QUALITATIVE ECONOMICS AND THE OPPORTUNITY TO PUSH FOR
HETERODOXY IN THE CLASSROOM
Juan David Parra
Assistant professor, Department of Education, Universidad del Norte, Colombia

iparrad@uninorte.edu.co

@
Pluralism as methodological i [ 0(/
gical integration N

As an influential heterodox economist assertively points out “[there] i{\ﬁi}such thing as one
theory that can explain everything better than others” (Chang, Z%Qp. 69). During a recent
academic lecture in Colombia, this same scholar had the /q\mgg{unity to expand on his view
on the importance of pluralism in social research. Q%‘f(‘%l suggested that the use of theories
should respond to the problem at stake, given théthematic focus of the intellectual traditions
that gave them birth. For instance, he arg that the neoclassical school of economics makes
a good job when exploring some m@iihlal decisions in simple markets but might result as
not truly relevant to mforrgﬁt})dms on industrial innovation. He also pointed out that
alternative theoretical c\@;s\&cts respond to different world views -or ontologies-, advising
hence young sch&({é\enéaging with exploratory fieldwork to define the usage of theories
based on ef : o0 grasp empirical events of the real world.

Qh\ﬁé the urge for pluralism in the training of future economists counts with ample
recognition today (Bowles & Carlin, 2020), the debate on how to address that demand lacks
no controversy. For instance, some authors warn how attempts to make the curriculum more

comprehensive (e.g. studying multiple theories) might result in confusing students

(Mearman, Wakeley, Shoib, & Webber, 2011; Obeng-Odoom, 2019). For Bowles & Carlin
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(2020), to address those challenges in undertaking a variant of pluralism by juxtaposition?,
they suggest endorsing pluralism by integration, by bringing “insights of differing schools
of thought and knowledge from other disciplines into a coherent paradigm” (p. 208).
Considering the following excerpt from Stilwell’s (2019) work serves, however, to also

problematize the optimism entailed in that view:

&Q)
.. heterodoxy and pluralism are not synonymous. (...) If accepted, the plura&iﬁ\}osition

ensures that heterodox views must get a good hearing alongside Q&”mdox views.
Importantly though, it also requires heterodox economists to no&@ly “push their own

barrow,” whether Marxian, Sraffian, Georgist, or whateve@n other words, critics of

orthodoxy should not fall into the monist trap by @ésmg only their own preferred

alternative to the orthodoxy (pp. 40-41) Q

With this acknowledgment of the@s of building new single-answer orthodoxies in

economic analysis?, my mtere?\t{% writing this text is not invalidating pluralism by

s&

! For them, “[a]lthough at i&@st this approach presents rich opportunities for students to learn to contrast and

criticize ideas from dafﬂ%g points of view (...) [it Jcan also reduce the study of economics to a kind of
paradigm tourn&@nt conveying little or no common analytical core concepts” (p. 208).

2 Let us Q&?Jer the following example used by Bowles & Carlin (2020) to explain how the pluralism by
mtegragr variant inspired a new textbook of introductory economics that they, and some of their colleagues,
have designed. Here | have intentionally left some words in italics to argue how the new narrative, while
confronting mainstream orthodoxies, reflects (at least) some deterministic thinking, as Stilwell (2019) warns us
about: “[our] treatment of the firm and the labor market starts with the fact that employer and employee have

conflicting interests about effort exerted at work. The idea that the labor contract cannot ensure that the

employee works hard and well is a common illustration of the modern microeconomics of incomplete contracts.



integration, nor neglecting its merits. | rather elaborate upon the growing interest of
economists in qualitative methods (Starr, 2014) to suggest the potential of integration at a
methodological level -in contrast to a theoretical one as exemplified by Bowles & Carlin’s
(2020) take-, to provide clearer foundations for young researchers on how to navigate across
economic theories. Such a general worldview concurs with research practices also

represented in the work of professional economists, as the following exce[g\, om a
O
publication in an influential journal in development studies illustrates. *:S?

3
(\&

The quantitative analysis of survey data has the advantage o@%ing generalizable
statements about large populations, but it is disadvantag@@ an unwieldy apparatus
that tends to limit what it reveals to hypotheses tha \i@ﬁf}[e within academic or policy
circles (...) Informed by potentially dated seco,@'q? literatures, these [analyses] run the
risk of overlooking the current reality o tl@?m\bjects under study (...) Our paper goes a
step further by (...) integrating [la\{;,ipatory appraisals, focus group discussions, in-
depth interviews, and particigeét\rc})servation with quantitative data from representative
AN
surveys. The survey i{&)ﬁ}fﬁgnts emerge from the qualitative investigation, drawing on
insights from the‘«\ﬁélzd to define the topics of interest and identify the appropriate

methods of nieasurement (Jha, Rao, & Woolcock, 2007, p. 231).
(N3 P

x
&

&
Q\

But its provenance is Karl Marx, not Walras or Marshall. The reason why the contract is incomplete is that

information is both local and scarce, the cornerstone of the economics of Friedrich Hayek, although
subsequently developed in very different ways by contributions to principal-agent modeling over the past three
decades. The employer cannot possibly have the information needed to enforce the many dimensions of work

effort by court order’ (pp. 208-209).



