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PRIMARY RESEARCH STUDY
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OVERVIEW

This chapter introduces students to the idea of working with primary re-
search data grounded in qualitative inquiry, closed-and open-ended meth-
ods, and research ethics (Driscoll; Mackey and Gass; Morse; Scott and
Garner).* We know this can seem intimidating to students, so we will
walk them through the process of analyzing primary research, using in-
formation from public datasets including the Pew Research Center. Using
sample data on teen social media use, we share our processes for analyzing
sample data to demonstrate different approaches for analyzing primary re-
search data (Charmaz; Creswell; Merriam and Tisdale; Saldafa). We also
include links to additional public data sets, chapter discussion prompts,
and sample activities for students to apply these strategies.

t this point in your education, you are familiar with what is known

as secondary research or what many students think of as library re-

earch. Secondary research makes use of sources most often found

in the library or, these days, online (books, journal articles, magazines,

and many others). There’s another kind of research that you may or may

not be familiar with: primary research. The Purdue OWL defines primary

research as “any type of research you collect yourself” and lists examples as
interviews, observations, and surveys (“What is Primary Research”).

Primary research is typically divided into two main types—quantita-

tive and qualitative research. These two methods (or a mix of these) are

used by many fields of study, so providing a singular definition for these

* This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommer-
cial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) and is subject to the
Writing Spaces Terms of Use. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/, email info@creativecommons.org, or send a letter to Creative
Commons, PO Box 1866, Mountain View, CA 94042, USA. To view the Writing Spaces
Terms of Use, visit http://writingspaces.org/terms-of-use.
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is a bit tricky. Sheard explains that “quantitative research...deals with data
that are numerical or that can be converted into numbers. The basic meth-
ods used to investigate numerical data are called ‘statistics” (429). Guest,
et al. explain that qualitative research is “information that is difficult to
obtain through more quantitatively-oriented methods of data collection”
and is used more “to answer the whys and hows of human behavior, opin-
ion, and experience” (1).

This chapter focuses on qualitative methods that explore peoples’ be-
haviors, interpretations, and opinions. Rather than being only a reader and
reporter of research, primary research allows you to be creators of research.
Primary research provides opportunities to collect information based on
your specific research questions and generate new knowledge from those
questions to share with others. Generally, primary research tends to follow
these steps:

1. Develop a research question. Secondary research often uses this as a
starting point as well. With primary research, however, rather than
using library research to answer your research question, you'll also
collect data yourself to answer the question you developed. Data,
in this case, is the information you collect yourself through meth-
ods such as interviews, surveys, and observations.

2. Decide on a research method. According to Scott and Garner, “A
research method is a recognized way of collecting or producing
[primary data], such as a survey, interview, or content analysis of
documents” (8). In other words, the method is how you obtain the
data.

3. Collect data. Merriam and Tisdale clarify what it means to collect
data: “data collection is about asking, watching, and reviewing”
(105-106). Primary research might include asking questions via
surveys or interviews, watching or observing interactions or events,
and examining documents or other texts.

4. Analyze data. Once data is collected, it must then be analyzed.
“Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data...
Basically, data analysis is the process used to answer your research
question(s)” (Merriam and Tisdale 202). Its worth noting that
many researchers collect data and analyze at the same time, so
while these may seem like different steps in the process, they actu-
ally overlap.
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5. Report findings. Once the researcher has spent time understanding
and interpreting the data, they are then ready to write about their
research, often called “findings.” You may also see this referred to
as “results.”

While the entire research process is discussed, this chapter focuses on
the analysis stage of the process (step 4). Depending on where you are in
the research process, you may need to spend more time on step 1, 2, or 3
and review Driscoll’s “Introduction to Primary Research” (Volume 2 of
Writing Spaces).

Primary research can seem daunting, and some students might think
that they can’t do primary research, that this type of research is for pro-
fessionals and scholars, but that’s simply not true. It’s true that primary
research data can be difficult to collect and even more difficult to analyze,
but the findings are typically very revealing. This chapter and the exam-
ples included break down this research process and demonstrate how gen-
eral curiosity can lead to exciting chances to learn and share information
that is relevant and interesting. The goal of this chapter is to provide you
with some information about data analysis and walk you through some ac-
tivities to prepare you for your own data analysis. The next section discuss-
es analyzing data from closed-ended methods and open-ended methods.

