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ABSTRACT The meanings and operationalizations of theoretical and conceptual frameworks largely remain
mystical in the minds of many (post)graduate students who continue to struggle to develop appropriate theoretical
or conceptual frameworks for their studies. This is a theoretical paper that draws its evidence from a critical review
of relevant literature, seeking to (a) define and clarify the respective meanings of the terms ‘theoretical’ and
‘conceptual’ frameworks, and (b) illustrate how these constructs are developed in respect of quantitative and
qualitative research. The researchers hope that this paper will contribute significantly to how students and advisors
of educational research engage and operationalise the two constructs of theoretical and conceptual frameworks in
their problem formulation processes, and that this will happen in ways that demystify these constructs and lead to
higher levels of understanding and reduced incidences of frustration, on the part the students.

INTRODUCTION

“ If the apparent mysticism of theoretical and
conceptual frameworks is to be debunked, then
they need to be included as significant sections
in publications...Novice researchers need to
know that frameworks and models are there to
help them and are not just another hurdle to be
overcome...” (Green 2014: 38).

General Areal of the 2006 American Educa
tional Research Association (AERA) standards
for reporting empirical social scienceresearchis
problem formulation. In sum, it states that the
problem formulation of all such research should
reflect: (a) adefined problem/purpose statement,
(b) previous literature that supports how the
study makes a contribution to knowledge, and
(c) adescribed and explained theoretical, concep-
tual and methodological orientation with relevant
citations (Duran et a. 2006: 34; Rocco and Pla-
khotnik 2009: 120-121). As scholars attempt to
describe and explain these orientations in prac-
tice, it is not uncommon for theoretical, concep-
tual and methodological orientations to be con-
densed and trandated instead into theoretical or
conceptual research frameworks. Indeed, with-
out these conceptual or theoretical frameworks,
studies will have no proper direction, “and this
explains why in every research, oneis expected
to present one's ‘theoretical’ framework” (Bello
and Ufua2018: 2). Inthisregard, the theoretical or

conceptud framework “explains the path of are-
searchand groundsit firmly intheoretical construct
... and should resonate with every aspect of the
research processfrom thedefinition of theproblem,
literature survey, methodology, presentation and
discussion of the Ondings as well as the conclu-
sionsthat aredrawn” (Adomet al. 2018: 438).

Aims

Educational researchers matriculating through
graduate programs during the past two decades
(including thefirst two authors) have beenintro-
duced to theoretical and conceptual research
frameworks largely through the lenses of schol-
ars like Miles and Huberman (1994), Robson
(2002), Maxwell (2005), and Creswell (2007). While
this popular scholarship has been invaluable to
thefield, thereis paucity of articlesthat respond
to the two fundamental questions which frame
this study. The meanings and operationalizations
of theoretical and conceptua frameworkslargely
remain unclear inthe minds of many (post) grad-
uate students. In a sense, there is some element
of ‘mystique’ associated with theseterms, aswell
as how they should be actualised, from the point
of view of (post)graduate students who struggle
to devel op appropriate theoretical or conceptual
frameworks for their studies. This paper, there-
fore, seeksto dispel this spectre of mystique and
anxiety among graduate students and their su-
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pervisors. The remaining text beginswith adis-
cussion of theoretical frameworks and how they
are tied to the key components of theory. Then,
the paper moves to a discussion of conceptual
frameworks. Examplesand cavesatsthat accom-
pany these discussions are intended to contrib-
ute to the development of defensible research
frameworks for quantitative and qualitative re-
search. The paper concludes with implications
for students and advisors of educational research.

Objectives

More specifically, this paper sought to (a)
define and clarify the respective meanings of the
terms‘theoretical’ and ‘ conceptual’ frameworks,
and (b) illustrate how theoretical and conceptual
frameworks are developed for quantitative and
qualitative research.

METHODOLOGY

Thisisatheoretical paper that drawsits evi-
dencefrom acritical review of relevant literature.
Assuch, in keeping with atypical critical litera-
ture study the authors sought to provide an up-
to-date critical review of what was currently
known about theoretical and conceptual frame-
works and offer some insights into the subject
(Galvan and Galvan 2017). According to Grant
and Booth (2009: 93), a critical literature study
“ goes beyond mere description of identified arti-
cles and includes a degree of analysis and con-
ceptual innovation.” Thus, in this study, the re-
searchers attempted not only to describethe con-
structs which were the subject of the study, but
also offer examples on how they could be opera-
tionalized in order to guide both students and
student advisors of educational research.

