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The purpose of this investigation was twofold: 1) in conducting a research
synthesis of distance education research studies using grounded theory methodology, this
investigation derived a grounded theory from the distance education literature
synthesized; and 2) in order to apply grounded theory for research synthesis, a procedure
to coalesce grounded theory and research synthesis methods was developed.

Distance education programs have proliferated during this past decade along with
the advancement of new technologies. The distance education research community, in the
meantime, has sought for better understandings of the field and called for more
theoretical explorations to further the field of study. Within these efforts is a line of
research which reviews distance education research journal articles to arrive at better
understandings about distance education.

Research synthesis, as a family of research methods with diverse theoretical and
procedural inclinations, is the analysis of analyses. Research synthesis serves various
purposes; one of them being synthesizing primary research studies into more general and
theoretical conclusions. With the attempts in creating approaches for research synthesis,
however, there is no well-recognized method for including both qualitative and

quantitative research studies in one research synthesis effort.



Yin (1991) suggested that grounded theory can be used to conduct the research
synthesis of multivocal literature. This investigation aimed for realizing that proposal and
used the field of distance education literature as the target of synthesis.

Resulted from this investigation were 1) a substantive grounded theory for
distance education as a field; and 2) a procedure for applying grounded theory for
purpose of research synthesis. With much of the endeavor putting into synergizing
grounded theory and research synthesis, this investigation has been more a journey on

methodological discovery than on distance education research.
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

Personal Statement

The idea of this investigation started in 2001 when my doctoral program advisor
Dr. Sandra Turner invited me to write a grant proposal for an Ohio Link Network funded
distance learning research grant. The idea then was to conduct a meta-analysis of research
literature in Web-based distance learning. With a common interest in qualitative research
methodology, we ended up with a qualitative meta-analysis proposal using grounded
theory approach to conduct the synthesis. We didn’t get the grant but the research
experience was wonderful. The grant proposal later on became my proposal for this
dissertation.

The original idea of using grounded theory to conduct a qualitative meta-analysis,
however, has been modified and expanded during the process of this exploration. The
thought of qualitative meta-analysis was elevated to a different level of research synthesis.
While in search of a research tool, there were no existing research procedures to follow.
The decision was then made to create one as part of this investigation. The use of Yin’s
(1991) brief proposal of using grounded theory for research synthesis was adopted. The
target content area of distance education was preserved but the realm of research
synthesis was added to reconcile with grounded theory for the making of a protocol to
conduct a grounded theory for the purpose of research synthesis.

In this investigation Chapter Two is a literature review of literature reviews in

distance education while the literature in distance education is used as data for grounded



theory development. The result of such investigation and the process is what I call
Grounded Theory for Research Synthesis or GTRS.

Since much of this research endeavor has been put into the methodological
exploration to synergize research synthesis and grounded theory, this investigation has
become more a journey on methodological discovery than on distance education research.
With the developmental nature of this attempt to apply grounded theory for research
synthesis, there were many confusions and struggles while I strived to reconcile these two

research methods, which can be seen along the text flow.

Background of the Study

Teaching and learning at a distance has had a long history as part of the
educational industry. Early documented distance education in the form of correspondence
education program can be traced back to as early as 1830s (Holmberg, 1995, p. 3). In the
United States, the first correspondence program was created at the University of Chicago
in the late 1800s (Mclsaac & Gunawardena, 1996). One historical observation on
distance education is its relationship with the development of technology. Over time,
distance education has evolved along with the development of communication
technologies, which it uses to deliver instruction. Moore and Kearsley (2005), for
example, identified five generations of distance education in parallel to the evolution of
technologies: correspondence/home, broadcast radio/television, open universities using
combined approaches, interactive teleconferencing, and the current generation of online-

based classes.



Early distance education programs primarily used self-instructional text combined
with communication in writing between students and instructors (i.e., correspondence)
(Holmberg, 1995, p. 3). With the development of radio during World War I and
television in the 1950s, instructional activities outside of the traditional classroom started
using radio and television to deliver instruction at a distance. One of the early efforts is
the Wisconsin’s School of the Air (Mclsaac & Gunawardena, 1996). The establishment
of the British Open University in the United Kingdom 1970 marked the beginning of the
use of technology to supplement print-based distance education courses (Holmberg, p.
80, p. 202; Mclsaac & Gunawardena, 1996, p. 404). As a large-scale distance education
program, outside of traditional educational systems (Holmberg, p. 7), Open University
was established as an innovation in contrast to the university-aftiliated small-scale
distance education systems (Holmberg, p. 7). With the use of technology and the later
successful expansion as an independent educational system, the British Open University
became a benchmark in the history of the development of distance education (Open
University, 2005, 91-2).

During the last decade, distance education has further made significant strides.
The advancement of communication technologies and the development of the World
Wide Web in the early 1990s (Zakon, 2003) have drastically changed the way distance
education programs are implemented and how they are perceived by the people that use
them.

The latest development of Internet technology has given choices of tools to
distance educators: synchronous and asynchronous communication, connections anytime

or anywhere, increasingly sophisticated video and audio streaming, interactive



technologies, learning management systems, etc. This development offers distance
educators a wide range of possibilities for actively engaging students in the process of
learning. It has thus presented educators a new and ever-increasingly popular system that

might reconstruct traditional models of learning and education.

The Distance Education Phenomenon
The exponential growth of distance learning options has made a new phenomenon
out of the old industry of education. More and more educational institutions, public or
private, have chosen to teach and learn online. Postsecondary education institutions are
the most interested in developing distance education programs. On the other hand, the

private sector has also contributed to the expansion of distance education.

The Condition of Education 2004

Distance education has kept its pace of growth in recent years. According to The
Condition of Education 2004 report by the National Center for Education Statistics
(Livingston & Wirt, 2004), out of 4,130 postsecondary education degree granting
institutions, 56% of these institutions were offering distance education courses in year
2000-2001, which was up from 34% 3 years earlier. For public institutions, 90% of 2-
year and 89% of 4-year institutions offered distance education courses. The total number
of enrolled students in the 20002001 academic year was 3.1 million, an increase from
1.7 million in 1997-98. Those institutions that offer degree programs designed to be
completed entirely externally have also increased from 22% to 30% from 1997-98 to

2000-2001.



Sloan Consortium
The growth trend of distance education programs has also been reported in other
reports. Sloan Consortium, for one, has conducted consecutive surveys on distance
education. According to their survey of 994 responding (out of 3,033) degree-granting
higher educational institutions in the United States, their survey statistics confirmed the
expansion trends of distance education at the postsecondary level.
In their 2002-2003 survey, the following figures were released:
e Over 1.6 million students took at least one online course during Fall 2002.
e Over one-third of these students (578,000) took all of their courses online.
e Among all U.S. higher education students in Fall 2002, 11% took at least one
online course.
e Among those students at institutions where online courses were offered, 13 %
took at least one online course.
e The number of students taking at least one online course is projected to
increase by 19.8% over the one-year period from Fall 2002 to Fall 2003, to
include a total of 1.9 million students. (Allen & Seaman, 2003)
One year later, Sloan Consortium released their consequential report of Entering
the Mainstream: The Quality and Extent of Online Education in the United States, 2003
and 2004. The 2003 online enrollment projections have been realized. They further added
“there is no evidence that enrollments have reached a plateau” (Allen & Seaman, 2004, p.
1). Online enrollments continue to grow at rates faster than for the overall student body,

and schools expect the rate of growth to further increase:



e Over 1.9 million students were studying online in the fall of 2003.

e Schools expect the number of online students to grow to over 2.6 million by
the fall of 2004.

e Schools expect online enrollment growth to accelerate — the expected
average growth rate for online students for 2004 is 24.8%, up from 19.8% in
2003.

e Opverall, schools were pretty accurate in predicting enrollment growth — last
year’s predicted online enrollment for 2003 was 1,920,734; this year’s number

from the survey is 1,971,397. (Allen & Seaman, 2004)

K-12

In addition to the expansion of distance education in postsecondary institution,
there is also a corresponding growth of distance education at the K-12 level. According to
a 2002-2003 national survey on public schools by the National Center for Education
Statistics, one-third of public school districts have students enrolled in distance education
courses, which is 5,500 out of 15,040 public school districts. It is estimated that 8,200
public schools had students enrolled in distance education programs, which represents
approximately 9 percent of public school nationwide. As for course offering, 38% of high
schools overall were offering distance education courses in various subjects of study
(Setzer & Lewis, 2005).

As part of the education horizon, distance education has had a long history of
development. One distinct characteristic in the development of distance education is that

it parallels with the technologies available for the delivery of teaching and learning at a



distance. The advancement of the Internet technologies after 1990's has brought about the
rapid growth and made distance education a phenomenon in the old industry of

education.

Statement of the Problem

Along with the abundant expansion and development in distance education
programs, there comes along the proliferation of research literature. A significant
concern, however, has been raised by many distance educators as the field prospers over
time; the need for more understanding of and theoretical development for the field of
distance education. As Schlosser and Anderson (1994) reported after a review of
theoretical development of distance education, “The development and study of distance
education has been hampered by the lack of a generally accepted theory of distance
education” (p. 13). Other distance education researchers have also found that the lack of a
theoretical framework in distance education research has become a common problem
among distance education literature (e.g., Anglin & Morrison, 2000; Garrison, 1993;
Mclsaac & Gunawardena, 1996; Phipps & Merisotis, 1999; Saba, 2000; Schlosser &
Anderson, 1994).

To address this issue, some researchers have long strived to provide a clearer
vision for the development of distance education. Holmberg (1987), for example, after
reviewing the research literature in distance education, proposed that research in distance
education be divided into eight areas:

1. Philosophy and theory of distance education

2. Distance students, their milieu, conditions and study motivations



3. Subject-matter presentation

4. Communication and interaction between students and their supporting

organization (tutors, counselors, administrators, other students)

5. Administration and organization

6. Economics

7. Systems (comparative distance education, typologies, evaluation, etc.)

8. History of distance education (p. 20)

Major researchers in distance education, however, have expressed their concerns
over the research of the field long after Holmberg gave his proposal. Garrison (1993)
expressed a concern that the lack of theoretical investigations might compromise the
development of distance education as a discipline. Garrison (1993) warned distance
education researchers with the following conclusion:

If distance education is to continue to develop as a field of study, then theoretical

frameworks will have to be developed that recognize and reflect the differences

between the dominant and emerging paradigms—not to artificially create a

polarization but to ensure that in the complex world of practice decisions are

made with awareness as to the ideals we are striving towards. (p. 20)

Schlosser and Anderson (1994), after reviewing various distance education
theories, indicated “the development and study of distance education have been hampered
by the lack of a generally accepted theory of distance education” (p.13). Similarly, Saba
(2000) stated that there is an “absence of theory” in the traditional distance education

research. Saba therefore encouraged theory building in distance learning and argued that



research should go beyond experimental methods to use new methods of inquiry such as
discourse analysis for theoretical advancement.

Mclsaac and Gunawardena (1996) stated “much research has taken the form of
program evaluation, description of individual distance education programs, brief case
studies, institutional surveys, and speculative reports” (p. 421). They indicated that
“literature in the field reveals a conceptually fragmented framework lacking in both
theoretical foundation and programmatic research” and that the lack of ““a strong base in
research and theory” has caused distance education to have “struggled for recognition by
the traditional academic community” (p. 406).

In their review of contemporary research on the effectiveness of distance
education, Phipps and Merisotis (1999, p. 6) criticized that the overall quality of the
research in distance learning needs improvement. They stated that one of the problems
with contemporary research in distance education in higher education is that studies did
not include a theoretical or conceptual framework (Phipps and Merisotis, 1999, p. 27).
They pointed out that this issue of the lack of theoretical components is one of the gaps in
distance learning research that requires further investigation.

Saba (2000) also indicated that traditional distance education studies are mostly
comparative studies and the “research questions are rarely posed within a theoretical
framework or based on its fundamental concepts and constructs” (p. 2). He argued that
“although research within a theoretical framework is not a requirement for inductive
inquiry, a post facto theoretical discussion of research results would be helpful in making
studies relevant to the work of other researchers, and possibly even to the practitioners in

the field (Saba, 2000, p. 3).
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Anglin and Morrison (2000), after conducting a literature review of 1991-1999 on
two distance learning journals, indicated that “Much of the research is not theory-based
and many of the results of the reports are not generalizable” (p. 193). They called that,
“distance education is a multi-faceted endeavor. ... In order to go beyond developing
“pockets” of knowledge concerning distance education, significant additional theory-
building must occur” (p. 193). They concluded that “learning at a distance is rapidly
becoming a way of life. There is a significant need for the development of distance
education theories and programs of research based on the theories” (p. 194).

Moore (2001), the director of The American Center for Study of Distance
Education and editor of The American Journal of Distance Education, further pointed out
that the quality of distance education research is declining because “most of what is being
reported is atheoretical; it is not linked to what is already known” (4 41). Moore (2001)
stated:

There is an awful lot of confusion about the theory, about the conceptualisation of

distance education, and it is causing considerable problems with regard to both

public policy and research. As a basis for public policy, the confusion among
those who gather the data on which public policy is based sometimes means that

public policy is based on incorrect data. (9 39)

As Garrison (2000) put, “theoretical frameworks and models are essential to the
long-term credibility and viability of a field of practice” (p. 1). He reviewed significant
theoretical contributions to distance education to assess the theoretical challenges facing

the field of distance education. However, as Garrison (2000) wrote, “The challenge is to
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provide theory that will explain and anticipate distance education practices for a broad
range of emerging educational purposes and experiences” (p. 1).

The lack of commonly recognized theoretical and conceptual frameworks, as
cited above, is a problem for distance education as a field of study. Over this past decade,
researchers have consistently called for theory development or theoretical framework for
distance education to further advance the field of distance education. The
conceptualization and theorization of distance education, as Moore (2001) indicated, has
implications at both research and policy levels, and therefore is worthy of more attention
and research devotion.

The calls for more theoretical development have not been answered at least by the
researchers who have published in the distance education journals. For example, Lee,
Driscoll, and Nelson (2004) conducted a review of four major journals' in distance
education from 1997 to 2002. The results showed that there are only a total of 383
articles published for the four journals for these 6 years in review. Among these 383
articles, only 78 (20%) are categorized as theoretical inquiry” in the research method
classification. With the light total volume of published studies and the low percentage of
theoretical inquiry, the distance education journals are “thin,” physically and
theoretically.

Although distance education has become a rapidly growing phenomenon during
the past two decades, the theoretical understanding and development has been left behind

while the practice continues. Given the various theories proposed (e.g., see Garrison,

! They are: The American Journal of Distance Education (USA), Journal of Distance Education (Canada),
Distance Education (Australia), and Open Learning (UK).

? Lee, Driscoll and Nelson define theoretical inquiry as “a theoretical review of literature and conceptual
study for proposing new ideas in distance education” (p. 228).
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2000), the lack of more theoretical explorations has hampered the further development of

distance education as a discipline.

Purposes of the Study

There are many ways to add knowledge and theoretical understandings to a field
of study. One research endeavor to serve this purpose is to review and synthesize what
the researchers in the field have done, and to generate knowledge and understanding for
the implication of further development of the field”.

The first purpose of this study is to conduct a research synthesis of the field of
distance education using a grounded theory approach. By using contemporary literature
as the data source, this study will synthesize the existing distance education research in
order to achieve a better understanding in terms of the theoretical perspectives of distance
education.

The research method of grounded theory” is known to be extremely valuable in
developing theories ranging from very local concepts to formal grounded theory.
Grounded theory methodology can be used to identify themes and develop theories. The
use of grounded theory for research synthesis, however, is a new methodological attempt.
The second purpose of this investigation therefore is to develop a research protocol for
using grounded for research synthesis as an advancement in both fields of grounded

theory and research synthesis.

3 It can be argued that, since the most distance education research studies are atheoretical in nature, it would
be logically not plausible to synthesize them into knowledge. However, the purpose of this synthesis
investigation aims for “generating” rather than simply “aggregating,” which is a feature of grounded
theory.

* Grounded theory method, grounded theory approach, grounded theory methodology, grounded theory are
often interchangeable terms for referring to the research methodology and methods of grounded theory. The
result of a study that employs grounded theory research process is a “grounded theory” as a theory
“grounded” in data.
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Significance of the Study

As Keegan (1993) said, “A theory of distance education ... can provide the
touchstone against which decisions about distance education can be taken with
confidence” (p. 1). Theories (or theoretical perspectives) are the artificial device/lens to
help us see things clearly. Without a good body of theoretical investigations, distance
education will not be able to further its development.

This study attempts to add understandings to the nascent theoretical development
in the field of distance education. As part of the efforts in theoretical exploration in the
discipline, this study aims at becoming a steppingstone for advancing theoretical work in
the future.

For researchers in distance education and other fields of research community, this
study will contribute to the development of the protocol of using grounded theory
approach for research synthesis. Currently, research synthesis methods have their
limitations. For example, there is not a well-recognized research synthesis method for
synthesizing heterogeneous literature. This study will be a methodological exploration in
the area of using grounded theory for research synthesis.

For practitioners, as more theoretical issues are explored, the better their daily
practices can be guided. Theories serve as the base to organize programs and, therefore,
have critical implications for practitioners in the field of distance education. This study
will contribute to the theoretical understandings that underlie distance education

practices.
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For policymakers, theoretical foundations provide guidance for decision-making.
As Moore (2001) said, theory is a basis for public policy. Without a sound theoretical
development to lead solid research, the policy-making may be misguided and decision-
making compromised. This investigation will contribute to the foundational issues of
theoretical exploration and research methodology and thus could add to the foundation of
distance education research.

Methodologically, the exploration of using grounded theory for research synthesis
could benefit researchers in both grounded theory and research synthesis. The nature of
this study would provide an example for the synergy of the two. For grounded theorists,
this study will be an extended piece of grounded applications. For researchers interested
in research synthesis, this study would provide a new protocol for conducting research

synthesis.

Delimitations and Limitations of the Study

First, for economic and manageability reasons, this investigation will not have a
comprehensive coverage of the distance education literature. With the focus of this
research on theoretical understanding and methodological exploration, information from
distance education journals will be the major source included in this current study.

Secondly, distance education has evolved congruently with the available delivery
technologies. The recent rapid expansion of distance education has been perpetuated
along with the development of the new Internet-related communications technologies
since the 1990's. Given that the development of distance education is contextual to the

evolution of new technologies, this study will use the contemporary distance education
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research literature published after the 1990’s as the primary source to reflect the recent
development of the field.

Third, although distance education has become a global movement (Mclsaac &
Gunawardena, 1996), the barriers in language and accessibility still exist. For the reason
of accessibility, this study will limit the coverage of literature to English language only.

Fourth, the use of grounded theory for research synthesis is a new attempt with no
exiting research protocol to follow. There will be related methodological issues to be
clarified during this investigation and areas of concern that will need to be addressed after

the completion of this study.
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CHAPTER TWO: CRITICAL REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter includes the review of distance education literature in three areas of
study: 1) research synthesis, 2) grounded theory methodology, and 3) exemplar research
synthesis works in distance education as a field’ to provide the context for the proceeding

of this investigation.

Research Synthesis
From the viewpoint of research synthesis, there are two types of research: primary
research and research synthesis. Research synthesis is a fundamental activity in many

fields of study to understand what have been done in the field of study.

What is Research Synthesis?

Research synthesis is, as Rogers (1985) pointed out, “the synthesis of primary
research results into more general conclusions at the theoretical level”; and that “the
essence of meta-research [research synthesis] is research on research, the analysis of
analysis” (p. 14).

It has been emphasized that research synthesis is of importance as a research
activity. Glass (1978) stated that, “Determining what knowledge this enterprise has

produced on some equation is itself a genuinely important scholarly endeavor” (p. 351).

> Literature in distance theories and theoretical development will not be subject to critical review for the
purpose of this study is to use grounded theory approach to generate theoretical understandings of the field
of distance education. In grounded theory generation, how existing related research literature should be
used is an issue. Glaser and Strauss (1967, p.251-257) suggested the use of existing theory as a source of
insight for discovering theory but cautioned about that covering too much literature could hinder the
generation of grounded theory. Glaser (1998) said later that “do not do a literature review in the substantive
area and related areas where the research is done” and that literature could come for constant comparison
during sorting and writing up of the grounded theory (p. 67).
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Rogers (1985) also said that “An essential activity for any scientific field is to generalize
from empirical data to higher levels of abstraction” (p. 14). He argued that research
synthesis should receive more scientific emphasis.

Several terms are usually used to convey the idea of research synthesis and
sometimes are used interchangeably. Although they might possess theoretical and
methodological variations and take different forms and research approaches, they share
the prominent characteristic of synthesizing primary research studies. Examples of the
terminology include literature review; research review (Light & Pillemer, 1982); research
integration (Carlberg & Walberg, 1984); integrative review (Jackson, 1980); meta-
analysis (Glass, 1976); metasynthesis (Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden, 1997); meta-
research (Rogers, 1985), systematic review (Cook, Sackett, & Spitzer, 1995); and
qualitative meta-analysis (Schreiber, Crooks, & Stern, 1997).

The activity of research synthesis is constantly conducted in most research studies
(Weed, 2005, q1). When a primary research study includes a section of literature review
as the background of the study, a piece of research synthesis effort is included there.
When the researcher refers back to the prior studies in his/her results section of the study,
a synthesis is furthered in the study. However, this type of basic research synthesis
activity usually lacks the systematic procedures to be regarded as an individual prominent

research activity.

What is Research Synthesis for?
Jackson (1980) outlined four primary purposes for doing a research synthesis:

1. To appraise new development in a field.
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2. To verify existing theories or develop new ones.

3. To synthesize knowledge from different lines of research.

4. To infer generalizations about substantive issues from a set of studies directly

bearing on those issues. (p. 438)
Cooper (1988) also listed the goals of research synthesis as including:
1. Integration

a. Generalization

b. Conflict resolution

c. Linguistic bridge-building

2. Criticism

3. Identification of central issues (as cited in Cooper & Hedges, 1994)

As Suri (1999, 2000) pointed out, within social sciences a single study is rarely
able to provide a generalizable and definitive answer to a research question given the
limitations on sampling characteristics and control of the environment. The
comprehensive investigation of an area, therefore, may require a combination of a
number of individual studies. The progress of knowledge then may be achieved by
recognizing the general trends and underlying principles across a large body of empirical
studies.

Another need for review of research comes from the inconsistency of findings
from different research. As Davies and Crombie (2001) pointed out, in a single area, it is
not unusual to find a large number of research publications. Many of these studies,
however, give “unclear, confusing or downright contradictory results” (p. 2). When

research publications are seen individually, each research may offer little insight into
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effectiveness. It is hoped that when taken together, a clearer and more consistent picture

will emerge.

In the educational researcher community, the need for research synthesis has

increased because of the 1) new computerized research literature databases, 2) newly

developed qualitative techniques (meta-analytical methods) for research synthesis, and 3)

the need for researchers and policymakers to stay informed of new developments in their

areas of study (Cooper, 1982).

How is Research Synthesis Done?

Davies & Crombie (2001) outlined a general process of research synthesis (which

is referred as systematic review):

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Defining an appropriate question
Searching the literature
Assessing the studies

Combing the results

Placing the findings in context.

