CHAPTER 111
MVETHODOLOGY

This study is a partial replication of a study done in
Maryl and at Montgonmery Community col |l ege and the University of
Maryl and at College Park to identify characteristics of college-
| evel course work. The Maryl and study focused on freshnman
Engl i sh conposition and mathematics (MIler, 1996).

The general research approach used in this study is
naturalistic inquiry which enploys qualitative nmethods ai med at
under st andi ng "naturally occurring phenonena in their naturally
occurring states" (Patton, 1980, p. 41). Mst qualitative nethods
of research are derived fromthe ethnographic and field study
traditions in anthropology (Pelto and Pelto, 1978) and soci ol ogy
(Bruyn, 1966)

For the purpose of this study, ethonographic methods for
data coll ection and anal ysis have been selected. These nethods
of fer the maxi mum potential for mnimzing some of the threats to
validity and reliability inherent in the interview nethod used.
Spradl ey (1979) has described in some detail structured
strategies for data collection and anal ysis anchored i n hands-on
work with actual data. Spradley’s nethods all ow ot her
researchers to examne easily the data and the way in which
concl usi ons have been drawn during anal ysis of the data.

Three strategies of ethnographic inquiry will be used in
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this study: (a) elite interviews, which attenpt to record what
informants recall about their experiences, attitude and beliefs;
(b) journals, which allow the researcher a means for recording

t he researchers personal accounts; (c) docunent analysis, which
attenpts to determne "official" stances (Denzin, 1978; Spradley,
1979). The elite interviews were the primry neans of data

col l ection.

This study utilized the qualitative research approach of
naturalistic inquiry, and specifically the nethodology of elite
interviewi ng which allows for in-depth investigations of the
attitudes, opinions, experiences, and perceived ideas of
i ndi viduals involved in a particul ar phenonenon. This chapter
i ncl udes a discussion on the elite-interview nethod, the
sel ection of the participants, and the nmethod used for data
collection and analysis; along with the issues of reliability and
validity inherent in the elite-interview nethod.

The procedures foll owed addressed the three research
guestions. They were:

1. What are the perceived simlarities and di fferences anong
communi ty col |l ege accounting and busi ness nanagenent faculty when
they identify the defining characteristic of college-level course
wor k?

2. What are the perceived simlarities and di fferences anong
four-year college and university accounting and busi ness
managenent faculty when they identify the defining

characteristics of college-level course work?
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3. Do simlarities and differences exists in the perception of
conmunity col |l ege and four-year university faculty when they
identify the defining characteristics of college-level course

wor k?

Elite Interview Method

The purpose of this study was to identify or discover the
i mportant defining characteristics of college-level course work.
The research strategy was an in-depth interview ng techni que
known as elite-interview ng.

An elite interview is a specialized case of interview ng
that focuses on a particular type of interviewee (Marshall &
Rossman, 1995). Elite individuals are considered to be
influential, promnent, and well-informed people in an
organi zation or community. Elites are selected for interviews on
the basis of their expertise in areas relevant to the research
(Marshal | & Rossman, 1995)

Elite interviews of two- and four-year college and
uni versity professors currently teaching accounting and busi ness
managenent courses provi ded a useful and appropriate neans of
gat hering focused data. Marshall and Rossman(1995) identified
many advantages of elite interviewing. Including : (a) gaining
val uabl e information from partici pants because of the position
they hold, (b) providing an overall view of an organi zation and
its relationship to other organizations, and (c) reporting on an

organi zation's policies, past history, and future plans froma
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particul ar perspective. The qualitative research nethod of elite
i nterviewi ng was chosen because it woul d provide data needed to
best answer the research questions. Approval was received from
the I nstutional Review Board of Virginia Polythenic Institute and
State University for the investigation involving human subjects

prior to undertaking the research.

Sel ection of the Intervi ewees

@ aser and Strauss (1967), and Denzin (1978), recomrended
t heoretical participant selection for qualitative research. This
formof participant selection involves the purposeful selection
of those people who offer the nost theoretical relevance to the
situation and the concepts under study. \Wen conparison groups
are used, participant selected froma theoretical perspective
serves the purpose of providing simnmultaneous maxim zation or
m ni mum zati on of both the differences and simlarities of data
that bear on the categories being studied. This control over
simlarities and differences is vital for discovering categories,
and for devel oping and relating theoretical properties, all
necessary for the devel opment of an emergent theory (d aser &
Strauss, 1967 p. 55).