| argue that this last proposal to make use of qualitative tools to inform quantitative
forms of inquiry potentially dialogues more clearly, than some alternatives expounded
above, with Chang’s advice for young scholars. My central argument here, as | shall expand
in the next sections, is that the nature of the qualitative inquiry, which is necessarily less

structured than quantitative research?, is vital to exploring the complexity of society. Without

analytic instruments and methods to grasp features of the unknown, meas and
O
quantifying stuff might become a futile intellectual enterprise. That is how | rstand Jha,

A
Rao, & Woolcock’s (2007) warning on how limiting the generation &Q(ﬁ}w knowledge by
relying exclusively on the quantitative study of fixed hypotf@? that circulate within
academic or policy circles. Hence, the importance of the tré%fmg of future economists in

qualitative research to making reaching the goal of g?\iaem (e.g. suggesting new and better

explanations) plausible. ({\

&

Based on this general overview o@subject matter, the following sections of the
article elaborate on the design of. (&J\f}se outline to provide such training for graduate
students of economics (at a {{@‘glers level) using strategies that are relatively proximate to
economics, as a discipliﬁé\\'\l:hls last argument has a clear pedagogical foundation on a
Vygotskyian educaﬂ\@phllosophy “it is necessary that students are not exposed to concepts
too far outs&%\%lr zone of proximal development, [as] (...) trying to understand the contrast

b

etwi Y, mainstream and radica VIeWpOIntS may e too difficult earman, VvVakeley,
b ) Say d radical be too difficult” (M Wakel

Shoib, & Webber, 2011, p. 54. Emphasis in the original)*. The narrative that | present

% In Maxwell (2013) words, “[q]ualitative research has an inherent openness and flexibility that allows you to
modify your design and focus during the research to pursue new discoveries and relationships™ (p. 30)

* | have expounded a similar argument elsewhere (Parra, 2018).



emulates the messages | convey students throughout the modules of the course, which
include: justifying the topic (why learning qualitative methods?), introducing a
methodological framework to situate qualitative research designs and presenting in detail a
class project assignment compounded by different activities that aim to nurture different
analytical skills. In the last section of the article, | pick up the core methodological
foundation of the course and (re)emphasize its intended contribution towards pp{@ng for

heterodoxy in the classroom. i‘;\)
&
Conveying the role of qualitative thinking in economics 60
Some opening arguments to spark interest in students oig\gé%bmics
At a general level, qualitative thinking opens to sc&‘e&g’r{/creaﬁvity and assessing multiple
explanations for social phenomena. As MaX\aQLL(ZOOQ) puts it, through experiments in
qualitative inquiry “encourage creativity: "a sense of exploration” (p. 228), which seems
intuitively central to the task of um\ié%anding why things happen. Not all paradigmatic
N

orientations to qualitative reS{%fSh hare this vision, which presumes that real forces, or social
mechanisms at work, ei(ﬁf‘g\r?d explain the events with observe. However, economics as a
discipline, Wherp\s(zme ;orientation one takes, does bulk in the assumption that social
determinarl%Q'i}t\(Dopfer, 1986), hence the possibility of building causal theories. This
initial@fs%)mological argument is important to start devising what type of qualitative
analysis skills that economists do require, or at least what kind of arguments will most likely
spark their interest in exploring non-quantitative research tools.

Before arriving at specific methodological orientations on the mechanics of analyzing
the world qualitatively, as a pedagogue | thus argue that it is important to persuade students

on the benefits they might gain from these specific skills. Starr’s (2014) paper, published in
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the Journal of Economic Surveys, provides a summary of common arguments cited by
scholars in that field to advocate for mixed methods research, hence representing a valuable
pedagogical source for this purpose. In her account, consulting qualitative sources is justified

in some of the following situations:

(&) when very little is known about the topic, so that broad exploratory researgj\%
needed to identify its basic characteristics; (b) when there has already bee{s\ ot of
guantitative research on the subject, but key questions remain unreso{v}& (c) when
back-and-forth with an interviewer is thought to be needed to hel e{f}it%\ull and accurate

information; (d) when the topic under investigation has som@herent complexities the
D
X2

\,
In this context, I also find useful quot@ertler et al.’s (2016) influential manual on

researcher wants to be able to capture

impact evaluation, a topic that has gain‘ﬁq‘> mentum in policymaking arenas as representing
o &N%
scientific rigor to inform evideng\%&sed policymaking. Some of their arguments resemble
AN\
the ones in Starr’s (2014&@{“‘%ey somehow feel less abstract as they present them in the
context of practical di{@?@sions on how to use public resources efficiently. For example, as
the following .e@erpt suggests, qualitative knowledge can result central in assisting

policymak@}l\n the reflection of what processes and practices are key to replicate or modify
&

througheut the implementation of specific social interventions:

Qualitative data provide context and explanations for the quantitative results (...). In

this way, qualitative work can help explain why certain results are observed in the



quantitative analysis and can be used to get inside the “black box” of what happened in

the program (Gertler, Martinez, Premand, Rawlings, & Vermeersch, 2016, p. 16)

