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Abstract 1 2 

What are we doing when we interpret discourse and communication data?  How do we know if our 

interpretations are sound?  How can we increase the quality of our interpretations without 

straitjacketing them into rigid methods that are insensitive to changing contexts and research 

questions? This talk, presented at a Quantitative Ethnography conference, draws on theory in 

hermeneutics, ethnography, sociolinguistics and linguistic anthropology to explore the subjective, 

circular nature of interpretation and principles governing meaning-making in interaction. On the 

basis of these theoretical insights, I offer perspective, resources, and reflexivity to guide 

interpretation.  My grappling with issues related to interpretation is situated in and emerged from 

my linguistic ethnographic work and especially teaching.  

 

Good evening.  I’m happy, honoured, and – frankly – more than a little intimidated to be here among 

quantitative ethnographers.  I suppose I should say a few words about where I’m coming from.  I’m 
from the ethnographic side of quantitative ethnography. Most of my research involves “small data”: 
very detailed case studies of a short strips of interaction selected from long periods of participant 

observation in educational settings.  I sometimes count phenomena, but most of my work is non-

quantitative, linguistic ethnography.   

Here’s what I’m going to do: First, I’m going to argue that interpretation of meaning is a 
methodological blind spot in Quantitative Ethnography.  Next, I’ll draw on philosophical studies of 

interpretation to claim that as an activity, interpretation is unavoidably circular and subjective.  To 

lighten things up I’ll illustrate the point with some passages from a children’s story about a well-
dressed elephant.  Third, I’ll draw on sociolinguistic and anthropological studies of discourse and 

interaction to show that meaning is uncertain, ambiguous, and slippery.  Fourth, I’ll introduce some 
of the practices through which people in my sub-field – linguistic ethnography (Rampton, 2007; 

Rampton, Maybin & Roberts, 2015) – attempt to get a grip on meaning despite its ambiguity and 

slippery-ness.  Finally, I’ll return to Quantitative Ethnography (QE) to consider the implications for QE 
of this whirlwind tour through the ethnographic study of meaning and interpretation.  At that point 

I’ll pick up on some of the themes that came up in Vito’s conference keynote3 and the subsequent 

discussion about reporting standards, about the relationship between theory and data.  

* * * * * * 

 
1 This paper is a written version of an oral talk I gave at the 2021 (on-line) International Conference of Quantitative 

Ethnography.  As such, the talk was addressed to the quantitative ethnography community, most of whom are quantitative 

researchers who use sophisticated statistical and automated methods to study the meaning of discourse and 

communicative activity, especially in big data sets.  For more information about quantitative ethnography and the 

International Society for Quantitative Ethnography, see https://www.qesoc.org/ and/or the book, Quantitative 

Ethnography (Shaffer, 2017). I’ve preserved the conversational style and some of the accompanying visual aids from the 
original presentation. 
2 I’d like to thank Szilvia Zörgő, Ben Rampton and members of the Center for the Study of Pedagogy: Research-Practice 

Partnerships for helpful comments and suggestions on initial versions of this talk. 
3 Vitomir Kovanović’s keynote, “Quantitative Ethnography within Learning Analytics: Past, Present, and Future”, is available 
here: https://youtu.be/AeR4mdXMB7M. 

https://www.qesoc.org/
https://youtu.be/AeR4mdXMB7M


 

The title of this powerpoint slide, “Interpretation of meaning is a methodological blind spot in 
Quantitative Ethnography”, is a provocation that immediately requires clarification. After all, the QE 
Bible, David Williamson Shaffer’s (2017) Quantitative Ethnography, devotes considerable attention 

to meaning and how to interpret it, both ethnographically and through the mathematical modelling 

of ethnographic interpretations.  Take, for example, this diagram from chapter 9 of the book, which 

shows how a researcher can work her way up from discourse data via field notes, coding, and 

modeling relationships between codes, to drawing conclusions about the web of meanings that 

partially structure a culture.   

This process involves interpretation at multiple junctures:  

• in the construction of fieldnotes – the researcher’s interpretation of how participants in the 
culture are making sense;  

• in coding – Shaffer and Ruis, in their paper “How we code” (2020), define a code as “a claim 
that is being made about the meaning of a segment of data”.  The act of coding “is the 
bridge between the world of data and the world of interpretation”;  

• in making sense of QE statistical models; and  

• in “closing the interpretive loop” by reexamining the original data to investigate the extent 

to which our interpretations of our models make sense.  

