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Part One

The context of educational
research

This part locates the research enterprise in
several contexts. It commences with positivist
and scientific contexts of research and then
proceeds to show the strengths and weaknesses
of such traditions for educational research.
As an alternative paradigm, the cluster of
approaches that can loosely be termed interpretive,
naturalistic, phenomenological, interactionist and
ethnographic are brought together and their
strengths and weaknesses for educational research
are examined. The rise of critical theory
as a paradigm in which educational research
is conducted has been spectacular and its
implications for the research undertaking are
addressed in several ways here, resonating with
curriculum research and feminist research (this
too has been expanded and updated). Indeed

critical theory links the conduct of educational
research with politics and policy-making, and this
is reflected in the discussions here of research
and evaluation, arguing how much educational
research has become evaluative in nature. A more
recent trend has been the rise of complexity theory,
originally from the natural sciences, but moving
inexorably into social science research. This part
introduces the field of complexity theory and steers
readers to the accompanying web site for further
details. That educational research serves a political
agenda is seen in the later sections of this part.
The intention here is to introduce readers to
different research traditions, with the advice that
‘fitness for purpose’ must be the guiding principle:
different research paradigms for different research
purposes.



1 The nature of inquiry – Setting the field

Introduction

This chapter explores the context of educational
research. It sets out several foundations on
which different kinds of empirical research are
constructed:

scientific and positivistic methodologies
naturalistic and interpretive methodologies
methodologies from critical theory
feminist educational research.

Our analysis takes an important notion
from Hitchcock and Hughes (1995: 21) who sug-
gest that ontological assumptions give rise to
epistemological assumptions; these, in turn, give
rise to methodological considerations; and these,
in turn, give rise to issues of instrumentation and
data collection. This view moves us beyond regard-
ing research methods as simply a technical exercise
and as concerned with understanding the world;
this is informed by how we view our world(s), what
we take understanding to be, and what we see as
the purposes of understanding. The chapter also
acknowledges that educational research, politics
and decision-making are inextricably intertwined,
and it draws attention to the politics of educa-
tional research and the implications that this has
for undertaking research (e.g. the move towards
applied and evaluative research and away from
‘pure’ research). Finally, we add a note about
methodology.

The search for truth

People have long been concerned to come to
grips with their environment and to understand
the nature of the phenomena it presents to
their senses. The means by which they set

out to achieve these ends may be classified
into three broad categories: experience, reasoning
and research (Mouly 1978). Far from being
independent and mutually exclusive, however,
these categories must be seen as complementary
and overlapping, features most readily in evidence
where solutions to complex modern problems are
sought.

In our endeavours to come to terms with the
problems of day-to-day living, we are heavily
dependent upon experience and authority. It
must be remembered that as tools for uncovering
ultimate truth they have decided limitations. The
limitations of personal experience in the form of
common-sense knowing, for instance, can quickly
be exposed when compared with features of the
scientific approach to problem-solving. Consider,
for example, the striking differences in the way
in which theories are used. Laypeople base them
on haphazard events and use them in a loose
and uncritical manner. When they are required to
test them, they do so in a selective fashion, often
choosing only that evidence that is consistent with
their hunches and ignoring that which is counter
to them. Scientists, by contrast, construct their
theories carefully and systematically. Whatever
hypotheses they formulate have to be tested
empirically so that their explanations have a firm
basis in fact. And there is the concept of control
distinguishing the layperson’s and the scientist’s
attitude to experience. Laypeople generally make
no attempt to control any extraneous sources of
influence when trying to explain an occurrence.
Scientists, on the other hand, only too conscious of
the multiplicity of causes for a given occurrence,
resort to definite techniques and procedures to
isolate and test the effect of one or more of the
alleged causes. Finally, there is the difference of
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attitude to the relationships among phenomena.
Laypeople’s concerns with such relationships are
loose, unsystematic and uncontrolled. The chance
occurrence of two events in close proximity is
sufficient reason to predicate a causal link between
them. Scientists, however, display a much more
serious professional concern with relationships
and only as a result of rigorous experimentation
will they postulate a relationship between two
phenomena.

