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CHAPTER |

AN INTRODUCTION

I would like to tell you a story.

| am a member of a doctoral cohort at a tier one research university. About three
years ago, a dozen doctoral students were sitting in our Qualitative Methods evening class,
taking notes, making arguments, and checking emails as we are wont to do during this day

and age, when the professor spoke a phrase that would turn my dissertation on its head.

He simply said, “... and then there is Narrative Inquiry.”

My ears perked. “Inquiry” was a term we had heard repeatedly in our classes as a
reminder that research is a disciplined process of seeking answers to complex questions. Up
to this point, the majority of us were solidly within the qualitative inquiry group, the rest
being in that quantitative inquiry outlier group. However, when we started learning about the
approaches to qualitative inquiry design, many of us planned to take different paths; some of
us were choosing case studies, others were choosing a phenomenological approach, while
others chose an ethnographic approach. I was firmly entrenched in the latter. Firmly.

Entrenched.



The term “Narrative,” however, made me listen just a little closer. It seems there was
a dissertation style that has been developed across several decades, and much longer if one
considers the narrative basis for ethnographic studies (Bochner, 2001), that allows the
researcher to focus on telling a story. Being the kid that wrote episodic series for his circle of
friends while in 71" grade, being the young undergraduate always looking to start term papers
with “once upon a time”, and being a ... little older ... playwright who pushes the boundaries
of styles from the Homeric to the Kafkaesque, | was instantly intrigued by the term
“narrative.” “Narrative Inquiry,” continued the professor, “is a way to connect to the

audience using your skills as a storyteller.”

Several of my cohort members turned to me and said that writing a narrative was
“right up my alley.” I remember nodding my agreement while trying to not immediately tune
everyone out and start thinking about the story. Right then. Page one. Paragraph one. There |
was, ready to create an artifact that | could later use for my data collection — a jotted down
tumble of ideas that came to me about what made our cohort the perfect narrative study.
Ready... go. At that moment, | recognized that the topic of my dissertation would focus on
my experience in a doctoral cohort. Involvement in a cohort deeply influenced my experience
in the doctoral program, and, because of relationships established in the cohort, | was
motivated to persist in reaching this important educational goal. At that time, | knew that this

was a worthy topic for my dissertation.
Cohorts

A cohort can be defined in the broadest sense as individuals linked as a group in some

way for the purpose of learning, engineering change, or experiencing an event (Glenn, 1977).



The literature on cohorts suggests that there is much potential for a cohort to exist as a social
support network not only during the time the cohort is together, but possibly afterwards
(Maher, 2005). Relationships in a cohort, whether they be family-like, team-like, or
acquaintance-like, can fulfill the need for not only support but for affiliation from a group as
well (Beck & Kosnik, 2001; Maher, 2005; Sapon-Shevin & Chandler-Olcott, 2001; Teitel,
1997). Maher (2005) suggests this affiliation can create a sense of camaraderie amongst
cohort members that meets one of the upper levels in Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
(Maslow, 1954). Cohort relationships may even fill a need for strong emotional ties (Brooks,

1998; Twale & Kochan, 2000).

In educational contexts, an educational cohort is a group of individuals choosing an
alternative organizational structure through which the degree program is delivered en masse
and who are bound by a shared purpose or educational goal (Bentley et al., 2004). The
emotional component of cohort membership may alleviate the distress that many students
experience when they find themselves pulled in several directions at once, including their

academic lives versus their social lives (Tinto, 1998; Hagan & Goodstein, 2005).

Statement of the Problem

When seeking a higher degree, individuals may have several options as to the
educational path they take in accomplishing their goal, including the traditional model of
education, the cohort model, and the fully-immersed on-line model (Birkly, 2006; Phelps,
2008). However, although each model may have the same end goal, the models do not have

an equal number of participants successfully completing the program (Ross, 2006). The



cohort model has been shown to be a very successful model (Siefert, 2006; Tucker, 2008)

that leads to enhanced completion rates.

Research suggests that the cohort model provides a number of benefits (Brooks,
1998). These benefits include forming relationships in a cohort, whether they be family-like,
team-like, or acquaintance-like, which can fulfill the need for not only support but for
affiliation from a group as well (Beck & Kosnik, 2001; Maher, 2005; Sapon-Shevin &
Chandler-Olcott, 2001; Teitel, 1997). However, despite that fact that much is known
regarding the outcomes and benefits of cohorts, little is known regarding how they actually
work to support student success. In fact, the cohort model has been successful in some
educational contexts (Seifert, 2006) but has been unsuccessful in others (Golde, 2014).
Therefore, understanding the dynamics of relationships and social supports from within a
successful cohort can lead to further understandings of cohort effectiveness in educational

settings.

Statement of the Purpose

The purpose of this study is to narrate the experiences of one Ed.D. cohort and to
illuminate how this particular cohort, during this particular time, at this particular university,
with these particular professors, has been able to meet the challenges of a rigorous doctoral

program.

Research Questions

1. What can we learn about cohorts from within a cohort?

2. What are the nuanced moments and characteristics that make this cohort work?



3. What can we learn from this study that will be beneficial for others?

While the above questions will be used as the questions that guide this study, the ultimate,

over-arching question this study will attempt to answer is this:

“What trials and tribulations, anecdotes and accounts, and/or scenarios and stories
come to mind when one is asked to describe one’s three-year experience being a member of

this doctoral education cohort?”
More specifically, “What is the story of this cohort?”
Methodology

An auto-ethnographical approach to narrative inquiry was chosen as the methodology
for this study. Narrative inquiry differs from other forms of inquiry. In fact, Bochner (2011)
claims that “narrative inquiry relies less on rigid scientific structures to allow more flexibility
in the rigor of storytelling” (p.7). Narrative inquiry, a type of research that has been
developed by several leading researchers including Bochner (2011), Labov (2006), and

Clandinin (2006), is a scholarly practice in that,

Human beings have lived out and told stories about that living for as long as we could
talk. And then we have talked about the stories we tell for almost as long. These lived
and told stories and the talk about the stories are one of the ways that we fill our
world with meaning and enlist one another’s assistance in building lives and
communities. What feels new is the emergence of narrative methodologies in the field

of social science research (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 35)



