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Qualitative research refers to a broad collection of research methods which are primarily 
based on observations and interviews. While a quantitative study uses numerical outcomes 
to draw conclusions that could be generalized to a larger population, a qualitative study 
seeks to add a deeper understanding of the program, policy or intervention being studied. It 
might, for example, include interviews with teachers, parents, students, community mem-
bers and others, as well as observations of the meetings where results and approaches are 
discussed. It might explore how an intervention changes what is taught or how it is taught. 
It would explore intended consequences but also might tease out unintended consequences.

Both qualitative and quantitative approaches have strengths and weaknesses; more impor-
tantly, the two approaches answer different yet important questions. Typically, qualitative 
techniques are more process-based, interpretive, and designed to understand a particular 
case. Through observations and interviews, focus groups, surveys, developmental studies, 
documentary analysis and a host of other approaches, qualitative research can fill in gaps in 
our understanding that quantitative methods cannot capture.

Policymakers are often presented with research reports espousing certain policy directions. 
Regardless of the research method used, readers should insist on high-quality work. Just as 
readers would look for signs of quality and usefulness with a quantitative study, they must
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demand the same of any qualitative study. Key elements to look for:

•	 Was the study conducted with rigor? That is, rigor in qualitative inquiry is defined 
by truth value (credibility), applicability (transferability), consistency (dependabil-
ity), and neutrality (confirmability).1

•	 Are the study’s data sources appropriate for its conclusions? For example, for an in-
terview-based study, were appropriate interviewees selected who could adequately 
inform the analysis? Were the subjects selected in a sensible way—whether ran-
domly or purposefully; e.g., stratified by roles? Did the researchers follow sensi-
ble interview protocols or use another sound way of gathering information and 
insights? Did the researchers allow the data to emerge or did they appear to bias the 
data collection and analysis toward a predetermined conclusion?

•	 Was the study placed within the larger body of research? That is, the study should 
include a complete literature review, rather than implying that the new study some-
how supersedes past research. The reader should look for balance and whether the 
examination of reasonable alternative explanations is objectively presented.

•	 Did the study display signs of quality such as independent peer-review, source in-
tegrity, and absence of obvious bias? Is the researcher housed at a reputable ac-
ademic institution or at an organization with a mission to advocate for a given 
policy? 

•	 Are the methods clearly explained? Do they have enough subjects to justify their 
conclusions? Does there appear to be a bias in the data collection format? Does the 
information provided give enough guidance for a new research team to repeat and 
confirm the study’s findings and conclusions? Are the conclusions logically and 
tightly linked to the data and consistent with the literature review?2
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This is a section of Research-Based Options for Education Policymaking, a multipart brief 
that takes up a number of important policy issues and identifies policies supported by research. 
Each section focuses on a different issue, and its recommendations to policymakers are based on 
the latest scholarship. Research-Based Options for Education Policymaking is published by 
The National Education Policy Center and is made possible in part by funding from the Great Lakes 
Center for Education Research and Practice. 
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