In short, meaning and interpretation are essential to the QE project. So, why am I accusing QE of 

suffering from a methodological blindspot with regard to them?   

I refer to a methodological blindspot because, in the many QE papers I’ve read, a consistent pattern 
emerges: authors carefully detail and justify their methodological choices and procedures for 

segmentation, coding, and statistical analyses yet are completely silent about their ethnographic 

methods of interpretation. Similarly, in their systematic reviews of QE papers, Rogers Kaliisa and 

colleagues (2021) and Szilvia Zorgo and colleagues (2021) detail dozens of sophisticated quantitative 

methods of analysis – including, for example, Epistemic Network Analysis, Agglomerative 

Hierarchical Clustering, Latent Dirichlet Allocation, Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity, and Socio-Semantic 

Network Analysis – but make no mention of how researchers have approached the ethnographic 

                              
                               

 



stages in their work. Perhaps QE authors lack a language to describe what they’ve done, or think that 

“qualitative” interpretation is so straightforward and unproblematic that discussion is unnecessary.  

This glaring gap between the sophistication with which authors describe and discuss their 

quantitative methods and their silence about ethnographic methods is the starting point for my 

presentation. I will argue that ethnographic interpretation warrants our attention because it is not at 

all straightforward. Indeed, I will argue that it is a methodological mine-field that we would be wise 

to traverse carefully. I will also offer a language for how we can talk about it.  And I will conclude the 

talk with some challenges. 

* * * * * * 

Before diving in I should add that methods of interpretation are a bit of methodological blind spot 

for non-Quantitative ethnography as well. Few ethnographers detail their methods of interpretation 

and, while ample meta-methodological attention has been devoted to participant-observation, 

fieldwork, and ethnographic writing, the processes of analysis and interpretation are often treated in 

relatively mystical terms. For example, the editors of a recent volume on analysis in ethnography 

describe how ethnographers are taught to think about analysis: we are “after a form of analysis that 
creates an opening for making sense of something that [we] cannot fully anticipate, despite having a 

fleeting sense of its presence… such an analytic opening could appear serendipitously, emerge after 

long periods of staring at the blank page, irrupt in conversations with colleagues, hit [us] emotionally 

in the field, or transpire from cyclical recodings of [our] notes and rewritings of [our] narrative” 

(Ballestero & Winthereik, 2021). While many anthropologists ascribe to this rather mystical 

approach to interpretation, researchers in linguistic ethnography have developed a set of practices – 

many borrowed and adapted from neighboring fields – that I find much more helpful.  I’ll be sharing 

those with you here today.   

* * * * * * 

Part of the difficulty we have with interpretation is its circular, subjective nature. Philosophers call 

this the “hermeneutic circle”, and it has several manifestations.  First, there is the circular movement 
between understanding the parts and the entirety of a text.  We 

understand a part of a text in light of the whole, but we make 

sense of the whole by interpreting its parts.  

Take, for example, a children’s story, The Story of Babar, The Little 
Elephant. The story tells of a young elephant who leaves his home 

in the jungle and migrates to the city after his mother is killed by a 

hunter.  He is adopted by a rich old lady who gives him money and educates him.  He becomes a 

bourgeois French gentleman, living contentedly with the rich old lady for two years. Then one day, 

during his walk, he sees two little elephants coming toward 

him who, and I quote, “have no clothes on”.  What are we to 
make of this detail? Of course they have no clothes on – 

they’re elephants. But we know from reading the story that 
clothes are a key signifier of the difference between primitive, 

wild animals and civilized, educated Frenchmen. How do we 

know this? From the various parts of the story in which 

clothes are discussed, including this passage. Interpretation 

involves this circular movement between the parts and the 

whole.  

Whole 
text

Parts of 
text



Likewise, and this is a second form of the hermeneutic circle, understanding a text is facilitated by 

considering the context in which it was produced and consumed: Who was the author? What was 

she trying to achieve?  Who was her intended audience? How did the situation in which she 

composed the text shape and constrain her expression? But a primary means for identifying and 

making sense of the context is through reading the text 

itself.  Again, we’re caught in a circle: we understand the 
text by investigating its context, and investigate the context 

in part by means of the text.  

