discussions and submitted reflections associated with the 
Jones et al. (2014) textbook. Discussions about the differing philosophical stances and/or the im-
portance of philosophical stance in research frequently reflected their skepticism about the im-
portance of philosophy; the rejected premise was like the elephant in the room that students 
wanted to avoid. Some authors of additional reading assignments confirmed the importance; oth-
ers did not. In the assigned readings, some authors included information about their philosophical 
stance in their writings, thus making the link to research design apparent; others did not. Students 
began to complain about the text and students began to disengage. After seven weeks of the se-
mester, the students’ general position was that a researcher’s stance may develop over time (as 
theirs had throughout the seven weeks) and that a researcher’s philosophical stance may be dif-
ferent depending on a particular research topic. The position was a type of compromise, reflecting 
progress towards acknowledging that individuals do have a philosophical stance and that there 
may be a link between philosophy and research. I questioned the effectiveness of my instructional 
strategies and watched the elephant in the room grow larger. 

Introducing Conceptual/Theoretical Frameworks 
The second week of the course included discussion around the importance of conceptu-
al/theoretical frameworks for qualitative research. Fowler’s (2015) chapter in the Anfara and 
Mertz (2015) text included detailed descriptions of Fowler’s experiences regarding conceptu-
al/theoretical frameworks in both her graduate level research and doctoral dissertation. The author 
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described how she learned about Mazzoni’s (1991) arena model for policy innovation and why, 
as an academician, she subsequently adopted the framework for future research projects. Also 
included in the assigned chapter were the alternative conceptual/theoretical frameworks she con-
sidered along with her logic for not selecting the alternative frameworks. 

The students’ reflections and discussions about the chapter readings were positive, lively, and 
almost celebratory because students indicated they ‘got it’ (unlike the philosophical stance dis-
cussion the previous week!). The Fowler (2015) chapter provided details that further illuminated 
the importance for a conceptual/theoretical framework. During the discussion, one student com-
mented that ‘Every doctoral student should take this course or read this chapter.’  Another stu-
dent lamented that she would like to ask the author a few more questions; others agreed. Surpris-
ingly quick research revealed that the author lived relatively close to the campus. When contact-
ed, Fowler agreed to be a guest speaker for the seminar. Prior to her visit, the students compiled 
and sent a list of questions to her. More details about her visit follow this section. 

In preparation for the Anfara and Mertz (2015) discussions, the students contacted their assigned 
chapter’s author by email or phone for additional information. In the final course reflections, the 
students noted that personal communication with the chapter author was illuminating and provid-
ed context for the author’s research topic and philosophical stance. The chapter authors usually 
referenced at least one of their published articles as an example of the use of a conceptu-
al/theoretical framework described. Students reported that reading the specific article referenced 
in the Anfara and Mertz (2015) chapter provided deeper understanding and consequently en-
hanced their learning. They were constructing their knowledge from exchanges with researchers 
in the field and sharing their new knowledge with their classmates.  In essence, they were person-
alizing their learning through the communication with the authors, a form of Vgotsky’s social 
constructionism (1962). 

‘I was able to comprehend the rationale behind her decision to select…the theoretical 
framework.’ 

‘I could comprehend how the theoretical framework then informed…the research ques-
tions, methodology, and methods.’  

Guest Speaker 
Fowler was a guest speaker during the ninth week of the twelve-week semester. Students and fac-
ulty throughout the college were invited to attend; there were approximately 25 attendees. The 
topics she discussed fell into three themes: (a) advice for doctoral students, (b) specifics about the 
conceptual/theoretical framework (Mazzoni, 1991) described in the Anfara and Mertz (2015) 
chapter and the influence of her work on said framework, and (c) clarification about her philo-
sophical stance, its importance, and whether it had evolved or remained constant through her ca-
reer.  

Fowler addressed the realities of the professoriate in her rationale for choosing her framework 
and topics of research. She elaborated that faculty must be cognizant of the link between becom-
ing tenured and maintaining a research agenda. She also described her impact on Mazzoni’s arena 
model of policy innovation (1991) as being minimal, sharing that only at the end of her academic 
career did she realize that she could have collaborated with Mazzoni to further discuss and modi-
fy the arena model. In addition, she acknowledged the loneliness of the dissertation journey and 
advised students to keep the focus on the end of the journey and to seek advice and help when 
needed.   

Interestingly, when students sent topics for discussion to Fowler, each student had included a 
question inquiring about her view of the importance and/or link between philosophical stances 
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and research. As described earlier, the importance of a researcher’s philosophical stance contin-
ued to be a conundrum for the students even at this late date. 

