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Section 1. What do we mean by analysis? 

The poem, ‘The Man With The Blue Guitar’, by Wallace Stevens, appears to have nothing directly to do with data analysis. Here is the first stanza: 

	The man bent over his guitar,
A shearsman of sorts. The day was green.
They said, "You have a blue guitar,
You do not play things as they are."
The man replied, "Things as they are
Are changed upon the blue guitar."
And they said to him, "But play, you must,
A tune beyond us, yet ourselves,
A tune upon the blue guitar, 

Of things exactly as they are."
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The theme of the poem is music perhaps, or life, rather than data analysis. But by setting this poem within a course on data analysis, we intend to raise some important questions. 

For example, the people complain that the man’s tunes are not representative of reality: ‘You do not play things as they are’. We may ask, is it the role of a good analysis to ‘play a tune of things exactly as they are’? To take an example, what is the relationship between an adequate analysis of a classroom, to the ‘reality’ of that classroom? 

► In what way does (or should) analysis aspire to be ‘a tune beyond us, yet ourselves’?

More broadly, the poem reminds us that our data is always about life, because it is always about people. People as the subjects of our enquiries, whether directly or indirectly, will have opinions and perspectives on what we write, which will be significant, and perhaps informative, and almost certainly raise ethical issues. 

The subjects of our enquiries will also have opinions and perspectives on what they themselves do and say and think – because analysis is a common human process, though it is not usually systematic and coherent. (This was an important starting point for Alfred Schutz (Schutz 1957) who developed a powerful understanding of the processes of social research). People doing research are still people! so we have opinions and perspectives, deriving from our experiences, from our lives. Analysis is not done in some laboratory of enquiry where life is absent.  So the analysis that we make depends on our worldview, our assumptions – we might say, our theories. And so do our research questions (see section 2). 

Here we are highlighting the second and third of what Uwe Flick (Flick 2002) proposes as four essential features of qualitative research: 

‘the correct choice of appropriate methods and theories; the recognition and analysis of different perspectives; the researchers’ reflections on their research as part of the process of knowledge production; and the variety of approaches and methods’ (ibid p.4). 

I’m not convinced about the word ‘correct’ in terms of choice of methods and theories – there are usually many good alternatives – but there are also certainly many inappropriate ones. 

Qualitative data come in various forms; observations, texts, documents, public sources, manuals, letters, diaries… Many qualitative analytic strategies rely on a general approach called ‘constant comparative analysis’, which involves seeking out differences and similarities between elements of data, in order to identify patterns, coherent underlying themes, and so on. But there are other major strategies and approaches: 

· phenomenological approaches aim to discover some of the underlying structure or essence of that experience through the intensive study of individual cases.

· ethnographic methods aim to document peoples’ beliefs and ways of living through extended interaction with them
· narrative analysis and discourse analysis take seriously the way human experience is shaped, transformed, and understood through linguistic representation. Putting experience into words does not only create a representation of that experience – it transforms the experience. Discourse analysis recognises the way we use language as a tool to achieve intended outcomes, and look at how this tool is shaped by numerous social or ideological influences.
A step back – defining analysis

We could jump ahead and explore examples of analysis at this point. However, before we do that, here is an opportunity to consider what analysis is, and what is particularly crucial to consider in the analysis of qualitative data. 

It is possible to analyse a school in many different ways. One way to do this is to create an  organisational chart:

	[image: image2.emf]
	This analysis focuses on the way staff are part of formal groups within the overall structure, and also the lines of accountability between those groups and the leadership. The parts are neatly separated and laid out clearly for anyone to inspect. It looks clean and value-free.
But this analysis makes most of the actual working practice of the school invisible. 


A chart like this is only one analysis that could be made. A different analysis might focus on who does what, where people are located, who spends time with who, how information is shared… It might include the pupils/students, as well as the staff. In considering the many different possibilities that there are for analysing a school, we need also to consider how we might ourselves be implicated, as researchers. We assume all too easily that we have no influence on what we observe, and therefore no influence on our analysis. But if our analysis is about how things work, socially, it is strange to miss ourselves as observers out of our analysis.
► In ten words, describe the organizational chart.  

