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ABSTRACT 
This paper highlights an active learning approach to qualitative research methods for students enrolled in an online graduate level 

interior design program. The dynamic classroom facilitated a learning environment where students engaged creatively in the subject 

matter through a series of visual exercises. The techniques utilized in this course allowed the students to better understand the needs of 

the built environment and expand their interior design skills. The students became more effective producers of qualitative research as 

they learned to systematically reason, critically analyze, conceptualize, problem solve, and seek connection. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Research methods for interior designers take on many forms including quantitative, qualitative, action research, 

and evidence-based, among others. Qualitative research is an approach for exploring and understanding the 

meaning individuals or groups ascribe to social/humanistic problems. Qualitative research methods (QRM) 

naturally overlap the interior design process with the use of questioning, procedures, observations, and 

inductive reasoning. The topic of qualitative design affords active learning due to its hands-on approach.. 

 

This paper highlights a graduate level interior design program and the integrative means by which QRM were 

taught in an active learning setting. Students learned about the QRM via lectures topics, readings, discussions, 

training exercises, and assignments. By introducing design students to QRM they become more effective 

producers of research. Understanding QRM helped the students learn to think, speak, write, systematically 

reason, critically analyze, conceptualize, solve problems; and see/seek connections among various disciples, 

ideas, cultures; as well as behave ethically.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

There are various types of research approaches, plans, and procedures that one may use for research. Ultimately, 

the researcher’s philosophical worldview is the determining factor for selecting the research approach, along 

with the research problem, the audience for the study, the research design, and the research methods. Four key 

elements frame the approach (Figure 1): 

http://rapidintellect.com/AEQweb/
http://www.rapidintellect.com/AEQweb/macacl.htm
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Figure 1: Research Plan (Modified from source: Creswell 2017, p. 5) 

 

The four key elements in Figure 1 laid the groundwork for this literature review which will cover the following 

topics: 

 Research approach 

 Research design 

 Philosophical worldviews 

 Research methods 

o Methods for designers 

 Active learning 

 Online/remove education 

 

Research Approach  

There are three common research approaches: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods. Qualitative research 

is an approach for examining and interpreting the meaning a person or group of people attribute to a social or 

human issue. This research approach involves emerging questions and strategies. Data is typically collected in a 

participant’s setting which allows data analysis through inductive reasoning. Researchers are able to interpret 

both general and particular themes in a flexible structure. This approach follows an inductive style which 

focuses on understanding complexities and attributing individual context. The basic characteristics that define 

qualitative research include: 

 

 Collect data in the natural setting, not a lab 

 Researcher as key instrument—the one who gathers the information 

 Multiple sources of data: interviews, observations, and documents 

 Inductive and deductive data analysis 

 A focus on the meaning the participants bring to the study 

 Use of emergent design, where the plan for the study is not tightly prescribed and phases may shift as 

the study unfolds 

 Use of reflexivity—researcher’s personal background may shape the direction of the study 

 Develop a holistic perspective of the problem/issue in study  

(Jick, 1979; Yauch & Steudel, 2003; Creswell, 2017)   

Research Design 
There are five common qualitative research designs including narrative, phenomenological, grounded theory, 

ethnography, and case studies. Narrative research stems from the humanities in which the researcher studies the 

lives of individuals and asks participants to provide stories about their lives (Riessman, 2008). This information 
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is then often retold by the researcher into a narrative chronology. Generally, the narrative combines views from 

the participant’s and the researcher’s life into a collaborative narrative (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

Phenomenological research stems from philosophy and psychology in which the researcher retells the lived 

experiences of individuals about a phenomenon. This description culminates in the essence of the experiences 

for several individuals who all experienced the particular phenomenon. This design has strong philosophical 

underpinnings and typically involves conducting interviews (Giorgi, 2009; Moustakas,1994). Grounded theory 

is a design of inquiry from sociology in which the researcher derives a general, abstract theory of a process, 

action, or interaction grounded in the views of participants. This process involves using multiple stages of data 

collection and the refinement and interrelationship of categories of information (Charmaz, 2006; Corbin & 

Strauss, 2007). Ethnography is a design of inquiry coming from anthropology and sociology in which the 

researcher studies the shared patterns of behaviors, language, and actions of an intact cultural group in a natural 

setting over a prolonged period of time. Data collection often involves observations and interviews. Case 

studies are a design of inquiry found in many fields, especially evaluation, in which the researcher develops an 

in-depth analysis of a case, often a program, event, activity, process, or one or more individuals. Cases are 

bounded by time and activity, and researchers collect detailed information using a variety of data collection 

procedures over a sustained period of time (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009, 2012). 