For example, we know that The Story of Babar was 

published in 1931 in France, and we can observe in the text 

a particular view of French society and especially the upper 

classes with whom Babar hangs out. We can also observe in the text hints about the colonial context 

of its composition: for example, the pith helmet worn by the hunter. The scene in which now-

civilized Babar regales the rich old lady’s friends with stories of life in the jungle is reminiscent of the 

19th century practice of bringing natives to Europe for public 

edification and entertainment. Placing the book within this colonial 

context raises questions about what lies behind the entertaining tale 

of an elephant who likes to dress well. Viewed within this context, 

the no-longer-innocent story appears intended to justify the colonial 

subjugation and exploitation of Africa.  

Finally, and this is the third hermeneutic circle, is the circular nature 

of the interaction between the reader and the text. We can only 

understand a text in light of our prior knowledge, understandings, 

and expectations.  Mischievously, German philosopher Hans-George 

Gadamer (1998) calls these prior understandings “prejudices”. We 
cannot bracket off our prejudices because they not only limit understanding but also make it 

possible. Gadamer describes the process of interpretation as one in which the reader projects 

meaning onto the text, on the basis of her prejudices and the 

expectations that they create, and then revises those expectations 

in light of what she encounters in the text, thereby creating new 

expectations and activating new prejudices.   

Gadamer characterizes this interpretive process as a conversation 

with the text, ultimately leading – when successful – to a “fusion of 
horizons” between the cultural and historical tradition of the 
interpreter and the cultural-historical tradition of the text.   

I’ll illustrate this process once again via Babar The Little Elephant. As I begin to read the story my 

expectations are shaped by my prior experiences of children’s stories and their role in the cultural 
tradition in which I was raised. I expect, for example, that the story will be playful and innocent, and 

that, while the characters may encounter adversity, 

nothing truly bad will happen.  I project these 

expectations onto the text, and they shape for 

example, my delight in the illustration of the elephants 

and monkeys playing in the jungle.  However, when 

Babar’s mother is brutally murdered by the hunter 

while Babar is riding on her back, I’m “pulled up short” 
and need to revise my expectations.  I then bring these 

ContextText



new expectations to bear on the rest of the text, checking their validity against what I encounter 

there. Ultimately, if I’m successful, I’ve not only made sense of the story but have also expanded my 
horizons of prior understandings.   

* * * * * * 

What do these abstract, philosophical insights about interpretation have to do with the social 

scientific study of meaning?  How do we get from Gadamer and the Story of Babar back to 

quantitative ethnography?  I’m going to elaborate some practical interpretive strategies later in the 

talk.  For now, I hope it will suffice to point to three lessons about interpretation: First, method 

cannot solve the “problem” of researcher subjectivity.  We cannot achieve a view from nowhere, 
from which we can interpret events without prior understandings and expectations. As Heidegger 

(1996) put it, there’s no way out of the circle, so rather than trying to get out of it, we should, and I 
quote, “get into [the circle] in the right way” (p. 143). This means appreciating that interpretation is 

not a straightforward process in which the researcher effortlessly grasps the meaning of her data.  

Rather, it is an iterative process through which we engage in the play of parts and whole, text and 

context, and researcher and textual horizons.  It involves a dual movement of understanding: of the 

text, of course, but also of ourselves as our expectations and initial interpretations are thwarted in 

our ongoing investigations. By being reflexive about this process, by attending to the cultural 

assumptions and theoretical perspectives we researchers bring to bear on our data, we can not only 

make better sense of it, we can also challenge, extend, and elaborate our theoretical 

understandings.   

Now I want to turn to meaning. I open with Ortega y Gasset’s (1959) two principles governing all 

speech:  

‘Every utterance is deficient’ – it says less than it wishes to say. 

‘Every utterance is exuberant’ – it conveys more than it plans. 

This idea that we say both less and more than we wish problematizes the notion of meaning as 

something simple and straightforward. We’ve just finished dinner and my daughter says, “Dad, I’m 
still a little hungry”. What she actually wants to say is that she’d like for us to eat ice cream. But she 
knows that her mother doesn’t approve; she says less than she wishes, hoping I’ll initiate her 
favorite dessert.  Her utterance is also exuberant. As she spoke she inadvertently glanced toward the 

freezer, letting me in on her intention, and prompting me to tease her with a variety of suggestions 

of non-dessert means of sating her appetite.   