Cooper (1982) outlined five stages of research synthesis as a research process:

1.

2.

Problem formulation

Data collection

Data evaluation

Analysis and interpretation

Public presentation (as cited in Cooper & Hedges, 1994, p. 8)
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The general process of doing research synthesis is not so much different from
conducting a primary research. It is the goals of the methods to summarize, aggregate,
integrate, synthesize, verify and develop, which makes research synthesis a unique school

of research methods.

The Importance of Research Synthesis

The importance of research synthesis, as discussed by Davies & Crombie (2001),
shows where research synthesis is in terms of the different levels of research. They listed
a “hierarchies of evidence” and placed research synthesis on the top of the hierarchies:

I-1 Systematic review of several double-blind randomised control trials.

I-2 One or more large double-blind randomised control trials.

II-1 One or more well-conducted cohort studies.

II-2 One or more well-conducted case-control studies.

II-3 A dramatic uncontrolled experiment.

IIT Expert committee sitting in review; peer leader opinion.

IV Personal experience. (p. 4)

With some cautions, Davies and Crombie (2001) recognized the value of research
synthesis in discussion of the hierarchies as: “this reflects the fact that, when well
conducted, they should give us the best possible estimate of any true effect.” (p. 4)

Research synthesis, as the research of researches, aims at accumulating existing
primary research to generate new knowledge. Research synthesis, therefore, is an
essential part of research to advance knowledge in any field of study. There is, however,

a variation of approaches towards conducting a research synthesis. Each method of
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research synthesis has its own tradition or theoretical orientation and is not without

weaknesses and criticisms.

Methods of Research Synthesis
Traditional Narrative Review

Narrative review is the most traditional form of research synthesis. Traditionally,
it has been practiced in most research projects. Literature reviews have been conducted
in a less systematic way. The traditional narrative review type of research synthesis has
been under criticism for it’s not being thoroughly systematic. Wood (2000) dismisses
these reviews as pseudo-synthesis and state that, while not valueless, they "are really a
little better than annotated bibliographies" (p. 416).

Narrative reviews are conducted constantly by many researchers. In most research
publications, a section of literature review is utilized to provide the background of the
research. It is when researchers take a step further to conduct narrative reviews to present
an overview of the literature that makes it a more formal type of research synthesis effort
than being part of a primary research. The quality of a traditional narrative review of
literature, however, has been in question, as it is often subject to the researcher’s bias and
the review methods are rarely, explicitly described. Usually, the questions are raised
around the methods about how studies are selected, assessed and integrated given they
are usually implicit and not presented in traditional narrative review type of research

synthesis (Davies & Crombie, 2001).
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Meta-Analysis

Since the results of traditional reviews can be seen anecdotal and therefore less
satisfactory in terms of rigour in methodology, researchers have come up with different
approaches to achieve a more objective research synthesis.

Gene Glass introduced the term "meta-analysis" in 1976 to refer to a philosophy
that the literature review should be “as systematic as primary research and should
interpret the results of individual studies in the context of distributions of findings,
partially determined by study characteristics and partially random” (Bangert-Drowns &
Rudner, 1991, 95). As Glass (1976) said, “Meta-analysis refers to the analysis of
analyses...the statistical analysis of a large collection of analysis results from individual
studies for the purpose of integrating the findings” (p. 3). Meta-analysis was later
developed into a collection of statistical procedures with variations in research foci
(including voting-counting, effect size, Homogeneity, and psychometric) to integrate data
from independent studies addressing the same hypothesis (Bangert-Drowns & Rudner,
1991, 99-15). In summary, Moore (1999) provided an overview on meta-analysis and
stated that, in meta-analysis, a collection of independent studies is statistically analyzed
to test the same hypothesis and synthesize results across studies.

Meta-analysis is considered to have an advantage over traditional reviews because
traditional reviews are often unsystematic and the criteria for including studies are
usually, poorly specified (Moore, 1999; Slavin, 1986). Therefore, meta-analysis is often
referred to as systematic review, (e.g., Cook, Sackett, & Spitzer, 1995; Davies &

Crombie, 2001; Khan, Daya, & Jadad, 1996) as opposed to the traditional narrative
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review which tends not to address the procedural issues explicitly in the review. Further,

meta-analysis (or systematic review) emphasizes the importance of applying “scientific

strategies that limit bias to the systematic assembly, critical appraisal, and synthesis of all

relevant studies on a specific topic” as a “systematic review that employs statistical

methods to combine and summarize the results of several studies” (Cook, Sackett, &

Spitzer, 1995, p. 167).

Davies and Crombie (2001) discussed some characteristics of systematic reviews

which include:

1.

Systematic reviews are superseding narrative reviews as a way of
summarizing research evidence.

Systematic reviews attempt to bring the same level of rigour to reviewing
research evidence as should be used in producing that research evidence in the
first place.

High-quality systematic reviews take great care to find all relevant studies
published and unpublished, assess each study, synthesize the findings from
individual studies in an unbiased way and present a balanced and impartial

summary of the findings with due consideration of any flaws in the evidence.

Some aspects that are worth noticing in the development of meta-analysis include:

4.

Meta-analysis is an effort to make research synthesis more systematic.

Bias is considered as a problem to be addressed in meta-analysis.

Later development of meta-analysis methods emphasizes the selective
inclusion of studies to stress the significance of the quality of primary research

studies.
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Meta-analysis methods are well-established and are widely used, yet they are not
without critics. Eysenck (1984), for example, suggested that the claimed inclusiveness
and objectivity of meta-analysis are not supported by evidence. Eysenck contended that
Glass and his associates’ method of meta-analysis is an abuse of research integration.
Meta-analysis, according to Eysenck (1984), is not able to take into account the complex
factors of a good scientist’s judgment and argued‘no pseudo-objective computerized
technique can substitute for the scientific insight and theoretical acumen of the
investigator” (p. 41).

Glass (2000) cited two criticisms of meta-analysis after its 25 years of
establishment by himself: “The Apples-and-Oranges Problem (421)” and “The ‘Flat
Earth’ Criticism (927).” The former one refers to the heterogeneity of primary studies and
the later one questions the essential existence of fundamental effect of the primary
studies. Davis and Crombie (2001, p.7) pointed out the “GIGO” (garbage in, garbage out)
principle in referring to the quality of primary studies would affect the results of the
meta-analysis research synthesis.

Failing to include qualitative primary studies can be another pitfall of meta-
analysis. A noticeable limitation of quantitative meta-analysis is that it cannot be used to
take into account the qualitative studies (Hossler & Scalese-Love, 1989). Qualitative
research has emerged as a strong trend of research methodology in social sciences in the
past two decades, and many researchers have felt the need to include qualitative studies
when conducting research synthesis. With qualitative research methodologies gaining

ground in social science research, a research synthesis method would not be complete
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without being capable of including and synthesizing the huge share of qualitative

research in a contemporary research community.

Qualitative Meta-analysis

As Davies and Crombie (2001) said, the major goal of research synthesis is to
combine the findings from individual studies to produce an aggregate or bottom line of
the studies. The quantitative technique of meta-analysis is usually applied, but such
aggregation can be qualitative as well.

The synthesis of qualitative studies is sometimes called qualitative meta-analysis.
There have been efforts in developing approaches for the research synthesis of qualitative
studies. However, there are not well-recognized methods for synthesizing qualitative
primary studies as compared to meta-analysis for quantitative research studies (Woolard,
1997). In contrast with the well-developed and described techniques in quantitative
research synthesis (the meta-analysis methods), relatively little attention has been paid
towards integrating qualitative findings (Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden, 1997).

The efforts in synthesizing qualitative studies, on the other hand, have been titled
with different terms and associated with different research methodological orientations.
For example, Noblit and Hare (1988) proposed meta-ethnography for the synthesis of
ethnographic research; Rogers (1985) developed a “propositional inventory” approach of
qualitative meta-analysis to synthesize quantitative primary research, and Sandelowski,
Docherty, and Emden (1997) took an overview on the issues of qualitative meta-analysis
while calling it “qualitative metasynthesis” and defined it as: “the theories, grand

narratives, generalizations, or interpretive translations produced from the integration or
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comparison of findings from qualitative studies” (p. 366); while Schreiber, Crooks, and
Stern (1997) coined “qualitative meta-analysis” and proposed it to be used for theory
development.

Turner (1997) proposed a typology for qualitative research synthesis. In his
typology, there are three components under the umbrella of qualitative research synthesis:
secondary analysis, meta-analysis, and collaboration. Turner further defined qualitative
meta-analysis as: “An analysis of the results or original data from multiple studies. The
inductive integration of interpretive studies (published or unpublished) so they may be
reduced, compared and translated as a way of synthesizing knowledge” (p. 5). For Turner
(1997) and Sandelowski, Docherty, and Emden (1997), qualitative meta-analysis is to
synthesize knowledge by integrating qualitative studies.

Some qualitative meta-analysis studies have been conducted to integrate
qualitative studies (e.g., Caraballo-Olivera, 1994; Stall-Meadows, 1998; Woolard, 1997)
as Turner (1997) proposed what qualitative meta-analysis should be; others included only
quantitative studies (DeWitt-Brinks & Rhodes, 1992). Some researchers, however, have
included both qualitative and quantitative studies (Hossler & Scalese-Love, 1989).

The variations in the approaches for synthesizing qualitative studies reflect
qualitative research as a broad approach to the study of social phenomena drawing from
multiple methods of inquiry as discussed by Marshall and Rossman (1999) and Bogdan

and Biklen (1998).
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Best-Evidence Synthesis

Slavin (1986) proposed a best-evidence synthesis method as an alternative to
meta-analysis and traditional narrative review and in the meantime tried to preserve the
merits of both. Slavin (1986) combined the use of effect size from meta-analysis and
systematic study selection procedures from quantitative syntheses; while paying
“attention to individual studies and methodological and substantive issues typical of the
best narrative reviews” (p. 5).

With the concept of “best evidence”, Slavin proposed four criteria for including
studies:

1. The germaneness of the topic of research synthesis: The definition of the topic

has to be explicitly described.

2. Methodological adequacy of studies: The researcher must evaluate the quality

of the research methods in the primary studies to minimize bias.

3. The external validity should be valued at least as highly as internal validity.

4. To mention the best designed studies excluded from the synthesis to give the

reader a more concrete idea about the exclusion.

Slavin (1986) argued that the inclusion of data being synthesized should be based
on the principle of “best-evidence.” A set of criteria must be established to decide what
studies should be included or excluded. Slavin also suggested some modifications on the
computation of effect sizes. To use the strength of narrative reviews in the best-evidence
synthesis, Slavin (1986) also proposed that after presenting the results of study

characteristics and effect sizes, there should be a literature synthesis session. In that
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session, “intelligent, critical examination of the literature” (p. 10) should be conducted,
critical studies be discussed, and important conceptual and methodological issues be
explored.

Slavin (1986) suggested a general format for best evidence to be presented. The

presentation steps included can also show the process of a best evidence synthesis:

1. Introduction: could include an introduction to the area being synthesized;
definition of key concepts and terms; and previous literature, especially
previous reviews and meta-analyses.

2. Methods: primarily a discussion of how studies are selected for inclusion,
might include three sub-sections:

a. Best-evidence criteria
b. Studies selected
c. Studies not selected

3. Literature synthesis: including a table of study characteristics and effect sizes
and discussion of related issues.

4. Conclusions.

Although the use of meta-analysis as the base, Slavin has made some important

contribution by introducing the idea of “best-evidence” synthesis and the mechanism of

data selection such as external validity.

Propositional Inventory
Instead of using statistical analysis for quantitative research, Rogers (1985)

suggested the use of propositional inventory to qualitatively synthesize quantitative
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studies. Propositional inventory is “based on synthesizing the verbal conclusions of

primary research but not the original quantitative data on which these scientific

publications are based” (Rogers, 1985. p. 22).

In a propositional inventory, descriptive narratives given in the primary research

are coded using the following guidelines:

1.

10.

Determine the criteria for inclusion in the meta-analysis, and search the
literature for all possible primary sources;

Include studies that support and reject the proposition being studied;

. Report competing propositions,

Display the qualitative data in word tables;

Include a description of the degree of support indicated by the primary
research;

Describe the method used in the meta-analysis;

Indicate the results of the primary research;

Include a critical review of the primary research;

Define the unit of analysis in the smallest terms possible; and

Analyze as many qualities of the primary research as possible. (DeWitt-

Brinks & Rhodes, 1992, p. 6-7)

Rogers (1985) proposed propositional inventory for research synthesis of primary

research studies, with the emphasis on generating “more general conclusions at the

theoretical level” (p. 14). Rogers suggested the use of a “word table” of propositions

drawn from primary research studies to conduct a content analysis. DeWitt-Brinks and
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Rhodes (1992) conducted a qualitative meta-analysis® using Rogers’s (1985) guidelines
to synthesize 24 empirical studies on listening instruction. The propositional inventory is
a “qualitative meta-analysis” of quantitative studies. Rogers (1985) saw it as
complementary to quantitative meta-analysis and urged the cautious use of the results of

meta-research.

Grounded Meta-Analysis

Although there have been discussions on qualitative meta-analysis (e.g.,
Sandelowski, Docherty, & Emden, 1997; Popay, Rogers, & Williams, 1998), few
researchers have proposed operational guidelines for conducting qualitative meta-
analysis.

In one study in which research literature was subject to grounded theory process,
Hossler & Scalese-Love (1989) used a coding sheet to conduct their coding. Hossler and
Scalese called their approach grounded meta-analysis and they developed a set of
guidelines for using grounded theory as a “metaphoric context (p. 9)” for research
synthesis. Stall-Meadows (1998) then adopted this approach and conducted a grounded
meta-analysis on distance education pedagogy. Stall-Meadows (1998) took four
qualitative doctoral dissertations and conducted coding and analysis with each
dissertation. The categories and themes were identified from each dissertation and
integrated. Seven hypotheses were generated from the integration and presented in the

format of “Under these conditions this happens; whereas under these conditions, this

>

% For DeWitt-Brinks and Rhodes (1992), qualitative meta-analysis denotes the “non-quantitative synthesis’
of quantitative primary studies; rather than the synthesis of qualitative primary studies. In their research,
only quantitative studies were synthesized using Roger's (1981/1985) propositional inventory (word
tabulation).
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happens” (p. 63). These hypotheses were related to distance education instructors’
behavior. For example, hypothesis 1 is:

Under conditions where faculty view teaching at a distance positively, they

believe the most important benefit is serving students in remote locations;

whereas under conditions where faculty view teaching at a distance negatively,
they believe the main drawback is the lack of face-to-face communication with

students. (p. 64)

Hypothesis 7 is:

Under conditions in which faculty teach at a distance, they rely more heavily on

support personnel, such as peer coaches, computer experts, technicians or students

at receiving sties; whereas when faculty teach in a traditional, fact-to-face
classroom, they are more likely to work autonomously.

Hossler and Scalese-Love (1989) developed a procedure for research synthesis
using their grounded meta-analysis. With the procedures they developed, both qualitative
and quantitative studies were included in their research synthesis of organizational
cultures.

The proposal of a procedure using grounded theory for research synthesis is one
of the contributions to the field of research synthesis. Hossler and Scalese-Love (1989)
described their grounded meta-analysis as including five elements:

1. Developing an open-ended survey or coding instrument that is revised as

synthesis proceeds

2. Coding both quantitative and qualitative information in a similar fashion to

permit comparisons of findings across studies
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3. An overlapping process of gathering the sample (the studies reviewed), coding

information, and analyzing the data

4. Evaluating each study in terms of quality and excluding low-quality studies

5. Using a research team and peer debriefers to assure consistency of analysis

and objectivity of results. (p. 9)

Another noticeable feature of Hossler and Scalese-Love’s (1989) grounded meta-
analysis for research synthesis is the use of a team approach. By using a research team as
a forum, they intended to address the issue of subjectivity in narrative review. They also
noted that grounded meta-analysis is able to answer the “what?” and “why?” questions,
while quantitative meta-analysis only seeks to answer the “what?”” questions.

However, their effort in trying to develop a procedure is not without drawbacks.
One of the foremost problems for Hossler and Scalese-Love’s (1989) grounded meta-
analysis procedure for research synthesis is the claim of grounded theory, yet not being
able to follow some of the fundamental principles of grounded theory methodology.

The first noticeable issue in Hossler and Scalese-Love’s (1989) study is the use of
a pre-constructed coding instrument. They stated that they “prepared a preliminary survey
instrument to track relevant information about each study, and in the course of the study,
made three major revisions and several minor ones” (p. 10). For grounded theory, the
coding categories are suggested to emerge from data during the coding process. With the
use of a pre-constructed instrument, this grounded meta-analysis has compromised the
open coding mechanism in grounded theory in which main categories are supposed to

emerge during the open coding process.
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In regard to research synthesis, Hossler and Scalese-Love (1989) also failed to
address the issue of their data collection procedure. They addressed the data collection
procedure by stating that “...the data collection process itself is open-ended” (Hossler &
Scalese-Love, 1989, p. 10). As for meta-analysis or systematic review methods, it is
suggested that the data collection procedure needs to be described.

Based on Hossler and Scalese-Love’s (1989) grounded meta-analysis method,
Stall-Meadows (1998) conducted a research synthesis of distance education pedagogy
from four doctoral dissertations. Although Hossler and Scalese-Love’s (1989) grounded
meta-analysis approach reflected the essence of grounded theory, it should be noted that
they were not concerned with theory development, which was the original purpose of
grounded theory. The research team approach, although it has the strength of reducing
subjectivity, makes this method harder for individual researchers to use.

The purpose of Hossler and Scalese-Love’s (1989) study, as stated in their article,
is that their study is not aiming for the development of a new theory. Instead, the research
was aimed at examining two sets of knowledge claims. This is viewed as a compromise
to grounded theory; since grounded theory was designed to discover or construct theories
rather than verifying existing theories. For grounded theory, prior theories are suggested
to serve as a source of providing insights (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.253) when
generating grounded theory, rather than being used for verification of existing theories.

With the absence of basic grounded theory principles, Hossler and Scalese-Love
created a set of guidelines for systematically synthesizing research literature (including

both quantitative and qualitative) but what they have depicted is not grounded theory.
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Yin’s Proposal

Grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)’ was originally proposed for
generating grounded theories. Yin (1991) proposed that grounded theory methodology
has the same characteristics and strengths as a robust research synthesis since grounded
theory:

1. Is designed to perform theory-building and identify emerging categories
about a substantive topic.

2. Emulates normal science and therefore possesses the notion of rigour in
review.

3. Applies to evidence collected in a library or evidence collected in the field
or both.

4. Emphasizes qualitative data, because of the focus on identifying emerging
categories. (Yin, 1991, p. 303)

As responding to Ogawa and Malen’s call for rigour in research synthesis of
multi-vocal literatures with an exploratory case study method, Yin contended that
grounded theory has all the features needed to reach rigour in the synthesis of multi-vocal
literatures.

Yin’s proposal was inspiring, yet it did not have many followers. Although Yin
recognized and pointed out the value of grounded theory for research synthesis, not too

much attention was paid to grounded theory by the research synthesis community.

7 In this investigation I will draw heavily on the 1967 book of Glaser and Strauss “The Discovery of
Grounded Theory: Strategies for qualitative research” since, as Juliet Cobin (2004), the co-author of Basics
of Qualitative Research (1990, 1998) said in an interview: “There are now many versions of the method
and other than the fact they all share a desire to build theory from data, I don't know exactly what they have
in common” (9 17).
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Section Conclusion

The development of research synthesis methods shows that, in response to the
original traditional narrative review form of research synthesis, researchers in research
synthesis have pursued rigour by promoting more systematic research methods®. The
preceding description of research synthesis methods developed after traditional narrative
review, all emphasize explicit procedures and discussing conceptual issues such as data
inclusion and bias.

Research synthesis is the analysis of analyses and could provide invaluable
information to the field of study. Therefore, research synthesis, as the integration and
abstraction of primary research studies, is placed high on the research hierarchies (Davies
& Crombie, 2001, p. 4). Davies and Crombie (2001), however, also considered the
possible drawbacks of research synthesis:

1. Synthesis can be bad in quality just as primary research

2. Inappropriate aggregation of studies

3. The discrepancy between research synthesis results and high quality primary

research studies (p. 4)

Although Glass (1976) and Rogers (1985) have called for more attention to
research synthesis, not much effort has been devoted into the development of research
synthesis methods. For example, long after the proliferation of qualitative research in

social science, the inclusion of both qualitative and quantitative in one research synthesis

¥ For example, Cooper and Hedges (1994, p. 6-7) reviewed the development of research synthesis after
1980s and concluded that “[t]he process of elevating the rigor of reviews is certain to continue into the
twenty-first century” (p. 7).
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still presents some problems. With the capacity of contributing invaluable information to
the research community, research synthesis is in need of more research.

Grounded theory, as Yin (1991) proposed, has embedded rigour and the
emulation of scientific process. Grounded theory, as a robust and popular research

methodology, could have the potential to advance research synthesis.

Grounded Theory Methodology

It is said that “there is nothing more practical than a good theory.” However,
according to Thomas (1997), there is little consensus about the meaning of theory in
educational literature. Boyd (1993) stated “a good theory is predictive, heuristic,
economical, understandable, and largely coherent with existing scientific knowledge”.

Lynham (2000) reviewed the literature and found out that there was a lack of
definitions of theory building. Lynham also found that theory building can have different
meanings, depending on one’s view or definition of theory. Lynham (2000), therefore,
defined theory building as “the process or recurring cycle by which coherent descriptions,
explanations, and representations of observed or experienced phenomena are generated,
verified, and refined” (p. 162).

Lynham’s (2000) description of theory building reflects the essence of grounded
theory building. Grounded theory, presented by Glaser and Strauss (1967), is a tool for
the creation of grounded theories to generate, verify, and refine theory from social
phenomena through a set of iterative techniques.

Grounded theory has become a prominent qualitative research method since its

introduction in 1967, and it has been widely used in conducting research in various areas.
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For example, a keyword search on August 10, 2003 querying “grounded theory” in the
UMI ProQuest digital dissertation database yielded a result of 3,802 entries while the
keyword “qualitative research” yielded 4,710 entries.

Grounded theory, as Yin (1991) proposed, has the potential of contributing to the
development of research synthesis. According to Yin, grounded theory is designed to
perform theory-building and identify emerging categories about a substantive topic; it
emulates normal science and therefore possesses the notion of rigour in review; it applies
to evidence collected in a library or evidence collected in the field, or both, and
emphasizes qualitative data, because of the focus on identifying emerging categories. All
these characteristics make grounded theory a viable tool for conducting rigorous research

synthesis.

So What Is a “Grounded Theory,” Anyway?

A grounded theory is usually a description of a set of conceptual categories (or
propositions) and the relations among the categories. The generation of grounded theory
is strictly drawn from data. In other words, grounded theory is “grounded” in the data it is
derived from.

Grounded theory is a research method. Grounded theory was proposed by Glaser
and Strauss (1967) as a “general method of comparative analysis” for the discovery of
theory from data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 1). In addition to being a research method,
grounded theory is coined as a methodology: “Grounded theory is a research

methodology and a set of research methods” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 9)”.
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Grounded theory belongs to the qualitative research school of methodologies.
Strauss and Corbin (1990) stated: "the grounded theory approach is a qualitative research
method that uses a systematic set of procedures to develop an inductively derived
grounded theory about a phenomenon" (p. 24). Definitively, grounded theory is the
product (the generated or discovered theory) of grounded theory methodology.