(My feeling is that we often do the same violence to the situations we analyse in educational and social research)

► What are your reactions to the idea of the ‘missing observer’, in the context of qualitative enquiry? 

(There is, I would suggest, little excuse for missing out the observer in our analyses. We are there making decisions, and we need to reflect on the impact of that on our analysis. This is part of doing justice to the idea of reflexivity).  

► What do you feel about the lack of value judgements? 

(Part of the strength of our analysis of social situations – classrooms, hospital wards, care homes, wherever – comes from the clarity with which we set out the values that drive our study, and then the quality of the evidence that we use to substantiate the claims we make. If the analysis is riddled with unsupported value judgements, it is likely to be weaker)

► What about the possibility of different ways of slicing up the object, using the analytical knife? 

(According to my understanding this is part of what is meant by theoretical framework. We can always look at data in many different ways, slicing it using different concepts)  

The school analogy is intended to get you thinking about what are the essentials of analysis; what are the key features, etc. In the literature, there are many different overviews of qualitative data analysis. Miles and Huberman (Miles and Huberman 1984) provide one heavily-cited example: 

	Example: data analysis = data reduction + data display + conclusion drawing and verification - Miles & Huberman (1984)
	Analysing an interview
	Add an example here from your own work

	data reduction through the conceptual framework, through questioning strategy, etc. and then through coding, thematising, clustering. 
	With the research questions in mind, begin by coding the interview transcript (see section 4)
	

	data display (diagrammatic, pictorial, matrix) in order to show (and be able to see) what the data imply
	Use diagrams, or tables (matrices) to identify central themes from the most significant codes
	

	conclusion drawing: looking for comparative and contrasting cases, noting and exploring themes, patterns, regularities, metaphors (and exceptions, irregularities, contradictions)
	Check out the emerging patterns by going back to the data and studying exceptions 
	


Section 2. How does analysis depend on theory?

There are many alternative theories about social life, and the relationship between social life and qualitative data, which lie behind the interpretation of that data. Methodologies such as ethnography, or discourse analysis (mentioned in section 1, and see section 5) are associated with different theoretical positions. So theory influences everything, including the assumptions on which research questions are based. 

Such assumptions can, of course, be dangerous. For example, culture is a concept which creeps in almost unnoticed into many research questions. But what does it mean? In the following extract, culture is discussed as an example of a potentially dangerous concept, woven as it is into so many social theories and therefore into many explanations of social situations: 
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	‘Critical contributors to anthropological discourse (ie. (Rosaldo 1993; Agar 1994; Whitaker 1996)) have warned that when interpreted as an attribute of a group of people, culture is a blunt and generalising instrument which can lead to mistaken assumptions. The notion of cultural difference can inadvertently support the concept of an inherent and characteristic difference between peoples, supporting constructions of others which are static and isolated from political analysis. In the wrong hands, 'culture' can be put to use in generating simplistic, generalised and prejudicial explanations of behaviour. In language education, for example, Holliday (1999) writes of being ‘vulnerable to a culturist reduction of “foreign” students, teachers and their educational contexts’ (Howes 2001).



One widely adopted theory of social life, for instance, highlights the role of interaction in creating meaning. A consequence of this view is that researchers should pay careful attention to data arising in the course of interactions (including interviews, for instance), in order to understand how people act. The name of this theory is symbolic interactionism. 

Symbolic interactionism

‘Through their interactions, individuals create the symbolic structures that make life meaningful. Reality does not impose the names and definitions of things, but rather people must define things and make them meaningful in order to make them socially real. Through interaction we create structures that multiple social actors experience and understand in similar ways: this is how "society" is created.

Symbolic interactionism allows researchers to understand how individuals negotiate, manipulate, and change the structure and reality to a certain extent. Individuals are already born into a society which has symbolic structures. Symbolic interactionism claims to be highly empirical: it is about processes and things that we can actually see happening’.

