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ASSUMPTIONS UNDERLYING QUANTITATIVE
AND QUALITATIVE RESEARCH:
Implications for Institutional Research

Russel S. Hathaway

For institutional researchers, the choice to use a quantitative or qualitative approach
to research is dictated by time, money, resources, and staff. Frequently, the choice
to use one or the other approach is made at the method level. Choices made at this
level generally have rigor, but ignore the underlying philosophical assumptions struc-
turing beliefs about methodology, knowledge, and reality. When choosing a method,
institutional researchers also choose what they believe to be knowledge, reality, and
the correct method to measure both. The purpose of this paper is to clarify and
explore the assumptions underlying quantitative and qualitative research. The rea-
son for highlighting the assumptions is to increase the general level of understanding
and appreciation of epistemological issues in institutional research. Articulation of
these assumptions should foster greater awareness of the appropriateness of differ-
ent kinds of knowledge for different purposes.

There are few subjects that generate as much passion among scientists as arguments
over method. (Shulman, 1981, p. 5)

Institutional researchers are continually involved with implementing research
agendas for various campus constituencies. Institutional research offices pro-
vide important technical and informational support for central decision makers
in higher education by engaging in research-oriented activities such as tracking
enrollment patterns, surveying incoming students, documenting faculty work-
loads, and assessing staff job satisfaction. Research methods that institutional
researchers employ range from basic quantitative statistical analyses to inter-
views and case studies (Bohannon, 1988; Bunda, 1991; Fetterman, 1991;
Hinkle, McLaughlin, and Austin, 1988; Jennings and Young, 1988; Sherman
and Webb, 1988; Tierney, 1991). Some institutional researchers advocate inte-
grating quantitative and qualitative approaches to institutional research (Mar-
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shall, Lincoln, and Austin, 1991; Peterson, 1985a). Often, the driving forces
behind the choice of methods are time, money, resources, staff, and those re-
questing the study. The choice to use a quantitative approach (e.g., survey and
statistical analysis of responses) versus a qualitative approach (e.g., transcrip-
tion analysis of interviews) is generally decided at the level of methods. Al-
though the choice of methods is often a difficult one, institutional researchers
generally make the decision with relative ease, choosing the method that will
garner the information they seek. However, they often make their decisions
without giving much thought to the assumptions underlying research methods.

Over the past decade, educational researchers have been engaged in an ongo-
ing polemic concerning quantitative and qualitative research. They have been
arguing over philosophical commensurability,' the concern that qualitative re-
search has been seen as a methodological variation of quantitative research, and
whether researchers should combine quantitative and qualitative research meth-
ods when pursuing research interests (Donmoyer, 1985; Eisner, 1981, 1983;
Firestone, 1987; Howe, 1985, 1988; Shulman, 1981).

Although the intricate details of this debate are not of paramount concemn for
institutional researchers, the general discourse over the fundamental philosophi-
cal grounds guiding research methods is relevant. Some of those involved in the
debate argue that the choice to use a quantitative or qualitative research ap-
proach should not be made at the method level (Guba and Lincoln, 1981).2 This
concern has direct relevance for those making methodological choices in an
applied field such as institutional research. The decision to use quantitative or
qualitative methods is replete with assumptions concerning the nature of knowl-
edge and reality, how one understands knowledge and reality, and the process
of acquiring knowledge and knowledge about reality. When one chooses a par-
ticular research approach, one makes certain assumptions concerning knowli-
edge, reality, and the researcher’s role. These assumptions shape the research
endeavor, from the methodology employed to the type of questions asked.

When institutional researchers make the choice between quantitative or quali-
tative research methods, they tacitly assume a structure of knowledge, an under-
standing and perception of reality, and a researcher’s role. The purpose of this
paper is to clarify and explore the underlying assumptions contained within
quantitative and qualitative research. It is important for institutional research-
ers to understand the philosophical grounding of the two approaches so that
they may reflect on those assumptions while engaging in institutional research.
In addition, understanding the philosophical grounding also highlights the
strengths and weaknesses of both approaches. The reason for contrasting the
two paradigms is to increase the general level of understanding and apprecia-
tion of epistemological issues in the institutional research profession. Articula-
tion of the epistemological differences should foster greater awareness of the
appropriateness of different kinds of knowledge for different purposes; it may
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thereby help legitimate the adoption of alternative and more appropriate knowl-
edge-yielding paradigms in institutional research. It should also help reduce
conflicts within the field by justifying and providing a basis for tolerance of
diversity and multiplicity in research design.

Greater epistemological appreciation seems to be an essential prerequisite to
developing an appropriate inquiry approach whereby researchers would explic-
itly select a mode of inquiry to fit the nature of the problematic situation under
study, the state of knowledge, and their own skills, style, and purpose (Don-
moyer, 1985; Smith, 1983a). In addition, appreciation of epistemological issues
has implications for the evaluation of institutional research products. It leads to
a belief that the quality of a piece of research is more critically indicated by the
appropriateness of the paradigm selected than by the mere technical correctness
of the methods used (Donmoyer, 1985; Eisner, 1981; Herriott and Firestone,
1983; Smith 1983a).

The debate that has been going on among educational researchers will be
highlighted in brief, emphasizing the major points that have been raised by
proponents of quantitative and qualitative research, as well as the arguments for
those who advocate the combination of the two approaches. This debate will be
used as a stepping stone into a discussion of the underlying philosophies of
quantitative and qualitative research. An example program review will be used
to describe how the two approaches might structure the program investigation
and evaluation. This example is not meant to represent an ideal, or even typical,
method of conducting a review, but rather to provide a vivid sense of the dis-
tinctions between the two approaches. Finally, differences between the para-
digms will be identified and discussed followed by a conclusion highlighting
implications for conducting inquiry in institutional research.

DEBATES OVER DISCIPLINED INQUIRY
Early Debate

The educational research community is engaged in a heated debate over
quantitative and qualitative approaches to disciplined inquiry. The crux of the
debate centers on the incommensurability of the underlying assumptions struc-
turing the approaches (Donmoyer, 1985; Eisner, 1981; Firestone, 1987; Howe,
1985). This debate in educational research, however, followed a crisis in the
social sciences concerning identical philosophical issues (Bernstein, 1976,
1983; Rabinow and Sullivan, 1987). Bernstein (1976) has provided one of the
most comprehensive summaries of the history of the social science debates, as
well as a rich description of the various research paradigms that were, and still
are, being discussed.

The debate over quantitative and qualitative research arose out of the social
and political unrest of the 1960s during which the foundations of the social
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disciplines came under radical criticism (Bernstein, 1976; Rabinow and Sul-
livan, 1987). Bernstein argues that these critiques came at a time when the
social disciplines had arrived at a tentative agreement on an empirical founda-
tion where they could begin a stable expansion of the scientific knowledge of
society. Critics argued, and continue to argue, that the foundations of the social
sciences were replete with weakness; that what was believed to be objective
scientific knowledge was a veiled form of ideology that supported the status
quo (Bernstein, 1976; Gordon, Miller, and Rollock, 1990; Stanfield, 1985).
Others argued that the social sciences did not provide the critical perspectives
on what was happening in society, nor did they provide solutions to the prob-
lems they set out to solve (Bernstein, 1976). The belief that a rational, system-
atic study of societal problems would result in policies and programs that would
address them was doubted (Bernstein, 1976).

