
 1

Grounded Learning: An Application of Grounded Theory 
In Educational Practice 

 
by Mitch Olson and Michael A. Raffanti 

 
Fielding Graduate Institute 

Grounded Theory/Grounded Action Symposium 
Alexandria Virginia 

July, 2004 
 

Introduction 

This working paper describes an emerging study that applies grounded theory 

principles to both adult and elementary educational practices. We planted the seeds 

of “grounded learning” independently of one another as we sought to improve our 

respective educational practices in Rockford, Illinois and Tacoma, Washington. We 

joined forces under the guidance of Dr. Toni A. Gregory and Dr. Odis E. Simmons, 

whose enthusiasm for grounded theory as a methodology and way of viewing the 

world has been of great influence to us both. This paper presents our work to date on 

a set of educational techniques we call grounded learning, which has evolved to 

include tools for adult literacy instruction as well as a method of curricular planning. 

Rather than a substantive theory explaining educational processes, our work is an 

application of central grounded theory concepts to the art and practice of teaching. 

 

What Is Grounded Learning?  

Simply, Grounded Learning is the application of grounded theory 

methodology and principles in the educational setting. Both Michael Raffanti and 

Mitchell Olson found grounded theory to be a powerful research methodology in 

their educational studies and practice. A second unexpected discovery occurred: as 
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they studied grounded theory they both found it had impacted and changed their 

educational practice. Studying grounded theory had become more than a scholarly 

exercise, it changed the way they approached source material, student feedback, 

testing results, and data. In grounded theory, “All is data.” (Glaser, 2001, p. 145) 

The grounded theorist includes all kinds of data: quantitative, qualitative, interviews, 

studies, and literature without preconception or manipulation. With great care and 

constant comparison, the researcher uses the data to generate concepts, categories, 

and their variations. The data’s usefulness earns its way into the emergent theory 

because of its relevance.  

Similarly, grounded learning looks at all the component parts of the 

educational environment as a grounded theorist might—as data. Raffanti and Olson 

wondered what the field of education would look like if its data were held to the 

same rules and process of a grounded theory study. With preconceptions first set 

aside, student feedback, student work, curriculum, state standards, teacher ideas, 

literature, “best practices” research, and innovation then have each to earn their way 

into a “theory of the classroom.” “What if” questions are replaced with “what is” 

(Glaser, 2003, p. 15).  This kind of objective analysis opens up the possibility for 

meaningful, relevant, and student centered educational practice. This is where 

grounded learning begins. 

This paper is the result of an emerging study that applies grounded theory 

principles to both adult and K – 12 educational practices. In the beginning, grounded 

theory was an idea shared by two educators. Grounded learning has now been used 

successfully in both the adult and K – 12 environment. Like a good grounded theory, 
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grounded learning makes sense and is relevant across a broad range of fields because 

it is grounded in the problems, concerns, struggles, and relevance of real student 

issues. So far, grounded learning has emerged as a set of educational techniques 

which have evolved to include tools for adult literacy instruction as well as a method 

of circular planning. Where grounded learning is headed in the future will be up to 

the future students of grounded learning who seek the best classrooms and education 

for their students. Grounded learning works because it is not made up or thought up. 

Like grounded theory, it is not based on a revolutionary “one book,” a pop article, or 

an “ought to be” approach (Glaser, 2003, p.15). Grounded learning works because it 

is the relevant data of all the participants and pieces of the educational puzzle. It has 

grab because it gets to the unforced, non-preconceived reality of what is really going 

on.  

 

Grounded Theory in Education 

 Many scholars have recognized the unique benefits of grounded theory in 

educational research. Hutchinson (1988) complained that traditional approaches to 

educational research have produced “anemic” theories. Upon reviewing a number of 

grounded theory studies in education, she noted its strength in explaining what really 

happens in our schools. “Grounded theory offers a systematic method by which to 

study the richness and diversity of human experience and to generate relevant, 

plausible theory which can be used to understand the contextual reality of social 

behavior” (pp. 126 - 127). Additionally, in his paper School Effects: The Case For 

Grounded Theory (1975), Richer argued that grounded theory’s use of inductive 
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methods in naturalistic settings has the potential to produce relevant frameworks to 

guide educational research.  

Babchuk (1996) also promoted the use of grounded theory in educational 

research, compiling an impressive array of grounded theory studies in adult 

education from 1979 – 1996.   He observed that the methodology: 

 …has considerable potential for the study of adult education problems and 
issues. Given its focus on generation of theory from data collected in the field, it 
seems ideally suited for adult education, a discipline which is characterized by its 
lack of a well-developed theoretical foundation and a strong commitment to the 
world of practice (p. 7). 

 
A review of literature since 1975 demonstrates that scholars have used 

grounded theory1 in a wide range of educational problem areas which include the 

following studies: adult basic education programs (Mezirow, Darkenwald, & Knox, 

1975); teacher burnout and stress (Blase, 1982); training needs of science teachers 

(Spector, 1985); adaptive strategies of expert teachers (Campbell, 1987); nurses' 

participation in baccalaureate nursing programs (Thompson, 1992); low-income 

Latino parent involvement (Levine, 1998); literacy development (Rhodes-Yenowine, 

1999); peer socialization of middle school students (Morris, 2000); Web-based 

learning environments (Zimmerman, 2002); and curriculum changes in higher 

                                                 
1 Babchuk observed that the works cited in his bibliography reflect that scholars 
have conflicting or incomplete views about what the grounded theory methodology 
entails. Some of the studies use only one grounded theory component such as 
constant comparison.  Others utilize parts of grounded theory methodology in 
conjunction with other methods, such as surveys. Some carefully follow the 
methodologies set forth by either Glaser and Strauss (1967) or Strauss and Corbin 
(1990).  An interesting study would be to do a comparative analysis of various so-
called “grounded theory” educational studies in terms of methodologies used. 
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education (Thiru, 2002).  This brief sample of topics illustrates the wide range of 

interests that have resulted in substantive grounded theories in education. 

We are pleased that grounded theory is gaining more currency in educational 

research.  There are, indeed, some highly relevant theories emerging from the field 

that have the potential to improve educational practices.  The grounded learning 

techniques we propose in this article, on the other hand, do not represent a 

substantive study about education. Rather, grounded learning is an application of 

grounded theory in education. Our reflective practice of education led us to consider 

the methodological, epistemological, and philosophical principles of grounded 

theory that could help us improve the teaching and learning in our classrooms.  

 
Grounded Theory as Reflective Practice 

Our “grounded learning” techniques began to emerge out of our reflective 

practices of education. Educators share with other professionals an orientation 

toward our work that Donald Schön (1983) referred to as reflective practice.  For 

example, teachers often engage in on-the-spot reflection and experiment to address 

best practices. Schön explained that “when someone reflects-in-action, he becomes a 

researcher in the practice context.  He is not dependent on the categories of 

established practice and technique, but constructs a new theory of the unique case” 

(p. 68).  

 In the generally conservative context of public education, reflection-in-

action may be viewed as a potential threat to the system. Rather than being 

controlled by adopted textbooks and other one-size-fits-all teaching strategies, the 

reflective teachers treats curriculum as “an inventory of themes of understanding and 
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skills to be addressed rather than a set of materials to be learned.  Different students 

present different phenomena for understanding and action. Each student makes up a 

universe of one” (Schön, 1983, p. 333). 