People attempt to comprehend the world
around them by using three types of reasoning:
deductive reasoning, inductive reasoning and the
combined inductive-deductive approach. Deductive
reasoning is based on the syllogism which was
Aristotle’s great contribution to formal logic.
In its simplest form the syllogism consists of a
major premise based on an a priori or self-evident
proposition, a minor premise providing a particular
instance, and a conclusion. Thus:

All planets orbit the sun.
The earth is a planet.
Therefore the earth orbits the sun.

The assumption underlying the syllogism is that
through a sequence of formal steps of logic, from
the general to the particular, a valid conclusion
can be deduced from a valid premise. Its chief
limitation is that it can handle only certain
kinds of statement. The syllogism formed the
basis of systematic reasoning from the time of
its inception until the Renaissance. Thereafter
its effectiveness was diminished because it was
no longer related to observation and experience
and became merely a mental exercise. One of the
consequences of this was that empirical evidence
as the basis of proof was superseded by authority
and the more authorities one could quote, the
stronger one’s position became. Naturally, with
such abuse of its principal tool, science became
sterile.

The history of reasoning was to undergo a
dramatic change in the 1600s when Francis Bacon
began to lay increasing stress on the observational
basis of science. Being critical of the model of
deductive reasoning on the grounds that its major
premises were often preconceived notions which

inevitably bias the conclusions, he proposed in its
place the method of inductive reasoning by means
of which the study of a number of individual
cases would lead to an hypothesis and eventually
to a generalization. Mouly (1978) explains it
by suggesting that Bacon’s basic premise was
that, with sufficient data, even if one does not
have a preconceived idea of their significance or
meaning, nevertheless important relationships and
laws would be discovered by the alert observer.
Bacon’s major contribution to science was thus
that he was able to rescue it from the death-
grip of the deductive method whose abuse had
brought scientific progress to a standstill. He
thus directed the attention of scientists to nature
for solutions to people’s problems, demanding
empirical evidence for verification. Logic and
authority in themselves were no longer regarded
as conclusive means of proof and instead became
sources of hypotheses about the world and its
phenomena.

Bacon’s inductive method was eventually
followed by the inductive-deductive approach
which combines Aristotelian deduction with
Baconian induction. Here the researcher is
involved in a back-and-forth process of induction
(from observation to hypothesis) and deduction
(from hypothesis to implications) (Mouly 1978).
Hypotheses are tested rigorously and, if necessary,
revised.

Although both deduction and induction have
their weaknesses, their contributions to the
development of science are enormous and fall
into three categories:

the suggestion of hypotheses
the logical development of these hypotheses
the clarification and interpretation of scientific
findings and their synthesis into a conceptual
framework.

A further means by which we set out to discover
truth is research. This has been defined by Kerlinger
(1970) as the systematic, controlled, empirical and
critical investigation of hypothetical propositions
about the presumed relations among natural
phenomena. Research has three characteristics in
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particular which distinguish it from the first means
of problem-solving identified earlier, namely,
experience. First, whereas experience deals with
events occurring in a haphazard manner, research
is systematic and controlled, basing its operations
on the inductive-deductive model outlined above.
Second, research is empirical. The scientist turns
to experience for validation. As Kerlinger (1970)
puts it, subjective, personal belief has to have
a reality check against objective, empirical facts
and tests. And third, research is self-correcting.
Not only does the scientific method have built-in
mechanisms to protect scientists from error as far
as is humanly possible, but also their procedures
and results are open to public scrutiny by fellow
professionals. Incorrect results in time will be
found and either revised or discarded (Mouly
1978). Research is a combination of both
experience and reasoning and must be regarded
as the most successful approach to the discovery
of truth, particularly as far as the natural sciences
are concerned (Borg 1963).1