Autoethnography

Autoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and
systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural
experience (ethno) (Ellis, 2004; Holman-Jones, 2005). The autoethnographer is part of the
story and does not necessarily live through the experiences solely to use as material about
which to write (Freeman, 2004). However, when the autoethnographer sees a nuance in
culture that may not be in the norm, he or she may say, “That sure was interesting... I bet
others would love to hear about it.” Of note: it is not enough for an autoethnography to
“just” be a good story — the narrative must always situate the personal tale within the larger
context of the culture, giving the readers a glimpse not only of the who and what, but also of
the how and why (Freeman, 2004). One might identify this study to be an autoethnographic-
flavored narrative inquiry that focuses more on the “ethno” (the culture of the group in the
larger culture of higher ed) and “graphy” (the writing of this culture); but there is plenty of
“auto” parsed betwixt and amongst the paragraphs and chapters to keep the autoethnographic

dash of flavor.

While, narrative writing allows the author to “witness” for the audience (Bochner,
2001) using “thick descriptions” of the culture, an autoethnographer not only tries to make
the story culturally engaging from exploring his or her personal experience, but because of
the storytelling medium, the author may be able to reach a wider and more diverse audience
than traditional research may actually reach (Bochner, 1997). A narrator, in short, uses the
power of prose to purposefully pen a paper powerfully providing the purport and prominence

of the parable.



Autoethnography and Narrative Inquiry

Narratives with an autoethnography flavor can be quite diverse, as they can cover a
spectrum from the narrator being a part of the study to shedding light on a larger identified
culture like a Higher Education program in a particular place and time, such as the three
years of our cohort’s coursework, using the auto as the catalyst. Regardless,
autoethnographies share a trait in highlighting the relationship between the Auto and the

Ethno, an idea that has been impactful for this particular study.

This narrative study examines the relationships and experiences of twelve members
of a doctoral cohort in the field of educational administration. Although many studies on the
success of the cohort model have been conducted, this study offers an uncommon viewpoint
as the researcher is himself a member of the cohort from the first day through the last day of
coursework, three years later. As such, one-twelfth of the relationships and experiences
within the cohort are understood and narrated through the first-person experiences of the
researcher, with the other eleven members of the cohort being given equal time and equal
voice in second-person narration. The study tells the narrative of how the twelve cohort
members met, formed relationships, and successfully completed their three-year doctoral
program.

As hinted at above, this narrative addresses the important topic of educational cohorts
at the doctoral level. Specifically, this narrative tells the tale of twelve educators who found
themselves in a position in which they believed committing a significant amount of energy,
time, neurons, and blood pressure medication was worth the cost-risk analysis of earning
their Ed.D. in educational administration. Due to an amazing set of coincidences,

serendipitous actions, and plain dumb luck, these educators found themselves attached to one
7



another for three years taking classes one night a week, fall, spring, and summer, and have
ended up not only an incredibly strong Tolkien-esque assembly of erziehungsroman success,

but they have each made eleven life-long friends.

In narrative inquiry, the researcher retells the story, putting the audience in the midst
of the story. What makes this study unique, besides its uncommon method of including the
researcher as a member of the group under study, is its re-telling of a story of a particular
group of people at a particular time and place that has distinctive personalities and unique
relationships. Narrating the cohort’s experiences through three years of intensive coursework
will allow the reader to follow the trials and tribulations during the three years we were
together as a cohort and to gain an insight into the world of graduate-level education for
educational professionals that follows a cohort model.

Data Collection and Analysis

| used a narrative inquiry methodology which has a rich history in educational
research (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). Data collection occurred through eleven individual
interviews with participants, a focus group involving all participants, field notes taken
throughout the three years of the cohort, and document analysis. | completed eleven one-on-
one interviews with others in the TWELVE (a name given to the cohort that will be used
from this point forward) and then conducted a focus group with all in attendance. The three
years of my personal observations and artifacts including on-line interactions were also used
to triangulate the data. When in the process were interviews. One line. To analyze the data, |
began by coding the transcripts of the interviews, looking for commonalities. After several

rounds of this, I looked for themes (Reisman, 2008) upon which to build the cohort’s story.



Ultimately | was able to place the data collected from the interviews, artifacts, observations,

and interactions into three categories, explained in chapter four, the narrative.

Epistemological Viewpoint and Theoretical Framework

Epistemology

This study uses interpretivism as its epistemological viewpoint. The underlying idea
of the interpretivist approach is that researchers assume that access to reality (given or
socially constructed) is only through social constructions and interactions such as language,
consciousness, shared meanings, and instruments (Myers, 2008). In this view, the researcher
is part of the research, interprets data and as such can never be fully objective and removed
from the research. In this study the researcher, myself, was a member of the cohort under
study, one-twelfth of the group. Because | was both interacting as a researcher and a member
of the cohort, it was impossible and inappropriate to remove myself from either role on a
permanent or a semi-permanent basis, and as such | have written this narrative using the

lenses of both roles — firmly placing myself in the interpretivist camp.

The shared reality of our cohort over a period of three years was a social construct
that became an integral part of our lives, and the narrative in chapter four of this study will
explain how that happened.

Interpretivists avoid rigid structural frameworks and adopt more personal and flexible
research structures which are receptive to capturing meanings in human interaction and make
sense of what is perceived as reality (Carson et al., 2001). This personal and flexible
structure is evident in this study through the use of the story-telling narrative in chapter four.

Interpretivists also believe the researcher and his informants are interdependent and mutually

9



interactive (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). As I have shown throughout this study, particularly in
chapters four and five, the cohort members are interdependent in many ways (emotionally,
mentally, and physically) as well as mutually interactive.

The researcher who uses interpretivism remains open to new knowledge throughout
the study and lets it develop through the process of data collection. The use of such an
emergent and collaborative approach is consistent with the interpretivist belief that humans
have the ability to adapt, and that no one can gain prior knowledge of time and context bound
social realities (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). An interpretive approach in the social sciences
grows out of the idea that the social world is ontologically different from the natural world,
and/or that the social world requires specific methodological tools to be understood (Crotty,
1998). Although the researcher for this particular study was one-twelfth of the subjects under
study, the other eleven cohort members contributed equal shares in a collaborative,
adaptable, and interpretivist belief of our reality. Indeed, as we will see from the data
collection, some parts of our story | only learned of through the interviews and document
analysis of the others in the cohort.