The deficiencies and exuberances of utterances – utterances include, by the way, not just face-to-

face talk but also social media posts, on-line chats, and e-mail exchanges.  The deficiencies and 

exuberances of utterances pose challenges for interlocuters who are trying to communicate with 

one another; they also pose challenges for us researchers who are trying to make sense of them.  

Fortunately, research in sociolinguistics, conversation analysis and linguistic anthropology have 

developed some useful frameworks for understanding language and communication that can help us 

get an initial grip on meaning-making processes. 

* * * * * * 

I’m going to briefly mention five ideas – briefly because I just want to flag them up now and 

subsequently illustrate and elaborate them through analysis of some data.   



(1) Co-construction: interlocutors jointly construct meaning as interaction unfolds. Meaning doesn’t 
reside in any one individual’s mind or even in an individual’s utterances, rather it emerges in the 
interactional give-and-take, as interlocutors propose ideas, make sense of one another, display their 

interpretations to one another, and ratify or repair one another’s interpretations (Heritage, 2005). 

Even in seemingly monologic speech genres, such as an academic lecture, speakers constantly 

monitor their audience for signs of misunderstanding, disagreement, or boredom in order to adjust 

their talk. One of the reasons I so detest giving talks over zoom is that the channel makes such 

monitoring so difficult. (This is a good opportunity to thank all of you who have turned on your 

cameras.)  

(2) Contextualization: context is not given, or fixed; rather it too is co-constructed by participants in 

an ongoing process of negotiation (Duranti & Goodwin, 1992). Sometimes this is explicit: for 

example, I might announce that I’m going to lecture for another 20 minutes and that I’ll take 
questions at the end. Often, however, interlocuters implicitly evoke the relevant contexts by, for 

example, using certain language (appropriate to the desired context), enacting certain identities or 

roles, or referring to content salient to certain settings. 

(3) Performativity: We not only use language to convey ideas, we also, while using language for this 

referential function, perform a range of social functions. We open lines of communication, negotiate 

roles and relationships, assert identities, make or extricate ourselves from commitments, take 

stances, persuade, entertain, pass the time and more.  

(4) Ideology: forms of expression carry with them meanings and values associated with the many 

“contexts in which [they have] lived their socially charged life”, to quote Bakhtin (1981, p. 293). 
Hence, for example, legal discourse brings to mind lawyers, judges and courts and the ways of being 

and believing relevant to them.  

(5) Multi-modality: we communicate and make meaning through multiple modes (not only 

language), including gaze, posture, gesture, facial expressions, intonation, how we dress, and much 

more. 

Let’s put these ideas to work in making sense of a strip of data.  This one minute and fifteen second 
segment is taken from the middle of a job interview in a study conducted by Celia Roberts and 

colleagues.  You can read about Celia’s study in her recent (2021) Linguistic Penalties and the Job 

Interview book and in the Talk on Trial research report 

(2006). I also want to acknowledge here, in addition to 

Celia, my colleagues Ben Rampton, Jan Blommaert, and 

Jeff Bezemer, with whom I worked on this data for a 

summer school on linguistic ethnography, and to whom I 

am indebted for the analysis presented here.4 

The woman you see in the middle of the screen, labelled 

candidate, has been working at a delivery company in a 

temporary capacity, placed there by a job agency.  She 

has applied for a permanent position in the delivery 

company, and is being interviewed by a human 

resources manager, labelled Interviewer 1, and a delivery manager, Interviewer 2.  We’re going to 
see a brief exchange from the middle of the interview. At the beginning of the recording, Interviewer 

 
4 See Rampton, Bezemer & Lefstein (2010) for an early, detailed analysis of this event.  



1 prefaces his next question with the statement, “as a business we’ve gone through quite a bit of 
change”, to which the candidate responds with understatement, “I’ve heard a few rumors in the 
mornings”.  She has, after all, been working in the company, and there has been a major labor 
dispute, including strikes and picket lines.  The Interviewer inquires into what the candidate has 

heard, which leads to a bit of interactional trouble.  This is the episode:5 

 

1 ((c. 6 secs silence while Interviewer1 writes.  

