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Infroducing and
Focusing the Study

The design of a qualitative study proceeds beyond the philosophical
assumptions, perspectives, and theories into the introduction of a
study. This introduction consists of stating the problem or issue
leading to the study, formulating the central purpose of the study,
and providing the research questions, Consistent with my view in
this book, all three aspects of an introduction need to be related toa
researchers tradition of inquiry. To accomplish this, I retum to two
ideas mentioned in Chapter 1. In writing the problem, the purpose,
and the questions, researchers have an opportunity for encoding with
terms thit signal to a reader the spedific tradition being used. Also,
researchers can use foreshodowing of ideas to be developed later
within the specific data analysis procedures of a tradition. In this
chapter, [ develop how this might be accomplished and provide
several examples from qualitative studies,

Questions for Discussion

How does the problem statement, the issue or need for the study,
reflect different “sources” of information, frame the existing liter-
ature, and relate to the foci of the traditions of inquiry in qualita-
tive research?
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v How does one pose the central research question in a study so
that it encodes a tradition and foreshadows it?

¥ How can subquestions be presented in a smd}rl to both rf::ﬂect the
issues being explored and fareshadow the topics that will be pre-
gented in the analysis and qualitative report?

THE PROBLEM STATEMENT

In the first few paragraphs of a study, the researcher intmduce-ls the
“problem” leading to the study. The term problem may be a misno-
mer, and individuals unfamiliar with writing reﬁeard‘l may stiuggle
with this writing passage. Rather than calling this passage thg pmb;
lem statement,” it might be clearer if we call it the ”nEP:r:l for “’f‘smdj",,
Why is this study needed, I ask? I address CD:l'ISidEI‘JII.g the “source
for the problem, framing it within 111; extant; _l.terafure, and encoding
: schadowing the text for a tradition of inquiry.
““‘:{i‘:;ﬂ rch mul.hl:E{ﬁ books (e.g., Marshall & Rossman, 19495) ad.vlnnce
several needs or sources for conducting scho!arl}f. :uaen;ch. These
needs may be based on personal experience with an issue, ]ﬂbnmllaiud
Pmb'lt?ms: an adviser's research agenda, and/or H‘I.L‘I scholarly litera-
ture, Often the paragraphs denoting the problem will refer to one oF
more of these rationales. The strongest and most srchi?larly l:atmnale
for a study, T believe, follows from a documented need J.n the literul.:ure
for increased understanding and dialogue about an issue. As sug-
gested by Barritt {1986, the rationale

as in natural selentific study, Bul

is not the discovery of new elements, ,
jence which has been forgot-

rather the heightening of awareness for exper . : ot
ten and overlooked. By heightening awareness and creating dialogue, it is

hoped research can lead to better understanding of the way things appear
tosomeone else and through that insight lead to improvements in practice.

(p. 20)

Besides dialogue and understanding, a qualitative gtui.iy may f1lla
void in existing literature, establish a new line of thinking, or assess
an issue with an understudied group or population.

Researchers also situate or frame their studies within the lfu‘gcr
existing literature. Although opinions differ about the extent of litera-
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ture needed before a study begins, the qualitative texts [ have read
(e.g., Marshall & Rossman, 1995) all refer to the need to review the
literature so that one can describe the studies about the problem to
date and position one’s study and ground it within this literature, 1
have found it helpful to visually depict where my study fits into the
larger literature. For example, one might develop a research map
(Creswell, 1994) of extant literature, organizing thoughts from the
broader literature to the specific topic of study. Alternatively, concept
mapping (Maxwell, 1995) ora conceptual framework (Miles & Huber-
man, 1994) present two comparable visual renderings of ideas.
In addition to determining the source of the problem and framing

it within the literature and concepts, qualitative researchers need to
encode the problem discussion with language that foreshadows their
tradition of inquiry. This can be done, Thelieve, by mentioning the foci
of the tradition of cheice (see Chapter 3 for the discussion of foci). In
a problem statement for a biographical study, for example, T would
expect the writer to mention the need for learning from an individual
and why this particular individual is important to study. For a phe-
nomenological study, 1 should hear from the author that we need Lo
know more about the “experiences” of individuals about a phenome-
non and the meaning they ascribe to these experiences, For a

grounded theory study, a theory takes center stage, and Twould expect
to learn how we need to modify an existing theory because it ill suits
a population or issue or how we need to generate a theory because no
existing theoretical perspective fits a particular issue, In an ethno-

graphic study, the problem statement might include thoughts about
why weneed to describe and interpret the cultural behavior of a group
of peaple. For a case study, the researcher should focus on an event,
process, or program for which we have no in-depth perspective on

this “case.” Conducting the case study provides a picture to help

inform our practice or to see unexplored details of the case. Thus, the

need for the study, or the problem leading to it, can be related to the
specific focus of the tradition of choice.