"Symbolic interactionism." Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. 28 Mar 2006, 03:29 UTC. 21 Apr 2006, 12:41 <http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Symbolic_interactionism&oldid=45802782>.

There is a clear link between symbolic interactionism and a memorable principle in sociology formulated by William I. Thomas in 1928: 

‘If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.’

Wikipedia contributors (2006). Thomas theorem. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Retrieved 12:44, April 21, 2006 from http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Thomas_theorem&oldid=46246054.

Theoretical considerations help to place data in relation to social activities, people’s intentions, and so on. This leads onto the choice of the unit of analysis, which may be an individual, or people in conversation, or a school, a hospital ward, a meeting, etc. Staying with an example based on symbolic interactionism:  

‘Social worlds theory is a development in the symbolic interactionist tradition, for people who continually make and refine meanings in their interactions, are seen to emerge as groups of people with shared sets of meanings and commitments. With such groups as the unit of analysis, a whole set of questions are suggested which revolve around the 'work' that the group does. Included in this work are 'very important activities within all social worlds … establishing and maintaining boundaries between worlds and gaining social legitimacy for the world itself' (Clarke 1997, p70).

The choice of the unit of analysis is very significant, as it leads to particular research questions. In this example, the focus is on groups as a unit of analysis. This suggests research questions about how the group maintains its boundaries, and about how it claims and maintains legitimacy. This might be important in a whole range of fields; the group might be a tutor group, a history department, a community group, a sheltered housing scheme. But there are many other possibilities for the unit of analysis other than groups. 

A professional organisation such as ‘teachers of chemistry’, or a grouping such as ‘teachers of excluded pupils’ could be seen as a social world, with boundaries maintained according to practical experience of teaching, particular knowledge, and so on. 

But in a different piece of research, those same teachers might be seen as individuals, raising questions about the elements in their biographies which led them into the roles they occupy. 

Or we might adopt a psychological framework and take the individual as the unit of analysis, but ask questions about their motivation, attitude to control, etc. 

Again, the choice between these alternatives would involve different research questions. 

► Think about your own research interests, and the kind of research questions you might ask. What assumptions lie behind those questions? What theoretical framework does that suggest? What unit of analysis would be appropriate in that case? 

Another example: in work on inclusion in secondary schools currently underway, the department is the unit of analysis. Interviews with individuals are less important than observations of the way the department talks and works together. The research questions assume that the group is a powerful influence on the way people see ‘challenging pupils’, and what actions they think are appropriate. 

There is another way of thinking about the relationship between the interpretation of qualitative data and theory – that is that we need to draw on theory in order to lend power to our analysis. This idea is captured by the notion of theoretical sensitivity. 

‘Theoretical sensitivity refers to the attribute of having insight, the ability to give meaning to data, the capacity to understand, and capability to separate the pertinent from that which isn’t…It is theoretical sensitivity that allows one to develop a theory that is grounded, conceptually dense, and well-integrated – and to do this more quickly than if this sensitivity were lacking (Strauss and Corbin, 1990, p.42). 

Part of theoretical sensitivity is having ideas. 

‘Having ideas is part of every aspect of the research process. For example, you can have ideas about the sort of data you wish to collect, the setting, and the social actors. Those ideas can be about what you aim to explore, find out, discover, confirm, or disprove. These ideas can be wholly your own or can use or transform the ideas of others, such as researchers in the same field, philosophers, professionals, and the respondents themselves. Similarly, the analysis of the data can be informed by your own ideas about what is going on, or it can be informed by your respondents’ views of what they think is happening. The kinds of ideas you use, transform, or draw upon can also be influenced by your understanding, sympathy, curiosity or antagonism in relation to particular ‘schools’ of ideas – for example, critical, Marxist, interactionist, positivist, feminist, or phenomenological…We strongly reject the notion that qualitative research substitutes for disciplinary perspectives and theoretical frameworks’ (Coffey and Atkinson 1996).

Again, Coffey and Atkinson talk about using theory to make explicit something we all do intuitively and partially as we read and make sense of data – ‘integrating our ideas with our data collection and data analysis, generating new ideas and building on existing ideas’.