Educational research has absorbed several com-
peting views of the social sciences – the es-
tablished, traditional view and an interpretive
view, and several others that we explore in this
chapter – critical theory, feminist theory and com-
plexity theory. The established, traditional view
holds that the social sciences are essentially the
same as the natural sciences and are therefore
concerned with discovering natural and universal
laws regulating and determining individual and
social behaviour; the interpretive view, however,
while sharing the rigour of the natural sciences
and the same concern of traditional social science
to describe and explain human behaviour, em-
phasizes how people differ from inanimate natural
phenomena and, indeed, from each other. These
contending views – and also their corresponding
reflections in educational research – stem in the
first instance from different conceptions of social
reality and of individual and social behaviour. It
will help our understanding of the issues to be
developed subsequently if we examine these in a
little more detail (see http://www.routledge.com/
textbooks/9780415368780 – Chapter 1, file 1.1.
ppt).

Two conceptions of social reality

The views of social science that we have just
identified represent strikingly different ways of
looking at social reality and are constructed on
correspondingly different ways of interpreting it.
We can perhaps most profitably approach these
conceptions of the social world by examining the
explicit and implicit assumptions underpinning
them. Our analysis is based on the work of Burrell
and Morgan (1979), who identified four sets of
such assumptions.

First, there are assumptions of an ontological
kind – assumptions which concern the very nature
or essence of the social phenomena being
investigated. Thus, the authors ask, is social
reality external to individuals – imposing itself on
their consciousness from without – or is it the
product of individual consciousness? Is reality of
an objective nature, or the result of individual
cognition? Is it a given ‘out there’ in the world, or
is it created by one’s own mind? These questions
spring directly from what philosophy terms the
nominalist–realist debate. The former view holds
that objects of thought are merely words and
that there is no independently accessible thing
constituting the meaning of a word. The realist
position, however, contends that objects have an
independent existence and are not dependent for
it on the knower.

The second set of assumptions identified
by Burrell and Morgan (1979) are of an
epistemological kind. These concern the very
bases of knowledge – its nature and forms, how
it can be acquired, and how communicated to
other human beings. How one aligns oneself in
this particular debate profoundly affects how one
will go about uncovering knowledge of social
behaviour. The view that knowledge is hard,
objective and tangible will demand of researchers
an observer role, together with an allegiance to the
methods of natural science; to see knowledge as
personal, subjective and unique, however, imposes
on researchers an involvement with their subjects
and a rejection of the ways of the natural scientist.
To subscribe to the former is to be positivist; to
the latter, anti-positivist.
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The third set of assumptions concern human
nature and, in particular, the relationship between
human beings and their environment. Since the
human being is both its subject and object of study,
the consequences for social science of assumptions
of this kind are indeed far-reaching. Two images of
human beings emerge from such assumptions – the
one portrays them as responding mechanically
and deterministically to their environment, i.e.
as products of the environment, controlled like
puppets; the other, as initiators of their own
actions with free will and creativity, producing
their own environments. The difference is between
determinism and voluntarism respectively (Burrell
and Morgan 1979).

It would follow from what we have said so far
that the three sets of assumptions identified above
have direct implications for the methodological
concerns of researchers, since the contrasting
ontologies, epistemologies and models of human
beings will in turn demand different research
methods. Investigators adopting an objectivist
(or positivist) approach to the social world
and who treat it like the world of natural
phenomena as being hard, real and external to the
individual will choose from a range of traditional
options – surveys, experiments, and the like.
Others favouring the more subjectivist (or anti-
positivist) approach and who view the social world
as being of a much softer, personal and humanly
created kind will select from a comparable range
of recent and emerging techniques – accounts,
participant observation and personal constructs,
for example.