2 Then he looks up and starts to speak)) 

3 IV1:   as a business we’ve gone through quite a bit of change (.)  
4  erm (.) although you come in on the [back end of it ((light laugh on last word)) 

5                                                                    [((C starts to smile)) 

6 C:   that’s correct I have er- 
7  I’ve [heard a few rumours in the [morning ((laughs)) 

8 IV1:               [yes (js s)                                  [yeh   (just a    ) 

              [((IV1 sitting back))   

9  (.) ((IV1 briefly puts a finger to his left cheek)) 

10 IV1:  I’d be curious to know wh-[what sort of things that people d- (.)  

                                                  [((C laughs lightly)) 

11  no because- (1) 

12  [I mean to an outsider= 

  [((C starts to straighten her face)) 

13 C:  mhm= 

14 IV1:      =I don’t work in a delivery office (.)  
15  getting rid of the second delivery erm  

16  I’m erm- I was asking round (.)  

17  well most of the second >deliveries< weren’t happening anyway  

18  because we were forever needin the staff to cover the fi:rst deliveries  

19 C:  mhm 

20  (.)  

21 IV1:  erm so in some ways I-I didn’t think it was as big a change as I thought it 
22  was  

23  (.)  

24  ehm (.) so I’m curious what so-what sort of issues did people c-  

25 C:  I’ve not actu[ally heard th- you know I’m- 

26 IV1:         [face 

27 C:  I-I only hear parts 

28 IV1:  yeah= 

 
5 Transcription key: 

IV1  interviewer 1 (human resources manager) 

IV2   interviewer 2 (operations manager) 

C  candidate 

[       overlapping talk or action  

[ 

>text<  speeded up or compressed relative to surrounding talk 

te::xt  Stretched sounds 

=   latched turns, no pause between turns 

((text)) ‘stage directions’, or description of non-verbal activity 

(   )   transcription uncertainty (including blank space in parentheses for inaudible utterances) 

.  falling intonation 

.hhh   audible inbreath 

t-  word cut off  



29 C:  =of conversat[ions      

30 IV1:          [mm 

31  [((IV1 resumes writing)) 

32 C:  [erm- from what- (1) 

  [((C is looking ahead, at neither IV1 nor IV2)) 

33  my ow:n: idea- (.)  

34  i:s  

35  that the- [the scheme beforehand (.) 

36                 [((C turns her head towards IV2 & IV3 looks up at C)) 

37  meant they could go out a lot earlier (.) 

38 IV1:  yeah ((nodding, looking at C)) 

39 C:   is that correct?  

40  they could get [ou- 

41 IV1:               [yeah  ((IV1 resumes writing; C turns head towards IV2)) 

42 C:   and they could finish off earlier 

43 IV2:   mhm. 

44 C:   the: wa:lks hav:::e  

45 >doubled< ((questioning intonation?)) 

46  (1)  

47 IV2:  s:ome. ((slight nod)) 

48 C:   [some have doubled whereas t- 

  [((C withdraws eye contact with IV2, and looks straight ahead)) 

49  so em (.) ((looking up in the air to her right, above IV2)) 

50  ((speaking fast and quietly:)) (what else have I) heard them mention 

51  (1.5) 

52       (C looks right down to her left, to the left & below IV1))  

53  I dunno ((shaking her head, not looking at anyone)) 

54  just the union all the time   

55 IV1:   ((laughs)) 

56 C:   ((laughs)) 

57 IV2:   welcome to ((NAME OF THE COMPANY))  

58   ((all laugh)) 

59 IV2:   (that a frequent sc    ) 

60 IV1:   okay that’s all right  
 

What’s going on in this segment? What is the context of their exchange? Obviously, it’s an interview, 
and Interviewer 1’s opening comment about how the business has been “going through quite a bit 
of change” (line 3), sure sounded like the preface to the next question on the interview protocol.  

However, the candidate, drawing attention to her insider status as someone already working at the 

company, notes conspiratorily that she’s “heard a few rumors in the morning” (line 7). This in turn 

prompts the Interviewer to inquire into what people have said.  In so doing, he redefines the 

situation, from a job interview, in which interviewers ask candidates about their qualifications, into 

another type of event. The conversation seems like it’s about to turn into an inquisition into who 
said what to whom, with the candidate called upon to snitch on her future colleagues. This is 

potentially a tricky situation. She doesn’t know where the two interviewers stand vis-à-vis this labor 

dispute and she may well talk herself out of the job.   

