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ABSTRACT

Narrativeinquiryhasbeenapopularmethodologyindifferentdisciplinesforthelastfewdecades.
Usingstories,narrativeinquiryilluminateslivedexperience,servingasavaluablecomplementto
researchmethodologiesthatarerootedinpositivistepistemologies.Inthisarticle,wepresentabrief
introduction to narrative inquiry including narrative data collection, analysis and interpretation.
Situatingnarrativeinquiryundertheumbrellaofpost-qualitativeresearch,wearguethat,becauseofits
abilitytocommunicateevocativestoriesandtoinspireempathy,narrativeinquiryisanindispensable
methodologyinthestudyofhumanbeingandbecoming,makingthismethodologyanimportant
contributiontothefieldofadultvocationaleducationandtechnology.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Asresearchersinthefieldofadultvocationaleducationandtechnologyattempttounderstandhow
adultsmakesenseoftheirlifeandwork,narrativeinquirycanbeemployedasoneofthefield’s
emergentresearchmethodologies.Researchhasshownthatadulteducationandadultdevelopmentis
bestconceptualizedasaprocessofmeaningfulexperience(Kolb,2015)andpersonaltransformation
(Mezirow,1991),ratherthanasafunctionofdeliberatepracticeorknowledgeaccumulation.Adult
developmentis,essentially,asetofstories(Rossiter,1999;Stroobants,2005).Indeed,adultsdonot
alwaysengageindeliberative,discretedecision-makingwhenimmersedinpractice(e.g.,vocation
ordailyroutines).Instead,theymayrelyonintuitiontoformulateactionandtomakesenseofthe
situationsinwhichtheyfindthemselves(Dreyfus&Dreyfus,1988;Schön,1983).Saiddifferently,
althoughadultsdouselogic,rationality,andempiricalevidencetomakesenseoftheworld,they
oftenusestoriestomakesenseofwhotheyareandwhattheyaredoing.Gatheringandretelling
thesestoriesisattheheartofnarrativeinquiry.

Inthispaper,wepresentnarrativeinquiryasanemergentmethodologythatcanbeemployedin
thefieldofadultvocationaleducationandtechnology.Webeginwithnarrativeinquiry’sphilosophical
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orientationandcontrastitwithothermethodologicalapproaches.Wethenhighlightsomekeyfeatures
ofnarrativeinquiryanddemonstratehownarrativeinquiryisafittingmethodologyforunderstanding
thelivelihoodofadultsandtheirwaysofmeaningmaking.

NARRATIVE INQUIRy AS EMERGENT METHod

Narrative Inquiry opposing Positivism
Positivismisstillaliveandwellinacademia(Barone,2007;Haskell,1977;Lather,2008;Maxwell,
2004;St.Pierre,2011),and,indeed,onemightsaythatthisepistemologyfunctionsasanunconscious
forceinthesocialsciences(Steinmetz,2005).Positivismisanepistemologythatpositsthatempirical
scienceisouronlyvalidandreliablesourceofknowledgewhenitcomestounderstandingtheworld.
Discoursesthroughoutacademiaandeducationarepermeatedwiththelexiconsof“scientifically-
basedresearch”and“evidence-basededucationalpractices”(Anderson,2006;Biesta,2007),asseen,
forexample,intheNoChildLeftBehind(NCLB)Actof2001(Barone,2007).

TheepistemologyofPositivism isnot, itself, problematic;however, theproblem is that the
philosophicaldoctrineofPositivismhasbecometheprevalentapproachthatsocialscienceresearchers
tend to adopt (Schön, 1983). Positivistic science, unfortunately, can lose sight of everyday life
experiencesinfavorofgeneralitiesandabstractions(Crotty,1998).Whilegeneralitiesandabstractions
areusefultoolsinhumanthinking(Dewey,1933),humanthinkingdoesnotalwaysoperateinthese
terms.Inhisseminalbook,Actual Minds, Possible Worlds,Bruner(1986)arguedthathumanbeings
operateaccordingtotwocomplementarymodesofthinking:theparadigmaticmodeandthenarrative
mode.Theformer,influencedbyPositivism,reliesonscientificanalysis,logic,andempiricalevidence,
minimizingambiguityandpursuinguniversaltruthsthatcanbeverified.Thelatterusesstoriesto
understandthemeaningofhumanactionsandexperiences.Itfocusesonemotions,mood,perceptions,
values,andnuancesofmeaning.Whiletheparadigmaticmodeisconcernedwithcertainty,universality,
and theory, thenarrativemodeof thinking ismainlyconcernedwithambiguities,particularities,
andmetaphors.Whereastheparadigmaticmodeisconsideredtobe“objective”andfreeofcontext,
thenarrativemodeofthinkingisrootedinthesubjectivitythatisrevealedthroughspecificstories
(Polkinghorne,1995).

Thegoalofnarrativeinquiry,therefore,isnottodiscover“objective”truthsthatcanbeverified
viaempiricalmethods;rather,thegoalofnarrativeinquiryistoprovideuniqueinsightintopossible
humanexperience,or,inotherwords,toilluminatewhatislifelike(vanManen,1990).Narrative
inquiryservesasavaluablecounterweighttopositivistsocialsciencebyassertingthatthenarrative
modeofthinkingisavitaldimensiontohowhumanbeingsknowandcopewiththeworld.

Situating Narrative Inquiry in the Realm of Post-Qualitative Research
Itisalsosignificanttocontrastnarrativeinquirywithtraditionalformsofqualitativeresearchinthe
socialsciences.Ironically,manymethodsofqualitativeresearchemployboilerplateapproachesto
datacollectionanddataanalysisthattendtoobfuscatetheuniquenessofthecontextbeinginvestigated
andtheuniquevoicesof theauthorandparticipants(Anfara,Brown,&Mangione,2002;Billig,
2013;Hyland,2002;Kamler&Thomson,2004).Inpart,thisisduetothefactthatmanyqualitative
studiesinthesocialandhumansciencesaimtoachievethesamestandardsof“rigor”asempirical,
quantitativeresearch(Gage,1989;Howe,1988;Morrow,2007;Ponterotto,2005),and,oftenthisrigor
issignaledthroughconceptssuchastriangulation,reliability,replication,andproceduraltransparency.
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