In my view, these quotes are straightforward in suggesting to students in faculties of
economics that the knowledge of some qualitative research skills might improve the
usefulness of the toolbox of their discipline. Summing them up, qualitative field\@rk can
motivate new research questions, might inform the building of surv’e@% analyze
econometrically and perhaps more importantly (given arguments | prese@\bziow), can assist
in the unraveling of complexities entailed in the causes behind %\g@s we observed through
variations in metrics and social indicators. At this stage, it is Worth noting that, interestingly,
either deliberatively or not, academic reference u@gh\éd in (most likely) orthodox-
economic forums do open the floor for other eQiis\t?m logies to complement their work. It is
in this phase of the study plan were ar@ig{g?tunity emerges to start suggesting specific

approaches from qualitative tradition(s\{hgt might fit in this overall narrative.
\O
Introducing qualitative gtxglg mics
N\
For King (2013), thegquéstions that economists ask are (...) inherently difficult, and it is
o\
\
unlikely that t@ave simple answers” (p. 18). He then adds that “cconomic reality is fluid
AN
and su @Q’lg‘eb continuous change, so that the quest for a single, ‘general’ theory applicable
to human behavior in all societies, at all points in time, is a delusion” (p. 18). The notion of
change is central to gqualitative thinking, given the significance that qualitative researchers
place in studying subjectivities of people and how uncertain and contingent social

interactions explain how different social processes take place (Maxwell, 2013). From the

view of pedagogics, one next challenge consists of framing these ideas to students from



(mainstream) economics, who are usually confronted with economic modeling that departs
from the assumption of rational, and hence pre-determined (or fixed), social preferences
(Bowles & Carlin, 2020). Woodrow & Fast’s (2019) proposal of a tradition they baptize as
qualitative economics serves this purpose, particularly given their explicit use of language
and examples that are common to students from economic theory. Their reference to the
theory of the firm in microeconomics illustrates it: s\Q)

X

O\

The firm should be understood as the actions and meaning knowledge(cé)]e individual
actor and of the actors’ collective actions over time (%’Q} this organizing,
intersubjective moving pictures of what the firm and Uné&nvironment are will be
created among the actors and create a view of see{@';‘%{h on themselves and of the

context. The firm and its development comggginterpretation and understanding of

the situation by those actors who argf&rvolved in their organizational actions

(Woodrow W & Fast, 2019, p.,
\&g\\w

While this view @n entrepreneurship entails already a departure from the
neoclassical paradlggb{ﬁ%roflt maximizing behavior, the intention here is to convey students
the message thaI«Q&\mderstand social processes it is worth asking questions centered on how
economic\,\@@}ﬂs interact, in specific contexts, or environments. One core epistemological
implicgon that these same authors present is that people “have to live with and exist with
uncertainty and ambiguity” meaning that they are often “exposed to many different
interpretations and understandings” (Fast & Woodrow, 2012, p. 167) of the world they
inhabit. The study of emotions and perceptions becomes, therefore, central to theorize about

economic dynamics, which again, is a common-sense argument for qualitative researchers,



but not that easily endorsed by mainstream economic theorists which tend to be more
instrumental and materialistic (Rowlinson, 1997).

The next step in the syllabus of the class consists of exploring specific methodologies
to study social behavior in context, a procedure that, as | shall discuss below, will necessarily
entail problematizing the endorsement of general theories or explanations. Before doing so |
will insist on the assumptions that I am making in each step of the process vii-\@wis the
intention of sparking the interest of students of economics in becoming awa{g;\&%ualitative
reasoning. Pedagogically speaking, the key to boosting their motiv&@is to maintain a
language and conceptual frameworks that do not depart abruptly{—é&n the traditions in their
area of studies (Mearman, Wakeley, Shoib, & Webber, 201&;)320r non-orthodox economists

and researchers in other social sciences, many of theQ\g{%nents expounded above are obvious

and even represent part of the core critique &tmainstream economic theory (e.g. that it

,&

reproduces an over deterministic and n@‘élational research methodology). Nonetheless,
arguable students of economics Wo@i‘}?nd little motivation in focusing on the critique of
NS
their discipline, rather in hovs&i{s}n complement other epistemic approaches to social studies.
N\
-
An overall methodq{fa”gy to teach qualitative reasoning
A prolific a%@\r of qualitative research textbooks and learning materials such as Maxwell
(2013{'{B§keptlcal of the usefulness of extreme forms of social constructivist and pragmatist
reflections on the applications of qualitative reasoning. In my view, scholars such as Pawson
and Tilley (1997), and more recently Emmel (2013) and Manzano (2016) argue quite
persuasively why difficulties persist, even among experienced researchers, to provide

convincing arguments on technical discussions of qualitative inquiry like justifying sample

sizes, saturation points and, more broadly, validity and rigor. Again, while these are matters
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that would have different answers depending on epistemic approaches and traditions, the
focus here is on how to deal with specific expectations of students of economics.

In this stage of the class narrative, a find it relevant to build on the methodological
conclusion that came out from the discussion of the qualitative economics agenda to study
human subjective behavior in context to persuade students on the centrality of complex
thinking. My aim here is to argue that grasping complexity in social explanatioolzi,%quires
transcending simplistic forms of inductive and deductive reasoning in plev}\%g research
designs and information analysis strategies (Wuisman, 2005). As th&t{i}re all discussions
that entail a risk of falling in excessive use of philosophical jarg@gﬁat might not always be
well received by students of (mainstream) economics (Doy@%), | argue on the importance
of combining different methods as heuristic tools t@é&%s translators of certain messages
pertaining qualitative reasoning and analysis. Wermore, in line with the overall message
of the last paragraph, | believe that the @I discuss below have potential in contributing
also to more general discussions on Q&%achlng of qualitative methods.