For this study, the interviewees were professors teaching
accounting and busi ness managenent courses at North Carolina two-
and four-year post-secondary public institutions. Their input
made it possible to conpare differences and simlarities of

percei ved characteristics of college-level course work for both
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community coll ege faculty and four-year college and university
faculty. The participants selected were full-time professors in
the North Carolina system of public higher education currently

t eachi ng accounting and busi ness managenent. | ndivi dual

prof essors were chosen based on their expertise, through
consultation with the department chairpersons and the deans of

t he school s.

The First Stage of The Interview Process

This stage of the interviews consisted of in-person
interviews with participants at the selected community coll ege
and four-year university. A set of broad, open-ended interview
guestions were designed to gather information fromthe two-and
four-year college professors regarding the defining
characteristics of college-level courses they teach. The
i nterview protocol appears in appendix A. Probe questions were
designed to gather data if the first question did not elicit the
desired informati on. Each probe question was designed to gather
i nformation for answering the research questions. Al questions,
however, were asked in a way that encouraged the interviewe to
provide relevant information that would not be limted to
particul ar categories. Structural and probe questions were used
to discover the tacit meani ngs associated with information
provi ded by the professors.

The first question was a descriptive question, ainmed at

eliciting information in the professor’s "natural" |anguage.
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This question was designed to encourage the interviewees to talk
about and describe the courses and net hods of teaching used by
them The following is an exanple prepared by this researcher of
what Spradl ey (1979) calls an et hnographi c expl anati on | eadi ng
into a descriptive question:
Let ne explain briefly what | plan to do. Wat | will dois
ask a broad, general question. | want you to just answer in
all the detail you can provide. | would like for you to
descri be what you consider to be the defining characteristics of
a col |l ege-1evel course.
Categories of information usually enmerge fromresponses to
t he basic questions. These categories of information were
further clarified through the use of structural questions.
Structural questions are designed to provide alternate ways
to verify the existence of the category and to obtain additiona
information that belongs in that category. Each separate piece
of information is referred to as a data bit, a piece of text that
fits a given category. Following is an exanple of a structura
guestion that could provide data bits.
You have described a nunber of characteristics defining a
col l ege-1evel course. Are there any other characteristics
per haps pertaining to student preparation or ability?
Contrast questions are designed to elicit information about
differences or simlarities in data bits within a domain or
bet ween two or nore dommins. Contrast questions are hel pful

tools in discovering relationships anong and within the
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categories or domamins of information that have been gat hered.
The discovery of tacit know edge, that know edge which is outside
of awareness, represents the essence of this type of research.
Fromtacit know edge, inportant patterns energe that explain the
phenonena under study. The followng is an exanple of a contrast
guestion used with a professor who taught busi ness managenent at
both a community coll ege and a four-year college. You have
provi ded detailed information regarding the defining
characteristics of a college-level course. Wat are the
simlarities or differences, if any, between comunity coll ege
freshman | evel nmanagenent courses and the courses taught at a
four-year college or university?

In addition to gathering data through in-depth elite
i nterviews, the researcher kept a personal journal meking entries
i mredi ately follow ng each interview. Cbservations were recorded
in the journal regarding the interviewees behavior during the
interview Also recorded in the journal were the researcher’s
i mpressions that could not be captured in the taped or
transcri bed words of the intervi ewees.

Once the interviews were conpleted with the college
prof essors, an interview was conducted with the depart nment
chairperson at each college. This individual is responsible for
over seei ng each academ c division. The interview was conducted
for the purpose of triangulation of data. This process was used
to check data obtained fromthe professors against a third source

to show that an independent source of data agree or at |east did
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not contradict that which was gathered through other sources, a
procedure which is recommended by a nunber of researchers (Ml es

& Huber man, 1984; patton, 1980

The Second Stage of the Interview Process

After the interview data had been analyzed, tel ephone
interviews were conducted. These second interviews were used to
elicit informati on needed to confirmpatterns and thenes that
energed fromthe analysis of the data. These questions were
primarily open-ended and indirect so as not to | ead the response
of the informant but to confirmthe first interview Finally,
docunent analysis was used in a limted way to confirm
i nformati on about the courses being taught and assi gnnents used

in each course.