DATA FROM PRIMARY RESEARCH

As stated above, this chapter doesn’t focus on methods, but before moving
on to analysis, it’s important to clarify a few things related to methods
as they are directly connected to analyzing data. As a quick reminder, a
research method is how researchers collect their data such as surveys, inter-
views, or textual analysis. No matter which method used, researchers need
to think about the types of questions to ask for answering their overall
research question. Generally, there are two types of questions to consider:
closed-ended and open-ended. The next section provides examples of the
data you might receive from asking closed-ended and open-ended ques-
tions and options for analyzing and presenting that data.

DaTtA FROM CLOSED-ENDED METHODS

The data that is generated by closed-ended questions on methods such as
surveys and polls is often easier to organize. Because the way respondents
could answer those questions is limited to specific answers (Yes/No, num-
bered scales, multiple choice), the data can be analyzed by each question
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or by looking at the responses individually or as a whole. Though there
are several approaches to analyzing the data that comes from closed-ended
questions, this section will introduce you to a few different ways to make
sense of this kind of data.

Closed-ended questions are those that have limited answers, like multi-
ple choice or check-all-that-apply questions. These questions mean that re-
spondents can provide only the answers given or they may select an “other”
option. An example of a closed-ended question could be “Do you use You-
Tube? Yes, No, Sometimes.” Closed-ended questions have their perks be-
cause they (mostly) keep participants from misinterpreting the question or
providing unhelpful responses. They also make data analysis a bit easier.

If you were to ask the “Yes, No, Sometimes” question about YouTube
to 20 of your closest friends, you may get responses like Yes = 18, No = 1,
and Sometimes = 1. But, if you were to ask a more detailed question like
“Which of the following social media platforms do you use?” and provide
respondents with a check-all-that-apply option, like “Facebook, YouTube,
Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, Reddit, and Tumblr,” you would get a very
different set of data. This data might look like Facebook = 17, YouTube =
18, Twitter = 12, Instagram = 20, Snapchat = 15, Reddit = 8, and Tumblr
= 3. The big takeaway here is that how you ask the question determines the
type of data you collect.

ANALYZING CLOSED-ENDED DATA

Now that you have data, it’s time to think about analyzing and presenting
that data. Luckily, the Pew Research Center conducted a similar study that
can be used as an example. The Pew Research Center is a “nonpartisan fact
tank that informs the public about the issues, attitudes and trends shaping
the world. It conducts public opinion polling, demographic research, me-
dia content analysis and other empirical social science research” (“About
Pew Research Center”). The information provided below comes from their
public dataset “Teens, Social Media, and Technology, 2018” (Anderson
and Jiang). This example is used to show how you might analyze this type
of data once collected and what that data might look like. “Teens, Social
Media, and Technology 2018” reported responses to questions related to
which online platforms teens use and which they use most often. In fig-
ure 1 below, Pew researchers show the final product of their analysis of
the data:
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YouTube, Instagram and Snapchat are the most
popular online platforms among teens
% of U.S. teens who ...

Say they use ... Say they use __ most often

—

Snapchat

Tumblr g2 <1
Reddit J} 7 |1
None of the above I 3 I 3

PEW RESEARCH CENTER

Figure 1. Social Media Usage Statistics from Pew’s “Teens, Social Media, and
Technology 2018” dataset. Figure shows popularity of social media platforms
from most to least popular: YouTube, Instagram, Snapchat, Facebook, Twitter,
Tumblr, Reddit. Used with permission from Pew Research Center.

Pew analyzed their data and organized the findings by percentages to
show what they discovered. They had 743 teens who responded to these
questions, so presenting their findings in percentages helps readers better
“see” the data overall (rather than saying YouTube = 631 and Instagram
= 535). However, results can be represented in different ways. When the
Pew researchers were deciding how to present their data, they could have
reported the frequency, or the number of people who said they used You-
Tube, Instagram, and Snapchat.

In the scenario of polling 20 of your closest friends, you, too, would
need to decide how to present your data: Facebook = 17, YouTube = 18,
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Twitter = 12, Instagram = 20, Snapchat = 15, Reddit = 8, and Tumblr =
3. In your case, you might want to present the frequency (number) of re-
sponses rather than the percentages of responses like Pew did. You could
choose a bar graph like Pew or maybe a simple table to show your data.