,\iw

From induction to abdugflo and retroduction

Saldafia (2009) md@es that popular films and television shows constitute powerful tools
for teachlng\q@fhtatlve research skills. That is the case, he suggests, given their potential to
prov1<@‘1’1&etaphor[s] for human experience and [how they simulate] ‘real world’ dilemmas”
(p. 249). What | will do next is to quote two dialogue lines, one from one the popular Netflix
fiction series, Stranger Things (ST), and a second one from the Hollywood classical movie
Contact (C), and then explain how debating some contrasts in their visual representation

offers an interesting pedagogical device to convey messages about the logic of qualitative

reasoning, at least from the research paradigm | stand from in my class.
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Figure 1. Dialogue one

~2

Source: transcribed by the author from the original TV show in Netflix

Figure 2. Dieg%ge‘two

A

Source: transcribed by the author from the original movie distributed by Warner Bros
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According to these video excerpts we just saw, which strategy, and why, seemed more
effective in assisting the characters in each situation to solver their query? By placing this
question to students, my intention here is to start pointing out, and inviting them to consider,
different elements involved in each scene, such as, for instance, the use of previous
knowledge to build hypotheses or the specific role of theories in designing research
strategies. | highlight how in ST (Figure 1), the path towards solving the mysterys\g@how to
find the monster, implicitly involved a creative process of conside@g@ alternative
explanations, which even drew them to imagine the mystic creature as,i ibwere a shark (e.g.
a predator attracted by blood). In the case of the excerpt from @Qﬁigure 2), the scientists
failed in solving their research question. That happeneg fé%f several attempts to derive
explanations directly from data (and, of course, @\%Zome insights from their expert
knowledge about astrophysics). /S\,

The background of that analyst\TT{l/etatheoretlcal discussion about the usage of
different inference logics in researc@\\jéslgns At the beginning of this section, I quoted
authors such as Pawson anc{\f\r}#ey (1997) to introduce a critique that researchers from a
tradition called critical r%}\I;l\%m (CR) make to qualitative researchers that endorse either of

C
the two most mﬂi@ﬁtlal paradigms informing qualitative studies; these are social
constructlvrs\r@wd pragmatism. | will not delve into many details of that debate here [see
Chapt@o\e Pawson and Tilley (1997) for a fascinating summary], further than introducing,
as Figure 3 depicts, the distinction that CR makes between pure forms of induction and
deduction, and alternative reasoning paths like abduction and retroduction. Making explicit

reference to the video excerpts of ST and C presented to students, as we shall see, helps

defining these abstract terminologies and also to emphasize in their usefulness to inform

12



qualitative analysis techniques where, | insist, students of economist will most likely find

(epistemic) comfort.

Figure 3. Different inferential logics

(Step 3)

(Step 1)

(Step 1)

Abduction
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|
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{ |
! I
' |

Source: adapted from Wuisman (2005)
&

As Josh (2020) succinctly puts it @]hereas retroduction is inference to theorize and
test hidden mechanisms, abductlwe>nventlve thinking required to imagine the existence
of such mechanisms” (p. 2 \L\&%e scene of ST, | argue, Nancy and Jonatan used abduction
(or creative thinking) Vg\h@p they reflected, based on some previous observations, on plausible
explanations (or~@%es) on how to find the monster, and then they tested their theory (a

A\
process of ;‘e{]&uction) by building a case with some basic conditions to see if, effectively,
b
the m@anism they expected (the appetite of the monster for blood) was triggered. In the
case of C, the inference logic used by the scientific team was arguably more consistent with
an inductive reasoning path, as reflected in Figure 3; it departed from an observation which,

interpreted in the specific context they found themselves at (the case), motivated their

attempts to suggest a possible explanation. One central argument here, which | explicitly
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present to students, is that mere induction (a practice commonly referred to as empiricism)
fails in providing strong arguments to justify research designs (Emmel, 2013) (which the
failure of the scientists conveniently proofs), particularly because of its lack of resemblance

in how scientific inquiry works. As Josh explains (2020):

.... empiricism is a paradigm that prioritizes observable reality under the assump\&i%
that science must work with objects that scientists can observe an@sibly
manipulate (...) This is problematic because such underpinning aspec{é’rold the key
to understanding complex problems and finding creativ&@ﬁi\stic solutions.
Empiricism alone does not resolve paradoxes well becau/ge(&;ch a paradigm does not
place value on the idea of ontological depth which is@?gs?ary for paradox resolution.
Through the scientific realist process, retroductﬁ can reveal and resolve things that
appear to be paradoxical through a {é}de;standing of the configuration and
association among elements in th%eg;}rical and actual realms (p. 4).
\
NN

Always drawing o\r&&?pecific learnings from the two movie excerpts presented to

-4

students, this way of ra{i&nalizing processes of data collection and analysis represents hence

a platform to Ia;@&vn a specific research strategy that I find reasonable and appealing to

students of‘?\}%nomists, given its explicit references to the scientific method®. A point that |
<