Since the theory discovered from data using grounded theory methodology is also
called grounded theory, to differentiate the product from the process, grounded theory as
a research approach is sometimes referred to as “grounded theory method,” “grounded
theory methodology” or GTM.’

Strauss & Corbin (1998) stated that grounded theory is “theory that was derived
from data, systematically gathered and analyzed through the research process” and , in
grounded theory process, “data collection, analysis, and eventual theory stand in close
relationship to one another” (p.12).

Grounded theory is “grounded” in data and, therefore, reflects the reality as to
when data is authentic. As Strauss and Corbin (1998) said: “Theory derived from data is
more likely to resemble the ‘reality’ than is theory derived by putting together a series of
concepts based on experience or solely through speculation (how one thinks things ought

to work)” (p.12).

Grounded Theory and Qualitative Research
Grounded theory is an approach for doing qualitative research as made evident

from the title of Glaser and Strauss’ 1967 book of “The discovery of grounded theory:

? For example, Barney Glaser (1994) edited a book of grounded theory applications titled More Grounded
Theory Methodology: A Reader. Susan R. Sherman (1994) wrote a book chapter: Commentary: Grounded
Theory Methods - Applications and Speculations.
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Strategies for qualitative research.” Grounded theory is one of the methodologies'® for
conducting qualitative research'' (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). As one of the qualitative
methodologies, grounded theory shares some attributes with general qualitative methods.
According to Bogdan and Biklen (1998) and Merriam (1998), these attributes include:

1. Philosophical view: Reality is constructed by individuals interacting with their
social worlds

2. Naturalistic approach: Use of actual settings (fieldwork) as the direct source
of data and the concern in context

3. Descriptive data: Qualitative data tends to be collected in text or graphic
forms and are not reduced to numerical forms for analysis

4. Concern with Process: Qualitative researchers are concerned with the process
rather than just outcomes or products.

5. Inductive: Data in qualitative research tends to analyze inductively. Instead of
seeking to prove or disprove prior hypotheses, abstractions are built by
grouping the gathered information.

6. Meaning: Qualitative researchers are often concerned with the participants’
perspective and how they interpret their worlds.

7. Researcher as the research instrument: Qualitative researchers are usually the

major research instrument for qualitative data collection and analysis

10 Here I use the definition of Bogdan and Biklen (1998) on method and methodology: that

“methodology” is a more generic term that refers to the general logic and theoretical perspective for a
research project; whereas “methods” is a term that refers to the specific techniques in use, such as surveys,
interviews, observation —the more technical aspects of the research (p. 31-32).

1 Denzin and Lincoln (1994) provided instructions on major qualitative inquiry paradigms
and approaches. The paradigms listed include: constructivism and interpretivism, critical theory, feminism,
ethnic studies, and cultural studies. The approaches included: case studies, ethnography and participant
observation, phenomenology and ethnomethodology, grounded theory, biographical method, historical
social science, participative inquiry, and clinical research.
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The difference between grounded theory and other approaches in the qualitative
research family of a variety of methodologies is the sole aim for creation of theory. As
Merriam (1998) pointed out:

As is true in other forms of qualitative research, the investigator is the primary

instrument of data collection, and analysis assumes an inductive stance and strives

to derive meaning from the data. The end result of this type of qualitative research
is a theory that emerges from, or is “grounded in, the data—hence, grounded

theory. (p. 17)

Characteristics of Grounded Theory Method
Grounded theory, as one of the of qualitative research methodologies, has some
distinctive features. Grounded theory:
1. Is aresearch methodology and a set of research methods (Strauss & Corbin,
1998, p.9).
2. Aims to create theory as the result of the study; which distinguishes it from
other qualitative methods.
3. Emerges from the data (and thus “grounded).
4. Aims for the generation rather than verification of theory.
5. Is a “middle range” theory in between everyday knowledge and “grand”
theory.
6. Is conceptual: grounded theory is a construct of conceptualizations from data

rather than just description of data.
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Mechanisms of Grounded Theory

Glaser and Strauss (1967) illustrated grounded theory with an emphasis on two
procedures: theoretical sampling and constant comparative method. Theoretical sampling
describes the joint process of data collection, coding, and analysis. Glaser and Strauss
(1967) defined theoretical sampling as “the process of data collection for generating
theory, whereby, the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyzes the data and decides
upon what data to collect next and where to find it, in order to develop the theory as it
emerges” (p. 45).

Two important mechanisms are involved with theoretical sampling: selection of
groups and theoretical saturation. In theoretical sampling, groups of a substantive area are
selected for comparison to generate categories and properties. This selection is guided by
the need of theoretical development, i.e., in accordance with the groups' theoretical
relevance. Theoretical saturation, on the hand, denotes the stage where the grounded
theorist can deduce that no additional data collection can further develop a category.
Theoretical saturation is when the researcher stops theoretical sampling on a category.

It is to be noted that theoretical sampling is about the emerging categories rather
than verifying with an external theory. As Glaser (1978) put, "Theoretical sampling is ...
used as a way of checking on the emerging conceptual framework rather than being used
for the verification of preconceived hypotheses” (p. 39).

On the other hand, in grounded theory development, constant comparative method
is the procedure that the researcher uses to compare incidents to categories, integrating

categories and their properties, delimiting the theory, and writing the theory. Constant
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comparison analysis is the process by which incidents are compared to generate and
suggest categories, properties, and hypothesis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

The constant comparative method and the coupled theoretical sampling are the
center of the technical mechanisms. As Kerlins (1998) said, “Theoretical sampling and
constant comparison reflect cyclical processes which are fluid and flexible, but at the
same time, they ensure that the analysis is planned, rather than haphazard, and well

grounded in the data” (427).

Conceptual Nature of Grounded Theory

Glaser and Strauss (1967) discussed the elements of grounded theory generated
by the grounded comparative analysis process (p. 35):

e Conceptual categories and their conceptual properties.

e Hypotheses or generalized relations among the categories and their properties.

Glaser and Strauss (1967) further stressed that both categories and properties are
“concepts” indicative to the data and not the data itself (p. 36). By the level of
conceptualization, Glaser and Strauss (1967) differentiated the difference between two
kinds of grounded theories: substantive and formal grounded theory (p. 32). They explain
that substantive theory is theory that is “developed for a substantive, or empirical area of
sociological inquiry, such as patient care, race relations, professional education,
delinquency, or research organizations” (p. 32). Formal theory, on the other hand, is
developed “for a formal, or conceptual, area of sociological inquiry, such as stigma,
deviant behavior, formal organization, socialization, status congruency, authority and

power, reward systems, or social mobility” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 32).
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Grounded theory is a qualitative research method utilized for the generation of
theory. Grounded theory method contains several procedures and tactics to conduct a

grounded theory project.

Research Syntheses on Distance Education

Research literature reviews are used to examine what has been done in a field of
research. As discussed earlier in this chapter, research synthesis can serve many purposes
ranging from identifying trends, generalizations, and verifying and developing theories.
For the most basic and practical purposes, research synthesis looks retrospectively for
cumulative information which gives implications for future directions in a area of study.

In the field of distance education, a number of reviews have been conducted to
clarify the “big picture” and to provide some integration of research for the discipline of

distance learning.

Schlosser and Anderson’s Review
Schlosser and Anderson (1994) conducted a narrative literature review of distance
education based on Holmberg’s (1987) categories and addressed a number of additional
operational issues. They presented some tentative conclusions that were supported by the
research literature:
1. Students learning at a distance have the potential to learn just as much and as
well as students taught traditionally. The factors that determine learning are

the same for distance students as they are for traditional students.
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In spite of the fact that students perform as well in a distance education
environment as in a traditional classroom, and appreciate the flexibility and
convenience offered by distance education, students prefer the traditional
classroom.

Good distance teaching pedagogy is not fundamentally different from good

traditional teaching technique.

Schlosser and Anderson (1994), in summarizing the findings of their research

literature review, also reported several reasons that make research summarizations

difficult in distance education (p. 27):

1.

Distance education literature is largely anecdotal. Authors tend to publish
reports of the results of a specific distance education project, which makes
generalization difficult.

Distance education literature is dominated by comparison studies in which
students learning at a distance are compared to students learning in a
traditional classroom. This approach to research is widely criticized and is
suspect. Generalizations about comparison study research are difficult.
There are many approaches to the practice of distance education, and the
techniques used (e.g., print-based correspondence versus interactive
television) are so different, that comparing them and summarizing the results
is problematic.

Much of the research in distance education has involved adult, off-campus
students, as well as college-bound high school students. Conclusions reached

with such populations may not generalize well to other populations.
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5. Distance education is an emerging discipline that is practiced most often by
non-researchers who either do not publish, or do not provide documents that
“fit the mold” of traditional research.

This review is a verification of Holmberg’s (1987) research agenda. The authors
especially addressed the distance education theory issue. After reviewing the various
theories of distance education, Schlosser and Anderson (1994) reported that the lack of a
generally accepted distance education theory had hindered the development and study of
distance education. They further pointed out that the problem was not a lack of proposed
theories. Various theories had been proposed using two approaches: theories drawing on
existing theories of education and communication, which try to explain distance
education; and theories created “from scratch” (Schlosser & Anderson, 1994, p. 13).
Schlosser and Anderson (1994) pointed out that “these theories have been shaped by the
experiences of the researchers, who have approached distance education from their own
angle,” which is a “particular paradigm of distance education” (p. 14).

The results of the research review showed that not all of Holmberg’s eight
categories were researched evenly. The authors also discussed the issue of the difficulty
in integrating research literature in distance education. It is noted that the research
methodology (such as data selection and analysis) of Schlosser and Anderson’s study was
not explicitly described. Given the stated difficulties in integrating studies, the authors

provided limited synthesis at the end of the study.
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Sherry’s Review

Based on Schlosser and Anderson’s (1994) review, Sherry (1996) conducted
another narrative review of distance education literature as an expansion and update to
Schlosser and Anderson. Sherry (1996) expanded the base of research literature by
including additional sources and concluded with a list of 15 factors impacting the
effectiveness of distance education systems (p. 337):

1. Influence of distance learning theory on instructional design and delivery

2. Salient characteristics of successful delivery systems

3. Redefining the roles of distance education partners

4. Media-based challenges and design considerations

5. Technology selection and adoption

6. Effective communication

7. Strategies to increase interactivity

8. Visual imagery

9. Active learning

10. Learner characteristics and models of learning

11. Mentoring and learner support

12. Change implementation

13. Operational issues

14. Policy and management issues

15. Cost/benefit tradeoffs
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In this literature review, Sherry (1996) indicated that the issues and factors were
identified from multiple sources with an anecdotal approach. The data collection method
stated was unstructured. The number of research studies to support each issue seemed
low in number. Although Sherry (1996) claimed this review was to expand on Schlosser
and Anderson’s (1994) work, the review does not reflect the structure of Holmberg

(1987), which Schlosser and Anderson’s review was based on.

Berge and Mrozowski’s Review
Using the issues Sherry (1996) identified, Berge and Mrozowski (2001) reviewed
research articles published from 1990 to 1999 to identify the research trends in distance
learning. The methodology reported in this review included the following:
e The review was based on Sherry’s (1996) classifications as the framework for
data coding.
e Prominent, peer-reviewed, English-language distance education journals and
dissertation abstracts were reviewed. Journals included in the review were The
American Journal of Distance Education (USA), Distance Education
(Australia), Journal of Distance Education (Canada), and Open Learning
(UK).
e Only articles that reported a research methodology were included.
In ten years, 1,419 articles were published, and 890 were identified as research
articles and were coded according to a classification modified from the issues in distance

education suggested by Sherry (1996). The ten research issues described include:



48

1. Redefining roles of key participants

2. Technology selection and adoption

3. Design issues

4. Strategies to increase interactivity and active learning

5. Learner characteristics

6. Learner support

7. Operational issues

8. Policy and management issues

9. Equity and accessibility

10. Cost/benefit trade-offs

In terms of methodology used in the studies reviewed, three-fourths of the journal
articles and dissertation abstracts (74.83%) used descriptive research, while only 6% used
an experimental approach. Out of four journals reviewed, three had research articles with
research methodology described in approximately 40-50% of the articles, while Open
Learning had only 17%.

The analysis showed that design issues, interactivity and active learning, and
learner characteristics are the dominant themes, while some categories such as equity and
accessibility or cost/benefit trade-offs are seldom addressed. The pedagogical issues
within Sherry’s categorization, as opposed to institutional or policy issues, were more
often discussed in the journals. This is partly in accordance with Schlosser and
Anderson’s (1994) review in that it was reported that Holmberg’s (1987) category of
“distance students, their milieu, conditions and study motivations” was one of the two

categories that dominated the literature.
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Berge and Mrozowski’s (2001) study differed from their predecessors in
addressing the methodological issues. The methodology used in the study was reported
and research goals stated (identifying research trends and content themes) and reported,
accordingly. The difficulty in categorizing the research methodologies of the reviewed

studies was also discussed.

Anglin and Morrison’s Review

Anglin and Morrison (2000) reviewed all the articles in The American Journal of
Distance Education from 1987 to 1999 and Distance Education from 1991 to 1999 with
the objectives to identify the types of research published in these two journals and to seek
implications for future research. They identified a number of types of articles included in
these two journals: primary research, conceptual/theory, review, evaluation, lessons
learned, how to, and others.

The results of the review showed that 38% (138 out of 383 articles) of the studies
analyzed were classified as primary research studies including comparative-experimental,
descriptive, or qualitative studies. Survey was the most frequently used method for data
collection. The primary population represented was students in higher education. The
other prominent category of research was conceptual and theoretical paper; which
represented 30% (115) of the 383 studies reviewed. Issues discussed in this category
included approaches to defining distance education, distance education theories, cost-
benefit analysis, specific emerging delivery technologies, programs in specific

universities, learner independence, distance education policies, and teacher education.
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The review also included 14 reviews of literature. Research areas reviewed
included educational television, leadership, and professional development in distance
education, management, personalized system of instruction, computer-assisted
instruction, computer conferencing, distance education in the United Kingdom, faculty
resistance to instructional technology, and distance education in the military.

The authors indicated that when it was not clear which category an article should
fit; they tried to classify according to the primary purpose of the study. It can be noted
that, however, at least in the conceptual and theoretical papers category, the authors used
a broad definition of the conceptual/theory category.

It is also noted that none of the 14 reviews were a theoretical investigation. The
authors indicated that much of the research was not theory-based and contended that
there should be more theory-based research.

Like Schlosser and Anderson (1994), Anglin and Morrison (2000) also noted the
difficulty in summarizing the research literature. They stated “summarizing across the
articles analyzed--even within a particular category (i.e., primary research) was very

difficult. Summarizing across categories was even more troublesome” (p. 192).

Lee, Driscoll, & Nelson’s Review
Lee, Driscoll and Nelson (2004) conducted a review of four distance education
journals from 1997 to 2002, with a focus on analyzing research topics, methods, and
citation trends. The total number of studies selected was 383.
Their research topics classification consists of six topics including: design-related,

development-related, management-related, evaluation-related, institutional and
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operational-related, and theory and research-related. The theory and research-related
topics category includes distance education theory building, review of literature,
introduction to new research methods, culture and gender issues, learning style, history of
distance education, and copyright law (Lee, Driscoll & Nelson, 2004, p. 227).

In terms of the classification of research method, Lee, Driscoll and Nelson (2004)
used seven categorizations: theoretical inquiry, experimental research, case study,
evaluation research, developmental research, survey research, and a combination of
inquiries. Of the interest of this investigation, the theoretical inquiry was defined as “a
theoretical review of literature and conceptual study for proposing new ideas in distance
education” (p. 228).

The results of the analysis shows that, in research topics, 118 (31%) of the 383
articles are classified as theory and research-related topics. While in the research method
classification, 78 (20%) of the 383 articles included theoretical inquiry.

It is noted, Lee, Driscoll and Nelson (2004) have broad definitions for the topic
category of theory and research-related topic and research method of theoretical inquiry.
Based on their definitions and classifications, Lee, Driscoll and Nelson (2004) reported
that “many studies focus primarily on describing a case rather than the description of
unique theory supporting the distance education” (p. 237). In addition, they questioned
the lack of theory development in distance education as: “Given the comparatively small
number of theory-based studies in the filed of distance education, why there have not
been more theory-based studies remains unanswered” (p. 238-239). They concluded their
study with a call for a critical examination of research methodology and “more

contemplation of results that evolve more complex theories™ (p. 240).
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Summary of Literature Review
Research Synthesis

Research can be classified into two major categories: primary research and
research synthesis. Major methods for research synthesis include traditional narrative
reviews, meta-analysis/systematic review, synthesis of qualitative research (qualitative
meta-analysis); best-evidence synthesis; propositional inventory; and grounded meta-
analysis. In response to the traditional narrative review type of research synthesis,
researchers have proposed that research synthesis to be conducted systematically and
with rigour.

Each method of research synthesis has its strengths and weaknesses and different
methodological focuses. Traditional narrative review of research is intuitive, yet not
systematic enough to produce persuasive research synthesis. Meta-analysis has the
strengths of objectivity and rigour in terms of synthesizing quantitative data, yet has the
limitation of not taking into account qualitative studies. The research synthesis of
qualitative studies reflects the variety of qualitative approaches and is not a well
established method.

Meta-analysis and its related research synthesis methods have focused on the
systematic perspective of the synthesis procedure and offer a set of techniques, including
statistical procedure, for synthesizing research literature. However, the strengths and
focuses of meta-analysis are on accumulating research results statistically, rather than

dealing with highly heterogeneous information and a broad range of literature.
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One major drawback of major research synthesis methods, as reviewed herein, is
the failure to include both qualitative and quantitative studies'®. Given the fact that both
quantitative and qualitative research are both popular in distance education research, it is
critical to develop more robust research synthesis methods to advance the field of

research synthesis.

Research Syntheses of Distance Education Literature

The research synthesis efforts on reviewing distance education as a field by
analyzing research literature are discussed. As can be seen, these research syntheses
either try to build a factual typology or verify an existing typology. By aggregating
superficial information, these research syntheses have done very little in providing in-
depth information to the field of distance education.

Distance education researchers have completed a variety of research synthesis
reviews. The selection of distance education research syntheses reviewed in this chapter
are exemplary efforts of such reviews in distance education as a field, by examining
literature mainly from research journals. However, these syntheses tend to lack the rigour
that would increase the validity of the research syntheses. In these reviews, for example,
typological presentation of content topic and research methods is usually used to present
the final outcome of the synthesis (Berge & Mrozowski, 2001; Lee, Driscoll & Nelson,
2004; Schlosser & Anderson, 1994; Sherry, 1995). In other words, research literature is

reviewed and categorized but that the level of synthesis does not go much further beyond

12 Qualitative meta-analysis by Hossler & Scalese-Love (1989) has not become a major research synthesis
method.
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a typology. The syntheses, therefore, are general and only present a categorization of
content of research literature.

It is noted that different ways of classification can indicate a conceptual
discrepancy among distance education researchers. For example, Schlosser and Anderson
(1994) established their classification of topics and was expanded by Sherry (1995).
Sherry's (1995) topic classification was followed by Berge and Mrozowski (2001) for
another review of journals. Lee, Driscoll, and Nelson (2004) created their own content
classification based on Sherry (1995), Phipps and Merisotis (1999), and Khan (1997).
The change of classification (maybe for the lack of clear definition) may have made
communication among researchers difficult. Taking the analysis of research method for
example, Lee, Driscoll, and Nelson (2004, p. 229) reported that the difference of their
analysis results from previous similar studies was largely caused by the difference in the
classification system.

Some of the research syntheses reviewed also have an oversight on the
methodological issues when conducting reviews. Some reviews did not even include a
description of the research methodology (e.g., Schlosser & Anderson, 1994; Sherry,
1996) or describe the rationale for categorization (e.g., Anglin & Morrison, 2000;

Schlosser & Anderson, 1994).

Grounded Theory
As a field in rapid development, distance education researchers have produced a
considerable amount of research. Like any other fields of study, as the practices in the

field progress and primary research proliferates, the need arises to summarize the
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research in order to better define the field and clarify issues. When more and more
themes and underlying principles emerge in the discipline, knowledge will be created.
Research synthesis, in the process of knowledge creation, can serve as a way of
understanding what has been done and what needs to be done in the future so as to
facilitate the progress of an area of research.

Grounded theory methodology is a methodology for theory development and
identification of themes. It was developed with the purpose of generating theories and
identifying emerging themes and patterns and, therefore, is suitable for the purpose of
this research.

In the synthesis attempt by Anglin and Morrison (2000), the researchers point out
a critical issue faced by the researchers who try to synthesize the field of distance
education research. They noted that “In order to go beyond developing ‘pockets’ of
knowledge concerning distance education, significant additional theory-building must
occur. Otherwise, it will be difficult for researchers to develop research programs to test
the theory” (193). This call for theory-building echoed both research synthesis and
grounded theory for their common application in theoretical development.

Grounded theory, therefore, will be used to conduct a research synthesis of
distance education research literature, given its potential in offering a data analysis
method for identifying themes and patterns, and the possibility to go beyond typology for
theorizing.

Although grounded theory has become a popular qualitative research method in
social science research, it is not well developed for the purpose of research synthesis.

Yin’s (1991) proposal gives a direction for this study. Yin's idea shows it is possible to



build on the methods of research synthesis and grounded theory to synthesize the

research literature in the field of distance education.
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CHAPTER THREE: A GROUNDED THEORY FOR RESEARCH SYNTHESIS

PROCEDURE PROPOSED

For the developmental nature of this study, this chapter is a proposed procedure of
how I planned to use GTRS in Chapter Four. In Chapter Five I will describe a revised
GTRS protocol after the implementation of GTRS.

As Pillemer (1984) pointed out, every scientist attempting to draw overall
conclusions from research invariably combines the results of independent studies,
whether informally, narratively, or use meta-analysis approaches. The real issue in
research synthesis is “not whether but how best to”” accomplish the task (Pillemer, 1984,
p. 28). In this study, I proposed to use grounded theory methodology for research
synthesis (GTRS) approach for the synthesis of distance education primary studies.

Although the use of grounded theory for research synthesis was proposed by Yin
(1991), it has not been elaborated or practiced. The use of grounded theory for research
synthesis, therefore, is still a new application of grounded theory methodology. There are
methodological issues to be considered and its viability to be tested.

In later chapters, I will implement GTRS for the synthesis of distance education
literature and document the process to develop a more complete protocol. This is to study
with research synthesis of distance education as a goal and grounded theory as its method
for synthesis. However, grounded theory, as a methodology and a set of methods, has
mechanisms that might not be totally compatible with elements and principles of research

synthesis.
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In sketching out the process of applying grounded theory for the purpose of
research synthesis, this chapter will describe the proposed technical procedures with
some conceptual issues addressed. For more discussion on theoretical issues, Chapter
Four will be the documentation of the process of the implementation of this GTRS
investigation. Chapter Five will summarize the procedure of this GTRS investigation
from this research experience, and Chapter Six will discuss some highlighted issues of

GTRS and this study.