Part of the challenge facing the candidate is how to position herself vis-à-vis management and the 

workers. Note how she backtracks from “I’ve heard a few rumors” (line 7) to “I only hear parts of 

conversation” (lines 27 & 29) to “my own idea” (line 33).  In so doing, she identifies herself as 



someone who’s willing to take responsibility for her position, not a management stooge who will 
betray her co-workers.  

These are examples of contextualization – how participants jointly define the context of their talk – 

and of indexicality, how participants identify themselves, one another, and their relationships 

through what they say and how they talk.   

I now turn to co-construction: how participants make meaning together in the sequential unfolding 

of the interaction.  Consider, for example, the statement “some [walks] have doubled” (line 48), to 

which the candidate eventually arrives. Note how she gets to this idea.  She proceeds cautiously, 

offering up ideas and checking with the interviewers if what she’s saying is acceptable to them. So, 
for example, she says, “the scheme beforehand (.), meant they could go out a lot earlier (.), Is that 
correct?” (35, 37, 39), and waits for approval before continuing with “they could finish off earlier” 

(42). After receiving a rather ambiguous “mhm” from interviewer #2 she says, “the walks have 
doubled” (44-45) and pauses to wait for a response – that’s what the 1 in parentheses means in line 

46 – a one-second pause. Interviewer #1 grudgingly corrects her with “some” (47), which she 

immediately adopts, saying that “some have doubled” (48).  This is co-construction: the idea that 

some walks have doubled is the joint accomplishment of all three parties to the conversation. The 

interviewers’ contributions have crucially shaped the meaning of the candidate’s utterances. 

I turn now to multi-modality.6 It is difficult for you to appreciate this without watching the video 

closely, so you’ll have to take my word for it at this point: The candidate used a wide range of non-

verbal and para-linguistic cues to extract feedback from the second interviewer after she said that 

the walks have doubled.  At this point in the conversation, the first interviewer is writing, making 

himself unavailable for communication. Hence, the candidate turns to face interviewer #2.  She says, 

“doubled,” with a questioning intonation.  At the 
same time she places her hands on the table and 

moves them apart – perhaps signalling the 

expansion of the walks, and raises her eyebrows.  

She also pauses, holding her hands in the same 

position and eyebrows raised, and waits for 

Interviewer #2’s response.  This combination of 
gaze, held hand gesture, raised eyebrows, intonation and pause work together to pressure the 

second interviewer to offer his response of “some”.  

Finally, I want to say a word about ideology. After stating that the walks have doubled, the candidate 

asks herself out loud, “what else have I hear them mention?” and looks up searchingly.  Her rather 
dismissive “just the Union all the time” is dripping with ideological connotations.  “Just” diminishes 
the Union’s significance, while “all the time” casts its complaints as inevitable grumbling rather than 
as a legitimate and substantive response to management’s excesses. By shifting from the workers’ 
concerns to “just the Union all the time”, the candidate aligns herself with management and is 
greeted with “Welcome to The Company”. 

I hope that this brief example has managed to impress upon you the importance of 

contextualization, performativity, co-construction, multi-modality and ideology in how we mean.  

Next I turn to how an appreciation of these meaning making processes can help us in our 

interpretation of our discourse and interactional data.  

 
6 See Bezemer & Kress (2015) for an extended analysis of the multi-modal communication in this segment. I am indebted to 

them also for the line drawing, which is taken from their book.  

                                   

               : gaze, gesture, facial 
expressions, intona on,  ming

          :  just the Union all the  me 
  

C: the wa:lks
hav:::e 
doubled
(1)

I2: s:ome.



* * * * * * 

This and the next two images are devoted to the explication of practices for interpreting meaning in 

ethnography.  First, perspective.  We need to acknowledge that we are locked into a circular 

relationship with our object of study, which requires that we attend carefully to the cultural and 

theoretical assumptions we bring with us into the field. These theoretical assumptions first of all 

guide us in selecting our case.  And I should note here, parenthetically, that if you’re not working 
with a representative sample, then theory-driven case selection is critical to being able to say 

something meaningful about your data. “We begin with our favorite theory”, writes Michael 
Burawoy, seeking “not confirmations but refutations that inspire us to deepen that theory” (1998). 

