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15. 

Strategies and Passions in Empirical 
Qualitative Research 

Bob Broad 

In day-to-day professional conversations, I comfortably and proudly refer 
to myself as a "qualitative researcher." When contributing to a book on 
research methods, however, I have to exchange that easy comfort for 
critical reflection and ask myself what I am even talking about when I so 
gladly self-identify and what forces shape my methodological choices. So 
I begin this chapter with a brief taxonomic investigation that marks-and 
then blurs-boundaries between qualitative and quantitative analyses 
and between empirical and textual data. After clarifying what sort of 
research I do and don't typically pursue, I move on to the more vexing
and more interesting-question of why, generally, some researchers favor 
empirical-qualitative methods over textual and quantitative methods. 
I trust that both the taxonomic demarcations and the exploration of 
murky methodological motives offered here will help readers better un
derstand how choices among research methods enter into, and play out 
in, researchers' lives and the field(s) of English studies, including rhetoric 
and composition. 

Choosing among Methods: Words and Numbers 

Matthew B. Miles and A. M. Huberman distinguish qualitative from 
quantitative methods in the simplest possible way, stating that qualita
tive methods take as their main type of data "words rather than num
bers" (15). This is a fair and useful enough border to draw as a taxonomic 
starting point, yet it demands further exploration because the interests 
of qualitative researchers are both broader and narrower than the dis
tinction suggests. 
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Bob Broad 

I see Miles and Huberman's numbers versus words distinction as too 
narrow and exclusive. As Cindy Johanek in Composing Research, Kristie 
S. Fleckenstein, Clay Spinuzzi, Rebecca J. Rickly, and Carole Clark Papper 
in "The Importance of Harmony," and Richard H. Haswell in the current 
volume point out, quantitative and qualitative researchers should and do 
often borrow from each other's domains of data. In my work, I have regu
larly made use of quantitative data to provide overviews of findings and 
to explain choices in narrowing data that lead up to the close, qualitative 
analysis that is typically my research focus. For example, in my studies 
of writing-assessment dynamics at "City University," I used tables with 
numbers to show that the themes I selected for close discursive analysis 
(e.g., significance, liveliness, mechanics, expectations) were those about 
which my participants spoke most frequently and at the most length.1 
These quantitative data demonstrated for my readers that the topics em
phasized in my research possessed "emic" legitimacy: they were the same 
topics that most concerned the people I was studying. 

Granted, my treatments of numbers were both rudimentary in their 
level of sophistication and secondary in theoretical significance when 
compared to my analyses of qualitative (discursive) data. Nevertheless, I 
am happy to recognize and agree with Johanek, Fleckenstein, Spinuzzi, 
Rickly, and Papper, and Haswell (among others) that we qualitative re
searchers should and do make meaningful and effective use of numbers, 
just as our quantitatively oriented colleagues often frame their in-depth 
experimental and statistical analyses with prefatory offerings of discursive 
data (e.g., anecdotes). In the midst of all this methodologically liberal 
congeniality, however, it is important to remember that qualitative and 
quantitative researchers most often use "the other kind of data" in ways 
that are noticeably more basic than, and secondary to, their primary 
methodological commitments and goals. In other words, our strategi
cally and rhetorically necessary crossing of the words-numbers boundary 
should not distract us from the deeper paradigmatic differences between 
those who choose to conduct and those who are most persuaded by quali
tative vs. quantitative research. 

Choosing among Methods: People and Texts 

Paradoxically, I also find Miles and Huberman's numbers-versus-words 
distinction too broad and inclusive. As a qualitative researcher in rhetoric 
and composition, working in an English studies program that emphasizes 
and encourages connections among various aspects of our field(s), I am 
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conscious that identifying words as the main data for qualitative research 
tags all colleagues in my department (and across the field English stud
ies) as qualitative researchers. Now, if that's okay with my colleagues, it's 
okay with me; I love my colleagues, and I admire their work. But I also 
want to be able to distinguish my methods from theirs. So I call myself 
an empirical researcher to differentiate my work from the chiefly textual 
research that predominates in our field (and in my department). Most of 
our English studies colleagues take published written texts as their main 
pool of data (see any issue of College English, !AC, or PMLA) for analysis, 
and this is what distinguishes them as textual-qualitative researchers. 
By contrast, the data that most keenly interest empirical-qualitative re
searchers are drawn from things people do, say, and write in day-to-day 
life, in what Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln call "the world of 
lived experience" (introduction 8). The primary focus of the empirical
qualitative researcher is relationships and interactions among people, 
not published texts. 