Schön (1983) illustrated the differences between the “expert” and the 

“reflective practitioner.” We suggest that a “classroom” reflective practitioner is a 

more democratic and grounded facilitator-teacher, creating a classroom atmosphere 

of equality, reflection and shared wonder. Students exposed to this kind of 

environment of shared learning and adventure are nurtured and treated as colleagues 

and equals, not “future” but “present” experts. The following chart outlines Schön’s 

(1983, p. 300) conclusions contrasting the expert with the reflective practitioner: 

 
Expert Reflective Practitioner 

I am presumed to know, and must claim 
to do so, regardless of my own 
uncertainty. 

I am presumed to know, but I am not the 
only one in the situation to have relevant 
and important knowledge. My 
uncertainties may be a source of learning 
for me and for them. 

Keep my distance and hold onto the 
expert’s role. Give the client a sense of 
my expertise, but convey a feeling of 
warmth and sympathy as a “sweetener.” 

Seek out connections to the client’s 
thoughts and feelings. Allow his respect 
for my knowledge to emerge from his 
discovery of it in the situation. 

Look for deference and status in the 
client’s response to my professional 
persona. 

Look for the sense of freedom and of real 
connection to the client, as a 
consequence of no longer needing to 
maintain a professional façade. 

 
The reflective teacher is more likely to implement a democratic, student-

centered learning environment.  Brookfield (1999) described democratically inclined 

teachers as frequently silent in classroom discussions, “curbing the compulsion to 

say all they would like to say in the interests of promoting engagement and 

participation” (1999, p. 194). Instead, they invite student participation, guide 
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discussion, provide a point of view, and model openness to critical thinking, student 

voice, and ideas. 2  

 As a component of reflective practice, reframing is a process of seeing and 

hearing differently, interpreting experience and changing our metaphors for 

discussing teaching and learning (Russell & Munby, 1991). Teachers who engage in 

reflective practice actively confront emerging and sometimes unexpected learning 

patterns and reframe teaching by mediating theory and practice. “These puzzles arise 

from [the teacher’s] interest in the teaching and learning process and have to do with 

both his students’ learning and his own learning.” (p. 175). 

 As reflective practitioners, we continually reexamine the learning going on in 

our own and others classrooms, and have been disappointed in the curriculum 

afforded students, whether because of its lack of relevance or of workability. We 

found a perfect niche for our orientation toward scholarly practice in Fielding’s 

grounded theory/grounded action sequence of study. We were drawn to grounded 

theory’s focus on relevance through a flexible yet rigorous methodology.   

 

Grounded Theory in Action 

Grounded theorists do not apply their ideas in an action setting without 

having first generated an explanatory theory that has emerged through constant 

comparative analysis of the data.   Grounded action, however, advances grounded 

theory beyond explanation and facilitates the generation of an operational theory 

that practically addresses complex, multi-dimensional organizational and social 

                                                 
2 The theme of a democratic classroom is found throughout this paper, especially in 
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problems (Simmons & Gregory, 2003). Grounded action incorporates the body of 

Glaser’s methodological writings, extending the theory with an action component. 

This was a natural progression, as Glaser and Strauss expected that grounded 

theories would be workable and of practical value. Indeed, their “awareness 

contexts” theory (1964; 1965) influenced hospital policies regarding terminal 

patients. 

 Simmons and Gregory entered their partnership at Fielding after having 

established separate interests in action-oriented applications of grounded theory. For 

example, Gregory used grounded theory principles to extend Thomas’ theory of 

“diversity tension” (Gregory, 1996) to more fully address the dynamics of diversity 

in her consulting work.  Gregory’s participation in “learning history” research is also 

an application of grounded theory in the organizational context (Kleiner, Roth, 

Thomas, Gregory, & Hamell, 2000). Learning histories, developed using grounded 

theory methodology, present stories of critical events in the words of participants, 

alongside researcher observations.  

Simmons, while in practice as a counselor/therapist, devised a grounded 

approach to interacting with clients.  His “grounded therapy” (1994), a departure 

from preconceived clinical approaches to counseling, is another example of 

grounded theory in action. “What I have discovered is that the grounded theory 

process itself (not just grounded theories) is very useful as a model for guiding a 

grounded therapeutic process… Grounded therapy is a methodology by which to 

achieve therapy” (p. 2).  

                                                                                                                                          
the section on Mind and concept mapping below. 
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Similarly, grounded learning is a set of techniques that may assist educators 

in providing more effective learning activities. Grounded learning, as it has thus far 

emerged, focuses on adult literacy and student-centered curriculum planning in an 

elementary classroom.3  

 

Grounded Learning as Applied in an Adult Literacy Context 

 
The Setting 

 
As a practitioner in Adult Basic Education (ABE) in the state of Illinois, 

Olson developed grounded learning techniques while working with adult students 

wanting to advance expeditiously to the Graduate Equivalency Degree (GED) 

program. Through student surveys, teacher-student conferences, and in numerous 

incidental conversations, he observed many students who described, in negative 

terms, their reading skills and comprehension ability, yet optimistically expected the 

ABE class to equip them with the tools to progress to the GED level.  

By definition, Illinois requires that incoming students’ reading and math 

skills be at a ninth grade level for entrance into the GED program. The ABE 

program is in place to promote student advancement to the GED level through (pre-

GED) ABE reading, writing, and math classes. If entrance test scores fall below the 

required level, student enrollment is restricted to ABE courses until they reach that 

ninth grade threshold. Considerable stress and concern surround this pre/post testing 

process. Every semester ends with a post-test where the student finds out if they 

                                                 
3 Grounded learning techniques in curriculum planning have not been fully 
developed as of the date of this publication and a brief overview is included in 
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advanced to GED classes, or if they must continue in the ABE program. The ABE 

classroom where Olson teaches is a sort of “one room school” of adult students who 

pre-tested into the class between a 6.0 and 8.9 grade reading level. Other classes are 

available for the more basic learners that fall between a 0.1 and 5.9 level. 

The ABE student population is socio-economically and culturally diverse, 

including students of Mexican American, African American, and European descent. 

In an informal student survey of reasons for taking the class, an almost 

overwhelming (and not entirely unexpected) answer was, “To be able to get my 

GED.” They view this as a rite of passage, the ticket to a better job, higher pay, 

advancement to college, or an improved lifestyle. While the survey was informal, it 

did represent results similar to those the college has collected in its post-course 

surveys. Students in the program do not pay for classes, but are required to adhere to 

strict attendance standards in order to be enrolled in future classes. Some students 

were first-time participants; several others were repeaters because they had failed to 

reach the ninth grade proficiency requirement on post-testing (after finishing a 

previous ABE semester). 

First attempts at integration 

After interviewing ABE students and comparing that data with 

student/teacher conferences, incidental conversations, and field notes, the following 

issues emerged: 

· Low comprehension of math word problems 

                                                                                                                                          
Appendix A. 
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· No solid summary skills—or the ability to summarize passages they had read 

without teacher help 

· Multiple students repeating this same ABE reading course several times due to 

lack of progress 

· Some of those repeater students still could not summarize effectively. They “had 

no idea” how to summarize and believed that the “next teacher” would help 

them.  

· Frustration in test taking 

· Upon entry into class, fear of “not being able to keep up,” or “read well enough”  

· Discussion format cited by students in mid-term conferences as favorite kind of 

learning, where they heard from other students and struggled together with 

understanding. 4 

· Students prefer oral in class reading to silent reading. 