Verification of Accuracy of Transcribed Tapes

Interview tapes were transcribed. Three tapes were randomy
sel ected. One tape was then given to each nenber of a panel of
three. Each nenber of the panel would listen to the tape and
read the transcription to verify the accuracy of the transcribed
tapes. A sanple of the letter for verification is in APPEND X C.

Pil ot Study

This researcher did a pilot study to deternmine if the
interview format set up for this study woul d provide sufficient
information for this study. This researcher found during the

pilot study that this format was sufficient. Therefore no
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changes had to be made to the format. For the pilot study four
i nterviewees were first contacted by phone. They were a business
managenent and an accounting faculty nmenber froma two year
institution and a busi ness managenent and an accounting faculty
menber froma four-year institution. The initial contact was to
secure their permssion to do the interview and establish a tine
and place for the interview A letter was then sent to each
i ntervi ewee explaining the nature of the interview and
establ i shing an agreed upon tinme and place for the interview

The interviews were then conducted and recorded. The
researcher took notes during the interviews. These notes were
reviewed i medi ately after each interview by the researcher. The
tapes were transcri bed and anal yzed. This process hel ped confirm
the procedures to be used for collecting and anal yzing the data

for this study.

Dat a Anal ysi s

Usi ng content analysis, the researcher analyzed data to
find patterns that helped to illustrate objective descriptions of
what was conmuni cated, and that were relevant to the objectives
of the research. Domain analysis was used to identify
obj ectively and systematically data that could be grouped by
categories. Domain analysis is a system of analytic induction
used to study data for categories of information relevant to the
probl em bei ng expl ored (Spradl ey, 1979). This technique requires

the researcher to exam ne all the data, determ ne comron
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patterns, and assign the data to categories of meaning. During
the first reading of the transcripts, the researcher began
developing a prelimnary list of categories, "Taking the specific
words and trying to fit them together under sone generic code"
(Bogdan & Bi klen, 1992, p. 176).

The data anal ysis was a search for categories of neaning
within the data being anal yzed (Spradl ey, 1979). Each category
consi sts of three basic elenents that include (a) covering terns,
whi ch are nanmes for the categories; (b) including ternms, which
are the itens or data bits frominterviews which fit inside the
category; and (c) identifying semantic relationships, which |ink
the "covering” and "including" ternms (Spradley, 1979). Use of
this process as used in this study is described bel ow

Qualitative data analysis is a search for general statenents
about rel ati onshi ps anong categories of data (Marshall & Rossman
1989). The data analysis strategy of content analysis brings
order, structure, and nmeaning to the mall of collected data.

Wth these two concepts in mnd, the researcher devel oped
categories of data as a focusing device, using the interviews
fromthe pilot study as the initial step in the devel opment of
t hese categories, and expanded on these as the data were

anal yzed.

Codi ng of Data

Each interview was anal yzed and the salient points
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hi ghlighted to be later considered for inclusion in domain

anal ysis. For exanple, as the researcher read through a
transcript, certain phrases and terns occurred that related to

i ssues and questions raised in the review of the literature.
This data was highlighted. Data cited by the interviewe as
defining coll ege-level course work was al so highlighted. Wile
the transcripts were being read, the researcher began a
prelimnary |ist of categories and in this way began to test the
wor kability of the categories being created (Bogdan & Bikl en,
1992). To see relationships readily during data collection and
anal ysis, transcripts of accounting faculty interviews were
printed on green paper and transcripts of nanagenment faculty
interviews on white paper. University faculty interviews were
hi ghlighted in red ink; comunity college faculty interviews in
blue ink. 1In addition, each data bit was coded with the initials
of the individual interviewed. |If a professor repeated a point
several tines, it would be recorded, as the sane data bit when

t he conpari sons anobng and across disciplines and institutions
wer e made.

