
Foreword

Qualitative inquiry is both science and art. Some textbooks emphasize
the scientific dimension with a focus on rigorous techniques for

collecting and analyzing data to increase the validity of findings. Other
books focus on the artistic and creative dimensions of fieldwork that
open the inquirer to the world and foster new insights. What sets this
book apart is its skillful integration of both the scientific and artistic
dimensions of qualitative research.

Finding the appropriate balance between science and art matters,
especially when writing about methods at an introductory level. If the
writing is too technical, jargon-laden, and dry, those new to qualitative
research may be put off. On the other hand, if the writing approach is
too creative, the rigorous foundations of fieldwork may not emerge.
Rossman and Rallis solve the challenge of balance by taking readers on
a qualitative journey exploring both the rigors and artistry of fieldwork.
They have created three characters—Ruth, Marla, and Anthony—
whose experiences as students in a qualitative research course intro-
duce each chapter. The dramatic challenges and ambiguities that Ruth,
Marla, and Anthony face illuminate both the science and the art of
qualitative inquiry in a way that straight text cannot.

Readers may be interested to know that the authors bring to this task
of creating dramatic scenarios significant stage experience. For some
years now, their presentations at the annual meeting of the American
Evaluation Association have included portrayals of real situations faced
by evaluators as a way of generating discussion about fieldwork prac-
tice. These scenarios, sometimes humorous, sometimes tragic, and often
both at the same time, reveal the multiple and layered dimensions of
studying the real world in ways that purely didactic presentations
seldom can. (In the interest of full disclosure, I confess to having shared
the stage with them on occasion.)

Be prepared, then, to experience qualitative inquiry as drama, for
drama it surely is. It involves capturing people’s stories and weaving
them together to reveal and give insight into real-world dramas. This
book has several story lines. There are the dramatic dialogues and
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dilemmas of students Ruth, Marla, and Anthony. There is the story of
how qualitative inquiry unfolds from planning and design, through field
entry and data gathering, to the denouement of analysis, interpreta-
tion, and presentation of findings. There are character studies into the
researcher as learner and the challenge of finding voice. Cutting across
the chapters and stories are core themes: that research is a process of
learning, that research can and should be useful, and that utility
requires clarity about audience and purpose.

Running through these interrelated themes and stories, and giving
them texture, are the experiences of Gretchen Rossman and Sharon
Rallis themselves. I have read and reviewed a large number of qualitative
research books. You learn quickly to decipher when a book’s authors are
simply writing conceptually versus when they are writing from solid
fieldwork experience. Rossman and Rallis, out of their depth of real-
world experience, illuminate qualitative research as the integration of
science and art.

Let the story begin then, but do not feel that you have to read sequen-
tially. It is okay, if you are so inclined, to skip to the final chapter and see
how the story ends. In fact, I will give you a preview and reveal that it a
happy, if somewhat uncertain, ending. The happy part is that, having
learned so much from doing careful, thoughtful, and sensitive fieldwork,
the researchers make a significant and meaningful contribution to
understanding the world they have studied. And the uncertain part?
Well, the curtain never actually falls and the story never really ends, for
there is always more to study and learn.

—Michael Quinn Patton*

Note

*Michael Quinn Patton is the author of Qualitative Research and Evaluation

Methods, 3rd ed. (2002), Sage Publications.
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