ANALYZING QUALITATIVE (TEXTUAL) ASSESSMENT DATA
Office of Assessment of Teaching and Learning, Washington State University

Assessment data provide a means to look at student performance in order to offer evidence about
student learning in the curriculum, provide information about program strengths and weaknesses, and
guide decision-making. Analyzing the data -- in context -- gives meaning to the information collected and
is essential in order to appropriately utilize and communicate the assessment results.
Qualitative data consist primarily of words and observations, rather than numbers, and are often useful
for answering “why” and “how” questions about student performance, approach, motivation, or
experience. Qualitative data can come in many forms and from a variety of sources including responses
to open-ended survey questions, focus group notes, interview transcripts, internship supervisor
comments, essay responses, and student portfolios. The data can be brief responses (such as an
occupation) or longer comments. This resource is intended to help faculty consider good practices and
plan for summarizing qualitative data collected about student learning as part of program or course
assessment.
ATL is available to work with undergraduate programs to analyze and create visual displays of assessment
data to engage faculty in discussions of assessment results; please contact ATL for additional information.
Note: Some assessment measures, such as surveys, can produce both qualitative (textual) and
quantitative (numeric) data. For example, open-ended survey questions generate qualitative data in the
form of textual responses. On the other hand, closed-ended (multiple choice) and rating scale survey
questions typically generate quantitative data, as the responses produce either numerical data or data
that can be put into categories assigned arbitrary values (e.g. Yes/No answers: Yes = 1, No = 0; Agreement
Levels: Strongly Agree – 1, Agree – 2, Neutral – 3, Disagree – 4, Strongly Disagree – 5). This resource
focuses on strategies for analyzing textual responses (such as those from open-ended survey questions,
interview transcripts or focus groups). For more information about analyzing categorical or rating scale
data see ATL’s Analyzing Quantitative (Numeric) Assessment Data.

Examples of Qualitative Assessment Data
•
•
•
•
•
•

Open-ended questions and written comments on questionnaires, rubrics, or forms that
generate single words, brief phrases, or full paragraphs of text.
Testimonials that provide reactions to a program in a few words or lengthy comments, either
in person or in written correspondence.
Individual interviews that produce data in the form of notes, a summary of the individual’s
interview, or word-for-word transcripts.
Discussion group or focus group interviews that involve full transcripts and/or notes from a
moderator or observer.
Logs, journals and diaries that provide structured entries or free-flowing text.
Observations recorded as field notes or descriptive accounts as a result of watching and
listening.
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Before You Begin: Purpose, Context, Audience
It can be daunting to analyze qualitative data for the first time or in a new context, as there is no “one
size fits all” approach, but there are some ways to make it more approachable. It’s best to start thinking
about your data analysis plan when you are first identifying your assessment questions and determining
how you will collect the needed information, as it is important to match the analysis strategy to the type
of information that you have and the kinds of assessment questions that you are trying to answer. In
other words, decisions about how to analyze assessment data are guided by what assessment questions
are asked, needs of the audience/ stakeholders, as well as the data available and how they were
collected. As previously mentioned, qualitative data can be particularly useful for exploring “why” and
“how” questions about student performance, approach, motivation, or experience.
Typically, assessment data are intended for discussion and use by program faculty, who are familiar with
the discipline, curriculum, and other sources of related, complementary data. When carefully analyzed
and interpreted in the context that they were collected, assessment data can offer useful insight into
curricular coherence and effectiveness. Data can be misleading, or worse, when they are taken out of
context or used for purposes other than originally intended and agreed upon. As a result, you will want to
understand the purpose and scope of the project, the assessment questions that guided the project, the
context, and the audience for the results before any type of analysis occurs. You should be familiar with
the basic data collection processes, including how the data were collected, who participated, and any
known limitations of the data, as this can help you make an informed decision about what the data can
reasonably reveal. Other factors to consider may include: How was the random sampling/sample size
determined? What was the response rate? Has this measure been pilot tested and refined? As a good
practice, a short written description of the data collection processes, number of participants, and a copy
of any instrument used (i.e. survey or focus group questions) should accompany the data analysis file,
data summary, and/or final report.

Examining and Organizing Textual Data
Qualitative data analysis involves the identification, examination, and interpretation of patterns and
themes in textual data, and determines how these patterns and themes help answer the questions at
hand. There are many different ways to conduct qualitative analysis that vary in fluidity and adherence to
set structure. Qualitative data analysis is often an ongoing, fluid, and cyclical process that is highly
dependent on the evaluator and the context of the project. It is also likely to change and adapt as the
data emerge. Therefore, always keep in mind the kinds of assessment questions that you are trying to
answer throughout the analysis process, as it can be easy to become overwhelmed by the vast quantity of
data and distracted by all of the details.

Getting to know your data
Understanding your data set and what questions you want to answer are important first steps in
qualitative data analysis. In some cases, the qualitative data may focus on a particular area of interest,
while other times the area of interest may be interwoven with unrelated textual information. To better
understand your data, read and re-read the text. Make notes and jot down overall impressions. These
impressions can inform the direction of analysis and contribute to more effective analysis.
For open-ended survey questions, focus group notes, interviews, etc., don’t assume that answers will
necessarily follow the questions. Occasionally participants or respondents will provide answers to
questions asked earlier, or to questions that that have not been asked yet. In these cases, it may be
appropriate to move the answer to the appropriate question.
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Categorizing or coding your data
Categorizing or coding data is the crux of qualitative analysis. If you have specific questions or concepts to
address, then you may be able to start with a list of preset categories. Additional categories can be added
to the preset categories, as needed. If you are analyzing for broader questions, you may take a more
inductive approach, reading though the text and finding themes that recur in the data. These themes
become your codes or categories. As you create categories, provide a descriptive label and note what is
and is not included in the category.
When categorizing focus group or interview notes (or open-ended survey questions where there are
few responses), it can be useful to simply group like responses together for each question:

Re-reading the text facilitates accurate coding. Your initial list of categories may change and in some
cases, you may combine two similar categories. Other times, you may need to split one category into
several subcategories to accommodate the data. You may also have to adjust category definitions.
Although you will want to create an exhaustive list of categories, sometimes sections of text will fit into
more than one category (as in the example below). As a result, it is useful to find a system for crossindexing (such as using spreadsheet software).
The following is another example of coding open-ended responses to a survey question:
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Making Meaning: Interpreting and Reporting Results
As you categorize and code your data, overall themes and patterns will begin to emerge. Once you have
identified categories and themes, you can begin the process of making meaning across cases. Moving
from understanding how one person responded to identifying issues and themes across many people’s
responses is critical to understanding the group as a whole.

Descriptive summaries
It can be useful to write a descriptive summary for each of the questions (and look across questions for
themes that cut across multiple questions, i.e. are there things that repeatedly come up?) It is often
useful to select and include quotes that capture the essence of what was said (and give the reader an
idea of how the participants talked). Take care to protect confidentiality when reporting or sharing
qualitative data with others. For example, names--including student, faculty, and staff--and other
identifying information should be removed from any comments that will be included in a report or
otherwise shared.
The following is an example of a descriptive summary for a focus group question:

Themes and relative importance
You may also be interested in the relative importance of different themes. In qualitative research, some
controversy exists over the practice of counts of comments for the number of times a certain category is
used, but for some assessment purposes the practice can be useful. When analyzing open-ended survey
responses, for example, simple counts of how many times a certain category is used, while not suited for
statistical analyses, can prove a rough estimate of the relative importance of that category or theme. On
the other hand, numbers can be particularly misleading in reporting focus group results as readers often
want to turn numbers into percentages and extrapolate the results to reflect their entire population.
However, the sample size for most focus groups is typically too small to allow statistically significant
generalization of results to a larger population (for more information, see ATL’s Quick Guide to Sample
Sizes, Sampling & Representation for Program Assessment).
When interpreting counts of comments, it is a mistake to assume that what is said most frequently is
most important. Some participants may comment three separate times on one issue and others may not
comment at all. Sometimes a really key insight is said only once. When reporting these infrequent but
valuable results, it is important to convey that it was infrequent and provide a rationale for why you
chose to include it in the report.
Theme/category counts with representative quotes can be presented in a table (such as the following
example). Again, including quotes to represent your various categories can be a useful way to report
results, but take care to protect confidentiality when reporting or sharing qualitative data with others.
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For example, names--including student, faculty, and staff--and other identifying information should be
removed from any comments that will be included in a report or otherwise shared.
The following is another display, using a table with counts of comments and representative quotes:

Connections between categories
Identifying connections between categories is also important, because these relationships can help
explain why something occurs. How do these categories relate? What data supports your interpretation?
Are there other factors that could contribute? You may discover that two or more themes occur together
consistently in the data – wherever you find one, you find the other.
Tables can be a useful way to present connections between categories:

Using Words Clouds in Qualitative Data Analysis
A word cloud displays key words from selection of text in different sizes based on their frequencies (i.e.
words that appear more often in the source text are displayed larger in the word cloud). A variety of word
cloud generators are freely available on the internet and the process for creating them is relatively quick
and straightforward. Evaluators can simply import text (for example, a set of interviews) into a text box
and the tool creates a graphical representation of the words.
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Word clouds can be useful as a starting point, or screening tool, for large amounts of textual data, to help
you identify words that recur in the data prior to coding for themes. By examining frequencies in a word
cloud, you can look for specific patterns of words and phrases, or the lack thereof, in text data.
Word clouds can also be useful as a visual to present salient points or themes:

Word cloud limitations
One of the challenges of interpreting word clouds is that the display emphasizes frequency of words, not
necessarily their importance. Word clouds will also not accurately reflect the content of the text if slightly
different words are used for the same idea (for example, ‘large’, ‘huge’, ‘giant’, ‘enormous’, and ‘big’).
They also do not provide context, so the meaning of individual words may be lost, and any unrelated
textual information (or responses that are off topic) will be counted in the frequencies.
Additional Resources and References
• Barkley, E. and Howell Major, C. (2016). Learning Assessment Techniques: A Handbook for College Faculty. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
• Creswell, J. (2013). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches, 3rd Ed. Los
Angeles, CA: Sage.
• Krueger, R. and Casey, M. (2009). “Chapter 6. Analyzing Focus Group Results” In Focus Groups: A Practical
Guide for Applied Research, 4th Ed. Los Angeles, CA: Sage.
• Taylor-Powell, E., Renner, M. (2003). Analyzing Qualitative Data. University of Wisconsin-Extension: Program
Development and Evaluation.
Assessment Data Stewardship: It is important to remember that assessment data/results are valuable resources
and must be carefully managed. Each individual with access to assessment data/results has the responsibility to use
those data and any information derived from them appropriately. Non-public (i.e. internal or confidential)
data/results should be labeled and only used to support assigned roles and duties. For more information on data
stewardship, see ATL’s Assessment Data Stewardship: Tips for Academic Programs.
Educational Research and Publication: While assessment utilizes many of the same qualitative and quantitative
methodologies applied by traditional social science research, this resources is NOT designed for those who are
interested in generating/publishing scholarly research from their assessment activities or findings. Please contact
ATL if you have questions about distinguishing the data needs of program-level assessment and educational
research, or about sharing results from assessment.
Office of Assessment of Teaching and Learning
These materials were designed for nonprofit educational purposes for use at Washington State University. 9/13/18

Page 6