 

Philosophical Worldviews  

In planning a study, researchers need to think through the philosophical worldviews that they bring to the study. 

This set of assumptions helps give an idea about the answer to one’s question. The expected answer to one’s 

question, determines how one will collect and analyze data. There are four widely discussed worldviews. The 

postpositivist worldview is deterministic—cause determines effect or outcome (Phillips and Burbules, 2000). 

There is a need to identify and assess causes that influence outcomes, similar to experiments. This philosophy is 

also reductionistic in the attempt to reduce concepts into testable variables. Social constructivists believe that 

individuals seek understanding—subjective meaning—of the world in which they live and work (Lincoln and 

Guba, 2000). These meanings are multiple and diverse, which lead the researcher to complex views rather than a 

narrow or singular view. The goal of the research is to rely on the participants’ views of the situation being 

studied. A transformative worldview research contains an action agenda to reform specific issues that need to be 

addressed (Kemmis and Wilkinson, 1998). The transformative researcher aims to affect change in important 

social issues: empowerment, inequality, oppression, domination, suppression, and alienation. This philosophical 

worldview focuses on the needs of groups and individuals in our society that may be marginalized or 

disenfranchised. Pragmatist worldviews are practical in their approach to issues which arises out of actions, 

situations, and consequences (Creswell, 2017). Pragmatism is not committed to any one system of philosophy. 

Pragmatist researchers base their methods on intended consequences—where they want to go. They generally 

establish a rationale based in social, historical, and political contexts. 

 

Research Methods 

Research methods involve data collection, analysis, and interpretation. Methods for qualitative research 

approach involve emerging data from interviews, observations, document and audiovisual data, open-ended 

questions, text and image analysis and thematic pattern interpretations. 

 
Methods for Designers. Designers naturally connect to QRM due to overlap with the design process. Figure 2 

highlights the design process. The design process begins with the programming or discovery phase in which 

designers must uncover client requirements, user needs, and the scope of work. This is similar to QRM in that 

the researcher collects and analyzes non-numerical data to understand concepts, opinions, and experiences. 

During this phase of the design process, designers conduct interviews, gather relevant information, solicit 

feedback, and uncover potential solutions, thus are able to satisfy client requests more effectively.  
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Figure 2: Interior Design Process 

 

Fross (2015) outlined the main benefits of qualitative research for the designer as reliable sources of 

information, improving and avoiding past design mistakes, validation and justification of design decisions, and 

professional self-improvement. Haddad (2014) describes design as a practical experiment with a goal to solve a 

problem by means of intervention. Because the design process can be intuitive for designers, they may struggle 

to articulate or verbalize design. This causes designers to rely on implied knowledge and metaphors rather than 

logical or proven data. Therefore, QRM are vital skills for interior designers to develop for success within the 

design profession. Mohajan (2018) summarized many strengths of qualitative research as defined by Yauch & 

Steudel (2003) and Creswell (2017) including: 

 Open-ended questioning reveals new or unanticipated phenomenon  

 Includes a diverse and representative cross-section of affected users 

 Exploration of user views help unpack differing perspectives within a community 

 Allowing a more descriptive, narrative style to gains new insight 

 Can play an important role in suggesting possible relationships, causes, effects, and dynamic processes 

 Provides a rich holistic interpretation of social phenomena and in its specific contexts reveals critical 

incidents 

 Ability to probe for underlying values, beliefs, and assumptions 

 Research can be carried out with limited resources 

 Because of close researcher involvement, the researcher gains an insider’s view of the field, which 

allows the researcher to find issues that are often missed by the scientific, more positivistic enquiries 

 Encourages creativity and innovative explanatory frameworks 

 Data analyst is usually heavily involved in data collection and knows its strengths 

 Participatory methodologies empower, rather than objectify respondents  

 

