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The “What” of the Study

BUILDING THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

hat is research? What is a research proposal? How do the two relate to

each other? For the social scientist or researcher in applied fields,
research is a process of trying to gain a better understanding of the complexi-
ties of human experience and, in some genres of research, to take action based
on that understanding. Through systematic and sometimes collaborative
strategies, the researcher gathers information about actions and interactions,
reflects on their meaning, arrives at and evaluates conclusions, and eventually
puts forward an interpretation, most frequently in written form. Quite unlike
its pristine and logical presentation in journal articles—*“the reconstructed
logic of science” (Kaplan, 1964)—real research is often confusing, messy,
intensely frustrating, and fundamentally nonlinear. In critiquing the way
journal articles display research as a supremely sequential and objective
endeavor, Bargar and Duncan (1982) describe how, “through such highly
standardized reporting practices, scientists inadvertently hide from view the
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real inner drama of their work, with its intuitive base, its halting time-line,
and its extensive recycling of concepts and perspectives” (p. 2).

The researcher begins with interesting, curious, or anomalous phenomena
that he observes, discovers, or stumbles across. Not unlike the detective work
of Sherlock Holmes or the best traditions in investigative reporting, research
seeks to explain, describe, or explore the phenomenon chosen for study.
Emancipatory genres, such as those represented by some critical, feminist, or
postmodern work, also make explicit their intent to act to change oppressive
circumstances. The research proposal is a plan for engaging in systematic
inguiry to bring about a better understanding of the phenomenon and, increas-
ingly, to change problematic social circumstances. As discussed in Chapter 1,
the finished proposal should demonstrate that (a) the research is worth doing,
(b) the researcher 1s competent to conduct the study, and (c) the study is
carefully planned and can be executed successfully.

A proposal for the conduct of any research represents decisions the re-
searcher has made that a particular theoretical framework, design, and meth-
odology will generate data appropriate for responding to the research ques-
tions. These decisions emerge through intuition, complex reasoning, and
weighing a number of possible research questions, possible conceptual frame-
works, and alternative designs and strategies for gathering data. Throughout,
the researcher considers the should-do-ability, do-ability, and want-to-do-
ability of the proposed project (discussed in Chapter 1). This is the complex,
dialectic process of designing a qualitative study. This chapter demonstrates
how, in qualitative design, you are deciding among possible research ques-
tions, frameworks, approaches, sites, and data collection methods. Building
the research proposal demands that the researcher consider all elements of the
proposal at the same time. But how to begin? This is often the most challeng-
ing aspect of developing a solid proposal.

Sections of the Proposal

Proposals for qualitative research vary in format but typically include the
following three sections: (a) the introduction, which includes an overview of
the proposal, a discussion of the topic or focus of the inquiry and the general
research questions, the study’s purpose and potential significance, and its
limitations; (b) a discussion of related literature, which situates the study in
the ongoing discourse about the topic and develops the specific intellectual
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traditions to which the study links; and (c) the research design and methods,
which details the overall design, the site or population of interest, the specific
methods for gathering data, a preliminary discussion of strategies for analyz-
ing the data, how the study’s trustworthiness will be ensured, the personal
biography of the researcher, and ethical and political issues that may arise in
the conduct of the study. In all research, these sections are interrelated, each
one building on the others. These sections are listed in Table 2.1. In qualitative
inquiry, the proposal should reserve some flexibility in research questions and
design because these are likely to change during the research process. The
next section provides some strategies for building a ciear conceptual frame-
work while retaining the flexibility to allow the unanticipated to emerge.

Building the Conceptual Framework:
Topic, Purpose, and Significance

The purposes of this section of the proposal are (a) to describe the substan-
tive focus of the research—the topic—and its purpose; (b) to frame it in larger
theoretical, policy, social, or practical domains and thereby develop its sig-
nificance; (c) to pose initial research questions; (d) to forecast the literature
to be discussed in the review of related literature; and (e) to discuss the
limitations of the study. The proposal writer should organize the information
so that a reader can clearly ascertain the essence of the research study. This
section, along with the review of related literature, forms the conceptual
framework of the study and tells the reader the study’s substantive focus and
purpose. The design section then describes how the study will be conducted
and displays the writer’s ability to conduct the study. 7

