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TEACHING REFLEXIVITY IN QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWING*

Reflexivity has gained paramount status in qualitative inquiry. It is central to
debates on subjectivity, objectivity, and, ultimately, the scientific foundation
of social science knowledge and research. Although much work on doing re-
flexivity by researchers and practitioners has been published, scholars have
only recently begun to explore how one goes about teaching reflexivity in
qualitative research. This paper contributes to the endeavour by first identify-
ing challenges of teaching reflexivity. It then describes how | use an existing
data set and hands-on learning as complementary strategies to teach reflexiv-
ity in a course on qualitative interviewing. It concludes with a discussion of
the implications of teaching reflexivity in sociology in general and in qualitative

research methods in particular.

PING-CHUN HSIUNG
University of Toronto

REFLEXIVITY HAS GAINED A VITAL ROLE in
qualitative research. It is central to debates
on subjectivity, objectivity and, ultimately,
the scientific foundation of social science
knowledge and research (Burawoy 1998;
Denzin and Lincoln 2005; Harding 1991). It
is one of the most fundamental concepts and
practices that differentiate qualitative from
quantitative research. Much work on doing
reflexivity by researchers and practitioners

*] appreciate support from students in my
graduate seminar. The paper was presented at
the 24th Qualitative Analysis Conference
“Towards New Heights,” May 16-19, 2007,
Fredericton, Canada. Various colleagues have
read and provided useful comments. Specifi-
cally, I am grateful for the invaluable comments
made by Professors Joan Eakin and Jan Angus
and three anonymous reviewers of Teaching
Sociology on earlier drafts. Krista Whitehead
carried out initial research assistance. Brian
Chung’s excellent research skills were ex-
tremely helpful in the completion of this project.
Linn Clark’s editorial assistance has improved
the presentation of this work tremendously.
Please direct all correspondence to the author at
the Department of Sociology, University of
Toronto, Toronto, Ontario, M5S 2J4; e-mail:
pchsiung@utsc.utoronto.ca.

Editor’s note: The reviewers were, in alpha-
betical order, James David Ballard, Chris
Pendergast, and Marybeth Stalp.

has been published. Yet, scholars have only
recently begun to explore how one goes
about teaching reflexivity in qualitative re-
search. This work contributes to the en-
deavor since teaching reflexivity specifically
in the context of qualitative interviewing has
largely been overlooked in the literature.
Such neglect perpetuates a conceptual
proposition that overlooks the roles of inter-
viewer/researcher in qualitative interview-
ing and does a disservice to the next genera-
tion of researchers, who will need skills and
reflective insights to develop into mature
and independent qualitative researchers.

This paper discusses how to effectively
use the analysis of preexisting interview
data and hands-on learning through mock
interviewing as complementary strategies to
teach reflexivity in qualitative interviewing.
My endeavor in the classroom is to bridge
the divide between doing and teaching re-
flexivity in qualitative interviewing. The
pedagogical premises I adhere to are de-
rived from: (1) a review of pedagogical
strategies in sociology that incorporate re-
flexivity into teaching of ethnographic ob-
servation and data analysis, (2) doing re-
flexivity in feminist oral history, and (3)
how reflexivity is used to train practitioners
in the applied fields of counseling and social
work.
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I begin with a review of the relevant lit-
erature related to doing and teaching reflex-
ivity. I then describe three pedagogical in-
sights derived from the literature that I used
in the development of my graduate seminar,
followed by a brief description of the design
of the course. Next, I elaborate on how I
use an existing data set to acquaint students
with characteristics of rich narratives, inter-
view techniques, and the epistemological
basis of interview techniques. I then discuss
the interview practicum where students first
take turns being interviewed and then reflect
on their interviewing experiences on meth-
odological and epistemological grounds. I
conclude with a discussion of the implica-
tions of my pedagogical strategies and the
unique challenges inherent in teaching
qualitative research. This paper illustrates
how teaching reflexivity in qualitative inter-
viewing entails teaching epistemologically
informed interview techniques and making
conceptual baggage visible. My analysis
further shows how students are able to ac-
quire qualitative interview skills with trans-
formed subjective insights.

BRIDGING THE DIVIDE BETWEEN
DOING AND TEACHING
REFLEXIVITY

Reflexivity is a process that challenges the
researcher to explicitly examine how his or
her research agenda and assumptions, sub-
ject location(s), personal beliefs, and emo-
tions enter into their research. It is impera-
tive for qualitative inquiry because it con-
ceptualizes the researcher as an active par-
ticipant in knowledge reproduction rather
than as a neutral bystander (Gluck and Patai
1991; Hammersley and Atkinson 1995;
Smith 1987). This conceptualization prem-
ises an interactive, relational research proc-
ess that recognizes the presence of the in-
formant and challenges a directive, re-
searcher-centered epistemological proposi-
tion. The main objective of doing reflexivity
in qualitative research is to acknowledge
and interrogate the constitutive role of the
researcher in research design, data collec-

tion, analysis, and knowledge production.
Because doing reflexivity requires research-
ers to examine any preconceived percep-
tions they may hold, reflexivity cannot be
learned passively. Largely because of this
need for active self-examination, teaching
students to practice reflexivity poses a num-
ber of challenges. Students often feel per-
sonally threatened by, and are resistant to,
the prospect of critically examining their
own positions and experiences (Borochowitz
2005). Unless students are actively encour-
aged to be reflexive, they are unlikely to
welcome the vulnerability of admitting to
errors or imperfections that reflexivity re-
quires. Thus, teaching reflexivity calls for a
pedagogical design that effectively facili-
tates an examination of students’ experi-
ences and “conceptual baggage.” I borrow
the term conceptual baggage from Kirby
and McKenna (1987) to emphasize the in-
terconnections between a researcher’s intel-
lectual assumptions; subject location(s) in
relation to class, race, sexuality, gender,
and so on; and beliefs or emotions-all of
which combine to impact on the nature and
outcome of a qualitative interview. Since
becoming aware of conceptual baggage and
practicing reflexivity take time, conven-
tional approaches to teaching qualitative
research methods in an academic term
rarely provide enough time for thorough
reflexivity. The time crunch is compounded
by the basic prerequisite of teaching funda-
mental technical research skills, such as
interview techniques, ethnographic observa-
tion, field note writing, and coding, that
students need before they can begin to learn
reflexivity.