RESEARCH FRAMEWORKS

A research framework can be described asthe
structure guiding educational researchers while
central thesis questions are refined, methods are
sdlected, and analysesare planned (Imenda2014).
At theend of astudy, the research framework can
be used to check for the existence of discrepan-
cies and wherever discrepancies exist, “a ques-
tion is asked as to whether or not the framework
can beusedto explainthem” (Imenda2014: 188).
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Moreover, theoretical and conceptual research
frameworks have emerged out of the well-estab-
lished research tradition of conducting critical lit-
erature reviews to support the crucia problem
formulation stage of scholarly research (Boote
and Beile2005; Cdlahan 2014; Levy and Ellis2006;
Maxwell 2006). Without aresearch framework from
which the history and big ideas of an area are
discussed, apaper can drift away fromitscentral
phenomenon of interest. Unfortunately, the ca
cophony of uses and explanations of research
frameworks in relation to literature reviews are
confusing to the point of even being equated to
“apparent mysticism” (Green 2014 38). Itisnot
unusual to find educational researchers using
theoretical frameworks and conceptual frame-
works interchangeably or using them without
naming them, but instead embedding them within
the scholarship (Green 2014).

One point of contention among scholars is
rooted in the assumption that there is no place
for such research frameworksin the problem for-
mulation qualitative studies, becausethey are of-
ten inductive (Rocco and Plakhotnik 2009: 121).
The emergence of inductive research methods
such as grounded theory, in which theory gener-
ation comesfrom collected data, went against the
widely accepted socia sciencewisdom of theearly
1960s, which asserted that astudy should havea
formal theory beforeit begins (Green 2014: 35).
Yet, by the AERA 2006 standards, even qualita-
tive studies using grounded theory methodolo-
gy to nurture theory are expected to be connect-
edto abody of literature and theoretical, concep-
tua or methodological orientation (which, inprac-
tice, tendsto betrand ated into theoretical or con-
ceptual frameworks, as noted above). Also, in
practice, inductive and deductive research meth-
odsrely upon different logics of inquiry and asa
result, theoretical and conceptual frameworks play
different rolesineach. Still, somechalengesexist
for students learning to identify and apply these
roles in their own research and advising teams
pressured for time, may ignoretheroledifferenc-
es or to “give short shrift to [them in] discus-
sions...” (Anfaraand Mertz 2006: xx). For exam-
ple, theresearchers have advised frustrated grad-
uate students of educational research by saying,
“It seems that what you call atheoretical frame-
work is more indicative of a conceptual frame-
work.” Responses to this advice have been too



26 SHERICK HUGHES, THOMAS E. DAVIS AND SITWALA N. IMENDA

often wordsthat either reflected or alluded to the
common US phrase, “same difference.” Accom-
panying these smug responses, were challenges
advising graduate students toward developing
defensible research frameworks. It can become
even more chalenging to adviselarge numbers of
undergraduate students to develop an appropri-
ate framework, and thus, it also can become “a
critical missing link in successful [undergraduate]
student empirical research” (Shields and Tajalli
2006: 313). Moreover, discerning ameaningful dif-
ference between thetwo frameworkscan chalenge
students and advisors of educationa research.