· Journaling sheets were “filled in” with lots of blank space (unfinished), one-

sentence summaries, or run on sentences that failed to cover important points. 

 

This data compelled Olson to experiment with various techniques to enhance 

student summary skills.  Despite repeated demonstrations and direct instruction, 

student skills did not improve significantly. Although some students imitated 

teacher-presented initiatives, such as providing four summary points, or using 

                                                 
4 It turns out that this comment was key in generating the mind/concept-mapping 
approach to summary and classroom discussion. It originated in a teacher conference 
and appeared in field notes. 
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complete sentence, the students continued to struggle with summarizing what they 

had read. 

As Olson grappled with these professional frustrations, he was engaged in 

learning the principles of grounded theory, including coding and memoing. It 

dawned on him that the important information in coding included persons, places, 

things, and ideas—the very elements that held the keys to summary skills. Trying 

first the coding of persons, places, and things, students began to discover the 

relationships between nouns and concepts and their subsequent properties, realizing 

the keys to unlocking basic summary skills. They began to discover what 

participants in the action scene are “working on.”  

In an exercise of praxis, Olson began to experiment with some basic coding 

work in the ABE classroom, and found that his students were very good at 

discovering important ideas and concepts in their reading. However, they did not 

have the tools or techniques to enhance their comprehension and summarization 

skills. The students also lacked the ability to combine ideas or to prioritize themes in 

articles, stories or books. At first, they resisted summarizing.  In fact, some students 

resented having to use such intense thinking skills, as this was a new expectation. 

 

The quest of learning 

Olson’s next quest was to guide students to a workable method of tracking 

the concepts they were discovering through applying their new “grounded theory” 

skills. He adapted and introduced a mind-mapping technique the students could use 

and understand to better record these new “coded articles.” As students developed 
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each of their personal mind/concept maps, Olson found each individual creating a 

somewhat incomplete picture of the article; some more complete than others, yet all 

having substantive, useful material. Another surprise occurred when the students 

worked individually on the same article and then came together to compare outlines. 

Some students generated the same categories and codes, while others found details 

they had overlooked. With Olson as facilitator rather than instructor, the students 

collaborated to develop a detailed, quality product. Cooperative discussion and 

contribution helped students gather a more complete understanding of what was 

going on in the article. This peer contribution enabled a more complete 

understanding of the article and fueled a collaborative atmosphere. They appeared to 

feel a sense of accomplishment and understanding they lacked when working 

separately. 

Working alongside his students Olson shared his thoughts as a co-learner and 

was amazed not only that his work was corroborated by his students’, but also that 

they often discovered relevant details that he had overlooked. Olson and the students 

became colleagues at that moment. This corroborates Paulo Freire’s (1998/1970) 

transformative adult literacy work in Brazil. Freire noted that dialogue is “an act of 

creation; it must not serve as a crafty instrument for the domination of one person by 

another…How can I dialogue if I always project ignorance onto others and never 

perceive my own…How can I dialogue if I am closed to—and even offended by—

the contribution of others?” (pp. 70-71). 
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The Building Blocks of Grounded Learning 

 
Transformational learning 

Jack Mezirow, in Learning as Transformation (2000), noted, “If we are 

unable to understand, we often turn to tradition, thoughtlessly seize explanations by 

authority figures, or resort to various psychological mechanisms, such as projection 

and rationalization, to create imaginary meanings” (p.3). We find this quote highly 

relevant to both to our own educational experiences and those of our learners. 

Imaginary meanings exist within educational, church, workplace, and many other 

settings. Consider a teacher who is “stumped” and goes ahead and answers a 

question without a clear understanding or a scholarly basis.  Or, imagine a discussion 

in which the teacher’s “point” is clearly preconceived, and when challenged by 

students, the educator gropes for any kind of “proof” to win the debate.   

The following chart illustrates the observations encapsulated in Mezirow’s 

[above] statement: 

Problem As Experienced in Practice 
Educational methods 
or ideas found rooted 
in “Tradition” 

· Educator not open to exploring various learning styles: 
often found teaching to their learning style instead of 
what is best for students’ needs. 

· Teacher only uses the lecture format: “talking head,” 
teacher- centered approach. 

· “Traditional” classroom layout: never considers 
changing layout to be consistent with student-centered 
learning.  

· Only uses traditional andragogical or pedagogical 
methodology: not open to creative or non-traditional 
methodologies 

· “We’ve never done it that way before”: only uses 
familiar or “known” methodologies, not open to risk or 
newness. 

Thoughtlessly seize 
explanations by 

· Not open to learning or experimenting with new ideas or 
meaning. 
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authority figures · Student relevance is “known by the experts.” 
· Constantly refers to what was learned at a seminar or in 

college—not open to what is in front of them: the 
student, their “data” or information. 

· A “The Bible says so” attitude that will not challenge 
assumptions or preconceptions. 

Resort to various 
psychological 
mechanisms, such as 
projection and 
rationalization, to 
create imaginary 
meanings 

· A teacher who profiles students once they “see a pattern 
of behavior” 

· Preconception of how a student will behave or react, 
rather than going with the data and behavior at hand 

· “What If” mentality: where worst case imaginary 
meanings are projected to students rather than learning 
how to observe, consider and redirect. 

· “Blaming it on our Insurance Coverage”: this imaginary 
meaning was observed in an educational setting. 
Whenever a new “risky” idea was suggested, it was 
immediately shot down by the authority figures, and the 
excuse, “because our insurance doesn’t cover it” was 
given. This was the balance or rational voice for the 
creative teacher. (For example, a class was told they 
could not meet outdoors because “the insurance wouldn’t 
cover it.” Holds more authority than just saying, “I don’t 
want you to do that.”) 

 
A “learning as transformation” classroom practice challenges our past 

learning assumptions and teaching experiences, forcing us to integrate and 

comprehend old experiences, learning, and understandings with our present reality. 

Each new classroom experience can then become a new reality—different, yet 

similar. We witness this new living, breathing, emotional, and authentic reality each 

new day we step into the classroom. An important feature of the transformational 

learning process of grounded learning is its commitment to emergent, real time 

learning. Many learners and instructors believe that classroom preparation means 

being one step in front of the students, where the teacher “knows” and the students 

“receive.” Like grounded theory, grounded learning is not interested in 

preconceptions and preformed ideas. For example, if a teacher produces a detailed 
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analysis of a reading assignment and proceeds to share it with the class, one might 

expect students to be impressed by the instructor’s preparation.  However, they miss 

out on witnessing the excitement of its emergence. Grounded learning seeks to 

eliminate preconception by introducing even teacher work as only more data—not 

the ultimate analysis, but a starting place for classroom investigation, emergence, 

and discussion. Teacher egos are checked at the door, and any preconceived work or 

charts should be introduced only after students begin to see emergent themes and 

concepts on their own. If they are truly there in the work or text, they will emerge as 

students work and teacher input will be welcomed not as “expert,” but as a co-

learner or colleague. When students share insights that were not discovered by the 

teacher, this is not a sign of teacher weakness, but is the highest compliment of the 

grounded learning practitioner.   