GTRS: A Synergy of Grounded Research and Research Synthesis

Research synthesis is the aggregation and integration of primary studies. As seen
in Chapter Two, there are various methods of conducting research synthesis. The research
synthesis methods developed after Glass's (1976) meta-analysis, basically are responding
to the lack of rigour of the traditional narrative review. Those efforts are devoted to
making research synthesis more procedurally systematic and theoretically sound.

Grounded theory provides a promising solution for research synthesis. As
proposed by Yin (1991), grounded theory has the potential to add to the realm of research
synthesis. Grounded theory, according to Yin (1991), has strengths in performing theory-
building and identification of emerging categories; emulating of normal science (and thus
the possession of the notion of rigour in review); applying to evidence collected in a
library or evidence collected in the field or both; and emphasizing qualitative data
because of the focus on identifying emerging categories.

Supported by both research synthesis methods and grounded theory method, a

research synthesis will be conducted in synthesizing the research literature of distance
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education as a field. Mainly this is to give an overview on distance education as a
substantive area, instead of focusing on one single specific topic. Grounded theory
provides a sound methodology for synthesizing research, identifying categories, and
generating theories.

Grounded theory methodology is a qualitative research tool with much potential.
This study will use grounded theory as the research methodology and will take into
consideration the major theoretical concerns and strategies from both research synthesis
and grounded theory to perform a grounded theory investigation on the field of distance
education. I hope to achieve this objective by using grounded theory methodology.

By using grounded theory for research synthesis, the strengths of both research
methods can be preserved. It can be foreseen however, that there will be conceptual and
methodological conflicts since GTRS will be an interplay between grounded theory
(which is a well-developed methodology with a set of procedures) and research synthesis
(as a group of methods with same class of research purpose, yet using various

approaches).

Problem Reiterated
As discussed in Chapter One, distance education is rapidly growing and in need of
more understandings and theoretical development. Research synthesis, as a research of
researches and analysis of analyses, has the capacity to provide such understanding and
development. However, the existing research synthesis works on distance education as a
field are superficial and have not provided such knowledge and insights to the field, as

examined in Chapter Two.
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One possible reason that research synthesis is not providing a substantial
contribution to the field of distance education might be the non-existence of good
research methods for research synthesis on a field with such a broad range of publication
and given its rapid rate of development with such volume of multi-a vocal literature.

Among the variations of research synthesis methods, meta-analysis techniques are
systematic and robust, but are not able to accommodate qualitative studies in the
synthesis. As qualitative research methods have become more prominent in the
educational research community, it is critical to develop a research synthesis approach
that could synthesize both quantitative and qualitative studies, yet is systematic and
rigorous.

As reviewed in Chapter Two, a number of research synthesis methods have been
proposed to synthesize qualitative studies. The foremost drawback of these qualitative
meta-analysis techniques is that they are designed to synthesize only qualitative studies,
and quantitative studies are excluded".

With the existing research synthesis methods (both qualitative and quantitative),
there presently is a problematic issue about how to synthesize a field like distance
education, which has a broad range of heterogeneous research literatures. The
development of GTRS is, therefore, favored as Yin (1991) has proposed.

Research synthesis methods provide the functionality of accumulating research
literature to generate new knowledge and, therefore, can provide invaluable information
for distance education as a field of study. Grounded theory, as proposed by Yin (1991), is

robust and able to include both qualitative and quantitative research studies. Informed by

"3 For example, Sandelowski, Docherty, and Emden's (1997) discussions on three approaches of qualitative
metasynthesis include only qualitative studies.
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grounded theory and research synthesis, this study will take into account the procedural
and theoretical considerations in both methods. The proposed procedures for doing GTRS
will be discussed in this chapter as the start of an attempt for a robust research synthesis
to accommodate both qualitative and quantitative studies for the field of distance

education.

General Process of Grounded Theory
Since grounded theory method is the major research backbone for this study, it

seems plausible to delineate the general process of grounded theory when proposing the
procedures of using grounded theory for research synthesis. As seen in Figure 1, on the
left is the general process of research synthesis as proposed by Cooper (1982, as cited in
Cooper and Hedges, 1994); on the right is the general process of grounded theory. The
dotted lines represent the resemblance in terms of the research processes. The boxed area
represents the cyclic process of theoretical sampling and constant comparative analysis

for the emergence of theory, which also serves as the mechanism of GTRS synthesis.
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Research Synthesis |Grounded Theory |

|General Questions |

|
v v

Data Collection |Theoretical Sampling |
A

Problem Formulation

A 4

Data Evaluation .......................................

v

Analysis and Interpretation | |C0nstant Comparative Analysis |

A 4 v

Presentation of Synthesis | =~ | Grounded Theory (as Research Synthesis) |

Figure 1. An illustration of the parallel processes of grounded theory and research synthesis

Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) grounded theory is a tool for theory building. Kelle
(1997) elaborated on “theory building” in qualitative research, and stated that theory
building is parallel to grounded theory. Kelle (1997) pointed out that the assumption of
theory building is that “the 'codes' used to organize the data material represent those
theoretical categories which the researcher uses or develops through the ongoing process

. 14
of analysis ™

and that “a theory can be regarded as a network of categories” (4 20).
Although Glaser and Strauss (1967) did not provide step-by-step guidelines for

how to conduct grounded theory research, a general process of grounded theory's

constant comparative method for theory building was described in four stages (p. 105):

1. Comparing incidents applicable to each category

2. Integrating categories and their properties

" Dey (1999) offered a good definition of analysis: “Analysis: Resolution into simpler elements; after due
consideration” (p. 99).
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3. Delimiting the theory

4. Writing the theory

The mechanism of theoretical sampling suggests that data be collected, analyzed,
and coded at the same time. It is stated that this process is a “continuously growing
process” that “each stage after a time is transformed into the next” and that “earlier stages
do remain in operation simultaneously throughout the analysis and each provides
continuous development to its successive stage until the analysis is terminated” (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967, p. 105).

In the initial open coding, the grounded theory process would inductively build
categories based on the incidents observed and compared (therefore comparative
analysis). As the data collection and coding progress, “lower level categories emerge
rather quickly during the early phases of data collection” while “higher level, overriding
and integrating, conceptualizations—and the properties that elaborate them—tend to
come later during the joint collection, coding and analysis of the data” (Glaser & Strauss,
1967, p. 36). Categories therefore emerge from grouping emerging concepts together.

The integration of categories and their properties comes from the constant
comparative method when incidents contribute to the further definition or construction of
the categories and the properties of the categories. The constant comparison of observed
incidents may then accumulate knowledge pertaining to a property of the category and
resulting in a unified or integrated category. Integrated categories and their properties
will then approach the emergence of a theory. The core categories are derived in this

stage of analysis.
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To delimit the theory is a task of reduction. The analyst may “discover underlying
uniformities in the original set of categories or their properties, and can then formulate
the theory” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 110). It is in this stage that the analyst starts to
achieve two major requirements of theory: 1) parsimony of variables and formulation,
and 2) scope in the applicability of the theory and in the mean time the close
correspondence between the theory and data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 111). Coding
and analysis will become more and more selective due to the reduction of theory will
further focus coding activities on each of the constituent categories. When additional
coding does not modify the core categories, the analysis has reached its theoretical
saturation.

As illustrated in Figure 2, the theoretical sampling procedure of grounded theory
including the joint process of data collection, coding, and analysis. Through constant
comparative analysis and theoretical sampling, a grounded theory can be generated with a
grounded theory development process. Figure 2 represents an integration of the dual
processes of grounded theory and research synthesis with the initial data collection from
research synthesis and the synthesis of research studies operated by grounded theory

methodology.
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Data Collection Data Coding Data Analysis

‘ Research Questions

Initial Data Collection Open Coding

? \Flﬁmal Categorles

v
‘ Theoretical Sampling ‘

v

Selective Coding [~

‘ Supplementary Sources‘ Main Categories ‘

Grounded Theory‘

Figure 2. Conceptualization of grounded theory process in a grounded theory for research synthesis
project

Emergence of Theory

Grounded theory is inductive rather than deductive. Glaser and Strauss (1967)
stated that “generating grounded theory is a way of arriving at theory suited to its
supposed uses” as contrasting to the form of theory generation by “logical deduction
from a priori assumptions” (p. 3).

This methodological position leads to one foremost concept in grounded theory:
the emergence of theory from data. Emergence of grounded theory from data is an
essential feature of grounded theory. Strauss and Corbin (1998) stated that “A researcher

does not begin a project with a preconceived theory in mind (unless his or her purpose is

to elaborate and extend existing theory). Rather, the researcher begins with an area of
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study and allows the theory to emerge from the data” (p. 12). Glaser (1992), on
discussing the importance of emergence, stressed that grounded theory to be “emergent”,
as opposing to a “forced, preconceived, full conceptual description” (Glaser, 1992b, 92).
Glaser (2002) became very vocal about the issue of dealing with existing theories
and the grounded theories that are to be discovered through the emergent grounded
theory process. He stated that “the researcher can use his or her own concepts generated
from the data instead of using, and probably forcing, the received concepts of others,
especially those concepts of unduly respected theoretical capitalists” (Glaser, 2002, 93).
The characteristic of emergence has important implication in this study, since the
previous research synthesis works in distance education tend to use a preconceived
category for coding needs. For grounded theory, it is important to let the data speak for
itself: to code the data with an open mind while seeking categories and properties and the

generation of a theory.

Data Collection

Library Procedures as Fieldwork
For research synthesis, it is by default that library resources be the major data
source. However, for a grounded theory researcher, a non-traditional source of data such
as published literature would need some justification.
Anthropologist Radcliffe-Brown (1951) argued the importance of “arm-chair
anthropology.” Arm-chair anthropology was defined as a library method using

comparative analysis to seek regularities and generate general propositions for the
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theoretical study of human social phenomena. Radcliffe-Brown (1951) stated that the
field studies method had been over-emphasized and that “arm-chair anthropology” had
been neglected. This had a negative influence on social anthropology as students were
taught to look at the features of social life in context only. The wider context of human
society that might be obtained through library work was then often overlooked.
Radcliffe-Brown (1951), therefore, called for more studies to be done with comparative
analysis using library sources in social anthropology.

Similarly, Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated that, “We wish particularly to get
library and field research off the defensive in social research, and thereby encourage it”
(p. 18). Glaser and Strauss (1967) explained that collecting data in libraries is analogous
to collecting data through fieldwork or interview:

There are some striking similarities—sometimes obvious, although often

overlooked—between field work and library research. When someone stands in

the library stacks, he is, metaphorically, surrounded by voices begging to be
heard. Every book, every magazine article, represents at least one person who is

equivalent to the anthropologist’s informant or the sociologist’s interviewee. (p.

163)

Given that grounded theory belongs to the family of qualitative research methods,
it seems methodologically sound to emulate the use of grounded theory for research
synthesis as a naturalistic study with a “field” to work in. That is, metaphorically, the
library and the data sources are analogized as the field and doing this grounded theory

study has the fieldwork component just like most qualitative studies.
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Library Materials as Sources of Data.

As library procedures are regarded as fieldwork, the materials in the library would
be seen as field-notes. Turner (1983) stated in a grounded theory study that ...
documentary sources were treated like sets of field-notes” (p. 342). Ogawa and Malen
(1991) proposed the use of research literature bases as data sets. Yin (1991) further
pointed out the possibility of the use of grounded theory for research synthesis, which is
all about documents as data sources.

Although Glaser and Strauss (1967) highly praised the use of library materials as
a data source and devoted a whole chapter to the topic (p. 161-183), library materials
have not been the mainstream data in qualitative research. Instead, they are mostly seen
as supplementary to major data sources such as participant observation and interviewing
(e.g., Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Marshall & Rossman, 1999). This study, as using
grounded theory for research synthesis of distance education, will use the research

literature as primary source of data.

The Initial Data Pool
There are many primary research studies in the “field” of education that can be
subject to synthesis and, therefore, could become the source of this GTRS study. In terms
of distance education literature, the whole pool of data (“field-notes” in grounded
theory’s sense) could include:
« Distance education journals;

« Electronic databases;
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« Books on distance education;

« Reports on distance education;

o Official documents, and

o Monographs.

For grounded theory, the source of data has no limitation as long as the data is of
theoretical relevance. The data sources, therefore, can be further expanded to artifacts and
participants in the field of distance education, or data sources of any nature. To make this
study a research synthesis, however, the grounded theory's flexibility has to be confined
within the “field” of distance education research literature.

With the enormous amount of distance education research literature available, it is
necessary to define the data pool to make this GTRS experiment project manageable.
Major distance learning journals might provide most of the relevant and direct sources of
primary research studies. I would use the research journals as the data pool. There are
many peer-reviewed English-language distance education journals. A brief list of the
representative journals includes:

e The American Journal of Distance Education (USA)

e Distance Education (Australia)

e Journal of Distance Education (Canada)

e Open learning (UK)

e The International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning

(Canada)
e Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks (USA)

e Indian Journal of Open Learning (India)
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While systematic research synthesis methods emphasize the importance of
exhausting the literature in the defined topic area, and some stress the mechanism of
being selective in data collection to ensure the quality of the primary studies included,
grounded theory has a different way of handling data coverage. As discussed by Glaser
and Strauss (1967), grounded theory “does not require the fullest possible coverage on
the whole group except at the very beginning of research, when the main categories are
emerging” (p. 69). After the emergence of categories, the grounded analyst collects only
on categories. This is the mechanism of theoretical sampling in grounded theory to have a
broad coverage of data for the generation of categories in open coding stage. After the
open coding stage, the categories become saturated and the coding and data collection
becomes selective.

In terms of data collection, research synthesis requires the selection of data to be
prescribed according to the research problem specified; while grounded theory requires
the flexibility to allow the mechanism of theoretical sampling to lead the data collection
in accordance with theoretical relevance of data. Therefore, I propose that, for the
purpose of this GTRS, to prescribe an “initial data pool” to include prominent peer-
reviewed distance education journals. This initial data pool should meet the requirements
of research synthesis as being systematically selected with enough representative data
included. On the other hand, this initial data pool would serve to provide a virtual area for
the broad (although not exhaustive) coverage of data to start theoretical sampling. In the
case of the initial data pool being insufficient for theoretical sampling to reach theoretical
saturation, however, the process of theoretical sampling should go beyond this initial data

pool for data collection.
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Theoretical Sampling
Theoretical sampling, coupled with constant comparative method, is at the center
of the grounded theory procedure. The concept of theoretical sampling includes three
defining characteristics of grounded theory:

1. Theoretical sampling is an integrated process of data collection, coding, and
analysis where these activities occur congruently.

2. The initial data collection decisions are based on a general perspective and on
a general subject or problem area rather than on a preconceived theoretical
framework.

3. The proceeding of the process of data collection (along with coding and
analysis) should be directed by the emerging theory.

As Glaser and Strauss (1967) described:

Theoretical sampling is the process of data collection for generating theory

whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyzes his data and decides

what data to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory as
it emerges. The process is controlled by the emerging theory, whether substantive
or formal. The initial decisions for theoretical collection of data are based only on

a general sociological perspective and on a general subject or problem area (such

as how confidence men handle prospective marks or how policemen act toward

Negroes or what happens to students in medical schools that turn them into

doctors). The initial decisions are not based on a preconceived theoretical

framework. (p. 45)
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In accordance with the grounded theory mechanism of theoretical sampling, the
data collection after the initial stage would depend on emergence of categories. The
initial data collection will start with the data pool that is defined after reviewing the major
distance education journals and then begin by identifying the emerging categories. It is
hoped that, however, the data pool should have enough data for the discovery of a

grounded theory since the defining of data scope is a principle tool in research synthesis.

Quality of Data Included

In grounded theory method, data collection is defined by theoretical sampling. For
research synthesis, however, the efforts on making it more systematic have called for
rigour in its processing.

Drawing from discussions in the research synthesis literature, it is preferred to
have a set of criteria to assure the quality (thus indicate “rigour”) of the studies included.
However, for grounded theory methodology, a set of prescriptive criteria is not favored,
as it is a violation of theoretical sampling.

As reviewed in Chapter Two, the inclusion of high quality primary studies is
essential to the quality of the research synthesis. This is, however, not a concern of
grounded theory. For grounded theory, as long as the data is theoretically relevant, it can
be used as a source for theoretical development.

To reconcile this issue of the quality of data included, I proposed to rely on the
naturalistic nature of data collection in qualitative research. Qualitative research usually
involves fieldwork and interviews as an important source of data. As can be imagined,

there are good informants and not-so-good informants. To use a set of explicit criteria for
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enhancing the quality of data included for synthesis could be analogized to having better
informants in fieldwork in qualitative study. A data selection criteria, therefore, is

proposed to be implemented.

Inclusion of both Qualitative and Quantitative Data

One of the goals of this study is to explore the possibility of the inclusion of both
qualitative and quantitative studies in a research synthesis effort using grounded theory.
The inclusion of both qualitative and quantitative data would be a breakthrough for
research synthesis if it is proven to be done well. With grounded theory method, it is
possible to achieve this goal.

Existing research synthesis approaches have their commitment in the inclusion of
qualitative or quantitative research. A meta-analysis research synthesis, for example, will
only include quantitative research studies because of the use of statistical procedures for
integration. On the other hand, some researchers using meta-ethnography (Noblit & Hare,
1988) will include only qualitative data.

According to Phipps and Merisotis’s (1999) review on the effectiveness of
distance learning in higher education, 51% of distance learning studies are experimental,
31% are descriptive, and case studies comprise15% of the literature. Since the literature
itself is mixed with both qualitative and quantitative data, the inclusion of both qualitative
and quantitative information is essential for a thorough analysis of the literature.

For the purpose of advancing the research synthesis using grounded theory

method, it is, therefore, necessary to include information from both quantitative and
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qualitative research studies for a complete state-of-the-art understanding of the domain
researched (Crismore, 1985).

However, the combination of both quantitative and qualitative data in a research
synthesis has been a challenge for research synthesis researchers. For example, Hossler
and Scalese-Love (1989) developed their grounded meta-analysis approach to synthesize
research literature with an attempt to include both qualitative and quantitative literature.
To include both types of data, separate coding sheets were created for coding purposes.
Open-ended questions including qualitative information such as interventions, key
findings, other effects, implications, and plausible explanations were also used to gather
more information for synthesis. Rogers' (1985) propositional inventory, with the use of
content analysis to build propositions from research results, should not have the
limitation in data type inclusion'”. However, it does not have a robust research approach
as a grounded theory method would for synthesizing the primary studies.

In grounded theory methodology, all relevant data can be included as long as it
informs the generation of theory. As Glaser and Strauss (1967) indicated, “...the process
of generating theory is independent of the kind of data used” (p. 18). After all,
quantitative and qualitative data in grounded theory method are used for the same
purpose of theoretical indications. As Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated, they are “both
used as supplements, as mutual verification and, most important for us, as different forms
of data of the same subject, which, when compared, will each generate theory” (p. 18).

Since the problem for research synthesis to include both quantitative and

qualitative studies is a procedural issue (as in Hossler and Scalese-Love, 1989), grounded

' Rogers (1985) focused his propositional inventory (using word tabulation technique) on the synthesis of
the results of quantitative studies in the form of proposition. The data subjected to synthesis, as the results
sections of the studies, hence are qualitative in nature.
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theory procedures will be used to address the issue of the inclusion of both quantitative

and qualitative studies in a research synthesis.

Data Analysis: Constant Comparative Method

In qualitative research, data collection and analysis are usually inseparable
iterative processes. As Goetz and LeCompte (1984) indicated, data collection and
analysis in qualitative research are not separate processes but concurrent and
interdependent. As one of the qualitative research methods, grounded theory development
is true to this principle as well.

The heart of grounded theory is the constant comparative method coupled with
theoretical sampling. As aforementioned, Glaser and Strauss (1967) described their
constant comparative method in four stages: (1) comparing incidents applicable to each
category, (2) integrating categories and their properties, (3) delimiting the theory, and (4)
writing the theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967, p. 105).

In this process of grounded theory development, data collection, coding, and
analysis are completed simultaneously. The relationship among these activities, as Glaser
and Strauss (1967) stated, is a “continuously growing process” (p. 105). Each stage, after
a time, is transformed into the next; while “earlier stages do remain in operation
simultaneously throughout the analysis, and each provides continuous development to its
successive stage until the analysis is terminated” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 105).

Glaser (1978) suggested that, in constant comparative method, the researcher
should start with open coding until a core category emerges (p. 39). The researcher

therefore starts with inspecting data for generating theoretical ideas to yield categories.
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The researcher, at the same time, analyzes the data for new properties of the theoretical
categories and writes memos on the properties. When the researcher has a set of core
categories, the data collection will become more selective. The constant comparison of
incidents to incidents, incidents to categories, and incidents to properties is what makes
grounded theory method a comparative analysis method.

As Glaser and Strauss (1967) explained, the purpose of the constant comparative
method of joint coding and analysis is to generate theory more systematically (p. 102),
and to allow for flexibility to aid the creative generation of theory with discipline (p.
103).

The data collection and data analysis will, therefore, continuously be intertwined
operations throughout the research process. In conjunction with the notion of theoretical

sampling, data coding and analysis will in turn affect the collection of data as well.

Coding

As discussed by Bogdan and Biklen (1998, p. 177), in qualitative evaluation
research, pre-assigned coding systems are sometimes employed to explore particular
problems or aspects of a setting or subject. Given its emphasis on the emergence of
theory from data, in grounded theory, the use of a preconceived instrument for coding is
discouraged.

Glaser and Strauss (1967) discussed the mechanism of coding clearly. They
stated: “Coding need consist only of noting categories on margins, but can be done more

elaborately (e.g., on cards)” (p. 106).
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A defining rule that added to the simple activity of coding, however, makes the
constant comparative method of coding a mechanism of grounded theory: “while coding
an incident for a category, compare it with the previous incidents in the same and
different groups coded in the same category” (Glaser & Strauss, p. 106).

Coding is, by nature, the process of categorizing and sorting data. As Charmaz
(1994) stated, codes are used as a device to “label, separate, compile, and organize data”
(p. 97) and “summarize, synthesize, and sort many observations made of the data” (p.
98). In qualitative research, a researcher develops codes out of the field notes, interviews,
or any other collected materials. While this study uses research literature as data, codes
will be developed from reading through the primary studies.

Strauss and Corbin (1998) discussed a set of guidelines for doing grounded theory
coding:

1. Build rather than test theory.

2. Provide researchers with analytic tools for handling masses of raw data.

3. Help analysts to consider alternative meanings of phenomena.

4. Be systematic and creative simultaneously.

5. Identify, develop, and relate the concepts that are the building blocks of theory

(p.13). ¢

Strauss (1987, p. 27-28) suggested the use of a “coding paradigm” that “functions

as a reminder to code data for relevance to whatever phenomena are referenced by a

given category””:

' Although Strauss and Corbin refer to this set of statements as “coding procedures,” it is
more about a set of guidelines that explain the basic operations of coding in doing
grounded theory.
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« Conditions: can be discovered easily or hinted by words like “because,”

99 ¢¢

“since,” “as,” or phrase like “on account of.”
o Interaction among the actors
« Strategies and tactics

2

« Consequences: can be easily found or pointed to by phrases like “as a result,

99 ¢ 29 ¢

“because of that,” “the results was,” “the consequence was,” and “in
consequence.”

