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	Question and Purpose
	Typical Unit of 

Analysis
	Structure in

design, prior conceptuali-

zation 
	Typical

Sources of Data
	Typical sample size, setting, duration
	Relation between researcher, informants
	Disciplinary Roots

	Qualitative Policy/

Organizational Case Study Research (and Evaluation)


	Document and explain formulation, implementation, and effects of policy, programs.
	Policy, program, policy system, organization, policy process.
	Tight design, prior conceptuali-

zation is well worked out.
	Interviews (e.g., semi-structured, one-time); documents, records; limited observation
	Naturalistic settings, pre-determined, multiple, often comparative samples,

broad scope, short-long term.
	Typically the informants and the researcher relate within the structure of research design.
	Political science, organizational sociology.

	Ethnography


	Describe and understand cultural phenomena, especially from participants’ perspective.


	Culture, social structure, cultural practices, and “lived experience”
	Loose prior design, emergent design; loose or little prior conceptual work
	Participant observation; interviews (unstructured, repeated); artifacts and documents.
	Naturalistic settings; emergent sampling.

Small scale (e.g., 1 or a few community settings); broad scope, long term.
	Often the researcher becomes one of the community; seeks deep under-standing of participants’ experience.
	Anthropology, sociology

	Cognitive/

Sociocultural Research on Teaching and Learning


	Explore mind, cognition, processes of learning and teaching


	Individ. beliefs, understandings (e.g., of teacher, learners), learning/teaching processes; 

learning/teaching  processes within social context and among members of small groups.
	Tight design, well worked out prior conceptuali-

zation .
	Interviews (e.g., clinical, think aloud, or semi-structured); task performance; non-participant observations.
	Naturalistic or “lab” settings.

Often “planned variation” samples.

Small scale, narrow scope, short-term.
	Varies, but typically researcher/

participant 

work within structure of research design.
	Psychology, cognitive/

learning sciences