Comments by new researchers on the notion of theoretical sensitivity: 

It’s about what you bring to the process of analysing data

I bring something, I use it, I realise something else.. 

You may bring is experience shared with those who are the subject of the data - sometimes related to empathy for people 

Taking ‘raw’ data - working out what is relevant to you, what isn’t… 

But we have to be careful: what is insight? Can insight blind you to aspects of a situation? Ability to go deeper? 

Theoretical sensitivity is something that researchers can develop, for example by systematically drawing links between data and three different research papers. 

Section 3. What data? 

Coffey and Atkinson point out that 'analysis is not a separate set of procedures applied to an inert body of data' (ibid p.11). Data is generated with analysis in view (or should be). And the purpose of that analysis is to be able to answer the research questions. This is more or less direct, and more or less problematic, depending on the topic of the research. 

From the previous two sections, you might be able to see that there are many different reasons for doing interviews as part of a research project. 

►  Why might interviews be an important element of data generation? (hint: eg. interview answers as representation; interview conversations as interaction; interview discourse as construction)

► How would an interview carried out to get information be treated differently to one carried out to engage in and learn from the interaction? 

What applies to interviews, also applies to fieldnotes, photographs… - there are many different reasons for engaging in these forms of data generation, and these different reasons lead to different ways of treating the data that results from the process. 
So qualitative data takes different forms: fieldnotes, interview transcripts, photos, recordings, documents… and within those forms, it is helpful to think of different content: thoughts, words, observations, feelings, connections, contradictions… 

Data analysis – key steps

1. Whatever the theoretical framework, one of the key initial steps towards analysis is becoming familiar with the data; this involves transcribing and reading intently, or listening repeatedly, or both. This is the first step to knowing the data (‘getting a hold of it, a feel of it’, being familiar with it, able to call on examples) through linking, contrasting, sorting, ‘playing’ with ideas that come from getting to know it.
► Read the interview transcript column in Example 1. [see Example 1]
You will find this and other potentially useful documents at the following address:

http://personalpages.manchester.ac.uk/staff/andrew.j.howes/downloads.html

2. An important pre-requisite for ongoing analysis is managing the data. At the very least, make systematic use of Word files. In projects in which schools are the unit of analysis, I typically have a Word file for each school, to which I add everything related to the research in that school (transcripts and notes on interviews, emails, observation notes, etc). I use the styles function to add headings, and then automatically compile and regularly update a table of contents (insert, reference, index and tables, table of contents)
There are dedicated software packages for manipulating data. Some of these are really useful – but none of them suit everyone. The single most important facility that they provide is the ability to access any point in the data easily.  

3. Then analysis often involves comparing, contrasting, thinking about the data or aspects of data which fit together, and about those that don't; and then its about testing out thoroughly, through the data, looking for contradictions and patterns that don't fit. 

► Read the whole of Example 1 (an initial analysis of interview data) [see Example 1]
Example 1 demonstrates what might be called ‘in-vivo’ coding (using the ‘bold’ function to highlight particular words and phrases used by the interviewee). This example is not very systematic, it is rather an initial attempt at addressing the research question through reflecting on the way the interviewee responds to the questions. 

In many research studies, this third step involves the process of coding the data – going through the data, examining each segment of it and assigning a limited range of short, meaningful terms to each one. Systematic coding is the subject of the next section. 

But coding is not the only way to proceed – again, this depends on the theoretical framework that is being adopted, and the associated methodological strategy. For  example, in Example 1 it would be possible to explore the links between concepts in terms of groups of concepts that typically go together in coherent speech, and which show something about the assumptions being made by the speaker and hearer. One of the first people to analyse conversations in this way was Harvey Sachs, and his methods are the subject of Example 2. 
Example 2: Analysing the way speakers use the resources of language to convey their message, and meaning 

Sacks' conversation analysis (cited in Denzin and Lincoln, 2003) starts from the powerful question about a particular human conversation: 'How is it organised?' For example, consider the position of news within a telephone call; the way that we organise an emergency call is very different from a family call. (eg. ‘By the way, we’re expecting another child’…). We know how to organise a phone call to make news casual. 