Looking again at the Pew data, researchers could use this data to gen-
erate further insights or questions about user preferences. For example, one
could highlight the fact that 85% of respondents reported using YouTube
the most, while only 7% reported using Reddit. Why is that? What con-
clusions might you be able to make based on these data? Does the data
make you wonder if any additional questions might be explored? If you
want to learn more about your respondents’ opinions or preference, you
might need to ask open-ended questions.

DATA FROM OPEN-ENDED METHODS

Whereas closed-ended questions limit how respondents might answer,
open-ended questions do not limit respondents’ answers and allow them
to answer more freely. An example of an open-ended question, to build
off the question above, could be “Why do you use social media? Explain.”
This type of question gives respondents more space to fully explain their
responses. Open-ended questions can make the data varied because each
respondent may answer differently. These questions, which can provide
fruitful responses, can also mean unexpected responses or responses that
don’t help to answer the overall research question, which can sometimes
make data analysis challenging.

In that same Pew Research Center data, respondents were likely limited
in how they were able to answer by selecting social media platforms from
a list. Pew also shares selected data (Appendix A), and based on these data,
it can be assumed they also asked open-ended questions, something about
the positive or negative effects of social media platforms. Because their
research method included both closed-ended questions about which plat-
forms teens use as well as open-ended questions that invited their thoughts
about social media, Pew researchers were able to learn more about these
participants’ thoughts and perceptions. To give us, the readers, a clearer
idea of how they justified their presentation of the data, Pew offers 15 sam-
ple excerpts from those open-ended questions. They explain that these ex-
cerpts are what the researchers believe are representative of the larger data
set. We explain below how we might analyze those excerpts.
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ANALYZING OPEN-ENDED DATA

As Driscoll reminds us, ethical considerations impact all stages of the re-
search process, and researchers should act ethically throughout the entire
research process. You already know a little something about research eth-
ics. For example, you know that ethical writers cite sources used in research
papers by giving credit to the person who created that information. When
creating primary sources, you have a few different ethical considerations
for analyzing data, which will be discussed below.

To demonstrate how to analyze data from open-ended methods, we ex-
plain how we (Melody and Lindsay) analyzed the 15 excerpts from the Pew
data using open coding. Open coding means analyzing the data without
any predetermined categories or themes; researchers are just seeing what
emerges or seems significant (Charmaz). Creswell suggests four specific
steps when coding qualitative data, though he also stresses that these steps
are iterative, meaning that researchers may need to revisit a step anywhere
throughout the process. We use these four steps to explain our analysis
process, including how we ethically coded the data, interpreted what the
coding process revealed, and worked together to identify and explain cat-
egories we saw in the data.

STEP 1: ORGANIZING AND PREPARING THE DATA

The first part of the analysis stage is organizing the data before examining
it. When organizing data, researchers must be careful to work with prima-
ry data ethically because that data often represents actual peoples” infor-
mation and opinions. Therefore, researchers need to carefully organize the
data in such a way as to not identify their participants or reveal who they
are. This is a key component to 7he Belmont Report, guidelines published
in 1979 meant to guide researchers and help protect participants. Using
pseudonyms or assigning numbers or codes (in place of names) to the data
is a reccommended ethical step to maintain participants’ confidentiality in
a study. Anonymizing data, or removing names, has the additional effect
of eliminating researcher bias, which can occur when researchers are so
familiar with their own data and participants that the researchers may
begin to think they already know the answers or see connections prior to
analysis (Driscoll). By assigning pseudonyms, researchers can also ensure
that they take an objective look at each participant’s answers without being
persuaded by participant identity.
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The first part of coding is to make notations while reading through the
data (Merriam and Tisdale). At this point, researchers are open to many
possibilities regarding their data. This is also where researchers begin to
construct categories. Offering a simple example to illustrate this deci-
sion-making process, Merriam and Tisdale ask us to imagine sorting and
categorizing two hundred grocery store items (204). Some items could be
sorted into more than one category; for example, ice cream could be cat-
egorized as “frozen” or as “dessert.” How you decide to sort that item de-
pends on your research question and what you want to learn.