Sociologists who incorporate reflexivity
into teaching ethnographic observation and
data analysis have developed various strate-
gies to address these challenges and suc-
cessfully bridge the divide between doing
and teaching reflexivity in these aspects of
qualitative research. With respect to qualita-
tive interviewing, however, little attempt
has been made within the social sciences to
teach reflexivity. Thus, in designing my
own pedagogical strategy to teach reflexiv-
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ity in this context, I turned to pioneering
work from the fields of social work and
counseling. Below, I discuss existing peda-
gogical strategies to incorporate reflexivity
in ethnographic observation and data analy-
sis and then describe the pedagogical prem-
ises on which I based my own course de-
sign.

Reflexivity in Ethnographic Observation
and Data Analysis

Doing reflexivity entails arriving at a criti-
cal turning point where researchers turn the
investigative lens away from others and
toward themselves. The first and most cru-
cial steps toward this point come when in-
terviewers become aware of their assump-
tions and locations, as well as their emo-
tional responses in an interview when these
are in direct conflict with those of the infor-
mant (Blee 1998; Wasserfall 1993). Incor-
porating reflexivity into teaching ethno-
graphic observation requires a specific
pedagogical design that will lead students
through these steps, making them conscious
of: (1) the lenses they wear as they carry
out their observations; and (2) how their
field notes are not observations concerning
interactions of others, but are rather their
interpretations of such interactions (Tan and
Ko 2004).

Various pedagogical techniques can help
bring students to an awareness of their own
assumptions, locations, and feelings. For
example, Tan and Ko (2004) innovatively
use feature films to teach ethnographic ob-
servation, making apparent students’ as-
sumptions and demonstrating how they be-
come data as students mistake their interpre-
tations for observations. Hellawell uses an
insider-outsider continuum as a heuristic
device to engage his students in practicing
reflexivity in their ethnographic projects
(Hellawell 2006). As students account for
their positions and locations along the in-
sider-outsider continuum, they become
aware of the strengths and potential pitfalls
of their research and are compelled to de-
velop more sophisticated observation and

field note writing skills. Hellawell maintains
that their ability to gradually replace shal-
low, overgeneralized writing styles with
thicker, more nuanced field notes hinges on
their capacity for reflexivity.

Teaching reflexivity in data analysis is
particularly challenging because practicing
reflexivity in data analysis involves a pains-
taking process of examination and reexami-
nation, in addition to a researcher’s schol-
arly maturation. For example, Mauthner
and Doucet (2003) describe a process of
deliberate retrospection in acquiring reflex-
ivity in data analysis. Their process of ret-
rospection involved revisiting data analyses
they had conducted several years previously
in order to examine how their subjective
insights were either suppressed or overshad-
owed by institutional, epistemological, and
ontological influences operating at the time.
Their own intellectual growth since origi-
nally analyzing the data allowed them to
reveal new “truths” about the data, which
were previously invisible to them.

In another instance, Stalp and Grant
(2001) use a published journal article on
gender differences in personal ads to intro-
duce students to the necessary distance im-
plied in a reflexive approach to data analy-
sis. Although they do not use the term
“reflexivity,” their pedagogical objective is
to reveal the hidden roles of the researcher
in data analysis. The authors’ approach en-
tails breaking down the data analysis proc-
ess into specific steps and demonstrating the
nature and parameters of each step in the
meaning making process. By making the
process visible, students begin to see how
researchers make judgments and interpreta-
tions, and at the same time grow more com-
fortable with the ambiguity inherent in
qualitative data. As they turn an investiga-
tive lens to themselves, the students learn
how to describe and defend the choices they
make in data analysis. Students realize that
they must carefully consider the theoretical
assumptions and positions they bring to the
research when they make decisions in data
analysis.
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Reflexivity in Qualitative Interviewing:
Lessons from Oral History, Social Work,
and Counseling

In the field of oral history, feminist scholars
have moved beyond a simple celebration of
women’s experiences to a more nuanced
understanding of the complexities of doing
oral history. Problematizing “women’s
voices” compels scholars to examine their
own intellectual agendas, personal loca-
tions, and research practices (Gluck and
Patai 1991; Oakley 1981; Reinharz and
Chase 2001; Riessman 1987). Reflexivity
has demonstrated the interactive, cocon-
structed nature of the qualitative interview
in which the interviewer’s and informant’s
perceptions of each other and their respec-
tive subject locations may have a bearing on
the nature and outcome of the interview
(Jorgenson 1991; Lewin 1998; Nicolson
2003). Although social scientists have di-
rected much attention to the medium and
processes through which women’s voices
are raised, with the exception of the fields
of counseling and social work, this commit-
ment to doing reflexivity in qualitative in-
terviewing has yet to be incorporated into
teaching reflexivity.

Perhaps due to their applied nature,
schools of counseling and social work have
integrated an interrogation of the role of the
interviewer into professional training (Yip
2006). Failure on the part of clinicians to
become aware of and critically scrutinize
their own locations and conceptual filters
may result in the pathologizing of clients’
narratives (Georgaca 2003). Such misunder-
standing is particularly detrimental to the
patient/informant because the practitio-
ner/interviewer influences the course of
intervention. Within these fields, method-
ologies and pedagogies have been developed
to reveal a practitioner/researcher’s theo-
retical assumptions and conscious lenses,
and also, critically, their unconscious
agenda and emotional responses in an inter-
view (Rolls and Relf 2006).