As the social sciences began to experience profound criticism and self-doubt,
newly discussed approaches arose to rescue social science research from the
depths of angst. Bernstein (1976) argues that linguistic philosophical inquiries
were used to challenge the epistemological foundations of the social sciences.
Phenomenology and hermeneutics also became more welcome in social scien-
tific circles. These disciplines, often characterized as soft and subjective by
empirical researchers, were perceived as panaceas for the ills facing social re-
search (Bernstein, 1976). Advocates of phenomenology and hermeneutics be-
lieved that these approaches could provide elucidative insight into social pro-
cesses that was not being acquired with empirical inquiry methods (Bermnstein,
1976).

The literature produced in this period concerning the nature of research can
best be described as muddled. Bernstein (1976) reports that there was no agree-
ment during the 1960s and 1970s about what were provable results, what were
the proper research methods, what were important problems to address, or what
were “the most promising theoretical approaches” in the study of social science.
It was during this confusing period that the educational community began ques-
tioning its approaches to disciplined inquiry.*

Educational Debate

Closely following what could be called the “angst” period in social science
research, the educational research community began to experience a similar
debate, beginning in the late 1970s and continuing today (Donmoyer, 1985;
Eisner, 1981, 1983; Firestone, 1987; Garrison, 1986; Giarelli and Chambliss,
1988; Howe, 1985, 1988; Hutchinson, 1988; Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Mar-
shall, Lincoln, and Austin, 1991; Sherman and Webb, 1988). Throughout thi:
period, educational researchers have engaged in a heated debate over the degret
to which quantitative and qualitative methods can be combined. This discours:
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revolved around defining different facets of qualitative and quantitative re-
search along with the debate focusing on the pros and cons of combining the
two approaches. In general, researchers fall into three perspectives in this dis-
cussion: the purists, the situationalists, and the pragmatists (Rossman and
Wilson, 1985). The purists would not entertain the notion of discussing combin-
ing the two approaches. Educational researchers within this perspective focus
on the incommensurability between the two approaches and argue that the phi-
losophies grounding the two approaches are so divergent in terms of assump-
tions about the world, truth, and reality that one should not even consider com-
bining quantitative and qualitative research (Guba, 1987; Smith, 1983a, 1983b;
Smith and Heshusius, 1986). The concern is that by combining approaches,
researchers neglect to acknowledge that the different approaches make vastly
different assumptions concerning knowledge and reality. Others have discussed
the problems involved in ignoring the issue of underlying assumptions and fo-
cusing only on the benefits of combining both approaches (Donmoyer, 1985).

In contrast, those falling within the situationalist perspective focus on the
level of method and argue “that certain methods are most appropriate for spe-
cific situations” (Rossman and Wilson, 1985, p. 630). The choice of method for
the situationalist is partially determined by the questions to be answered. Fur-
thermore, situationalist researchers also alternate between qualitative and quan-
titative methods as they engage the research process (Rossman and Wilson,
1985). In other words, researchers adhering to this perspective may use a sur-
vey to generate information that could assist in the development of an interview
protocol.

For the pragmatist, quantitative and qualitative methods are viewed as capa-
ble of informing one another throughout the research process. In contrast to the
situationalist, who alters between the two approaches, the pragmatist views the
two approaches capable of simultaneously bringing to bear both of their
strengths to answer a research question. Using interviews, surveys, question-
naires, and observation techniques within one study is as an example of a prag-
matic approach to integrating or combining research methods.

Institutional Research Debate

Throughout the past decade of discussion, the educational research debate
has highlighted many of the strengths and weaknesses of quantitative and quali-
tative research, and it has brought to light the philosophies underlying the two
approaches. For institutional researchers, the debate follows closely on the heels
of the evolution of the profession, a profession that has slowly moved from
engaging primarily in descriptive quantitative studies in the 1970s and 1980s
(Peterson, 1985a, 1985b) to more multimethod studies in the 1990s (Peterson
and Spencer, 1993). Institutional researchers have engaged in debates similar to
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those of educational researchers, but not to the same extent. Institutional re-
searchers have primarily discussed quantitative and qualitative differences at
the method level (Bohannon, 1988; Fetterman, 1991; Fincher, 1985; Hinkle,
McLaughlin, and Austin, 1988; Jennings and Young, 1988; Marshall, Lincoln,
and Austin, 1991; Tierney, 1991) and how different methodologies yield differ-
ent information (Peterson and Spencer, 1993). At this level, institutional re-
searchers have been attending, correctly so, to assumptions supporting specific
statistical procedures (Bohannon, 1988; Yancey, 1988a, 1988b), such as having
random selection when performing multiple regression, having a sample size
larger than five in each cell of an ANOVA, or assuming a normal distribution.
By attending to the assumptions at this level, institutional researchers have pro-
duced studies that have rigorous application of methods.

Institutional researchers advocating qualitative approaches have also appro-
priately focused attention on the assumptions guiding good qualitative research.
Qualitative institutional researchers have tended to address data collection pro-
cedures, such as having an interview protocol composed of nonleading ques-
tions and accurate transcripts of observation or taped accounts (e.g., Miles and
Huberman, 1984), but they fail to discuss or acknowledge the scientific philoso-
phies (i.e., phenomenology, hermeneutics, positivism) in which they are
grounded. Those using quantitative approaches also neglect to mention the
philosophical grounds on which their approaches are based. It is important for
institutional researchers to be cognizant of the philosophical assumptions guid-
ing both quantitative and qualitative approaches. It is important not only be-
cause it is good practice, but because institutional research is an applied field in
which much of what is done is used for policy decisions. These policy deci-
sions, once implemented, make assumptions concerning the reality of campus
life. These realities are defined, in part, by the underlying philosophies structur-
ing the approach used by the institutional researcher. For example, a statistical
analysis performed on survey results may describe certain aspects of the
campus, but these aspects have been shaped by the people who developed the
survey and may not reflect the reality as understood and experienced by those
who answered the survey.

PARADIGMS UNDERLYING QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE
RESEARCH

Defining Paradigm

A framework is needed to discuss the differences between philosophies un-
derlying the quantitative and qualitative research approaches. The distinction
between the philosophies can be made by using the concept of paradigm. The
work of a number of philosophers (Bernstein, 1976; Firestone, 1987; Gubrium,
1988; Kuhn, 1962, 1970, 1974) is quite useful in defining the idea of a para-
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digm. Kuhn defines scientific paradigm as a theoretical framework, or a way of
perceiving and understanding the world, that a group of scientists has adopted
as their worldview. For Bernstein, the underlying paradigm dictates a level of
generally unexamined common assumptions, attitudes, and expectations, and a
framework within which inquiry operates. This paradigm guides a shared sense
of what scientific inquiry is and could be the kind of reality being investigated,
the proper form of inquiry, and a general orientation for perceiving and inter-
preting the world (Bernstein, 1976). The paradigm from which one operates has
consequences for views of the nature of empirical knowledge, the relations of
theory and practice, the relations of fact and perception, and the education and
role of the theorist (Bernstein, 1976). When a scientist observes a phenomenon
and interprets what this observation means, that scientist is using a particular
paradigm to give that observation meaning. Gubrium (1988) defines paradigm
as a way of structuring everyday experience, a way of framing events, a sense
of what is real and how to prove it, and an implicit stance on ontology and
epistemology (i.e., being and knowing). This paradigm also influences the
methods chosen (Firestone, 1987) and implies policy and action (Banks, 1988).