Fowler addressed the student questions about philosophical stance at the end of her visit. First she 
articulated why a researcher’s philosophical stance impacts both qualitative and quantitative re-
search and methods, providing personal details and connecting the details with research methods. 
She described her personal worldview and provided details about how her worldview had devel-
oped over time and impacted her work; moreover, she emphasized that each person’s life experi-
ences influence the development of a worldview/philosophical stance. And finally, she explained 
that in her opinion, the reticence of the current generation to discuss spirituality as it relates to 
research and the researcher makes it hard for new researchers to understand the link between 
philosophical stance and research. The audience responded to this section of the lecture with re-
quests for more details about her journey as an academic researcher. The students’ verbal and 
nonverbal responses indicated they were deeply engaged with the guest speaker’s statements re-
garding philosophical stance and its link to research.  

An hour of class time remained after Fowler’s presentation. As my planned activity for the last 
hour of class began, students requested time instead to process all they had learned from Fowler 
rather than focus on the topic at hand. In the ensuing discussion they enthusiastically commented 
about what they heard and energetically compared their interpretations with other classmates. 
Their words and actions during this ‘processing’ reflected more comfort with the complexities of 
qualitative research than during any other time in the semester. The dialogue demonstrated a deep 
synthesis of the previous readings, article reviews, and guest speaker presentation. Interestingly, 
they listened to each other with greater openness. They were actively involved in co-construction 
of knowledge about qualitative research. Fowler’s presentation from the perspective of an entire 
academic career served as a catalyst for their acceptance of the importance of philosophy with 
regard to research. Her personal experiences added the missing pieces to help them know AND 
understand the link. The elephant in the room was shrinking.  

Verbally and nonverbally, the students emulated determination to solidify their new understand-
ings of the link between philosophy and the research process. In the end, they proposed that they 
develop a visual model to reflect their new understandings and to contribute to future students’ 
experiences regarding embracing this complex field of qualitative research. I reluctantly agreed to 
substitute the students’ proposed development of a visual model of the research process for the 
meta-synthesis project (Assignment 5). I was hopeful the group effort and collaboration would 
provide a rich experience for continued co-construction of knowledge and would contribute to 
their growth in understanding the complexities of qualitative research more than completing the 
meta-synthesis assignment. In addition, I was hoping the elephant in the room was continuing to 
reduce in size.  

Redefined Final Project 
The remainder of the classes for the semester consisted of group work for the redefined final pro-
ject regarding developing the model for research. Everyone actively participated. The students 
enumerated items to include in a model of the research process; they aggregated the items within 
themes in an iterative fashion. Unlike the earlier classes during which frustration and skepticism 
dominated conversations regarding the link between philosophy and research, the class energeti-
cally came to some middle ground. Their actions and words reflected a new understanding of the 
research process and the realization that each person has a philosophical stance that is a unique, 
important link to his or her research. They grappled with alternatives for portraying the research 
process concisely and visually, given this newly embraced link. Observing but not contributing to 
the process, I was assured that their activities were contributing to their understandings about 
qualitative research and philosophy. The elephant was hard to find. 
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A variety of formats were considered; a tree was selected as the most appropriate for their con-
ceptualization of the research process. Appendix B depicts the final model. The collaboratively 
developed title, The research process: The seen and the unseen, embodies the students’ under-
standing of the connection between the research process and the researcher’s worldview, lived 
experiences, ontology, and epistemology. The model is framed as an expansive tree; its deep root 
system below ground level is included in the model. The significant root system represents the 
unseen and sometimes stealth systems that contribute to research, such as the researcher’s lived 
experiences, epistemology, ontology, and spirituality. The students named this confluence of un-
seen systems (the tree trunk emerging from the ground) as a researcher’s positionality. In their 
model, the tree roots and resultant emergent trunk, or researcher’s positionality, rises up, provid-
ing the solid foundation for the commonly documented, universally recognized or classic ‘seen’ 
portions of a research project such as the research question, methodology, findings, ethics and 
recommendations.   