5 Here | am assuming that there exists a certain belief among (not all, but many, perhaps mainstream) economists

that the strength of their discipline, vis-a-vis other social sciences, lies in their explicit endorsement of the
scientific method. Starr (2014) suggests that one of the difficulties to inculcate qualitative reasoning among
economists is, precisely, the belief that among scholars that “open-ended research cannot be good science, as

its conduct seems to depend integrally on judgmental decisions of individual researchers” (p. 256).
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will raise in the discussion section of the article is that, however, this whole argumentation
should not be read as an exercise to simply adapt standardized qualitative analysis procedures
and practices for the usage of economists, but represents an innovation in itself in the design
of qualitative analysis courses in higher education. | now proceed in presenting some tasks
and activities that | have designed to invite students initiating abductive and retroductive
analytical processes in the classroom and further argue how making explicit this y%{o’nale in
research designs offers unique opportunities to confront some challenging te@gal issues in
qualitative analysis debates, such as defining samples and validating 1@@3
60
Class activities {%;Z)
Y

As | interpret it, abduction invites researchers @\‘gdggest potential explanations for
phenomena they intend to explain, and retroduf\{ion is the process of testing and improving
(or refining) those explanations with en@l data. These definitions, | sustain, are key to
start addressing one of the main gfw\@%this article, which is to invite students to become
interested in (eventually) exp\{gj;g\ heterodox economics theories. Such an argument, I insist,
is consistent with the ”ES?\%OV students of economics to become more fluent in qualitative
analysis. Vicent an{l\%’aps;hott’s (2014) following quote makes an extraordinary summary of

{\
(part) of my\@ment and hence provides methodological support for a set of class activities,

(¥ :
and tth\glc that connects them, that | explain below:

.... to develop new knowledge about institutional mechanisms, it is particularly useful
in the design phase of the research project to reflect on existing theory and knowledge.
At this stage an effort can be made to ensure that the research is aimed at something

new or under-explored. Where existing fails to explain what is observed here is an
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opportunity to abduct and retroduct new forms of understanding. It should be noted,
however, that the research process is not typically a linear progression (...) It is usually
quite messy and is likely to involver false starts as the researcher oscillates between
exploring what we know, on the one hand, and considering that which is ‘out there’
but inadequately explained, on the other hand (p. 155).
x<
The main class project for the course consists of an individual refl@ on how
qualitative techniques can contribute to the students’ master’s degr% issertation. The
guideline for its realization specifies three steps: (i) identifyig:gn economic theory or
tradition that is relevant for their study and representing it With a conceptual map (in the
context of the specific research question); (ii) buildink@{%ierview protocol and making an
interview to address specific questions that em\ge from scrutinizing their map and (iii)
analyzing their interview and other relev%m%nal and report their findings. Verger, Bonal
and Zancajo’s (2016) analysis of secor@yy education in Chile is a good reference for what |
expect students to achieve thro\ugj{thls activity.
°
:Sk

Regulatory guarantees

for school choice
\\ Vouchers

Figure 4. Example of a conceptual map

Parental
Choice/Exit

Incentives schemes
(competitive funding
formulas)

Higher levels of
competition between
schools

Information system

Promotion of
pedagogical
diversification &
innovation

Quality and efficiency
increases

E system

Bidding/entrance rules
for private providers

Source: Verger, Bonal and Zancajo (2016)
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The aim of this last study, as their authors present it, is “to explain how quasi markets

work in the education sector and to assess the extent to which related policies in fact generate

new educational opportunities for the poor” (Verger, Bonal, & Zancajo, 2016, p. 224). In

their research design, Figure 4 accounts for the result of one first methodological step

(abduction) aligned with CR-based thinking, which consists of “systematically articulating

the main theoretical assumptions on which the policy to be analyzed is grounded»”\@ 225).

In developing this argument they maintain that “[t]he theoretical roots of kn}%et oriented

N\
schooling] programs can be found in public choice theory (p. 225{’\@‘@ that Chile is a

relevant case to explore the above-mentioned phenomena becaus%tga]ad, at least for the time

of the investigation, “the longest-lasting, deepest, and,pg&est experience with highly

o
O,
deregulated educational market mechanisms of any, \Q%%y in the world” (p. 231).

Figure 5. Main assumptions abOu  the mechanisms of schooling markets

A
About families
+ ... well-informed family choices are the main trigger of
school competition. According to market theory in
education, access to objective and transparent information
about the quality of the different providers are necessary for

transactions, trade-offs, and outcomes involved than the
principal and so be much better placed to give an
appearance of compliance with the terms of the agreement
while in fact putting its own interests first.

consumers to make accurate decisions. A voucher system  Competition in the provision of the service

needs to promote access to information on school quality to «

allow families to behave as competent consumers (...)
Market advocates tend to think of families as “benefit
maximizers” or as educational actors whose decisions are
guided exclusively by instrumental rationality.