In modeling grounded theory’s emphasis on emergence and minimizing 

preconceptions, grounded learning does not intend to undervalue teacher preparation 

and qualifications.  On the contrary, grounded theorists do not enter the field as 

blank slates.  Instead, well-trained theorists approach their studies with flexibility, 

openness, and an acquired sensitivity to theory (Glaser, 1978).  Similarly, grounded 

learning practitioners should enter the classroom as well-read individuals possessing 

strong facilitation and classroom management skills.  But, like grounded theorists, 

they should set aside “pet” ideas (Glaser, 2004) that can derail true emergence. 

Explication de Texte: A relevance to summary skills 

In discovering grounded theory, Glaser drew upon a number of influences, 

including “explication de texte,” which he described as, “reading closely line by line 
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to ascertain what exactly the author is saying without imputing what was said, 

interpreting it or reifying its meaning” (1998, p. 24). Glaser’s use of explication de 

texte aided him in generating concepts while remaining true to the author’s data 

(1998, p.25). As in grounded theory explication de texte is a foundational influence 

that helped Glaser generate the concepts and the inductive clarity that is necessary 

for generating concepts and categories in grounded theory. The same is true of 

grounded learning. In grounded learning one does not “do” explication de texte 

anymore than one does explication de texte when doing grounded theory. The value 

is in understanding explication de texte’s influence in generating understanding and 

inductive meanings when searching for and generating concepts and patterns. 

Holman and Harmon (1999) defined explication de texte as, “A method 

which originated in the teaching of literature in France; it involves the painstaking 

analysis of the meaning, relationships, and ambiguities of the words, images, and 

small units that make up a literary work.” Suber’s (Suber, 1997) Explication 

assignment highlighted explication de texte’s summarizing property. His explication 

assignments include students’ theoretical writing, outline form, using own words to 

explain concepts, citing the text (data) for every proposition, with an intentional 

focus on clarity and understanding. 

Sprenger’s French 451 Literature Analysis course (Sprenger, 2003) includes 

a quite systematic explanation of explication de texte through the process of 

adhering to its rules and process. Below is a chart that helps summarize his 

methodology (2003): 
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Rules Definition 
Rule # 1: Time and Place · Use of uninterrupted time 

· Careful analytical reading 
· Use of a quiet, dedicated space for reading 

Rule # 2: Read slowly, carefully 
and with the attitude that you 
will probably not fully 
understand the text the first time 
through. 

· Close reading: not “sound byte” type of 
quick reading 

· Read with critical analysis and vigor 
· Be open to discovery, a deeper kind of 

reading, new enlightening modes of 
interpretation 

Rule # 3: Reread. · Reread the text to fully understand it: two to 
three times 

· Point of most text is not a transfer of 
information, but rather deeper mode of 
cultural communication 

· Aim for detachment, be open to new 
interpretations, participatory discussion of 
text 

 
And again, his process for reading preparation using explication de texte (2003): 

 
Process How to do it/What to ask 

1.  Situate the text · Ask where text comes from: is it part of a larger work 
or collection? 

· What historical period does it come from?  
· What aesthetic movement? 
· What do we know about the author? 
· What major historical events occurred around the 

time of the publication? Etc. 
2.  Identify the major 
themes. 

· What is the main point the author is discussing? 
· How does the author connect it to sub-themes? 
· Pay attention to details that call into question your 

initial assumptions. Sometimes a literary writer will 
reveal his most profound themes in details that do not 
seem immediately relevant. 

· Try to put the themes you identify in some context. 
3.  Identify the genre. · How does the text correspond to established genres? 

· Why did the author choose this genre? 
· What is its relation to the main theme? 
· If the textual example detracts from conventional 

generic models, discuss how and why. 
4.  Identify the 
organizational principle 
of the texte. 

· What makes the text hold together? 
· How does the author advance? 
· How are the ideas or images linked? 
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· Is there repetition? How? Why? 
· IF the text is a poem, identify its form, rhyme 

structure, etc. 
5.  Identify the “figures 
de style.” 

· Like: metaphore, metonomie, litote, ironie, allegories, 
etc. 

· Discuss effects produced by their use. 
· What is the author’s rhetorical strategy? 
· What is s/he trying to accomplish through these 

devices? 
· How is the meaning of the texts enhanced, undercut, 

etc. by these devices? 
6.  Identify the speaking 
subject, narrator or 
narrative voice of the 
text. 

· What is the narrative strategy? 
· What is the narrator’s tone? 
· The meaning of literature often rides on paying close 

attention to the voice or tone of a text. Is the narrator 
reliable? Is s/he ironic? 

· Are there multiple narrators? Doubles of the narrator? 
· Discuss the effects of the narration devices. 

7.  Pay close attention to 
the author’s specific use 
of language and diction. 

· What effects are produced by the author’s word 
choice? 

· What tics can you identify? 
8.  Pay close attention to 
image structure. 

· Literary writers often weave together a closely linked 
set of images. This is not always immediately 
apparent. 

· Watch for images and try to find how they hook up 
with other images. 

· What is the author attempting to communicate at the 
level of image? 

9.  Try to draw 
connections between the 
text and a theoretical 
approach. 

· Is there a historical, psychological, sociological, 
philosophical, etc. dimension to the text? 

· If so, how does it manifest itself? 
· How can theory help unlock the text’s secrets? 

 

Explication de texte and its relevance to grounded learning 

While many other scholars have written about explication de texte, 

Sprenger’s practical, systematic approach (above) provides a clear understanding of 

the process, purpose, and value in understanding literature more deeply. Explication 

de texte’s inductive and systematic properties are similar to the kind of questions one 

asks when doinggrounded learning. One should not systematically follow the above 
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steps of explication, but should recognize its influence and allow the emergence of 

what is really going on in the text to help with the generation of concepts, categories, 

and themes.  

Teaching this level of explication de texte in an ABE classroom is as much 

overkill as would dusting with a leaf blower be in a home. Not that it can’t be done, 

but practically speaking it would lead to further complications, problems, a lack of 

context, and substantive comprehension, or even feelings of inferiority. Grounded 

learning is not concerned primarily with an “end product,” instead focusing on the 

journey of inquiry, contribution, and understanding. The best application of any 

elements of explication de texte in the ABE classroom would be to introduce bits 

and pieces as is practicable. The goal of a grounded learner practitioner is not only to 

ground the material in the data, but ground the methodology in relevance, 

understanding, and appropriate application. Explication de texte is indeed a rigorous 

and detailed process (as illustrated in the chart above), and it may yield the tendency 

to force or preconceive reader findings if left in the hands of a novice. This is a 

hazard that grounded learning seeks to avoid: by focusing on emergent categories 

grounded in participant observation and discovery. It is unnecessary to find every 

little detail that a formal explication might render when doing grounded learning. 

What is relevant must be grounded in what is going on in the learner’s reality of 

discovery. “Trusting emergence” (Glaser, 1992, p. 20) as Glaser puts it, refocuses 

the participants back on the live, emergent process and away from the final outcome 

or a results based learning. Remaining student-centered and committed to 

transformational learning is crucial. 
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The following chart contrasts explication de texte and grounded learning: 

 
Explication de texte Grounded learning 
Methodology and results 
are systematically 
generated: if you 
understand the steps and 
stick with the process, 
you will generate a clear 
theoretical analysis. 
Burden of understanding 
is on the student. 

The teacher or facilitator walks the class through basic 
steps of analysis: learner understanding and learner 
contributions are the only “data.” Burden of 
understanding is shared by the teacher and the student. 
Teacher and student are paced together as coequal 
learners and contributors. No “experts” allowed: all are 
equal contributors. Seemingly, slower paced students are 
equal and valuable participants. 