Having established this textual/ empirical distinction among those of 
us who use mainly words as our research data, I must now blur it, just as 
above I needed to blur the distinction between those investigators who 
use mainly verbal versus mainly numerical data. Textual researchers often 
provide anecdotes from empirical, lived experience (e.g., personal sto
ries, classroom scenarios) as introductions to and frames for their textual 
analyses. And empirical researchers in English studies nearly always frame 
their research questions and data analyses with literature reviews that 
ground their empirical projects in a textual history and a textually estab
lished line of inquiry and argument. So, just as qualitative and quantitative 
researchers draw from each other's domains, so do empirical and textual 
researchers. We cannot usefully distinguish among ourselves according 
to which kinds of data we use, since we all use both kinds. We can and 
should, however, be distinguished by the kinds of data and kinds of analy
ses that lie at the heart of our research projects. Looking into the heart 
of things, we usefully and meaningfully separate out the context-freeing 
(objectivist, experimentalist, quantitative) from the context-preserving 
(interpretive, naturalistic, qualitative) methods of analysis, and among 
those using words as our chief kind of data, we distinguish the textual 
researchers from the empirical. So, to be informative and precise about 
my methodological dispositions, I need to identify myself as an empiri
cal (main kind of data: people's lived experiences, not published texts) 
qualitative (main kind of analysis: interpretive, not objectivist) researcher. 
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Blinded to Our Passions: The Inescapability 
of Interestedness and Stance 

It is good for researchers to make their preferences clear. 
-Miles and Huberman, Qualitative Data Analysis 

Bob Broad 

In her. bo~k Composin~ Research, Jo~anek recommends a "contextualist 
p.aradigm for developing and choosing research methods. She empha
sizes that research questions should dictate methods rather than vice 
versa. This simple, yet powerful formulation helped overcome much of th 

. h e 
partisan rancor t at had characterized quantitative/qualitative debates 
for decades, and we should award Johanek partial credit for the spirit of 
methodological pragmatism with which it seems to me English studie 
is currently blessed. Several of the contributors to this volume (includin s 
Haswell,. He~se, Fleckenstei.n, and I) enthusiastically share the strategic~ 
pragmatic view that rhetorical contexts should drive methods and that 
the most effective research methods in any given rhetorical situation 
(e.g., particular audiences and purposes) will depend on the specifics of 
that situation. 

I welcome and participate in this strategic-rhetorical-pragmatic spirit 
in composition and rhetoric research, yet I also want to problematize it 
to a degree because in the process of writing this chapter on empirical 
qualitative research, I have concluded that choices among research meth
ods are not as purely rationalistic and strategic as we might wish, believe, 
or pretend. Deep-seated intellectual desires and predilections are also 
in play. It is this intriguing interaction between methodological choices 
that are strategic and those that stem from personal preference, between 
me~hods as context-driven and methods as profoundly and personally 
pre1udged that the remainder of this chapter explores. 

I regularly teach my department's graduate seminar "Research Meth
ods in Composition." Each time I've taught the course since Johanek's 
book was published in 2000, that text has been the first and perhaps most 
important thing I assign my students to read. Enacting all the qualities 
mentioned above-context-responsiveness, rhetorical awareness, meth
odologically strategic thinking-Johanek's text helps my students learn 
the most important lesson I have to offer them: to be cosmopolitan and 
strategic in crafting research questions and methods. 