For this step, we, Melody and Lindsay, each created a separate docu-
ment that included the 15 excerpts. Melody created a table for the quotes,
leaving a column for her coding notes, and Lindsay added spaces between
the excerpts for her notes. For our practice analysis, we analyzed the data
independently, and then shared what we did to compare, verify, and refine
our analysis. This brings a second, objective view to the analysis, reduces
the effect of researcher bias, and ensures that your analysis can be verified
and supported by the data. To support your analysis, you need to demon-
strate how you developed the opinions and conclusions you have about
your data. After all, when researchers share their analyses, readers often
won’t see all of the raw data, so they need to be able to trust the analy-
sis process.

STEP 2: READING THROUGH ALL THE DATA

Creswell suggests getting a general sense of the data to understand its over-
all meaning. As you start reading through your data, you might begin to
recognize trends, patterns, or recurring features that give you ideas about
how to both analyze and later present the data. When we read through the
interview excerpts of these 15 participants’ opinions of social media, we
both realized that there were two major types of comments: positive and
negative. This might be similar to categorizing the items in the grocery
store (mentioned above) into fresh/frozen foods and non-perishable items.

To better organize the data for further analysis, Melody marked each
positive comment with a plus sign and each negative comment with a
minus sign. Lindsay color-coded the comments (red for negative, indicated
by boldface type below; green for positive, indicated by grey type below)
and then organized them on the page by type. This approach is in line
with Merriam and Tisdale’s explanation of coding: “assigning some sort
of shorthand designation to various aspects of your data so that you can
easily retrieve specific pieces of the data. The designations can be single
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words, letters, numbers, phrases, colors, or combinations of these” (199).
While we took different approaches, as shown the two sections below, both
allowed us to visually recognize the major sections of the data:

LINDSAY’S CODING ROUND 1, WHICH SHOWS HER
COLOR CODING INDICATED BY BOLDFACE TYPE

“[Social media] allows us to communicate freely and see what ev-
eryone else is doing. [It] gives us a voice that can reach many peo-

ple.” (Boy, age 15)

“It makes it harder for people to socialize in real life, because
they become accustomed to not interacting with people in

person.” (Girl, age 15)

“[Teens] would rather go scrolling on their phones instead of
doing their homework, and it’s so easy to do so. It’s just a huge
distraction.” (Boy, age 17)

“It enables people to connect with friends easily and be able to
make new friends as well.” (Boy, age 15)

“I think social media have a positive effect because it lets you talk
to family members far away.” (Girl, age 14)

“Because teens are killing people all because of the things they
see on social media or because of the things that happened on
social media.” (Girl, age 14)

“We can connect easier with people from different places and we
are more likely to ask for help through social media which can save

people.” (Girl, age 15)
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MEeLoDY’s CODING ROUND 1, SHOWING HER USE OF
PLUS AND MINUS SIGNS TO CLASSIFY THE COMMENTS
AS POSITIVE OR NEGATIVE, RESPECTIVELY

+ “[Social media] allows us to communicate freely and see what
everyone else is doing. [It] gives us a voice that can reach many
people.” (Boy, age 15)

- “It makes it harder for people to socialize in real life, because
they become accustomed to not interacting with people in per-
son.” (Girl, age 15)

- “[Teens] would rather go scrolling on their phones instead of
doing their homework, and it’s so easy to do so. It’s just a huge
distraction.” (Boy, age 17)

+ “It enables people to connect with friends easily and be able to
make new friends as well.” (Boy, age 15)

+ “I think social media have a positive effect because it lets you
talk to family members far away.” (Gitl, age 14)

- “Because teens are killing people all because of the things they
see on social media or because of the things that happened on so-
cial media.” (Girl, age 14)

+ “We can connect easier with people from different places and we
are more likely to ask for help through social media which can save

people.” (Girl, age 15)

STEP 3: DOING DETAILED CODING ANALYSIS OF THE DATA

It’s important to mention that Creswell dedicates pages of description on
coding data because there are various ways of approaching detailed anal-
ysis. To code our data, we added a descriptive word or phrase that “sym-
bolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative
attribute” to a portion of data (Saldafa 3). From the grocery store example
above, that could mean looking at the category of frozen foods and divid-
ing them into entrees, side dishes, desserts, appetizers, etc. We both coded
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for topics or what the teens were generally talking about in their responses.
For example, one excerpt reads “Social media allows us to communicate
freely and see what everyone else is doing. It gives us a voice that can
reach many people.” To code that piece of data, researchers might assign
words like communication, voice, or connection to explain what the data
is describing.