Componentsof Social Theory

It isimportant to begin describing what social
theory does and why it is useful. In this regard,
one may refer to Vygotsky's popularized socio-
cultural theory, as it provides arationale for at-
tending to language use in the classroom and for
analyzing that usefor specific kinds of linguistic
interactions. Another example of popularized so-
cia theory is critical race theory, which is con-
cerned with issues of power, authority, privilege
and penalty in aracialized society (Few-Demo
2014; Harper eta. 2018; Negreteet d. 2018). Ulti-
mately, social theory provides arationale for at-
tending to how specific policiesinfluence access
of individuals to positions of power, authority,
privilegeand penalty in social and socio-political
life (Du Plessis and Van der Westhuizen 2018;
Chowdhury 2019). Broadly construed, theories
are useful because they focus upon specific fea-
tures of complex phenomena of interest. Social
theory has been also equated to pottery, it cracks,
it breaks down, only to be rehydrated and re-
placed by aninnovative version of it to explain a
new time (Noblit 1999). Thispoint isnot arguing
against theidea of generative knowledge, but in-
stead, it isarguing against grand theories. Quan-
titative and qualitative thought today, is perhaps
closer than ever to the notion that theory is not
fact, but historicism — an explanation of human
experiencestold initsown relative present time,
about the past for the future. The historicism ar-
gument, by default, challengesresearchersto re-
visit the basic building blocks of theory. A partic-
ularly useful model of the* building blocks of the-
ory” developed by Anfaraand Mertz (2006: xiv)
provides the basis for the researchers’ discus-
sion of theoretical frameworks.
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All theories are grounded in the experiences
of individuals. In education, theeventsinthelives
of students, practitioners, school leaders, admin-
istrators, and policy makersarethe concretefoun-
dation of theories. Common examples of such
events include students learning, teachers lead-
ing, assigning, and assessing. Such events are
categorized into concepts like written composi-
tionsin order to differentiate among them. A con-
cept is acomplex mental formulation of experi-
ence. Examplesof conceptsinclude, instruction-
al, pedagogy, leadership, proficiency, manage-
ment, curriculum, and opportunity (Chinn and
Kramer 1999: 252). Related experiencesand con-
cepts can be aggregated into constructs, likein-
structional leader ship, curriculum management,
and opportunity to learn (Milner and Tenore
2010). Propositions describerel ationshipsamong
two or more constructs. For example, researchers
may observe and report apreviously unrecorded
relationship between instructional leadership and
classroom management. Finally, theoriescomprise
related propositions. Theories are at the top of
the pyramid and as such, they are the farthest
from experience. Consider the following hierar-
chy of abstraction: Events — Concepts — Con-
structs — Propositions — Theory (Anfara and
Mertz 2006: xv). Thus, according to Anfaraand
Mertz (2006), from one's experience concepts
emerge in the person’s mind in association with
some related constructs — and the relationships
between and among these constructs|ead to prop-
ositions, out of which atheory is created. In this
regard, a theoretical framework is based on the
current state of theory and theoretical traditions
surrounding the phenomenon of interest. A liter-
ature review enables the researcher to identify
gapsin what is already known and exposes po-
tential areasfor study by focusing on the highest
level of the theory-experience hierarchy (Adom
etd.2018).

Formal Theory vs. Substantive Theory

It isimportant here to compare and contrast
briefly, formal and substantive theories (Glaser
and Strauss 1967; Backman and Kyngas 1999;
Du Plessis and Van der Westhuizen 2018). Both
substantive and formal theories can emergefrom
constant comparative analysisof qualitative data
and quantitative data can be used to generate
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qualitative grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss
1967; Pettigrew and M cK echnie 2001; Urquhart
et a. 2010; McCann et al. 2018). Both types of
theorizinginvolve" propositionsthat are ground-
ed in extensive research; they have been tested
and are accepted as [published] explanations of
particular phenomena’ (Rossman and Rallis2012:
123). However, there aretwo important differenc-
es. First, Glaser and Strauss (1967) remind usthat
formal theory tends to be devel oped for general
areas of inquiry such as stigma, socialization,
cognition and coping —while substantive theory
tendsto be devel oped for specific areas of inqui-
ry like special education, Christian education, and
others. Second, formal theory tendsto be larger
in scope and is developed after substantive the-
ory has been established. Examplesof formal the-
ory include, but are not limited to, Piaget’stheory
of human development, Howard Gardner’stheo-
ry of multipleintelligences (Rossman and Rallis
2012: 123) and Spencer’s(1995) phenomenologi-
cal variant of ecologica systemstheory (PVEST).
On the other hand, substantive theories tend to
be narrower in scope and involve formulating
hypotheses that question the subordinate prop-
ositionswithin formal theories. Examplesof sub-
stantive theories include the work toward a
grounded theory of disproportionality in spe-
cial education (Harry et al. 2005), and the recent
grounded theory work Toward a Christian-iden-
tity responsetheory (Garcia2014).