The goal of interpretivist research is not to generalize and predict causes and effects,
but to understand and interpret the meanings in human behavior (Neuman, 2000; Hudson &
Ozanne, 1988). For an interpretivist researcher it is important to understand motives,
meanings, reasons and other subjective experiences which are time and context bound
(Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; Neuman, 2000). Yes.

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical frameworks utilized for this study are Lin’s (1999) Network Theory
of Social Capital and Bronfenbrenner’s (2005) Ecological Systems Theory. Lin’s network

10



theory of social capital explains the importance of using social connections and social
relations in achieving goals as social capital, or resources accessed through such connections
and relations, is critical (along with human capital, or what a person or organization actually
possesses) in achieving goals for individuals, social groups, organizations, and communities
(Lin, 1999). In the most successful examples of networking, social capital is both an
individual and a collective good (Lin, 1999), and “social capital is defined by its function”
(Coleman, 1988, p. 98). For example, if the group members believe the collaboration only
benefits the collective or the network itself, motivation of the group’s members may be
lacking. A necessary condition for the emergence of effective norms is “action that imposes
external effects on others” (Coleman, 1988, p. 105). However, if the group believes the
collaboration is benefiting only individuals within the group and not the network as a whole,
the group members may feel limited trust and diminished network capacity (Lin, 1999).
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (2005) offers a framework through which
community psychologists examine individuals' relationships within communities and the
wider society. The theory is also commonly referred to as the ecological/systems framework.
It identifies four environmental systems with which an individual interacts: Microsystem,
mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem. Each of these systems expand the number of
relationships and complexity of relationships an individual experiences (Bronfenbrenner,

2005).

My Role as Researcher

For myself, this dissertation would have been extremely valuable, as five years ago |
was struggling with the decision as to whether or not | should sign on to a three-year cohort

with strangers that could have ended up as dissimilar as Gilligan, MaryAnn, and Thurston
11



Howell III on Gilligan’s Island (CBS, 1964)— coincidentally enough, their three-hour tour
ended up being three seasons long, the same amount of time our cohort was on our own
erziehungsroman adventure (three years of collaborative coursework). Although | was
reasonably sure in my own ability to tackle this degree-seeking with just me, myself, and |
(and a laptop), being stuck on a three-season erziehungsroman adventure with strangers gave
me pause. Had | had an example, a narrative inquiry perhaps, that allayed my reservations, |
might have joined into the group’s rapidly developed synergetic dynamic earlier than I did —

more on this later.
Which brings me to an important point:

| am a member of the TWELVE (my new name for the 12-member cohort that sounds
just ominous enough to spark a little trepidation and schadenfreude-inspired curiosity
yet is innocuous enough that the name gently harkens back to historic twelves of
world history). Yes, one might assume my membership is a huge limitation to the
study, but I assert that because this study is a narrative inquiry with autoethnographic
components, it is a boon to have the storyteller’s own experience interwoven within
the main tapestry’s plot (Connelly & Clandinin, 2000). As a member of the cohort
under investigation, it is my good fortune to have access to the stories that are
presented, and | did my level-best to put you, the reader, in the action, seeing and

hearing their stories and the events as they transpired.

The narrative is telling the story of a very specific group of individuals: the TWELVE
sitting down at the end of three years together and talking about their experiences both

individually and within a group setting. Finally, and bear with me here, or, as one of the

12



TWELVE would say, “bare with me,” you may have realized that this cohort has quite a

story to tell.

Definitions

The following definitions are used in this study:

Cohort - in the broadest sense it is individuals linked as a group in some way for the

purpose of learning, engineering change, or experiencing an event (Glenn, 1977).

Erziehungsroman —a German word that means a story whose protagonist seeks to

better himself through education (The Free Dictionary.com, 2016).

Interpretivism — an theoretical perspective or paradigm that the concepts and
language researchers use in their research shape their perceptions of the social world

they are investigating, studying, and defining (Macionis & Gerber, 2011).

Narrative Inquiry — a process of gathering information for the purpose of research

through storytelling (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).

Summary

This brings us to the end of chapter one which has given me a chance to introduce to
you a most interesting research project — that of twelve graduate students attempting to
complete their three years of doctoral classes which then set them up for beginning their own
dissertations. Chapter 1 provided an overview of how this study will explore the thoughts and
feelings of the TWELVE as they navigated the classes in ways both individualistic and

cohort-istic. The narrative will explore how the TWELVE laughed, cried, sputtered, rallied,
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and passed through the gamut of outrageous emotions often experienced in doctoral settings.
To understand the thoughts and feelings of the cohort members is essential to the

understanding of why the cohort successfully completed the three-year program together.

Chapter Two provides an overview of the literature to provide context for the
TWELVE’s cohort at the TWELVE’s university during this time period with the TWELVE’s
professors. Chapter Two also proposes two theoretical frameworks that will be used to
explain the story of the TWELVE. Chapter Three provides an explanation of the
methodology used for this study. Chapter Four is the narrative of the TWELVE. Chapter
Five explains how this study fits into narrative inquiry and makes suggestions how this type

of research can be expanded through further study.

Is your comfy chair ready?
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CHAPTER II

THE LITERATURE REVIEW

A literature review is to inform the reader of prior research done in the field, to
elucidate upon the holes that said research might have within its scope, and to bring a

“critical analysis of the relationship among different works” (Mongan-Rails, 2014, p. 55).

The literature | examine in this chapter is structured according to the following
headings: What are Cohorts?, The Cohort Model and Social Influence, Cohorts and
Student Resolve, Influences of Group Dynamics on Group Norms, the Influence of

Faculty on Cohorts, and Characteristics of an Effective Cohort.

What are Cohorts?

A cohort can be defined in the broadest sense as individuals linked as a group in
some way for the purpose of learning, engineering change, or experiencing an event
(Glenn, 1977). Additionally, an educational cohort is a group of individuals choosing an
alternative organizational structure through which the degree program is delivered to en
masse and who are bound by a shared purpose or educational goal (Bentley et al., 2004).