TEACHING REFLEXIVITY IN
QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWING

Three interrelated pedagogical insights arise

out of this literature, which I used as a
guide to teaching reflexivity in qualitative
interviewing. First, doing reflexivity in-
volves an epistemological paradigm shift. It
is a painstaking process wherein the re-
searcher makes a conscious and deliberate
effort to interrogate the subjective self in
relation to the research subject. Teaching
this requires instructors to provide episte-
mologically informed instruction on the
technical skills, rather than just aiming for
technical competence. An epistemologically
informed pedagogical approach adequately
addresses the interwoven premises of meth-
odology and epistemology in qualitative
research. Teaching reflexivity in qualitative
interviewing, therefore, requires a deliber-
ate pedagogical intervention that challenges
the tendency to privilege the technical as-
pects of interview skills, while overlooking
their epistemological foundation.'

Second, although learning the doing of
reflexivity is not possible without actual
practice, using published works and other
media can be an effective means to begin
teaching reflexivity. Such approaches echo
the deliberate attempts of instructors who
have creatively used nonconventional re-
sources to teach qualitative methods in re-
cent years (Leblanc 1997; Prendergast
2004; Whyte 1981). Using existing material
marks a significant departure from the ap-
prenticeship styles of teaching qualitative
methods that date back to the Chicago
School, and which have continued to be
championed by prominent scholars in the
field (Nyden 1991; Strauss 1988). The use
of previously transcribed and/or published
materials is effective since doing reflexivity
in practice is facilitated and mediated
through text, whether in the form of a per-
sonal journal, ethnographic field notes, or
an interview transcript. The text captures
the situational research context, which could
otherwise be lost or easily ignored. To
bridge doing and teaching reflexivity in

'"This view is widely shared. Over the years
many graduate students have been encouraged
to enroll in my class by their thesis supervisors
or principal investigators of research projects so
that they can acquire “interviewing skills.”
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qualitative interviewing, I use preexisting
data set and hands-on learning as mutually
reinforcing strategies.

Third, teaching reflexivity in qualitative
research requires adjustment in course de-
sign. As discussed, doing reflexivity implies
that researchers/practitioners make room for
conscious, deliberate examination of one’s
theoretical assumptions and subjective posi-
tion in research and practice. To transfer
doing to teaching reflexivity, the instructor
must foster the practice of self-reflection in
each student. This goes beyond much of the
literature on teaching qualitative methods,
which largely focuses on how to take stu-
dents through the entire research process in
the midst of decreasing institutional support
and increasing enrollment (Bogdan 1983;
Keen 1996; Lofland and Lofland 1983;
Schmid 1992; Snyder 1995; Tierney and
Lincoln 1994; Webb and Glesne 1992).

GRADUATE SEMINAR AND
PEDAGOGICAL DESIGN

I have offered the graduate seminar, Quali-
tative Interviewing, since 2004 in the De-
partment of Sociology at the University of
Totonto. Total enrollment in the course has
been 21 students over four years (2004-07).
The majority of students have come from
graduate programs in sociology, education,
library science, and physical education; and
from medical fields such as nursing, phar-
macy, and public health. As noted, I use the
analysis of preexisting interview data com-
bined with hands-on interviewing experi-
ences to help students reflect on their own
positions as they develop into qualitative
interviewers. I drew the interview data from
a large data set on the family demography
of immigrant groups in Canada.’

’The interviews were conducted in 1993 by
graduate student researchers at the University of
Toronto under the direction of principal investi-
gator Dr. N. Howell. In 2001 Dr. Howell
kindly contributed the data for instructional use
in the manuscript “Lives and Legacies: A Guide
to Qualitative Interviewing” (Hsiung and Rad-
don, unpublished manuscript). We replaced
names with pseudonyms and, where possible,

I use the data to first show that interview
techniques and conceptual baggage are two
distinct but interwoven components critical
to doing reflexivity in qualitative interview-
ing. Although more of a methodological
issue, I believe that interview techniques are
connected with, and so have implications
for, epistemological issues relevant to con-
ceptual baggage. Examples from the data
are used to acquaint students with character-
istics of rich narratives, interview tech-
niques, and the epistemological basis of
interview techniques. Specifically, I use
excerpts to show (1) how to detect concep-
tual baggage in an interview encounter and
(2) how unexamined conceptual baggage
can hinder the interviewer’s ability to hear
what the informant has to say. This step
provides the necessary foundation for stu-
dents to complete the interview practicum,
in which they take turns being interviewer
and informant. Finally, students are asked
to reflect on their interviewing experiences
in a reflective essay.

Feedback from students has been unani-
mously positive over the years. Students at
an early stage of their dissertation research
often comment that they will apply the
course to their proposal design, while more
advanced students generally express the
wish that they had taken the course earlier
in their academic careers.

In the discussion below I use examples
from the data set used in class, students’
assignments, and field notes to illustrate the
teaching and learning of reflexivity in quali-
tative interviewing.? I also draw on my ex-
periences teaching general qualitative meth-

removed institutional affiliations. Because the
interviews have such educational and historical
value, we are most thankful to the respondents
for offering to make known their experiences
and perspectives.

3 Use of these materials was approved by the
ethics review board at University of Toronto
(#20398). To ensure anonymity and confidenti-
ality, all students are referred to by an assigned
number. Instead of citing specific incidents,
whenever appropriate, I use composites to illus-
trate recurrent themes and common mistakes. I
received informed consent from students whose
writings are included in this paper.
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ods courses at both the graduate and under-
graduate levels over the past decade.

Teaching Reflexivity through Preexisting
Data Set
Using examples from the data set of the
family demography of immigrant groups in
Canada, I first illustrate characteristics of
rich, thick narratives by contrasting such
examples with narrative-thin data, as illus-
trated below.

Narrative-rich  data—Italian interview
#10.

Interviewer: What did you do [when you

first arrived] in Canada?

