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Today’s session

− The use (and abuse!) of qualitative thematic analysis

− Our findings from applying qualitative thematic analysis within 

the StudentSurvey.ie project

− Critical reflections on the process

− Sharing of updated resources to guide newcomers/seasoned 

qualitative researchers



Background

• Complexity in defining ‘student engagement’

• Evidence indicates: Student engagement improves outcomes; but due to the

absence of robustness and cross-study variability in terms of a shared

understanding of student engagement as a concept, many findings should be

interpreted with a degree a caution (Trowler & Trowler, 2010).

• Criticisms endure: lack of theoretical coherence, and its adverse impact on the

rigour of research (Lawson & Lawson, 2013; Zepke, 2018).

• Involvement of students as co-creators/co-designers within research is lacking

across literature

• Motivation precedes engagement (Bond, Buntins, Bedenlier, Zawacki-Richter,

& Kerres, 2020; Reeve et al., 2012) yet the two are often conflated





Method

− Random sample of n = 8942 students -

20% of total dataset (n = 44,707)

− Focus on two open-ended questions:

1) What does your institution do best to 
engage students in learning? 

2) What could your institution do to improve 
students' engagement in learning? 



Method

− Braun and Clarke’s qualitative thematic analysis (2006; 

2019; 2021)

− Applied the 6-phase coding procedure using a 

combination of MS Excel and Miro.com (pandemic-proof 

tools!)



• Over 100,000 citations – the Braun 

& Clarke ‘bingo card’ 

• Its inherent flexibility and its 6-step 

approach responsible for its 

popularity (amidst a 

conceptual/philosophical 

qualitative minefield!)



‘Unlike quantitative research, which values striving for 

objective knowledge of the world, qualitative approaches like 

Braun and Clarke’s approach to thematic analysis embrace the 

idea that any ‘making sense’ of data will be shaped by the 

researcher’s values and positioning in the world. Qualitative 

researchers using thematic analysis are conceptually more like 

storytellers or sculptors than scientists. 

They spend time ‘getting to know’ their data and becoming 

intimately acquainted with its contents – known as 

‘familiarisation’ – before engaging in a systematic process of 

coding the data. 

With coding, the goal is to understand, parse and tag (with 

coding labels – pithy phrases that evoke the data content and 

its analytic relevance) the full range of meanings relevant to 

the research question. Coding produces a lot of codes, and the 

researcher then clusters together similar and related codes, to 

develop ‘themes’ – multifaceted meaning-based patterns. The 

researcher actively works and reworks the clusters, to 

determine a set of themes that best captures and tells a story 

about important meanings in the data, related to the research 

question.’

https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-35/february-2022/thematic-analysis-has-travelled-places-weve-never-heard
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-35/february-2022/thematic-analysis-has-travelled-places-weve-never-heard


What are the 6-phases in Thematic Analysis?

Howitt (2013) identifies the ‘analytic effort’ of TA as including the process of 

familiarisation, coding, processing data, resolving difficulties & thoroughness of checks 

within these processes (p.179)



How did we do this? Phase 1-2 of QTA

Phase 1 and 2

• Randomisation function in Excel to 
export our 20% portion – data 
cleaning, removal of non-
responses/errors, and initial 
reading of data preceded the 
transfer to our Miro board. (Phase 
1)

• Working as a team to collectively 
note initial interpretation of 
reading and re-reading your data

• We also provided our initial coding 
heading within aligning columns in 
Excel, and exported on these codes 
to Miro. 10% of data analysed for 
inter-rater reliability.



Phase 3-4 of QTA

-After generating our initial codes manually, we collated all our outputs in Miro to begin the grouping of 
them into draft ‘themes’

-Phase 4 involves seeing if your draft themes actually concur with your rereading of sample data/quotes. 
Is there more to the experience here? Why are other researchers interpreting the same data differently? 
Reiterate!

-A thematic map is continually being drafted/doodled throughout these phases



Phase 5-6 of QTA

-Naming and defining your themes – higher order global themes that 
often subsume a variety of experiences, but best capture the overall 
richness of your data as it relates to your research question(s) (phase 
5)

-Phase 6 blends the scientific writing process with the art of telling 
the story – can you summarise your findings in the context of extant 
literature? Illustrative quotation that represents a large portion of 
your data can be strategically used in your final paper/report



Our first key finding highlighted how 

student’s valued their education as an 

interactive process. This was seen in 

subthemes relating to:

• dynamic assessment & feedback 

types (e.g. continuous 

assessments): “Assignments … help 

motivate students to get work done 

and helps the information sink in”

• varied learning formats (e.g. more 
group work): “I would love to see an 
emphasis on the diversification of 
assessment and learning styles”

Our results (1) 



Our second key finding underscored the 

perception of support and stimulation across 

campus (not just the learning environment) in 

shaping teaching and learning experiences. 

This was seen in subthemes relating to:

• The sense of community throughout the 

HEI- “communicate with [us] like people 

and not a separate student entity”.

• “would create an environment where you 

actually want to go to college to learn and 

hang out with people you know”. 

• The sense of practical services/activities 

around them: academic/social/clinical etc. 

- “with so many events taking place on 

campus every day there is almost always 

a reason to go into college, even when 

you’re not motivated by your classes”

Our results (2) 



Our conclusions

• As per literature, a full range of behavioural,  cognitive, emotional and social 

components of student engagement were present in the data

• Corroborates earlier StudentSurvey.ie qualitative themes: collaborative 

learning, student-faculty interactions, etc.

• The role of interactive learning and measuring this over time requires further 

attention

• Motivation precedes behaviour – are we capturing this distinction?

• Stakeholders may be disconnecting the importance of student perceptions of 

support and stimulation from the teaching/learning objectives.



Top tips / critical reflections of QTA

• The flexibility and appropriateness for capturing rich subjective experiences is both a 

double-edged sword

• According to Braun and Clarke, it has often been misused – pet peeve: themes 

‘emerged’…

• Braun and Clarke (2006) is not the only citation, you must evidence your knowledge 

of later publications with a more refined QTA – e.g it’s not atheoretical, nor the only 

game in town! 



O’Brien et al (2014) - SRQR

Standards for Qualitative research



Resources

Further to references throughout, here are some 

useful resources: 

• Doing Qualitative Research: Initial Questions | 

Online Resources (sagepub.com)

https://study.sagepub.com/lyons-coyle3e/resources/doing-qualitative-research-initial-questions


Accessible software/online tools