In this way, we created the codes from what the data said, describing
what we read in those excerpts. Notice in the section below that, even
though we coded independently, we described these pieces of data in simi-
lar ways using bolded keywords:

MELODY’S CODING ROUND 2, WITH KEY WORDS ADDED TO
SUMMARIZE THE MEANINGS OF THE DIFFERENT QUOTES

- “Gives people a bigger audience to speak and teach hate and be-
little each other.” (Boy, age 13) bullying

- “It provides a fake image of someone’s life. It sometimes makes
me feel that their life is perfect when it is not.” (Girl, age 15) fake

+ “Because a lot of things created or made can spread joy.” (Boy,
age 17) reaching people

+ “I feel that social media can make people my age feel less lonely
or alone. It creates a space where you can interact with people.”
(Girl, age 15) connection

+ “[Social media] allows us to communicate freely and see what
everyone else is doing. [It] gives us a voice that can reach many

people.” (Boy, age 15) reaching people

LINDSAY’S CODING ROUND 2, WITH KEY WORDS
ADDED IN CAPITAL LETTERS TO SUMMARIZE
THE MEANINGS OF THE QUOTATIONS

“Gives people a bigger audience to speak and teach hate and belit-
tle each other.” (Boy, age 13) OPPORTUNITIES TO COMMU-
NICATE NEGATIVELY/MORE EASILY
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“It provides a fake image of someone’s life. It sometimes makes me
feel that their life is perfect when it is not.” (Girl, age 15) FAKE,
NOT REALITY

“Because a lot of things created or made can spread joy.” (Boy, age
17) SPREAD JOY

“I feel that social media can make people my age feel less lonely or
alone. It creates a space where you can interact with people.” (Girl,

age 15) INTERACTION, LESS LONELY

“[Social media] allows us to communicate freely and see what ev-
eryone else is doing. [It] gives us a voice that can reach many peo-

ple.” (Boy, age 15) COMMUNICATE, VOICE

Though there are methods that allow for researchers to use predeter-
mined codes (like from previous studies), “the traditional approach...is to
allow the codes to emerge during the data analysis” (Creswell 187).

STEP 4: USING THE CODES TO CREATE A DESCRIPTION
USING CATEGORIES, THEMES, SETTINGS, OR PEOPLE

Our individual coding happened in phases, as we developed keywords and
descriptions that could then be defined and relabeled into concise coding
categories (Saldafia 11). We shared our work from Steps 1-3 to further de-
fine categories and determine which themes were most prominent in the
data. A few times, we interpreted something differently and had to discuss
and come to an agreement about which category was best.

In our process, one excerpt comment was interpreted as negative by
one of us and positive by the other. Together we discussed and confirmed
which comments were positive or negative and identified themes that
seemed to appear more than once, such as positive feelings towards the
interactional element of social media use and the negative impact of social
media use on social skills. When two coders compare their results, this
allows for qualitative validity, which means “the researcher checks for the
accuracy of the findings” (Creswell 190). This could also be referred to
as intercoder reliability (Lavrakas). For intercoder reliability, researchers
sometimes calculate how often they agree in a percentage. Like many other
aspects of primary research, there is no consensus on how best to establish
or calculate intercoder reliability, but generally speaking, it’s a good idea to
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have someone else check your work and ensure you are ethically analyzing
and reporting your data.

INTERPRETING CODED DATA

Once we agreed on the common categories and themes in this dataset, we
worked together on the final analysis phase of interpreting the data, asking
“what does it mean?” Data interpretation includes “trying to give sense to
the data by creatively producing insights about it” (Gibson and Brown 6).
Though we acknowledge that this sample of only 15 excerpts is small, and
it might be difficult to make claims about teens and social media from just
this data, we can share a few insights we had as part of this practice activity.

Opverall, we could report the frequency counts and percentages that
came from our analysis. For example, we counted 8 positive comments
and 7 negative comments about social media. Presented differently, those
8 positive comments represent 53% of the responses, so slightly over half.
If we focus on just the positive comments, we are able to identify two com-
mon themes among those 8 responses: Interaction and Expression. People
who felt positively about social media use identified the ability to connect
with people and voice their feelings and opinions as the main reasons.
When analyzing only the 7 negative responses, we identified themes of
Bullying and Social Skills as recurring reasons people are critical of social
media use among teens. Identifying these topics and themes in the data
allows us to begin thinking about what we can learn and share with others
about this data.