In essence, scientific paradigms act as lenses through which scientists or
researchers are able to perceive and understand the problems in their field and
the scientific answers to those problems. Paradigms dictate what researchers
consider data, what their role in the investigation will be, what they consider
knowledge, how they view reality, and how they can access that reality. A
scientific paradigm provides a group of scientists or researchers with a way of
collectively making sense of their scientific world. It is this framework of ev-
eryday assumptions about knowledge, reality, and the proper methodology that
will be summarized in the remainder of this paper.

Distinguishing the Paradigms

Quantitative and qualitative approaches can both serve research purposes, but
in different ways and with different effects. The ways in which they are used
and the insights provided are a function of the underlying assumptions of the
paradigms grounding the approaches. The attempt here is to systematically ar-
ticulate the paradigms underlying both these approaches by direct description
and by contrast with a recognizable alternative. The two paradigms will be
contrasted on a number of dimensions (summarized in Table 1).

Before discussing the differences between the two paradigms of inquiry, it
may be useful to comment on the paradigms underlying the distinction between
quantitative and qualitative research approaches. A review of the literature
yields a wide array of distinctions between the philosophies undergirding the
two approaches.’

Included among these are Geertz’s (1973) distinction between thin and thick
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TABLE 1. The Paradigm Framework Underlying the Two Approaches
Empirical-Analytic Interpretive
(quantitative) (qualitative)
Methodology ~ Begin with hypothesis of a rela- Formulate a question.
tionship between cause & effect Identify sample (purposive).
(program & outcome). “Fix” phenomenon (interview,
Test the hypothesis. observe, tape record).
Develop instruments. Narrative articulation and inter-
Identify sample (random). pretation of themes.
Measure/code phenomenon. Compare data types; integrate
Aggregate data. material (as parts of a whole).
Generalize: theory that has with- ~ Hypothesis generating.
stood this test. Write case descriptions.
Researcher should have objective  Generalize?
stance. Researcher should have participa-
tory stance.
Ontology Public events (e.g., discussion, Public events.
(Reality) utterances, etc.) reflect a reality. People have different aims, atti-

Epistemology
(Knowledge)

Private perceptions (e.g., beliefs,
perceptions, etc.).

Subjects and objects exist sepa-
rate from the perception of them.
Objective events, subjective
states.

Governed by laws.

Knowledge = abjective reports
of measured dimensions of the
phenomenon.

Compared against (tacit) norms
(“skills™).

Compared over time.
Differences/no differences attrib-
uted to hypothesized causal rela-
tionship, to lack of validity of
instruments, or to alternative
causes.

General statements of regularities
among objective properties that
are internally consistent and that
correspond to the way things
really are.

tudes.

People interact within, and can
change, a local setting,.

Subjects and objects located in
intersubjective communities.
People construct and act within a
context which structures and con-
strains that activity.

Knowledge = understanding of
participants’ aims, perspectives,
assumptions: the terms in which
their everyday life is grasped.
Plus articulation of the local so-
cial context of interaction.
Description of specific cases
(persons & communities): people
employ interpretive schemes that
must be understood before action
can be described.

Character of the local context
must be articulated.
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description; Hall’s (1976) low context and high context; Pike’s (1967) etic and
emic; Kaplan’s (1964) logic-in-use and reconstructed logic; Smith’s (1983a)
realist and idealist continuum; Smith and Heshusius’s (1986) rationalist and
naturalist distinction; Habermas’s (1988) and Bernstein’s (1976) empirical-ana-
lytic and interpretive distinction; and the distinctions between acquaintance
with and knowledge about as variously construed by James (1918), Dewey
(1933), Schutz (1967), and Merton (1972). For the purposes of this paper, the
term empirical-analytic will be used to describe the paradigm structuring quan-
titative research, and the term interpretive will be used to describe the paradigm
underlying qualitative research.

Most commonly, the empirical-analytic paradigm has been associated with
positivism. There are many varieties of positivism (Phillips, 1983). Comptean
positivism holds that the scientific method can be applied to human experiences
(Phillips, 1983). Thus, researchers within the Comptean tradition focus upon
observable, objectively determinable phenomena. In contrast, logical positivism
is marked by an intense dislike of metaphysics and aims to remove the idea
from both the natural and the human sciences (Phillips, 1983). Logical positi-
vists also believe in the verifiability principle of meaning, which states that
something is meaningful if and only if it is verifiable empirically—directly by
observation through the senses. From the verifiability concept arose the idea of
operational definitions (Phillips, 1983). Other terms used to describe this para-
digm include hypothetico-deductive and objectivist (Moss, 1990).

The description of the interpretive inquiry paradigm has a wider range of
descriptors. Interpretive inquiry can be described as phenomenological, her-
meneutical, experiential, and dialectic. Naturalistic, inductive, and relativist are
some of the other terms used to describe the interpretive paradigm (Moss,
1990). Each of these terms is difficult to describe in brief or with precision. It
needs to be made clear that although many of these terms can be identified as
interpretive research, caution is required from equating it with any one of them.
This is due to the slight variation in assumptions concerning different interpre-
tive approaches.® As will be seen later, all the interpretive research traditions,
however, generally share common assumptions about methodology, ontology,
and epistemology.’

Methodological and Ontological Differences

The description of the paradigms begins by comparing the researcher’s role
and relationship to the setting under the two paradigms, and by identifying the
epistemological and validity assumptions underlying the choice of role and rela-
tionship.” Knowledge and understanding of a college or university situation can
be acquired in two ways: (1) by studying, “objectively,” data generated by the
situation, and (2) by becoming part of the situation by understanding participant
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views of it. We can come to “know” the chemistry and psychology departments
by examining faculty research productivity, enrollment statistics, questionnaire
results, or GRE subject tests; or, alternatively, by functioning within these de-
partments for a period of time talking with faculty, students, and staff.

Empirical-analytic inquiry is characterized by the researcher’s detachment
from the organizational setting under study (Eisner, 1981; Phillips, 1983; Smith,
1983a, 1983b). The detachment derives, in part, from the assumption that the
object under study is separate from, unrelated to, independent of, and un-
affected by the researcher (Eisner, 1981; Smith, 1983a, 1983b). The mind is
separate from reality (Smith, 1983a, 1983b) and truth is defined as a corre-
spondence between our words and that independently existing reality (Smith
and Heshusius, 1986). In other words, “there are social facts with an objective
reality apart from the beliefs of individuals” (Firestone, 1987, p. 16). Physics
provides an ideal example. The objects of interest are measured with instru-
ments, the data are analyzed to determine if logical patterns seem to exist, and
rational theories are constructed to integrate, explain, and perhaps predict a
multitude of facts. Underlying the detachment of the researcher inquiring from
an empirical-analytic perspective are critical ontological assumptions: the re-
searcher is guided by belief in an external reality constituted of facts that are
structured in a law-like manner (Firestone, 1987). In essence, researchers con-
ducting inquiries within this paradigm are hoping to document laws that struc-
ture reality.

