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Background

• Learning qualitative inquiry can present challenges for novice scholars exploring different ways 
of knowing, thinking, and conducting research (Kuby & Christ, 2019; Mulvihill et al., 
2015). Challenges involve tensions through the learning process (Kawulich et al., 2009; 
Orellana, 2020; Roulston et al., 2013).

• Teaching qualitative research involves socializing students into ways of thinking and learning 
(Swaminathan & Mulvihill, 2018). 

• Tensions can be obstacles and opportunities for learning social science research (Agar, 1994).



ten·sions

(Latin) tensionem = a stretching.

We define tensions as a cognitive and emotional 
stretch.

Cognitive tensions focus on mental processes of 
acquiring and processing information. 

Emotional tensions focus on the role of internal 
feelings in the learning process.

What exactly do we mean by “tensions” ?
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Context of the Study

• We wanted to understand how tensions with utilizing creativity were influential to doctoral 
students’ learning qualitative research and their development as independent scholars.

• Interactional ethnographic study (Castanheira et al., 2000; Skukauskaitė & Green, 2023)
o Doctoral introductory qualitative research class at an R1 university in the U.S. 
o 15 students, professor, ethnographer as participant observer

• We explored how tensions with utilizing creativity were constructed moment by moment in 
class activities and how they became influential for student learning over time.
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Importance of Research Topic

Tensions in teaching and learning qualitative research:

• Academic enculturation processes

• Rigidity in structured ways of thinking and conducting research

• can be problematic as innovation requires dynamic, creative thinkers capable of 
approaching complex problems from various angles

Why this matters: 

• Access to different ways of seeing and knowing is crucial to preparing innovative, skilled 
researchers to create new, original knowledge. University and program cultures have influence 
to ignite or extinguish doctoral students’ utilization of creativity and development as scholars. 

RQ: How are creativity tensions co-constructed by members of an introductory doctoral qualitative 

research class, and how do these tensions influence student learning?
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Presenters: Who We Are

Megan Mitchell, EdD

Ethnographer of the study

Doctoral student during the study

Former student of the class studied

Audra Skukauskaitė, PhD

Professor of the class studied 

Qualitative methodologist

Study participant
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Challenges in Teaching, Conducting, 
and Learning Qualitative Research

• The role of discomfort in learning, 
conducting, teaching qual (Breurer
& Schreier, 2007; Reisetter et al., 
2003; Roulston et al., 2013)

Tensions in 
Doctoral Education:

• Socialization into Academic 
Culture (Austin, 2016; 
Gardner, 2008)

• Cognitive & Emotional 
Tensions in Doctoral 
Education (Aitchison & 
Mowbray, 2013; Vince, 2020)

Teaching and Learning 
Qualitative Research in Higher 

Education

• Teaching and learning 
pedagogies (Chenail, 

2022; Richards, 2011; 
Richards et al. 2023)

• Qualitative course 
designs (Drisko, 2016; 

Swaminathan & Mulvihill, 
2018)

Tensions of 
Learning 

Qualitative 
Research in 

Doctoral 
Education
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Conceptual Framework & Methodology 

Contextualizing the doctoral qualitative research class as a languaculture (Agar, 1994)

• Culture is what people collectively make, do, and know, expressed with language through 

words and actions.

An Interactional Ethnographic study

• Focuses on insider perspectives and discursive construction of common language and 

meaning (Castanheira, 2000; Green & Bridges, 2018; Skukauskaitė & Green, 2023)

• Learning is a socially constructed process

• Iterative, recursive, and abductive (IRA) logic of inquiry (Agar, 2006)
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1st Layer of Analysis: Event Mapping

2nd Layer of Analysis: Identifying, Tracing Rich Points

3rd Layer of Analysis: Examining Rich Points

4th Layer of Analysis: Discourse Analysis 
Examining verbal and non-verbal interactions to uncover the making of 

cultural knowledge and how aspects of learning were discursively constructed.