Active Learning 

Active learning overturns the idea that learning depends on a single expert conveying knowledge (Salmon, 

2013, p. 5). While active learning does not remove the support or advisory role of knowledgeable educators, 

instructors, or moderators, it does require their work to be more focused and productive. In the most effective 

active learning scenarios, the instructors are focused on the participant or learner interactions—those who are 

contributing, reworking, and interpreting the knowledge. Active learning simply illustrates the need to learn by 

doing rather than learn by listening. Anderson (2008) explains that modern constructivist and connectivist 
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theories value peer-to-peer interaction as it aids in developing multiple perspectives. Collaborative learning 

creates the opportunity to achieve improvements in cognitive learning, increase completion rates, and acquire 

critical social skills in education (Kirby and Boak, 1987). Work by Resnick (1996) and others on peer tutoring 

outlines the benefits for both tutor and learner from various reciprocal teaching techniques. Rourke and 

Anderson’s (2002) work found that student-led teams resulted in elevated levels of social, cognitive, and 

teaching presence when compared to traditional teacher-led instruction. According to Rumble (1999), Wenger, 

McDermott, and Snyder (2002), peer interaction is essential to the development of learning communities. 

Learning communities allow the participants to develop interpersonal skills and investigate implicit knowledge 

shared by community members beyond the curriculum objectives (Seely Brown and Hagel, 2005). The 

challenge however, with active learning, is when dealing with the online classroom interface. 

 

Online/Remote Education 
Online education today is ever-popular due to its accessibility. This form of education can be broadly grouped 

into two categories: synchronous and asynchronous. Synchronous learning is online education that happens in 

real time, often with a set class schedule and necessary login times. Asynchronous learning does not require 

real-time interaction. The content is available online for students to access at any time and assignments are 

completed to deadlines. Ali, W. (2020) suggests that [asynchronous] online learning environments also promote 

experiences in which students are able to take ownership of their own learning at their own pace. A hybrid 

learning model, which includes a blend of synchronous and asynchronous, is also popular. A successful hybrid 

learning model that sparks both motivation and satisfaction includes collaborative chats and discussions, 

dynamic rapport between teacher-learner and learner-learner, as well as real-time interaction and feedback from 

the instructor. (Gulnaz et al., 2020) Decades of research on online education, learning, and teaching tell us that 

effective online learning results from careful instructional design and planning coupled with a systematic model 

for design and development. (Branch & Dousay, 2015). The strategic planning required to ensure successful 

online learning is expressed by Hodges et al., (2020) “The design process and the careful consideration of 

different design decisions have an impact on the quality of the instruction”. As was the intent for the design of 

the remote graduate level course in QRM outlined in the following sections. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The following section details a remote graduate level course focused on teaching qualitative research methods 

to designers in an active-learning setting.  

 

Course Design  

The semester long hybrid online (with scheduled one-on-one meetings) course was offered in fall of 2018 and 

spring of 2020 to a total of 24 interior design graduate students. This online course included lectures and 

assignments that were shared every Monday morning and due the following Sunday evening. Each week, the 

lectures and assignments were consistently and uniformly delivered to the students. The weekly course work 

included lecture material, assigned reading, virtual group discussion, quiz, and an assignment. The students 

participated in weekly virtual check-ins with the instructor to discuss assignments and research progress. The 

student’s check-in time was established during week one and continued throughout the semester. The brief 15-

minute meetings were conducted via a live video call. 

 

Assigned readings included specific chapters and pages from the following required texts: 

 Creswell, J. W. & Poth, C. (2017). Qualitative inquiry & research design: Choosing among the five 

approaches. 4th Edition, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. ISBN-13: 978-1506330204. ISBN-10: 

1506330207 

 Maxwell, J.A. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. 3rd Edition, Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. ISBN-13: 978-1412981194. ISBN-10: 1412981190 

 Silverman, D. (2018). Doing qualitative research. 5th Edition, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