Theoretical frameworks (both substantiveand
formal) can provide maps of the current state of
knowledge about a problematic phenomenon be-
ing studied and offer evidence-based explana
tions for why the particular problem(s) connect
to particular phenomena. Therefore, theoretical
frameworks can be essential in preparing a re-
search proposal irrespective of one's choice of
guantitative methods versus qualitative methods.
One could arguethat both formal theory and sub-
stantivetheory asdescribed by Glaser and Strauss
(1967) aremoreakin to theories classified asmid-
dlerangetheories(Smith 2008). Middle rangethe-
oriesare comprised of conceptsand propositions
that are empirically measurable (Imenda 2014).
Such theories are seen as middle range, because
they arebigger thanindividual concepts, but nar-
rower in scope than grand theories and are com-
posed of alimited number of conceptsthat relate
to aspecific aspect of theworld (Smithand Leihr
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1999; Imenda2014: 188). Inpractice, itisultimate-
ly the perspective of the researcher and the disci-
plinary traditions to which s’he adheres or cri-
tiquesthat determine how “theory” isto beframed
inagiven project.

Theor etical Framework

The theoretical framework is constituted by
the " specific perspectivewhich agiven research-
er usesto explore, interpret or explain events or
behavior of the subjects or events ghe is study-
ing” (Imenda2014: 188). Considered broadly, the
theoretical framework can make connections
between the problem of the study, specific re-
search questions, data collection and analysis
techniques, aswell as, how onewill interpret her/
his findings (Merriam 2009: 67; Du Plessis and
Van der Westhuizen 2018). These connections
are made evident in the narrative that accompa-
nies the mapping and illustrations of research
frameworks. Within such narratives is informa-
tion about the concepts, constructs and/or prop-
ositions highlighted via illustration, as well as,
in-depth information about the specific direction
of theinvestigation. Theoretical frameworkstend
toinclude at |east the following four steps:

a) Statethetheory or theoriesthat inform the
formulation of the problem to be studied;

b) Map the significant concepts, constructs,
and propositions of the theory;

¢) lllustrate onthe map whether the constructs
are distinct or overlap (that is, showing
linksor thelack thereof with lines, arrows,
geometric shapes, open spaces between
shapes, etc.);

d) Construct anarrative that accompaniesthe
illustration: (i) to identify literature sources
from pioneers, proponents, and opponents
of each theory (including, relevant primary
and secondary sources); and (ii) to speak
in-depth about components of the theoreti-
cal framework that are under investigation.

Theoretical Framework Caveats

Scholars undertaking grounded theory quali-
tative research are developing the theory from
the ground up. For these scholars, theoretical
framework development tendsto come at the end
of the study once data have been collected and
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analyzed because researchers employing a
grounded theory approach must bracket their the-
orizing about the phenomenon of interest until
the end of data collection and analyses. The goal
of this bracketing is to prevent grounded theory
researchers from prematurely positing a theory
based more ontheir pre-existing judgments about
the phenomenon of interest rather than from the
data at hand.

Conceptual Frameworks

For educational researchers, “conceptualizing
your study is the most important step in your
research process, because it directs the kind of
data you will collect and where and how, and it
guidesyour analysis’ (Rossman and Rallis 2012:
121). The conceptud framework isoften described
as a system of concepts, assumptions, expecta-
tions, beliefs and theories that support and in-
form one'sresearch (Milesand Huberman 1994;
Robson 2002; Adom et al. 2018). Other common
descriptions of the conceptua framework refer to
it asavisua or written product that explains, ei-
ther geographically or in narrativeform, themain
thingsto be studied (that is, the key factors, con-
cepts, or variables) and the presumed relation-
shipsamong them (Maxwell 2005; Creswell 2007).
Conceptual frameworks can “act like maps that
give coherence to the enterprise” (Shields and
Tqjalli 2006: 313; Bendassolli 2013). In addition, a
conceptual framework can connect all aspects of
empirical inquiry, including problem definition,
purposg, literature review, methodol ogy, datacol-
lection, and analysis(Shid dsand Tgjalli 2006: 313).
In sum, the function of the conceptual framework
is understood to inform the rest of one's design,
to help one assess and refine her/his godls, to
help devel op redlistic and rel evant research ques-
tions and select appropriate research methods
(Maxwell 2005; Creswell 2007). Whilethesegen-
eral understandings about conceptual frameworks
are important and useful, there are till at least
four mgjor, yet often ignored, distinctionsto con-
sider to further demystify conceptual frameworks
from theoretica frameworks:

a) A conceptual framework isbased prima-
rily upon the remaining lower levels of
thetheory-to-experiencehierarchy, theex-
periences, concepts, constructs, and
propositions.
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b) Conceptual frameworks determine how a
given researcher formulates his/her re-
search problem —and how s'he goes about
investigating the problem, and what mean-
ing g'he attachesto the dataaccruing from
such aninvestigation (Imenda2014: 185).
Thus, it is important for the conceptual
framework toincludethe nature and source
of the data.