In contrast, inquiry for the interpretive paradigm carries with it the assump-
tions that the researcher can best come to know the reality of a situation by
being there: by becoming immersed in the stream of events and activities, by
becoming part of the phenomenon of study, and by documenting the under-
standing of the situation by those engaged in it (Firestone, 1987; Herriot and
Firestone, 1983; Howe, 1985; Jacob, 1988; Smith, 1984). Jacob (1988) states,
“Qualitative research has been characterized as emphasizing the importance of
conducting research in a natural setting, as assuming the importance of under-
standing participants’ perspectives, and as assuming that it is important for
researchers subjectively and empathetically to know the perspectives of the par-
ticipants” (p. 16). Knowledge is validated experientially (Firestone, 1987; Her-
riot and Firestone, 1983; Howe, 1985; Jacob, 1988; Smith, 1984). Underlying
the interpretive paradigm is a very different set of epistemological assumptions
from those of the empirical-analytic paradigm. Fundamental to the interpretive
paradigm is the belief that knowledge comes from human experience, which is
inherently continuous and nonlogical, and which may be symbolically repre-
sentable (Firestone, 1987; Herriot and Firestone, 1983; Howe, 1985; Jacob,
1988; Smith, 1984). Reality is constructed by those participating in it, and un-
derstanding the reality experienced by the participants guides the interpretive
researcher. Truth is “a matter of socially and historically conditioned agree-
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ment” (Smith and Heshusius, 1986, p. 6). An interpretive researcher would not
look for the laws governing reality because, ultimately, reality is constructed
and understood differently for each individual (Taylor, 1987). For example, an
interpretive researcher could not describe the “objective” culture of an aca-
demic department, but could describe the culture as seen by those participating
in it. Some would argue that one can never understand the reality of others, but
only be able to articulate one interpretation of it (Cziko, 1989; Dilthey, 1990;
Kent, 1991).

The researcher’s role in empirical-analytic inquiry can be best described as
that of onlooker. Since researchers operating from an empirical-analytic para-
digm adhere to the concept of a mind-reality duality, researchers simply need to
look around in the environment to document objective reality. Quantitative re-
searchers are detached to avoid personal bias infringing on the description of
reality (Firestone, 1987). Empirical-analytic research presupposes an indepen-
dent reality and then investigates how we are a part of that reality and how we
can know that reality (Firestone, 1987, Smith 1983a, 1983b; Smith and
Heshusius, 1986). Subsequently, the researcher is a detached observer, looking
at reality and attempting to understand its complexities and relationship to those
doing the observation. The researcher may use a telescope, microscope, survey,
or assessment instrument when viewing a selected piece of the world; such use
allows the researcher to remain detached, an essential feature of empirical-
analytic inquiry. What the researcher sees (i.e., data, coded interviews) are
taken prima facie as indicators of “reality.”

For interpretive inquiry, the researcher becomes an actor in real situations.’
The researcher must attend to the total situation and integrate information from
all directions simultaneously—interviews, observations, and collected cultural
artifacts (Denzin, 1971; Herriot and Firestone, 1983; Howe, 1988; Smith, 1984;
Taylor, 1987). The relevant world is the field surrounding the individual actor/
researcher (Denzin, 1971; Herriot and Firestone, 1983; Howe, 1988; Smith,
1984). Researchers engage what is being researched to understand what is tak-
ing place. They identify what they know about what they are studying to eluci-
date the understanding they are bringing to the situation (see e.g., McCracken,
1988; Rabinow and Sullivan, 1987). “It is by drawing on their understanding of
how they themselves see and experience the world that they can supplement
and interpret the data they generate” (McCracken, 1988, p. 12). The re-
searcher’s knowledge can be used as a guide, directing the researcher to possi-
bilities and insights into that which is being researched (McCracken, 1988). For
this reason, universal law and generalizability is limited because reality is a
constructed concept and a researcher’s interpretation is also a constructed part
of the reality observed. Reality for those being studied is different for everyone
in the researcher’s field of vision.

Another difference between the two paradigms is the source of the analytical
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categories around which data are organized. In a typical piece of empirical-
analytic research, the investigator uses a theoretical framework from which to
preselect a set of categories that will guide the inquiry (Firestone, 1987; Howe,
1985; Smith, 1983a, 1983b; Smith and Heshusius, 1986). The goal is to isolate
and define categories precisely before the study is undertaken, and then to de-
termine the relationships between them (Firestone, 1987; Howe, 1985; Mc-
Cracken, 1988; Smith, 1983a, 1983b; Smith and Heshusius, 1986). Hypotheses
are phrased in terms of these categories, and only those data pertaining to them
are collected (Howe, 1985; McCracken, 1988). The life of a college or univer-
sity microenvironment (i.e., academic department, student affairs office) is
viewed through the lens of a limited number of categories. For example, when
investigating the supervisory style of student affairs middle managers, an insti-
tutional researcher could apply categories of human development to see if these
managers engage in situational supervision. At the extreme, some might argue
that the reality being viewed is being actively structured by the categories em-
ployed by the researchers to investigate the phenomenon of interest.

Empirical-analytic researchers may derive their a priori categories from per-
sonal beliefs or experience, from theoretical formulation, or from their own or
others’ interpretive research (Heyl, 1975; McCracken, 1988). In the case of
interpretive inquiry, there are, generally, no intentionally prescribed categories
to constrain the researcher (Denzin, 1971; Eisner, 1981; Howe, 1988; Shulman,
1981; Smith, 1983a, 1983b). Instead, the interpretive researcher attempts to
identify emergent themes within an understanding of the respondent’s view-
point of the context (Denzin, 1971; Eisner, 1981; Shulman, 1981; Smith, 1983).
Features are noticed and identified through an interpretive, iterative process
whereby data and categories emerge simultaneously with successive experience
(McCracken, 1988). The process represents an experiential exploration and is
particularly suited to early inquiry into new research territory (Denzin, 1971;
Firestone, 1987; Smith and Heshusius, 1986). Interpretive inquiry is useful for
generating tentative categories grounded in the concrete circumstance of a par-
ticular situation. Such emergent categories may subsequently be used as the a
priori categories guiding the more deductive, hypothesis-testing empirical-ana-
lytic approach.

