
IDE 841 The Nature and Design of Inquiry 
Class Session 1 (August 31, 2017) 

The nature of inquiry 
Nick: So, here’s what I propose: All inquiry in fundamentally investigative. Research is a form 
of inquiry. Research is a social game, and in playing that game you have to have certain 
abilities. Here’s the definition of “to investigate.” It’s from the Latin “investīgāre” (in + 
vestīgium), [with vestīgium] meaning footprint or track. Which suggests semiotics. Semiotics 
is the study of tracks, of signs and symbols. You may say, “Well, wait a minute. If I’m doing 
an experiment and I’ve got a new drug, and half of the people take it and half don’t take it, 
how is that investigative?” Within the broader view of trying to understand that disease and 
whether or not this drug works, there is a broader investigation. A given study may be an 
experiment, a case study, or a survey, but the enterprise around that problem is investigative. 
In fact, before you do that experiment, you have to go figure out what has been the nature of 
this investigation. What do we know about this problem and this phenomenon? What kind of 
studies have been done? What knowledge and literature are available? So, I am now 
investigating that. The enterprise itself has been an investigation. 

And I might say, “This one chemical is going to cure this disease, I will now try that, 
and I am going to do a randomized control trial.” That study itself is not investigative, but it is 
within investigation. When we investigate things and do research, we’re always doing in a 
broad sense an investigation. A little study that you do may simply be a descriptive case study, 
or a reanalysis of the existing data, or a meta-analysis. On the other hand, you can also look at 
Tukey’s exploratory data analysis, which is highly investigative. It is as investigative the way 
of looking at numbers as an interpretive analysis of text is. 

Research as investigation has some characteristics. It tends to be problem-oriented. We 
have a basic question that we’re interested in. And it’s not a problem to solve—question and 
answer. An emergent design. I may say, “But what about pre-ordinate designs?” When you do 
a survey, randomized control study, sample survey, these are highly pre-ordinate. You have to 
figure out who you’re going to collect data from, what the questions are, how you’re going to 
set it all up. If I have an intervention, I have to design and test the intervention, and it’s all pre-
ordinate, it’s all the work I’m doing to get it done. That’s true. But leading up to that, there a 
kind of emergent structure that goes into that. That is a confirmatory piece of an investigative 
design. That is a confirmatory episode in a broader and emergent study. 

So, look at the problem that you’re trying to think about and say, “What has been the 
line of thought about that problem? That’s the investigation in which I’m operating.” I may 
think, “All I need to do is turn over this one rock and see what’s under it, that’s going to be my 
study.” But that has meaning within this ongoing investigation, this broader picture. And that’s 
what we expect to see in your literature review when we say, “Why do we care about it? Who 
cares about it? Why is this useful? Why is this an important question?” It’s because of this 
broader investigation. “Oh, if we knew it was under this rock, that might cure cancer, and that’s 
why I’m going to look under that rock.” Now, if you’re off by yourself on an island and you 
want to know what’s under the rock and you look—that’s not public inquiry, not the kind of 
inquiry we’re talking about. 

So, investigation, emergent design, recursively sequential. What you do tomorrow 
depends on what you find today. And this is highly emergent. It took me 5 years to do this 
randomized control trial—that’s the today. On the basis of that, I’ll know whether to do another 
trial, or a case study, or what comes next of that. Think in terms of alignment research in 
medicine. Maybe this cancer is due to a toxicity, maybe it’s a genetic problem, maybe it’s a 
lifestyle problem. There are all hosts of things that I can look at. I’ve got to figure out what are 



those likely indicators of these as the causes of this problem, how can I see whether those 
indicators are things I can look at and study. 

If it’s genetics, now genetics is really big, we have a lot of insight and how to look at 
the genetic-based diseases. We didn’t have that 50 years ago. Now we are much more attuned 
to the relationship between diet and lifestyle. We understand smoking and lung cancer, football 
and brain damage (maybe). These are recursively sequential. It’s a kind of Bayesian notion: 
what we do next depends on what we do now. So, we’re doing this study now, and that’s what 
leads us. When you do a proposal, I’m saying, “Why would you want to look under that rock? 
What is the reason? Maybe I should look under that other rock?” “Well, no-no-no, there’s a 
reason why this is the rock that I need to look under—or somebody needs to look under.” 