THE PURFOSE STATEMENT

This interrelationship between design and tradition continues with
the purpose statement, the major objective or intent for the study that
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provides an essential “road map” for the reader. As a critical statement
in the entire qualitative study, it needs to be given careful attention
and be written in clear and concise language, Unfortunately, all too
many writers leave this stalement implicit, causing readers extra work
in deciphering the central thrust of a project. This need not be the case,
and 1 offer a “script” of this statement {Creswell, 1994), a statement
containing several sentences and blanks that an individual fills in:

The purpose of this (biographical, phenomeno-

logical, grounded theory, ethnographic, case) study is (was? will be?)

to {understand? deseribe? develop? discover?) the
{central focus for the study) fot

(the unit of analysis: a person? processes? groups? site?). At this stage in

the research, the {central focus being studied)

will be generally defined as (provide a gen-

eral definition of the central concept).

Notice immediately that 1 have used several terms to encode the
passage for a specific tradition of inquiry:

¥ The writer identifies the specific tradition of inquiry being used in the
study by mentioning the type. The name of the tradition comes first
in the passage, thus foreshadowing the inquiry approach for data
collection, analysis, and report writing.

The writer encodes the passage with words that indicate the action of
the researcher and the focus of the tradition. For example, [ associate
words such as understand (useful in biographical studies), describe
(useful in case studies, ethnographies, and phenomenologies),
develop or generate (useful in grounded theory), and discover (use-
ful in all traditions) with the traditions. As shown in Figure 6.1, 1
identify several words that researchers include in their purpose
statements to encode the purpose statements for their traditions,
These words indicate not only the researchers’ actions bt also the
foci and outcomes of the studies.

¥ The writer foreshadotws data collection in this statement, whether e or
she plans to study an individual (i.e., bography, possibly case study or
ethnography), several individuals (i.e., grounded theory or phenomenol-
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Figure 6.1 Words fo Use in Encoding the Purpose Statement

ogy). a group (i.e., ethnography), or a site (i.e. A
or place in a case study). program, event, activily,

¥ Linclude the central focus and a general definition for it in ¢
statement. This focus may be difficult to ﬂutnrrn{l:.;e in mﬁiﬁf’:ﬁf
ity in advance. But, for example, in a biography, a writer might
d.“"m or describe the specific aspect of the life to be explored (e
life stages, childhood memories, the transition from adoles.ce:l':;
to adulthood, attendance at an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting).
In_ a phenomenology, the central phenomenon to be explored
might be specified such as the meaning of grief, anger, or even
chess playing (Aanstoos, 1985). In grounded theory, thJe central
phenomenon might be identified, although it is likely to change
or be modified during data collection and analysis. In an ethnog-
raphy, the writer might identify the key cultural concepts being
e.xamh'ied such as roles, behaviors, acculturation, communica-
tion, myths, stories, or other concepts that the researcher plans to
take into the field at the beginning of the study. Finally, in a case
study such as an “intrinsic” case study, the writer might define
ﬂme boundaries of the case, specifying how the case is bounded in
time and place. If an “instrumental” case study is desired, then

the researcher might specify and define generally the
i
examined in the case, ; i

Several examples of purpose statements follow that illustrate the

encoding and foreshadowing of teaditions:
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Example 61 A Biographical Example

From a biography of Charles Darwin and field lessons learned
while studying his documents:

In this essay, | raise nearly a dozen "interpretive asides,” perhaps better
called “speculations” (if not conjectures), that arose as I read and
reflected upon the letters Darwin wrote o his family. (Smith, 1987, p. 9)

Example 6.2 A Phenomenological Example

From a study of doctoral advisement relationships between

women:
Given the intricacies of power and gender in the mdemy,.what are
doctoral advisement relationships between women a::lvmrr- n.m:l
women advisees really like? Because there were few studies exploring
women doctoral students’ experiences in the literature, 2 pheno-
menological study devoted to understanding women’s hfn'.-:d
experiences as advisees best lent itself to examining this question.
(Heinrich, 1995, p. 449}

Example 63 A Grounded Theory Example

From a grounded theory study of academic change in higher
educafion:

IhePﬁmujrpurpmnfﬂusm&deismpmmngmunded H\er}f‘uf
academic change that is based upon research guidedb}rfwump:
research questions: What are the major sources of academic change?
What are the major processes through which n:ader:i:ﬂim;ge D::::::,
For purposes of this paper, grounded theory s de as
gm:-amd from data syfte;':mﬂy obtained and analyzed through the
constant comparative method. (Conrad, 1978, p. 101)

Example 64 An Ethnographic Example
From an ethnography of “ballpark” culture:

This article examines how the work and the talk of stadium employees
reinforce certain meanings of baseball in society, and it reveals how this

—_—— e —
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work and talk create and maintain ballpark culture. (Trujillo, 1992,
p-351)

Example 6.5 A Case Study Example

From a case study using a feminist perspective to examine how
men exploit women's labor in the sport of lawn bowls at the
“Roseville Club":

Although scholars have shown that sport is fundamental in constitut-
ing and reproducing gender inequalities, little attention has been paid
to sport and gender relations in later life, In this article we demonstrate
how men exploit women's labor in the sport of lawn bowls, which s

played predominately by older people. (Boyle & McKay, 1995, p. 556)

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Several of these examples illustrate the interweaving of problems,
research questions, and purpose statements, For purposes of this
discussion, [ separate them out, although in practice some researchers
combine them, Bul, in many instances, the research questions are
distinct and easily found in a study. Once again, [ find these questions
to provide an opportunity to encode and foreshadow a tradition of
mquiry.

The Central Question

Several writers offer suggestions for writing qualitative research
questions (e.g,, Creswell, 1994; Miles & Huberman, 1994). These ques-
tions are open-ended, evolving, and nondirectional; restate the pur-
pose of the study in more specific terms; start with words such as
“what" or "how” rather than “why"; and are few in number (five to
seven). They are posed in various forms, from the “grand tour”
(Spradley, 1979, 1980) that asks, “Tell me about yourself,” to more
specific questions,

I recommend that a researcher reduce her or his entire study to a
single, overarching question and several subquestions. Drafting this
central question often takes considerable work because of its breadth
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and the tendency of some to form specific questions based Dn_h’a:ﬂi-
tional training. To reach the overarching question, I ask q1z1al_1ta11ve
researchers to state the broadest question they could possibly pose
about their studies. |

This central question can be encoded with the language of a tt:adl-
tion of inquiry. Morse (1994) speaks directly to thisissueas she reviews
the types of research questions. Although she dmzt:-, nﬂt:‘efer o b_mg;
raphies or case studies, she mentions that one fmd,i desc?ptmlz
questions of cultures in an ethnography, ”proces:s qu.est:ons n
grounded theory studies, and “meaning” questions in _phenl:r—
menological studies, For example, I reviewed Eh? five studies pre-
sented in Chapter 3 for their central research questions.

In the life history of Vonnie Lee, Angrosino (1954) does not pose &
central question, but I can infer from statemnents about the purpuae_cf
the study that the central question might be, “How would the hfﬁ
history of a man with mental retardation be described apd analyzed?
In the phenomenclogical study of the caring intemct!ons bet_ween
nurse and patient, Riemen (1986) poses the central question :::uccmctlj,r
in the opening of the article: “From the perspective of thc?‘ client, what
is the essential structure of a caring nurse-client imeracnon?'.’ {p. Es‘-ﬁj.
In the grounded theory study of 11 women's survival and coping with
childhood sexual abuse, Morrow and Smith (1995) do not present a
central question in the introduction, but they mention se::reral broad
questions that g:uided their interviewing of the 't'mmen: Tell me, as
much as you are comfortable sharing with me right now, what hap-
pened to you when you were sexually abused” and “What are 'L't'!e
primary ways in which you survived?” (p- 253, In the ethnographic

account of the Principal Selection Committes, Wolcott (1?943] states
his purpose for conducting the study rather than pre:‘::&ntmg a r:e%ntral
question, but his question might have been, “How mig_,ht the e;:rm?de
of the behavior of a small group of individuals selecting a principal
be described and interpreted?” Finally, in our case study of a campus
response to a gunman incident {Asmussen & Creswell, 1995), we
asked five central guiding questions in our intreduction; “What hap-
pened? Who was invelved in response to the incident? What th-:me:s
of response emerged during the eight-month period that followed this
incident? What theoretical constructs helped us understand the cam-
pus response, and what constructs were unique to this case?” (P 576).
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Subguestions