A caveat must be noted to the process just described. Some may argue that
the idea of viewing a situation or phenomenon for “emergent” themes is unat-
tainable. Phenomenologists and hermeneuticists might disagree with the de-
scription just provided. For them, a situation or occurrence cannot be compre-
hended without one’s own knowledge about the situation. Everyone has some
idea of the phenomenon at which they are looking and these ideas shape what is
being seen. In other words, the “emergent” themes that are being observed may
be seen because of the particular knowledge or ideas possessed by the re-
searcher before the start of the research. Phenomenologists believe that the
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researcher’s preknowledge can be identified and bracketed out when viewing a
phenomenon (McCracken, 1988). In contrast, a hermeneuticist would disagree
and argue that one can never remove one’s own preknowledge from the investi-
gation (Kvale, 1983; Packer and Addison, 1989). One cannot understand the
situation without preknowledge, because preknowledge assists in understanding
what is being seen.

A fturther difference is the aim of inquiry. The aim of inquiry for the empiri-
cal-analytic paradigm is to generalize from the particular to construct a set of
theoretical statements that are universally applicable (Donmoyer, 1985; Fire-
stone, 1987; Garrison, 1986; Howe, 1988; McCracken, 1988; Smith, 1983a,
1983b; Smith and Heshusius, 1986). The institutional research done in the em-
pirical-analytic paradigm aims to develop understanding of classes of higher
education phenomena, rather than to focus on particular instances in particular
settings. Interpretive inquiry, however, is directed toward the unique situation or
what Lewin (1951) calls a focus on the whole and the individual’s present
situation. The aim of interpretive inquiry is to describe in detail a specific
situation or phenomenon under study. The situationally relevant products of
qualitative inquiry serve both practical and theoretical purposes (Jacob, 1988;
McCracken, 1988). They can provide guides for action in the immediate situa-
tion and ideas for developing hypotheses to guide quantitative inquiry (Miles
and Huberman, 1984)."

Epistemological Differences

The different paradigms are also associated with different types of knowl-
edge. The aim of situation relevancy pursued in interpretive research is served
by knowiedge of the particular phenomenon (i.e., college or university, aca-
demic department, etc.) under study (McCracken, 1988; Mishler, 1986). The
aim of generalizability sought by empirical-analytic research is served by the
development of universal knowledge. Interpretive inquiry focuses on the partic-
ular: the knowledge that is infused with human organization and human inter-
est, as represented by the situation under study (Bernstein, 1976, 1983; Mc-
Cracken, 1988; Mishler, 1986). For the interpretive paradigm, knowledge is
knowledge only as understood within the social context in which it takes place
(Guba, 1987; Guba and Lincoln, 1981; McCracken, 1988; Mishler, 1986;
Smith, 1983a, 1983b; Smith and Heshusius, 1986). The meaning of a particular
utterance or interaction can be understood and has meaning only within the
specific context in which it occurred (McCracken, 1988; Mishler, 1986). In the
extreme, generalizability within the empirical-analytic inquiry implies a disso-
ciation of universal knowledge from human interest (Habermas, 1971). And, at
the other extreme, qualitative inquiry implies a preoccupation with the idio-
syncratic."
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Knowledge for both paradigms is further differentiated by what researchers
consider to be data and the level at which they consider issues of meaning. In
interpretive inquiry, the aim of understanding a particular situation requires that
researchers make direct experiential contact with the phenomena under study
{e.g., classroom, academic department, etc.). Understanding the events, activ-
ities, and utterances in a specific situation requires a complex appreciation of
the overall context in which the phenomenon occurs (McCracken, 1988; Mish-
ler, 1986). Context refers to the complete fabric of local culture, people, re-
sources, purposes, earlier events, and future expectations that constitute time-
and-space background of the immediate and particular situation (Denzin, 1971;
Guba, 1987; Guba and Lincoln, 1981; McCracken, 1988; Mishier, 1986; Smith,
1984). Facts have no meaning in isolation from the setting (Herriott and Fire-
stone, 1983; McCracken, 1988; Mishler, 1986). Meaning is developed from the
point of view of the participant (Firestone, 1987; McCracken, 1988; Mishler,
1986; Smith, 1983a, 1983b). Interpretive research yields knowledge that is con-
nected to the participant’s definition or perspective of the situation, what
Rogers (1951) has termed the “phenomenal field” of the person. Researchers
involve themselves directly in the setting under study in order to appreciate
organizational phenomena in light of the context in which they occur and from
the participants’ point of view.

In empirical-analytic inquiry, the aim of developing universal principles of
institutional life necessitates stripping away the idiosyncrasies of the particular
phenomenon studied to reveal what is generally applicable to all similar situa-
tions (Firestone, 1987; Garrison, 1986; Howe, 1985; Smith, 1983a, 1983b;
Smith and Heshusius, 1986; Soltis, 1984). The separation of the universal from
the particular is accomplished through several processes. With the aid of sam-
pling, aggregation, and other analytic techniques, the uniqueness of individual
academic departments or classrooms is randomized, controlled for, and other-
wise “averaged,” revealing the core of presumed common truths. The validity
of such efforts relies on the comparability of measurements across observations,
settings, and times, as well as the completeness with which the observational
procedures and situations are documented. Hence, the concern with instrumen-
tation, specification, precision, and adherence to methodological assumptions
(i.e., sampling is random, variables are normally distributed).

Empirical-analytic research is designed to be detached from, and independent
of, a specific situation under study in a particular organization, academic de-
partment, or classroom. The researcher determines the frequencies of, and asso-
ciations among, events with respect to a set of hypothesized categories and
relationships (Firestone, 1987; Garrison, 1986; Howe, 1985; Smith, 1982a,
1983b; Smith and Heshusius, 1986; Soltis, 1984). Meaning is assigned to
events on the basis of a priori analytic categories and explicit researcher-free
procedures. The spectrum of a phenomenon is filtered through the researcher’s
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preset categories; elements related to the categories are selected, coded as data,
and simultaneously given meaning by the categories (Firestone, 1987; Garrison,
1986; Howe, 1985; Smith, 1983a, 1983b; Smith and Heshusius, 1986; Soltis,
1984). As a result, data are considered factual when they have the same mean-
ing across situations and settings. That is, they are context-free.

AN ACADEMIC PROGRAM REVIEW EXAMPLE

To illustrate how the underlying philosophical grounds of the two paradigms
shape an approach to an institutional research question, a hypothetical example
of an academic program review is presented. The example developed focuses
on an English department’s interest in whether it has successfully implemented
its new focus on critical thinking skills and what impact the focus has on var-
ious outcomes of interest, including faculty workload. The assumption behind
the design is the belief that interactive and collaborative class discussion will
facilitate critical thinking skills more so than the normal faculty lecture format.
By engaging with their classmates over course-assigned texts, the department
hopes that the students will reflect on their own perspectives and interpreta-
tions, but also be challenged to better articulate what they believe the texts to
be saying. In addition, the department hopes that the increase in skills of articu-
lation will translate into better writing and better academic performance in other
writing-based classes as well as better job placement upon graduation.

Table 2 highlights some of the major differences between an empirical-ana-
lytic and an interpretive approach to this study. Comparing the aims of the
study, one notices that empirical-analytic institutional researchers would look to
document the implementation of classroom discussions. They would hypothes-
ize prior to the study what they think would occur, for example, what “types”
of interactions they would see. In this case, they would hypothesize that discus-
sions would facilitate the writing skills of those students participating in the
study and compare them to a group of students in a control group who were
exposed to the traditional lecture format. They would want to describe changes
that occur, whether they be the presence or absence of what they expected to
occur. In contrast, interpretive researchers’ intention would be to explain the
content and the processes of the discussions occurring in the classroom with the
discussion intervention. They want to document the understanding of the inter-
vention from the participants’ viewpoints and explicate any unpredicted and
emergent themes.