Domenico: I came here on a work con-
tract. Canadian immigration promised me
the same type of work that I was doing in
France. In France I worked in a foundry,
working with steel. When I got here, they
did not have this work for me. There was
no work. I had to go work in a mine, in a
small town in northern Quebec, at the age
of 19. Two weeks after my arrival to Can-
ada, 1 started working in the mines. In
France it was very warm, so I had on a
pair of running shoes. That was the only
pair of shoes 1 owned. When I reached
Northern Quebec, there was six feet of
snow. I had no money to buy shoes, so 1
had to accept work in the mines. I worked
for 15 days before I had any money to buy
my shoes, and anything else that I
needed. I made 65 cents per hour. It was
hard and dangerous work, but in four
years after my wedding, I had managed to
save $8,000. With that money, my family
and I moved to Toronto.
Narrative-thin  data—Italian interview
#1.

Interviewer: How do you feel about di-

vorce? Under what circumstances is it

acceptable?

Marco: 1 feel that divorce is good and
bad. If there are children involved, di-
vorce is bad. If there are no children in-

volved and the two do not get along, 1
must admit, 1 think divorce is a very good
thing.

I point out the differences between
Domenico’s detailed, first person narratives
and Marco’s general, second person de-
scription. My pedagogical aim is to show
students the quality of data needed in order
to derive analytical concepts and/or socio-
logical themes inductively, so that they can
aim for this quality in their own interviews.*

Teaching epistemologically informed
interview skills. Once students gain an un-
derstanding of what rich data look like, I
work with them to analyze interview ex-
cerpts to gain a comprehensive picture of
mistakes often made in qualitative inter-
views that result nonnarrative data. For
example, students come to learn how a
“yes/no” question leads to a “yes/no” an-
swer; how using a “why” question (for ex-
ample, “Why did you leave your country?”)
can put an informant in an awkward, defen-
sive position; and by contrast, how a “how”
question (“How was your decision made?”)
makes it possible for an informant to narrate
his/her story. I categorize these mistakes as
“good mistakes” to infuse acknowledgement
and appreciation of having access to, and
being able to learn from, this data. This
categorization is conducive to teach-
ing/learning reflexivity because it fosters a
forgiving ethos in which mistakes are un-
derstood as learning opportunities rather
than punitive incidents. This prepares stu-
dents to later acknowledge their own er-
rors.” Substantively, I use many of the

“This is based upon my teaching experiences

of qualitative methods over the years. In ethno-
graphic fieldwork course, for example, students
often do not understand nor appreciate why I
insist that they must write detailed, thick field-
notes until they are at the stage of data analysis.
By that time, it is too late for those students
who do not have rich enough data to carry out
adequate analysis.

°I appreciate Jan Angus’s comment that en-
couraged me to tease out the pedagogical value
of “good mistakes.”
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“good mistakes” to explain how they are
not conducive to the inductive epistemology
of qualitative interviewing. Although a
“yes/no” question/answer leads to a
straightforward quantifiable coding scheme,
it yields qualitatively poor narratives. The
“why” question mirrors a causally laden
logic that is essential to quantitative episte-
mology. I point out that by looking closely
it is usually possible to uncover the inter-
viewer’s unchecked disposition hidden in a
leading question. On the other hand, a mul-
tiple-choice question, which is typical in
survey questionnaire, obliges the informant
to choose from answers predetermined by
the interviewer/researcher.

I select “good examples” from the data
set to illustrate essential elements to qualita-
tive interviewing including what exploring
and active listening entail, how to handle
sensitive issues, and how to ask specific,
but open-ended questions. By comparing
and contrasting the “good mistakes” and
“good examples,” students learn that fram-
ing interview questions is not a purely tech-
nical skill, solely within the methodological
realm. Instead, it has epistemological impli-
cations for the quality and validity of inter-
view data. This prepares students to engage
in epistemological discussions about con-
ceptual baggage in qualitative interviewing.

Making conceptual baggage visible.
Making conceptual baggage visible is the
epistemological core of teaching reflexivity
in qualitative interviewing. I rely on tran-
scripts from the data set to help make con-
ceptual baggage visible, both substantively
and methodologically. Substantively, I dem-
onstrate how, when an interviewer follows
the interview guide too closely in semistruc-
tured qualitative interview, he or she is
likely to be blinded by unchecked assump-
tions, locations, and/or beliefs. For exam-
ple, in one excerpt from the data set an in-
terviewer who relied on the interview
guide’s conceptualization of “work” and
“occupation” as paid labor could not hear
when the woman he was interviewing said
that she had “never worked” apart from

having done housework all her life. Instead
of probing the informant’s response to un-
cover the meaning of housework, the inter-
viewer followed the guide’s categorization
of work and moved on to the next question.
In another example, an interviewer who
assumed a heterosexual nuclear family as
the norm was caught off guard when recent
Caribbean immigrants talked about relation-
ships, familial lives, and childrearing ar-
rangements involving local and transna-
tional nonmarital and extended family net-
works (Hsiung and Raddon n.d.).

The following two excerpts show the
working of conceptual baggage on topics
related to integration and ethnic identity.
The interviewers are exploring the extent to
which recent Caribbean immigrants to Can-
ada have participated in the “dominant”
groups’ institutions and to what extent they
remain in their own “ethnic” enclave.
These excerpts highlight how the re-
searcher’s assumptions and positions often
act as a blueprint for the formulation of the
qualitative interview questions. Many
“technical problems,” such as asking
yes/no, multiple-choice, or leading ques-
tions, are epistemologically based.

Interviewer #4: Are you a member of any
Canadian clubs, like the Rotary, or politi-
cal parties?

Paul: No, no, definitely not. Most of these
associations want to have an African Ca-
nadian as a token person. These groups
use us as tokens. They don’t want to give
you a role on the basis of your qualifica-
tions. People who become tokens may do
well for themselves, but they can’t do
anything for their community from that
position.

Interviewer #5: What kind of newspapers
do you read?

Judy: We read everything, the Gazette,
my daughter picks up the French paper, 1
read the West Island paper, all the free
papers like the Monitor . . . , the African
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Canadian . . . . My friends get papers
from St. Vincent, and they pass them.