And it’s alternatively exploratory and confirmatory. We have an idea, we check it out. 
We have a hypothesis, and we test it. And we can use different language here and we develop 
lines of argument. So, I’m arguing that—whatever the methods that you’re going to do 
(experimental study, or a meta-analysis, or a narrative)—all of those can be characterized 
within this broad framework of the nature of inquiry. 

Research is a socialized form of inquiry. It’s socialized in the sense that it’s a game. 
Actually, multiple games. Some people like chess, some people like poker. Some people who 
like poker like 5-cards stud, others like 7-cards stud. Different skills are involved in playing 
poker. Some people have a very strong attitude about the right way to play poker. There are 
faculty in the School of Ed who won’t talk to other faculty, because they don’t do good 
research. What is good research? “That’s the kind of research I do—I do good research, I don’t 
know what you do. You’re not even collecting data, oh my God, how can you even call that 
research?” Or, “You’re not collecting the right kind of data.” Or “You’re going to talk to people 
about the mushy stuff and call it grounded. What is that grounded stuff here? No! Show me 
the variables, show me the data, if you’re not doing something I can put numbers on, this 
doesn’t count.” And then you’d take a course that says, “You’re not allowed to look at the 
numbers, everything has to be a narrative form. It destroys the meaning and context if you turn 
this stuff into numerical representation, don’t do that.” Now you begin to understand the term 
“academic freedom.” It means, I won’t kill you if you don’t kill me; I’ll let you do your work 
if you let me alone to do my work. Part of your job is to figure out who’s team you’re on in 
this game. You may say, “Oh, I like numbers, I like the field of stats, I want to do a controlled 
experiment.” There are people here to play with. There are also people that do not understand 
why you have turned over to the dark side and don’t really appreciate true research and real 
insight. And you’re now a lost soul, because you’re over there on that side of the aisle. 

That’s okay. There are different ways of doing inquiry, thinking, different things that 
are important to us. Topics that are important to one person are not important to another and 
vice versa. Methods that you think will get you to truth, another person will think is a waste of 
time. There are only about 40 faculty here, they have strong opinions about what’s considered 
the right way to do it. Part of what you’re looking for as a student is: which is your team? Who 
are the people that you resonate with? With who you see the world the same way and care 
about the same things. Or you think, “That’s a kind of work I want to know how to do.” It’s 
like playing music: You want to be a jazz musician or a concert pianist? There are different 
trainings. Yes, you both play an instrument but it’s a very different way of thinking and 
experiencing music. Very different kinds of training are required. Everybody has a prejudice, 
everybody has a preference. 

 
  



IDE 841 The Nature and Design of Inquiry 
Class Session 2 (September 07, 2017) 

The phenomenon of interest 
Nick: There is a story here about Piaget. Why was Piaget great? Piaget raised a question. 
Stimulated by his question, many researchers tried to find answers. Piaget tried to create 
this theory by organizing stated pieces of facts. There are lots of mysterious facts in the 
world. Only a good question and a theory can put things together. As new studies progress, 
you might find that Piaget’s explanations about the development of human mind are 
mistaken, but his questions survived. The issue and the difficulties of finding out what is 
the question. What is the thing you really want to know? 

We’re going to read some Sherlock Holmes. There’s a murder, there’s a dead body. 
The question is: How did the person die? How did the dead body get there? What was the 
cause of that? When you’re doing a dissertation, I’m saying, “What’s the dead body? 
What’s the thing you want to know about?” What is this dead body? Can you point to it? 
Can I turn it around? Can I know what that is? If you can’t explain that to me, then I suggest 
that you don’t know what it is yet. And it’s not that easy, it takes a long time to try to figure 
it out. 

Everybody will be helpful by telling you, “Oh, I know what your dead body is. It’s 
so and so. We will paraphrase for you, we will tell you what we would do in this situation, 
what we would say, how we would think about it.” Which, to some extent, is useful—you 
have some options. But really what it is, as a friend of mine says, a subtitle of the book 
“How to be more like me.” And that’s what faculty are doing, “Oh, here’s what I would 
do.” “But wait a minute, you’re not me. It’s okay what you would do, so I can see if I like 
it, if I would do that.” But then you hear, “No, you’re going to do it my way.” So now you 
end up doing faculty research. I don’t just mean working on the same topic. If you’re not 
careful, they take over your passion. They take over what you’re interested in and turn it 
into something that they find interesting, that they know how to do, that they think you 
would really enjoy. They genuinely think you would love to be just like them and you’d 
love to do the studies they do and publish the way they do, and so on. 