How we represent what we have learned from our data can demon-
strate our ethical approach to data analysis. In short, we only want to make
claims we can support, and we want to make those claims ethically, being
careful to not exaggerate or be misleading.

To better understand a few common ethical dilemmas regarding the
presentation of data, think about this example: A few years ago, Lind-
say taught a class that had only four students. On her course evaluations,
those four students rated the class experience as “Excellent.” If she reports
that 100% of her students answered “Excellent,” is she being truthful? Yes.
Do you see any potential ethical considerations here? If she said that 4/4
gave that rating, does that change how her data might be perceived by
others? While Lindsay could show the raw data to support her claims,
important contextual information could be missing if she just says 100%.
Perhaps others would assume this was a regular class of 20-30 students,
which would make that claim seem more meaningful and impressive than

it might be.
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Another word for this is cherry picking. Cherry picking refers to mak-
ing conclusions based on thin (or not enough) data or focusing on data
that’s not necessarily representative of the larger dataset (Morse). For exam-
ple, if Lindsay reported the comment that one of her students made about
this being the “best class ever,” she would be telling the truth but really
only focusing on the reported opinion of 25% of the class (1 out of 4). Ide-
ally, researchers want to make claims about the data based on ideas that
are prominent, trending, or repeated. Less prominent pieces of data, like
the opinion of that one student, are known as outliers, or data that seem to
“be atypical of the rest of the dataset” (Mackey and Gass 257). Focusing
on those less-representative portions might misrepresent or overshadow the
aspects of the data that are prominent or meaningful, which could create
ethical problems for your study. With these ethical considerations in mind,
the last step of conducting primary research would be to write about the
analysis and interpretation to share your process with others.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has introduced you to ethically analyzing data within the
primary research tradition by focusing on close-ended and open-ended
data. We've provided you with examples of how data might be analyzed,
interpreted, and presented to help you understand the process of making
sense of your data. This is just one way to approach data analysis, but
no matter your research method, having a systematic approach is recom-
mended. Data analysis is a key component in the overall primary research
process, and we hope that you are now excited and curious to participate
in a primary research project.
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APPENDIX A

“My mom had to get a ride to the library to get what I have in my hand all
the time. She reminds me of that a lot.” (Girl, age 14)

“Gives people a bigger audience to speak and teach hate and belittle each
other.” (Boy, age 13)

“It provides a fake image of someone’s life. It sometimes makes me feel that
their life is perfect when it is not.” (Girl, age 15)

“Because a lot of things created or made can spread joy.” (Boy, age 17)

“I feel that social media can make people my age feel less lonely or alone. It
creates a space where you can interact with people.” (Girl, age 15)

“[Social media] allows us to communicate freely and see what everyone else
is doing. [It] gives us a voice that can reach many people.” (Boy, age 15)

“It makes it harder for people to socialize in real life, because they become
accustomed to not interacting with people in person.” (Girl, age 15)

“[Teens] would rather go scrolling on their phones instead of doing their
homework, and it’s so easy to do so. It’s just a huge distraction.” (Boy,

age 17)

“It enables people to connect with friends easily and be able to make new
friends as well.” (Boy, age 15)

“I think social media have a positive effect because it lets you talk to family
members far away.” (Gitl, age 14)
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“Because teens are killing people all because of the things they see on so-
cial media or because of the things that happened on social media.” (Gitl,

age 14)

“We can connect easier with people from different places and we are more
likely to ask for help through social media which can save people.” (Gitl,
age 15)

“It has given many kids my age an outlet to express their opinions and
emotions, and connect with people who feel the same way.” (Girl, age 15)

“People can say whatever they want with anonymity and I think that has a
negative impact.” (Boy, age 15)

“It has a negative impact on social (in-person) interactions.” (Boy, age 17)
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TEACHER RESOURCES FOR HOW TO ANALYZE
DATA IN A PRIMARY RESEARCH STUDY

OVERVIEW AND TEACHING STRATEGIES

This chapter is intended as an overview of analyzing qualitative research
data and was written as a follow-up piece to Dana Lynn Driscoll’s “In-
troduction to Primary Research: Observations, Surveys, and Interviews”
in Volume 2 of this collection. This chapter could work well for leading
students through their own data analysis of a primary research project or
for introducing students to the idea of primary research by using outside
data sources, those in the chapter and provided in the activities below, or
data you have access to.