The aims of the study are structured by the underlying assumptions guiding
the paradigms. On the interpretive side, the assumption that reality is con-
structed directs the researchers to attempt to document how the participants
understand and experience the critical thinking focus of the department and
how faculty view the impact on their workload. In contrast, the empirical-ana-



550

HATHAWAY

TABLE 2. Hypothetical Academic Program Review

Empirical-Analytic
(quantitative)

Interpretive
(qualitative)

Stated aims of
the study

Design details

Material
obtained

Form of the
analysis

Findings

To document implementation of
critical thinking component.

To chronicle (presence or ab-
sence of predicted) changes
Summative evaluation (decision
making and accountability).

Observation of classes for 3
months.

Interviews with 6 faculty.
Surveys of faculty, students, and
graduates.

3 focus group discussions.
Observation notes of conversa-
tion “gist.”

Coded for “indicators” of goal
attainment (a priori categories).
Multiple-choice survey questions
(a priori categories).

Course grades.

Statistical assessment of change
over time in coded observations,
collapsed over interview and
group discussions.

Statistical comparison of survey
IeSponses.

Interviews taken at face value as
statement of beliefs, attitudes,
perceptions.

Documentation of faculty work-
load hours.

No observed differences among
faculty, staff, and students.

No significant difference in
course grades between critical
thinking and control groups.

Explanation of participant and
processes of discussion.
Document understanding of
goals from participant perspec-
tives.

To articulate unpredicted, emer-
gent themes.

Formative evaluation (program
improvement).

Observation, interviews, field
notes in 3 classes—selected to
contrast for 12 months.
Interviews with 6 faculty, 6 stu-
dents, 6 graduates.

3 focus group discussions.
Transcripts of focus group dis-
cussions and interviews.

Articulation of goals, aims, feel-
ings.

Unconscious, preexisting as-
sumptions.

Rule enforcement-—encourage-
ment, modeling of goal-directed
behavior.

Creation of social contexts that
encourage goal-directed behav-
ior, safe atmosphere, sense of
purpose.

Discussion of how participants
“understand” the goals.
Goal-directed behavior is enacted
differently by different faculty,
staff, and students, due to preex-
isting assumptions about depart-
ment, and different focus of
attention.
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TABLE 2. Continued

Empirical-Analytic
(quantitative)

Interpretive
(qualitative)

Norms

Increase in faculty workload
hours.

“Indicators” of successful goal-
directed behavior are treated as
factual.

Normative findings: decrease in
faculty utterances in class discus-
sions, increase in participant-par-
ticipant interactions, number of
participants speaking, increase in
categories such as “substantive,”
“probing-monitoring,” “manage-
ment,” etc.

Change in type of preparation
and feedback given to students,
thereby altering faculty percep-
tions of workload.

Empirical evidence sought of
goal-directed behavior.
Normative findings: interpretive
authority based on persuasive
justification (use of evidence and
explanation; questioning), and a
sense that text is open to differ-
ent readings, vs. faculty as au-
thority and guide, with the sense
that there is a single text mean-

ing.

Increase in faculty/student inter-
actions outside of class.

lytic researchers’ assumption that there is a “true” reality would direct them to
determine patterns of relationships among numerous variables (race, gender,
previous English classes, as well as course grades, postgraduation job place-
ment and performance) and critical thinking and generate laws explaining how
the critical thinking is having an impact (e.g., documenting any increase or
decrease in faculty workload hours). The interpretive researchers would resist
generating explanations about how students are experiencing the component,
arguing that each student and faculty member constructs a different understand-
ing and, therefore, generalized explanations are not possible.

The two paradigms also have different design details. The goal of interpretive
research is to get as close to describing the participants’ understanding as possi-
ble. Observing three classes and interviewing a select few students, faculty, and
graduates provides researchers with an opportunity to analyze transcripts in
detail. Subsequently, they can compare transcript analysis (1) to see if the inter-
vention was implemented the same way by faculty, (2) to document how the
students and faculty understood the intervention, and (3) to document partici-
pant understanding of the impact of the critical thinking focus. In contrast,
empirical-analytic researchers may observe five classes and code observation
by a priori “indicators” of interactive/collaborative learning (i.c., coding certain
types of interactions and comparing between classes). By approaching class-
room observations in such a manner (i.e., a priori indicators), these qualitative
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methods (interviews) are being done from within empirical-analytic framework.
This highlights the point that just doing an interview does not necessarily indi-
cate one is engaged in qualitative (interpretive paradigm) research. It is the
assumptions being made about methodology, ontology, and epistemology that
determine whether the interview is truly qualitative. Faculty interviews would
be coded the same way as well.

One of the major differences between the two approaches is the implementa-
tion of an assessment instrument. Within the empirical-analytic paradigm, the
assessment instrument items would be constructed beforehand from the re-
searchers’ ideas of what is critical thinking and what they think should be
important outcomes of the new component. For this example, the assessment
would be a pretest and posttest comparing critical thinking skills between the
critical thinking group and control group. Following the administration of the
tests, the researchers could compare scores between the control and experimen-
tal groups. They then would compare the “critical thinking” group with a con-
trol group to document any statistically significant differences between the two
groups on critical thinking.

As one can see from Table 2, the type of material obtained also differs. As
mentioned previously, the interpretive approach would yield transcripts of class
discussions and faculty interviews. For the empirical-analytic approach, we
would get observation notes coded for indicators of interactive/collaborative
leaning in addition to the survey and assessment instrument information.

The form of analysis is one main area of difference between the two ap-
proaches. Empirical-analytic researchers would perform statistical analyses
comparing the assessment and survey scores of the control group with that of
the critical thinking group. The faculty interviews would be taken at face value
as a statement of the faculty members’ beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions. In
addition, a mean for specific codes could be calculated and correlations among
other variables of interest could be attained, therefore indicating that the re-
searchers were operating within the empirical-analytic paradigm. In contrast,
interpretive researchers would analyze the classroom discussion tapes and at-
tempt to articulate the goals, aims, and feelings of the participants. Interpre-
tive researchers would look to identify preexisting assumptions on the part of
the participants and document where they see adherence to the critical think-
ing component guidelines and where they see instances of interactive/collab-
orative discussion. An interpretive analysis would attempt to identify how the
students and faculty understood the class discussion and the critical thinking
emphasis.

For this hypothetical program review, let us say that there were no differ-
ences between the classes who engaged in the discussion experience and those
who did not. In the empirical-analytic paradigm, this result would be indicated
by no significant difference between the two groups on the assessment instru-
ment. In addition, student grades in other writing-based courses were not signif-
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icantly different between the two groups and graduates. The interpretive re-
searcher would note that the intervention was implemented differently by differ-
ent faculty due to preexisting assumptions about the text and the intervention,
and the focus within the intervention of each faculty member. The empirical-
analytic researcher would conclude that the critical thinking focus was not sig-
nificantly improving upon what was already being done in the department
whereas the qualitative researcher would conclude the focus was not imple-
mented the way it was intended or that it was implemented differently depend-
ing on the faculty member involved and student perception of the department.