About directors and educators

+ schools in question will treat maximizing children’s
learning outcomes as their clear priority; in fact, schools
often have other interests and agendas that may be
concealed from their “clients” (...). Economic theory
identifies “asymmetric information” as the main factor
underlying the principal-agent problem in school choice: the
agent may know distinctly more about the possible

The theory of education markets posits that it is providers’
response in the competition to satisfy consumers’ demand
that ensures the highest level of market efficiency. There are
two sides to this assumption: The first is encapsulated in the
assertion that “school competition generates higher levels of
efficiency and quality”; the second concerns the assumed
levels of innovation and diversification associated with
higher levels of competition (...) Under market theory one
expects that numerous providers of the same service
operating in the same territory will guarantee vibrant
competition.

Source: Adapted from Verger, Bonal and Zancajo (2016)

Figure 5 summarizes the main assumptions, in the view of the authors of the Chilean

study, of the public choice theory applied to the analysis of education policies. From the
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pedagogical goal of the class, presenting these statements, and inviting students to envision
them as hypotheses that emerged from the reading of the conceptual map in Figure 4, is a
way of moving forward from step one to step two of the class project. Analytically speaking
this process entails, following Vicent and Wapshott’s (2014) indication above, creating one
first opportunity for the class participants to start confronting mainstream economic theories
with their potential explanatory power vis-a-vis specific research questions. It is i(n;@mant to
point out that at this point of the class narrative we have not made any expli{@ological or
epistemological critique to the essence of orthodoxy in the making of eg\ﬁbmic theory, which
is deliberate to maintain a learning environment that is not hostile tudents that do identify
themselves with certain schools of thought. P {,:;Z)

Now, in the description of the study | mad@éaéf/l intentionally cited the author’s
claim for selecting Chile to explore school chm@theorles Making that emphasis is central
to assist me in the contextualization of th@\h‘owmg two arguments that | present to students
in this moment of the class, Whlch::\{&%to guide them in their thinking of technical details
in the planning of their inte{\(\i\g}é\assignment: i) “[t]he trick in choosing cases is to assemble
the optimal conﬁguratiog\é‘f ingredients to refine a theory” (Emmel, 2013, p. 9) and ii

“respondent selectm{x:{Should] be based on [preliminary hypotheses] because they are likely
to have bro&ée\x;erlence (...) [and] more quality information regarding [the topic under
study]QManzano, 2016, p. 349). As by this time we have taken plenty of time of the course
in discussing the implications of abduction and retroduction in research designs, these are
ideas that should not be hard to endorse. Together, | believe, they represent a simple (but,
well-grounded) rationale for reflecting on qualitative sampling, a topic that in my experience

is hard to engage with, particularly with people more exposed to quantitative reasoning

(Parra, 2019). That is that more than seeking for specific numbers of how many subjects to
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consult or interview, the most important criteria for sampling is to research for presumably
knowledgeable people (because of their credentials, but also because of their life experience)
of the type of social dynamics under scrutiny.

All these ideas translate in an indication for students in the class to make at least one
interview with a person that they consider key to helping them disseminating the strengths
and limitations of particular (economic) theories in explaining their research quesﬁ@) In the
experience of the course so far, some of them have decided to consult p{g\(‘s/ors in the
university, but some others have taken the opportunity to appro '\practitioners and
executives from private companies and non-profit organizaéé&, among others. The
epistemological arguments expounded so far also serve a /@%’er to think in advance how
to approach the interviewees and document what tWﬁ%& with the student in an objective
manner. Gladly, scholars like Manzano (2016)%@163 explicitly reflected about it:

Q‘\

The subject matter of the 1ntex;(<}e\®15 the researcher’s theory and interviewees are

there to confirm, falsﬁx\an}\%asmally, refine the theory. This relationship -described

as a teacher—learner tycle— is distinctive (...) It starts with teaching the interviewee

‘the part1cular® theory under test’ and then ‘the respondent (...) is able to teach the
evaluat&kout those components (...) in a particularly informed way’ (...). Therefore

thg\ @}es of teacher and learner are not static but become interchangeable between the

terviewer and the interviewee during the process of thinking through the

complexities of the [problem at stake] (...) [P]articipant views are explored through

conversations (and not ticking boxes) (p. 355).
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The example in Figure 6 is taken also from Manzano (2016) and | present it to
students as one that is consistent with the methodological narrative expounded so far. If the
aim of the interviews is providing researchers opportunities to refine preliminary theories, it
makes little sense planning sets of questions that are excessively open-ended (which, I argue,
entails endorsing the principles and procedures of induction that we have criticized in this
article). Therefore, | invite assistants of the seminar to plan their conversation V\(i\ts\,lﬁzexperts
replicating, as much as possible, this general logic. Manzano’s (2016) pa[{e\k}onsﬂtutes a
valuable pedagogical source in this regard, particularly because she pre{éﬁ a set of exemplar

questions to design an interview protocol using CR applied thinlﬁi@

<
2

Figure 6. Example of the dyna@\s@f an interview

Evaluator: Why do you think this patient was discharged to a nursing home? Do you think he could have gone to his own
home instead of a nursing home? And I am saying this because one of the theories about this policy is that to accelerate
hospital discharges, is sending people into care homes too soon. Right?

Discharge liaison nurse: Ummm ... I think at the time, this patient could have gone home and managed at home with a big
care package. We could have organized three to four home care visits a day — and one visit in the night time. I think, he has
gone into care because he’d been in hospital for a long time and he was scared about being on his own. Plus he had some
medical issues which needed monitoring. And I think, possibly, it was also peace of mind.