Yet, I always scratch my head over these sentences from Johanek's 
introduction: "I have no personal preference for any one kind of research 
method .... I am merely curious about everything-as I imagine you to be, 
too. Narrowed, personal attachment to methodological choices cloud [sic] 
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our vision of what those choices are in the first place" (4, emphasis added). 
Commenting on this passage, I respectfully point out to my students that 
if Johanek had no "personal preference for" quantitative methods, if she 
were free of "personal attachments to methodological choices," then her 
book would not exist because she would not have felt enough urgency 
to write it. To the contrary, she perceived the quantitative methods she 
clearly loves being marginalized and devalued in the field of composition 
(particularly in the journal Research in the Teaching of English), so she 
joined the struggle to save them from oblivion. Like Haswell's chapter in 
this volume and Davida Charney's 1996 article "Empiricism Is Not a Four
Letter Word," Johanek's Composing Research serves the clear and valuable 
purpose of correcting the uninformed and mistaken assumption held by 
some of our colleagues that quantitative methods are just not useful and 
may even be, well, uncool. Only authors with a personal predilection for 
quantitative methods are likely to notice this problem, and they are also 
the ones most likely to persuade readers to include quantitative methods 
in their research toolkits. Notice how strategic thinking about methods 
therefore sometimes relies upon awareness-and even celebration-of 
one's "personal attachments to methodological choices." This is the para
dox I am trying to unravel. 

When considering the pros and cons of "personal preference" and "per
sonal attachment" in scholarly inquiry, some awareness of the field of phe
nomenology comes in handy. Phenomenology helps us understand how 
empirical data-what we observe, notice, and care about in the world-are 
revealed, obscured, filtered, and shaped by our values and beliefs. We 
have all seen how, in the broader discourse of the sciences (as in the 
passage from Johanek quoted above), such interested values and beliefs 
are often criticized as "narrow biases" and "blind prejudices" in contrast 
to a purer, value-free rationalism.2 Pamela Moss elegantly formulates 
the phenomenologists' rebuttal to the objectivist critique of interested
ness: '"[H]ermeneutic philosophy,' which is reflected in the writings of 
Heidegger and Gadamer, recognizes that the reader's preconceptions, 
'enabling' prejudices, or foreknowledge are inevitable and valuable in in
terpreting a text. In fact, they make understanding possible" (7, emphasis 
added). Following Moss, I argue that it was precisely Johanek's precon
ceptions, enabling prejudices, and foreknowledge passionately favoring 
quantitative methods that inspired her to write her important book. I 
assign Johanek's text in my research-methods course and begin with it 
precisely because it is an intelligent, articulate, impassioned argument 
from a scholar who has as resoundingly clear a "personal preference" 
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for and "personal attachment" to quantitative inquiry as I (the profes
sor of the methods course) have a personal preference for and personal 
attachment to qualitative inquiry. Acknowledging such predispositions 
does not mean we devalue, misunderstand, or shun each other's favored 
methodologies; it simply helps us understand and be more aware that we 
may have a strong personal preference for one paradigm over another, 
and we probably also have special gifts for conceiving and executing 
research projects within our favored research paradigms. Furthermore, 
the dispositional self-awareness on behalf of which I am arguing helps 
us stay alert to our need to be strategic and rhetorical and not to slide 
unaware into our favored or familiar methodological groove when the 
context calls for a different approach. 

Before us, then, lies a delicate and complex puzzle: a book (Johanek's 
Composing Research) clearly written out of a pure and abiding passion 
for quantitative methods that also argues against allowing such passions 
to "cloud" our strategic, pragmatic methodological choices. The current 
chapter is an attempt to illuminate and understand this seemingly contra
dictory relationship between our deeply felt methodological proclivities 
and our rationalist, contextualist, rhetorical, and methodological strat
egizing. I believe the most powerful determinant of one's methodological 
choices may be a deep-seated epistemological orientation. In other words, 
we may approach certain research questions with a strong preemptive 
impulse to frame our inquiries quantitatively or qualitatively, textually 
or empirically. I have become convinced that methodological preferences 
run exceptionally deep and are quite difficult to explain-or are even im
mune from explanation. If this is true, then methodological decisions may 
sometimes be less straightforwardly strategic and more predetermined 
or prejudged according to our epistemological inclinations than a purely 
pragmatic, contextualist view of research methods supposes. 

The Making of an Empirical-Qualitative Researcher 
[Q]ualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, 
attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in 
terms of the meanings people bring to them. 

