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Qualitative Research  

“The key to understanding qualitative 
research lies with the idea that meaning is 

socially constructed by individuals in 

interaction with their world…there are 
multiple constructions and interpretations of 

reality that are in flux and that change over 

time. Qualitative researchers are interested 

in understanding what those interpretations 
are at a particular point in time and in a 

particular context” (Merriam, 2002, p. 3-4). 

 
 

Examples of qualitative research studies 

 Basic interpretive 
 Phenomenology 

 Grounded theory 

 Case study 

 Ethnography 
 Narrative analysis 

 Critical 

 Postmodern 

 

 The Early College Experience  

What is the role of qualitative research in understanding the early college experience? 

 

There is a need to collect and use qualitative data to better understand the early college experience because 
these methods capture “many of the subtle and fine-grained complexities of college impact more than traditional 

quantitative approaches” (Pascarella, 1991, p. 463). 

 
Further, these methods allow researchers to explore the intertwined relationship between perceptions and 

personal meaning. Seidman (1998) describes the interplay between these elements as one of the purposes for 

conducting this type of research. 

 

Methodological Examples  

Existing qualitative research studies on first-year students, seminars, and programs have involved traditional 
methods, including: 

 Focus groups 

 Observation 

 One-on-one (or in-depth) interviews 
 Oral history or narrative inquiry 

 Document review (Often consulted as a secondary source) 
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One Methodological Example  

This is was a study of first-year student perceptions of the influence of first-year seminar participation on the 

early college experience.  
 

This multi-campus study used one-on-one (or in-depth) interviews with 18 first-year students and document 

analysis (“conventional” or traditional qualitative methods). 
 

Selected findings: 

 The first-year seminar helped facilitate the transition to college because it provided an opportunity to 
learn about campus resources and customs. 

 Students gained academic confidence from participation in a first-year seminar. 

 Through the course, students developed a sense of trust for their first-year seminar instructor. 

 Students developed friendships with peers in the first-year seminar. 

 

More About Methods  

What could I have learned if I had used some “unconventional” methods of data collection? 
A recent study found that on average, students spent 190.63 minutes a day texting and 72.78 minutes a day 

on Facebook (Junco, 2009). 

 

Assessment Examples  

Common Aspects of First-Year Seminar or Program Assessment 

 Surveys 
 Course evaluations 

 Retention/academic performance data 

 
Other “Unconventional” Methods to Assess the Course Impact 

 Essays (more structured), journal assignments or personal reflections (less structured) 

 Online surveys or polls 

 One-minute reflections 
 Blogs 

 Twitter 

 

Closing the Loop  

Thoughts on How to Use the Data:  

 Enhance practices and pedagogies used in first-year classes.  
 Find ways to share the stories of current students with incoming and/or prospective students.  

 Supplement research and assessment with student stories gathered using conventional or 

unconventional qualitative methods. 


