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Introduction

I was first alerted to Grounded Theory by one of my research supervisors where I recently registered to conduct a PhD at Manchester Metropolitan University 1.  In an attempt to develop an original study, I had explored several specific research topics within the broad area of online learning in Higher Education.
I had actually begun background studies on online learning systems, approaches and related technical issues as far back as mid 2004, when I was asked to research and write a text on delivering e-learning systems 2 for Information Services in Higher Education 3.   Having developed a broad interest in online learning, I found it difficult to refine my area of study.  
I had read some third party Grounded Theory literature based on the writings of Straus and Corbin 4; my reading led me to believe that Grounded Theory could be used to provide a method for conducting the practical research element of my research plan, however I later discovered that Grounded Theory provides a fundamental approach to research which more properly defines the methodology of the entire study.

Key features of Grounded Theory that interested me included the focus on a ‘substantive area’ as opposed to a research question or hypothesis and the faculty to develop a theory from raw data; these elements seemed to offer a suitable approach to facilitate my study, which now considered ‘Student perceptions on skills and learning challenges in the use of educational technology in a part-time, distributed and professional study context.’ 5. 
The emphasis on ‘distributed’ study was intended to suggest a broad scope or context incorporating aspects of pedagogy, self-directed study and online learning skills.
Background to Grounded Theory

Shortly before attending the London Grounded Theory conference, I found that Grounded Theory had been developed cooperatively in the late 60s by Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (The Discovery of Grounded Theory, Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Following early publications (e.g. Awareness of Dying), a split had emerged between these two researchers, with quite different approaches to what had originally been termed Grounded Theory.
Crudely summarised, Grounded Theory according to Glaser emphasises the ‘emergence’ of categories (also called conceptual codes) out of data, it is up to the researcher to constantly compare field notes (or ‘memos’) to identify ‘indicators’ which reveal the concerns of participants; the researcher compares categories to reveal an underlying core category or concern which represents a theory explaining the behavioural process at work within the given context.

The technique developed by Strauss and Corbin  4, follows these same grounded principles as Glaser but applies a greater degree of evaluative method to the development of categories, with a more complex and subjective approach in the discovery of data, for example, Straus’ axial coding suggests that categories should be developed under headings such as ‘conditions, context, action/interaction strategies and context’.  In his book Basics of Grounded Theory Analysis (1992) Glaser refutes the developments by Strauss and Corbin, stating that their heavily structured method pre-empts the data:
Gone in Strauss’ method was our initial clear approach in Discovery of Grounded Theory to the systematic generation of theory from data! Strauss’ techniques are fractured, detailed, cumbersome and over-self-conscious. They interfere with the emergence and discovery which comes from the constant comparatative method of coding and analysis. (p. 60).
Emergence vs. Forcing

For Glaser, the fundamental issue is 'emergence' of data over ‘forcing’, i.e. the importance of refraining from bringing a preconceived theory, ideology or concept to the substantive area. There are several important implications for professional researchers, most notably what Glaser calls ‘the research question’ (p. 23), emphasising the need to refrain from allowing a professional interest or area of debate to pre-empt the research process at the data collection or conceptualisation stages.  
The issue of emergence vs. forcing is central to the manner in which a Grounded Theory study is carried out from the beginning, addressing a ‘substantive area’ rather than a research problem; the intention of Grounded Theory is to interrogate a participant group within a known context and behavioural cycle, approaching the social context with an open mind and listening to the concerns of participants in order to define their concerns conceptually.  Examples of substantive areas at the Grounded Theory conference included :
· Children undertaking psycho therapy.
· Nurses working with difficult patients.

· Distance learners.
· Doctors in Denmark during a period of systematic change.