In general, programs are organized in such a way that the students within the cohort
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receive the same instruction at the same time, although there does exist flexibility, and
will all finish at approximately the same time (Lawrence, 2002). Cohorts have been
defined variously in the literature as:

e Communities of critique (Sapon-Shevin & Chandler-Olcott, 2001);

e Societies of education (Birky, Shelton, & Headly, 2006);

e Holding environments (Drago-Severson et al., 2001);

e Learning laboratories (Basom, 2015);

e Purposeful communities (Saitel & Russo, 2001);

e Transformational societies (Mountford, 2005); and,

e Constructivist communities (Wisniewski, 2016).

Mealman and Lawrence (2000) suggest all learners within a cohort contribute
synergistically to the whole. How many learners should there be? Several studies have
found educational leadership programs vary in size from ten to twenty-five students
(Barnett & Muse, 1993; Basom et al., 1996; Saltiel & Russo, 2001) with the suggested
“perfect” number being fifteen (Saitel & Russo, 2001).

Saitel and Russo (2001) suggest there are four primary attributes that distinguish
cohorts from other educational models:

1. Membership is defined and unvaried (i.e., the cohort’s population changes

through either students leaving or entering into the cohort) throughout the course

of the cohort.

2. Academic and emotionally supportive members within a cohort are more

likely to achieve their shared goals.
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3. Having a schedule of classes that meet fewer times but for longer periods,
generally once a week.

4. There exists a synergetic learning relationship among cohort members. Holmes
et al. (2008) suggest interdependence, shared identity and discourse history, and
intense relationships amongst members within the cohort are also differences that

exist between cohort and non-cohort models.

The Cohort Model and Social Influence

The literature on cohorts suggests that there is much potential for a cohort to exist
as a social support network not only during the time the cohort is together, but possibly
afterwards (Maher, 2005). Relationships in a cohort, whether they be family-like, team-
like, or acquaintance-like, can fulfill the need for not only support but for affiliation from
a group as well (Beck & Kosnik, 2001; Maher, 2005; Sapon-Shevin & Chandler-Olcott,
2001; Teitel, 1997). Maher (2005) suggests this affiliation can create a sense of
camaraderie amongst cohort members that meets one of the upper levels in Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1954). Cohort relationships may even fill a need for strong
emotional ties (Brooks, 1998; Twale & Kochan, 2000). The emotional component of
cohort membership may alleviate the distress that many students experience when they
find themselves pulled in several directions at once, including their academic lives versus
their social lives (Hagan & Goodstein, 2005). Indeed, feelings of isolation might be
assuaged by use of the cohort model (Boes et al., 1999) as the model may be able to
“create a space” within which a cohort member may find a place to bond with his or her
peers in the cohort (Norris & Barnett, 1994, p. 30). These bonds can become strengthened
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through a variety of factors, including time one remains in a cohort, forming relationships
outside the academic experience, and shared trials and tribulations (Hoskins & Goldberg,

2005; Pinna et al., 2018).

Many studies on doctoral cohorts have produced similar findings: that peer
support and reassurance are two of the most valued aspects of joining a cohort (Bair,
2015; Hoskins & Goldberg, 2005; Kerka, 1995; Protivnak & Foss, 2009). Being a
member of a group of individuals with similar goals, including getting one’s advanced
degree, has shown positive correlation with achieving the goal (Brien, 1992). Other
factors of success include instructional assistance and personal encouragement (Imel,

2014).

Findings from Irby and Miller (1999) suggest that doctoral students who were in
their initial stages of their program (first semester) had a positive experience with being
in a cohort because membership in a cohort related to being able to “cry on one another’s
shoulders” with regard to the responsibilities, the uncertainties, and the homework that
one suddenly finds oneself doing when joining a doctoral program (p. 4). Specifically,
camaraderie has a positive effect on students joining a doctoral cohort, lending an
empathy that may not be present otherwise (Wesson, 1996). If cohort members believed
they could share their experiences amongst other members of not only the highs but the
lows of trying to juggle full-time jobs, full-time families, and getting enough sleep, the
cohort could be thought to be a “unique, and extremely vital” source for support (Dorn,

1995, p. 17-18).
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Cesari (1990) reported that reliance on one another within a cohort for guidance
was a principle measure of success of individual students as measured by the students’
self-perceptions of their place on the current trajectory towards their goal. Helping one
another with references, research methods, and resources (the three r’s) allowed cohort
members to succeed and to “gain a sense of competence and self-worth” for not only the
cohort member that is giving guidance but also for the guidance given to their peers

(Holmes et al., 2008, p. 12).
Factors that Influence Attrition (sans Cohort)

Dr. Thomas Bender (2004), University Professor of Humanities at New York

University, writes:

Retention and attrition are extremely important issues for students and for the
institution. Far more doctoral students are enrolled in graduate programs than
complete the degree. It is essential that departments and the profession as a whole
determine the dimensions and causes of attrition and focus their attention on
retention. The human and financial costs of high levels of attrition demand

responsible action by the profession. (p. 95)

“Perseverance,” “tenacity,” “doggedness” are words that describe what it takes to
survive a doctoral program’s grueling, upwards-of-a-half-a-decade trek to the graduation
stage (Maher, 2005); Bair (2015) simply says it is a “continuance of a student’s progress
towards completion of the goal” (p.138). Regardless of the wording one uses to describe
this characteristic, most graduate students, when entering the degree-seeking program,

believe themselves to have full command of this ability and are ready to show the world
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their perspicacity in achieving the goal (Nelson & Jackson, 2000; Thune & Storen, 2015).
However, Bair’s (2015) research showed over two-thirds of doctoral degree-seeking
students will not reach their original goal, with the majority of them falling to the
attrition-bug in the first year and a surprising, yet significant, number making the

decision to leave after achieving candidacy.

Why such high numbers of attrition in these doctoral degree-seeking programs?
Often times life catches up to a doctoral student, and no matter how much hard work,
persistence, and obstinacy they are able to muscle, it will not be enough to overcome life.