¢) A conceptual framework may also be
characterized asaset of ideasthat arelinked
to phenomena of interest, identification of
subjects, and research parameters (Ravitch
and Riggan 2012). Y, itinvolvesaconsid-
eration of the theoretical perspective(s)
from which one approaches the construct
(for example, student development theory,
student identity theory, critical race theo-
ry) and providesalensfor understanding.
In that sense, it can build upon the theo-
retical framework. It informsnot only the
development of theresearch design while
helping the researcher decide what to
study and what not to study, but it can
also help student researchersjustify those
decisions to dissertation committees. Es-
sentialy, it puts everyone on the same

age.

d) Whiletheoretical frameworks are formu-
lated similarly for quantitativeand qualita-
tiveresearch, conceptua frameworksmay
beformulated differently according to the
central methodology of the study. Thus,
they should be described and displayed
separately asdemonstrated in thetext and
illustrations bel ow.

Conceptual Framework: Quantitative Research

An extended metaphor devel oped by Shields
and Rangarajan (2013: 1) aptly describes concep-
tual frameworks as akin to playsin sports, “con-
ceptual frameworks are like plays. They are ab-
stract, directive and depend on the situation on
theground.” Thereareat least eight stepsto con-
sider when developing a conceptual framework
for quantitative educational research:

a) Critical review of quantitative research lit-
erature relevant to the formulation of the
problem to be studied;
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b) Statethe theories being considered, their
proponents, opposition, and disciplinary
basis (primary and secondary sources);

c) lllustrate relevant concepts and constructs
inaninitial concept map;

d) Indicateliterature sourcesof conceptsand
constructs (if appropriate for illustration);

€) Distinguish between dependent, indepen-
dent, confounding, and control variables
that either measure or reflect the concepts
and constructs;

f) Identify the propositions, or relationships
among constructs being investigated;

g) Constructanarrativethat accompaniesthe
illustration: (i) toidentify literature sources
from pioneers, proponents, and opponents
of each relevant concept/construct (includ-
ing relevant primary and secondary sourc-
es); and (ii) to speak in-depth about com-
ponents of the conceptual framework that
are under investigation;

h)  Modify concept map after preliminary and
subsequent statistical analysis aswarrant-
ed (with accompanying narrative, as noted
above).

Conceptua frameworksfor quantitative edu-
cational research reflect a unique research ques-
tion, problem, and literaturereview. Figure 1illus-
tratesthefirst stepin aconceptual framework for a
quantitative study.

29

These quantitative scholars performed a pre-
liminary statistical analysis that found that some
of the correlations were not gatisticaly signifi-
cant. Accordingly, Figure 2 contrasts the statisti-
caly sgnificant constructsin bold with the grayed-
out conceptsthat were not statistically significant.

Finally, theauthorsestimated astructural equa
tion model showing specific directional relation-
ships (Fig. 3). A sample of thein-depth narratives
that accompany theillustrationsis not within the
scope of thisarticle, however these narratives can
belocated at: (Wolf and Davis2014).

Typically, the conceptual framework isdevel-
oped deductively from ageneralization (theory) to
more specific concepts which are then related to
each other in the form of a proposition (hypothe-
sis) which is testable statistically (Bendassolli
2013). Theresultsof the statistical testing canthen
be reflected back againgt the conceptua frame-
work to see which conceptual relationships are
supported (that is, those that yielded statistically
significant results) and which ones are not. Thus,
the concepts whose relationships hold are then
retained in the model (or conceptual framework)
while those which make no significant contribu-
tiontothemodel arediscarded. Bendassolli (2013:
1) describesthis process as follows:

A scientific hypothesis is based on a back-
ground theory, typically assuming the form of a
proposition whose validity depends on empirical

School
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@ @ o
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Fig. 1. Initial concept map toward a quantitative study