Although separated into discrete sections through convention, the narrative
of the first two sections—the introduction and the review of related litera-
ture—is derived from a thorough familiarity with literature on relevant theory,
empirical studies, reviews of research, and informed essays by knowledgeable
experts. A careful reading of related literature serves two purposes. First, it
establishes evidence for the significance of the study for practice and policy
and as a contribution to the ongoing discourse about the topic (often re-
ferred to as contributing to “knowledge”). Second, it identifies the important
intellectual traditions that guide the study, thereby developing a conceptual
framework and refining an important and viable research question.
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Table 2.1 Sections of a Qualitative Research Proposal

Introduction
Overview
Topic and purpose
Potential significance
Framework and general research questions

Limitations

Review of Related Literature
Theoretical traditions
Essays by informed experts

Related research

Design and Methodology
Overall approach and rationale
Site or population selection
Data-gathering methods
Data analysis procedures
Trustworthiness
Personal biography
Ethical and political considerations

Appendixes

Because of the interrelatedness of the sections and because writing is a
developmental, recursive task, the writer may find it necessary to rewrite the
research questions or problem statement after reviewing the literature or to
refocus the significance after the research design i1s developed. Bargar and
Duncan’s (1982) description of “extensive recycling of concepts and perspec-
tives” (p. 2), quoted earlier, captures this dialectic process. Our advice is that
the writer be sensitive to the need for change and flexibility and not rush to
closure too soon. Sound ideas for research may come in a moment of
inspiration, but the hard work comes next as the idea, the intellectual traditions
that surround the idea, and the methods for exploring it are developed, refined,
and polished. '

Overview

The first section of the proposal provides an overview of the study for the
reader. It introduces the topic or problem and purpose of the study, the general

research questions, and design of the study. This section should be crisply
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written, engage the reader’s interest, and forecast the sections to follow. First,
the topic or problem that the study will address is introduced, linking this to
practice, policy, social issues, and/or theory, and forecasting the study’s
significance. Next, the broad areas of theory and related rescarch to be
discussed in the literature review are outlined. Then the design of the study 1s
sketched in which the particular approach, major data collection techniques,
and unique features of the design are noted. Finally, the introduction provides
a transition to a more detailed discussion of the topic, the study’s significance,
and the research questions.

The Topic

In qualitative inquiry, initial curiosities for research often come from
real-world observations, emerging from the interplay of the researcher’s direct
experience, tacit theories, political commitments, interests in practice, and
growing scholarly interests. At other times, the topic of interest derives from
theoretical traditions and their attendant empirical research. Beginning re-
searchers should examine reviews of literature found in journals specifically
committed to publishing extensive review articles (e.g., Review of Fduca-
tional Research), peruse policy-oriented publications to learn about current
or emerging issues in their fields, and talk with experts for their judgments
about crucial issues. They might also reflect on the intersection of their
personal, professional, and political interests to ascertain what particular
topics or issues capture their imaginations.

Figure 2.1 provides a schematic description of the dialectic relationship
between theory, practice, research questions, and personal experience. We call
this the cycle of inquiry; the figure suggests that a research project may begin
at any point in this complex process. For example, as a focus for the study
emerges (the general topic), possible research questions, potential sites, and
individuals or groups to invite to participate in the research may be considered.
Imagining potential sites or groups of people to work with may, in turn,
reshape the focus of the study. Thinking about sites or people for the study
also encourages the researcher to think about her role in the setting and
possible strategies for gathering data. Alternatively, the researcher may know
of a site where intriguing issues of practice capture her imagination. Thinking
about this site and the issues and people in it will foster analysis about what
research questions are likely to be significant for practice. The research

questions then shape decisions about gathering data. Developing the research
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Figure 2.1. The Cycle of Inquiry

project proceeds dialectically as possible research focuses, questions, sites,
and strategies for gathering data are considered.