Fol |l owi ng a net hod descri bed by Bogdan & Bi klen (1992), the
researcher cut up the interview transcripts so that units of data
coul d be placed on poster board according to categories,
utilizing domain analysis to determ ne the correctness of
pl acenent. Extensive information needed to be categorized, and
arrangenent of data into categories was facilitated by having it

all assenbled in one place. The first attenpt at assigning data
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to a category is a test to discover the workability of the
category. "Categories can be nodified, new categories can be
devel oped, and ol d ones di scarded" during this phase of the
anal ysis (Bogdan and Bi kl en, 1992, p. 176). Data bits were often
noved fromone prelimnary category to another category and
consol i dated from several prelimnary ones. For exanple, the
interview statenment "l expect the student to study three hours
out side of class for each hour in class" could initially be
consi dered a part of the course requirenent category. It in
fact, may beconme part of the category maturity of the student.
The data bit regarding the amount of study tinme outside of class,
whil e a course requirenent or expectation, is also what is
expected of a mature student. Bodgan and Bi kl en (1992) pointed
out that "it is inportant to realize that you are not attenpting
to cone up with the right coding system or even the best. Wat
is right or best differs according to your ains. You mght | ook
at the data again after you conplete nore research projects and
code themdifferently" (page 176). The researcher nust nake
decisions which will limt categories because "analysis is a
process of data reduction" (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 177).

Each transcribed interview was read carefully to determ ne
whi ch of the nine semantic rel ationships the data would fit.
Then it was deterni ned which category the response or part of the
response fit in. For exanple, in the pilot study one community
col | ege managenent instructor commented "it [college level] is

the I evel of thinking, the demands of thinking, of naking

67



connections at the college [level]." This coment obviously
cites maki ng connections as a characteristic of college-|evel
course work as well as a level of thinking. The determ nation of
the appropriate category for the first part of the statenent was
arrived at through data analysis. The researcher decided that
"the level of thinking, the demands of thinking" was a
characteristic of problem solving through critical thinking,
semantic rel ati onshi p nunber nine. The |ess-than-obvious
sentence or sentence parts coded into a semantic relationship
within a category were recorded on a domain anal ysis work sheet
as follows: (a) the initials of the interviewe, (b) code for the
institution and discipline, 3) the data bit, and (c) the semantic
rel ati onship and domain applicable to the data bit.

This system provided a nmeans of tracking information for future

r ef er ence.

Thene ldentification
Once domain analysis was applied for all interview data
col l ected, the categories that enmerged were searched for comon
thenes that were repeated or noted as significant by the
i nterviewees. There was a search for patterns across both
community coll ege and university interviewes and across

di sci plines.
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Generating Categories

Devel opi ng categories involves noting the simlarities in
the data. The researcher |ooked at the energing categories to
determ ne that they had internal convergence and externa
di vergence (Guba, 1981); in other words, the categories should be
internally consistent but different fromeach other. This
i nvol ved "maki ng deci si ons concerni ng when one unit of data ends
and anot her begins. Oten units of data will overlap, and
particular units of data will fit in nore than one category"”
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 177). The researcher identified the
salient, grounded categories of meaning held by participants in
the study (Guba, 1981). Patton (1980) describes this inductive
anal ysis as a process that uncovers patterns, thenes, and
categories, calling it "a creative process that requires making
carefully consi dered judgnments about what is really neaningful in
the data" (p 313).

Eval uati ng Energent Hypot heses

As the categories and patterns energed, the researcher began
t he process of evaluating "the plausibility of devel oping
hypot heses, " related to the defining characteristics of college-
| evel course work (Marshall & Rossman, 1995, p. 118). Throughout
the analysis, part of the process was to evaluate the data for
their "informational adequacy, credibility, useful ness, and
centrality" (p. 118). As part of the final analysis, the
researcher had to deci de whether or not the data were useful in

illum nating the questions being explored and whet her or not they
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were central to the issue under study. These decisions were nade
based on the issues raised in the review of the literature. For
exanpl e, one section of the literature review was conprised of
know edgeabl e writers’ opinions regarding coll ege-1evel course
wor k. The researcher conpared the findings in this study with

t hese opinions. The researcher also | ooked for defining
characteristics that grew out of the research but were not part
of the review of the literature. The emergi ng of the categories
i ndi cated certain comon assertions anong and between the

i nterviewees. Fromthese assertions hypot heses can be devel oped
that aid in further studies related to defining the
characteristics of college-level course work.

In Summary, as a review is nade of the methodol ogi cal issues
it is found that threats to validity can be reduced by carefu
attention to specific procedural safeguards. The elite interview
met hod of research has both advantages and Iimtations in regard
to validity and reliability.

There is always the potential to introduce bias when the
study uses inpressions and opinions of informants as a major
source of data. The follow ng steps were taken to reduce these
sources of bias, (a) taping of the interviews, (b) recording in a
journal interview situations, (c) triangulation of data through
interviews with a third party, and (d) follow up interviews to

assure accuracy.
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