So, we’re looking for a case that will challenge our theory, helping us to extend, deepen or replace it.   

However, after acknowledging our theoretical 

interest and perspective I suggest that we attempt 

to put it to one side for a moment, investigating 

the event of interest as situated interaction prior 

to analyzing it as an instance of our theoretical 

construct.  So much more is happening when 

people interact than what we’re interested in 
theoretically, yet these other concerns shape the 

way our theories play out.  This is part of what we 

mean by adopting the participants’ point of view: 
we’re seeking to understand how and why people act on their own terms, rather than viewing them 

through the narrow focus of our pet theory. Moreover, if we’re open to the possibility that our 
theories are imperfect, we should treat our theoretical concepts as sensitizing rather than definitive.  

This distinction is Herbert Blumer’s (1969).  He defines sensitizing concepts as “directions along 
which to look rather than prescriptions of what to see” (p. 148).  

Next, as we immerse ourselves in our data, let’s be particularly attentive to what Michael Agar 

(1986) calls “rich points”.  Rich points are breakdowns in understanding – events or phenomena that 

challenge our common sense – that is, what we expect to find on the basis of our theoretical and 

cultural horizons.  These disjunctures between our expectations and what we’re finding in the data 
are the points at which our existing theory and understanding are insufficient, thereby placing us in a 

good position to begin learning how to improve them.  These rich points are usually the most fruitful 

points at which to really dig in and try to figure out what’s happening, and how participants are 
making sense.   

Third, in trying to figure out what’s happening, our intuitions – our subjectivity – is a critical 

resource.  But we shouldn’t stop with our intuitive understandings.  Rather, we identify their bases 
and systematically investigate them in light of the interactional evidence.  

This systematic investigation is facilitated by attending to the resources that I discussed above.  We 

follow the processes of co-construction, turn-by-turn, analyzing how participants are fashioning their 

utterances, how they’re responding to one another, thereby displaying to one another their 

understandings, and the joint meaning that is established through this process.  To do so we need to 

attend to the details, adopting an appreciation for what David Silverman (1999) calls the ‘aesthetic 

of smallness and slowness’.  Smallness because every detail counts and slowness because attending 

to and putting together all of the details takes a great deal of time. Fast analyses, which focus on the 

first thing we notice, tend to miss all the exuberancies and deficiencies of human meaning-making 

and sociality.   
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This process also involves playing with possible contexts, and exploring the evidence for their 

relevance.  

It involves isolating modes for focused exploration – for example, by viewing video without sound – 

and then putting them back together into social 

semiotic ensembles. 

It involves investigating not only the referential 

meanings of participants’ communication, but 
also how they’re doing other things with words, 
such as enacting identities, building 

relationships, forming coalitions, making 

commitments and more.   

It involves tracing threads of discourse, ideas, events, people, and institutions into and out of the 

event, looking at the sort of ideological baggage they bring with them.   

It involves keeping all of these various strands of meaning-making in play as we weigh alternative 

interpretations – bearing in mind that the participants may face similar problems to those we face in 

making sense of the unfolding interaction.   

Having immersed ourselves in our data, and investigated closely the meaning making processes in 

which participants are engaged, we now ask ourselves what does this all mean for the social 

scientific community, and our theoretical understandings.  That is, we explore the theoretical 

implications of our interpretations of our data. You’ll note that I’m using meaning in two ways here: 
how are the people we study making meaning, and what does it mean for us, theoretically.  In 

making this latter move, from the data back to theory, I suggest first, sharing interpretations, both 

with colleagues and with participants.  Linguistic ethnographers regularly bring segments of 

interaction to data sessions in which we brainstorm with one another about what’s going on – this is 

useful for advancing our interpretations and also for sharpening our interpretive sensibilities. And 

we sometimes engage research participants in 

playback sessions in which we play back to them 

strips of data and talk about how they and we make 

sense of them.   

Second, we use our findings to reflect back on our 

theory, hopefully extending it.  Having identified 

rich points, in which existing theory could not fully 

account for what we encountered in the data, and 

having worked through those rich points carefully, 

to figure out what was happening, we now return to our theory and ask how it can be refined to 

better account for what we have discovered.  