Process involves 9 clear 
areas (see previous 
chart) that in final 
analysis generates a 
fully developed 
theoretical document. 

Process is a student centered and generates as much 
comprehension as the students can understand in the text. 
Oftentimes the first step or basic starting point involves 
only the identification of major characters and their 
relationships, and major themes and grounding them in 
the text. When students show interest in other more 
specific explication de texte process details, a detour is 
oftentimes a delightful (but short) exercise. 

The rules involve: an 
analytic understanding 
of time and place, slow 
careful reading, and re-
reading for deeper 
theoretical 
understanding. 

Rules in grounded learning focus primarily on student 
comprehension combined with classroom objectives. For 
example, “reading faster with comprehension,” is an 
objective of our curriculum, so we combine timed 
reading and charting of the words per minute with a 
discussion of how fast they need to read to understand 
basic questions and points. Grounded learning is not only 
interested in results, but helps the student realize that 
pacing, analysis and comprehension are uniquely inter-
related. 

A clear understanding of 
the methodology and 
process will provide the 
student with the toolbox 
needed to proceed. 

Grounded learning is interested in learner discovery: 
providing a basic toolbox for comprehension, summary, 
and student understanding. A more “grand tour” or “open 
question” approach is used so we really get at what the 
learner is working on. Here are a few good Grounded 
learning questions I have used with results (mind-
mapping and concept generation is discussed in greater 
detail later in this article):  
For GL mind-mapping: 
· What is going on in the text? 
· What is the author working on? 
· What major concepts or themes do you see? 
· How important is this? 
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· Can we find more data or information about this 
person, place, or thing in the text? 

For concepts, themes, and comprehension:  
· How do these characters relate to each other? 
· Which person/place/thing has the most data and why? 
· What interests you most about what you see in the 

mind-mapping data? 
Goal is a product: a 
paper, a theoretical 
outline, or an “expert” 
student generated 
theoretical document. 

No “experts” required in grounded learning. The results 
are driven by student understanding, comprehension and 
a basic generation of codes (GL mind-mapping) and 
memo writing (concepts/themes).  
 
Ultimate purpose is to create a student generated 
understanding that they then can then bring to a 
classroom discussion. While this methodology is very 
helpful as an individual activity, it becomes much more 
powerful when used as a discussion tool.  
 
The democratic classroom provides further opportunity to 
glean ideas and fill out their individual GL mind-maps.  
If a student has little or nothing written down, the teacher 
can see this and begin to ask relevant questions that put 
the blame on student data generation, not on the student. 
This commitment to process reassures the students their 
understanding drives this process—not teacher 
expectations or performance. 

 
 

 

Open Coding 

Our introduction to grounded theory coding by Simmons and Gregory served 

as the real inspiration for our emerging grounded learning techniques. It is this first 

step in data analysis that becomes the launching pad for memoing and 

conceptualization, which became an integral part of grounded learning’s 

commitment to emergent categories and data analysis. Through coding data, we 

become the experts of the data we analyze, compare, write about, and connect. 

Discussion and collaboration can be a significant aspect of this process. In our 
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Fielding grounded action groups, we would find excitement as we discussed various 

codes, properties, and memos that emerged. Glaser and Strauss (1967) stress the 

benefits of discussing theoretical notions with one or more teammates. Such 

discussion can help bring out points missed, add points the researchers may have run 

across in their own coding and data collection, and crosscheck points. This produces 

a richer, more informed knowledge of the data, and the comparison generates 

additional theoretical ideas, thus leading the analyst back to the data for more coding 

and constant comparison.  

In grounded theory open coding of the data is done line by line (Glaser, 1978, 

pg. 57), and is done by noting categories in margins of an interview or the data, 

while keeping track of the comparison group in which the incident occurs (1967, pg. 

106). Constant comparison of generated incidents very soon starts to generate 

theoretical properties of the category (1967, pg. 106). As the grounded theory 

systematically progresses, categories and their properties emerge, and the analyst 

discovers categories s/he has discovered themselves and those that have been 

abstracted from the language of the research situation (1967, p. 107). Memos follow 

to record ideas. It was in this process of using explication de texte’s systematic 

questioning of the source material, and grounded theory’s generation of categories 

and memo creation, that grounded learning first sprouted.  

 

Memoing 

Memoing is relevant to grounded learning because it moves the learning 

participants from the descriptive level to a more theoretical, conceptual level. 
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Description is important for highlighting facts, attending to details, and in generating 

codes and concepts. It is in generating categories and concepts that the learners can 

begin to think more critically about what is going on in the story, not just a 

descriptive retelling of the story. In fact, the reason most teachers dislike Cliff Notes 

(or save time book summaries) is because they just summarize and retell the story 

without the students critically discovering it on their own.  

Memoing involves moving beyond descriptiveness and on to concepts. 

Glaser (1992) defined a clear distinction between description and conceptualization 

in grounded theory. “Bit use of concepts that have little grounding in the data, hence 

are over general to the details, but sound so good and have sensitizing grab, yield 

also to the drift to description” (2002, p. 32). In grounded learning, the process 

involves moving beyond mere descriptive summary, and on to conceptualization. 

While it is, of course, important for students to demonstrate an ability to write 

descriptively, grounded learning propels students beyond description to 

conceptualization. Grounded learning in ABE classrooms facilitates the creation of 

memos on themes and concepts. Glaser’s memos: 

…vary from being a ‘jot’ of a few words or a jot to write a memo later on an 
idea all the way through theory bits to a 5 to 10 page paper. In short they are 
anything that captures the meaning of conceptualized ideas, where they go 
theoretically and for theoretical sampling…There are no English requirements, 
grammar requirements or sequential requirements. (Glaser, 2002, pg. 178)  

 
This freeform generation of ideas is best captured at the moment of insight, 

lest they be forgotten later.  
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Mind/concept mapping and grounded learning 

Mind-mapping, conceived by Tony Buzan (1996) offers a natural “starting 

point” delivery system for generating categories and using grounded learning in the 

ABE setting. Simply put, mind-mapping and concept-mapping (Walker, 2002) 

involve a kind of “outward spiral” that allows for a free-form generation of ideas and 

concepts.5 This inductive process is invaluable for generating information on the fly 

and for organizing and harnessing the creative flow in process. Olson’s practice is to 

model mind-mapping at the whiteboard while encouraging students to undergo the 

same process on a piece of paper. This process is a living discussion tool for 

generating concepts and sharing ideas.  

Mind-mapping and concept-mapping begin with three or four simple circles 

drawn on a blank page or on the classroom whiteboard (see figure one below). From 

there: persons, places, things or concepts emerge and are written into the circles as 

the facilitator asks these questions, “What is going on in the story? Which 

characters, places, concepts are relevant? What is going on in the story, article or 

book? Beginning with such basic “grand-tour” questions disarms the classroom and 

engages the students. They are probably relieved that another “expert” teacher 

analysis sheet isn’t forced (pun intended) in front of their faces! 

Once relevant person, place, thing, or category is identified and written inside 

the circle, we begin to “prove it.” Each participant is encouraged to find evidence in 

the story to support the relevance of the identified mind or concept map. This 

evidence is written on a “spoke” (see diagram in Appendix B) and a page and/or 



 26

paragraph number6 is associated with this proof.  A list of themes is developed on 

another section of the board (as well as a place for unproven statements or ideas) as 

classroom participants generate ideas. 