From our experiences, students usually have limited experience with
primary research methods outside of conducting a small survey for other
courses, like sociology. We have found that few of our students have been
formally introduced to primary research and analysis. Therefore, this chap-
ter strives to briefly introduce students to primary research while focusing
on analysis. We've presented analysis by categorizing data as open-ended
and closed-ended without getting into too many details about qualitative
versus quantitative. Our students tend to produce data collection tools
with a mix of these types of questions, so we feel it’s important to cover the
analysis of both.

In this chapter, we bring students real examples of primary data and
lead them through analysis by showing examples. Any of these exercises
and the activities below may be easily supplemented with additional out-
side data. One way that teachers can bring in outside data is through the
use of public datasets.

PusBLic DATA SETS

There are many public data sets that teachers can use to acquaint their
students with analyzing data. Be aware that some of these datasets are for
experienced researchers and provide the data in CSV files or include meta-
data, all of which is probably too advanced for most of our students. But
if you are comfortable converting this data, it could be valuable for a data
analysis activity.
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* In the chapter, we pulled from Pew Research, and their website con-
tains many free and downloadable data sets (Pew Research Center).

* The site Data.gov provides searchable datasets, but you can also
explore their data by clicking on “data” and seeing what kinds of
reports they offer.

* The U.S. Census Bureau offers some datasets as well (Explore Cen-
sus Data): Much of this data is presented in reports, but teachers
could pull information from reports and have students analyze the
data and compare their results to those in the report, much like we
did with the Pew Research data in the chapter.

* Similarly, HealthData.gov offers research-based reports packed
with data for students to analyze.

* In one of the activities below, we used Google Trends to look at
searches over a period of time. There are some interesting data and
visuals provided on the homepage to help students get started.

* If youre looking for something a bit more academic, the Michigan
Corpus of Academic Spoken English is a great database of tran-
scripts from academic interactions and situations.

* Similarly, the Corpus of Contemporary American English allows
users to search for words or word strings to see their frequency and
in which genre and when these occur.

Before moving on to student activities, we’d like to offer one additional
suggestion for teachers to consider.

CrLASS GOOGLE ForMm

One thing that Melody does at the beginning of almost all of her re-
search-based writing courses is ask students to complete a Google Form
at the beginning of the semester. Sometimes, these forms are about their
experiences with research. Other times, they revolve around a class topic
(recently, she’s been interested in Generation Z or iGeneration and has
asked students questions related to that). Then, when it’s time to start
thinking about primary research, she uses that Google Form to help stu-
dents understand more about the primary research process. Here are some
ways that teachers can employ the data gathered from Google Form given
to students.

* Ask students to look at the questions asked on the survey and de-
duce the overall research question.
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* Ask students to look at the types of questions asked (open- and
closed-ended) and consider why they were constructed that way.

* Ask students to evaluate the wording of the questions asked.

* Ask students to examine the results of a few (or more) or the ques-
tions on the survey. This can be done in groups with each group
looking at 1-3 questions, depending on the size of your Google
Form.

* Ask students to think about how they might present that data in
visual form. Yes, Google provides some visuals, but you can give
them the raw data and see what they come up with.

* Ask students to come up with 1-3 major takeaways based on all
the data.

This exercise allows students to work with real data and data that’s di-
rectly related to them and their classmates. It’s also completely within eth-
ical boundaries because it’s data collected in the classroom, for educational
purposes, and it stays within the classroom.

Below we offer some guiding questions to help move students through
the chapter and the activities as well as some additional activities.

DiscussioN QUESTIONS

1. In the opening of this chapter, we introduced you to primary re-
search, or “any type of research you collect yourself” (“What is Pri-
mary Research”). Have you completed primary research before?
How did you decide on your research method, based on your re-
search question? If you have not worked on primary research be-
fore, brainstorm a potential research question for a topic you want
to know more about. Discuss what research method you might use,
including closed- or open-ended methods and why.

2. Looking at the chart from the Pew Research dataset, “Teens, So-
cial Media, and Technology 2018,” would you agree that the dis-
tributions among online platforms remain similar, or have trends

changed?