ISBN-13: 978-1473966987. ISBN-10: 1473966981 
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Quizzes corresponding to the weekly reading were brief and administered online in the form of multiple choice 

or short answer. Group discussions require the design students to share their work with the entire class. These 

discussions provide learner-centered education, accountability, and timely/recurring involvement in the course 

work. Students were required to post their discussion response and comment on the responses of three of their 

peers. In this way, the discussions encouraged designers to provide thought-provoking feedback, inquiry, build 

peer relationships, and learn from one another. The discussions also provided designers with feedback from 

their peers prior to the assignment due date. The weekly discussion directly correlated with the weekly 

assignment, which allowed designers to modify and improve their work prior to submission and grading. Group 

discussions were facilitated online, and designers were asked to submit written material, videos, sketches, 

and/or charts depending on the topic. Assignments were structured to help designers build a research proposal, 

their final exam/submission for the course. The student’s assignments were cumulative and served as 

benchmark parts for the final submission of their research proposal. The research proposal contained three 

chapters:  

 Chapter 1: conceptual framework and purpose 

 Chapter 2: research design 

 Chapter 3: preliminary findings 

 

The course utilized various visual exercises such as mind maps and charts to discover and portray emergent 

experiences. Heidegger (1926/1996) explains, “Arts‐based educational inquiry requires a certain state of mind, 

an artful ‘dwelling,’ an ever‐present meditative, imaginative, creative process of meaning making, and 

interpretive activities rooted in perception and language”. Arts‐based educational inquiry allows researchers to 

ponder ambiguity and aesthetics in a way that brings attentiveness to complexity. Similarly, the characteristics 

of this course allow deep conceptualization, diverse ways of thinking, imaginative inquiry, and impactful 

engagement. Butler-Kisber and Poldma (2010) explain that visual exercises, 

 

Provide a place for the researcher to document and record ideas, concepts, and meanings gleaned 

during the making process itself. This direct experience helps the researcher to construct the 

meanings in the data and make links needed to synthesize thoughts and push the analysis further. 

In each case, new insights emerge through these visual processes. Collage hones research 

through an intuitive-rational process, while concept mapping shapes the work through a rational-

relational process, and each one contributes to new insights and understandings of research data. 

(p. 14)  

 

Visual Exercises   

In this course, the visual exercises were integrated into the following seven basic qualitative research steps: 

 Identify a problem 

 Ask a question about the problem 

 Find a theory to help answer the question 

 Find a design for collecting data to help find an answer 

 Analyze data to search for an answer 

 Compare analysis with your theory 

 Sharing the answer by including recommendations 

 

Visual Assignment 1 — Mind Map. As students were beginning to consider their research topic and identify a 

problem, the weekly discussion centered around creating an intellectual interest mind map. Students were 

instructed to create and sketch a diagram to brainstorm their interests. A mind map allowed a more creative 

thought process through rapid visualization. The mind maps help reveal topics the designers were interested in 

researching by considering: 
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 What are your passions?  

 Your interests?  

 Where is your knowledge-base?  

Students were encouraged to draw by hand, using a blank piece of paper and a writing/drawing/painting utensil 

and/or a tablet where can quickly write with a stylus on the screen. This allowed ideas to rapidly flow and 

evolve and not be stifled by the computer. Once drawn, students scanned and uploaded their diagram to the 

online discussion thread. Students also included a written statement about the favorite intellectual idea that 

emerged from their map. Students were asked to comment on the work of three peers, regarding the intellectual 

ideas, ask questions, share ideas, and express genuine interest. Figure 3 features two examples of student mind 

maps. 

 

   
 

Figure 3: Student Examples of Mind Maps 

(Left: Mackenzie Symmes
1
, right: Erica Zhang

2
) 

 

Visual Assignment 2 — Concept Map. After the development of the mind map, students were instructed to 

prepare their research design and explore their research topic. Students were encouraged to use their interests, 

life experience, and knowledge to help determine a topic to investigate. Students were asked to develop an 

outline of interconnected concepts that related to their study idea. Then students began looking at literature 

related to those concepts. Students were asked to consider the following questions:  

 What questions do you have about the topic?  

 Has anyone asked them before?  

 What aspects of society have you always wondered about?  

 What have others said about the subject?  

 Have you reviewed the published literature on this topic? 

 What questions still remain regarding this topic? 
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Students started with a single topical interest. Then, they began writing concepts/key words or phrases that were 

connected to this research interest, research goals, and research question. They were encouraged to begin 

searching for literature surrounding the topical interest/key words to see if the literature helped develop more 

concepts/key words. Once numerous related concepts/key words were established, they were categorize into 

groups. Once the various groups were established, they were organized into a map. This map was the visual 

summary of the research concepts related to the student topic. Figure 4 showcases two samples of student 

concept maps. 