Glaser says ‘a missed problem is a problem whether or not the researcher discovers and attends to it or not..’ (p. 22).  The emergence of a Grounded Theory may therefore reveal a previously unknown participant concern or illustrate a new form of behavioural cycle in responding to the concern.
The Conference

For Glaser, traditional qualitative research invariably pre-empts the concerns of the social context under study; during the London Conference, I had the opportunity to discuss my own research proposal, a traditional research plan with defined aims and objectives; Glaser suggested that a research proposal of this kind is contradictory to Grounded Theory, since research aims merely pre-empt or preconceive emergent data in the substantive area.  Another issue of concern to Glaser was the use of the term ‘distributed learning’ which Glaser thought could imply evaluation of an established theoretical model of study, hence focusing on this theory as opposed to interrogating the concerns of participants in the chosen context. However, I felt the use of the term ‘distributed learning’ was justifiable under a Grounded Theory study, since the term is anecdotal and simply describes a known context, i.e. combined class-based and online learning.  Another aspect which emerged at various points in the conference was the issue of the literature search, which Glaser suggests can obscure the researcher’s view of the substantive area against the backdrop of established theories, descriptive literature etc.  However, Glaser did endorse third party literature, suggesting that this should feed into the research on the same level as other data, i.e. comprising data which can be compared with participant responses and processed in the same way.  This kind of information is paramount to the development of what Glaser has termed ‘Theoretical Sensitivity’, i.e. developing a broad awareness of the wider context surrounding the substantive area, this awareness increases the researcher’s sensitivity to developing theoretical categories which interrelate and explain patterns in those categories (see next section for further details on theoretical coding).
An attempt to Describe the Grounded Theory Process

Grounded Theory (as described by Glaser) may appear a fairly simple approach for conducting research according to core tenets, expressed in maxims such as ‘all is data’ and ‘trust to emergence’, however, this methodology also provides a coherent framework to implement the general ideas of Grounded Theory.
We have noted how the ‘substantive area’ forms the starting point of a Grounded Theory study (as opposed to a traditional research question or hypothesis) addressing a social context, where a participant cycle or general activity is apparent.  We have also mentioned the general interrogation of participants to generate raw data which is then categorised to determine participant concerns as conceptual processes and the identification of a ‘core category’ which interrelates with these concerns.  Whilst the ideas of Grounded Theory are discernable from the literature, an understanding of Grounded Theory process can seem more elusive, to this end I have attempted to provide a table illustrating the principal stages for conducting a Grounded Theory project, it should be noted this is only a general approximation of the steps involved and many aspects such as Constant Comparatative Method are on-going throughout the project.
Table of Practical Processes in a Grounded Theory Project

	1. Identification of Substantive Area (‘an area containing a life-cycle interest’ – 6).

2. Interrogation of substantive area, usually in the form of interviews but can be done using other methods, e.g. email, participant reports. The main concern of this stage is to avoid preconceiving or ‘forcing’ issues, concerns or jargon etc. on the participants, it is for this reason that Glaser suggests an initial opening statement to develop a dialogue between the interviewer and interviewee. Some prompting is permitted to prevent the participant moving off-subject etc.

3. Processing of raw data  in the form of ‘memos’ to identify ‘indicators’ which suggest concerns of the participants.

4. Use of ‘Open Coding’ (initial categorisation based on all response data) to develop substantive categories and their properties (e.g. memos may indicate behavioural patterns such as nurses dealing with abusive patients in a variety of ways, an example category in this case could be nurses dealing with abusive patients via ignoring strategy, whilst verbal abuse could be a property of the category.)
The ‘constant comparison’ of categories is undertaken to determine a common strand, upon which all the categories are based, this is the core category the higher conceptual process or issue that participants continually resolve.
The generation of substantive categories  provides a basic conceptual description of the activities of the participant group. 
Selective coding may also be used to refine the core category, .e.g. comparison of similar responses may reveal a higher conceptual view of a common concern.