-Denzin and Lincoln, introduction 

In what ways and contexts do we choose our methods, and in what ways 
and contexts do our methods choose us? Writing this chapter, I've come 
to understand just how difficult these questions are to answer. The most 
promising method I can devise to serve as a start on this line of inquiry 
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is to offer a reflective, personal-methodological narrative. I turn to a 
personal narrative not because I believe my methodological story to be 
exceptional or exemplary but rather because when tracing the interplay 
of intellectual desire and rhetorical effectiveness, my story is the only 
set of data to which I have access. I believe it would be helpful to our 
field if more researchers reflected and wrote openly about their personal 
methodological passions and stories. 

I expect most of us choose a career in English studies driven and guided 
by two deeply felt emotions: (i) the eager joy we feel when reading and 
writing texts critically and creatively, and (2) our firm faith that doing this 
textual work is a noble, worthy, and socially valuable activity. I still remem
ber the car ride to my first day of preschool in 1964 and the struggle and 
excitement of verbally spelling out my name ("B-0-B-B-Y") in a halting 
response to my mother's challenge. That euphoric buzz ofliteracy-both 
reading and writing-continued through grade school (where I savored 
the exotic aquamarine and magenta labels of the SRA Reading Labora
tory Kit) and high school (where my Panglossian optimism and idealism 
were shaken by Orwell's 1984, Goulding's Lord of the Flies, and Huxley's 
Brave New World) and ran on through undergraduate and graduate work. 
So it is not surprising that I began my journey as a publishing English 
studies scholar firmly rooted in the realm of literary textual research: 
reading published literary texts, asking questions about those texts, and 
composing answers to those questions. This is what I did through the 
earlier part of my graduate studies, and one of my earliest publications, 
an essay on Toni Morrison's Beloved ("Giving Blood"), enacts this classic 
textual-qualitative approach to literary inquiry. 

Even while working on that exclusively textual project, however, I was 
already beginning to integrate interviews and observations into other 
inquiries, and full-blown empirical-qualitative methods (observations, 
interviews, study of unpublished documents, recordings of discussions 
and interviews, transcripts, and so on) quickly followed. My essay in 
the journal Works and Days combined textual study of various social 
and literary theories and their relationship to pedagogical and political 
practice with interviews of three different "kinds" of scholars: feminist, 
socialist, and liberal. What drove me to add empirical-qualitative data 
to the textual materials out of which I was crafting scholarship? I felt a 
powerful attraction to integrate "live" conversations into what would oth
erwise be traditional textual research because I believed that distinctive 
and valuable kinds of knowledge were created in the interplay between 
the empirical and the textual spheres (e.g., getting scholars talking about 
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how their readings compared to and influenced their classroom teach
ing practices) that could not be achieved within the realm of the strictly 
textual, and I fervently desired those additional dimensions of knowledge. 

This is the right moment to observe that the hunger for empirical, 
in-the-world (versus on-the-page or on-the-screen) data is shared by 
quantitative and qualitative researchers, even though our quantitatively 
oriented colleagues sometimes conflate "hard facts" (empirical data) with 
numbers. The empirical-qualitative researcher wants to work mainly with 
hard facts that are discursive. 

My first publication in the field of writing assessment was a theoretical, 
text-based inquiry into the troubled relationship between the positivist
quantitative tradition of "scoring" students' writing and constructivist
interpretive assessment methods like portfolios. "'Portfolio Scoring': A 
Contradiction in Terms" was textual-qualitative research that employed 
one empirical anecdote-the story of"Martha"-to illustrate some of the 
problems I wanted to address. Just as a quantitative researcher may import 
appealing anecdotes to illustrate findings arrived at through statistical 
methods, as a textual-qualitative researcher I was dabbling in the empirical 
realm without a system or method to guide me. Incidentally, this is exactly 
the sort of treatment of data for which qualitative researchers are sometimes 
criticized: "cherry-picking" anecdotes to support conclusions arrived at 
without a clear system of data analysis.3 Recognizing the valid critique of 
such dilettantish treatments of empirical data, with the support of-and 
rigorous challenges from-my dissertation advisers I educated myself fur
ther and learned the qualitative research method called grounded theory. 