Summary 
The seminar was developed and delivered to contribute to students’ growth as qualitative re-
searchers. The case study research question centered on how the qualitative methods seminar for 
doctoral graduate students contributed to their growth. The students’ artifacts reflected that the 
limiting factor for the novice qualitative researchers emerged from their being novice researchers, 
unaware of their own philosophical stance, the range of philosophies and worldviews, and the 
link between philosophy and research. In the artifacts, students reflected on and constructively 
identified their personal philosophical stances, noted that a researcher’s worldview impacts him 
or her as a research instrument, accepted the need for a conceptual/theoretical framework for re-
search design and analysis, and described qualitative research methods that documented their 
awareness of the proliferation of qualitative research methods,  

Fowler’s presentation served as an unintended catalyst for the confluence of student learning in 
the latter part of the semester. In the end, the students’ extensive reading, confounding self-study, 
and open discourse led to a powerful co-construction of knowledge in the form of a model for 
research. The model effectively depicts the students’ understanding that researchers who 
acknowledge that the research process consists of seen and unseen aspects are better prepared to 
design and implement quality research in our current culture…because as one student summa-
rized, the “link between research and positionality is not debatable.”  

As the instructor, I, too, gained an unexpected insight regarding the importance of student voices. 
In fact, student voices brought about two seminal changes in the curriculum as presented. For ex-
ample, the invitation to Fowler to visit the class originated from the students’ request; Fowler’s 
topics for discussion originated from the students’ suggested topics; and the development of a 
research model came forth as a result of students’ pleading requests to allow them to capture their 
new understandings about research as a collaboratively developed model for research. In other 
words, students articulated methods they deemed most helpful for their growth as researchers. 

An important lesson learned for qualitative methods educators is that students will embrace the 
complexities of qualitative research once they invest in exploring their own philosophical stance 
and accept that one’s experiences impact what and how he or she implements research. However, 
students will not necessarily embrace philosophy and accept the link between philosophy and re-
search without debate.  

This case study description includes examples of constructivist (Dewey, 1916) and social con-
structionist learning (Vygotsky, 1962). Students rejected the premise being presented, grappled 
with the inconsistencies within the literature, and suggested learning modes to help them expand 
their knowledge. The unsettling and sometimes contentious student interactions laid the founda-
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tion for meaningful co-construction of knowledge in the end. Regarding higher education instruc-
tion in general, the results confirm the validity of the social constructive and constructivist learn-
ing environment for graduate students who are developing knowledge and skills in their quest to 
contribute to society.  
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Appendix A. Worldview Exercise  

 
Worldview Exercise. Based on Table 1.3 in Jones et al. (2014, p. 13).   

Positivist/ Post 
Positivist Interpretivism Critical theory Post modernism

Reality is a 
physical and 
observable event.

Reality is 
constructed 
through local 
human interaction.

Reality is shaped by 
social, political, 
economic, and other 
values crystallized 
over time.

Reality is socially co-
created by individuals 
through the surrounding 
environment.

The aim of research 
is to predict and 
explain, 
generalizing results.

The aim of 
research is 
increased 
understanding of 
complex human 
phenomena to alter 
existing power 
relations.

The purpose of 
research is 
transformation, and 
its aim to emancipate 
so that people are 
capable of controlling 
their destiny.

The aim of research is 
democratization and 
uncovering what is 
intrinsically valuable in 
human life.

Truth is universal 
and verifiable; 
findings are 
considered true.

Truth is an 
agreement between 
members of a 
stakeholding 
community.

Truth is influenced by 
history and societal 
structures.

Researchers cannot 
know or create truth.

The researcher can 
and should be 
objective.

Objectivity is 
impossible; rather, 
researcher serves 
as avenue for the 
representation of 
multiple voices.

The view of 
objectivity as a goal is 
harmful; advocacy is 
the aim of research.

Researchers should 
reject objectivity & not 
force natural science 
criteria onto social sci.

Good research is 
value free.

Values are a 
means of 
understanding.

Values are formative.
Values are personally 
relative and need to be 
understood.

Researchers study a 
problem.

Researchers live a 
question with 
participants.

Researcher 
transforms with a 
community by 
imagining and helping 
to create alternatives.

Researchers serve as 
witnesses.

It is through the 
voice and 
jurisdiction of an 
expert that 
knowledge is 
gained.

It is through 
voices and 
acknowledgment 
of both 
participants and a 
researcher that 
knowledge is 
gained.

It is through 
theoretical 
perspectives of 
societal structures in 
conjunction with the 
people who are most 
affected that 
knowledge is gained.

Knowledge is not 
guaranteed. Space for 
the not known allows 
the exposure of binaries 
as well as the 
juxtaposition and 
paradox of such 
binaries.

Validity is data that 
can be duplicated.

Validity is 
participant and 
inquirer 
consensus.

Valid research is that 
which creates action.

The goal of dissensus is 
preferred over 
consensus.

History is progress. History portrays 
cultural shifts.
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Appendix B. Model for Research 
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