Examples abound:

e Lack of tangible coping skills (Cesari, 1990);

e Lack of adequate financial support (Kerka, 1995);

e The opportunity cost of a doctorate is too great when weighed against one’s
family and friends (Dorn & Papalewis, 1997);

e Lack of connection with one’s advisor (Golde, 2014);

e The ethical climate of education (Schulte, 2002);

e Negative Peer interaction (Hoskins & Goldberg, 2005);

e Departmental culture (Protivnak & Foss, 2009).

e Not having on-campus directedness (Hughes, 1983); and

e Having a sense of disconnectedness from the larger university community
(Glover, 1988).
In a 2001 study by Lovitts, she discovered the vast majority of determination of

whether a student will leave a doctoral degree-seeking program comes after the student
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has begun classes. For example, a student may not have planned for the drive time to and
from classes, may not have realized the expense of textbooks when figuring tuition costs,
or may have underestimated the amount of self-motivation a doctoral program requires
(Lovitts, 2001). In a study conducted in 2012 of doctoral students, the researchers did not
find a significant difference in attrition numbers based on demographic factors of sex,
age, race, nationality, marital status, children, or employment when comparing those who
completed their degrees and those that were unable to do so (Bair, 2014).

One of the most frequently cited factors in the success of any educational program
is the attrition rate of the students (Kerka, 1995; Zeichner, 2014). The importance placed
on attrition rates has been shown in many studies including those on counselor education
programs (Provitnik & Foss, 2009), engineering education (Arends, 1998), or higher

education (Tinto, 1998).

Cohorts and Student Resolve

An established and significant link has been established between persistence in an
educational program and learning that occurs in a cohort model (Basom et al.,1996). The
networks of relationships established, including the strong emotional ties amongst cohort
members, can be ascribed to this link (Beck & Kosnik, 2001; Reynolds & Hebert, 1998;

Wilkins et al., 2016).

Reasons given for being persistent in completing doctoral programs while in a

cohort abound:

e Friendships and networking that occur among cohort members (Provitnik & Foss,

2009);
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e Support and encouragement shared by group members (Cunningham, 1996);
e Shared experiences (Holmes et al., 2014);
e Personal motives, or a philosophy of never quitting what one begins (Twale &

Kochan, 2000);

o Belief the doctoral degree will be helpful in aspiring for a more successful career

(Dorn, 1995); and

e Tacit priority of keeping the group intact (Lawrence, 2002).

Several studies have shown that students immersed in a cohort for their doctoral
program often cite belonging to the cohort as a significant reason for completing their
programs (Holmes et al. 2014). Just by being a part of a cohort, participants believed that
their ability to understand the complex nature of methods and designs, to advance
themselves in professional learning, and to write higher quality proposals and
dissertations was much improved (Burnett, 1999). With this in mind, Paredes and Chung
(2012) conducted a study in which program-long cohort models were shown to

proactively address retention in doctoral programs.

Influences of Group Dynamics on Group Norms

A cohort is not immune from general group social dynamics; its development,
function, and performance are tied to the synergy of the individuals (Sapon-Shevin &
Chandler Olcott, 2001). Cohort members influence the social dynamics within the group
simply through their regard from one another, their individual proclivities of social
interaction, and their spatial-temporal circumstances (Maher, 2001; McDonald et al.,

2013).
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Each cohort is unique. The type of program and the type of professional people in
one’s cohort and the context matter. Even the cohort’s journey in a land-grant institution
in a college of education is central to its challenges, strengths, particularities in
experience (Pennington et al., 2018). The individuals making a cohort, although having a
similar goal to earn a doctoral degree and being drawn from particular groups more than
others, are as varied as a group of people as any, be it ethnicity, age, gender, or socio-
economic upbringing (Mealman & Lawrence, 2000). Additionally, group dynamics
cannot be, in any way, predicted to within a significant confidence due to the chaotic
nature of people, no matter their similar goal of desiring a degree (Maher, 2004;
McDonald et al., 2013). Bandura (1997) suggests that even though the same material
(e.g., course plan of studies) is used amongst different cohorts, the outcomes and group

dynamics within the cohorts compared to other cohorts can be quite varied.

Group norms, the shared expectations of outcomes within the cohort, are
established within the first few courses that are completed together (Lawrence, 1996).
These shared expectations provide security among cohort members as to what is expected
not only of one another but of themselves. A culture develops within the cohort - pigs
dominate the thinking, horses do the grunt work, and the sheep are hoping that the
professors are wise, understanding, and benevolent (Orwell, 1945). Lawrence (2002)
suggests that when group norms allow for mutual respect and trust, the cohort’s success,

as defined by the educational success of its members, is strengthened.

However, all is not roses and apples. When early stereotypes of norms are not
accurate, when cohort members believe other members are actively attempting to

undermine the process, and when members are unable to contribute their full potential to
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a group, there can be a large and troublesome problem for gaining any cohesiveness in a
cohort (Lawrence & Mealman, 1996). Strong personalities may quickly rise to the
forefront and, either intentionally or unintentionally, inhibit other members in the group
from giving opinions simply by monopolizing speaking time or by harshly criticizing
other’s opinions (Sapon-Shevin & Chandler-Olcott, 2001). In one study, strong
personalities were shown to be able to influence weaker personalities to join in the
destructive program behaviors of attempting to alter program goals, remove professors,
or organize resistance against “unfair homework™ (Beck & Kosnik, 2001, p. 81-82).
Faculty members that are new to the program, who join after the cohort has been together
for some time, may feel overpowered by strong personalities within a cohort that have

not been reined in by others (Maher, 2004; McDonald et al,, 2013).

Leadership within the cohort is an integral part of the success or failure of the
group as a whole (Maher, 2005; McCarthy, 2015), but how important are the faculty on a

cohort’s success?

The Impact of Faculty on Cohorts

Faculty in a cohort setting are not just experts in their respective academic fields —
they are also called upon to act as intermediaries, coaches, soothsayers, and referees. The
roles of faculty members are multitudinous and varied (Mealman & Lawrence, 2000;
Pennington et al. 2018). Faculty members serve a unique function for the cohort,
including being the glue which keeps the program together (Basom et al., 1995;

Lawrence 2017).
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Faculty members are usually the final arbiters on the make-up of the cohort; they
must make selections not only based on candidates’ academic ability, but on what faculty
members deem to be “persistence-like” qualities (Bentley, 2004). The faculty must be
able to have the flexibility to counsel students with rigid learning styles, obvious
prejudices, or other biases not in line with the stated goals of the cohort program which
may include up to removing them from a selected counseling program (Hayes & Paisley,
2002). But even using the most stringent methods of selection, there is no guarantee that
a cohort will coalesce into a group which works together effectively for the next three

plus years (Norris & Bennet, 1994).