Grounded theory is a system for developing and validating findings 
based on analysis of empirical, discursive data.4 The key qualities that 
won grounded theory my methodological loyalty were its systematic and 
comprehensive approach to data analysis. Grounded theory is the quali
tative method that does the best job, in my view, of meeting qualitative 
researchers' most urgent responsibility: to actively seek out interpreta
tions contrary to what they might have hoped or expected to find, and to 
ensure that interpretations and findings are "emic," that is, that they are 
deeply rooted in the interpretive framework(s) of research participants. 
Most of my scholarship over the past fifteen years has employed grounded 
theory methods because they offer the critical and creative leeway favored 
by humanistic and textual researchers while also providing the analyti
cal transparency and the rigorous validation processes characteristic of 
traditional, quantitatively oriented, experimentalist methods.5 To put it 
another way, grounded theory enables qualitative research to be taken 
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seriously as a source of insight and truth by people who are neither hu
manists nor English studies majors but rather administrators and col
leagues steeped in the discourses of the physical sciences. 

Getting Heart Back into the Conversation 

1he current chapter is a call for our field to add researchers' enthusiasm 
and curiosity to the array of contexts that comprises our ecological under
standing of methodological options and choices. This last chapter section 
looks at three recent discussions of research methods in writing studies 
that I believe could have been even more helpful and productive if they 
had directly addressed the topic of researchers' methodological passions. 

In The Function of Theory in Composition Studies, Raul Sanchez devel
ops his theory of "the writtenness of theory." One of the results he hopes 
for from his efforts at theoretical transformation sounds a lot like a call for 
a shift in the focus of writing research from the textual to the empirical: 
"[C]omposition theory can move closer toward explaining what writing is 
and how writing works in the world. Writing happens, and composition 
researchers can watch it happen and make claims about it, or they can 
look at the artifacts it leaves behind and make claims about writing as 
a result" (9). I am persuaded and excited by Sanchez's theoretical work, 
and I believe he is likely to have some of the effect on shaping research in 
rhetoric and composition for which he hopes: to move the field toward in
corporating more empirical data and methods into composition research. 
In the context of this chapter, however, I find myself also asking: Why do 
some rhetoricians need a marked theoretical shift to move them toward 
what Sanchez calls "humanistic inquiry" (10), while others already pursue 
just such empirical inquiry without need of a new theoretical framework 
for the discipline? Here again, I believe that our varied histories, cultures, 
and values may predispose some of us toward such methods, while others 
may require persuasion, such as the arguments Sanchez posits. 

Along similar lines, in "The Importance of Harmony: An Ecological 
Metaphor for Writing Research," Fleckenstein, Spinuzzi, Rickly, and Pap
per offer an intensive and stylish argument for letting the metaphors of 
harmony and ecology guide our efforts as researchers. These coauthors 
explore how communities, individuals, purposes, questions, and audi
ences (among other elements) interact to shape research questions and 
research methods. I find myself impressed by the breadth with which they 
take in the interconnected universe of research methods. However, I was 
surprised to find no explicit place in their methodological ecosystem for 
the researcher's intellectual background, wishes, desires, and goals. As 
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should be obvious by now, I strongly advocate adding this missing ele
ment to our conversations about research methods. 

Of all the commentators I have read on passions and methods, Haswell 
(this volume) comes closest to addressing directly the issue of researchers' 
proclivities and yearnings when he describes some scholars (including 
himself, I presume) as "attracted or compelled to quantitative research." 
Haswell offers this additional valuable advice: "A piece of quantitative 
research usually takes time. The researcher needs to outlast it, and what 
drive lasts longer than intellectual curiosity?" Frankly acknowledging 
the role of methodological "attraction" and "drive,'' Haswell frames the 
issue mainly in terms of finding a desirable research question. I fully agree 
with Haswell's advice here, but I want us to add the researcher's heart 
to the constellation-or, in the terms of Fleckenstein, Spinuzzi, Rickly, 
and Papper, to the ecosystem-we examine when we try to understand 
researchers and the forces that shape their methods. 