It has to be noted that, grounded theory coding is conceptual, rather than factual.
As Glaser (1978) said:

The essential relationship between data and theory is a conceptual code .... There

are basically two types of codes to generate: substantive and theoretical.

Substantive codes conceptualize the empirical substance of the area of research.

Theoretical codes conceptualize how the substantive codes may relate to each

other as hypotheses to be integrated into the theory. (p. 55)

During the substantive coding process, the researcher seeks to “generate an
emergent set of categories and their properties” (Glaser, 1978, p. 56) toward the
integration of a theory as in the open coding stage; and then delimit the theory using
selective coding by coding on only on the core category (or “core variable” as in, e.g.,
Glaser, 1978) and the subcategories of the core category (Glaser, 1978, p. 61).

In open coding, the researcher would ask questions such as “What is this data a
study of?” and “What category does this incident indicate?” (Glaser, 1978, p. 57) to

generate conceptual codes instead of counting the factual information from data. For

example, in a hospital setting, the category of “social loss” would include the nurses’
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response to the dying patients such “He was so young,” “He was to be a doctor,” or “She
had a full life” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 105-106). That is, these responses will be
coded as “social loss” since they all indicate the concept of social loss.

Theoretical coding, on the other hand, refers to the implicit theoretical
relationship among the categories which is used to “conceptualize how the substantive
codes may relate to each other” for the generation of grounded theory (Glaser, 1978, p.
72). Glaser (1978) offered a list of 18 coding families. One of the families is The Six C’s:
Causes, Contexts, Contingencies, Consequences, Covariances, and Conditions (p. 74).
Using the theoretical coding families, the researcher brings up the implicit relations
among the substantive codes for integrating them into theories (Glaser, p. 72-73).

Conceptual coding is a feature and requirement of grounded theory. As opposed
to the general coding strategies of qualitative research (e.g., Biklen & Bogdan, 1998) in
which incidents are coded comprehensively, it is concepts that are coded in grounded
theory. Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated:

This is an inductive method of theory development. To make theoretical sense of

so much diversity in his data, the analyst is forced to develop ideas on a level of

generality higher in conceptual abstraction than the qualitative material being

analyzed. (p. 114)

Open Coding
Open coding is “the process through which concepts are identified and their
properties and dimensions are discovered in data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 101). Open

coding involves the analysis of data and assigning categories. Open coding starts with
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comparison of incident to incident (comparative analysis) to generate categories (codes).
The aim of open coding is to open up the inquiry (Glaser, 1978, p. 29). Glaser described a
set of three questions that should guide the open coding, the first level of grounded theory
coding:

1. What is this data a study of?

2. What category does this incident indicate?

3. What is actually happening in the data? What is the basic social psychological

problem(s) faced by the participants in the... scene? (1978, p. 57)

By asking these simple analytic questions in the open coding stage of data
analysis, Glaser (1978) stated that “The analyst compares incident to incident with the
purpose of establishing the underlying uniformity and its varying conditions” (p. 49).

Again, coding in grounded theory aims for concepts. Strauss (1987) indicated that
open coding is the initial type of coding and it is the “unrestricted coding of the data” that
aims to “produce concepts that seem to fit the data” (p. 28).

Strauss (1987) suggests the researcher to start open coding by “scrutinizing the
field-note, interview, or other document very closely: line by line, or even word by word”
(p. 28). Strauss (1987) further explained that, by scrutinizing the data, provisional
concepts and their dimensions will emerge. Yet, in doing this, the researcher’s thinking
about the concepts and their dimensions will result in “a host of questions and equally
provisional answers” will immediately lead to further issues pertaining to “conditions,
strategies, interactions, and consequences” (p. 28).

Strauss (1987) further characterized the “snowballing” feature when the analyst

goes on with the iterative open coding process of scrutinizing, generating concept codes
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and dimensions, thinking about the generated codes and dimensions, asking questions
and providing provisional answers,; and, in the meantime, naturally binding to the coding
paradigm. Open coding would then result in the emergence of provisional categories.
Strauss described that: “as the analyst moves to the next words, next lines, the process
snowballs, with the quick surfacing of information bearing on the questions and
hypotheses, and sometimes even possible crosscutting of dimensions” (p. 28).

Open coding is the beginning point of a deeper level of coding; selective coding.
Glaser (1978) discussed that "These beginning codes, no matter how conceptually
primitive, quickly start theoretical sampling and constant comparisons of incidents. How
relevant these concepts are to the basic problem and basic social process becomes a
question of further analysis" (p. 45)?

During open coding, the analyst codes each incident into as many categories
(codes) of analysis as possible. As categories emerge, some coding would fit into the
existing category while others would generate new categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.
105). Categories and properties (a higher level conceptual code) could be from the data
being coded or from the researcher's abstraction.

Strauss and Corbin (1998) suggested a three-stage coding strategy of open, axial,
and then selective coding instead of a two-stage coding of open and selective coding.
They stressed that, however, the breaking-down of the analytic process is an “artificial
but necessary task” for the analysts to “understand the logic that lies behind analysis” (p.
101). Researchers are also cautioned not to use the procedures and techniques in a rote
manner. Strauss and Corbin (1998) explained the middle layer coding strategy of axial

coding and said that “although axial coding differs in purpose from open coding, these
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are not necessarily sequential analytic steps” (p. 124). As Strauss and Corbin (1998) put,
for axial coding, “no more than labeling is distinct from open coding (p. 124)” except for
the requirement of some categories. But again, “often a sense of how categories relate
begins to emerge during open coding” (p. 125).

In this investigation, instead of Strauss and Corbin’s (1990, 1998) three-stage
coding strategy, I will follow the original strategy of open and selective coding by Glaser
and Strauss (1967) and Glaser (1978) since axial coding presents to be an extension of

open coding.

Selective Coding

In the process of constant comparative analysis, open coding looks to compare
incident to incident for the generation of categories and their properties. As the constant
comparative analysis goes on, the comparison turns into the between the incident with the
properties of the categories resulted from the initial comparison of incidents, i.e., open
coding (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 108). The core categories then emerge from the
saturation of each categories being modified and solidified through comparative analysis.

Selective coding involves “to cease open coding and to delimit coding to only the
variables that relate to the core variable” (Glaser, 1992, p. 75). The core categories are
used to organize other categories and properties and are higher in conceptual level. The
emergence of the core categories from open coding will lead the coding into selective
coding and therefore to delimit the process of constant comparative analysis and

theoretical sampling. With the core categories emerging, the data collection, analysis, and
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coding will focus on the core categories. A theoretical framework of interrelated core
concepts and their relationships can therefore be developed.

Selective coding on the core categories until the collection of further data and
coding do not modify the category; it is when theoretical saturation is met (Glaser &

Strauss, 1967, p. 61).

Memoing

Dick (2002) described memoing in the following way:

As you code, certain theoretical propositions will occur to you. These may be

about links between categories, or about a core category: a category which

appears central to the study. As the categories and properties emerge, they and
their links to the core category provide the theory. You write yourself notes about

it — memoing. (13)

Memoing is one of the important mechanisms in grounded theory. Memos are a
type of code that is created by the analyst throughout the coding for the purpose of
analysis. According to Douglas (2003), types of memos could include theoretical memos,
coding summaries, and hypotheses.

Memos are theoretical notes about the data. They link the properties and connect
concepts, and at the end, put together the entire theory. Glaser (1978) refers to memoing
as "the theorising write-up of ideas about codes and their relationships as they strike the
analyst while coding” (p. 83).

Memos are critical for the writing of a grounded theory. As Glaser and Strauss

(1967) stated, “To start writing one's theory, it is first necessary to collate the memos on
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each category, which is easily accomplished since the memos have been written about
categories” (p. 113). The sorting of memos for summarizing possible further analysis is

the last step before writing up the grounded.

Presentation of a Grounded Theory

Glaser and Strauss (1967) indicated that theory generated with grounded theory
methodology “can be presented either as a well codified set of properties or in a running
theoretical discussion, using conceptual categories and their properties” (p. 31).

The results of a grounded theory development (a grounded theory) includes the
categories, properties, and the relationship among the categories. As Glaser and Strauss
(1967) put, “The elements of theory that are generated by comparative analysis are, first,
conceptual categories and their conceptual properties; and second, hypotheses or

generalized relations among the categories and their properties” (p. 35).

Chapter Summary
Drawing from discussions in Chapter One and Chapter Two, there are
justifications for the need of a GTRS procedure:

1. Existing research synthesis methods have their limitation in the types of data
included.

2. Current research syntheses of distance education as a field present superficial
synthesis of the primary studies.

3. Grounded theory is considered to be appropriate for research synthesis as

suggested by Yin (1991).
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With a field of research literature heterogeneous like distance education, this
proposed GTRS procedure tries to use the capacity of grounded theory to derive a theory
for distance education that goes deeper than current typological types of research
synthesis of the field. This proposed procedure tentatively addressed some of the
methodological issues in both grounded theory and research synthesis, including:

1. Elaboration of the general procedures and major mechanisms of grounded

theory as for the purpose of this study.

2. Justifying the use of literature as data for grounded theory development with a
general qualitative research context.

3. Inclusion of both quantitative and qualitative studies in a research synthesis
study from the grounded theory perspective.

4. Use the idea of a data pool to accommodate the requirements of data
collection for both research synthesis (defining scope of data collection) and
grounded theory (theoretical sampling).

5. Setting up of criteria for the inclusion of data (as to elevate rigour for research
synthesis) to ensure the quality of data being synthesized with grounded
theory.

Since there is no existing research protocol for GTRS, in this chapter, I proposed
the procedure of using grounded theory for research synthesis and addressed some of the
conceptual issues that would pave the way to start Chapter Four, which is the
implementation of GTRS. The results of the GTRS attempt will then be further discussed

in chapters Six and Seven.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE DOING OF THIS GTRS INVESTIGATION

Introduction to the Chapter

A general presentation of the result of a qualitative research usually involves
advancing the research thesis, presenting the theme, and illuminating the topics (Bogdan
& Biklen, 1998, p. 194). This general form of presentation would serve the purpose to
communicate with the audience the end results of a qualitative research. Due to the nature
of this investigation, a general form of presentation is insufficient for demonstrating the
process of experimenting the use of grounded theory in research synthesis.

Therefore, it was my intention to document the process of my conducting the
research project to present practicing of the idea and use of grounded theory for research
synthesis. The reason is that a time series presentation would provide descriptions of the
research activities as “artifacts” to help the reader to follow how grounded theory for
research is implemented in this investigation.

Included in this chapter will be the process and descriptions as to how I went
through this research experience. I have attempted to justify my thoughts, my judgments,
and my decisions; the problems I had, the challenges I faced, and how I steered the data
collection, analysis, and coding. The generated memos and categories will also be
presented along with the descriptions and discussions. These items, in total, are what I
mean by “artifacts” in this investigation, and they are the evidence of the development of
this GTRS.

The idea to document more than just the results/findings of the study came from

my dissatisfaction as a reader of grounded theories on the presentation of grounded
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theories. Albeit, grounded theory might include different aspects for presentation and
“the form of presentation can be independent of this [grounded theory] process by which
it was generated (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 31)”, many grounded theories are presented
in the forms of categories and discussions on the categories'’ without an account on the
process of doing the studies (e.g., Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

As Anfara, Brown, & Mangione (2002) said, the “privatization” of qualitative
research analysis has been a dilemma for the qualitative researchers. They suggested
“assessing and publicly disclosing the methodological rigor analytical defensibility” (p.
28) is critical to the research's accountability. In terms of qualitative data analysis, they
proposed the use of code mapping to make the research process more public. In this
chapter, the presentation of the artifacts is aimed to serve the same methodological
concern.

To document the process of this research also serves to provide the context for the
presentation of a GTRS protocol in Chapter Six, which will be a summary of the
experience here in Chapter Four and some further discussions on the procedural aspects

of GTRS.

GTRS Rationales Reiterated
Before getting into the documented description and arguments of this research
process, I would like to reiterate the major rationales of using grounded theory for

research synthesis. Distance education programs have proliferated during the last decades

'7 Glaser and Strauss (1967) described two forms of grounded theory presentation: discussional and
propositional. Propositional presentation means a “well-codified set of propositions” (p. 31). Either form of
presentation, without an explicit presentation of the process, seems to me is an oversight of an important
aspect of grounded theory—process—which is promoted by Glaser and Strauss.
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as the development of new media technologies (Lee, Driscoll, & Nelson, 2004, p. 239)
and so have distance education research publications. However, a review of distance
education literature showed that distance education researchers have called for more
understandings and theoretical development for the field.

Research synthesis, by aggregating and synthesizing primary research studies, is
one way of providing such understandings and theoretical development. However,
existing research syntheses of distance education have offered very limited contribution
in this regard.

Yin (1991) proposed that grounded theory could be a robust tool for research
synthesis. Grounded theory in itself is a methodology and a set of methods for conducting
qualitative research with the sole aim of generating “middle range” theories that are
“grounded” in data.

Grounded theory is a well-developed research methodology with a set of
elaborated research procedures and tactics. It has been widely used and published since
its introduction in year 1967. Research synthesis, on the other hand, did not receive much
attention until the 1980s after meta-analysis was introduced to systematically and
rigorously synthesize research studies. Among the existing research synthesis methods,
none has been seen as rigorous, and yet at the same time, robust enough to synthesize

both qualitative and quantitative studies.

A Substantive Theory
Upon the onset of this GTRS investigation, a question emerged and a decision had

to be made for the study to carry on: What type of theory should I aim for generating?



89

The answer to this question would reflect the nature of distance education literature and
would guide the GTRS development.

Glaser and Strauss (1967) discussed about substantive and formal grounded
theory. They stated that a substantive theory is theory that “developed for a substantive,
or empirical, area of sociological inquiry” (p. 32) and that a formal theory is “developed
for a formal, or conceptual, area of sociological inquiry” (p. 32).

A formal grounded theory is distinguished from a substantive grounded theory in
terms of the degree of generality. Although Glaser and Strauss (1967) do not exclude
each other and may hint or point into each other, it is stressed that the researcher “should
focus clearly on one level or other, or on a specific combination, because the strategies
vary for arriving at each one” (p. 33). Since this study is about the synthesis of distance
education research studies, it seems that the subject area fits the description of a theory as
“developed for a substantive, or empirical, area of sociological inquiry, such as patient
care, race relations, professional education, delinquency, or research organization” (p.
32)'8,

The goal of this study, therefore, is to derive a substantive area of distance
education. This clarification is important, since substantive grounded theory and formal
grounded theory differ only in degree of generality (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 33), a
formal grounded theory would require the comparative analysis to be made among data
from “different kinds of substantive cases and their theories, which fall within the formal

area, without relating the resulting theory to any one particular substantive area” (Glaser

'® Example topics given by Glaser and Strauss (1967) for formal grounded theory are: “stigma, deviant
behavior, formal organization, socialization, status congruency, authority and power, reward systems, or
social mobility” (p. 32).
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& Strauss, 1971, p. 178). Therefore, this grounded theory for research synthesis of

distance education will methodologically aim for the discovery of a substantive theory.

Data Collection

As discussed in Chapter Three, data collection is governed by using grounded
theory for research synthesis. However, there are conceptual conflicts to be reconciled
before and during the data collection process.

General research synthesis starts with defining research questions. In some cases,
the scope of research synthesis is very specific on a variable or topic. In other cases, the
scope can be broad, as reviewed in Chapter Two of this study. The collection of data,
hence, will be confined in accordance with the predefined scope. In addition, to achieve
the requirement of rigour in research synthesis, it is necessary to define what will be
included for synthesis.

The process of research synthesis and the pursuit of rigour, however, lead to a
possible methodological conflict in terms of data collection, when trying to use grounded

theory for research synthesis.

Negotiating GTRS Data Collection
Several considerations are taken into account for the methodological issue of data
collection when trying to use grounded theory for research synthesis:
1. Theoretical sampling: In grounded theory, data collection has to be guided by
the mechanism of theoretical sampling. That is, the data collection will follow

the development of the categories from data analysis.
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2. Data coverage: Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggested that the grounded theorist
start the data collection with the fullest possible data coverage first, to seek the
emerging of main categories, and then follow the principle of theoretical
sampling to collect data only on categories for the generation of properties and
hypotheses (p. 69). After the emerging of main categories, the idea of full
coverage is no longer applicable (p. 70).

3. Selection of Groups: In theoretical sampling, the choosing of groups or sub-
groups for proceeding of data analysis is a basic issue (Glaser & Strauss,

1967, p. 47). The criterion of choosing of groups is “theoretical purpose and
relevance” (p. 47-49); and that those groups to be included in data collection
should not be “definite, prescribed, preplanned” (p. 49). They went on further
to point out that the researcher “cannot cite the number and types of groups
from which he collected data until the research is completed (p. 50).

4. Theoretical saturation: The grounded theorist would stop his data collection
upon the point of “theoretical saturation” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 61).
When the collection of additional data (sampling) on a category does not
generate new properties, the researcher has the confidence that the category is
“saturated”. Theoretical saturation is evidenced by the repetitive occurrence of
similar instances and solidified by the outreach for more diverse groups for
comparison.

A researcher who conducts a study of research synthesis, on the other hand, has

different ways of seeing the process of data collection. With the dissatisfaction on the

non-systematic data collection approach of narrative review, researchers of research
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synthesis have promoted the concept of rigour as a guiding principle for conducting

research synthesis:

1.

Inclusion of data: In response to traditional narrative review, later
development of research synthesis methods stresses the importance of the
explicit description of criteria for data inclusion to elevate the degree of
rigour. Slavin (1986) suggested to present samples of studies, both included
and excluded.

Exclusion of data: Given the vast amount of data (research studies) usually
available for research synthesis, the exclusion of data becomes one foremost
issue for research synthesis researchers to deal with. It is not only for the
reason of manageability but also for the validity of the results of research
synthesis (Ogawa & Malen, 1991, p. 276-277).

Data coverage and bias: While primary researchers usually have relatively
well-defined data sampling schemes, literature researchers see that “any single
source of primary reports will lead them to only a fraction of the relevant
studies, and a biased fraction at that” (Cooper & Hedges, 1994, p. 10). Since
the sources of literature can range from large non-evaluative databases such as
ERIC, PsycINFO, and Social Science Citation Index to personal
communications with researchers, this issue of multiple channels of data
resources and the introduced bias requires careful consideration for research
synthesis researchers (Cooper & Hedges, 1994, p. 10). Furthermore, the issue
of underrepresented research literature (Reed & Baxter, 1994, p. 65) adds

another aspect of complexity into the issue of massive data and bias.
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4. Quality of research studies included: The coverage of data and the
introduction of bias from data is a major issue for the enterprise of research
synthesis. One important aspect involved with bias and data coverage is the
mechanism of the quality of data included for research synthesis. As Glass
said, “Many weak studies can add up to a strong conclusion” (1977, as cited in
Rogers, 1985). Khan, Daya, & Jadad (1996), for example, demonstrated that
the inclusion of poor-quality research studies produced a false effect that was
not present while only high-quality studies were included. They, therefore,
concluded that the quality of included literature would influence the results of

a meta-analysis study.

Reconciliation #1: The Data

For the purpose of research synthesis, the methodological issues are made explicit
at the very early stage of this study. Grounded theory and research synthesis have
fundamental differences in terms of how data collection should be implemented.

The nature of this study is a grounded theory for research synthesis of distance
education. As this study is using grounded theory as the research methodology, the major
methods and mechanism should be followed in order to utilize the power of the
methodology. In the meantime, considerations and issues in the area of research synthesis
also need to be accounted for to make this study a research synthesis rather than simply a
grounded theory of distance education.

In regard to data collection for this study, boundaries of data must be defined in

some way for the purpose of starting the project. For grounded theory, the mechanism of
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theoretical sampling subscribe to both an outreach to a broad range of data, then focus on
the theoretical relevant data for generation of properties on the emerging categories.

Research synthesis, as an under-developed realm of study with various
approaches, has had mixed ways of handling data collection. With the concept of rigour,
the data coverage has to be explicitly defined. The literature search is usually exhaustive
although the inclusion can be selective with criteria specified in research design.

To meet the requirements of rigour in research synthesis, I would like to specify
the scope of target literature explicitly for data inclusion.

As sources of data, I would like to use the major research journals in the field of
distance education. This set of journals would be used as the starting point of the data
collection pool. The journals I would like to include are:

e The American Journal of Distance Education (USA)

e Distance Education (Australia)

e Journal of Distance Education (Canada)

e Open learning (UK)

These journals are peer-reviewed and have been the subjects of some research
reviews. Lee, Driscoll, and Nelson (2004), for example, conduct a content analysis of
these four journals. They stated their reason for selecting these four journals for
review as, “These journals were selected because of their recognition among
researchers as the most prominent in the distance education field, and because they
had been used as data sources in previous studies” (p. 226). The data from these four
journals, therefore, is assumed to be representative of the field of distance education

research.
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To include the studies with good quality (good informants in qualitative research;
best evidence in research synthesis), I would further narrow down the scope of the data
inclusion to only studies with a section with research methodology or research design
specified. Journal articles such as opinion papers, editorials, book reviews, commentaries
and announcements are not included in the data pool.

Since the field of distance education has been under rapid development, I would
focus on the recent two years of issues from 2002-2003.

The assumption here is that these criteria would provide a sufficient pool of data
for a grounded theory development, since theoretical sampling suggests a broad scope of
data coverage to start the data collection. It has to be noted that these specifications are
tentative since, with the integration of literature being handled by grounded theory, the
mechanism of theoretical sampling would follow the emergence of the theory and thus
will not be limited within the initial data pool when theoretical relevance and saturation

require data collection beyond the data pool.

Reconciliation #2: Selection of Groups

To meet the requirement of rigour in research synthesis, I have defined a pool of
journals to start this grounded theory for research synthesis investigation. The concept of
the selection of groups in theoretical sampling would provide justifications for such
inclusion of these four journals in addition to having good informants.

Glaser and Strauss (1967) talked about the selection of comparison groups. They
noted that the selection of groups for comparison is made by, “comparing diverse or

similar evidence indicating the same conceptual categories and properties” (Glaser &
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Strauss, 1967, p. 49). Group comparison, however, is conceptual and by no means meant
to limit theoretical sampling. With this selection of the four journals, however, each
research journal would give good representation of the whole field of research and
provide a volume that includes diverse and similar voices from the field. Furthermore,
each research journal has its own preferences and focus in the type of studies to publish
(Rourke & Szabo, 2002), thus they represent a level of diversity for comparison.

Glaser and Strauss (1967) gave an example of selecting groups:

...one could write a substantive theory about scientists’ authority in organizations,

and compare very different kinds of organizations to develop properties

associated with the divers categories that might emerge: authority over clients,
administration, research facilities, or relations with outside organizations and
communities; the degree or type of affiliation in the organization; and so forth.