Sacks then proceeds to analyse 'Why is it organised like that?' In other words, he focuses on the action of the speaker in finding a way to use the available resources for his or her purposes. 

One such example is the 'membership categorisation device' or MCD. This  is a concept which illustrates the way people in communication maintain coherence between each other. The classic example is: 

'The baby cried. The mummy picked it up.'

Our experience of coherent communication leads us to assume that the 'mummy' in the second sentence is the mother of the baby in the first sentence, and that she picked up the baby. None of this is explicitly stated, but such assumptions become part of our individual expectations of the way we (all) use language. The MCD here might include mother, baby, family, parent, caring, needs...When we see two of those concepts, we typically infer and are alert to the presence of the others. 

Having named the device, Sacks gives an example of the way the MCD can be used to persuade, as part of an argument. The context here is an interview with a US navy pilot, after a mission during the Vietnam War (Sacks, 1992; Lectures on Conversation, Oxford, Blackwell pp.205-222 and 306-311). The question to the pilot was how did he feel about knowing that even with all the care he took in aiming only at military targets, someone was probably being killed by his bombs? 
'I certainly don't like the idea that I might be killing anybody' he replied. 'But I don't lose any sleep over it. You have to be impersonal in this business. Over North Vietnam I condition myself to think that I'm a military man being shot at by another military man like myself'
Sacks' analysis (cited in Denzin and Lincoln, 2003) 

The immediate reply demonstrates a commitment to the journalist's evaluational scheme. He could have replied 'why do you ask?'

But then, having accepted the moral schema, the pilot builds an answer that helps us to see him in a favourable light. The category 'military man' works to defend his bombing as a category-bound activity that reminds us that this is after all what military pilots do. The pilot creates a pair (military man / military man) with recognisable mutual obligations (bombing / shooting at the other). 

Sacks goes on to note how the word 'business' sets up the activity in an impersonal domain. 

Section 4: Systematic coding 

Coding sounds like a highly structured procedure, and in many cases it is. But the reasons for coding depend on the unit of analysis and more generally, the theoretical framework. In general, the following apply to most coding procedures.

· Coding is a process of creating links between concepts and data: organising the data.  

· It is part of an analytical process. Performing a linking operation, in which lies the significance of codes.

· If we take codes as labels, they might be used directly for analysis -> content analysis. 

· Identifying a conceptual schema.

· Coding involves noticing phenomena, collecting examples, finding commonalities and differences, patterns and structures. 

· There is a more subtle process behind coding - having ideas and using concepts about the data. In this sense we can see coding as a heuristic, a procedure which facilitates interaction with and thinking about the data. 

· Coding is potentially part of a process of complicating and questioning the data (Strauss) - data complication. 

· In grounded theorising, coding is an essential part of moving toward grounded conceptualisation
· Coding requires a distinction between sociologically constructed and in-vivo codes. And many other decisions, such as what aspects of the data to tag / what level of detail to go into, etc. 

Coding within grounded theory

Coding is often associated with grounded theorising (Strauss and Corbin 1997), but this is only one way in which codes may be used. Within the process of creating grounded theory, coding is a hierarchical process, starting with open coding, and moving towards connections between categories in the data. 

1. open coding - the process of breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing and categorising data. Concepts can be grouped (classified) into categories. Categories have properties. Properties can be arranged into dimensions. 

2. Then: opened up using questions: (in a sense stepping back) Who? When? Where? What? How? How much? Why? - and other sets of questions (expanding some of those.. etc). or using flip-flop (imagining the exact opposite and then comparing to see some of the dimensions). Another technique ‘waving the red flag’ is about being alert to absolute words used by respondents, such as ‘never’, ‘always’ etc, and considering the reasons for their use. 

3. Then axial coding - putting data back together. Making connections between categories, by attending to one of them and its context, strategies involved, consequences. 