Attraction:, compulsion, drive, desire, enthusiasm, passion-these 
words, all used by Haswell, are the key terms driving my reflective inquiry 
into researchers and their methodological choices. How and why did I, for 
example, move from the comfortable, familiar, and relatively tidy world of 
textual humanities research into the (at that time, to me) alien and (still) 
complicated, messy world of empirical qualitative research? I believe it 
was to resist what I perceived to be the potentially paralyzing insularity of 
exclusively textual research. Offering advice to young writers of creative 
nonfiction, Annie Dillard warns, "Never, ever, get yourself into a situation 
where you have nothing to do but write and read. You'll go into a depres
sion. You have to be doing something good for the world, something un
deniably useful; you need exercise, too, and people" (xiv). The text-bound 
depression against which Dillard warns matched too well with some of 
what I saw going on around me in the academy, and empirical methods 
seemed to me a potent cure. "The province of qualitative research,'' write 
Denzin and Lincoln, "is the world oflived experience" (introduction 8). lf 
I was going to make my career in the academy, I wanted to interject into 
its often rarified discourse what Robert W. Connell memorably calls "a 
good dose of awkward facts" (3). It wasn't just others' ideas that seemed 
to me to cry out for raw material from the outside world, it was also my 
own. Already firmly committed to qualitative theories and methods, I 
saw empirical data as a powerful lever by which I could get myself, in 
Peter Elbow's words, "to end up thinking something you couldn't have 
started out thinking" (is). Including the empirical world in my research 
also seemed to boost the utility and transformative power for which I 
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yearned. In Marge Piercy's words, "The pitcher cries for water to carry I 
and a person for work that is real" (2-3). 

The taxonomy with which I began this chapter connects to the thesis 
with which I conclude. I believe that many of us pursue qualitat ive schol
arly research because it is our proclivity as humanists and lovers of tex
tuality. My movement as a researcher from primarily textual to primarily 
empirical was more strategic and political, though still rooted in deeply 
felt commitments and desires (e.g., "to be of use"). I believed that my 
scholarship would interest and persuade a broader audience-including 
university administrators, public officials, and other public audiences-if 
it included a hefty dose of empirical data, analyzed comprehensively and 
systematically, as grounded theory requires. I want my work in writ
ing assessment to make a discernible difference in the workings of the 
world, including classroom assessments, large-scale assessments, and 
assessment policy. I believed-and still believe-that we have a stronger 
chance of transforming more of the world with empirical-qualitative 
research than we do with exclusively textual research because empirical 
data register with more readers as relevant, accessible, and in-the-world 
than does solely text-based theorizing. 

My strong preference for working with empirical data using qualita
tive methods is simultaneously one of personal predilection and one of 
strategy. My choices do not imply criticism of others' alternative choices 
because I favor those methods toward which I feel the strongest "attrac
tion" and "drive" (to use Haswell's terms), and other researchers inevitably 
do the same. When those with divergent proclivities (prominently Char
ney, Haswell, and Johanek) make their cases for other methodological 
choices, they not only make me more self-aware and remind me to be 
more strategic but also strengthen the field of writing studies by writing 
from-and about-their own passionate preferences and thereby diver
sifying our methodological thinking. 

Ironically, our willingness to acknowledge and work with our personal 
preferences (whether qualitative or quantitative, textual or empirical) 
turns out to be highly strategic and rhetorical. Such self-awareness al
lows us to make methodological choices that enhance our ethos and our 
audience effectiveness depending on the rhetorical situation. As Haswell 
recommends, we gain ethos when we select research projects about which 
we care deeply and that can sustain our interest. Research projects we 
can love are also those on behalf of which we can be the most eloquent 
and persuasive with our audiences. We are strongest as researchers when 
we combine our methodological passions and strategies. 
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Notes 
i. For examples of tables with numbers, see my "Pulling Your Hair Out" and 

What We Really Value. 
2. See Guba and Lincoln, chapter 1, for a robust discussion of this history. 
3. See Flower, "Cognition, Context, and Theory Building." 
4. See Glaser and Strauss, Discovery of Grounded Theory; Strauss and Corbin, 

Basics of Qualitative Research; and Charmaz, "Grounded Theory." 
5. See Broad, "Reciprocal Authorities in Communal Writing Assessment," "Pull

ing Your Hair Out," and What We Really Value, and Broad and Theune, "What We 
Value in Contemporary Poetry." 
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