(p-50)

The selection of the four journals, therefore, can serve as the selection of
comparison groups and the pool of studies as a starting point of grounded theory
development data collection. It is to be noted that, although with the specified pool of
data, the preplanned data collection will ultimately be guided by the theoretical relevance
of the grounded theory analysis. On the other hand, the use of the journals as the groups
denotes the assumption that different journals possess different qualities and, therefore,
can be used to generate, develop, or confirm the properties in a grounded theory

development.
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There are, of course, more research studies than those published in certain
research journals. Glaser and Strauss (1967) reminded the grounded theory researchers
that:

...he must remember that he is an active sampler of theoretically relevant data,

not an ethnographer trying to get the fullest data on a group, with or without a

preplanned research design. As an active sampler of data, he must continually

analyze the data to see where the next theoretical question will take him. (p.58)

As a research synthesis, however, it is hoped that the data pool would provide
enough “groups” for comparison for the discovery of a theoretical construct of distance
education research. In other words, although it can not be pre-planned, I expect that this
data pool would have enough incidents and similar or different groups “built-in” for the

grounded theory process to reach theoretical saturation.

Approaching Data: Pilot Coding

With the data pool defined, I decided to do a pilot coding for the reason of the
nature of the data.

As reviewed earlier, Glaser and Strauss (1967) have suggested the use of
published library materials for grounded theory (p. 163) and to treat them as
“anthropologist's informant or the sociologist's interviewee” (p. 163). Plus Turner's
(1984) suggestion to treat documents as field-notes and Yin's (1991) proposal to use
grounded theory for research synthesis, there are enough proposals, but there are no

existing guidelines for it. With all the advices to treat research literature as field-notes
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and the substantive area of interest as the field, the degree of resemblance that exists
between field-notes from a naturalistic setting and research literature remains unknown.
To take a slice of coding to have a “taste” of the “field-notes,” I started with a set
of research articles from the Journal of Distance Education. This is a Canadian journal
dedicated to distance education. It’s a renowned peer-reviewed journal and has been
under several reviews. I randomly picked ten articles from the stack of printouts. They
include two articles from volume 11, number 2 (1996); four articles from volume 17,
number 2 (2002); three articles from volume 18, number 1 (2003); and one article from
volume 11, number 1 (1996). I consciously picked theses articles randomly. For me, to
start this pilot coding was like entering the field for fieldwork. Upon the entering, the

decision on the point of entry could be arbitrary.

Start with Simple Questions

To start open coding, Glaser (1978, p. 57) proposed the use of three guiding
questions:

1. What is this data a study of?

2. What category does this incident indicate?

3. What is actually happening in the data? What is the basic social psychological

problem(s) faced by the participants in the... scene?

Similarly, to facilitate the emergence of grounded theory in the open coding stage,

Glaser (1992b, 94) suggested that grounded theory researchers ask two simple “formal,

neutral, not preconceived” questions to start coding:
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1. What is the chief concern of the people in the substantive area under study and
how is it processed?

2. What category or what property of what category does this incident indicate?

Glaser (1992b, 94)) went on with: “The researcher asks these questions while
constantly comparing incident to incident, coding and analyzing. He uses the constant
comparative method of analysis. Soon categories and their properties emerge which fit,
work, and are of relevance to the processing of a problem.”

I sat down and started reading through the articles and asked simple questions and
jotted down codes. Mostly my questions went like this: What is this about? What does

this mean?

Coding Instrument
For grounded theory coding, Dick (2002) suggested a coding sheet like this (see

Figure 3):
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Figure 3. Sample grounded theory coding sheet

This is a simple coding instrument which seemed helpful. It contains a sheet of
paper with a notes section and codes section, and a separate card for memoing. At the
coding of the first three articles, I created this form format in my word processing
software to do the coding. For the notes part, instead of treating each article directly as
field-notes, I had the idea to read through the articles and put down the reading notes in
the notes section. I was hoping that, by doing this, I would be emulating the fieldworks
such as observation and interviewing; except, only I would be observing and interviewing
the research articles, independently.

With each article, I prepared a coding sheet; put basic information such as
bibliography and research type on the top of the coding sheet; read through the whole
article to do my “fieldwork”; wrote down my notes in the notes section, and then wrote
the codes in the coding section. To thoroughly scrutinize my work, I wrote down the

paragraph number on each article, since I perceive that paragraphing is the way the
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authors chunk their ideas. While I was adding my codes, I wrote down memos whenever
I found something interesting. Some memos are theoretical memos when, for example,
similar incidents coming up to catch my attention as a possible category. Some memos
are operational memos as reflections of my doing this coding. Some memos are questions
raised during the coding and analyzing. Part of my coding sheet #3 looks like this (see

Figure 4):

e Cost
the province has a long tradition of using DE but the growth
of technology use was behind. The reason being: the use of
cost-recovery model and limited funding in postsecondary

education
10, Technology: Internet is
technology: participants associated DE with Internet or on- most perceived

line learming.  Appropriate technology was emphasized by
experienced DE. There was an overall ¢optimism about the role | DE seen promising
of DE in increasing access and addressing educational needs.
11. Methods of Distance Delivery

Media include: print, computer-based technologies (including
internet), AV, teleconferencing, email

112 Internet potential
Web-based technologies are seen strong (with interactivity
atd multimedia capacity)

Memao

7 how de u come up with the interview guestions? It is not mentioned in the report. If
it"s used as a tool, then how do youknow if the toel 15 good encugh or not?

Paragraph 9 talked about the convergence between DE and traditional classroom-based
education and use the emergence of terms like distributed learning as the evidence
Interesting||

DE iz seen as the new education: a new teaching-learning paradigm.

Comparison between DE and Traditional on-campus education programs is DIFFERENT
from comparison between STUDENTS in the two programs.

Figure 4. Sample of pilot coding (double coding): Coding sheet with notes, codes, and memos

I carried on coding like this for the first three articles and had to stop after

reviewing my codes. The attempt to use this coding sheet came from the idea of treating



102

each article as an interview or field observation; as to simulate the common practice of
qualitative research fieldwork. However, with the extra layer of work of translating from
the research article to “field-notes” then coding, I found that it was laborious and, most
importantly, it did not help with the coding since this was merely a translation and I was
not able to “interact” with the writing since it was a data source really different from
interviewees or informants. Another drawback that I felt about adding this layer of work
was that it is a reduction of information, which didn't seem to help with the generation of
codes. Furthermore, to me, it included analysis and coding already, so I was doing double
coding with a possible loss of information for the sake of coding.

Therefore, I decided to give up on the form of “interviewing” or “interacting”
with the articles, instead, to treat, as Turner (1984) suggested, the documents as field-
notes and code them directly. I, therefore, wrote my code directly on the margin of the
articles and my memos on the bottom of them. This strategy went well at the beginning,
and I was able to code a lot faster in this fashion since I was coding the documents
directly. However, after coding through article three to article eight, I found myself
getting a lot of good codes, but they did not seem to ‘come together’ in shaping up
categories that are “conceptual” enough. All I had were codes running over on the
margins of the articles and some very general themes like (see Figure 5):

¢ Distance education programs vary -->

e Technology seems to be a central theme

e Distance education components could be thought of as a system
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Parcipants noted a growing cverall interest In online delivery from a
number of stakeholders, ncluding government. This was true in Canada

[Mclvisary Committes for Onbine Learning. 2001) and the United Seales P
Wk Based Eduration Commission, 3000). However, this was inmpened VI "u'fd
with a concern aver acoess due 1o the digial divide and the need 1o be éﬂ_d_'___t_

comschous of this as new siralegies are implemended, The socioeoonomic
chameteristics of the digital divide have been established in Canada (Red-
ik, 20004 andd irtkhe LIS (Matienal Telecommunications and [nformation

Adminisiration, 1885). Althosgh participants recogrdeed the growth in sy
Iritermes-base bessrndrg, members of the panel also noted & renatsence in W‘“J’ ?Mlﬂ‘.l'
se|f-paced correspondence siudv, Some participands saw this rend as a ﬁ-ﬂﬂfﬁm‘
refber tone of adult learners” need for Bexibdlity

F The panel indicared that & comergencs was ooourring berween dis- i
tance education and traditicnal classroom-based education. The conver- 46,
geEne wie enaliled by eomputer echnologies, whvich have the potenitiel 1o L of Frwadrarm
make barriers of time, pare, and place irrelevant, This was refleceed ina

shilft in wermdnalogy as werms e eckrslngy-meadtared arning and broader )
lerminology like distribied farning are replacing the designation distaiioe }_'_—’1' Wﬁf
roipcalivn
5 The stite af distance sducation in the provinee of the Collage was
differenit froem thar bn some other areas of the couniry. Participanis knew
thit prevvinee had a borgg traditon of using distance education However, s
grenadh aned wse of corrent sechnokogiea wis behind other jurisdiotiaons b
& Teay years. Some membsers of the pane] thaught this was dus o dstance o
education in ihe Coll aied on & oost : model, In

Even if services wers svailable b them, ihese students were nod Hkely (o .
takit achvaritage of them, Hahs (1998} found sienilar resulis in his study af (.n Luae (¥ :
eracithonal praduate studsniz where only 35% were imierested in academic  e————a3

anl fimanclal services. Simiarky, this cass study Foursd (hagraduaie siu-

E‘W\Eﬂ'll i hve heen sxpo d b ihe dernanids of

fhat |1 dakes 1o be n s
thadr need (o use Suppel MEsOUNTeS.
jj Soree soupdens sadd tha 1heir peers were an fiTporant source of sup-
pon. I these ses students were able (0 connec ane <hare advirs and
compmon axperiences as distance Jearners. The wse and ellectiveness all
peer suppon i widsly documented 1in the Hberature l.-’.ndml}.!n]mﬂ al.
1999; Dorn & Papalmsds. 1097; Liddell, 1997). This pesr interaction £xposts

Figure 5. Sample of coding directly done on articles with codes and memos

While doing grounded theory coding, I also found that the basic information of
each article (such as topic information and research method information as seen
synthesized in the content type research syntheses), on the other hand, seemed very

tempting. It is easy to come up with a coding scheme or take or modify an existing one
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and code the articles in accordance with. However, it is not grounded theory in which

categories and themes should emerge from the data, rather than being verified.

Code Mobility"

This pilot coding strategy, although it came up with the themes that seemed
valuable and with potential for further development, however, had to be stopped for
another technical coding issue: the mobility of the codes. In grounded theory, the use of
constant comparative analysis requires comparison from incidents to incidents. While the
coding starts with some local concepts that are low at the conceptual abstraction level, the
comparison between incidents (and the codes associated with them) would force the
researcher to generate higher level concepts through the comparison process. However,
the problem I found with this nature of data was that it was extremely difficult to carry a
set of codes over to the next article for comparison. While more and more codes were
generated, I found myself going back and forth to find the previous codes for comparison
purposes. With ten articles, I would have around one hundred pages to browse to make
this comparison possible. This mechanical movement impeded the coding process too
much, and it was not plausible to code the articles directly, anymore. Therefore, I stopped
at the coding of the eighth article and decided to seek help from using a qualitative data
analysis (QDA) software.

Another aspect has to do with the issue of coding mobility is the field of distance
education research being heterogeneous. Since this GTRS uses distance education as the

field of study, the characteristic of incidents scattering around has to be taken into

' This is the term I used to describe the level of difficulty to carry the codes coded from one document to
the next document for comparison.
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consideration. As compared to research synthesis focusing on one specific topic area or
proposition or even one variable, the number of incidents/codes in this type of research
synthesis can be more difficult to manage. While this use of pre-constructed coding
scheme is not compatible with grounded theory, GTRS has to deal with the scattering of
the incidents’ concepts.

In addition to the heterogeneity of research articles, the abstract nature of research
studies as data might have contributed to this code mobility issue. One aspect of social
science and educational research is data reduction. The process of doing research requires
the researcher to reduce the data for results for the purpose of presentation. Since
research articles are refined by the researchers, they tend to be well organized and contain
only contextual information deemed “necessary” for the study. This could have caused
the loss of “rich” contextual information which provides the “links” among the incidents,
and later the concepts. As in initial open coding, the generated codes are individual
incidents that might indicate concepts to generate codes that are higher in concepts. The
contextual information, (if existing) might serve as properties of initial codes to link the
codes together for integration. This loss of contextual information should be less of a
problem for general qualitative studies with a naturalistic setting, but it was difficult to
make the link among codes, and thus caused the code mobility issue.

As far as Glaser and Strauss (1967) were concerned, “Coding need consist only of
noting categories on margins” (p. 106). They further noted that, “since coding qualitative
data requires study of each incident, this comparison can often be based on memory.

Usually, there is no need to refer to the actual note on every previous incident for each
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comparison” (p. 106). However, with the unique nature of data in GTRS, the use of QDA
software might be beneficial.
In addition to the code mobility issue, this pilot coding experience brought up at

least two other coding issues: level of conceptualization and unit of analysis.

Level of Concepts

One issue that [ was concerned about throughout this pilot coding was the level of
conceptualization of the codes. As grounded theory stresses the importance of coding be
conceptual, being conscious about it kept me alerted during this process, and I started to
explore on this issue in the middle of the pilot coding period.

This problem is a subtle one, since the definition of “concept” as to be indicated
by incidents, to be labeled in the form of code, as to be developed into category, can be
vague.

The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (4™ edition) defines
concept as:

con-cept

NOUN:

1. A general idea derived or inferred from specific instances or occurrences.

2. Something formed in the mind; a thought or notion. See synonyms at idea.

3. A scheme; a plan: “began searching for an agency to handle a new restaurant

concept”.

Seeing from the above definition and reflecting on what Glaser and Strauss (1967)

gave as an example of concept:
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The sociologist may begin the research with a partial framework of “local”
concepts, designating a few principal or gross features of the structure and
processes in the situations that he will study. For example, he knows before
studying a hospital that there will be [DOCTORS, NURSES, AND AIDES, AND
WARD AND ADMISSION PROCEDURES]. These [CONCEPTS] give him a
beginning foothold on his research. (p. 45)

Concept, as discussed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), therefore, could denote very
concrete ideas. The term “concept” from the above passage seems to resemble the first
definition of The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (4™ ed.) as “A
general idea derived or inferred from specific instances or occurrences.” Concept, in
grounded theory, can be interpreted as to being used in contrast with instances or
occurrences. Glaser and Strauss (1967) even warned for over-abstraction of conceptual
level by saying that,

... in deciding upon the conceptual level of his categories, the sociologist

generating theory should be guided by the criteria that the categories should not

be so abstract as to lose their sensitizing aspect, but yet must be abstract enough to
make his theory a general guide to multi-conditional, ever-changing daily

situations. (p. 242)

The level of conceptualization for a grounded theorist, therefore, should not
become an issue. Grounded theory coding looks for incidents for comparison. The
incidents (or, instances or occurrences) are indicators of concepts. Upon analyzing the
indicators, the grounded theorist would code the incident, and thus give it a label which is

higher at the level of conceptualization than the incident. The grounded theorist, as in
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control of the coding process, can decide at what level he wants to work on in generating
theories. Therefore, level of conceptualization should not become an issue, as it simply is
a contrasting idea to incident and is in control of the grounded theory researcher.

In regard to the level of conceptualization in this GTRS coding, there is one
significant aspect to be noted: that much information in research articles are high at
conceptual level as research involves abstraction of data rather than just accumulation of
incidents. As opposed to the data sources such as interview transcripts, field-notes, or
personal documents, research literature as a data source is unique in this regard; that is,

the use of concepts as incidents for grounded theory analysis.

Unit of Analysis

In the pilot coding, I coded in two fashions. In the first three articles, the strategy
was 1) using a coding sheet; 2) maintaining paragraphs structure as possible indication of
concept and took notes from each paragraph; 3) coding the notes while coding through
the text, line-by-line. From article four to eight, I coded the article directly with the
paragraph numbers marked and put the codes on the margins of the article.

I was not too comfortable with what I experienced in terms of the coding strategy.
So I stopped coding and started reading more about coding. With the coding of line-by-
line and paragraph, I turned to see what grounded theory experts were saying about the
unit of analysis.

Glaser (1992) discussed how to start coding and stated:

There are a few different ways of approaching the process of open coding. But

none can be preconceived. Whether in constant comparative coding during open
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coding [sic] the analyst starts with (1) line by line analysis, closely examining

phrases, words or sentences, (2) sentences or paragraphs, or (3) entire documents,

depends. (p. 48)

Holding a naturalistic view of conducting grounded theory, Glaser (1992)
suggested “upon starting the constant comparative coding, the type of data collected will
soon dictate the most generative units to code and analyze” (p. 48).

Strauss & Corbin (1998) also discussed in some details on the open coding
process, and they discussed in more detail about the “micro” aspect of open coding:
“There are several different ways of doing open coding. One way is line-by-line analysis.
This form of coding involves close examination of data, phrase by phrase, and sometimes
word by word ...” (p.119). Glaser and Strauss (1998) further illustrated the possible later
stages of open coding in terms of a unit of analysis as:

Moving on with different ways of coding, the analyst also might code by

analyzing a whole sentence or paragraph. While coding a sentence or paragraph,

he or she might ask, “What is the major idea brought out in this sentence or
paragraph?” Then, after giving it a name, the analyst can do a more detailed
analysis on of that concept. This approach to coding can be used at any time, but
is especially useful when the researcher already has several categories and wants

to code specifically in relation to them. (p. 120)

The third strategy of open coding of an entire document as explained by Strauss
and Corbin (1998) is:

... to peruse the entire document and ask “What is going on here?”” and “What

makes this document the same as, or different from, the previous ones that I
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coded?” Having answered these questions, the analyst might return to the

document and code more specifically for those similarities and differences. (p.

120)

These readings confirmed my strategy of reading through the articles in a line-by-
line fashion. However, as discussed in the code mobility and level of concepts sections,
this GTRS investigation deals with data with a different nature from general qualitative
research with naturalistic settings. The research documents are presented in a form that is
more organized than field-notes would be. They are structured into certain forms of
presentation: with sections and paragraphs. By starting with paragraphs in the first three
articles was based on the noticeable feature that paragraphing is how the authors “chunk”
their ideas. In addition to paragraphs, research documents have structured sections. They
usually start with an abstract section, followed by the research background or
introduction; then a description of methodology utilized; the results of the study; and
finally the conclusions and discussions.

When reading these, Glaser (1992) and Strauss and Corbin's (1998), I understood
that their description on unit of analysis in the open coding stage of research would
definitely apply genuine qualitative data, but I was not able to figure out whether they
would affect my open coding in this GTRS study. It was, however, confirmed that a
“microanalysis” was a good strategy for starting open coding. Since I had scrutinized the
articles with a line-by-line coding and finding that it had not much problem except the
code mobility issue, I decided to try QDA software and see if it would help with the code

mobility issue before I went on with more coding.
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Use of QDA Software Package

Mangabeir, Lee and Fielding (2004) reported that there is a trend that Computer-
Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis, (CAQDAS, or Qualitative Data Analysis Software,
QDA) is gaining greater software sophistication. With its development since the late
1980s, qualitative packages have went beyond an aid to code-and-retrieve. There have
been, however, concerns regarding the methodological implications of the use of
qualitative packages, especially in grounded theory. Researchers have expressed that
QDA is “promoting convergence on a uniform mode of data analysis and representation”
(Coftey, Holbrook, & Atkinson, 1996).

Kelle (1997) cautioned about the use of qualitative data analysis software and
argued that there are epistemological and philosophical conflicts between QDA software
packages and qualitative research approaches, in general, and grounded theory in
specific.

With the difficulties in handling the codes, I decided to seek help from qualitative
data analysis software for coding. However, to avoid adding an additional layer of
complexity to this investigation, I chose to use the QDA software for facilitating my
coding only. In other words, I would use it to “mobilize” my codes for comparison of
incidents only. For analysis activities beyond simple coding (e.g., memoing; coding tree
building), I decided not to use the QDA software. With this rudimentary aim, most
available software packages would satisfy this need. After evaluating and testing several
commercially available software packages, the software package I chose was

HyperRESEARCH (version 2.6).
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The Data Pool

With the experience from the pilot coding and the known conceptual issues (level
of code conceptualization and unit of analysis,) and technical issues (using QDA software
to facilitate coding), and data pool defined, I started to collect the initial pool of data for
analysis. The journal articles are collected according to the criteria set: 1) published on
the four journals in 2002-2003 and 2) with a description of methodology or research
design. In total, 70 articles out of the four journals were collected (see Appendix). The
numbers of articles from each journal are indicated below:

e Journal of Distance Education: 15

e The American Journal of Distance Education: 22

e Distance Education: 18

e Open learning: 15

I was aware that the articles excluded (e.g., announcement, editorial, publication
review, viewpoint among others) might contain good information. However, the
definition and collection of this data pool is to serve both requirements from research
synthesis (rigour) and grounded theory (theoretical sampling) to start the open coding.
The bias introduced by data inclusion/exclusion, as inevitable in research synthesis, is

intended to be canceled out through constant comparative analysis.

Open Coding
All 70 articles of this data pool were loaded into HyperRESEARCH in full text

format. The articles in PDF format were formatted into plain text format then imported
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into HyperRESEARCH for processing. To start the open coding of the selected data pool,
I began with the simple questions as in the pilot coding (see Figure 6). While I read
through the text, I asked questions like: “what is this about?”” and “what is this referring
to?” When I saw an indication of concept, I assigned a code to it. Each indicator is used
only once to avoid over-emphasis on one incident. Some codes were annotated to clearly

identify what each code meant.

Thiz shudy weas conducted o extend owr understanding of the impacts on
instruction when asynchronous tex-based Intemet commuricabion tech-
riology iz integrated into distance courzes. The researchers miersewed
twelve university instructors bo examine Berge's [15395) fouwr roles of the
use of technologies a3 an nterview guide. W oore’s [1572] theory of
tranzactionsl distance was used to inberpret the data. The results ieveshsd
that as unmeersity imnstruchors in distance aducabion programs gain exper-
Distance vz Site-baszed ence. they find # 1z possible to franslate many face-fo-face inshuctional
Leaming Abaout and Leamning ' strategies o the orline classiotm and leaim the technical aspects neces:
sany for sffective use of ssynchronous Tes-baced Intamet commmunica:
tionkooks However mostirstiuctorscontinuetoesperisnceatensionbe-
bween stuchure, dislogue, and autonomsy,

Figure 6. Sample of open coding

In HyperRESEARCH, there are two types of code lists: master code list and case
code list. The master code list is the code list for the whole study and the case code list
contains only the codes of the study (case) under analysis. The master code list was
helpful when I moved from one document to another. With the character of scattering of
incidents of the documents, the number of codes coded grew fast but they seemed
heterogeneous at the initial coding stage. A master coding list kept a record of all the
codes assigned and I felt more confident being able to keep track of what I had coded in

previous documents.
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Without knowing how the structure of the articles would affect the emergence of
data, I started with line-by-line coding on the articles. Each section of the articles were
accounted for equally, without focusing on certain section(s) of the articles, with the
assumption that they were all voices from the field. However, after several articles, I soon
found that sections of abstract, introduction, and conclusion and discussion sections
offered were richer in information than other parts of the articles. Turner (1984), in his
grounded theory synthesis of reports used only the first paragraphs of the reports to
generate categories. Rogers (1985) proposed propositional inventory which uses only the
results sections of the research studies to conduct research synthesis. Their strategies
were found pragmatic in this study since those sections were more informative than other

sections.