Finally, aware that our horizons of experience, our social position, and our theoretical perspectives 

play such a critical role in how we engage in and make sense of our research, we reflexively look at 

and give an account of how we’ve shaped the research object, process and interpretations.   

* * * * * * 

I’ve spoken about how I go about doing linguistic ethnographic research – specifically, about how I 

interpret meaning making in close analyses of discourse in social interaction. What does any of this 

have to do with quantitative ethnographic research, which tends to investigate big data sets, often 
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through automated coding processes?  I want to offer a few suggestions, as tentative points for 

discussion.  

First, I would like to think that some of these practices might be helpful in the precoding stage of QE 

research, before we’ve settled on our final research focus, questions or categories. Before going 
through the data and identifying codes, let’s dig into the details of a few interactional events – to get 

a really good sense of how participants are experiencing the setting, what it is that they’re doing, 
and why.  

Similarly, when returning to the interactional data in order to close the interpretive loop, I suggest 

digging in to detailed micro-analytic and multi-modal investigation of select events not only to 

confirm that our mathematical models make sense, but also to discover what else is going on, that 

the QE models can’t account for, and that perhaps give us a richer understanding of the culture, 
social structure and communicative dynamics.  Such an investigation might also alert us to new 

topics and ideas that we can try to investigate more systematically, across the data set, including 

through quantitative techniques.   

Now, I’m aware that most of you are not analyzing the sort of video-recorded interactional data that 

I’ve looked at tonight, instead looking at on-line forums and written discourse data that likely seem 

communicatively thinner, and thus perhaps don’t lend themselves to the type of analysis I’ve 
engaged in here. I would argue that such data can be analyzed ethnographically; the challenge is to 

make sense of the communicative context that gave rise to them.  This might involve, for example, 

conducting live participant observation with research participants as they engage in an on-line forum 

– face-to-face, or, perhaps more accurately, over-their-shoulder.  And it may involve, for example, 

investigating the social processes through which social media posts are composed, edited, posted 

and consumed.  A good example of this idea can be found in Amanda Siebert-Evenstone’s (2021) 

paper presented at the conference on alignment in the Next Generation Science Standards.  By 

explaining how the Standards and related documents were composed by multiple, loosely 

coordinated groups, Siebert-Evenstone gives us insight into challenges of alignment that we would 

not be aware of if we examined the documents outside the context of their production.   

A fourth suggestion is that perhaps we can expand the objects of QE analysis to include multiple 

semiotic modes and multiple communicative functions.  Most QE studies that I’ve read focus on 
semantic webs: which concepts co-occur in which contexts.  But, as I’ve shown, we do much more 
than exchange ideas when we communicate, and we accomplish these other functions through non-

linguistic means. Here’s a challenge for the QE community: to find meaningful ways to interpret, 

code and model the many simultaneous layers of communicative activity.  I should note that in doing 

this there is already research that we can build upon.  For example, Rolim and colleagues (2019) 

looked at both social and cognitive variables in their study of communities of inquiry, and Andrist 

and colleagues (2015) have used Epistemic Network Analysis (ENA) to look at gaze coordination.  

Fifth, it should be clear from the above discussion of co-construction, that the sequence in which 

utterances unfold is significant to the meaning making process.  Fortunately, the team in Wisconsin 

have developed directional ENA tool that can explore this. 

Sixth is the importance of reflexivity: being reflexive about our position in the research process, the 

cultural and theoretical horizons we bring to bear on our interpretations, the judgements and 

decisions we made throughout the research process, and the ways all of the above have shaped the 

object of inquiry, processes and results.  Such reflexivity will add depth to our work, will help others 

make sense of it, and also will help the community in learning how to engage in this complicated 



work. This requires, of course, not only that we reflect upon these questions, but also that we report 

about them when we share our research with the community.  This means reporting not only our 

quantitative methods.   

Finally, there’s been a lot of discussion in the past few days about community building, what should 

be the boundaries of the QE community, and should there be fences separating QE from non-QE 

social science.  I’d like to close with an invitation to open up the conversation between quantitative 
and linguistic ethnography.  I think that we – the linguistic ethnographers – have much to gain from 

collaboration with you all.  I hope that my talk has shown that we also have something to contribute.   

 

---------------------------------------- 
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