From this mind-mapping/concept-mapping stage, one can easily develop an 

outline for essay writing; or have the class prioritize emergent themes, developing a 

very workable summary outline. I often ask the question, “Which character in the 

story seems most important?” Usually the character with the most data support 

“spokes” wins easily. However, there are times when a student does not see this or 

has another idea. Remember: these are the “teachable moments” in grounded 

learning. Challenge your “teacher” assumptions at that point and see if the class can 

support that claim in the data of the story. If not, the student may change their mind, 

or at the very least you will understand where they are coming from, or where they 

assumed or forced a preconception.  

The success of this mind-mapping process lies in its combination of teacher 

input, student input, and a minimizing of preconceptions. The grounded learning 

facilitator should not prepare a mind-map ahead of time, but instead allows the data 

to emerge fresh from the discussion process, rather than forcing the teacher’s ideas 

upon the students. It is important in grounded learning to create an even playing field 

and a democratic flow of ideas; too much advance preparation establishes too much 

                                                                                                                                          
5 An excellent website where you can learn all about mind-mapping and concept-
mapping can be found: http://www.studygs.net/mapping/mapping.htm. 
6 It is important to remember to cite where you found your support data because you 
will compare these incidents to one another as you develop concepts and themes. 
Your “proof” and “data” is found in the text. 
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intellectual authority in the teacher and undermines the grounded learning process. 7 

This is not to suggest that teachers be unprepared, but to encourage a line of 

distinction between being prepared, and being preconceived.  

Someone once said, “There are no wrong answers, only better ones.” That 

has to be the calling card of any grounded learning facilitator. The grounded learning 

practitioner always keeps an eraser close by, ready to change, adapt, and negotiate 

ideas and concepts within classroom discussion as they emerge, and track them on 

the board. By challenging their assumptions or position through the use of grounded 

theory questions and explication de texte, the “expert” is somehow removed from 

the classroom, replaced with a facilitator that is fully engaged in powerful discussion 

and learner-centered emergence.  

The instructor is always concerned with remaining student-centered, and is 

not put-out by and unexpected student answer: that before grounded learning would 

have been discarded, but now finds a negotiated home on is whiteboard. Even 

formerly characterized “stupid answers,” become “issues to deal with,” and find 

their way to the “theme” column. However, if a student’s concept or point is not 

found anywhere in the text (data), it will not find its way to our final map or 

theme/concept board. This just re-enforces the power of grounded learning: data and 

concepts must be grounded and earn their way to the final product. It is important to 

always model an atmosphere of acceptance when considering that “all is data.” A 

character that you see as unimportant or irrelevant to the story may indeed prove 

                                                 
7 A great way to teach about the danger of the forcing of ideas, is to develop an 
“anti-outline.” Intentionally (as “expert”) do an outline that is obviously contrary to 
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itself irrelevant as the group tries and fails to find or “ground” text that talks about 

him/her. A teacher must model both acceptance and scholarship by treating (in their 

mind) “stupid” responses with respect. Its easy if it is only viewed as “data.” 

Remember the phrase, “there are no problems, only possibilities” when teaching. 

Failure is only feedback.8 If a character, place, thing or concept is relevant, it needs 

no protection, will prove to be integral to the text, and the data will emerge as such. 

Keeping classrooms open and learner centered is an important property of grounded 

learning. Stephen Brookfield reminds facilitators and teachers to keep our 

classrooms learner and not teacher centered, “They (when teachers overtake a 

discussion) are less focused on helping students develop their own understanding of 

the subject matter and are rarely willing to share the spotlight with others in the 

classroom (Brookfield, 1999, pg. 196).” Power in the classroom is “democratically 

shared” as everyone (including the teacher) is equally engaged in shared learning. 

Grounded learning grounds itself in the data of the book, article, or story while 

inviting all to be engaged in learning, discovery, relevance, and empowered to 

explore creative insights and concepts. 

“Teachers sometimes underestimate their students, assuming that students are 

poorly prepared, unaccustomed to thinking critically, and unable to learn difficult 

material (Brookfield, 1999, p. 201).” While this instrument based on principles of 

grounded learning may seem difficult, we think you will find it to be a springboard 

                                                                                                                                          
the data you have generated in the mind/concept map. See if your students just “go 
along” with you. 
8 Thanks to Margie Perzynski for this important lesson. I have no idea what to cite 
for this reference, she modeled it better in the classroom than any teacher I’ve ever 
known. 
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that will open possibilities for greater understanding and empowered students. 

Students will witness your capacity to listen, process their contributions, accept their 

answers as “data,” and step up to a higher, more theoretical level of comprehension. 

 

An Example of Grounded Learning in the Classroom 

In Olson’s practice, he has used short summary stories of approximately 

1,800 words in length, each based on interesting or inspirational topics. For example, 

an early selected story was a summary of the movie “King Kong” (see appendices C, 

D and E).  In this story, students read it first to themselves, followed by a 

comprehension test. The results of many of these kinds of stories were often the 

same: poor comprehension, student frustration and “deer in headlights” expressions 

on student’s faces. Student comprehension was often weak and substandard. When 

student reading was openly timed, comprehension scores went down. These patterns 

remained unchanged even after reading several stories. 

When using grounded learning principles in the classroom, improved 

comprehension, scores and student confidence resulted. Students began to use the 

mind/concept mapping on their own and began using this technique with other 

reading assignments as well. Many students used the mind/concept tool for a starting 

place to assist them when they started outlines for essay writing. As students asked 

the question “What is going on in this paragraph?” they discovered that they had a 

good answer, an now a place to record and organize their findings. Students were 

using this new comprehension tool with success.  Appendices F and G show two 

actual examples of student summary work with the story King Kong (appendices C, 
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D and E). As students contributed individually from their own work, a resulting 

discussion and greater shared group example emerged. These ideas and concepts 

(from appendices F and G) were “grounded” in the data by labeling each concept, 

category or idea with paragraph numbers (paragraphs are numbered in the story 

found in appendices C, D and E) from whence they came. During a class session a 

colleague (fellow ABE teacher) came into the room and asked one of Olson’s 

students, “Do you really understand all that stuff on the board?” The student proudly 

replied, “You bet I do!” Grounded learning seeks to place “expertise” back in the 

hands of where it should be: the students. 

 

Evaluating Grounded Learning 

As an educational instrument rooted in Glaser’s methodology, grounded 

learning should be evaluated with respect to the five properties of a well-developed 

grounded theory—relevance, fit, workability, grab, and modifiability (Glaser, 1978, 

1998). 

 

Relevance 

· Did the theory emerge from a problem of significance to the 
participants without being forced through preconception? 

 

Grounded learning addresses the issue of relevance in a variety of ways. 

Grounded learning as an approach emerged from a problem of significance to both 

teachers and students.  Both of the authors stumbled upon grounded learning while 

reflecting on ways to teach effectively, authentically, and democratically. Indeed, 
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grounded learning, in minimizing reliance on preconceptions about teaching and 

learning, allows relevant, student-centered learning to emerge.   