Where one subscribes to the view that treats
the social world like the natural world – as
if it were a hard, external and objective
reality – then scientific investigation will be
directed at analysing the relationships and
regularities between selected factors in that
world. It will be predominantly quantitative
and will be concerned with identifying and
defining elements and discovering ways in which
their relationships can be expressed. Hence,
they argue, methodological issues, of fundamental
importance, are thus the concepts themselves,
their measurement and the identification of

underlying themes in a search for universal laws
that explain and govern that which is being
observed (Burrell and Morgan 1979). An approach
characterized by procedures and methods designed
to discover general laws may be referred to as
nomothetic.

However, if one favours the alternative view
of social reality which stresses the importance of
the subjective experience of individuals in the
creation of the social world, then the search
for understanding focuses upon different issues
and approaches them in different ways. The
principal concern is with an understanding of
the way in which the individual creates, modifies
and interprets the world in which he or she
finds himself or herself. The approach now takes
on a qualitative as well as quantitative aspect.
As Burrell and Morgan (1979) and Kirk and Miller
(1986: 14) observe, emphasis here is placed on
explanation and understanding of the unique and
the particular individual case rather than the
general and the universal; the interest is in a
subjective, relativistic social world rather than
an absolutist, external reality. In its emphasis
on the particular and individual this approach
to understanding individual behaviour may be
termed idiographic.

In this review of Burrell and Morgan’s analysis
of the ontological, epistemological, human and
methodological assumptions underlying two ways
of conceiving social reality, we have laid the
foundations for a more extended study of the
two contrasting perspectives evident in the
practices of researchers investigating human
behaviour and, by adoption, educational problems.
Box 1.1 summarizes these assumptions along a
subjective–objective dimension. It identifies the
four sets of assumptions by using terms we have
adopted in the text and by which they are known
in the literature of social philosophy.

Each of the two perspectives on the study of
human behaviour outlined above has profound
implications for research in classrooms and
schools. The choice of problem, the formulation of
questions to be answered, the characterization of
pupils and teachers, methodological concerns, the
kinds of data sought and their mode of treatment,
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Box 1.1
The subjective–objective dimension

Nominalism

Anti-positivism

Voluntarism

Idiographic

Realism

Positivism

Determinism

Nomothetic

ontology

epistemology

human nature

methodology

The subjectivist
approach to
social science

The objectivist
approach to
social science

A scheme for analysing assumptions about the nature of social science

Source: Burrell and Morgan 1979

all are influenced by the viewpoint held. Some
idea of the considerable practical implications of
the contrasting views can be gained by examining
Box 1.2 which compares them with respect to a
number of critical issues within a broadly societal
and organizational framework. Implications of the
two perspectives for research into classrooms and
schools will unfold in the course of the text.

Because of its significance for the epistemologi-
cal basis of social science and its consequences for
educational research, we devote much discussion
in this chapter to the positivist and anti-positivist
debate.

Positivism

Although positivism has been a recurrent
theme in the history of western thought from
the Ancient Greeks to the present day, it
is historically associated with the nineteenth-
century French philosopher, Auguste Comte,
who was the first thinker to use the word
for a philosophical position (Beck 1979). His
positivism turns to observation and reason as
means of understanding behaviour; explanation
proceeds by way of scientific description. In

his study of the history of the philosophy and
methodology of science, Oldroyd (1986) says:

It was Comte who consciously ‘invented’ the new

science of society and gave it the name to which we

are accustomed . . . . For social phenomena were to be

viewed in the light of physiological (or biological)

laws and theories and investigated empirically, just

like physical phenomena.

(Oldroyd 1986)

Comte’s position was to lead to a general
doctrine of positivism which held that all genuine
knowledge is based on sense experience and can
be advanced only by means of observation and
experiment. Following in the empiricist tradition,
it limited inquiry and belief to what can be firmly
established and in thus abandoning metaphysical
and speculative attempts to gain knowledge by
reason alone, the movement developed what has
been described as a ‘tough-minded orientation to
facts and natural phenomena’ (Beck 1979).

Although the term positivism is used by
philosophers and social scientists, a residual
meaning is always present and this derives from an
acceptance of natural science as the paradigm of
human knowledge (Duncan 1968). This includes
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