These excerpts show that dichotomous
conceptualizations of assimilation and inte-
gration are assumed in the interview ques-
tions. The dichotomy between the
“Canadian” and St. Vincetian organizations
and newspapers is rooted in an assimilation-
ist theoretical position: Caribbean immi-
grants’ association with nondominant insti-
tutions and mass media is conceptualized as
being “non-Canadian.” In both cases the
informants clearly refute such a dichotomy:
Paul challenges the validity of a paradigm
that measures new immigrants’ integration
by membership in “Canadian” clubs or
polities, while Judy demonstrates that the
“Canadian” and “ethnic” newspapers are
not mutually exclusive categories in immi-
grant’s daily life.

Detecting the working of conceptual bag-
gage in interview encounters can be accom-
plished either by focusing on how the infor-
mants answers questions or on the impact of
answers on the interviewers. In the first
instance, when informants are asked ques-
tions that do not resonate with their experi-
ences, they may resort to a very short reply,
or they may provide an alternative view in
great detail. Searching for patterned re-
buffs, clashes, and disjunctions between
interviewers’ questions and informants’
answers is, therefore, an effective way to
expose hidden conceptual baggage. In the
latter case, when conceptual baggage makes
it impossible for interviewers to hear and
understand what informants have to say,
they are often completely lost. Without
knowing how to ask meaningful follow-up
questions, interviewers often quickly switch
from one topic to another. The following
excerpt is a typical example:

Interviewer: What kind of newspapers do
you read?

Diane: 1 read Parents Magazine, and
child-care magazines, and 1 read my
newspaper from St. Vincent [which I get]

every week so I know what’s going on.

Interviewer: Who belongs to your ethnic
community? Is there anyone not from St.
Vincent that is accepted among you, or
anyone from St. Vincent that is not ac-
cepted by the group, and why?

Diane: For our association we accept
non-Vincentians.

Interviewer: Whom do you look toward
for leadership of your community? Inter-
nationally, nationally?

Diane: My minister because he’s there
most of the time and you know politicians
they go in and out. Also I look for an
older adult for inspiration [interview #2]

In this case we can see how the inter-
viewer’s presumption that reading ethnic
newspapers is an indication of ethnic reten-
tion, while reading Canadian newspapers is
an indication of assimilation blinds her to
aspects of the informant’s identity that do
not conform. In this excerpt, Diane, mother
to a 14-year-old son, revealed the centrality
of motherhood to her identity through her
choice of reading material; yet, instead of
paying attention to Diane’s answers and
asking her to elaborate on her choices, the
interviewer “chases the data” on ethnic
identity by swiftly switching the topic to
ethnic community. When Diane’s answer
suggests a nonsegregationist orientation, the
interviewer changes the topic a third time to
community leadership. Although the abrupt
shift apparently leads to rather brief ex-
change and ultimately thin data, I remind
my students that interviewers should not be
discouraged after a rocky interview. On the
contrary, as informants destabilize the cate-
gories or conceptual framework on which
interview questions are based, it is impera-
tive for interviewers to explore alternative
conceptual frameworks.

After some reflection and careful exami-
nation, it is not difficult for students to see
that informants’ answers provide abundant
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clues to alternative conceptualizations. For
example, in the case of paid and unpaid
labor, the informant’s answer echoes femi-
nist scholarship on unpaid housework. Kin-
ship networks, marital and nonmarital rela-
tionships, and translational family ties of the
Caribbean immigrants in Canada point to an
alternative conceptual framework that is
very different from heterosexual nuclear
family model that dominates in North
America. Further, answers provided by
Caribbean informants about their immigra-
tion experiences correspond with scholar-
ship critical of assimilationist propositions.
Making sense of alternative conceptualiza-
tions within the framework of the original
research intent takes careful consideration,
however. Students need to learn that being
able to hear and sensitively probe what an
informant is really telling them, even if it
does not seem to “fit” within the scope of
the research, can add depth and richness to
the research. For example, asking Diane a
follow-up question about parenting maga-
zines may have allowed the interviewer to
explore her experience of mothering in Can-
ada, which could have led to questions
about her sense of community belonging.

To conclude, making conceptual baggage
visible is the central part of teaching reflex-
ivity in qualitative interviewing. Interviews
that have gone badly are of great pedagogi-
cal value and provide an excellent opportu-
nity for reflection. When questions fall flat,
inappropriate assumptions come to light.
When researcher and informant have diffi-
culty engaging in a meaningful exchange,
the researcher should explore the reasons
for failure with humility and a strong spirit
of inquiry. After the interview, a re-

Table 1. Conceptual Baggage Inventory Chart

searcher’s reflection can be guided by ques-
tions such as “At what point was a seamless
co-construction of meaning lost?” “How did
differences arise?” “What was the basis of
the tension and conflict?” “What was
needed to bridge the differences conceptu-
ally and technically in this particular inter-
view?”

Limits of Intellectual Knowing

In my experience, students have no diffi-
culty understanding how the researchers in
the excerpts could be blinded by their as-
sumptions, locations, and/or personal be-
liefs; however, the students’ level of under-
standing at this stage is still very superfi-
cial. This becomes evident when I ask them
to use Table 1, “The Conceptual Baggage
Inventory Chart,” to analyze their respec-
tive locations in relation to their own re-
search interests: Almost without fail, they
quickly slip back into a nonsensitized mode.

Using a study of intergenerational experi-
ences as an example, Table 2 presents a
composite of students’ self-disclosures to
illustrate the general, abstract nature of their
initial attempt with the inventory. When
students reflect on their own locations and
positions, they often resort to abstract cate-
gories, such as class, gender, and
race/ethnicity. Such formalistic itemization
reveals limitations of “intellectual” knowing
in the absence of hands-on learning.