Below you will find a later coding of some of the interview that was introduced in the previous section. It is a ‘screen dump’ from a useful program called Atlas-ti, which is available on the university servers. Like all software supporting analysis of qualitative data, Atlas-ti is a support tool, not a substitute for intensive scrutiny and questioning of the data. 

Why is it worth getting to know Atlas-ti? 

1. Atlas-ti is particularly good for dealing with coding of data for grounded theory. It facilitates easy linking, categorising, and so is a helpful tool in theorising.

2. Because Atlas-ti is based on Windows logic, ‘It is easy to grasp what it does and how it works, certainly at the basic level of operation’ (Barry 1998) 

3. All text that is written in the text editor (e.g. memos, all comments, or the output of search results) can be copied and pasted into other applications.

4. There is a useful website written by the designer of Atlas.ti, where you can download a demonstration version free of charge : http://www.atlasti.com
5. It is possible to save all ‘network views’ you have created as graphic files, or you can  copy them to the clipboard, and then insert them into a Word document (example later)
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Having done some coding like this, the next step in analysis is to look for relationships between the coded segments. In Atlas-ti, this stage is facilitated by a ‘network view’, which is effectively a mind map of some of the central concepts involved – but usefully it is in which clicking on the different codes leads straight back to the interview transcript. 
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A mind map like this is an example of what Miles and Huberman (1984) call ‘data display’. It is a way of displaying and experimenting with tentative relationships between codes, so as to better theorise the data. 

► A coding exercise: take a short section of data relating to your own research interests. It could be part of a published article, or interview with someone available on the web, but should be no more than about 500 words. Identify a research question which this text could throw some light on. Print it out so that there is a wide right-hand margin. 

Now try coding the extract, using any useful identifying words or short phrases to capture something significant about various elements of the text. Aim to use no more than ten codes, but to use most of them more than once. As you develop these codes, define them (on another piece of paper) and revise your definitions as necessary. 
Finally, when you have a list of codes, try drawing a mind map in which you begin to identify relationships between these codes. 

Section 5. Discourse analysis

We focus here on an approach to analysis which has been mentioned in passing in Section 1.  The distinctive feature of social life which is assumed in discourse analysis is that language is not only representative, it is also constitutive of relationships, contexts, possibilities and features of social organisation. If this is the case, then the study of discourse becomes a powerful route into the study of power in social contexts. Given that language is often transferred across settings, discourse analysis works with the (powerful) assumption that power works largely through discourse. To have power is (at least partly) to set the terms by which things are thought. 

The remainder of this section draws heavily on Fairclough (2003):

'I see discourses as ways of representing the world - the processes, relations and structures of the material world, the 'mental world' of thoughts, feelings, beliefs and so forth, and the social world. Particular aspects of the world may be represented differently, so we are generally in the position of having to consider the relationship between different discourses. Different discourses are different perspectives on the world, and they are associated with the different relations people have to the world, which in turn depends on their positions in the world, their social and personal identities, and the social relationships in which they stand to other people. Discourses not only represent the world as it is (or rather as it is seen to be), they are also projective, imaginaries, representing possible worlds which are different from the actual world, and tied in to projects to change the world in particular directions' (Fairclough 2003)
'We might see any social practice as an articulation of these elements: 

· Action and interaction

· Social relations

· Persons (with beliefs, attitudes, histories etc.)

· The material world

· Discourse… 

The relationship between these different elements of social practices is dialectical... each in a sense contains or interalizes the other.... social relations are partly discoursal in nature, discourse is partly social relations' (ibid p.25)

Fairclough introduces the idea of orders of discourse - 'a particular combination or configuration of genres, discourses and styles which constitutes the discoursal aspect of a network of social practices. As such, orders of discourse have a relative stability and durability... in general terms... the social structuring of linguistic variation or difference' (p.220). 