Faculty have the ability to influence the social interaction within the cohort,
usually by making decisions regarding pedagogy and power (Sapon-Shevin & Chandler-
Olcott, 2001). The faculty can serve as a positive role model to the cohort by showing
collegiality amongst the members of the faculty, showing empathic listening skills, and
showing respect for diverse views (Holmes et al., 2014). Faculty can be important
facilitators by enabling the proper conditions for a cohort to evolve into a synergistic
community (Holmes et al., 2014). Maher (2004) suggests that one positive method of
establishing such a community is to spend some time in the first classes of the cohort
doing team-building exercises which will set the stage for collaborative working

environments later on in the program.

Another role faculty members must play with a cohort is that of “mother hen.” It
has been shown that the best way for a cohort to succeed in building connectivity is with
a hands-off approach by the faculty (Posselt, 2016). It is important, however, for the

faculty to monitor group interactions such that they do not impede academic progress
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(Lawrence, 1996). Keeping close tabs on the interactions within a cohort allows faculty
members to exercise their best judgment on whether or not there should be an
intervention to help the cohort work out any dysfunctional relationships (Mealman &

Lawrence, 2000).

Characteristics of an Effective Cohort

Johnson and Johnson (2003) state that effective groups operate using a variety of
characteristics, including having a clear purpose, open communication, acceptance
amongst the group, support, trust, high levels of inclusion, and shared leadership, all
ideas that the cohort within this study were able to have that we will see in succeeding

chapters.

The question becomes whether an effective cohort needs to show all of these
characteristics to be so labeled. Norris and Barnett (1994) suggest that cohorts need to
only show remarkable interaction, purpose, and interdependence to be defined as
effective. Witte and James (1998) suggest the notion of quid pro quo is prevalent in
effective cohorts, with cohort members constantly scratching one another’s backs
(figuratively) to receive the same treatment in the future. Interdependence means relying
on one another for learning, resources, and support, and to depend on each member in the
cohort to accomplish their tasks (Hayes & Paisley, 2015; Wilkins, 2016). Without
interdependence, a cohort may devolve into a “winner-takes-all,” “king-of-the-hill,”

Hunger Games (Collins, 2008) scenario.

Cohorts can exhibit characteristics of families (Maher, 2001; Zeichner, 2014).

Cohorts can effectively serve as surrogate families to members both during and after the
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cohort classroom experience (Bunce & Jones, 2017). These healthy bonds are essential
for an effective cohort (Lawrence, 2002). Bonding goes hand-in-hand with collaboration

(Dorn et al., 1995; Saitel & Russo, 2001).

Groups who believe individual voices carry weight within a cohort’s decision-
making allow for individual empowerment, and effective cohorts find a way to see that
everyone has a voice (Maher, 2001; Dona et al., 2017). However, it is the group voice
that carries the biggest weight. An effective cohort can use its collective voice to
negotiate (course requirements, deadlines, and material, etc.) (Teitel, 1997). Because of
this negotiating power, an effective cohort may sometimes be a challenge to teach due to

a shift in the balance of power between the students and the faculty (Maher, 2004).

Theoretical Framework

A theoretical framework is comprised of different theories and theoretical
constraints that help explain a phenomenon (Shields, 2013). While a theoretical
framework may certainly help a researcher draw implications from a data set, it also
helps people who do not care about the specific application or phenomenon being studied
to nevertheless take an interest in the research — they may choose to identify what is the
broader idea of the research by reading the specific study and then taking what can be
analyzed and generalized from that study’s results and seeing what implications these

results may have on other types of actors in other types of situations (Shields, 2013).

After researching many theories, | have determined social network theory and
Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory to be an excellent fit for this study. I will

give an overview of both and then explain why these theories fit with this study.
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Social Network Theory

Social network theory (SNT) has been useful in examining patterns and

interactions in a variety of mediums:

Einstein-Bose condensates (Bianconi & Barabasi, 2001);

Criminology (Bursik, 1988);

Human disease distribution (Siettos & Russo, 2013); and,

Traffic jams (Evans & Hanney, 2015).

In the last three examples, the interactions of humans within the society
determines many aspects of life, whether that be distribution of wealth, the distribution of
disease, or the distribution of mounting frustration at the long line of cars sitting in front
of you on the way home after a hard day at work. More importantly and certainly more
relevant to this study, social network theory has been used as a lens through which to
examine groups of people working together and supporting one another to achieve a goal

(Jones & Volpe, 2011; Gesell et al., 2016).

A network can be defined as groups or systems of interconnected people and
organizations, including schools, whose aims and purposes include the improvement of
learning and aspects of well-being known to affect learning (Haythornthwaite, 1998).
While networking has recently come to the fore in education, the concept of networking
has been long established in other fields, with strong ties in the social sciences,
psychology, and business studies (Borgatti & Foster, 2003; Arregle et al., 2015). One

might argue that Leonhard Euler was the first person to come up with a network theory
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“situation” in 1736 when he proposed the Seven Bridges of Konigsberg problem in which
a pedestrian was tasked with finding a route in the city that met various criteria including
not swimming in the river (Newman, 2004). Francis Guthrie used network theory in 1852
to prove one only needed four colors to color a map such that no boundary had the same
color adjacent (Gonthier, 2008). In the 20+ century, network theory has been used to
show relationships within ecological systems, within genetic interactions, and within

transportation systems (Newman, 2004).

Network theory has wide applicability when it comes to showing
interrelationships amongst items. Three distinct theoretical perspectives contribute to the
broader category of social network theory: constructivist organizational theory, the theory

of social capital, and the Durkheimian (Wasserman & Faust, 1999).