The Code List
First batch. The first 16 articles generated 167 codes and a number of memos.

Seeing in Figure 7 is a partial code list with annotations following the codes.



115

[P Exported_Code_List 02-10-2005.txt - Notepad
File Edit Format View Hep

accessiblTity

administrative system - the Lack of
Acvantages of DE = Accessability
achvantages of DE - <ollaborative Learning
achvantages of DE = Metworking

Achvantages of Online Learning Online Tearning allows for greater and tims
problem-solving, communication, and corvenience.

anorymi Ty the phenomonon that learners in online/DE learning enwiro
Away from Lecturing

BUy—1mn

Cﬁptiuity of online community in some anline Tearning environment, DL ha
—hange

Chat?unms

I

CMC - Mature of

CMC - Socioculture and Sociopolftical aspects

-ollaborative Learning

oMU Ty

Comparison Study an}ﬂ:h'lngf related to the comparison between DE and 4
Computer Literacy The abiTity to use computers To sSUppOrtT study, suc
Content Analysis

Correspondence DL thiz is the early form of DL. the later form s on
Correspondence DL - Mo research ) . s

critigue - DE not offering higher Tearning CE 9= providing a platform

ommunication)
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Figure7. Open code list

Grouping and revising codes. While open coding, categories started to emerge.
As the open coding continued, a revision of codes occurred as a conduit to clarify the
categories. This is organization, not forcing, since open coding is still an ongoing
process.

After grouping the codes together, a set of tentative categories developed and the
coding became more focused on the categories. Seeing in Figure 8 is a partially grouped

code list.
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Figure 8. Revised code list

The purpose of grouping this code list is to further theoretical sensitivity in
coding. While the coding went on, I continued revising codes. The revision of codes
actually was an ongoing process throughout the open coding period.

Some initial categories started to emerge from the open coding process.
Administrative, for example, is one theme that shows a system perspective of distance
education during the coding process.

The code list shows that the coding is still low at “conceptual level”. What this
means is, the codes themselves looks high at concept level, but they are INCIDENTS.
Although it is not discouraged to use the terms from the data source as code/category, |
still strived for something higher at conceptual level.

Along with the process of more analysis and coding, the codes were revised,

expanded, deleted, grouped, and regrouped. For example, the code “virtual community”
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was later recoded (renamed) into “online community” and virtual community was
deleted. Another code “Variety in DE in higher ED” was deleted because it is a statement
from a researcher rather than indicated from the incidents. Variety of distance education
programs is observed to be an existing theme but it has to be built on the incidents rather
than statement to be considered conceptual. All the “Topic title” codes were discarded
because they don't serve indicating concepts but present accumulation of information
towards a descriptive typology.

The way to revise these codes is to use the code lists in HyperRESEARCH. The
master code list is what I used to carry forward a set of codes from one article to another
without having to memorize all the codes. But as the code list grew longer, it was
necessary to revise it for the purpose of clarifying the concepts. Some of the codes were
discarded.

“Time - Administrative Staff”, “Time - DE Instructor” “Time — Student” “Time-
Saving - a Myth” were recoded to “Time.” The code “DE becoming Online Education”
was coded and soon discarded since an overwhelming majority of articles evidenced this
phenomenon, and it becomes a property (in the form of a memo) of the code “Online
Learning.”

The code revision process helped reduce the number of codes on the master code
list and made the coding process more focused. The end result was the emergence of the
core categories.

The conceptual level issue was a strange one since [ am coding concepts as
incidents for concept. In many incidences, I could directly take the terms from the

excerpts, and it would suffice to describe the idea.
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With a few exceptions, most studies analyzed discussed distance education within
higher education.

Main Categories. While the coding proceeded, revision and integration of codes
played an important role in the emergence of the core categories. For example, the code
“subject — agriculture” was first coded for the application of distance education was new.
Later on, with more coding, I found that distance education was used in diverse program
areas, and it was recoded into “Program Areas” with other similar subject areas.

This process of code integration went on in the process of coding. While new
codes were still being added, the previous codes were gradually integrated into categories
higher at conceptual level. Some codes sounded strikingly familiar at once instance, but
later did not become substantive enough (I called them orphan codes), and were
eventually discarded. In general, the number of codes decreased when more integration

was completed.

Along with the delimitation of codes, the categories started to emerge:

1. Technology is the main theme that runs through the field of distance education
research literature. The Internet technologies are dominant in terms of mode
of delivery.

2. The concept of online community is used to describe the environment where
distance teaching and learning occur as opposing to on-site education.

3. Interaction/interactivity is assumed as an underlying theme for distance
education programs. It draws a lot of discussions and is the center of research

in distance education.
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4. The Online “learning environment” is treated as an overarching term to refer
to the online distance learning environment.

5. Learners in distance education are under study with perception being the
focus.

6. Online learning has become the mainstream of distance education. Other
forms of distance education have not been discussed. Variation of distance
education programs in higher education shows the wide-spread adoption and

implementation of distance learning.

Selective Coding
Saturation

While the above discussions in the theoretical sampling and selection of groups in
grounded theory data collection seem to make the process of data collection infinite, the
mechanism of theoretical saturation, however, put a barrier in the process of theoretical
sampling. As pointed out by Glaser and Strauss (1967), “when to stop sampling the
different groups pertinent to a category is the category's theoretical saturation” (p. 61). In
other words, when a category and its properties are fully constructed by the researcher
and further sampling of incidents can not refine the category, the level of saturation is
reached. To assure saturation, sampling of different groups needs to be utilized. The
exhaustion of all the available data, on the other hand, is not a major concern of the
researcher. Theoretically, it is not possible to go through “all” of the literature. The use

of the initial data pool, therefore, is the substantive area in interest.
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In this investigation, when the main categories emerged, the coding and analysis
became selective. With the categories becoming more solid, I started to code only on the
categories and stopped looking for new categories. Some revisions and refining were
used but the main categories stayed.

Online community later became the core category of this coding and analysis
activity. The code lists are integrated into the main categories. Each category became
more solid when selective coding went on. The core category of online community

preceded other categories and other categories were seen as subcategories (see Figure 9).
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Figure 9. The code map

The Memos
Memos are taken during the process of the course of study. There are operational
memos that document what I did and how I proceeded with this research, which are the
source of Chapter Five. There are theoretical memos that are used to constitute the theory

itself, which is presented in Chapter Four.
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Memos were produced throughout the data analysis process. Most memos are
theoretical in nature as dealing with the emergence of categories and the discovery of the
theory. Theoretical memos are notes, which deals with the conceptual codes (codes
generated from as indicated by incidents), categories (a group of conceptual codes),
properties (discussions on codes), and relationship among the codes.

Whenever a code started to repeat itself, I jotted down a memo to note it. If there
is a conceptual conflict between or among codes, I jot down a memo. When I see codes
coming together, thus becoming a category, I jot down a memo. When I have questions
regarding a code or category, I jot down a memo.

In addition to theoretical memos, when I notice myself operating on the process of
data analysis, I jot down a memo. These are operation memos as in regard to how I
proceed with this grounded theory investigation process.

The end result of a grounded theory research is a theory that “emerges” from data
(the distance education research literature) and thus is “grounded” in the data. Glaser and
Strauss (1967) noted that “The major difference between this methodology and other
approaches to qualitative research is its emphasis upon theory development” (p. 274). As
Merriam (1998) put, “Rich description is also of importance but is not the primary focus
of grounded theory development” (p. 17). Since it’s a “theory™”, it is inclining to
conceptual rather than descriptive as in contrast to the content analysis type of research

synthesis as reviewed in chapter two. The creation of another typology, as has been done

with previous reviews, is not the goal of this study.

20 «“Middle-range theory” as falling between the everyday life “minor working hypotheses” and “all
inclusive grand theories” as discussed by Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 33)
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The presentation of a grounded theory can be “discussional” or “propositional”
(Glaser & Strauss, p. 115). Discussional theory denotes a grounded theory analyst
covering many properties of a category and is often useful at the exploratory stage of
theory development. The reader of a discussional theory, however, can easily translate it
into a propositional theory. Glaser and Strauss (1967) gave an example of this translation:

Two related categories of dying are the patient’s social loss and the amount of

attention he receives from nurses. This can easily be restated as a proposition:

patients considered a high social loss, as compared with those considered a low

social loss, will tend to receive more attention from nurses. (p. 115)

A grounded theory is usually a description of a set of conceptual categories (or
propositions) and the relations among the categories. The generation of grounded theory
is strictly drawn from data. In other words, grounded theory is “grounded” in the data it is

derived from.

The Grounded Theory: Distance Education
The aim of this investigation was to conduct a research synthesis of the field of
distance education and to explore the application of grounded theory in research
synthesis. The grounded theory derived from the investigation is presented in this section
with the main categories in bold font face.
Observation: Online learning has become the mainstream mode of distance
education. Other forms of distance education have not been discussed among the articles

in the data pool as synthesized in this GTRS investigation. Variations of distance
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education programs in higher education indicated the wide-spread adoption and
implementation of distance education programs.

The development of the new communications technologies has enabled distance
education to be brought up to a different level. With the new technologies, especially the
advent of the Internet during this past decade, the online community has become the
virtual reality of distance education. With this new online community in place, the
learners, the instructors and the technologies interact among each other in ways
analogous to the face-to-face instruction world.

It is the development of technologies that has made this all possible. The key to
this new technological phenomenon in distance education is accessibility. It is the
accessibility that connects distance education constituents together interactively with one
another. The connectedness has enabled this online community.

This phenomenon is still too new and distance educators are still trying to
understand it. The legitimate questions with pragmatic purpose so often asked are: Who
are the learners? Why do they come to this distance education program? What are their
characteristics? Will they stay? How do students feel about the program? How do they
perceive this new online learning environment? What are their attitudes towards their
learning in this environment?

The interaction from increased accessibility brings up the social dimensions of
the online community just like in the face-to-face classroom setting. Social presence is
evident in group discussions. The social presence is seen in the sense of security that

results from learners’ anonymity; the frustration with the new difficulties from these new
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technologies; the participation in the group discussions, and ironically, the isolation

learners feel in the online community.

Reflecting on this GTRS of Distance Education

What this grounded theory entails is the “nature” of the field of distance
education. As stated in the Purposes of Study in Chapter One, this GTRS aimed for
conducting a research synthesis of the field of distance education using a grounded theory
approach. As in contrast to the research synthesis efforts on distance education as
reviewed in Chapter Two, this GTRS investigation has achieved a research synthesis
different from the prior research synthesis studies. With the target of research synthesis as
a whole field, it is easy to accumulate factual information as prior research syntheses
have done. However, the content analysis type of research synthesis, although
comprehensive and representative enough to voice for the field of distance education,
lacks the theoretical depth to further the study of the field. Instead of accumulating and
building typology of the research methods employed and content categories, this GTRS
sought to step into the theoretical perspectives of distance education research community
by using grounded theory as the tool.

With grounded theory, the “discovered” theory is grounded in data. In other
words, this GTRS does not speculate on building a theory from what I see as appropriate
or what I think a distance education should be like. Instead, the grounded theory was
derived inductively from the data, which are the articles in the research journals and thus

represent the “voices” of the distance education research community.
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As a substantive theory, this GTRS is local to the field of distance education and
it reveals the nature of the field of distance education by identifying the dimensions that
weaving this field of study. From this aspect, this GTRS is a step further into the in-depth
theorization of distance education that has been called for in the research community as
reviewed in Statement of Problem in Chapter One.

In one of my early memos, I noted that the field of distance education is a field in
struggle. The memo came from both my prior knowledge of distance education before I
started this investigation and from reviewing the literature in preparation of this
investigation. The “struggle” denotes the phenomenon that, along with its development,
the tribe of distance education has sought for recognition as a field of study and has
called for theoretical development. This observation in the end did not come up as a
category in this GTRS investigation but it brought to my attention back to the “thinness”
of distance education research studies. For example, although the overwhelming interests
in interaction or interactivity in the online community, I did not find a good definition of
interaction or interactivity during this investigation. This too applies to other dimensions
identified in this GTRS of distance education. For example, with a fairly large amount of
research on student perceptions, the nature or the definition of learner perceptions did not
attract much attention from distance education researchers either. This is at least true in
this GTRS investigation.

The line of the struggles of distance education could lead to future research in the
appraisal of the field. For example, why are some of the topics repeatedly researched and

why are others not paid much attention; how do the distance education researchers feel
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about their research? These types of questions could lead to better understandings in the
field of distance education albeit not directly a theoretical development.

While this investigation addressed the theoretical exploration of the field of
distance education, the methodological aspect of this GTRS too has its complex facets
that are worth additional attention. The field of research synthesis has a history of
development and has come to the point that further clarifications are needed. Research
synthesis, with the exception of meta-analysis methods, has proliferated into a variety of
approaches over time though most of them have stayed in the form of proposals as
reviewed in Chapter Two of this investigation. This GTRS, as the realization of Yin’s
(1991) proposal, has used grounded theory for research synthesis to achieve theoretical
development of a field of interest.

In additional to the contribution as an experiment of using grounded theory for
research synthesis to advance the theoretical development of the field of distance
education, this GTRS investigation has also added a new application of grounded theory
methodology. Although a novel research method, this GTRS has made an effort in
developing the procedures for this use of grounded theory for research synthesis and can

be used as a step stone for future research endeavors in this regard.
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CHAPTER FIVE: A GTRS PROTOCOL

In this chapter, I will present my grounded theory for research synthesis protocol.
This is a summary of what I have done during this investigation. As in comparison with
Chapter Three which is a proposed procedure for conducting a GTRS research, this
chapter is a description of the GTRS process after the experiment, as demonstrated in
Chapter Four. The form of presentation here in this chapter would be to explain the
general process and procedures of conducting a research synthesis using grounded theory
methodology, which I refer to as GTRS. This is to formalize, with my experience from
going through Chapter One to Chapter Five, a protocol or framework of how I
implemented this GTRS investigation. In addition to “what I did,” I would also include
some of what I deem could be done better. This chapter, therefore, is a summary of
experiences of and reflections on the technical, procedural, and methodological issues.

Two major perspectives will be discussed in this chapter; the mechanism
perspective (the technical-inclining parts of the process including procedures and
methods) would be laid out in a step-by-step format as proposed,; while the
methodological perspective would be discussed along with the running descriptions of
the protocol.

The purpose of creating this GTRS protocol is to formalize the process of
applying grounded theory for research synthesis as this investigation is a new attempt.
This protocol would be a contribution to the development of methods in research

synthesis.
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The protocol presented here in this chapter is based on the research experience
from this investigation as implementing a GTRS for the synthesis of selected research
journals of distance education. The viability of using grounded theory for research
synthesis beyond synthesizing research journals would require further exploration and

some other possibilities.

The Interplay between Grounded Theory and Research Synthesis

This GTRS protocol is to use grounded theory to synthesize primary research
studies as proposed by Yin (1991). The field of distance education is under investigation
with distance education research journals as the representation of the field.

As an application of grounded theory for research synthesis, this GTRS is an
interplay between grounded theory and research synthesis. Grounded theory itselfis a
well established methodology with specific research methods. Research synthesis, on the
other hand, is a research enterprise with an umbrella of various approaches with the same
purpose of synthesizing primary research studies.

In chapter Three, I proposed that the data collection in GTRS should satisfy the
requirements of both research synthesis and grounded theory; that a pool of data
collection should be defined to follow the principle of rigour in research synthesis; and
yet the mechanism of theoretical sampling should start with the data pool, but not limited
within. Since GTRS is research synthesis using grounded theory as the tool for analysis
and synthesizing, grounded theory provides the major methodological guide toward the
aim of research synthesis with some ground rules of research synthesis followed, mainly

the concept of rigour and being systematic.
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This GTRS is aimed at generating a “substantive theory” of distance education as
discussed in Chapter Four. To create a formal grounded theory, a higher level of
comparative analysis would be required, and that can be achieved by using grounded
theory to analyze multiple substantive areas.

Research synthesis is a research area with various approaches. As Rogers (1985)
pointed out, research synthesis is to synthesize research studies into “more general and
theoretic conclusions” (p. 13). The content analysis type research synthesis of research
journals as reviewed in Chapter Two, although low at conceptual synthesis, can serve
theoretical implications by providing descriptive and evaluative information (Rourke &
Szabo, 2002) about the field of distance education.

Grounded theory, with the aim of theory generation, use comparative analysis to
analyze data, derive concepts from incidents, further concepts to categories, and to
elaborate the categories and the relationship among hypotheses or propositions to
generate theories.

When grounded theory and research synthesis come into play, I will take account
each of the research approaches and describe the procedures of the GTRS protocol

described below.

Specifying a Problem Area for Research Synthesis
To define what to synthesize is the first step of doing a research synthesis.
Depending on the purpose of the research synthesis, different synthesis goals would
require different synthesis approaches. For example, a medical researcher synthesizing

the treatment effect of a new medicine would probably want to use meta-analysis for a
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comparison or correlation study, rather than conducting a propositional inventory. For
GTRS, given the well-established research tool set of grounded theory, it is especially
appropriate in exploring less-understood or problematic substantive areas. For example,
Yin (1991) suggested the use of grounded theory for the synthesis of multi-vocal
literatures which are comprised of “all accessible writings on a common, often
contemporary topic. The writings embody the views or voices of diverse sets of authors”
(Ogawa & Malen, 1991, p. 265).

For research synthesis, problem formulation is the first step of the research
synthesis process (Cooper & Hedges, 1994, p. 8). The formulation of the process
involves the next step of data collection as for what data to include or exclude. For
grounded theory, to start a grounded theory process, a researcher needs only begin
with a perspective, a general subject, or a problem area (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p.
45). Theoretical relevance would later guide the direction of data collection without a

preconceived theoretical framework.

Data Collection

Defining Initial Data Pool
As long as the problem area is defined and the purpose of synthesis justifies the
use of GTRS for theoretical exploration, an explicit set of criteria for the collection of the
initial data pool needs to be specified. The explicit explanation of criteria used for
defining the data pool is to meet the requirement of rigour from research synthesis. This

defining ensures that the scope of data collected matches the purpose of synthesis. This
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information is also useful for readers of the GTRS report to judge the quality of the
GTRS.

As LeCompte and Preissle (1993) indicated, data collection procedures raise the
issues of credibility, authenticity, trustworthiness, and comprehensiveness of information
(p. 329). This definition of initial data pool in GTRS makes sure the quality of data
collection is accounted for and, therefore, rigorous.

In Chapter Four, I discussed the negotiation between grounded theory and
research synthesis on the issue of data collection. There is, fundamentally, a conflict
between these two research methodologies. Grounded theory requires a very open
approach of starting data collection and then let theoretical sampling direct the data

collection with the only criterion of theoretical relevance.

Theoretical Sampling

Since grounded theory is the directive methodological perspective in GTRS, the
initial data pool, therefore, would serve to provide a starting point for the grounded
theory analysis (synthesis) process. In case the data pool provides enough data for
theoretical sampling and constant comparative method to reach the stage of theoretical
saturation, there will be no need to go beyond the data pool for additional data collection.

Theoretical sampling, as Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated:

The depth of theoretical sampling refers to the amount of data collected on a

group and on a category. In studies of verification and description it is typical to

collect as much data as possible on the “whole” group. Theoretical sampling,

though, does not require the fullest possible coverage on the whole group except
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at the very beginning of research, when the main categories are emerging—and

these tend to emerge very fast. Theoretical sampling requires only collecting data

on categories, for the generation of properties and hypotheses. (p. 69)

This is to say, that with a data pool defined comprehensively as to fully cover the
whole group at the beginning of theoretical sampling, the researcher starts the open
coding, seeking the emergence of categories, and lets theoretical sampling guide how
much data to code in order to build the categories solidly through selective coding to

reach saturation.

Inclusion of Comparison Groups

While theoretical sampling requires a more open approach on the collection of
data, the selection of comparison groups is a strategy of grounded theory theoretical
sampling that needs to be taken into consideration when defining the initial data pool.

For theoretical sampling, the purpose is to analyze as many possible groups of
diversities and uniformities until the emerging theoretical categories cannot be modified
by the process of grounded theory analysis. That is, the theoretical sampling stops at
theoretical saturation and the theoretical selection of groups is an important part of
theoretical sampling. The initial data pool, therefore, should have the coverage of all
possible relevant data that meet the criteria as to provide a breadth of data for the
theoretical selection of groups. Note that this is a pre-planned data collection
consideration, which conceptually violates the principle of theoretical sampling. The way

I negotiate this strategy, however, is to envision the data pool as a virtual field (like a



133

tribe for an anthropologist) to collect data within and only go out of the village when the
research necessitates.

For theoretical sampling, Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated that:

Beyond the decisions concerning initial collection of data, further collection

cannot be planned in advance of the emerging theory (as is done so carefully in

research designed for verification and description). The emerging theory points to
the next steps—the sociologist does not know them until he is guided by
emerging gaps in his theory and by research questions suggested by previous

answers. (p. 47)

In designing the selection of comparison groups, it is possible to assign the groups
that represent “theoretical differences” from the researcher's theoretical sensitivity. In this
GTRS investigation of the field of distance education, the use of different journals
provides such possible diverse groups for theoretical sampling.

The selection of the initial data pool, therefore, should take into consideration the
selection of comparison groups in grounded theory and the possible additional data
collection that theoretical sampling might require to reach theoretical saturation.

This conceptual conflict in data collection between grounded theory and research
synthesis is, therefore, reconciled through the design of the initial data pool. For research
synthesis topics that do not provide such breadth of data, GTRS probably should not be

used for such synthesis.
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Inclusion of both Qualitative and Quantitative Studies

One viable reason to develop a new protocol for research synthesis is to include
both qualitative and quantitative primary research studies in a synthesis effort. Not being
able to include both quantitative and qualitative studies in research synthesis has been a
problem for the researchers who engage in research synthesis. In contemporary
educational research, quantitative and qualitative studies provide no less contribution to
the research community. Grounded theory, as introduced by Glaser and Strauss in 1967,
embraces the use of both quantitative and qualitative data as data sources. As long as the
data provides theoretical relevance, it can be used for grounded theory analysis. One of
the strengths of using GTRS for research synthesis is being able to include both
qualitative and quantitative studies in synthesizing research studies.

It is to be noted that, in quantitative studies, much qualitative information is
provided as well. Light and Pillemer (1982) argued that qualitative information is equally
important as quantitative information. They gave an example of reviewing qualitative
information in quantitative studies may provide important information; “descriptive
information in one or several studies can provide clues that a different feature of the
treatment, not formally built into a study's experimental design, may be more important
than the original planned treatment” (p. 11) In addition, some research results are difficult
to measure numerically and some studies just don't include enough information to be
synthesized. Further more, as Light and Pillemer (1982) said, “Quantitative research
studies usually report much information beyond statistical summaries” (p. 15). Glass,

McGaw, and Smith (1981) therefore suggested “all of this 'other' information be coded
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when possible and brought into the formal quantitative analysis” (as cited in Light and
Pillemer, 1982, p. 15). For research synthesis approach such as propositional inventory
(Rogers, 1985), only qualitative information is used for synthesis (p. 18).

For GTRS, since grounded theory focuses on conceptual elaboration aiming for
theory generation, it is the conceptual indicator that GTRS looks for in analysis. GTRS is,

therefore, data type-independent.

