Data Collection: Why
Why?
The purpose of qualitative data collection is to assemble information related to your
interest, topic, story, idea. To build a data corpus.

What's a corpus?
A collection of written texts, especially the entire works of a particular author or a body
of writing on a particular subject (Oxford Dictionaries).

What can be included in a corpus?
Whatever you want. Whatever works. You make up the rules and you decide.
• Oral histories and interviews
• Narrative descriptions of events, artifacts, artworks, settings, etc.
• Excerpts from written materials – poetry, fiction and nonfiction, diaries, news articles,
social media, advertisements (cite! cite! cite!)
• Images and media such as video and audio recordings
• Vox pops – the voice of the people!
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Data Collection: Strategies
Michael Q. Patton has long led the way in the
establishment of generally accepted standards and
protocols for conducting qualitative research (Patton,
1987, 1997, 2002, 2008, 2014, etc.).
Here, we've borrowed from his strategic themes for data collection and fieldwork
(2002, pp. 40-41), modifying his perspective and language as a scientist for
application by playmakers and devisors and artist-scholars.
Scaffolding is deep inquiry
•
•
•
•
•

Detailed observations
Resonant interviews with direct, personal, and accurate quotations
Informed document review
Conscientious examination of artifacts.
Persuasive and selective open-ended items.

Personal experience and engagement
• We strive for an intimate, direct contact with the story. The artistscholar's personal experiences, feelings, and insights are valid and
useful tools for understanding and interpreting the data, choosing
threads and themes, and developing the performance text and event.

Empathic neutrality and mindfulness
• We practice "vicarious understanding without judgment." We're telling the
stories of real people. Examining and embodying their feelings, beliefs,
experiences, joys, griefs, dreams, fears. Our goal is to communicate respect,
awareness, and sensitivity while remaining impartial and unbiased.

Dynamic systems
• The "case" is always developing. It is unstable and contradictory,
sometimes inconsistent, and typically unpredictable. Change is constant
so get used to it. Figure out how to get over your initial resistance to
things not being what you thought they'd be.
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods (3rd ed). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
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Data Collection: How
Oral
Interviews
The Basics of
Collecting
Qualitative Data

• Un- or Semistructured
• Group discussion
(i.e., focus groups)

•

Paper goods: Fiction and nonfiction texts, scholarly publications, press clippings,
letters and emails, public records and census data, formal and informal
correspondence and memos, newsletters, journals, diaries, emails, social media, etc.
"Text-like": Artworks (literary and non-literary), production processes, historical
objects and relics, photographs, videos, clothing and household items, buildings and
work implements, etc.

Short-answer questionnaire items, written or oral
o

•

Multiple places, multiple times: Descriptions of people, settings, events, objects,
contexts, processes, relationships, high/low points, celebrations, critical events,
formal and informal interactions, routines, behaviors, conversations, official and
unofficial places, etc. Rich, thick descriptions.

Artifact review
o

•

• Open-ended
written or oral
questionnaires

Document review
o

•

• Observational
fieldwork
• Extant documents
and artifacts

Written or Oral
Questionnaires

Observational fieldwork
o

•

Observations and
Reviews

Open-ended questions or "free comment" spaces are often included with scaled
items. What, how, and why: What happened, what was it like, how did you feel,
what did you think, why did you, tell me about . . . ?

Interviews, group discussions, focus groups, panels, TalkBacks, etc.
o
o
o
o

Who knows the most? Who can give you the richest account of the experience or
perspective you're exploring? Illustrative and illuminative.
Open-ended, un- or semi-structured, conversational; in-person, phone, email.
Groups: Facilitated or self-directed, with or without supplemental media.
Data can include everything from verbatim transcripts to composite portraits
generated by the artists.
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