Now, you can take that as a compliment, you can take that as a “here’s another 
model.” Do I want to be like that one, because I like this? Or do I want some of this and 
some of that? When I was a young kid, I’d read biographies of famous Americans and say, 
“I like this part about Ben Franklin, I like that part about Thomas Jefferson” I tried to list 
some of the characteristics I’d want to have based on those people. I would say, that’s the 
way to do it with faculty: “I like the way she does that and I like the way she does this. 
Uhh.. that’s okay over there.” You’re building, but you’re building you. 

You need their assistance, because they can open doors, give you resources, they’re 
the ones who sign the final paper—and they’re the ones who can take away your baby and 
twist what you are interested in in such a way that after two years you say, “Why am I 
doing this study again? That’s what I started at, that’s what I’m interested in, how did I get 
over here?” Because everybody was helpful, right? Generally, they’re helpful, but 
sometimes you need to say, “No, thanks.” That means you’ve got to keep clear what the 
dead body is—what inside you that you are really interested in? What is that thing? It’s 
hard to put it into words and it keeps shifting. What’s the you? What do you want to know 
about it? What are you interested in? Because this is a long haul, this is going to take a 
couple of years minimum. Doctoral students—6-8 years typically. Don’t date somebody 
you’re not really serious about, because you may get stuck with them. 



IDE 841 The Nature and Design of Inquiry 
Class Session 11 (November 16, 2017) 

Qualitative vs. Quantitative 
Nick: So, a couple of things, and then we move on. What this [table] does [is] what I imagine is 
the breakdown—and I don’t mean deconstruction, I mean breaking it apart—of the way in which 
we think about methods. One of my pet peeves is when people say, “Are you doing a quantitative 
or qualitative study?” And I have no idea what they are talking about. To me, it is a nonsense 
question. I realize that most of the school—and probably most of the people you’ll ever talk to—
think they know what that means. I do not know what that means, here’s why. 

First of all, I don’t know if it’s a question of epistemology, of design, of technique, or of 
data. Sometimes when people say it’s a qualitative study, what they mean is they’re doing a 
phenomenological study and not a kind of post-positivist study, sometimes they mean ongoing 
case study and not an experiment., sometimes they mean “oh, it’s observation versus testing”—
those kinds of differences. Or “I’m using words,” “I’m using numbers.” So we have courses in 
qualitative research that say you’re not allowed to use numbers in qualitative research, but they’re 
[only] focusing on the data there as opposed to [other aspects]. Now, let’s say I’m doing a case 
study—that’s the design, I am using testing, I’m looking at words—my data are words, and I am 
studying healthy behaviors. Is that quantitative or qualitative? Or I’m doing an experiment. [People 
may say,] “Oh, that’s quantitative!” Why is that quantitative? I am using participant interviews, I 
am going to look at significant themes, and I am going to look at course satisfaction. 
 
STEREOTYPIC, AND INACCURATE, VIEWS OF QUALITATIVE AND QUANTITATIVE METHODS 
 Qualitative Quantitative 
Epistemology phenomenology post-positivism 
Design case study experiment 
Technique observation testing 
Data words numbers 
 
IS IT QUALITATIVE OR QUANTITATIVE? 

Design Technique Data Phenomena/ 
Epistemology 

case study testing words healthy behaviors 
experiment participant interviews significant themes course satisfaction 

survey observations video clips dealing with grief 
 

Peitao: How can you do that? How can you do an experiment with participant interviews? 
Nick: How can I do that? Easy. I’ve got two sections of Intro Math. In one section, I’m going 

to use certain kinds of teaching procedures, and the other one I won’t. And at the end I’m going to 
come in, I’m going to interview the people and say, “What do you think? I am doing participant 
interviews. I look at dominant themes there and ask them how happy they are with the course. It’s 
an experiment in the sense that I’m looking at causation, I’ve got an intervention, I randomly 
assigned students. So, the design is experimental. My question is not “Is it experimental?”—my 
question is “Is quantitative or qualitative”? Yes, both, neither. All I am saying: I don’t care. The 
same thing as survey. Oh survey, I’ve got to have an instrument and I’ve got to use numbers. Why? 
No, a survey is a design where I sample from a population and make inferences back about the 
population. Or let’s say, I’m looking at grief, alright? How do different cultures deal with grief? I 
am going to use video clips, do an observational analysis of that. I’m going to watch videos of the 
way in which people have death ceremonies, or funerals, or rites of passages. And I am going to 
do observation of these video clips. And I’m going to sample—I can’t look at every funeral—these 
from different cultures, and I am going to draw conclusions. For example, in New Orleans what 
we would call a [waidth??] after a burial, there’s a dance through the streets with the jazz band, 
it’s a celebration of someone’s life, which is very different from the other kinds of more somber 