Data Analysis

Data analysis in grounded theory employs the mechanism of constant comparative
method. As the researcher goes through the data, incidents are identified and coded with
conceptual labels. The conceptual level elevates when categories emerge as the upper
level conceptual, assuming sub-categories and concepts. The constant comparative
method compares incident to incident, concept to concept, and category to category.
After the main categories emerge, the coding process becomes selective as to code on the
main categories only.

As the data analysis goes on, the selective coding would further solidify the
category. At the end of data analysis, the researcher would have a theory with categories
saturated theoretically that are not able be modified by further coding. The relationships
among the categories are coded in the form of memos.

It is important to note that, in grounded theory, coding, analysis, and data
collection are a joint activity. The researcher does not collect the data first and then start
the coding process. For GTRS, this is another methodological conflict between grounded

theory and research synthesis since, when collecting the initial data pool, the researcher is
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conducting a research synthesis activity without involving the grounded theory coding
and analysis.

To reconcile this conflict, the idea of using the data pool as a fieldwork activity
becomes important. Since the researcher is not obligated to exhaust, nor limited within
the data pool for data analysis and coding, the data pool can be seen as an entry point of
the fieldwork to start the joint activity of data collection, coding, and analysis.

In this investigation, the process of grounded theory data analysis process is
basically followed. However, the conflict remains that theoretical coding is limited within

the initial data pool, at least at the beginning of analysis.

Coding with QDA Software

QDA software packages are welcomed by some researchers, while others caution
their use. The use of QDA software in this GTRS investigation was limited to simple
code management: coding, code revision, and exporting code list for further analysis. The
reason for using QDA software in this investigation is code list mobility, because of the
unique nature of documents as data. Two of the reasons for not using QDA software
more intensively came from my evaluation of the software packages; their
methodological orientation and the mechanical operation might lead the researcher to
stray away from the data.

During my evaluation of QDA software packages, I found that the QDA package
ATLAS.ti is designed for grounded theory development. However, it has its
methodological inclination towards Strauss and Corbin's version of ground theory

(Prouty, Thomas, Johnson, & Long 2001). Another reason to not use QDA software is for
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the mechanical operations of some of their advanced features. HyperRESEARCH (v.
2.6), for example, has an auto-code function. In evaluating it, the use of keywords would
generate codes in which many are unnecessary. For grounded theory, the target of coding
is indication (rather than text), which needs to be analyzed to generate. In addition, even
with the same text, the researcher's judgment would be needed to decide whether it's
theoretically relevant.
Some researchers have expressed philosophical concerns about using QDA
software. As Kelle (1997, section 1.3) discussed:
Philosophical approaches, which play an important role within qualitative
research, such as Phenomenology, the Oxford Philosophy of Language and
continental Hermeneutical Philosophy (cf. Giddens, 1976), had always stressed
that ambiguity and context-relatedness have to be regarded as central
characteristics of everyday language use. Following this argument - which has
been further elaborated by contemporary postmodernist approaches (Denzin and
Lincoln, 1994: pp.10f.) - it is impossible to make sense of written or spoken
messages in everyday contexts - an operation which forms the core of
hermeneutic Verstehen - without a 'tacit knowledge' which cannot easily (if at
all!) be formalized.
The use of QDA software in this investigation is, therefore, limited to the basic
code management. For GTRS, given the unique nature of the data, use of QDA software

is recommended.
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Memoing and Writing up the Grounded Theory

Memoing is the ongoing documentation of the conceptual thoughts during the
coding process on properties, categories, and the relationship among these categories.
Memos are records of concepts. As discussed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), “Memo
writing on the field note provides an immediate illustration for an idea” (p. 108). To write
up the grounded theory, Glaser and Strauss (1967) suggested “it is first necessary to
collate the memos on each category, which is easily accomplished since the memos have
been written about categories” (p. 133).

The content of the memos is transferred to the writing of the grounded theory as
the major themes of the theory. Summarizing the memos and conducting needed further
analysis are the major activities of the writing up of the grounded theory. Glaser and
Strauss suggested that the researcher can go back to the data for validation or use the

codes for illustrations (p. 113).
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSIONS

Conclusion

This investigation aimed for a grounded theory exploration for research synthesis
of distance education research literature. As a developmental project, this investigation
addressed theoretical and conceptual issues in both grounded theory methodology and
research synthesis. Much of the research effort was devoted to methodological reasoning
and justifications for decision-makings, while approaching and negotiating the plausible
use of grounded theory for research synthesis.

This GTRS investigation started with the general idea of distance education as a
field being in need of more theoretical explorations (as reviewed in Chapter Two of this
investigation). While theoretical exploration should be one of the goals of research
synthesis (Rogers, 1985, p. 13), existing research syntheses of distance education
research journals have not contributed to the aspect of theoretical development (as
reviewed in Chapter Two). Rather, they tend to limit the level of synthesis at identifying
or verifying typological constructs in terms of research methods and research topics.

The previous research synthesis efforts have identified or verified themes and
issues in the field of distance education with very limited theoretical exploration.
Grounded theory, with its capacity in identifying emergent categories and theory building
(Yin, 1991, p. 303), should be able to bring the research synthesis of distance education
to a higher level of conceptualization.

For the research context set up in this investigation, with this experiment and

demonstration, the proposed GTRS protocol and the resulted GTRS for distance



140

education have pointed out a possible direction for the theoretical development of the

distance education research community.

Research Synthesis, Grounded

The idea of this study is to try out the possibility of using grounded theory to
perform research synthesis. I had this idea of doing a grounded theory-related project
when I read about it, and thought it was an appropriate tool for conducting social science
research. My observations on distance education as a field of study brought research
synthesis to my attention. Research synthesis served as an additional layer that made this
investigation a methodological contribution to both grounded theory and research
synthesis. Technically, research synthesis is an aspect to get this study focused in terms
of scope of data collection.

In this investigation, I used grounded theory methodology to conduct a research
synthesis. Therefore GTRS is an application of grounded theory for research synthesis.
Note that it is grounded theory for research synthesis rather than a grounded theory of
research synthesis. Research synthesis, as in this investigation, is not the substantive area
subjected to grounded theory analysis. Rather, this investigation aimed for the
methodological blending and negotiation between grounded theory and research
synthesis.

As Glaser and Strauss (1967) stated, the general notion of comparative analysis
was developed by Weber, Durkheim, Mannheim and other social anthropologists (p. 22).
Using this tool of comparative analysis, the forefathers of sociology have developed the

most striking theories: Weber's (1968) theory (ideal type) of bureaucracy and Durkheim's
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(1951) theory of suicide. Grounded theory, as developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967),
formalized this comparative analysis method and furthered it into a methodology and a
set of methods.

While grounded theory is a well-recognized methodology®', research synthesis is
a research enterprise striving for clarification and recognition®*. Research synthesis varies
in the approaches and levels of abstraction; narrative review is good for description, but
lacks rigour and systematic procedure; meta-analysis is robust in synthesizing general
conclusions (Glass, 1981, p. 22) quantitatively; the synthesis of qualitative studies is yet
under development (as reviewed in Chapter Two); content analysis type of research
synthesis, on the other hand, identifies research trends; Rogers' (1985) propositional
inventory aims for synthesizing propositions from research results; Yin (1991) proposed
the use of grounded theory for identifying emergent themes for synthesizing multi-vocal
research literatures. All these research synthesis approaches can generate new knowledge
with theoretical implications. Among them, grounded theory is designed to identify
categories and further aggregate the categories into theories. For distance education, as an
area of study that is going through rapid changes due to the advancement of new
technologies, and thus in need of conceptual clarifications, a combination of grounded
theory and research synthesis principles seem to have the potential for theoretical
contributions.

The research synthesis principles used in this investigation are rigour and being
systematic. A research synthesis of a field of study sounds too aggressive of a goal to

achieve and might be a task better left to veteran researchers in the area of study. Content

2! Glaser and Strauss later developed different opinions about grounded theory. See Babchuk (1997).
22 Cooper and Hedges (1994, p. 7) discussed scholars' seeking of rigour in research synthesis since the
1980's and stated that this pursuit will continue into the twentieth century.
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analysis types of research synthesis in distance education usually accept research journals
to represent the field of study. These synthesis efforts, for the lack of methodological
devices, tend to stop at the factual accumulations with a very low level of
conceptualization. GTRS, therefore, could come into fill the methodological void.
However, the negotiations made to make grounded theory viable for research synthesis

deserve attention for future research.

Back to Yin's Proposal

While Yin (1991) proposed grounded theory's use for the synthesis of multi-vocal
research literature, it has not been further developed or implemented. To use grounded
theory for research synthesis in this investigation, therefore, necessitates the creation of a
procedure for this purpose.

Can a grounded theory methodology be used for research synthesis? There are
common recognized grounded theory methodologies for conducting a grounded theory
study, among them are grounded theory by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Strauss and
Corbin (1990, 1998). Research synthesis, on the other hand, is a field of study with
various approaches and proposals for different types of synthesis--with Yin's (1991)
proposal being one of them. This investigation has used grounded theory for research
synthesis and provided an example of the realization of Yin's idea.

Grounded theory is all about concepts™; and concepts leads to theories. Codes are
labels of concepts indicated by incidents from data; categories (themes) are the elevation
of concepts; and properties are the elaboration of concepts, categories, and the

relationship among them (in the form of propositions or hypothesis). As an inductive

# ¢.g., Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 114); Corbin and Strauss (1990, p. 7)
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method of theory development, grounded theory develops ideas “on a level of generality
higher in conceptual abstraction than the qualitative material being analyzed (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967, p. 114)” and thus leads to concepts, categories, and theory. In the process
of comparative analysis bearing conceptual abstraction, the diversity and uniformity of
data are accounted for. Grounded theory is “emergent” from and “grounded” in data. The

purpose of GTRS, therefore, has its methodological inclination in theoretical exploration.

Existing Theories in Distance Education

Two different types of grounded theories can be derived from grounded theory:
substantive and formal. This GTRS investigation aimed at the generation of a substantive
theory with its power of explanation within the substantive area of distance research
literature in the research journals as in the existing research synthesis efforts reviewed in
Chapter Two. The existing theories in the field of distance education, such as Moore's
(1993) theory of transactional distance and Saba's (1999, 2003) system approach for
distance education theory, are not equivalent to this investigation for comparison since
they are not generated through comparative analysis. As a substantive theory generated
from the data, this GTRS is local to the area from which it is discovered/constructed. The
power of generalization hence is not claimed as it is a grounded theory.

Moore’s theory of transactional distance argued that the separation between the
instructors and the learners is a feature variable of distance education. This separation
causes a psychological and communications space to be crossed. This psychological and
communications space is called transactional distance. Although transactional distance

also exists in face-to-face instruction, the transactional distance in distance education is
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significant enough to distinguish distance education as an area of educational practice.
The extent of transactional distance, as Moore described, is a function of three sets of
variables of interaction: instructional dialogue, program structure, and learner autonomy.
In other words, it is these variables decide the degree of transactional distance (i.e., the
psychological and communications space) in distance education.

Saba (1999, 2003) proposed the use of systems theory to encompass Moore’s
theory and other theorists’ and researchers’ theoretical contribution. Saba’s proposal aims
for “setting a stage for a systems view of distance education and provides the foundation
for employing systems philosophy, methodology, and technology to establish and
epistemology capable of serving the field in the foreseeable future” (p. 17). With the
ambition of making distance education a pragmatic educational paradigm, Saba proposed
that “distance education theory must explain the whole of education and not only when
teacher and learner are separated in space and time” and that distance education should
subsume other forms of education, including what is generally known as face-to-face or
traditional education” (p. 17).

The results of this GTRS investigation, as can be seen from the above description
of two prominent distance education theorists, operate at different level of the distance
education construct. For Moore, to explain interaction and what affects the interaction
(i.e., the variables) is the focus of his theory. Saba, on the other hand, is more ambitious
with the goal to turn distance education into a new and overall educational paradigm by
using systems theory. This GTRS, with its derivation from the data, is substantive to the

area studied and thus is expected to work within which the area it is grounded.
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It is to be noted that, the existing theories of distance education have not satisfied
the need of distance educators, as evidenced in the problem statement in Chapter One of
this investigation. Furthermore, during this GTRS investigation, their proposed theories
have not come up as a theme within the literature synthesized. This shows that their
theories have not provided the theoretical foundations for the field of distance education.

This is at least true for the research studies synthesized in this investigation.

Strengths and Weaknesses of GTRS

As a research tool, GTRS has its strengths and weaknesses. The first strength of
GTRS comes from grounded theory. As Hutchinson (1988) pointed out, grounded theory
“offers a rich and complex explanatory schema of social phenomena” (p. 126). Grounded
theory is strong in accounting for complex phenomena. GTRS, therefore, possesses the
same explanation power.

The capacity of inclusion of both qualitative and quantitative studies in a research
synthesis is a prominent feature of GTRS. Although quantitative research studies can be
synthesized using meta-analysis methods, there has been a call for the inclusion of more
qualitative information than quantitative information in quantitative studies in research
synthesis. Light and Pillemer (1982), for example, argued that “qualitative information is
equally important for explaining conflicting or puzzling outcomes” (p. 1). Grounded
theory, as a data type-independent methodology®*, is able to be used to synthesize both

quantitative and qualitative research literature.

 Use of quantitative studies for theoretical elaboration is proposed by Glaser and Strauss (1967, p. 15-18,
185-220). An example of using quantitative data for grounded theory development is can be seen in
Haeworth-Hoeppner (2000).
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With the procedures of constant comparative analysis, theoretical sampling,
coding and memoing, grounded theory is rigorous in terms of the research process. The
constant comparative analysis of data from diverse data sources (intentional selection of
groups with diversities and uniformities) brings in triangulation from within the data
source. As Glaser and Strauss (1967) said, upon saturation, a category has been under
multiple-faceted investigation (p. 65).

As an application of grounded theory, GTRS has the same limits in its use.
Generalizability, for example, is intended cautiously. For Glaser and Strauss (1967), the
universality of grounded theory is not claimed. They stated “no attempt is made by the
constant comparative method to ascertain either the universality or the proof of suggested
causes or other properties” (p.104). Interpretation of GTRS results, therefore, has to be
careful although the theory is usually grounded and would fit the context it was derived
from and work for the purpose of its generation.

One obvious drawback of GTRS is that it is a new development and there are no
existing procedures before this investigation, according to my knowledge. With an
experiment and exploration like this investigation, there must be methodological issues in
need of further review.

Another confusing issue of GTRS is its relations with existing theories in the
same field of study. In this regard, it would be helpful to remind oneself what Glaser and
Strauss (1967) said about grounded theory, “Both types of [substantive and formal
grounded] theory may be considered as 'middle-range.' That is, they fall between the
'minor working hypotheses' of everyday life and the 'all-inclusive' grand thoeries [sic]”

(p. 32-33). Haig (1996) related grounded theory with “model” and Weber used the term
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“ideal type” to refer to a similar construct. These elaborations should be helpful for

interpreting grounded theory and GTRS.

The Data

In comparison with general qualitative studies with a “real” field for research
activities, this “dryness’ characteristic of data source in this GTRS is apparent. There is
no real informant/interviewee and, therefore, no interviews; there is no real field and
activities to observe and participate; there is no conversation or personal correspondence.
Summarily, there is no personalized interaction. The data in this GTRS investigation is
relatively “dry.” Wolcott (1988) discussed the use of written resources and said that
anthropologists use all kinds of written records, “without limiting themselves to what is
available in libraries (p. 198);” Glaser and Strauss (1967) talked about the data-type
independent nature of grounded theory (p. 15-18, 185-220). It seems that using primary
research studies as data is justified by the scholars, but its unique nature requires further
acknowledgment and clarification if it’s to be used as the sole source of data.

The lack of contextual information and interaction, I believe, is the cause of the
dryness. With my experience in qualitative research, I have enjoyed the discovery of
“interesting” ideas and phenomena, and the feeling of “freshness” and “richness” while
exploring the context under study. Besides the difference in the context information, the
data collection methods and the nature data collected would be different as well. For
example, the common employed collection methods such as interviewing, participatory

observation, or focus group are not available for GTRS for the lack of human content. In
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other words, GTRS is the conduct of grounded theory without the presence of human
interaction within the process.

One example of a qualitative study would give an example of how much the
differences could be. In his ethnographic research, “Adequate Schools and inadequate
education: The life history of a sneaky kid” by Wolcott (1988), under the section of “In
the Chute,” Wolcott has paragraphs of quotes (and quotes only) under the topics of On
the Lose, Getting Busted, Second-Rate Jobs and Second-Rate Apartments, A New Life,
‘Picking Up’ What Was Needed, The Bicycle Thief, Being Sneaky, I Don’t Have to
Steal, But...., Breaking and Entering, Inching Closer to the Chute, I am Not Going to Get
Caught, Home Is the Hunter, Growing Up, Getting Paid for Dropping Out, Hiding Out
from Life. Under all these headings are quotes from the interviewee. By using quotes and
quotes only, Wolcott let the data (interviewee's own words) speak for itself. In GTRS,
there’s no such opportunity as getting the quotes. When reading Wolcott’s list of topics
from the example aforementioned, we can see a characteristic of “richness” of data, and
thus reflects the “dryness” of data in GTRS.

Another data-related issue has to do with the purpose of the investigation. Since
this investigation aims for exploring the field of distance education research as a
phenomenon with research journals as representing the field, it is the not so certain
specific variables or hypotheses that this investigation is looking for to study. The goal is
broad and the data collected and used are not to be synthesized in depth the same way, for
example, as synthesis of certain propositions would be.

For the issue of the scope of data collection, a research synthesis would

necessitate the scope of data to be defined. For example, Glass (1981, p. 22) suggested
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that meta-analysis would not prejudice any research studies in terms of their quality and
exclude certain types of literature. In GTRS, however, a totally pre-planned data
collection would be a violation to the mechanism of theoretical sampling. In this GTRS, I
proposed to define an initial data pool from the field of interest or problem area to
accommodate this need for defining data collection, while leaving theoretical sampling to
take care of the collection procedures beyond the initial data pool.

The initial data pool, for grounded theory as a qualitative research approach, is to
emulate the field entry in general qualitative study. If the researcher's data needs are
satisfied with the first site he studies, then he will probably not insist on going through all
the sites available. When the researcher does need to acquire more data, then it is
necessary to continue collecting such data. In other words, theoretical sampling relies on
the theoretical relevance to decide the path of data collection, and to stop when
theoretical saturation on the categories has been reached.

One issue to be dealt with while defining the initial data pool is the selection of
groups. In theoretical sampling, the collection of data and selection of groups are up to
their theoretical relevance. In this GTRS investigation, however, it is to a certain extent a
“pre-planned” data collection, although theoretical sampling is not constrained by it. The
assumed “groups” (different journals in this investigation) is a research design technique
to provide an assumed variety of data sources for the grounded theory. It is the base of
the data subjected to synthesis and needs to be carefully and objectively chosen.

Data reduction is another aspect of GTRS data. Educational research, whether
qualitative or quantitative, involves the process of data reduction. This leads to a point

that, in GTRS, I was dealing with data that already had been “reduced” to a form for
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presentation and publication and, therefore, are “distant” from the original data (along
with much of the contextual information from the real field). The reduction of data also
attributes the information to containing a higher level of abstraction, when compared with
the data received directly from participants through observation or interviewing.

The structure issue presents another characteristic of using primary research
studies as data. Research articles usually are structured into sections. They are laid out
with an abstract, the introduction of the research, literature review, the methodology and
research design, and the results and conclusive sections. The issue of data structure is not
handled in this GTRS investigation, and may need more clarification in future research.

The criteria for data inclusion and exclusion can be another area deserving more
attention. Data inclusion involves the sampling procedure and the bias introduced by data
included. In grounded theory, the theoretical sampling and constant comparative analysis
are hopefully able to cancel off the bias. Observed from the perspective of naturalistic
qualitative research, all data are the voices from the field. Although, good informants
would provide desirable information from the researcher's point of view. A description of
criteria for data inclusion of better quality is usually favored (e.g., Slavin, 1986). In this
GTRS, an arbitrary set of criteria is used for the sampling of data; within the journals
included, only primary research studies published between 2002 to 2003, with an explicit
description of research methodology, would be included in the initial data pool. The
reason for the methodological criteria is the assumption of methodological adequacy
would, to a degree, ensure the quality of the information being synthesized. It can be,
however, argued that methodological inadequacies do not always introduce bias (Jackson,

1980, p. 439). For this GTRS investigation, criteria for initial data inclusion is used as an
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attempt to indicate rigour--although the issue of data inclusion is far more complicated
than practiced in this investigation.

For this GTRS investigation, given the goal to generate a theoretical exploration
that is conceptually higher than a general description of the substantive area of interest,
the bias burden that is carried is less than those research synthesis efforts aiming for
inference or generalization of primary research studies. The issue, however, still deserves

more consideration in future research.

Echoing Holmberg

After I was done with the grounded theory process and came up with my theory, I
felt that my theory was very “thin” and conceptually not very well interweaved. But,
since it’s the result of this GTRS investigation, I decided to leave it like that, given that I
had reached theoretical saturation within the substantive area of the data pool.

However, I still felt very uneasy about the grounded theory for research synthesis
of distance education. So I went out and read other distance education theories in the
hope that I would find some other theories that might provide some theoretical relevance
to me.

What I found was Holmberg’s (1994) theory of distance education:

Distance is based on deep learning as an individual activity. Learning is guided

and supported by noncontiguous means which activate students, i.e. by mediated

communication, usually based on pre-produced courses. This constitutes the
teaching component of distance education for which a supporting organization is
responsible.

An individual study requires a certain amount of maturity, self-discipline, and

independence, distance education can be an application of independent learning at

the same time as it is apt further to develop study autonomy. Central to the

learning and teaching in distance education are personal relations, study pleasure,
and empathy between students and those representing the supporting organization.
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Feelings of empathy and belonging promote students’ motivation to learn and

influence the learning favourably. Such feelings can be developed in the learning

process independently of any face-to-face contact with tutors. They are conveyed
by students’ being engaged in decision making; by lucid, problem-oriented,
conversation-like presentations of learning matter that may be anchored in
existing knowledge; by friendly, non-contiguous interaction between students and
tutors, counselors, and other staff in the supporting organization; and by liberal

organizational-administrative structures and processes. (p. 175)

As I compare my grounded theory to Holmberg’s theory, I found that there are
similarities and differences. Holmberg mainly talked about two themes here: individual
learning and perceptions. The characteristics of learning individually, probably due to the
interaction brought by the new communication technologies, has not been seen stressed
in this GTRS. On the other hand, it is interesting to note that, ten years after Holmberg
wrote his theory, the distance education research community is still focusing on the
learners’ perceptions and trying to understand what they are.

This GTRS investigation put the online community at the top of the study while a
Holmberg’s put personal relations at the center. Both theories can be analyzed to identify
the similar components. In Holmberg’s theory, however, personal relations and
perceptions are stressed while interaction being one component. In this GTRS, the online
community reflects a collective and often real time interaction among students and
instructors. In that regard, this GTRS has reflected the deep involvement of contemporary

distance education with development of new technologies which enable the

communications and therefore the online community.
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