Source: Wolf R and Davis TE 2014
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Fig. 2. Modification of the concept map after a preliminary statistical analysis
Source: Wolf R and Davis TE 2014
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Fig. 3. Final modified conceptual framework for a structural equation model of teacher turnover
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confirmation. Otherwise, a hypothesisis nothing
but an imaginative conjecture. Moreover, when
researchersdo not obtain empirical confirmation
for their hypothesis, the theory in question (or
part of it) may not be able to predict relevant
aspects of the phenomenon under investigation.
Accordingly, inductionisoneof the most seri-
ousissues in quantitative research, asit relates to
how researchers distinguish between what can be
deemed to bevalid and what not. Induction signi-
fiestheimportanceand centrality of empirical evi-
dencein the process of devel oping scientific laws
and theories; it is the epistemological window
through which the relationship between empirical
reality and its theorization can be ascertained.
Apart from being based on atheory, itispossi-
ble that a quantitative study can also be based on
a conceptual framework constructed from litera-
ture review. Inthis case, aresearcher brings con-
structs/concepts together from various sources,
in an inductive manner, and constructs a model
(theoretica framework) whichisthen usedtoguide
the study. In thisregard, the researchers present a
study by Chi (2009) asan exampleof astudy based
onaconceptua framework constructed fromare-
view of literature on the characteristics, observ-
able overt activities, and underlying learning pro-
cesses related to active, constructive, and inter-
activelearning (Chi 2009: 90). Theconceptud frame-
work consisted of a taxonomy which suggested
that “interactive activities might be better than
constructive activities, which in turn might be bet-
ter than active activities, which would be better
than passive activities” (Chi 2009: 98). Ontheba-
sis of this conceptual framework the researcher
formulated atestable hypothesiswhich stated that
overdl, “active is better than passive, construc-
tive is better than active, and interactive is better
than constructive” (Chi 2009: 98). Subsequently,
she developed a research methodology for the
study and the hypothesis was tested (Chi 2009).
The conceptual framework then served in thisin-
stance, as abasis for data analysis, interpretation
and discussion of results and findings, aswell as
drawing of conclusions and recommendations.

Conceptual Framework: Qualitative Research
For qualitativeresearch, the conceptua frame-

work is only necessary, when pursuing either a
new or an underdevel oped areaof research. Yet, as
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with quantitative conceptua frameworks, great care
istaken to generate quditative conceptual frame-
works as researchers configure and reconfigure
information fromthecritical literaturereview, pilot
research findings (if available) and previousexpe-
riencesrelated to the phenomenon of interest. The
conceptua framework not only “ensures that the
approach and methods are coherent and flow log-
ically fromtheframework,” butit canasoworkin
somestudiesto begin establishing atool that “ pro-
videsamap for anayzingthedata’ (Rossman and
Rallis2012: 121). There are at least eight stepsto
consider for developing a quditative conceptual
framework:

a)  Criticd review of quditativeresearchlitera
turerelevant to theformulation of the prob-
lem to be studied;

b) State the theories being considered, their
proponents, opposition, and the disciplin-
ary basis (primary and secondary sources);

c¢) Based onthecriticd literature review, and
theories being considered, decide whether
aconceptud framework isnecessary dueto
thenew or underdevel oped are(s) of studly;

d) If necessary, illudtrate relevant constructs/
concepts in a concept map;

€) Indicate sources (citations) for concepts
and congtructs(if gppropriatefor illugtration);

f) Ilustrate the relationships (or lack there-
of) between concepts/constructs being
investigated;

g) Construct anarrative that accompaniesthe
illustration: (i) toidentify literature sources
related to pioneers, proponents, and oppo-
nents of each relevant concept/construct
(including relevant primary and secondary
sources); and (ii) to speak in-depth about
components of the conceptua framework
that are under investigation;

h)  Modify the concept map after preliminary
and subsequent qualitative analysis, as
warranted (with accompanying narrative,
as noted above).

Regardlessof thecaretakeninformulating the
conceptual framework, students should remember
that qualitative conceptua frameworks can bein-
formed, critiqued, and challenged by one's find-
ingsfrom qualitativeresearch (that is, smilar tothe
process of developing quantitative conceptual
frameworks). For example, aformer doctoral stu-
dent of the first author, Liu (2012), collected and
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analyzed qualitative datafromthefield and found
that some of the concepts and constructs from the
origina map did not emergeasrel evant influences
on their phenomenon of interest. In fact, it is not
unusual for the authors' doctoral students to
present before and after conceptual frameworks,
which can show important contrasts from disser-
tation proposal to the final dissertation —leading
to an updated, post-data conceptua framework
arising out of arearrangement of prior concepts
and integration of new ones. Indeed, thisisone
important essence of qualitative research being
theory-building, that is, constructs and con-
cepts that emerge from collected data must in-
form the a priori model by improving it on the
basisof new evidence. Thisisthesenseinwhich
Chowdhury (2019: 100) contendsthat “ qualita-
tive studies can yield richer resultsin the social
science disciplines.”

