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Navigating Data Collection During Quarantine
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Nearly everyone’s lives in this province were disrupted in March 2020 when the
Alberta government decided to shut down schools in an attempt to curb the spread
of the COVID-19 virus. For me, the quarantine thwarted my original doctoral
research plan to work with my middle school participants to develop our peer-to-
peer duoethnographic conversations. The immediate suspension of in-person
schooling and the frenzied move to online learning for all Alberta schools required
adjusting my well-crafted research plan in order to move those conversations to an
online platform. It also forced me to rely on the help of the allies I had found within
the school, both the staff and the youth themselves, to obtain the data I had
determined was essential to my study.
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Intending to put a twist on duoethnography, my research participants from a social
justice-minded school group were ready to start their peer-to-peer conversations (following
Norris et al., 2012) in mid-March. Alberta schools were officially shut down on March 15,
2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The immediate suspension of in-person schooling
and the frenzied move to online learning for all Alberta schools required adjusting my well-
crafted research plan, modifying my ethics application to move the conversations to the
school’s online learning platform, and then working to reconnect virtually with my research
participants two months later. In spite of these unusual stressors, we adapted and eventually
conducted the duoethnographic conversations online. Navigating disruptions in data
collection is a stressful venture, however embracing the chaos when one’s “fieldwork falls
apart” (Chambers, 2019, p. 437) can prove to be a profound learning opportunity. I had
never been in doubt of the importance of building positive, collegial relationships when
doing qualitative research, but the lesson of just letting go of my research plan was more
difficult to accept. Being adaptable and asking for support from various individuals at my
research site allowed me to finally obtain data for my doctoral dissertation. Although the
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outcome was not what I had originally envisioned, there will be an outcome and I will have
learned more from it than if my plan had actually gone according to plan.

The Best Laid Plans

A publicly funded middle school in an urban center was the focus of my study, with data
being collected over the course of the 2019-2020 school year. Comprised of grade six and seven
girls, the principal activity for the social justice-oriented group that I shadowed during this time
was to plan the youth component of a national conference about fair trade, while continuing to
raise awareness about the importance of fair trade within their school. My choice to have research
participants engage in duoethnography with a peer stemmed from the methodology’s emphasis on
participation, equitable relationships, and transformation. Duoethnography places two researchers,
who are also the study participants, into a relationship with one another to create a dialogue with
the intention of better understanding a phenomenon under investigation (Norris & Sawyer, 2012;
Sawyer & Norris, 2013).

In my research plan, mentorship was a significant part of the study so that I could better
explain these ideas to the group, along with the expectations of potential participants. We had
planned to begin that mentorship process the week following the conference when I was going to
remind the students of my research and describe duoethnography more fully. Tackling the research
in this way would have required a great deal of trial and error, as there was no map to follow for
such a plan. My hope, in turning over responsibility to the participants for the creation of their
duoethnographic conversations, was borne out of respect for both their rights to participate as fully
as possible in the research and their abilities to engage in it in meaningful ways (Ceglowski &
Makovsky, 2012; Mann et al., 2014). I had decided that I would try to avoid providing interview
or conversation scripts for them to work from as I hoped they would discuss the overarching
question of ‘what is social justice?” and simply let things flow. I believed that this format would
more readily adhere to notions of youth voice and perspective that were vital to my study (Herriot,
2014; Smith, 2010). This data ownership by the research teams was intended to bleed into the
initial analysis stage as well, where participants were to be presented with transcripts of their
conversations for review, to discuss any changes they deemed necessary, and share insights about
what they were learning through the process. I also wanted to get their feedback about my initial
categorization of themes during data analysis to enhance member-checking of the data (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985) and provide as much opportunity as possible for their participation throughout the
research process (Ceglowski & Makovsky, 2012; Ergler, 2017).

Navigating the Chaos

The teacher in me was deeply disappointed that I had lost out on the opportunity to teach
students the art of duoethnography. With schools physically shutting down, I was unable to provide
students with (what I deemed to be) a meaningful education about this methodology in the way
that I had envisioned. Instead, we settled for a club meeting over Zoom during which I reminded
students of my research and asked them to consider participating. A full two months after our last
in-person contact at the youth component of the conference, I described the modified process for
participation that I had arranged with the principal and sponsor teacher, and which had been
approved by the ethics board: research partners would have a conversation through Zoom that I
would set up and record and then transcribe for their review. Moving the interviews to this online
format was not particularly onerous, especially since the participants had grown used to engaging
in school virtually. It is difficult to say how this alteration impacted the data they generated, as I
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was ironically more “present” in the conversations than planned. Hovering looks different when
done virtually versus in-person as I was not able to give them the same distance as I might have if
the conversations had happened in school. Another disruption to my plan involved the participants
sticking mainly to the guiding questions that I had created for them in a bid to ease their concerns
about what to talk about. Although somewhat frustrating to deal with, these disruptions
(Rodriguez, 2020) did not seem to affect the methodological character of my research plan as
duoethnography is known to be a fluid methodology (Sawyer & Norris, 2016).

Initially losing contact with the group was a significant and stressful problem. At the
beginning of the pandemic, schools were scrambling to move to learning online and a Ph.D. student
trying to collect data was low on their list of priorities. Reconnecting with the group took time and
some coaxing on my part. In the midst of all this, the sponsor teacher of the group had a family
emergency and his attention was understandably elsewhere. Fortunately for me, my friendship
with another gracious grade six/seven teacher from the school served as an access point as he
helped to reunite our group online. He amplified my plea for research participants by stating in the
group chat he set up for us: “This is a great opportunity to help Rae Ann out with her research and
share your thoughts.” I’'m confident that without his help I would have ended up with no
participants at all, highlighting the importance of forming collegial relationships with those at the
research site.

It felt strange to be reunited with the students after two months with no contact, especially
as I had been seeing them at club meetings twice a week since the beginning of that school year.
Having put in that much time in the months prior to the school shutdown turned out to be incredibly
important, as I believe it was this “deep hanging out” that motivated my six participants to share
their stories with each other and with me (Montgomery, 2014, p. 124). Those months of building
rapport with the club members ultimately resulted in their willingness to help me with my research.
As an educational researcher, I typically viewed myself in the role of helper because by gathering
information I could potentially improve the way we engage in teaching and learning. Even in my
role of researcher and pseudo-club member during my study I took on the position of helper,
allowing the students to tell me what to do. For instance, they directed me through their monthly
fair trade bake sales by sending me for forgotten items in other parts of the school and asking for
help with preparing the float and figuring out their profits. In the end though, our roles were
reversed as they helped me to create the data that was vital to the completion of my study. I am
afraid to think about what my dissertation would have become without their generosity of spirit,
as well as that of the principal, teachers, and other staff who supported me during the chaos of data
collection.

In choosing to “dwell in the cracks” (Spencer, 2014, p. 139) of my research process I was
better able to accept it for what it was, rather than what I had planned for it to be. That being said,
there was still a grieving process for me as I had to let go of the plan I had grown so attached to.
That was perhaps the most difficult part of the entire experience. Recognizing that my plan would
not work in the way I envisioned it forced me to be adaptable and figure out what changes could
be made in order to make the research feasible and still maintain methodological integrity. Such
flexibility required the help of others, both adults and youth in this case, in order to meet my data
collection goals. From this experience I now have a better understanding of the messiness of
qualitative research and, perhaps more significantly, what it means to be an educational researcher
when one’s world is turned upside down.
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