N

Source: Adapted from Manzano (2016)

$'afe indicated to analyze their results and present their findings to the

Finally, stud
rest of the clay\’%lven the background education of the students of the course, this step is
expec@{gﬁe challenging. As Starr (2014) notes it down, some of the common claims of
qualitative researchers regarding the purpose of their analyses (e.g. to search for meaning in
subjective experiences of interviews) “can look problematic to economists, given the
discipline’s strong beliefs in (...) objective measurement, and distrust of people’s own

explanations and descriptions of their thinking and behaviours” (p. 243). As | have

maintained elsewhere (Parra, Said-Hung, & Montoya-Vargas, 2020), such a sense of mistrust
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towards qualitative work is also justified in common practices of some qualitative researchers
themselves, who often fail in providing to the general public convincing arguments on why
their findings should be trusted in the first place®. I propose that, however, the CR-based
reasoning we have developed throughout the course provides those arguments. Echoing
Bazerly’s (2009) message that analyzing qualitative data consist of more than identifying
themes, the logic of contrasting theories with key (and not random) respondents, a@hence,
the backup of potential theories to illuminate the analysis of narratives, pro@hat overall
framework to read and interpret information. {\Q‘

With these ideas in mind, | assume that other commonly a@gtt topics in the teaching
of qualitative research, such as coding and categorizing mteaégﬁv data, should become easier
for students to internalize. For these more techmc@\ﬁ%tters suggest consulting Olsen’s
(2011) text on mixed-methods research, Whi6®rovides straightforward definitions that,
given her background as a profession@%onomist, might find more resonance among

participants of the class than altem@btextbooks. For example, she defines a code as “a

N\
N~
summary term which helps yggﬁb recover or retrieve some of the data in a highly purposeful
\
N

6 I find Pawson’s (1996)\(g?'t|cal comment to common arguments defending unstructured interviews, still valid
today: “Data co{@'ﬁ\on has the task of creating a conversational setting in which the information provided is
faithful Q’gﬁame of reference of the respondent. The investigator offers minimal steerage of the research
topic W%n broad areas of discussion as they seem appropriate to each respondent. Critics of such an approach
stress that the information collected in such a situation is diverse and discursive and thus hard to compare from
respondent to respondent. Researchers are accused of selecting from this massive flow of information and thus
fitting together small fragments of the respondent’s utterances into their own preferred explanatory framework.
Whilst the data is supposed to emerge in ‘'mutual’ understanding, the researcher's theory is never clearly on view

to the subject” (p. 298).
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way” (p. 46), where the purpose, | insist to students, is precisely the exploration of potential
explanatory theories backing up their research designs. One specific activity integrated into
this debate in the class is inspired by Mallette & Saldafa’s (2018) proposal to use gamming
to introduce a general logic to organize and classify qualitative information. Several rounds
playing the party game Pickles to Penguins, as these scholars suggest, has a potential value
in making young researchers familiar to the logic of “building associations an{w@eating
themes—just two facets of thinking qualitatively for data analysis work” (p&}mphasis in

the original). (\(;}\'

60

Figure 7. Format to assist in the analysis %ﬁﬁformation

Interviewee Findings that talk explicitly to Add quotes that support Additional ideas and
[source (A) different hypotheses (B) your finding (C) quotes (D)

1 "7 .

2 O

A4
3 Y
1 ' \v:}
\\
2 £ X
.

3 A&

1 N\

2 ¢

s
3 A
>

Bg\@}étheir class assessment, at the beginning of the practical data analysis module,
| print and distribute copies to the student's the table in Figure 7 and indicate their use to
assist them in their analysis of the qualitative information they retrieved. As one can infer,

this format attempts to represent what an actual coding exercise using, for instance, a

22



software (e.g. Nivo) might look alike’. In column A they must type an identifier for the social
actor (e.g. professor of medicine) they interviewed and column B invites the student to write
down, in her own words, how did this person react to each hypothesis (numbers here refer to
possible hypotheses). I claim that searching for relevant quotes in this case (to type them
down in column C) should serve not only as a way of retrieving evidence to present to the
general public to support their findings but also as an opportunity for them to co&(@at (and
verify) their judgments (written in column B) with explicit ideas exqg\%(é(/j by key
informants. Finally, column D is reserved to report other relevant id&@}ﬁat will probably

emerge from conversations, but that students might find diﬁic@g’ categorize, a priori, in

other sections of the format®. 9
‘/é.‘
Q¢

AT

$

71 take this opportunity also to convey to stude strengths and limitations of Computer Assisted/Aided

Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) and why, in certain cases, they might not offer real advantages
over a Word or an Excel spreadsheet. ‘i@ I am replicating the learning from experienced researchers that
“unlike statistical software, thi\ ’,}mction of CAQDAS is not (...) to analyze data, but rather to aid the
analysis process, which th{@searcher must always remain in control of. In other words, researchers must
equally know that no e&@”are can analyze qualitative data. NVivo and all other CAQDAS are basically data
management Kac\eges which are there to support the researcher during the data analysis process (Zamawe,

2015, p. ?5(\7)