Conceptual Framework Caveats

First, conceptua frameworks canincludethe-
ory (Shields and Tajalli 2006); however, theory
tendsto be applied to the framework, only as part
of an overall tentative explanation of the problem.
Second, it isimperative for researchers engaging
in phenomenol ogy or grounded theory qualitative
research to recognizethat (a) itisalso appropriate
to start data collection without any prior concep-
tualization, and that in such cases, the conceptual
framework can il guidetheresearcher’ssampling
and data collection choices, and (b) conceptua
frameworks can also come at the end of a study
once data have been collected and analyzed.

DISCUSS ON

Thispaper wasframed around two central ques-
tions: (8) What isthe difference between atheoret-
ical framework and a conceptual framework? (b)
How arethey developed for qualitative and quali-
tative research? The first question was the main
motivation for the study becausethere are so many
examplesof established researchersusing theterms
interchangeably that the authors felt that a clear
delineation was warranted. The second question
emerged as the researchers began to respond to
thefirst and noticed similaritiesin applications of
theoretical frameworks across quantitative and
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qualitative research methods, but differences in
applications of conceptua frameworks acrossthe
two methods. Table 1 givesaconcise summary of
the answers to the two research questions framed
for this study.

From Table 1, wearereminded that eech frame-
work doeshave particular characteristicsthat make
it more conducivethan itscounterpart for apartic-
ular rolein educational research projects. Asmen-
tioned, theoretical and conceptual frameworksboth
comewithimportant caveatsthat noviceresearch-
ers and advisors should consider. This informa-
tion when considered in tandem provides substan-
tial evidenceto reframetheframework discussion
not as just another one that supports the “same
difference” critique, but as one that demonstrates
how research frameworkswork similarly and dif-
ferently across traditional quantitative and quali-
tative methodological boundaries.

As earlier stated, although conceptual frame-
works are mostly used in qualitative research, an
example was given showing how quantitative re-
search may aso be based on a conceptual frame-
work. Theorigin of thisisthat ontologically, most
quantitative research was conducted in the natu-
ral sciences around the notion of verification and/
or falsification of propositionsbased on particular
theories(Du Plessisand Van der Westhuizen 2018).
There-emergence of qualitative research hasalso
been associated with an ontological shift with re-
gard to the nature of redlity. In particular, the ac-
ceptance of the view about multiple realities has
led to qualitative research being considered to be
valuable “ because of the benefits of theory build-
ing from the bottom up, and on account of the fact
that grounded theory works inductively, is less
theory bound, often conducted in local languag-
es, and can capturered lifeexperiencesand narra-
tives’ (Du Plessis and Van der Westhuizen 2018:
2). Alongside this ontologica shift has been the
insinuation that there was something wrong with
erstwhile practices of knowledge production in
educational research characterised by the domi-
nance of paradigms and methodologies that pro-
moted cognitiveinjustice (Du Plessisand Van der
Westhuizen 2018: 5). AsDu Plessis and Van der
Westhuizen (2018) point out, there is a call “to
integrate into the current body of knowledge,
knowledge that is part of livelihoods and local,
indigenous and community knowledge, which
should not to be subjugated but be allowed to
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Table 1: Comparison of the genesis and purposes of theoretical versus conceptual frameworks

Purposes

Caveats

Frameworks Genesis
Theoretical e Derived from previously e
Framework established theories
(Applied e Fixed theories illuminat-
synthesis of ed by literature on
formal and/or them Adopted
fﬁbﬁaﬂt"’e e Adopted from pre-exist-
eory) ing theories or theoret- ®
ical perspectives
Conceptual Newly stablished (emer-
(Applied gent, tentative)
synthesis of ~ ® Created by the research- *
relevant er from a variety of
concepts, theories, or parts of

constructs, and
propositions)

theories, evolving dur-
ing the literature re- ®
view

e Links future research
from the theories in the
literature review to field ®
data and eventually
analysis

Connects relevant elements of the theo- e Theoretical

ries found during literature review to
the specific formulation of the research
problem(s); and it is presented a priori
in most empirical research (quantita-
tive and qualitative)

Helps the researcher see clearly the main
theory or theories, and how they relate
to the phenomenon of interest (quan-
titative and qualitative)

Allows the researcher to identify gaps in
the literature and motivates the re-
search questions (quantitative and qual-
itative)

Map and test concept-based, and con-
struct-based hypotheses (quantitative);
and map and guide new or underdevel-
oped areas of study (qualitative)

Helps the researcher see clearly the main
variables (quantitative); and the main
concepts, constructs, and propositions
(quantitative and qualitative).