According to constructivist theory, groups or organizations are sense-making
systems creating shared perceptions and interpretations of reality (Weick, 1995). Each
group or network makes, to a certain extent, its own identification of reality, a unique
perception anchored in the context of its purpose. This sense-making system is essential
for groups to function effectively but it also runs the risk of becoming myopic in that
“this shared perception may be closed to external influences leading to a disconnection
with alternative realities and the [group’s] environment” (Noteboom, 2004, p. 9). This,
however, is the very situation for which networking provides a solution; networking is
able to combat myopia by providing complementary cognition (Noteboom, 2004).

The constructivist approach of collaborative ventures as communities of practice
presupposes that new knowledge emerges as groups work together towards the

achievement of goals (Noteboom, 2004), whether those are “sand castles on the beach or
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a theory of the universe” (p. 2). The catch-22 in this collaboration is that group members
need to be dissimilar from one another in their approaches and background knowledge,
yet they must also be similar enough for dialogue to be possible and constructive
(Nooteboom, 2004). As group members work with one another over time, the similarities
will begin to accumulate, and less diversity may be seen; interestingly enough, this may

conversely begin the path towards myopia (Boylorn, R, 2006).

According to Woolcock and Narayan (2000), social network theory seen through
the lens of social capital focuses specifically on the value, whether real or perceived, of
collaboration among group members. Social capital was introduced as a way to explain
social action and how group involvement can enhance group members’ life situations
(Aldritch & Meyer, 2015; Coleman, 1988). Social capital can be described as resources
embedded in a social context that are accessed or mobilized in purposeful action (Lin,
1999). Therefore, social capital does not describe the linkages between members of a
group; in contrast, it describes the resources that are available to group members through
their connections with one another (Coleman, 1988). Resources available in a social
network includes information exchange (content, direction, strength) (Haythornthwaite,
1998). Social network theory posits social norms and conventions, for example the idea
of consensus building being used to spontaneously achieve a selection, are an integral

process in successful networks (Granovetter, 1983).

The value of this lens is seen in its ability to harness resources held by group
members and increase the flow of information in a network (Ackerman & Mackenzie,
2006; Graham, 2015). In turn, the value of networking lies in spanning “structural holes”

where information is lacking (Kim & Goodstein, 2017, p. 26). The more members in a
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group working collaboratively, the less likely there will be structural holes in the
information in which some member is not proficient in covering the information, or at
least is able to spot where the hole is and alert others. However, if group members are
unable to cover the structural holes, whether through lack of ability, lack of knowledge,
or lack of effort, there may exist a situation in which negative behavior patterns among

group members emerge (Hunter et al., 2015; Borgatti & Foster, 2003).

In the most successful examples of networking, social capital is both an individual
and a collective good (Lin, 1999), and “social capital is defined by its function”
(Coleman, 1988, p. 98). If the group members believe the collaboration only benefits the
collective or the network itself, motivation of the group’s members may be lacking. A
necessary condition for the emergence of effective norms is “action that imposes external
effects on others” (Coleman, 1988, p. 105). However, if the group believes the
collaboration is benefiting only individuals within the group and not the network as a
whole, the group members may play a zero-sum game, thus limiting trust and eventually

causing the demise of the network (Lin, 1999).

The final lens through which social network theory may be applied is through the
Durkheimian Theory. Durkheim (1972) concerned himself with anomie, which is the
feeling of malaise or ennui in an individual, and its impact on the association of
alienation and purposelessness. Anomie commonly occurs when society has or is
undergoing a rapid change, and when there is a significant discrepancy between the
ideological theories and values individuals and society hold and their actual practices
(Durkheim, 1972). According to this theory, anomie may result from a lack of strong ties

and the lack of regulation, integration, and collaboration individuals bring to a group. By
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allowing oneself to become part of a network, the regulations can be balanced with the
clear health benefits of an individual compared to one that has loose ties or no ties at all

to a group (Pennington et al., 2018.)

Durkheimian Theory varies from constructivist and social capital theories in that
it focuses on an aspect that the other two do not: moral purpose as a key factor in the
successful performance of organizations (Harris & Lambert, 2003). According to
Durkheim (1938), moral purpose is a factor of moral density and is a key component to

avoiding anomie.

The demand for ever higher levels of achievement, intolerance of failure, and, in
some countries at least, concern over the remaining inequities that characterize the
system, means that schools are increasingly being given demanding goals requiring
innovation (Teddlie & Reynolds, 2000). A factor related to this ever-increasing demand
is the erosion of the power of the nation state in favor of complex layering and networks

between different tiers of government (Phan & Airoldi, 2015).

In contrast to views of networking as being necessarily concerned with learning
and school improvement, other goals are both theoretically possible and present in
education systems (Nooteboom, 2004). These goals may include broadening

opportunities, increased accountability, and sharing resources.

Bronfenbrenner Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner (2005) proposed that individuals are part of larger and larger
groups that emanate outward from the individual at the center; these groups are,

according to Bronfenbrenner, akin to ecosystems. The four ecosystems are the
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microsystem in which the individual is part of his immediate group of close friends and
relatives, the mesosystem in which the individual interrelates two or more microsystems,
the exosystem in which the individual does not have control within the system, yet the
system impacts the individual’s microsystem, and the macrosystem in which exist the
“developmentally-instigative belief systems, resources, hazards, life styles, opportunity
structures, life course options, and pattern of social interchange” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005,

p. 101).

Cohorts as a social network fall within Bronfenbrenner’s meso- and exo- systems.
Specifically, a social support network is a complex, multidimensional construct,
involving both quantitative and qualitative dimensions (Devine, 2012). Quantitative
dimensions include the “structural characteristics of the network, such as size, resources,
diversity and types” (p. 12) while the qualitative dimensions of a social network
“generally are reflected in individual perceptions of the availability of support, attitudes
seeking assistance, and skills accessing and maintaining relationships within the

network” (Devine, 2012, p.13).

Social support is an inherent aspect of social networks and may include kinship
ties, friendship circles, and collegial relationships (Paredes & Chung, 2012). At the
beginning of a cohort’s experience, the latter relationship is most probable, but studies
have shown where effective cohorts are maintained, friendships develop allowing for a

tighter social network.