8 Given that the aim of the interviews, as | have presented it to students, is to offer insights into valuable
knowledge in the minds of key informants to help to refine preliminary theories, it is crucial to maintain certain
openness in the analytical process to gain insights from unexpected phenomena. However, as | discuss it
elsewhere, the fact that these possibly unexpected insights have emerged while discussing specific hypotheses,

this specific conversation mode provides better analytical tools and intuitions, vis-a-vis the open-ended question

scenario- to integrate them in the process of building of causal explanations.
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In the last session(s) of the class, the assessment finds closure with individual
presentations by students to the class, where each of them presents their research question(s),
the conceptual map with possible theoretical connections between elements of the problem,
and their qualitative findings either confronting or validating those initial assumptions. In
the following and (last section) of this article, | emphasize, once again, the strengths of this
general approach of the class, vis-a-vis the main goals of the broader reflection on mt\@ducmg

0&/

(\0

Discussion: qualitative thinking and the exploration of alterrégs)e theories
| started this article by citing Chang’s (2014) view on plu/r%:iégf as he presents it in his best-
((/ g
¢
seller book Economics: The User's Guide. | will e@&hat same quotation here, as | think

it will help me in processing the main points | \%Qt to develop in this last section:
S
Q

Contrary to what most econom@x\}})uld have you believe, there isn’t just one kind
of economics (...) [lefe{ \ﬁchools are not irreconcilable enemies, however; the
boundaries between\;émools are actually fuzzy (...) And none of these schools can
claim superlor:r{:;\ovm others and still less a monopoly over truth. One reason is the
nature @eory itself. All theories, including natural sciences like physics,
nqc\e{;’sarlly involve abstraction and thus cannot capture every aspect of the

mplexity of the real world. This means that no theory is good at explaining
everything. Each theory possesses particular strengths and weaknesses, depending
on what it highlights and ignores, how it conceptualizes things and how it analyses

relationships between them (Chang, 2014, p. 69).
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In seeking to endorse this vision on how pluralistic thinking should operate -by
searching for the best among different potential theories- one of my central arguments
expounded throughout the article is on the key role of qualitative reasoning in such an
endeavor. | think it is risky to simply replace an orthodox theory for a heterodox one to
explain specific social problems, without making an explicit effort to contextualize different
theories and explore their power to explain. The flexibility and openness ofoss\@itative
research designs offer methodological tools for researchers to reflect on t@e\t%i;ability of
different theoretical frameworks across contexts and issues. However, afimust not take that
flexibility for granted; I maintain that only certain approaches to@&itative research deliver
those tools to novel and experienced investigators. Com{bs?é% abductive and retroductive
inference logic in planning data collection and anal@@if/as | have argued, provides a clear
methodological avenue to meet such analytical‘@ai

How does this narrative link to th{'}i‘ba of pushing for heterodoxy in the classroom?
Even though I think that answer ls(qil;a?'st) implicit in the arguments developed in the text,
it is worth emphasizing on agaln in the recommendation made by Mearman, Wakeley,
Shoib, & Webber’s (201%\) gn“how essential it results “that the tutor employing pluralism is
careful in their delhés’;y” (p. 54). I find also important restating that my aim in the course is
not to mtro%{g\h:terodox economic theories, perse, but rather to motivate students to think
cnﬂca@‘hbout certain theories and, hence, eventually, sparking their interest in seeking
better (e.g. more context-relevant, more convincing) ones. As their individual reflection (in
the course assessment) departs from their preferences on certain schools of thought (and |
assume, that most of them are influenced by orthodoxy) my bet is that their eventual interest

in seeking for heterodox alternatives will emerge as a result of internal motivation, and not

due to an imposition by the tutor (Parra, 2018).
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While | present all these ideas in the specific context of teaching economics, | would
also like to insist that | believe that my pedagogical strategy is applicable in efforts to teaching
qualitative skills more broadly. Itis to say, my proposal should not be read as simply adapting
the contents of regular courses in the subject matter for the comprehension of students whose
background is more linked to the learning of quantitative research methods. Maxwell (2013)
writes in the preface of the last edition of his popular Qualitative Research Dé?gn An
Interactive Approach that his (relatively recent) endorsement of the CR posv@@responds to
his awareness that it “is not only compatible with most qualitatiﬁ\(&searchers’ actual
practices, but can be valuable in helping researchers with éé;)e difficult theoretical,
methodological, and political issues that they face”. | agreegflth his appreciation that CR
helps to solve traditional debates and dilemmas an@\g\%ualltatlve researchers by offering a
common ontological ground from which to stafr{\provmg them explicit answers. That is the
feature of this paradigm that, | believe, @% to convey the meaning and real potential of
qualitative analysis across eplstemlc(\C& unities.

Finally, it is worth no{\gﬁg&'&lat in my course | emphasize only in interview methods,
leaving aside other popuj&ar\}’and important data collection and analysis techniques, such as
focus groups or pam\f};hant observation. | took that decision deliberately as, in my experience,
interviews k%fe%ent a tool that economists already use, but usually do not place much
mpor@ée |n the methodology behind them. From the feedback | have received from my
students, this assumption seems to be well sustained, as they seem to appreciate learning the
skills I present them. Saying that I am not implying that other qualitative tools are not relevant
to economic research. However, | do believe that similar principles apply to teach them and

apply them, a hunch that future studies (and course outlines) should explore.
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