The composite illustrates that students
perceive examples from interview tran-
scripts as simply mistakes made by
“others.” In order to become aware of their
own conceptual baggage, students must
learn firsthand through their own process of
interviewing. Being able to perceive the

Identification Personal Location

Possible Advantage Possible Barriers

Research Interest

Personal Agenda

Biography and/or Beliefs

Socio-Economic Position
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Table 2. Composite of Students’ Conceptual Baggage Inventory Chart

Identification Personal Location

Possible Advantage Possible Barriers

Research Interest Conflict resolution in

interpersonal relation-

Treating intergenera-
tional relationships as

Never having carried
out a qualitative inter-

ships a particular type of view before
interpersonal relation-
ship
Personal Agenda Learning how parents | Open minded Does not know what

the generation gap

and children deal with

to expect

Second child in a nu-
clear family

Biography and/or Beliefs

Can relate to the in- White, female

formant

Socio-Economic Position Middle class

Do not know what it
is like to be in a work-
ing-class family

Knowing what it is
like to be in a nuclear,
middle-class family

interactive relationship between interviewer
and informant in qualitative interviewing is
critical in this regard. In addition, in order
to gain an understanding of the craft of
qualitative interviewing, the content of the
interview must be context specific
(Burawoy 1998), and the best way to gener-
ate relevant material is through personal
interviewing. This is also critical since the
dynamics of research relationships must be
personally experienced in order to come to
grips with the interplay between interview
technique and conceptual baggage in quali-
tative interviewing.

Learning/Doing Reflexivity in the Inter-
view Practicum

Following their work with the data set, stu-
dents complete an interview practicum in
which pairs of students take turns as inter-
viewer and informant. Each student com-
pletes four components: (1) designing a
qualitative interview, (2) conducting a 40-
50 minute tape-recorded interview, (3) tran-
scribing the interview in which s/he was the
interviewer, and (4) reflecting on his/her
interview experiences as informant and in-
terviewer in an essay. Students prepare their
interview guides based on an agreed-upon
topic (general topics are generation through
class discussion). At this stage, students
often become quite anxious and feel that

they do not have enough control over the
process. Their questions primarily focus on
technical aspects of qualitative interviewing
such as “How many questions do I need to
have for a 40-minute interview?” “Would
20 questions be too many? Would 10 ques-
tions be too few?” and, “What if I run out
of questions before the time is up?” When I
offer no definite answers, their anxieties
only increase. They wonder, for example,
“What if the informant ends up talking
about something completely irrelevant?”
and “What happens if I don’t get to cover
all the questions I want to cover?”

Instead of providing clear-cut answers to
the seemingly technical questions, I reiterate
the epistemological aspects of qualitative
interviewing, stressing that the narratives
are co-constructed by the interviewer and
informant. In order for this to happen, it is
important for the interviewer to mindfully
engage in active listening. In semistructured
qualitative interviewing, although the inter-
viewer does develop an interview guide
according to predetermined research
themes, the guide should be treated as a
steppingstone. It is problematic to adopt a
directive, interviewer-driven predisposition.
Rather than covering every question in the
interview guide faithfully, the interviewer
needs to enter an interview dialogue with an
open mind so that there is sufficient room
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for the interviewer and informant to explore
the subject matter collaboratively. I remind
them of examples from the data set, such as
Diane from above, which demonstrate that a
researcher needs to be willing to discard the
interview guide when it becomes a strait-
jacket at the interview. My comments sel-
dom ease students’ anxiety but do serve to
relay the knowledge that there are no simple
answers.

The interviews take place during one class
session. Students double-check their batter-
ies and tape recorders before each interview
team finds a quiet, private room to carry
out their interview. The class comes to-
gether immediately after students have com-
pleted their interviews. Intense emotions of
excitement, relief, and fulfillment permeate
the atmosphere. Comments such as “I
caught myself asking so many ‘why’ and
‘yes/no’ questions,” “I never knew how it
felt to be interviewed,” and “It’s much
harder than I thought” capture the overall
postinterview sentiment. Students then tran-
scribe and analyze their interview and re-
flect on their experiences. The most salient
learning experiences identified by students
in their reflective essays are presented next.

Being interviewed. Over the four years that
the course has been offered students have
unanimously considered being interviewed
the most valuable aspect of the interview
practicum. Although some had conducted
interviews for their own class projects or as
a research assistant, almost none had been
an informant. The experience made them
keenly aware of the relational, interactive
relationship between interviewer and infor-
mant in a qualitative interview. Being at the
receiving end of inquiries allows student
informants to experience the power dynam-
ics of qualitative interviewing firsthand.
Some described this as resembling
“receiving an oral examination,” others as
“being carefully scrutinized.” One student
wrote:

I found that I wanted to please the interviewer,
give the right answers, and give informative,

interesting information. Although I enjoyed
the experience overall, I found being inter-
viewed quite intense and exhausting, as I was
not used to being asked my feelings and
thoughts for so long in such an official setting
(Student #20).

As informants, students come to realize
that the interviewer defines the agenda and
that the agenda might deviate from, and
become foreign to, their own experiences.
The interview experience not only makes
such mismatches vividly apparent to the
student informant but allows them to per-
sonally experience the emotional impact of
these mismatches. When an interviewer did
not ask follow-up questions, one informant
wondered “whether or not she compre-
hended anything I shared.” When another
interviewer changed the subject partway
through an informant’s narrative, the infor-
mant felt cut off. Reflecting on the frustra-
tion, student informants came to understand
that probing and active listening were not
only interview techniques used to establish
rapport with an informant. Active listening
requires interviewers to quiet their busy
minds, stop attending only to their agendas
or preoccupations, and give the respondent
time to expand on their views.

As interviewers, students noted that prob-
ing came naturally after they heard and de-
veloped a genuine curiosity about what the
respondent had to say. This realization en-
ables them to understand that in-depth inter-
views entail much more than a mechanical
set of techniques divorced from the episte-
mological principles of qualitative inter-
viewing. Students are also compelled to
examine and re-position their roles as inter-
viewers from knowing how they want to be
treated as informants. They come to see the
role of the interviewer in a completely new
light and develop an understanding of the
informant’s perspective on the objectified
notion of “getting the right data” and its
implications for data collection.

