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Research Oriented: Teaching students how to undertake thematic analysis and coding using 
free form writing, whilst helping them to understand the importance of research within their own 
educational journey. 

 
Many students (and colleagues) view academic writing as something that is difficult. This may be because 
it forces us to clarify and organise our thoughts, perhaps revealing what we don’t really understand; or 
because we fear exposing our ideas to critique others (Saunders et al., 2019)14. Yet, students often believe 
they are unusual in these feelings, particularly when they compare themselves with academics. Research has 
highlighted that, in trying to address these issues, both students and academics develop rituals and routines 
which they use to enable or support them to write. This case study outlines an exercise which combines 
surfacing students’ rituals and routines as part of learning about thematic qualitative data analysis. I have 
used it extensively with both masters and doctoral students in classes about thematic analysis of qualitative 
data.

Prior to the class I ask students to undertake a free form piece of writing as preparatory work which will 
provide the data which we will analyse qualitatively. Within this I explain how we will be building on the 
work of the sociologist Howard Becker and, in particular, his book Writing for Social Scientists. I outline how 
within this book Becker (2007:2)15 writes ‘…I turned to a former graduate student and old friend sitting on 
my left and said, “Louise, how do you write?” I explained that I was not interested in any fancy talk about 
scholarly preparations but, rather, in the nitty-gritty details, whether she typed or wrote longhand, used any 
special kind of paper or worked at any time of day. I didn’t know what she would say.’ I ask them to spend 
no more than 20 minutes answering the question that Becker posed “How do you write?” and bring four 
copies (on paper, word processed and double lined spaced) of their freeform writing to the class.  

Within the class we focus upon thematically analysing the texts in groups of three or four to answer the 
research question “How do students write?”. Students first read each of their group members’ transcripts to 
start to become familiar with the data. They then discuss how they will code the data, considering whether 
their codes will come from terms used in the data (in-vivo codes), labels they develop from the data, or from 
theory about writing. With regards to the latter, we discuss as a class how their data might be coded using 
theory (Becker, 2007). We consider how people use rituals (RITUAL) to help allay fears (FEAR) and help 
organise (ORG), and have routines or habits (HABIT) that they associate with writing because it is difficult 
(DIFF) and they can be easily distracted. 

Having made their decision regarding how to code, students then code their transcripts. Once their data are 
coded they are asked to discuss within their groups the key themes that emerge from their data and the key 
patterns that emerge in relation to answering the research question.  Finally, they are asked to reflect on their 
own learning in relation to developing codes from the data or theory, how they and others write and the 
process of thematic analysis.

14  Saunders MNK, Lewis P and Thornhill A (2019) Research Methods for Business Students (8th edition) Harlow: Pearson 
15  Becker H (2007) Writing for Social Scientists (2nd edition) Chicago: Chicago University Press