funeral processions. It’s a sample survey—is that quantitative or qualitative? My point is, I don’t 
know and I don’t care, that’s not the point. The point is, is it a good way of getting information to 
answer the question I’m interested in? When I have you do these three assignments [to create three 
research designs], that’s what I’m trying to get you to do: Think about different ways of getting 
information. Which of these [designs] are getting close to the kind of information you want, are 
they useful in the way in which you want to do it. I don’t care if you call them quantitative or 
qualitative or whatever. I just want you to think as creatively as possible about it. 

Yuri: Nick, I’m confused, to be honest. 
Nick: You’re confused? Why are you confused? The answer is, there’s no answer—that’s 

pretty straightforward. 
Yuri: True. I don’t know. In a way, everything I read in Creswell’s [500-page] book—what 

was it? As you explain it, it makes sense, especially that survey thing. I never thought about it that 
way. In a way, yes, maybe it’s a crazy question—is it qual or is it quant—‘cause it shouldn’t be 
the question. 

Nick: Think about the Booth and Williams’ [2017] book. What they’re saying is, it’s an 
argument. And that’s all I’m saying—it’s an argument. There are certain ways you get information. 
Case study gives you information in a certain way that a survey doesn’t, so what kind do you want? 
That tells you what design it fits. But it’s ultimately about the argument. 

Peitao: I have the same reaction [as Yuri], but I am trying to [process it], ‘cause you gave 
an example of doing experimental design and then using participants’ interview—maybe 
transcripts, and then to explore potential themes. How can you justify that methodology using 
qualitative data but at the same time it’s like randomly assigned participants to those groups? 
‘Cause it’s not a frequently used approach. 

Nick: Just because it’s not used doesn’t mean it doesn’t make sense to do it. Let’s do the 
experiment, but let’s do it in studying grief. So, people come to a funeral home. And we say, well, 
[what are] the different ways of dealing with people in the family when they come into the funeral 
home. And so I’ve got two different strategies and I’m trying to figure out [the differences]. I’m 
going to randomly assign people who come into the funeral home to way “A” of dealing with them 
and way “B” of dealing with them. At the end what I’m trying to do then, is observe them and 
interview them—and I’m going to see whether or not they feel things like were they taken care of, 
were they sensitive to their needs. It’s an experiment. All an experiment means is I’m looking at 
causation and whether or not this kind of intervention has certain effects, and I have controlled for 
alternative explanations by randomization. It’s an experiment—it doesn’t say I have to have 
numbers and questionnaire, there’s nothing in the experiment that says that. The fact that most 
people do that, that’s okay, but there’s no logical imperative [for that]. If I want to know what 
books are over at the library—Bird Library books is my population. I can go through and sample 
those and do a sample survey and say, alright, 20% of the catalog is this and this and so on. It’s a 
survey, I’m looking at books on the shelves. The way I collect the data isn’t necessarily tied to the 
logical structure of the design. They are just typical ways, and there’s nothing wrong with the 
typical ways, I’m just saying that’s not all there is. Why design a study in a typical way if it doesn’t 
fit what you’re interested in? [10-second silence in the classroom] 

[20-May-2021 addition: Designs aren’t selected, designs are created in order to maximize 
relevance and sensitivity to our view of the phenomenon being studied and the questions being 
asked; and to increase the utility of the information produced. Designs provide the basis for the 
best possible arguments we can mount, at the time, that the information we produce is valid and 
worthy of acceptance. What if we don’t know enough to design a study? We start where we can, 
with the simplest, descriptive study we can create. And since all inquiry is inherently investigative, 
at a meta-level, our designs and studies serve to subsequently improve the quality of our future 
designs, questions, information, and arguments. Good research slowly spirals toward greater 
understanding, not only of the phenomena but also of how to understand it.] 