Knowing what it was like to be inter-
viewed, one student, for example, came to
realize “how arrogant I was as an inter-
viewer. All I cared about was what kind of
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data they would give to me. I hate to admit,
but it never occurred to me that they had
feelings too; not until I was interviewed”
(Student #6). For this student, the interview
was no longer a pragmatic means to “scoop
up the data and be done with it.” The infor-
mant came alive as a subject with feelings
and subjective knowledge, someone who
should not be objectified. Another student,
this one a veteran interviewer, confessed
that she would never treat an informant the
way she had done before. As a research
assistant she used to ignore signs of reluc-
tance from informants in order to “go after
the data” for the project she was assigned
to. During her turn as informant in the
practicum, she came to appreciate what it
entailed to handle sensitive issues skillfully
by noticing how the interviewer took cues
from her own hesitation to discuss specific
details of her family affairs. Yet another
student informant revealed strong feelings
of resentment when presented with ques-
tions that implied that her relationship with
her mother was negatively affected by a
disagreement. In her reflective essay, she
recalled being asked how the conflict with
her mother had affected their relationship:

I remember thinking that the conflict did not
adversely affect my relationship with my
mother, nor did it profoundly affect the rela-
tionship at all; so I resented the assumption
that it did (Student #20).

This experience inspired her to review
interview questions she had used as an in-
terviewer. She came to realize that she had
made “the same mistakes, and many more,”
and that asking leading questions or asking
for explanations was not only problematic
technically, but could be “irritating and
perhaps hurtful” to an informant.

The interview practicum provides students
with a firsthand opportunity to understand
what it is like to be interviewed. Their
thoughts and emotions as an informant al-
low them to understand the complex roles
of interviewer in a qualitative interview.
Students learn that interviewers’ presump-
tions can lead to the objectification of infor-

mants and can, therefore, have serious ethi-
cal implications. These interactive, rela-
tional dynamics of qualitative interviews are
generally most evident in issues related to
conceptual baggage.

Conceptual baggage. The interview practi-
cum compels students to interrogate their
own assumptions, biography, and world-
view and see how these unchecked matters
filter through the interview questions. As
they review their transcripts, many students
are utterly surprised by their own positions,
experiences, and/or conceptual frameworks.
Their unexamined assumptions, beliefs,
values, thoughts, feelings, experiences, and,
especially, unconscious agenda become ap-
parent. They come to see how such concep-
tual baggage directly affects the substantive
direction and content of an interview and
compromises their ability to be an attentive,
active listener.

Several students acknowledged that dur-
ing the interview, they became aware of
their disappointment when the informant
didn’t provide “expected answers.” In many
cases the anticipation of certain answers
hindered the interviewer’s ability to hear
what the informant had to say. In such
cases, when an informant rejected a particu-
lar preconceived, perceptional framework,
the interviewer ignored it, pressed on, or
simply switched to a different topic. In con-
trast, some students were disturbed by the
fact that many informants structured their
stories (consciously or otherwise) to fit the
perceptional framework employed by them,
the interviewer. Others were shocked that
mistakes or mismatches did not become
conspicuous until they reviewed the inter-
view transcript for a third or, even, a fourth
time. They learned the hard lesson that “the
boxes you bring into the interview will de-
termine what you hear and find.”

For students who had been trained in
quantitative traditions, adopting the induc-
tive logic in qualitative interviewing was
extremely challenging. They found them-
selves framing their research questions to
test a hypothesis, or constructing the inter-
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view questions to solicit quantifiable an-
swers rather than personal narratives. In-
stead of asking the informant to articulate
his own experiences of stress, for example,
one student interviewer was more con-
cerned with “quantifying stress (e.g., how
much stress and how many stressors), statis-
tical testing (e.g., significant associations
and differences), and predicting, control-
ling, describing, and confirming stress re-
lated hypotheses” (Student #11). During the
interview, when the informant did not pro-
vide answers that confirmed the inter-
viewer’s conceptual and methodological
understanding of stress, he was caught off
guard and even became discouraged and
agitated. Throughout the interview, rather
than being an effective facilitator and allow-
ing the informant to define and interpret his
experiences in his own words, the student
interviewer found himself “waiting to hear
precise, narrow instances of stress”
(Student #11). Only after carefully examin-
ing the transcript did he realize that its lack
of thick narratives derived, at least in part,
from of his own conceptual baggage.

Another student identified gender and
work as a theme to explore with the infor-
mant in discussing her mother-daughter
relationship. After the interview, she was
initially pleased because the topic was
raised by the informant without prompting:
the interviewer found herself in the position
of simply having to ask follow-up questions.
It was only after reviewing the transcript
repeatedly that she realized that because of
her own theoretical training and personal
interest, she had zeroed in on gender and
work issues and had ignored all other
threads mentioned by the informant in the
same discussion. In her reflective essay,
this student categorized such a realization as
“quite frightening because it suggested to
me that my own unconscious interests
shaped the interview in a significant way”
(Student #20).

The interview practicum created a learn-
ing opportunity for students to recognize
barriers in their own thinking and/or ways
of knowing that had prevented them from

hearing and interpreting the social reality of
their subjects. Without going through such a
transformative process, interviewers in a
qualitative interview cannot hear what infor-
mants have to say, nor are informants pro-
vided with a secure space in which to voice
their stories. For students in my course,
critical self-examination of conceptual bag-
gage facilitates a process of awakening,
acknowledgement, and transformation that
goes beyond their earlier preoccupation
with interview techniques.

Beyond interview techniques. Many stu-
dents noted that during the interview they
realized that their interview guide was
flawed because the informant’s experiences
did not fit their predesigned questions,
which were often predicated by their subjec-
tive experiences. One ethnic minority stu-
dent based his interview guide on the incor-
rect assumption that his informant, like
himself, would have grown up in an immi-
grant family. He stated, “I didn’t know
how, but I thought everyone in Toronto
grew up in immigrant families.” His infor-
mant’s white Canadian heritage forced him
to discard his prepared interview guide.
Even though he made many technical mis-
takes in his effort to generate interview
questions on the spot, the interview practi-
cum allowed him to gain a deeper under-
standing of the epistemological foundations
of qualitative interviewing.