The practice of grounded learning places a premium on what is relevant to 

students. Continuous student-teacher negotiation and renegotiation in the learning 

process is a feature of effective practice in adult education. Brookfield (1996) 

encourages educators “to begin to formulate goals that allow learners to explore new 

directions that appear to them to be more meaningful than those identified in 

advance by a facilitator, however perceptive he or she may be” (1986). Additionally, 

elementary school children are well-equipped to engage in grounded learning. In an 

interview about grounded theory, Glaser asserted, “Little kids do it (GT) easily; they 

don’t tend to force (relevance). Discovery, not forcing, gets at exactly what’s going 

on” (Glaser, 2004).” Grounded theory is a hands-on methodology. Its inductive 

nature entices the novice, since the less known before entering the area of study, the 

better. If preconception rears its head, the data becomes forced, and results become 

tainted and irrelevant.  

 

Fit 

· Do the concepts, particularly the core variable, explain what 
they are claiming to conceptualize? 

 

The fit of a grounded theory refers to whether the concepts, particularly the core 

variable, explain what they are claiming to conceptualize. “Fit is another word for 

validity” (Glaser, 1998, p. 18) in grounded theory and in grounded learning. In 

grounded learning, fit refers to the appropriateness of both the material and delivery 
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system to the learner. The difference between relevance and fit is that relevance relates 

to meeting student needs in the students’ outcomes and classroom work whereas fit is 

the appropriateness of the material to bring about the change that the student wants or 

desires. Fit is best accomplished through learner-teacher negotiation and learner self-

reflection, and through the good critical (learner centered) judgment of the teacher. In 

turn, the teacher can “ground” their understanding of the learner’s needs by selecting 

and developing appropriate curriculum and materials based on sound educational 

scholarship and informed insight. Brookfield (1986) supports the notion of continuous 

student-teacher negotiation and renegotiation as a feature of effective practice in adult 

education. He encourages educators “to begin to formulate goals that allow learners to 

explore new directions that appear to them to be more meaningful than those identified 

in advance by a facilitator, however perceptive he or she may be. (1986)” Fit is 

determined by comparing and informally assessing learner’s performance and 

comprehension to the learner needs and goals. For example, if a student has set their 

learning goals too high, the teacher can begin a negotiation with the learner. Together 

they can develop steps towards achieving shared objectives while maintaining the 

appropriate fit. This kind of learner-centered negotiation will minimize preconception 

and student profiling while empowering the learner with personalized scholarship.  

Relevance is the excitement the student experiences as they discover that learning 

“grabs” them, because they see their needs and voice being heard, and indeed found, 

relevant. The outcome of their work is relevant because both fit, and the grab of 

relevance are working hand in hand. 
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Workability 

· Does the theory connect the discovered patterns coherently? 
· Does the theory explain, predict, and interpret, thus making 

it useful for participants? 
 

As Martin (1978) noted in advocating for grounded theory in educational research, 

if research is to explain real world complexities and be valuable to educators, the 

investigation must be rooted in real world situations. “The substantive theory must 

enable the person to who uses it to have enough control in everyday situations to make 

its application worth trying” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 245).  Educators will not 

willingly adopt practices that do not seem workable. Although still a work in progress, 

we believe that grounded learning is a highly workable set of techniques that can make 

a positive contribution to classroom teaching.  

Olson has collected evaluations about grounded learning both from students 

and his work supervisor. Students discovered the connection between writing and 

comprehension as was evidenced in the examples of explication de texte: as the 

learner writes about concepts and ideas, considers new meanings and a theoretical 

understanding of the text, the discipline of writing about it and organizing ideas is 

critical. For example, a student remarked: “As I wrote my essay and went from my 

outline (mind-map and concept-map) to the text and back again, I really found it was 

fun. Now I want to read a new book and write and essay about that.” The student 

found joy in writing her ideas and perspective for the first time. She was now 

looking at literature in a new way. 
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Upon observing grounded learning in practice, Olson’s supervisor, an experienced 

adult educator and Community College department administrator and director, made 

the following statement: 

Your ‘mind mapping’ exercise was very good. (It made me analyze the story 
much closer.) You have made your students very comfortable with it, and 
you had made them use it effectively. By using this method, you also 
engaged your students extremely well…By using your ‘mind-mapping’ 
technique, you strongly emphasized the important points of the material, 
especially in the story. Toward the lesson’s conclusion, you even had the 
more reluctant students actively engaged in the lesson. You achieved this by 
positively reinforcing your student’s participation and by not judging their 
ideas and opinions. Very nice job! (personal communication, May 6, 2004) 

 

Grab 

· Is the theory compelling and interesting?  
· Does the theory have catch your attention because of its 

reach beyond the current area of study, demonstrating its 
impact and relevance across other disciplines? 

 
 Grab is the natural result of any well done grounded theory study. Glaser (1998) 

suggests that “relevance, like good concepts, evoke grab.” As the grounded theory 

emerges, its patterns, stimulating concepts, and far reaching examples inspire others to 

apply and compare the theory in their own context. For example, Simmons grounded 

theory study, The Milkman and His Customer: A Cultivated Relationship (1993, pp. 4 - 

31), is an outstanding example of grab. While the study’s action context was the 

diminishing profession of milk delivery, Simmons’ concepts, categories, and variations 

have enough grab to be relevant in any field in which relationship cultivation is valued. 

Grab is a central component of grounded theory because it only results from   

commitment to emergence.  When one forces his or her own opinions and 

preconceptions into the theory, it will not evoke the sort of  resonant, “aha” response 
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that truly grabs the reader.  Grab results from an emergent theoretical revelation, where 

every piece is carefully analyzed, compared, and proclaimed relevant in the explanatory 

theory. 

 

Modifiability 

· Does the theory have sufficient diversity and variation to 
allow for its modification as new data are compared in 
later studies? 

 
The modifiability of a theory refers to whether it has sufficient diversity and 

variation to allow for modification as new data are compared in subsequent studies 

(Glaser, 1978). The grounded learning approach is emergent and modifiable. So far, 

we have applied grounded learning in the adult literacy context and elementary level 

curriculum planning. We anticipate the expansion, adaptation, and modification of 

grounded learning into other educational contexts as well. We see education as a 

process, not as a package or an end result. We encourage practitioners to use 

grounded learning and assist in its development and emergence. 

We hope that students engaged in grounded learning will develop openness 

to others’ viewpoints and contributions in the discussion context.  Grounded learning 

is apt to demonstrate that what they hold as relevant might coincide with or be 

contrary to other students’ perspectives.  So long as the facilitator acts within a 

democratic, transformational paradigm and does not co-opt the process, and allows 

his or her ideas to be modifiable, students should develop a flexibility of thought. 

 

Conclusion 
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We count ourselves among the scholar-practitioners who consider grounded 

theory as a “way of life.”  As Glaser (1998) observed, “There are people who need a 

way of constantly looking at data and its realities in order to figure out what they are 

doing…To be sure grounded theory is non-religious, non-spiritual, non-ideological 

and non-requiring to join.  It is free to use and see what emerges as one might wish.  

They do it every day”  (p.8). The utility of grounded theory in an action context, or 

in purposeful therapy is clear, because grounded theory will have relevance and grab 

in multiple contexts and across a wide range of disciplines. It is powerful because it 

“grounds” itself in reality through systematically generated research. 

Grounded learning developed out of the desire to put learning and 

conceptualization into the hands of every student. Surely, the rigor and discipline of 

field note taking, coding, and data analysis led to the emergence if creative ideas for 

student transformation. Solid grounded theory methodology can be most valuable for 

the educational practitioner as well. Sampling for what works in education, getting to 

the root of student needs and the discovery of learning gaps can all be possible future 

grounded learning action areas to consider.  