Finally, the norms adhered to are different between the two paradigms. For
empirical-analytic researchers, the indicators for successful impact of the criti-
cal thinking focus are treated as factual. The evidence sought are indicators
whereas interpretive researchers would look for empirical evidence (observa-
tions) of critical reflection and how critical reflection is “understood” by depart-
mental participants. For this example, let us say that there were changes in the
discussion dynamics over the course of the observation period. Empirical-ana-
lytic researchers would see a decrease in faculty comments over the three
months of observations with a concomitant increase in student-student interac-
tions. There is also a corresponding increase in different coding categories. On
the other hand, interpretive researchers would notice that those assuming the
authority during the discussion are the ones able to build more persuasive argu-
ment for their text interpretations. Interpretive researchers would note that the
intervention was implemented in slightly different ways with one group assum-
ing responsibility and believing the texts to be open to multiple interpretations.
Other groups would believe the text has one meaning and would then rely on
the faculty to guide them to that meaning.

Overall, therefore, empirical-analytic researchers may conclude that the criti-
cal thinking focus was not successful as indicated by the nonsignificant find-
ings. In addition, they would see the increase in faculty workload and might
conclude that the time invested in faculty is not translated into the hoped-for
positive outcomes. In contrast, interpretive researchers would indicate that they
tound that different faculty articulated different understandings of the critical
thinking focus, and therefore, implemented it differently. In addition, interpre-
tive researchers would articulate faculty perceptions of how their workload
hours changed in terms of quality, that they were not just spending more time,
but that time entailed more intense preparation for class to ensure critical en-
gagement during discussion, as well as more attention to the type of feedback
given to students to facilitate their critical thinking skills.

IMPLICATIONS FOR INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH

As in everyday life, institutional researchers need both modes of inquiry,
both ways of knowing, and both kinds of knowledge to advance understanding
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of our specific college or university. Most social scientists and educational re-
searchers have typically advocated the use of one or the other mode of inquiry.
In contrast, institutional researchers tend to rely on empirical-analytic research
more regularly (Peterson, 1985a, 1985b). The reasons for the preference for
empirical-analytic research are elusive. Perhaps it stems from an artifact left
over from the social sciences or that the interpretive paradigm has not yet been
seen as a viable and useful tool for understanding colleges and universities.
This artifact entails the drive for institutional researchers to have their work
viewed as based on “true science.” Despite the success and usefulness of empir-
ical-analytic research in institutional research, its limitations for the social sci-
ences—and institutional research—have become increasingly apparent and of
concern recently (Donmoyer, 1985; Eisner, 1981, 1983; Firestone, 1987; Garri-
son, 1986; Giarelli and Chambliss, 1988; Howe, 1985, 1988; Hutchinson, 1988;
Lincoln and Guba; 1985; Marshall, Lincoln, and Austin, 1991; Peterson and
Spencer, 1993; Sherman and Webb, 1988). Empirical-analytic research system-
atically overlooks critical features that often render the results epistemologically
limited (Guba, 1987; Guba and Lincoln, 1981). Such features include the defi-
nition of human action in specific settings, the actor’s particular definition of
his/her situation, the human interest of the actor, and the historical context of
the situation. These issues are exemplified by the program review example
described previously, particularly in reference to how the faculty and students
understood the critical thinking focus. Each faculty member had different per-
ceptions of the component, perceptions possibly influenced by institutional cul-
ture and climate. The empirical-analytic approach neglects this information.
These shortcomings can be overcome by qualitative research techniques.

Interpretive research, however, may appear replete with subjectivism and be
viewed by university administrators as having questionable precision, rigor, or
credibility. It may be easier for an administrator to make a decision based on
findings from a large sample rather than trust a description of five case studies
or five in-depth interviews. University administrators need to make decisions
on what they think is a “typical” or “average” case that holds true across var-
ious university environments or in particular departments. One cannot fault an
administrator for being uncomfortable basing a policy decision on five or six
well-described cases when an empirical-analytic approach (with accompanying
large database) might provide a better opportunity to generalize. However, these
shortcomings can be overcome by empirical-analytic research.

Institutional research is currently characterized by two broad approaches.
One is based on the assumptions that there exists a true reality, whereas the
other is based on the assumption that there is no true reality but a reality that is
constructed by shared understandings of participants. Both are meth-
odologically precise. One utilizes techniques that produce results generalizable
across contexts, but neglects the reality of institutions; and the other provides
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the researcher with in-depth knowledge that often is not generalizable. Al-
though educational researchers and social scientists have debated the merits of
combining the approaches, for institutional researchers, using both approaches
can only strengthen the rigor from which they approach their assigned tasks.
However, as we have seen, the choice embodies not a simple decision between
methodologies, but an understanding of the philosophical assumptions concern-
ing reality, the role of the researcher, what is knowledge, and what are data. By
using both approaches, institutional researchers can strengthen the results of
their endeavors. Institutional researchers need to identify and refer to exemplars
of good research—research that is both methodologically precise and grounded
in understanding of the philosophical assumptions undergirding both ap-
proaches.

Empirical-Analytic and Interpretive Research Used Together

Institutional research studies require that both approaches be simultaneously
pursued, either by different researchers or by a single researcher. Of course, it
must be acknowledged that some questions are more amenable to being investi-
gated by one approach, but using both enhances institutional researchers’ ability
to understand “what is going on.” Each mode offers distinctive advantages,
suggesting circumstances (type of problem, state of knowledge, unit of analysis,
researchers’ role and purpose) in which one may be more appropriate. Qualita-
tive research is more useful for exploring institutional phenomena, articulating
participants’ understandings and perceptions, and generating tentative concepts
and theories that directly pertain to particular environments (e.g., academic de-
partments, specific residence halls). By yielding in-depth knowledge of particu-
lar situations, it also more directly serves practitioners’ and administrators’
needs. The policies and/or decisions based on this type of interpretive informa-
tion may be more directly suited to the specifics of the milieu from which it
was derived. Quantitative research is suited to theory testing and developing
universal statements. It also provides a “general” picture of an institutional
situation or academic department climate.

The choice of approach will depend on a number of factors. First, the choice
will depend on the institutional researcher’s personal training, cognitive style,
and preference. Second, the choice will no doubt depend on those being re-
searched. For example, some individuals may be particularly uncomfortable
with the idea of being interviewed and others may not like being filmed so that
their interactions with students can be analyzed. Third, the choice could also
depend on the intended audience for the research. Some audiences may want a
concise summary of findings more easily produced by empirical-analytic in-
quiry than in-depth articulations of subjects’ realities. Fourth, the choice may
depend on time and money—issues often on the minds of institutional re-
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searchers. Often, people assume that qualitative research involves a larger in-
vestment of time. In reality, the time needs for both quantitative and qualitative
research may be close to equal, just distributed differently. For quantitative
research, much of the time is spent developing surveys, distributing them, com-
piling the data, analyzing the data, and presenting the results. Interpretation of
the results is a relatively small portion of the overall time spent on a quantita-
tive study. On the other hand, the majority of time in qualitative research is
spent on interpretation, analyzing pages of transcripts, viewing videotapes over
and over, while the time spent on the collection of data is a relatively small
portion of the overall time commitment. Finally, one cannot ignore the history
of the institutional research office, what is the preferred research approach, and
what those using the office prefer in terms of research. One cannot suddenly
switch from quantitative to qualitative methods without checking the political
ramifications of doing so.