As students reflect on how they can be
caught off guard because of their subjective
locations and preoccupations, they come to
a new appreciation of active listening and of
my perennial comment, “The interview
guide is there to be discarded.” A sociology
student who had experienced changes in his
network of friends in his graduate study
years assumed that this experience applies
to others. During the interview, he had dif-
ficulty letting go of this assumption. He
“kept coming back and asking questions
that assumed that the relationships had
changed,” even after his respondent had
told him that her network had not changed.
In his reflexive essay, he wrote:
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[Initially] I was relying too much on my inter-
view guide. I found that I was only really able
to move forward once I took the chance to
discard the interview guide; unfortunately, by
then I had lost a lot of time. Once I did let go
of the interview guide I found that I really
stopped thinking so much about my next ques-
tion. This allowed me to relax and to really
focus on what the respondent was saying
(Student #12).

As students carefully examined their tran-
scripts, many realized in retrospect that they
rushed through the interview in order to
cover prepared themes. Their preconceived
notions of what was important and relevant
had prevented them hearing what the infor-
mant has to say. They also missed golden
opportunities to explore issues that had
emerged from the interview. This became
particularly apparent when students tran-
scribed and analyzed their transcripts. “Her
answer begged for more follow-up ques-
tions,” a third-year Ph.D. student from the
public health field remarked;
“unfortunately, I could not hear it. I was
too preoccupied by my own questions.
Questions I had prepared” (Student #17).

Being an interviewer makes students real-
ize how challenging it is to formulate spe-
cific but open-ended questions while the
interview is in progress. Many find it trying
to simultaneously engage in active listening,
while at the same time develop questions
that encourage thick narratives. In retro-
spect, students often admit that they caught
themselves asking dead-end questions. The
interview practicum gives them a laboratory
in which to hone their interview skills and
by the time they review their transcripts,
they are reasonably competent at identifying
good mistakes in interview questions. Criti-
cally, the practicum allows students to un-
derstand that interview techniques cannot be
divorced from epistemological theory in
qualitative interviewing. Although it is im-
portant to strive for technical excellence in
interview skills, they should not lose sight
of their epistemological foundations.

CONCLUSION

Informed by the literature on teaching re-
flexivity in ethnographic observation and
data analysis and on doing reflexivity in
qualitative interviewing, this paper illus-
trates that teaching reflexivity in qualitative
interviewing entails teaching epistemologi-
cally informed interview techniques and
making conceptual baggage visible. The
former requires a pedagogical design that
problematizes a procedural, technical con-
ceptualization of interview skills, and the
latter examines the researcher’s assumptions
and destabilizes the researcher’s subject
position(s) and location. Together, these
point to the interactive, relational attribute
of qualitative interviewing. Teach-
ing/learning reflexivity in qualitative inter-
viewing leads to transformative insights
wherein students adhere to critical self-
examination.

My discussion of using an existing data
set and hands-on learning as complementary
strategies highlights particular challenges in
teaching qualitative methods. Instructors
teaching qualitative methods are at a disad-
vantage compared with those who teach
quantitative methods since they lack stan-
dardized, readily available data sets with
which to teach students research skills. In
recent years, scholars have shown a grow-
ing interest in using nonconventional mate-
rials to teach qualitative methods; yet schol-
ars rarely explore how instructors could
effectively combine hands-on learning with
other teaching strategies. Effectively teach-
ing reflexivity in qualitative interviewing is
critical, especially in light of mounting in-
stitutional constraints and ethics concerns
that make it difficult and risky to naively
send novice students into the field to “sink
or swim.”

This paper demonstrates the need to sup-
plement preexisting data with hands-on ex-
periences in order to move students’ under-
standing of reflexivity beyond an abstract,
superficial level. Hands-on learning har-
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nesses intellectual knowing. The interview
practicum allows students to apply technical
know-how as they construct their own inter-
view guide. It also compels students to go
beyond a formalistic acknowledgement of
the hidden assumptions one often brings to
research. Being informants in the interview
practicum, students learn the power an in-
terviewer exercises and how easily this
power could be misused. Active listening
and other interview skills become appreci-
ated as more than techniques to “get the
data,” and are instead understood as an inte-
gral part of inductive epistemology that re-
quires meticulous reflection and critical
interrogation. By examining their own inter-
view transcripts, students become aware of
how their conceptual baggage has worked
its way into the research process. Students
often categorize this as the eye-opening,
“Aha!” moment of my course. In their re-
flexive essays, they often revise their inter-
view questions and reflect on what they
have learned. Teaching/learning reflexivity
in qualitative interviewing is attained by a
pedagogical approach that addresses the
interwoven nature of interview techniques
and epistemological principles.

Although this paper focuses on reflexivity
in qualitative interviewing, teaching reflex-
ivity is relevant to other subject areas in
sociology. For example, instructors of criti-
cal sociological theories could explore how
to encourage students to turn a critical lens
to their own assumptions, personal histo-
ries, and socio-political locations. Integrat-
ing teaching/learning reflexivity into other
subjects entails an intellectual knowing and
personal transformation that is similar to
teaching reflexivity in qualitative interview-
ing. Since reflexivity is a practice that will
continue throughout a researcher’s career,
one course cannot complete the experience.
Students will likely continue to carry con-
ceptual baggage as they conduct their dis-
sertation research. Learning the fundamen-
tals of reflexivity in a course such as my
graduate seminar, however, can provide
students with a necessary tool for qualitative
research in much the same way that learn-

ing the fundamentals of statistical analysis
provides necessary tools for quantitative
research. A course like this cannot replace
the apprenticeship style of learning that hap-
pens during dissertation research; it does,
however, provide students with the re-
sources to engage in it productively.
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