5. In contrast to ‘substantive categories’, it is also necessary to develop ‘theoretical categories’ (theoretical coding) – these will  attempt to define the behavioural process conceptually. A broad awareness of the topic and surrounding topics will ensure ‘theoretical sensitivity’ to allow the researcher to develop theoretical categories of behaviour from the data; these theoretical categories could be tested or compared against substantive categories to determine if they relate, for example, a theoretical category derived by comparing similar substantive categories could reveal the concept of nurses employing avoidance strategies for abusive patients, whilst this category may have been derived from other categories, it can also be tested against re-worked categories and existing literature to support the theory (this is essentially theoretical sensitivity). There are a range of established ‘theoretical codes’ which suggest theoretical models to explain a range of motives, drives and consequences, e.g. Causes (sources, reasons, explanations, accountings or anticipated consequences), Context or Ambiance, Contingencies, Consequences (outcomes, efforts, functions, predictions, anticipated/ unanticipated), Covariances, Conditions or Qualifiers. 7

	Ongoing Literature Review - Provides data with which to compare other data (i.e. using ‘memos’ to note conceptual issues).
	Constant Comparatative Method Comparing and testing all data as necessary, e.g. comparing substantive categories to produce theoretical categories and eventually the core category, developing memos from the literature to identify concepts for comparison with theoretical and substantive categories.




The Theory 

The identification of the ‘core category’ is the goal of the Grounded Theory project, this is the theory that conceptually defines the most important process which participants seek to  resolve (often unconsciously) and which is usually related to all the other participant concerns. This conceptual theory is ultimately drawn from raw participant data and processed in a neutral and objective manner using the categorisation and conceptualisation methods described above.  
Purpose of developing a Grounded Theory

Whilst Grounded Theory is obviously rooted in the field of sociology, with terminology borrowed from in this area, it can be seen that Glaser has developed a simple yet fundamental approach to discovering behavioural processes and associated problems.
Perhaps Grounded Theory is better considered as a pure research methodology rather than a research ‘method’ such as action research; Grounded theory comprises a complete methodology framework which may be used for a project in its entirety complete with its own theories concerning truth in data and the role of belief systems. Grounded Theory therefore does not sit well with established theoretical paradigms nor is Grounded Theory appropriate when evaluating pre-defined variables against a known framework of values, Grounded Theory attempts to discover problems from the perspective of participants rather than from the perspective of critical models or ideology-based theories such as Postmodernism, Marxism or Feminism.
It is entirely possible that a Grounded Theory study - potentially discovering an unknown or poorly understood problem could prompt further research in this area, possibly using an evaluative or theoretical-based methodology. 
Grounded Theory effectively steps back from preconceived professional values and known paradigms and takes a neutral view of behavioural activity to determine issues of relevance to the participant context itself. 

Conclusion (Problems using Grounded Theory in traditional Projects)
It occurred to me that my original research proposal contained too many pre-empted ‘aims’ for a Grounded Theory study; I may need to make a choice in how I use Grounded Theory, i.e. either using only selective Grounded Theory concepts and methods within elements of my research, or more properly as a fully grounded study seeking to approach a substantive area and develop a core theory of behaviour as the goal of the research project.
In retrospect, I think Grounded Theory will provide an underlying methodology upon which I can produce the research, with the delimited ‘aims’ of the project merely informing the generation of categories in the role of third party reading as described by Glaser in Theoretical Sensitivity. 
I have yet to undertake a practical investigation in student perceptions of distributed study, however, I am confident the Grounded Theory methodology will ensure the emergence of natural and relevant concerns.
I refer the reader to the bibliography for additional reading material on Grounded Theory and to the website of Barney Glaser (and Sociology Press) at:  http://www.groundedtheory.com/

Notes.

1. Further details of my research is available at: http://draigweb.co.uk/elearning

2. e-learning or electronic learning is a general term applied to any form of learning and teaching via computer systems.  e-learning is used more recently in the context of Web-based systems.

3. Delivering E-Learning for Information Services in Higher Education, Chandos Publishing, 2005, ISBN 184334 0887 (paperback) / 184334095X (hardback).

4. Straus, A. and Corbin, J. 1998, Basics of Qualitative Research
5. Distributed Learning -  A general description for a study context combining class-based and online learning approaches using Information Technology.
6. Glaser, Barney G. 1998. Doing Grounded Theory: Issues and Discussions. Sociology Press, p. 118

7. The 18++ Theoretical Coding Families of Grounded Theory (May, 2005): http://gtm.vlsm.org/gnm-gtm2.en.html
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