An author typically presents a small number of subquestions that
fellow the central question. One model for conceptualizing these
subquestions is to present them in two sets: issue questions and topical
questions. According to Stake (1995), issve subguestions address the

major concerns and perplexities to be resolved. The issue-oriented
questions, for example,

arenot simple and clean, but intricately wired to political, socal, historical,
and especially personal contexts, . . . [ssues draw us toward observing,
even teasing out the problems of the case, the conflictual outpourings, the
complex backgrounds of human concern. (Stake, 1995, p. 17)

Topical subquestions cover the anticipated needs for information. These
questicns, “call for information needed for description of the case. . ..
A topical outline will be used by some researchers as the primary
conceptual structure and by others as subordinate to the issue strac-
ture” (Stake, 1995, p. 25). [ extend Stake’s concept of topical questions
to include specific procedures of data analysis and presentation in a
tradition of inguiry. These “topics to be covered” can mirror the
procedures the researcher intends to use in their tradition of inquiry
and foreshadow what the reader will find later in the study. Several
illustrations in the following present the issue and topical subquestion
format for a study.

In writing a Biography, Denzin (19890) suggests that research ques-
tions follow an interpretive format and be formulated into a single
statemnent, beginming with why, not how, and starting with one’s own
personal history and building on other information. From his own
studies, Denzin illustrates types of issue questions: “How is emotion,
as a form of consciousness, lived, experienced, articulated and felt?”
"How do ordinary men and women live and experience the alcoholic
self active alcoholism produces? (p. 50).

Then, cne could pose topical questions that relate to the manner or
procedure in which the “substantive” questions are to be analyzed.
These questions might include the following:

m What are the object experiences in this individual’s life?

m What is the story that can be told from these experiences?
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= What are some narrative segments that illustrate the meanings of
this individual's life?

m What are some theories that relate to this individual's life?

In an example of a phenomenclogical study, Riemen (1986) poses
this question in the nursing-caring interaction study: “What is essen-
tial for the experience to be described by the client as being a caring
interaction?” (p. 91). Although this is a central question, it also is
:ssue oriented. By adding a set of topical questions, one foreshadows
the steps in the data analysis. For example, following Moustakas's
(1994, p. 99) procedures, one might ask the following questions:

w What are the possible structural meanings of the experience?

w What are the underlying themes and contexts that account for the
experience?

w What are the universal structures that precipitate feelings and
thoughts about the experience?

w What are the invariant structural themes that facilitate a descrip-
tion of the experience?

To illustrate both issue and topical questions in a study, Gritz
(1995, p. 4) models this approach. She develops a phenomenologic al
project to construct an understanding of "teacher professionalism”
as it is understood by practicing elementary classroom teachers. She
poses two sets of questions, one issue-oriented and the other topical:

Issue questions:

1. What does it mean (to practitioners) to be a professional teacher?

a. What are the structural meanings of teacher professionalism?

b, What are the underlying themes and contexts that account for
this view of teacher professionalism?

c. What are the universal structures that precipitate feelings and
thoughts about “teacher professionalism™?

d. What are the invariant structural themes that facilitate a descrip-
tion of “teacher professionalism” as itis ex perienced by practic-
ing elementary classroom teachers?
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Topical questions:

2. What do professional teachers do?
3. What don't professional teachers do?

4. Describe one person who exemplifies the term feacher profession-
alism,

5. What is difficult/easy about being a professional educator?
6. How /when did you first become aware of being a professional?

For a grounded theory study, the topical subgquestions might be posed
as aspects of the coding steps such as open coding, axial coding,
selective coding, and the development of propositions:

m What are the general categories to emerge in a first review of the
data? (open coding)

m Given the phenomenon of interest, what caused it? What contex-
tual and intervening conditions influenced it? What strategies or
outcomes resulted from it? What were the consequences, of these
strategies? (axial coding)

For example, in Mastera’s (1995) dissertation proposal, she ad-
vances a study of the process of revising the general education
curriculum in three private baccalaureate colleges. Her plan calls for
both issue and topical questions, The issue questions that guide her
study are “What is the theory that explains the change process in the
revision of general education curricula on three college campuses?”
and “How does the chief academic officer participate in the process
on each campus?” She then poses several topical subguestions spe-
cifically related to open and axial coding:

1. How did the process unfold?
2. What were the major events or benchmarks in the process?

3. What were the obstacles to change?

4. Who were the important participants? How did they participate in
the process?

5. What were the outcomes?
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In another study, Valerio {1995) uses grounded theory q%:estions di-
rectly related to the steps in grounded theory data analysis:

The overarching question fot my grounded theary regearch study is: What
theary explains why feenage girls become pregnant? The sub—questi_nns
follow the paradigm for developing a theoretical madel. The questions
seck to explore each af the interview coding steps and include: What are
the general categories to emETge in open coding? What central_phenor{m—
non emerges? What are its causal conditions? What specific interaction
jssues and larger conditions have heen influential? What are the resulting

associated strategies and outcomes? (p.3)

In an ethnography, one might present topical subguestions that
relate to (a) a description of the context, (b) an analysis of the major
themes, and [(£) the interpretation of cultural behavior (Wolcott,
1994b). Alternatively, using Spradley {1979, 1980), thcse_topica.] sub-
questions might reflect Spradley’s 12 steps in his “decision research
sequence.” They might be as follows:

a What is the social situation to be studied?

a How does one go about ebserving this situation?

a What is recorded about this situation?

m What is observed about this situation?

m What cultural domains emerge from studying this situation?
m What more specific, Eocused observations can be mace?

= What taxonomy emerges from these focused observations?
a Looking more selectively, what observations can be made?
a What components emerge from these observations?

s What themes emerge?

m What is the emerging cultural inventory?

m How does one write the ethnography?

In using good guestion format for our gunman case study
{Asmussen & Creswell, 1995), I would redraft our questions as
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presented in the article. To foreshadow the case of a single campus
and individuals on it, I would pose the central question, "What was
the campus response to the gunman incident at the midwestern
university?” and then I would present the issue subquestions guid-
ing my study (although we present these questions more as central
questions, as already noted):

1L
2

What happened?

Who was involved in response to the incident?

. What themes of response emerged during the 8-month period that

followed this incident?

. What theoretical constructs helped us understand the ‘campus

response?

. What constructs were unique to this case? (p. 576)

Then, [ would present the topical procedural questions:

1

How might the campus (case], and the events following the inci-
dent, be described? {description of the case)

. What themes emerge from gathering information about the case?

{analysis of the case materials)

. How would I interpret these themes within larger social and psy-

chological theories? (lessons learned from the case surrounded by
the literature)

These illustrations show that, in a qualitative study, one can write

subquestions that address issues on the topic being explored and use
terms that encode the work within a tradition. Also, topical subques-
tions can foreshadow the steps in the procedures of data collection,
analysis, and narrative format construction.

In

SUMMARY

this chapter, 1 addressed three topics related to introducing and

focusing a qualitative study: the problem statement, the purpose
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staternent, and the research questions. Although I discussed general
features of designing each section in a qualitative study, 1 rel?tecll the
topic to traditions of inquiry. The problem statement should indicate
the source of the issue leading to the study, be framed in terms of
existing literature, and be related to the focus of a specific tradition of
inquiry. The purpose statement also should i_nclu_de terms thatencode
the statement for a specific tradition. By including comments about
the site or people to be studied, it foreshadows the t-radiﬁEo.n as well.
The research questions continue this encoding for a tradition in the
central question, the overarching question being addressed in the
study. Following the central question are subquestions, and I. expand
a model presented by Stake (1995) that groups subquestions Mt.g two
sets: issue subquestions, which address the major concerx?s in the
study, and topical subquestions, which anticipate needs for informa-
tion. These anticipated needs, further contend, can be presented as
steps or phases in data analysis and reporting the study. T’huls, they
foreshadow how the researcher will be presenting and analyzing the
information within a tradition of inquiry. Examples show how bgth
issue and topical subquestions can be designed with each of the five
traditions of inguiry.

¥ ADDITIONAL READINGS

For writing problem statements in general, examine bdarshall and
Rossman (1995). For several basic principles in writing ?:vurpc:-lse
staternents, explore Creswell (1994) and references mentmne::} in
my chapter on writing purpose statements. For a good overview
of writing research questions, I recommend hdiles and Huberman
(1994). Also, in standard qualitative lexts, most authcrsl address
qualitative research questions (e.g., Glesne and Pes_hkm, :1992;
Maxwell, 1995). 1 particularly like the conceptualization of issue
and topical questions by Stake (1995). Also, the reader sh.cruld
examine qualitative journal articles and reports to find good illus-
trations of problem statements, purpose statements, and research
questions,
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EXERCISES

1. For the study you are designing, rewrite the central question you

designed in the Exercises in Chapter 2 for your tradition of inquiry,
following the guidelines in this chapter for good question construc-
tion.

2. In this chapter, I have presented a maodel for writing the subques-

tions in an issue and topical format. Write five to seven issue-ori-
ented subguestions and five to seven topical or procedural
subquestions in vour tradition of inquiry for your study.
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