 

   
Figure 4: Student Examples of Concept Maps 

(Left: Mackenzie Symmes
1
, Right: Erica Zhang

2
) 

 

Visual Assignment 3 — Literature Map. After a successful concept map, the literature review continued by 

identifying keywords related to student topics. Once keywords were identified, students began searching for 

related literature in peer-reviewed sources, books, journals. Students were instructed to locate literature relating 

to the concepts they outlined in their concept maps. Students began to recognize the need to adapt and update 

their concepts based on the literature they discovered. The students constructed literature maps based on the 

investigation of literature and included citations from related research. Figure 5 highlights two student sample 

literature maps. 
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Figure 5: Student Examples of Literature Maps 

(Left: Mackenzie Symmes
1
, Right: Erica Zhang

2
) 

 

 

Visual Assignment 4 — Maxwell’s Interactive Model. Designing a qualitative research study is an interactive 

process. Once literature has been reviewed and a preliminary baseline knowledge formed, students worked on 

creating Maxwell’s interactive model. This model features five components, each of which address a different 

set of issues: goals, conceptual framework, research questions, methods, and validity (Maxwell, 2014). The 

students were given the opportunity to frame their research proposal using Maxwell’s model before they were 

required to begin writing their research proposals thus serving as a visual outline. Figure 6 showcases two 

student samples of the Maxwell Interactive model. 
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Figure 6: Student Examples of Maxwell’s Interactive Model  

(Left: Mackenzie Symmes
1
, Right: Erica Zhang

2
) 

 

Visual Assignment 5 — Procedure Forms. After the model was developed students began to create procedure 

forms for their intended observation, interview, and document review. The goal of the procedure forms were to 

aid designers in recording the specifics of the experience and provide reminders. The procedure forms were 

created to provide a focus for the students’ observation, purpose, goals, and research questions while in the 

field. The forms helped ensure that the appropriate data was collected systematically, accurately, and efficiently. 

Specifically, regarding interviews and focus groups, the procedure forms also ensured that the research question 

was not asked directly, and that relevant, thought-provoking questions are asked of the participants. Figure 7 

highlights an example of an interview protocol form. 
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Figure 7: Example of Interview Protocol Template 
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Visual Assignment 6 — Coding. Once the students utilize the protocol templates to collect their data, they then 

needed to systematically and logically describe, illustrate, evaluate, and interpret the data they collected. They 

focused on the organization and analysis in a simultaneous motion. Figure 8 shows the process of thematic 

analysis or coding of qualitative data allows themes to be revealed.  

 

 
Figure 8: Thematic Analysis: The six steps of coding used in thematic analysis  

 

Using these six visual assignments, designers built their skills and knowledge of qualitative research methods 

to: 

 Utilize knowledge of social problems to identify a research problem  

 Formulate a question 

 Theorize answers to that question 

 Practice means of data collection to answer that question  

 Analysis of data collected 

 Document what the student did, how they did it, and what the answer to student’s question is based on 

data collected from a very limited sample  

 Develop a final research proposal that serves as a foundation for future design goals  

 

In building their knowledge of qualitative research though the actively learned visual exercises, designers 

developed practices and techniques which afford stronger design strategies and solutions.  

 

Findings 

This active learning approach to QRM for interior design graduate students — through visually connected 

exercises — afforded five key outcomes:  

 Designers naturally connected to the qualitative methods due to overlap with established design process  

 Visual exercises related to right brain activity reinforced left brain needs 

 Small segments of information that built on each other produced well developed projects  

 Consistent synchrony, instructor and peer-to-peer communication, in the online classroom afforded a 

positive place attachment which increased feedback, critiques, and connections  

 Students that learned to use qualitative methods gained a deeper understanding of techniques and tools 

which afforded better design results 

 

A Natural Connection. The interior design process is a map to achieving a vision for each client. It is organized 

and coordinated in a step-by-step process. A few students explained it perfectly, “documentation of the methods 

in this course helped to make decisions along the way and ensured I thoroughly understood the plan, just like I 

would while making my way through a design project”, “I really feel like I learned the process rather than just 

be expected to complete a daunting assignment”. 

