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Qualitative Research Writing:  Using Signal Language

When one invokes a qualitative research paradigm, he/she may be subject to criticism from those who do not understand the particulars of qualitative inquiry.  Those who hearken from a more positivist research paradigm often struggle with the assertion that qualitative researchers are in no way trying to generalize their research findings.  In contrast, the goal in qualitative research is simply to deepen understanding through the verisimilitude of individual portraits.  We proceed with the belief that in the particular lies the general, and so we assert that there is much that we can learn by looking into particular lives, not because we seek to universalize those findings to a larger population but because they offer insight and understanding.    

One way that we render ourselves less vulnerable to critique is through using language that “qualifies” our statements; in other words, we choose our words carefully so that we do not seem to make definitive, sweeping generalizations. Listed below are some suggested words and phrases that might help you soften your language:  

It is likely that

It is possible that

This case may suggest

One might speculate that

It could be that

One may more clearly understand
When we reflect, we may see

As we consider this issue, we can perhaps conclude
Perhaps this discrepancy suggests

These findings may imply that
Paraphrasing and Direct Quotes:  Sometimes we have direct quotes and when using them, we should indicate as such.  Other times, however, you may wish to paraphrase; it is not at all problematic to do so, but make sure you indicate as such to your reader.  You can also include information that was gathered second-hand.  For instance:

· “From the perspectives of the teachers who had worked with the child, the parents were overly protective and deserving of the title ‘helicopter’ parents.

· “It seemed to be the opinion of the faculty with whom I worked that the administration used a ‘top-down’ approach.  One teacher, who was a veteran of  20 years, told me that she regretted the overall lack of agency they, as a faculty, had experienced over the past 5 years.”

· “The principal explained to me in a conversation we had early in my student teaching that IEP’s had made it difficult to impose any type of systematic disciplinary system with special needs students.”

· “Although I didn’t have the opportunity to meet the parents, I know from talking to many teachers in the building that they were considered pillars in the community, the type of family everyone admired and wanted their own kids to know.”

The Literature Review:  Signal Language & Tips

Tip # 1:  It is preferable to paraphrase rather than quote directly for two reasons: 
1. So that your voice, rather than your research source, comes through 

2. so that it’s easier to comprehend for the reader.  
Tip # 2:  Always introduce your source the first time you use it by stating author’s name and the complete title.  
i.e.  According to Margaret Finders (1997) in her book Just Girls, adolescent girls negotiate gender roles through subversive literacy practices.

The second or all subsequent times you refer to the same source you need only cite it by listing author’s last name and date of publication:

i.e. Finders (1997) also points to the power of the peer dynamic in her analysis of performance theory in the classroom.

Tip # 3:  Divide your topics into sub-categories so that you can more easily determine the structure of your lit review.  Two categories will suffice but do not go beyond three.

Tip # 4:  Use signal language when referring to your sources to help your reader more readily comprehend.
A study completed by Mallory (2006) suggests that

According to Bachmeier (2004)

Bourbon (1987) claims 

Other action verbs to introduce research include:

Asserts

Confirms

Indicate

Shed any light

States

Are widely discussed

Stress the importance of Comments

Acknowledges

Suggests