Crabtree and Miller (1992) offer refinements of this generic cycle of
inquiry. They argue that the process of much qualitative research can be
captured by “Shiva’s circle of constructivist inquiry” (p. 10)—Shiva is the
Hindu god of dance and death (see Figure 2.2). The researcher enters this cycle
of interpretation with exquisite sensitivity to context, seeking no ultimate
truths. She must be faithful to the dance, but she also stands apart from it,
discovering and interpreting the “symbolic communication and meaning . . .
that helps us maintain cultural life” (p. 10). A more radical inquiry process is
captured in Figure 2.3, which expresses critical, feminist, and some postmod-
ern perspectives. These two models depict the researcher looking critically at
experience and the larger social forces that shape it. She searches for expres-
sions of domination, oppression, and power in daily life. Her goal is to unmask
this “false consciousness” and create “a more empowered and emancipated
consciousness by reducing the illusions” of experience (pp. 10-11). Figures
2.2 and 2.3 provide alternative conceptualizations of the cycle of inquiry; note,
however, that each entails question posing, design, data collection, analysis,
and interpretation.
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Figure 2.2. Shiva’s Circle of Constructivist Inquiry

SOURCE: Crabtree and Miller (1992, p. 10). Reprinted by permission.
NOTE: Hx = hypotheses.
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SOURCE: Crabtree and Miller (1992, p. 11). Reprinted by permission.
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Especially in applied fields, such as management, nursing, community
development, education, and clinical psychology, a strong autobiographical
element often drives the research interest. For example, a doctoral student in
family counseling psychelogy studied bereaved mothers because of her own
experience with the loss of a teenaged son (Oliver, 1990). A student in social
psychology, deeply committed to the protection of the environment, studied
environmental attitudes from an adult development theoretical perspective
(Greenwald, 1992). A student in organizational development investigated
male and female physicians’ espoused moral principles of care and justice in
compensation issues, as a way of exploring Gilligan’s (1982b) theory, because
of her deep commitment to ethical practice (Cormier, 1993). A student in
international development education studied Indonesian farmers’ views on
land use because of her political commitment to indigenous peoples (Campbell-
Nelson, 1997).

The qualitative researcher’s challenge is to demonstrate that this personal
interest will not bias the study. A sensitive awareness of the methodological
literature about the self in conducting inquiry, interpreting data, and construct-
ing the final narrative helps, as does knowledge of the epistemological debate
about what constitutes knowledge and knowledge claims, especially the
critique of power and dominance in traditional research (see the discussion in
Chapter 1 about critical ethnography, feminist research, action research, and
postmodern perspectives). If direct experience stimulates the initial curiosity,
moreover, the researcher needs to link that curiosity to general research
questions. The large end of the conceptual funnel, if you will, contains the
general, or “grand tour,” questions that the study will explore; the small end
depicts the specific focus for the proposed study.

Figure 2.4 illustrates this funnel metaphdr, drawing from the study by
Benbow (1994) about the development of commitment to social action. The
large end of the funnel represents the general conceptual focus—the issue of
social activism and its role in ameliorating oppressive circumstances. Midway
down the funnel, the focus narrows to a concern with individuals who have
demonstrated and lived an intense commitment to social causes. An alternative
choice at this point would have been to focus on social movements as group
phenomena rather than on individuals whose lived experiences embody social
consciousness. The small end of the conceptual funnel focuses even more
closely on a research question (or set of questions) about how life experiences
helped shape and develop a lifelong, intensive commitment to social activism.



The “What” of the Study 29

Phenomenon of social
activism

Individuals who are committed to
empowerment and social change

What experiences shaped the
development of fully committed
social activists?

>

Figure 2.4. The Cenceptual Funnel

People develop personal theories (theories-in-use or tacit theories; Argyris
& Schon, 1974) about events as ways of reducing ambiguity and explaining
paradox. When they decide to conduct inquiry, however, they should be guided
by systematic considerations, such as existing theory and empirical research.
Tacit theory (one’s personal understanding) and formal theory (from a litera-
ture review) help to bring the question, the curious phenomenon, or the
problematic issue into focus and raise it to a more general level. The potential
research moves from a troubling or intriguing real-world observation (e.g.,
these kids won’t volunteer-in class no matter how much it’s rewarded!), to
personal theory (these kids care more about what other kids think than they
do about grades), to formal theory, concepts, and models from literature
(students’ behavior is a function of the formal classroom expectations as
mediated by the informal expectations of the student subculture). These
coalesce to frame a focus for the study in the form of a rescarch question:
What are the expectations of the student subculture vis-a-vis class participation?

This complex process of conceptualizing, framing, and focusing a study 1s
depicted in Figure 2.5. It shows the interplay of personal observation with a
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