In conclusion, as the limitations of individual organization become more apparent

in our increasingly connected society, social network theory provides a lens through
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which to view possible solutions to these limitations discussed previously by facilitating
collaboration, networking, and the building of relationships. Whether social networks are
best seen as constructivist realities, social capital exchanges, or moral purpose houses,

this theory certainly allows for the possibility that educational cohorts are worthwhile.

Social Network Theory and Ecological Systems Theory Applied to this Study

After researching social network theory and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems
theory, it became apparent that these theories would be appropriate for guiding this study.
Because this study emphasizes not only the nature of the relationships between cohort
members but also the physical, mental, and emotional support given to one another, it is
directly related to social network theory’s constructivist organizational theory, the theory
of social capital, and the Durkheimian theory. In addition, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory, that of expanding groupings and their accompanying relationships, can

be shown by this cohort’s story.

Using these theories as a lens through which to look at the data, it became clear
that the theories chosen for the narrative should emphasize relationships both as
individuals getting to know one another over a period of time (Bronfenbrenner’s theory)
and as the group itself and its interactions both internally and externally to situations

(social network theory).

Summary

This chapter was a broad review of the literature on the topic of cohorts. It
covered definitions of cohorts, discussions on the cohort model and social influence, how
cohorts can influence student resolve, the influences of group dynamics on group norms,
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the impact of faculty on cohorts, and the characteristics of an effective cohort. The
chapter also includes an explanation of the theoretical framework for this study. Without

further ado, we shall bid this chapter adieu.
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CHAPTER IlI

METHODOLOGY

According to Myers (2008), interpretive researchers assume that access to reality
(given or socially constructed) is only through social constructions such as language,
consciousness, shared meanings, and instruments. The underlying idea of the
interpretivist approach is that the researcher is part of the research, interprets data and as
such can never be fully objective and removed from the research. In this study the
researcher, myself, was a member of the cohort under study, one-twelfth of the group.
Because | was both interacting as a researcher and a member of the cohort, it was
inappropriate and impossible to remove myself from either role on a permanent or a
semi-permanent basis, and as such | have written this narrative using the lenses of both
roles — firmly placing myself in the interpretivist camp.

The shared reality of our cohort over a period of three years was a social construct
that became an integral part of our lives, and the narrative in chapter four of this study
will explain how that happened.

Interpretivists avoid rigid structural frameworks and adopt a more personal and
flexible research structures which are receptive to capturing meanings in human

interaction and make sense of what is perceived as reality (Carson, Gilmore, Perry, &
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Gronhaug, 2001). This personal and flexible structure is evident in this study through the
use of the story-telling narrative in chapter four. Interpretivists also believe the
researcher and his informants are interdependent and mutually interactive (Hudson &
Ozanne, 1988). As | have shown throughout this study, particularly in chapters four and
five, the cohort members are interdependent in many ways (emotionally, mentally, and
physically) as well as mutually interactive.

The researcher who uses interpretivism remains open to new knowledge
throughout the study and lets it develop with the help of informants. The use of such an
emergent and collaborative approach is consistent with the interpretivist belief that
humans have the ability to adapt, and that no one can gain prior knowledge of time and
context bound social realities (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). Although the researcher for this
particular study was one-twelfth of the subjects under study, the other eleven cohort
members contributed equal shares in a collaborative, adaptable, and interpretivist belief
of our reality.

The goal of interpretivist research is not to generalize and predict causes and
effects, but to understand and interpret the meanings in human behavior (Neuman, 2000;
Hudson & Ozanne, 1988). For an interpretivist researcher it is important to understand
motives, meanings, reasons and other subjective experiences which are time and context
bound (Hudson & Ozanne, 1988; Neuman, 2000).

As stated in chapter one, the research questions for this study are:

1. What can we learn about cohorts from within a cohort?
2. What are the nuanced moments and characteristics that make this cohort
work?
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3. What can we learn from this study that will be beneficial for others?

4, “What trials and tribulations, anecdotes and accounts, and/or scenarios and
stories come to mind when one is asked to describe one’s three-year experience being a

member of this doctoral education cohort?” More specifically, “What is our story?”

Two Historical Storytellers — Goodall and Sahagun

This study will attempt to pay homage to the immensely popular and well-
respected research of the world's foremost primatologist and chimpanzee expert Dame
Jane Goodall (b.1934). Dr. Goodall's (2002) ethnography was conducted in situ at the
Gombe Stream National Park in Tanzania over a period of 55 years. Beginning her
studies with a notebook and a set of binoculars (and her mother who was required to
accompany her for safety reasons), the 25-year old Goodall was able to effectively
document the habits, actions, and activities of her subjects over a significant period of
time by remaining still, aping (sic) her subjects, and making notes of their similarities and
differences in actions, mannerisms, and sounds (Goodall & Peterson, 2002). Because of
her research, people now know that chimpanzees are omnivores, able to work with
simple tools, and are capable of establishing relationships not only in their immediate
family members but with their extended tribe (Goodall & Peterson, 2002). Her work over
the past half-century has given primatologists, ethologists, and anthropologists primary
source material that may be used for the next several centuries.

Although Dr. Goodall's methodology was similar to many ethnographers, she did
a few things that raised eyebrows due to their unorthodox nature; as an example, she

named the chimpanzees instead of simply assigning them numbers (Goodall, 1999). Dr.
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Goodall admits that one of her methodologies, setting up a food-station of bananas to
entice the chimpanzees to come out into a more favorable viewing area, was not quite in
the spirit of observing her subjects in their natural habitat and, therefore, has since
regretted the practice (Goodall & Peterson, 2002).

The second, and perhaps less well-known of gualitative methodologists to whom |
would like to pay homage in this study is Bernardino de Sahagun (b.1499- d.1590). Friar
Sahagun, a Spaniard missionary, made the decision to insert himself fully into the Aztec
culture so as to come up with the best plan for converting the indigenous peoples to
Christianity. To do so, Sahagun would spend 50 years studying the culture, beliefs, and
history of the Aztecs, learn their language (Nahuatl), and write a 2400-page book
documenting his discoveries.! Sahagun wrote of the Aztecs’ love of warfare, love of
human sacrifices, and love of blankets that were, unfortunately, infected by smallpox.
According to Austin (1974), Sahagun used the following me