Fairclough suggests that in the interpretation of discourse, it is helpful to consider three major types of text meaning: 

· Action - informing, advising, promising, etc - relates to genres

· Representation - what is conveyed directly, ideationally (Halliday) - relates to discourses (the way of representing)

· Identification - an undertaking, a commitment - the habitus of the persons involved (p.27) - relates to styles (the discoursal aspect of ways of being, particular social or personal identities)
Something of the potential power of discourse analysis is indicated by the kind of questions that Fairclough is able to systematically address, tracing between different texts, comparing and contrasting at the level of word choice, sentence structure, use of grammar, and at the level of argumentation:  

· A central issue concerns the way in which texts deal with difference; eg. how are particulars represented as universals? 

· the exclusion of subjects from text can be achieved in various ways, for example through 'nominalization' - giving names to processes and thereby turning them into nouns without subjects (from p.220)

► Select an extract of an interview / observation notes, and a policy document, relating to your research interest, and identify differences and similarities in the discourse in use in each – and consider the reasons for this. You do not need to have carried out an interview yourself – it could be an interview available in the media.  

► As an example of this kind of comparison, read the following text [see Example 2] which is a preliminary analysis of learning in the process of initial teacher training. The comparison here is between a set of ‘Standards’ set out by the government body responsible for teacher training, and the observations made by a university lecturer of an new teacher teaching a lesson. 
Section 6. Reflections on analysis

As we have seen, analysis almost always involves 

· becoming very familiar with the data; to read intently, again and again. 

· involves comparing, contrasting, thinking about the things which fit together, those that don't; 

· testing ideas out thoroughly, through the data, looking for contradictions and patterns that don't fit. 

But there are other important features of analysis that we need to reflect on here. 

Terminology of analysis

Analysis as described in books, such as those by Strauss and colleagues (Strauss and Corbin 1990), frequently looks as though it is highly systematic. There is a strong emphasis on the language used for description; words such as code, concepts, categories, sub-categories, axial coding, open coding.. all seem to carry a very particular meaning, but that meaning is hard to relate to in the abstract. 

One reason for this is that all these words are actually only important as part of the process of coding.  For example, consider how might the terms ‘categories’ and ‘sub-categories’ be useful? If we code for some category such as ‘fatherliness’, for example, then as we generate examples of fatherliness in the data, it might become clear that these examples differ in ways that are significant for our research question. If that is the case, then we might define some subcategories, perhaps ‘models of fatherliness’, ‘assumptions of fatherliness’, etc.

Revisiting initial assumptions

During the first stage of analysis, such as initial coding, we inevitably bring a whole set of assumptions to the process of description. It is only later, perhaps much later, after having developed thinking about the themes through a process of developing categories, for example, that we may come back to the data and see it rather differently, having recognised and explored some of those assumptions. This revisiting of our initial thinking can immeasurably strengthen our analysis. 

In moving on from initial assumptions, the use of techniques such as ‘flip-flop’ and ‘waving the red flag’ described in Section 4 will be very helpful in testing out the value of certain codes. 

This need to go back in order to revisit what we have done rather unthinkingly at the start is partly what makes analysis a highly iterative process. It is helpful to think of doing analysis stage by stage, but where each stage may involve redoing what was done before. The best software packages easily allow for such reworking of ideas. 

What is also implied here is the need to keep a careful record of what we are thinking, and particularly the meanings we give at any point to codes, or to passages of transcript, etc. All this will contribute to the validity that we can claim for the analytical process. 

Validity

Taking an interpretative view of the world does not imply that any subjective analysis will do. One analysis may be much more robust than another. It may be coherent in relation to all aspects of the data, taking into account and allowing for contradictions that another analysis conveniently ignores. The choice is not about which analysis is correct, but about which is stronger in terms of representing the complexities of the data. For example, the existence of institutional racism might be disputed in a school. An analysis of data which shows how racism is maintained at the level of interaction and the level of policy, or which shows how particular people or events can continue to be racist whilst presenting an appearance to the contrary, may not be any more true than another analysis which concludes that there is no racism. But if the former better accounts for the data, and for difference within the data, then it will be a stronger analysis.   

► What view of ‘reality’ is implied in this view of validity in qualitative data analysis? 
► What approach to analysis do you think will be most appropriate for your emerging research project? 
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