Guides the researcher in the collection,
interpretation, and explanation of the
data (quantitative and qualitative)

Provides the researcher with more specif-
ic approaches to picking a methodolo-
gy and formulating a research design
(quantitative and qualitative)

frame-
works for grounded
theory, phenome-
nology or other in-
ductive qualitative
research approach-
es, is more of an
idea map to help
guide the research-
ers data collection
and sampling tech-
niques without bias-
ing the analysis and
interpretations

e Conceptualframe-

works for phenom-
enology or ground-
ed theory can ei-
ther, (a) guide the
researchers’ sam-
pling and data col-
lection choices at
the beginning; or
(b) come at the end
of the study once
data have been col-
lected and analysed

grow without duress.” Thiswould bein linewith
the realisation that “we live in times when educa-
tion needsto promotefairnessand justiceand move
beyond the Western, European modernistic sci-
enceof truth” (Du Plessisand Van der Westhuizen
2018: 5). The view is that this can be achieved
through qualitative research approaches, such as
grounded theory, because of their transformative
value and the need to decolonise knowledge in
educational research.

A conceptua framework can expand the scope
of thetheoretical framework toinclude methodolo-
gy and research design. One can think of acon-
ceptual framework asan application of some perti-
nent theories and other related concepts of the
literature review, constructed in the absence of a
theoretical framework that could adequately guide
aparticular study. Thus, a conceptua framework
isnot fixed but emergent —and itslifespanislimit-
ed to the study it has been constructed to guide.
Milesand Huberman (1994) claim that naming the
congtructsand explaining how they relatewill “lead
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youto aconceptua framework.” Oncewe under-
stand what kind of thing something is, we can be-
gin to consider what kind of datawe will need to
analyzeit fromthetimethat we begin theproblem
formulation stage of our research.

CONCLUSON

The researchers set out to demystify concep-
tua and theoretical frameworks across quantita-
tive and qualitative boundariesin educational re-
search. Ultimately, the researchers’ intent was to
inform the academic audience and speak back to
the common frustrations among students and ad-
visors (including ourselves), when applying theo-
retical and conceptual frameworks, asif they are
completely interchangeable. Peripherdly, the re-
searchersintended to answer critics of education-
al research by showing the distinct roles that the-
oretica and conceptua frameworks play in their
work. Thedetailedinformation presented heredoes
not intend to muddy the waters of the frameworks
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inorder to makethem appear deeper, but to extend
the understanding that each framework does have
particular characteristics that can render it more
conducivethanitscounterpart for aparticular role
in problem formulation for educational research
projects. Thus, the researchers hope that this pa
per will remind students and advisors of educa
tional research to revisit how advising occurs
about theoretica and conceptua frameworks, and
with what breadth and depth it occurs, en route to
demystifying theframework devel opment portion
of the problem formulation process.

RECOMMENDATIONS

While both theoretical and conceptual frame-
worksarederived fromtheliterature, atheoretical
framework ismore fixed and stable. Theories can
beusedinwholeor in part but, ultimately, they are
tailored to the specific aspects of theresearch prob-
lem. A theoretical framework presentsasummary
of relevant theoriesfound in the literature review,
applicabletoaparticular research problem. Itaso
connects concepts, constructs, and propositions
found within a given theory and related literature
to a specific research problem. In some cases, it
may belogical to place atheoretical framework at
the conclusion of the literature review, especially
insituationswhereit represents not only the perti-
nent concepts from the theory but also constructs
that have emerged from empirical studies on the
application of the theory. In addition, the authors
recommend that students construct anillustration
of the theoretical framework in order to map out
the concepts /constructs immediately applicable
to the study. The act of arranging the applicable
constructs from theoriesin an illustrative concep-
tual model forces students to contemplate how
they arerelated in aconcrete way.
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