 

Left-Brain vs. Right-Brain. Each side of the brain controls a different thought process. The left is said to be 

analytical and methodical and the right is imaginative or artistic. Designers are typically right-brained, yet 

methods are typically left-brain activities. It was found that the visual exercises in this course, related to right 

brain activity reinforced the left brain needs. In many exercises students shared sentiments similar to the 

following, “The visuals helped unveil thought-processes and how ideas are connected”.  
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Building Blocks. In this course, small chunks of information piled up to big results. “The way that modules are 

setup to lead from one week to the next are extremely beneficial. Consistent weekly deadlines and due dates 

make it easy to understand and meet course expectations”. The small segments of information that build on each 

other produces well developed projects. Students shared, “[The professor] broke qualitative research down into 

steps which allowed me to learn the objectives thoroughly without just trying to capture a grade”, “We worked 

throughout the semester on focused assignments that all fed into our final paper. I never thought I would ever be 

able to write as much as I ended up with in the end, but by working through the course work all the way 

through, it was easy to confidently and successfully compile everything together in the end”, “The way this 

course is set up made writing a qualitative research proposal very easy”. 

 

Various Modes of Communication. With a typical online graduate program, it is rare that students come to 

campus or connect deeply with faculty and peers. Constant communication methods kept students connected. 

The weekly video calls with the instructor and peer-to-peer discussion forums created a more connected place 

attachment which increased feedback, critiques, perspectives, and understanding. Students engaged creatively in 

the subject matter which allowed more extensive critiques, broadened perspectives, and enhanced 

comprehension. Students expressed, 

  

 “The most helpful aspect of the qualitative research methods online course was the weekly discussion. 

As a non-traditional student, changing careers to interior design, it was incredibly helpful to learn from 

other graduate students with extensive professional experience in interior design. Hearing their 

professional opinions and feedback gave me new perspectives to consider. Receiving feedback from the 

other students not only provided constructive critiques, but also increased my confidence in my own 

work when we mutually uncovered common ground, ideas, and experiences. Reviewing work from 

other students also helped me see how concepts were interpreted differently, which expanded my 

understanding”.  

 

“I really appreciated the one-on-one calls each week. Having them on a schedule allowed me to 

think about where I needed help. Sometimes the calls simply just calmed me down. I also really 

liked having access to the other students' work. It was helpful to see what was being done and 

how. It was a way to get help without having to talk to someone. I enjoyed the class and the 

camaraderie of the online posts”. 

 

“The virtual meetings were really great. I actually looked forward to them as a moment to evaluate what 

I'd done during the week, answer questions or be a sounding board” 

 

“This is the most engagement I've had with other students and faculty in an online course. What a 

difference it makes!”  

 

A More Thoughtful Designer. Students that learned to use qualitative methods gained a deeper understanding of 

techniques and tools which afforded better design results. Students in the class shared that they were taking the 

tools learned in this class back to their design office to show colleagues and even bosses. They found the tools 

and methods to be concise, organized, and aligned with the needs required in their job and [design] profession. 

 

Conclusion 

Active learning techniques utilized in the online classroom while teaching qualitative research methods 

increased the quality and quantity of work. The high level of communication facilitated through this online 

course also boosted their confidence in their own abilities. Students were able to build better relationships with 

the instructor and their peers through weekly video calls, discussion forums, and peer reviews. This also further 

developed the students’ communication and feedback skills. Students who completed this course are better 

prepared for their thesis and as future designers by understanding initial research, selecting a methodology, 
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planning, time management, facilitating interviews, conducting observations and document reviews, analyzing 

data, and with written formats.   

 

Endnote 

1 Spring 2020 student work from Mackenzie Symmes, Interior Design Graduate Student, Department of 

 Construction Management and Interior Design, College of Architecture and Planning at Ball State 

 University. Reprinted with permission.  

2 Spring 2020 student work from Erica Zhang, Interior Design Graduate Student, Department of Construction 

 Management and Interior Design, College of Architecture and Planning at Ball State University. 

 Reprinted with permission. 
3 For clarity above all eight  figures are reproduced  enlarged in open access version of this print article. 

 Open access version URL here:  
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