3. What do you make of the “none of the above” category on the
Pew table? Do you think teens are using online platforms that ar-
en’t listed, or do you think those respondents don’t use any online
platforms?
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4. Google Trends (figure 2 below) also allows researchers to look at
web search data over time, by continent and related inquiries. On
this site, we searched “teens and social media” and found another
piece of data that shows interest over time. What does this graphic
tell you? What other questions arise while looking at this data?
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I
|.||' L]

I ) A ¥
(LA s v, "

Figure 2. Google Trends for “Teens and Social Media.” A line graph from Google
Trends, showing how teen social media use has increased over time. Screenshot
by authors.

5. When analyzing data from open-ended questions, which step
seems most challenging to you? Explain.

ACTIVITIES

AcCTIVITY #1: TURNITIN AND INFOGRAPHICS

Infographics can be a great way to help you see and understand data, while
also giving you a way to think about presenting your own data. Multiple
infographics are available on Turnltln, downloadable for free, that provide
information about plagiarism.

Figure 3, titled “The Plagiarism Spectrum,” provides you with the “se-
verity” and “frequency” based on survey findings of nearly 900 high school
and college instructors from around the world. TurnItIn encourages edu-
cators to print this infographic and hang in their classroom:
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Figure 3. Plagiarism Spectrum. Infographic from Turnltln illustrates the rates of
student plagiarism, categorized by type of offense. Used with permission.

This infographic provides some great data analysis examples: specific
categories with definitions (and visual representation of their categories),
frequency counts with bar graphs, and color gradient bars to show higher
vs. lower numbers.

1. Write a summary of how this infographic presents data.

2. How do you think they analyzed the data based on this visual?

AcTIvITY #2: HOW TEXT MESSAGES CHANGE
FROM DATING TO MARRIAGE
In Alice Zhao’s Huffington Post piece, she analyzes text messages that she

collected during her relationship with her boyfriend, turned fiancé, turned
husband to answer the question of how text messages (or communication)
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change over the course of a relationship. While Zhao offers some insight
into her data, she also provides readers with some really cool graphics that
you can use to practice your analysis skills.

These first graphics are word clouds. In figure 4, Zhao put her textual
data into a program that creates these images based on the most frequently
occurring words. Word clouds are another option for analyzing your data.
If you have a lot of textual data and want to know what participants said
the most, placing your data into a word cloud program is an easy way to
“see” the data in a new way. This is usually one of the first steps of analysis,
and additional analysis is almost always needed.
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Figure 4. Zhao’s Word Cloud Sampling of Zhao’s word clouds from analyzing
text messages with her boyfriend; the larger the word, the more frequently that
word appeared in the text. “Hey,” “home,” and “Ok” appear as frequently used
words. Used with permission.

1. What do you notice about the texts from 2008 to 2014?

2. What do you notice between her texts (me) and his texts (him)?

Zhao also provided this graphic (figure 5), a comparative look at what
she saw as the most frequently occurring words from the word clouds. This
could be another step in your data analysis procedure: zooming in on a few
key aspects and digging a bit deeper.
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The Content of Our Text Messages
While Dating vs. Married

m Dating
u Married

Occurrence %

"hey" each “love” "home" “dinner"  "ok"
other's

name

Figure 5. Zhao’s Bar Graph of Frequently Occurring Words. Zhao’s bar graph
from her word clouds to show the most frequently occurring words they used
when dating versus when married. Used with permission.

1.  What do you make of this data? Why might the word “hey” occur
more frequently in the dating time frame and the word “ok” occur
more frequently in the married time frame?

As part of her research, Zhao also looked at the time of day text mes-
sages were sent, shown below in figure 6:

The Time of Day We Send Text Messages

The Month After:

ourFirst Date  [IININ AEERNEEER B
Our Engagement B EERREEREEREE BEEE
Qur Wedding 0 TEEEEEEDEEE
Micinigind 3 AM B oAk Hoon 3P 6 Pl 0 P Ldnight

Figure 6. Zhao’s Plot Graph of Time of Day. Zhao created a plot graph to show
what time of day they texted most frequently, over the time period from dating to
marriage. Used with permission.

Here, Zhao looked at messages sent a month after their first date, a
month after their engagement, and a month after their wedding.
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She offers her own interpretation in her piece in figure 6, but what
do you think of this?

Also make note of this graphic. It’s a great way to look at the data
another way. If your data may be time sensitive, this type of graphic
may help you better analyze and understand your data.
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