In contrasting the two research approaches, the attempt has been to discuss
the limitations associated with different ways of knowing. In light of these
limitations, to continue the exclusive use of one approach that has characterized
institutional research will produce limited results—that is, results that are meth-
odologically rigorous but at times inappropriate. Institutional researchers’ abili-
ties to grasp the breadth, depth, and richness of college and university life are
hampered by allegiance to a single mode of inquiry. Institutional researcher
efforts to develop comprehensive pictures of college and university phenomena
are handicapped when only one (either quantitative or qualitative) approach is
advocated and practiced. We can survey regarding the benefits of a new depart-
mental focus and find that the new approach is not increasing student perfor-
mance on particular skills. We could find out that there is no improvement, but
we will not know exactly why there is no improvement. A survey could point
an institutional researcher to the problem, and in-depth interviews with some
students could provide the information necessary to begin to explain the “no
improvement” finding.

Institutional researchers can alternate between the two approaches. Peterson
(1985a) advocates alternating between quantitative and qualitative research,
using findings generated from one approach to generate research questions for
the other. In the previous example, there was no significant improvement in
skills following a new departmental focus. Using this information, an institu-
tional researcher could interview students to see how they experienced the new
focus. Through these interviews a researcher could identify common themes
(e.g., students feel positive about the focus; however, it is not being imple-
mented consistently) that could be used to generate questionnaire items for
additional surveys. By alternating between the two modes, an institutional re-
searcher could get a more accurate picture of the new departmental focus that
may not have been possible using only one approach.
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CONCLUSION

A major reason why research methodology in institutional research is such an
exciting area is that institutional research is not itself a discipline. Indeed, it is
hard to describe institutional research. However, it is a field containing phe-
nomena, events, institutions, problems, persons, and processes, which them-
selves constitute the raw material for inquiries of many kinds. Many of these
inquiries provide the foundation from which to develop policies and institu-
tional interventions.

Due to the complexity of institutional research, the choice of research ap-
proach to a question should not be taken lightly. Each approach to an institu-
tional research problem or question brings its own unique perspective. Each
sheds its own distinctive light on the situations and problems institutional re-
searchers seek to understand (Peterson and Spencer, 1993). The issue is not
choosing a qualitative or nonqualitative approach, but it is deciding how an
institutional researcher approaches the world. Choosing an approach is not a
decision between methods; each choice is replete with underlying assumptions
about reality. Research methods are not merely different ways of achieving the
same end. They carry with them different ways of asking questions and often
different commitments to educational and social ideologies. The attempt here
has been to clarify the distinction between the two approaches so that the two
approaches are viewed as more than simply alternative methods.

As institutional researchers employ their crafts, they make a multitude of
decisions concerning research methods. These decisions have a direct impact on
how they make meaning and how reality is structured and understood by insti-
tutional researchers and their constituencies. In some ways, the choice of quan-
titative and qualitative approaches creates the reality we are attempting to dis-
cover. By making a choice between quantitative or qualitative inquiry, “to a
significant extent, we choose our world view” (Allender, 1986, p. 188). For
institutional researchers, it is not just a choice between “doing interviews” or
“conducting a survey”; it is a choice between assumptions about the world.

NOTES

1. Decfinitions of some terms are in order here. Commensurability refers to the ability to compare
phitosophical underpinnings without a neutral frame of reference. Epistemology is the investi-
gation or study of the origin, structure, methods, and validity of knowledge (Runes, 1983).
Ontology is a theory as to what exists (Urmson and Ree, 1989) or the assumptions about
existence underlying any conceptual scheme, theory, or system of ideas (Flew, 1984). Phenom-
enology is the study of how the world is experienced from the actor’s/subject’s own frame of
reference (Patton, 1980). Hermeneutics is the art and science of interpreting the meaning of
texts which stresses how prior understandings and prejudices shape the interpretive process
(Runes, 1983). Dialectic refers to a process through which what is known emerges within an
interaction between the knower and what is to be known.
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2. Pleasc see Guba and Lincoln (1988) for an in depth treatment of the distinction between
method and methodology.

3. Moss (1990) provides a brief and useful discussion about the distinction among the terms
incompatible, incommensurable, and incomparable. The reader is directed to Moss’s comments
as well as to Bernstein’s (1983) in-depth discussion concerning the definitions of these terms.

4. With the advent and development of critical theory and postmodernism, some (Lather, 1991a,
1991b) would argue that we are currently immersed in a crisis over what it means to do
research. The reader is directed to Darder (1991), Giroux (1988), and Gore (1993) for descrip-
tions of critical theory, and Bauman (1992), Giroux (1991), and Rosenau (1992) for descrip-
tions of postmodernism.

S. For this paper, the distinction between the quantitative and qualitative paradigms is being used
as a heuristic device. One must note, however, that this distinction may oversimplify the var-
ious philosophical differences even within the two paradigms.

6. To distinguish the different interpretive approaches is beyond the purview of this paper. The
reader is directed to Denzin and Lincoln’s (1994) Handbook of Qualitative Research and Lancy
(1993) for in-depth explorations of the distinctions.

7. Firestone (1987) argues that the two paradigms can also be distinguished by differing rhetoric.
In essence quantitative and qualitative methods “lend themselves to different kinds of rhetoric”
(p. 16). Subsequently, each method type uses different presentation techniques and means of
persuasion o express assumptions about methodology, ontoiogy, and epistemology and to con-
vince readers about conclusions.

8. For the sake of this paper, methodology, ontology, and epistemology have been separated for
convenience and clarity. Generally, however, these concepts are so intertwined that discussing
one almost necessitates discussing one or both of the other. For example, discussing what each
paradigm believes to be “reality” (ontology) almost dictates what can be known (epistemology)
about that reality and how that reality can be measured (methodology).

9. The degree of engagement varies depending on the qualitative approach being used. For exam-
ple, nonparticipant observers are not actively involved in the situation whereas participant
observers attempt to assume a role to understand the reality as constructed and comprehended
by those in the situation.

10. Smith and Heshusius (1986) raise a common concern among many educational researchers that
qualitative research should not be thought of as just a procedural variation of quantitative
research. The reader should note this caveat when entertaining the notion of using qualitative
data collection and analysis as an avenue from which to generate categories for quantitative
research.

11. It would be misleading to imply that qualitative research is not concerned with generalizability.
Firestone (1993) highlights the various arguments for, and the types of generalizability within,
qualitative research, and Kirk and Miller (1986) discuss reliability and validity in qualitative
research.
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