The power of grounded learning is best discovered through experience. We 

challenge you, like Dr. Glaser penned on the title page of Olson’s copy of 

Theoretical sensitivity (1978), when he autographed it, “Try.”  Try grounded 

learning. 
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Appendix A 
 

Grounded Learning Techniques for Curriculum Planning 

 

Emergence of techniques 

I have employed a variety of formal and informal methods to determine what 

and how my third graders would like to learn.  For example, I sometimes utilize K-

W-L charts (“know, want to know, learned”), brainstorming sessions, or 

questionnaires to determine student interests.  Ever cognizant of the district’s 

adopted curriculum, state standards, and other requirements, I have attempted to 

integrate student input in a “catch-as-catch can” fashion. 

The process of becoming a grounded theorist began to impact the way I 

approached this problem of balancing a student-centered philosophy of teaching with 

mandated curriculum and standards.  I have begun to experiment with interviewing, 

coding, memoing, and constant comparison as techniques to ground classroom 

learning in relevant data. The step-by-step methods I list below are simplified and 

represent a work-in-progress. 

 

Technique 

1. Identify an area of study (can be student-generated, standard-generated, etc.).  

An example I have recently used is “South America”: Our “read-around-the-

world” yearlong theme is based on interdisciplinary studies of each 

continent. 
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2. Gather data from students using any combination of the following methods: 

brief (3-5 minute) individual interviews; small group interviews (taking care 

to assure responses from quiet students); think-pair-share; full class 

discussions; open ended written brainstorming (idea maps). 

3. Code data. Write theoretical memos. 

4. Theoretically sample with more interviews or surveys. 

5. Compare emergent categories with adopted curriculum (textbooks); state 

content and skill standards; previously taught lessons/units; and other 

relevant sources. Keep memoing. 

6. Compare teacher knowledge of teaching modalities (cooperative learning, 

direct instruction, guided practice) with emergent categories.  For example, 

the Amazonian Rainforest emerged as a category, with conservation as a 

property.  I considered my professional knowledge of various instructional 

and assessment methods in comparison with student suggestions (such as 

performing skits, making dioramas, etc.) to plan the choices available to 

students. Keep memoing. 

7. Develop an outline and write up of lesson/unit that lists standards being 

addressed. 

8. Begin teaching unit/lesson and constantly compare and memo as new data 

arise. Modify as unit is in process and/or for possible future use. 

9. Students evaluate the lesson/unit and the results are more data for 

comparison.  
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Appendix B 
 

Mind/Concept Mapping Tool
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Appendix C: King Kong Story (p.1) 
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Appendix D: King Kong Story (p. 2) 
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Appendix E: King Kong Story (p. 3) 
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Appendix F: Student Developed Mind/Concept Map for King Kong 
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Appendix G: Second Example Student developed Concept/Mind Map  
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Appendix H: Workshop Outline 
 

A. Welcome  
 
 

B. Introduction to Grounded Learning 
a. In the designing of programs and curricula 
b. In a classroom 

 
C. PowerPoint Presentation 

 
 

D. Trying Grounded Learning 
a. King Kong Story 
b. Comparing Workshop Concept/Mind Maps to an ABE classroom 

 
 

E. Questions and Answers 
 
 

F. Evaluations 
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Appendix I: Workshop Evaluation Form 
 
 
 

 
Workshop Participant Evaluation 

 
 

1. Talk about your understanding of grounded learning? 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Where could you see grounded learning used in your practice? 

 
 
 
 
 

3. What was most helpful about this presentation? 
 
 
 
 
 

4. What would you like to know more about? 
 
 
 
 
 

5. What would you have improved about the presentation you 
participated in today? 

 
 
 
 

6. Other thoughts… 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Please return to Mitch Olson or mail to: 
 Mitch Olson �  4201 Martina Drive �  Rockford, IL. 61114 
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Appendix J: Workshop Participant Evaluation Responses 
 
 

1. Talk about your understanding of grounded learning? 
· Why the question mark? Grounded learning is an action, not a theory, 

as presented. 
· Grounded theory is the discovery of many facets of life—grounded 

learning is an extension of ways of learning. 
· Method of class instruction that helps students identify important 

elements (i.e.data) and learn to apply conceptual connections 
· It is “seeing” things from a student’s perspective and moving them 

along. 
· GT utilized in the classroom as an instructional methodology. 
· The researchers have to be open minded. 
· I’m a novice at this—since May OPS 2004.  I am learning.  This 

seminar was helpful in defining, applying and demonstrating 
Grounded Theory/Learning. 

· Based on wants and need of the student as determined by the students 
and interpreted by the teacher. 

· Grounded learning is mindful learning. 
 
 

2. Where could you see grounded learning used in your practice? 
· In industry, it may be able to be used to get people to accelerate basic 

understanding of the job to be performed. 
· I use grounded learning now—didn’t assign a name—it is learning in 

collaboration in participants 
· Using the ident. Of important elements –mapping when planning 

workshops—a better way of “turning the desired results on their 
head” for a much closer result 

· In clinical settings, organization building, community. 
· With my adult learners in the various community college settings. 

Certificate, diploma, degree. 
· During the treatment planning process. 
· I can clearly see how grounded learning can help (significantly) in 

our reservation schools/systems and in planning a new educational 
system. 

· Community based need I.D. by residual—not top down but ground 
up. 

· Everywhere—in general, in education, as well as administration. 
 

 
3. What was most helpful about this presentation? 

· The comparison to the French stuff, then the exercise. 
· The definitions of modify, relevance, etc. 
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· The aha! – grounded theory/action can be extended to new venues, 
and I need to think more openly about the applications in my work or 
personal life. 

· The slides & materials 
· Confirmation of the criteria for evaluating Grounded Learning.  

Handout Thanks! 
· I learned more about grounded theory and grounded action.  Now I 

have an idea of how to apply the data. 
· It was very helpful to see grounded learning, as it has been applied 

and is being applied/worked in your classroom. Real life/real success. 
· Demo on grounding the data 
· The ideas it generated regarding the basic concepts of teaching 

student learning. 
   
 

4. What would your like to know more about? 
· The details 
· Interested in similar or other theories of learning 
· How (to) help students move from mapping themes to writing 

acceptable essays—what strategies? 
· Grounded learning applicability to my chosen profession 
· How to connect with you guys to have some dialogue. 
· The results of individual GED scores. 
· If it were possible I would’ve liked a 4 hour session (at least) of the 

same presentation 
· ? 
· Mindful teaching 
 
 

5. What would you have improved about the presentation you participated 
in today? 

· More time (2) 
· More time to interact with mapping, the presence of Michael R. 
· Quotes could be condensed or summarized in the presentation, 

although helpful in written form 
· Quick flash in PowerPoint demo and had to turn around in my seat to 

see the presenter. 
· I would have given this seminar more time. 
· Nothing 
· Timing 
· More focused on central issues. 
 
 

6. Other thoughts… 
· This is very good. How would it work in science, math, etc? 
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· You did a great job Mitch—thanks for the interaction 
· Exciting work!  Thanks—it gives me much to reflect on 
· Great presentation, keep up the good work Mitch! 
· This was great! You guys did a fantastic job. Not just on your 

presentation—but for students. Yay! 
· Mitch did a good job with this workshop, 
· Thanks! 
· Good for thought provoking. 
· Great job! You dealt with a lot of information very, very well! 
 

 
 