University of Central Florida Page 11

Findings 

We identified cultural categories of meaning (Spradley, 2016) co-constructed by class members through 

moment-by-moment interactions that connect across classes over time (Castanheira et al., 2000; Green 

et al., 2020). 

• We identified four classes from the 16-week semester where tensions with utilizing creativity 

occurred with the class languaculture. We use one student, Marjorie, as a tracer unit of analysis 

(Bridges, 2023) to show how these tensions were co-constructed and how they were influential to 

students’ learning.

• Rich points (Agar, 1994) in Class 11, Event 2, and Marjorie’s interview four months later.

• Two taxonomies created: Originality, Socialization, Facing Affective States are kinds of tensions 

with utilizing creativity. Reflective Discussion, “Pushing-Back”, Making Connections are effects of 

tensions with utilizing creativity. 
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2nd & 3rd Layers of Analysis: Domain & Taxonomic Analysis (Spradley, 2016)

Taxonomy 1: Kinds of Tensions with Utilizing Creativity

Semantic relationship: Strict inclusion
Form: X Is a kind of Y 
Analytic question: What are all the kinds of tensions with 

utilizing creativity?

1. Originality
1.1. Using arts-based methods in research
1.2. Shifting thinking
1.3. Opening to open-structure

2. Socialization
2.1. “Studenting”
2.2. Opening to non-traditional methods
2.3. Perceiving roles and power dynamics
2.4. Meeting academia, program, and class expectations

3. Facing Affective States
3.1. “Discomfort”
3.2. Self-doubt
3.3. Fear
3.4. Frustration
3.5. Vulnerability 

Taxonomy 2:  Effects of Utilizing Creativity Tensions

Semantic relationship: Cause-effect
Form: X Is a result of Y
Analytic question: What are all the effects of tensions with 

utilizing creativity?

1. Reflective Discussion

1.1. Interacting

1.2. Self-expression

1.3. Vulnerability

2. “Pushing-Back”

2.1. Teaching methods

2.2. Challenging “studenting”

3. Making Connections

3.1. Connecting to qualitative content

3.2. Connecting to self as a scholar

3.3. Connecting to community 
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Example: Originality

1.1. – Using arts-based methods in research

is a kind of

tension with utilizing creativity.
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Findings and Implications

• Class members developed culture and common language around creativity tensions 
that were generative of meaningful knowledge to the group and to students’ personal 
growth and learning of qualitative research

• Teaching students that creativity tensions are fertile grounds for learning (Eisner, 2008; 
Swaminathan & Mulvihill, 2018) encourages future scholars to innovate and teach in 
ways that will continue to grow knowledge and scholarship in qualitative research and 
innovative pedagogies. 

• Universities can be places where creativity in academia is taught, practiced, and 
nurtured, transforming rules and expectations for what counts as valuable research 
beyond traditional methods of inquiry (Richards et al., 2022; Orellana, 2020). 
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• Our study shows how challenging students and professors to embrace 
tensions of creativity in academia can deepen learning of Self and content, 
generate new knowledge, and introduce novel pedagogies in doctoral 
education. 

• Supporting creativity in conceptualizing, conducting, and writing research 
promotes diverse approaches that all voices count. Universities have power 
and privilege to be critical structures empowering scholars to embrace 
creativity in conducting and writing research, moving from a power-over to 
a power-with stance in academia (Blum et al., 2021; Mulvihill & 
Swaminathan, 2019). 

Findings and implications
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Questions? Reflections of your experiences and connections?

A very special thank you to the class 
members of the Qualitative 
Research Class of this study, and to 
the university. Thank you to the 
TQR Community for welcoming us, 
and for attending our presentation.

Megan Mitchell, EdD

Megan.Mitchell@ucf.edu

Audra Skukauskaitė, PhD

Audra@ucf.edu

mailto:Megan.Mitchell@UCF.edu
mailto:Audra@UCF.edu
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